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THE THEOLOGY OF CAEDMON'S HYMN 

By D . R . HOWLETT 

In the t h i r t e e n c e n t u r i e s s ince its compos i t i on Csedmon's Hymn 
has been valued as the oldes t monumen t of Eng l i sh C h r i s t i a n 
p o e t r y and r e v e r e d a s the i s sue of a m i r a c u l o u s gif t . ' One m o d e r n 
c r i t i c h a s sugges t ed tha t the m i r a c l e 

which ins tan t ly s t r u c k the monks and was so p ious ly 
r e c o r d e d by Bede was not that a h e r d s m a n a t t ached to 
a m o n a s t e r y r e c i t e d a p o e m of his own compos i t i on 
m e r e l y : but r a t h e r that one obviously quite un t r a ined 
in the a r i s t o c r a t i c h e r o i c t r ad i t i on of the Anglo-Saxon 
poet ic m a n n e r - its highly t e c h n i c a l d ic t ion , s ty l e , and 
m e t r e - suddenly showed that in a night, a s it w e r e , he 
had a c q u i r e d the m a s t e r y over th is long and s p e c i a l i z e d 
d i s c ip l i ne . 

In the a b s e n c e of c o m p a r a t i v e m a t e r i a l it is idle to specu la t e 
whe the r Caedmon's c o n t e m p o r a r i e s r e c o g n i z e d the hymn as p a r t 
of " the a r i s t o c r a t i c h e r o i c t r a d i t i o n " or c o n s i d e r e d it "a p i ece of 
g r e a t p o e t r y in i tself" or r e jo i ced that its au thor had " p r e s e r v e d 
for C h r i s t i a n a r t the g r e a t v e r b a l i nhe r i t ance of G e r m a n i c c u l t u r e . " 
One migh t infer , howeve r , that they w e r e a m a z e d at the theo log ica l 
unde r s t and ing of an i l l i t e r a t e h e r d s m a n . To m a k e p o e t r y of 
T r i n i t a r i a n or thodoxy does r e q u i r e spec ia l gif ts . 

A T r i n i t a r i a n i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the hymn depends upon 
sen t ence d iv i s ion impl ied by the cap i t a l l e t t e r s and punctuat ion of 
s ix m a n u s c r i p t s which c o m e f rom the eighth to the twelfth c e n t u r y , 
f rom Eng l i sh and Cont inenta l t r a d i t i o n s , f rom e v e r y p a r t of 
Dobb ie ' s s t e m m a : 2 
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* (xCCaedmon's own text ) 

* % (eorou) 

(6MSS) *Z Di P, 

*A. (5MSS) original of 
\ the Old English Bede 

Ld, 

Hr 

L and M a r e the L e n i n g r a d and Moore m a n u s c r i p t s of the H i s t o r i a 
E c c l e s i a s t i c a f rom the m i d - e i g h t h cen tu ry . T a n n e r MS 1 0 in the 
Bodle ian L i b r a r y is the b e s t extant copy of the Old Eng l i sh Bede , 
a t e n t h - c e n t u r y m a n u s c r i p t de scended f rom *&• . Bod le i an MS 163, 
f rom the f i r s t q u a r t e r of the twelfth cen tu ry , is one of Dobb ie ' s 
Z fami ly . Bodle ian MS Laud M i s c . 243, p e r h a p s f rom the f i r s t 
half of the twelfth cen tu ry , is Dobb ie ' s Ld, , and Dijon Bib l io theque 
m u n i c i p a l e MS 547 (334), p e r h a p s f rom the t h i r d q u a r t e r of the 
twelfth c e n t u r y , is Dobb ie ' s Di . The punctuat ion of t h e s e m a n u ­
s c r i p t s is not un i form enough to imply de scen t f rom a s ingle 
a r c h e t y p e . It sugges t s a s en tence d iv is ion which m a y have 
a p p e a r e d independent ly to Bede and to many s c r i b e s a s n a t u r a l 
and obvious . 

The Len ing rad m a n u s c r i p t p r e s e r v e s the Lat in p a r a p h r a s e 
t hus : 

Nunc l a u d a r e d e b e m u s a u c t o r e m 
r e g n i cae les t i s . p o t e n t i a m c r e a 
t o r i s . et c o n s i l i u m i l l ius . facta 
p a t r i s gloriae' Quomodo ille 
c u m sit seternus d e u s . omnium 
m i r a c u l o r u m a u c t o r ext i t i t ' 
Qui p r i m o fil i is h o m i n u m 
caelum p r o cu lmine t ec t i ' 
dehinc t e r r a m c u s t o s human i 
g e n e r i s omnipotens c r e a u i f 
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The r a i s e d points af ter g l o r i a e , ext i t i t , t e c t i , and c r e a u i t m a r k 
ma jo r p a u s e s . The cap i t a l l e t t e r s at Nunc and Qui m a r k what the 
s c r i b e r e g a r d e d a s the two p r i n c i p a l s e n t e n c e s , each conta ining 
two m a j o r p a u s e s . But a c o r r e c t o r has added two s t r o k e s to m a k e 
a l i t t e r a no tab i l io r of the Q in Quomodo, dividing the text into 
t h r e e s e n t e n c e s , beginning at Nunc, Quomodo, and Qui. The 
punctuat ion of the Moore m a n u s c r i p t 4 is d i f ferent , but it imp l i e s 
d iv i s ions at the s a m e p l a c e s : 

nunc lauda 
r e d e b e m u s a u c t o r e m regn i c a e l e s t i s po t en t i am 

c r e a t o r i s . et cons i 
l ium i l l ius facta p a t r i s glor iaer ' quomodo ille cum 

si t a e t e r n u s d e u s . 
omnium m i r a c u l o r u m auc to r ex t i t i f qui p r i m o 

fi l i is hominum 
c a e l u m p r o cu lmine tec t i^ dehinc t e r r a m cus to s 

humani g e n e r i s omnipotens e r e 
aui t ; 

The o r ig ina l s c r i b e used no cap i t a l l e t t e r s and only two r a i s e d 
po in t s , a f ter ext i t i t and c r e a u i t , implying that the two p r i n c i p a l 
s en tences begin at nunc and qui. But in ink fa in te r than that of 
the r e s t of the text a r e v i s e r has added points af ter c r e a t o r i s and 
deus , m a r k s for m a j o r p a u s e s af ter g l o r i a e and t e c t i , an a b b r e v i ­
ation m a r k af ter the p_ of omnipo tens , and p a r t of the t e r m i n a l 
punctuat ion af ter c r e a u i t . The r e v i s e r ' s punctuat ion imp l i e s 
d iv is ion into two p r i n c i p a l s e n t e n c e s , beginning at nunc and qui, 
each containing one m a j o r p a u s e , af ter g lo r i ae and t e c t i . The 
f i r s t p r i n c i p a l s en tence has one m e d i a l pause on e i t he r s ide of 
the m a j o r pause (after c r e a t o r i s and deus ) . This would a p p e a r to 
justify d iv i s ion into four p h r a s e s , beginning at nunc, quomodo, 
qui, and dehinc , though the t h i rd and fourth would s h a r e a s ingle 
ve rb . 

In the Len ing rad m a n u s c r i p t the Eng l i sh text a p p e a r s on the 
lower m a r g i n of the s a m e folio a s the Lat in p a r a p h r a s e . It has 
only one cap i t a l l e t t e r , at the beginning , and only one punctua t ion 
point, at the end. The f i r s t and l a s t l ines of the Eng l i sh tex t , 
beginning with Nu and tha , m a y c o r r e s p o n d to the f i r s t and l a s t 
d iv i s ions of the Lat in p a r a p h r a s e at Nunc and dehinc : 

Nu sc i lun h e r g a hefen ricses ua rd metudses m e h t i and 
h i s mod gi thanc u e r c uuldur fadur sue he uund ra / 
gihuaes ec i d r y c t i n or astelidae he eerist scop ae ldu 
b a r n u m hefen to hrofae hal ig s c e p p e n d / t h a m i d d i n g a r d 
moncynnaes ua rd ec i d r y c t i n aefter tiadae f i rum foldu 
f rea a l l m e h t i g . 
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In the Moore m a n u s c r i p t the Eng l i sh text has been added on a folio 
nea r the end (128 v ) , far r e m o v e d f rom the Lat in p a r a p h r a s e . The 
s c r i b e m a y have t r i e d to a r r a n g e the text in d i s t i n c t i o n e s , 5 

acco rd ing to the s e n s e . He has used only one cap i t a l l e t t e r , at the 
beginning, and only one punctuat ion point, w h e r e the a r r a n g e m e n t 
of the l ines does not r e f l ec t the c o r r e c t d i s t i nc t io : 

a 
Nu scy lun h e r g e n h e f a e n r i c a e s ua rd metudaes m a e c t i 
end h i s modgidanc u e r c uuldurfadur / sue he uundra 
g ihuaes ec i d r y c t i n or astelidae he a e r i s t scop ae lda 
b a r n u heben t i l hrofe / haleg scepen . tha m i d d u n g e a r d 
moncynnaes ua rd ec i d r y c t i n aefter tiadse f i rum fold riP 
f rea a l l m e c t i g / 

p r i m o cantaui t c aedmon is tud c a r m e n . 

The d iv i s ions at Nu, sue , and tha m a y c o r r e s p o n d to t hose 
impl ied by the punctuat ion of the p a r a p h r a s e , at nunc, quomodo, 
and dehinc . 

T a n n e r MS 10 p r e s e r v e s only the Old Eng l i sh text (fol. 1 0 0 r ) : 

baere ende b y r d n e s s e b i s i s . (nu sculon h e r i g e a n heofon 
r i c e s w e a r d m e o t o d e s m e a h t e 7 his mod gepanc w e o r c 
wuldor feeder' swa he wundra gehwaes ece d r i h t e n or on 
s t e a l d e . he aerest s ceop eorftan b e a r n u heofon to hrofe 
hal ig scyppend. pa m i d d a n g e a r d moncynnes w e a r d ece 
d r i h t e n aefter teode f i r u m foldan f rea aelmihtig. 

The r a i s e d point af ter feeder imp l i e s d iv i s ion into two p r i n c i p a l 
s e n t e n c e s , beginning at nu. and swa, with two m a j o r p a u s e s , af ter 
ons tea lde and scyppend. 

Unfor tunate ly the Eng l i sh v e r s e s have been rubbed n e a r l y 
away f rom the left m a r g i n of fol. 152 v of Bodle ian MS 163, but 
the Lat in text on the s a m e folio i m p l i e s d iv i s ions at the s a m e 
p l aces a s the Tanne r m a n u s c r i p t : 

q u o r u m is te es t s e n s u s ; Nunc l a u d a r i [sic] d e b e m u s 
a u c t o r e m 

r e g n i c e l e s t i s . po t en t i am c r e a t o r i s . et c o n s i l i u m 
i l l ius facta 

p a t r i s g l o r i e : Quomodo i l le cum sit e t e r n u s d e u s . omnium 
m i r a c u l o r u m a u c t o r ext i t i t . qui p r i m o fi l i is h o m i n u m 

c e l u m 
c 

p r o cu lmine t e c t i . dehinc t e r r a m cus to s h u m a n i g e n e r i s 
omnipo tens 

c r e a u i t ; 
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Both the cap i t a l l e t t e r s and the punctuat ion conf i rm that the 
p r i n c i p a l s e n t e n c e s begin at Nunc and Quomodo. 

The La t in text of MS Laud M i s c . 243 fu r the r con f i rms th i s 
a r r a n g e m e n t (fol. 82 v ) : 

i s t e es t s e n s u s . Nunc l a u d a r e d e b e m u s 
a u c t o r e m r e g n i c e l e s t i s . po t en t i am c r e a t o 
r i s et c o n s i l i u m i l l i u s . facta p a t r i s g lo r i e . 
quomodo il le cum sit e t e r n u s d e u s . omnium 
m i r a c u l o r u m auc to r ex t i t i t^ qui 
p r i m o f i l i is h o m i n u m c e l u m p r o c u l m i -
ne t e c t i . dehinc t e r r a m cus to s h u m a -
ni g e n e r i s omnipotens c r e a u i t . 

Nu we sceo lan h e r i a n h e r i a n heo 
fon r i c e s w e a r d . m e t u d e s mih te 
7 his m o d g e p a n c . w e o r c wulder fae 
d e r . swa he wundra gehwaes ece 
d r ih t en pa he eerest sceop eortSe 
bearnu. heofon to h rofe . ba mid 
dan g e a r d m o n c y n n e s w e a r d ece 
d r i h t e n sefter teode fyrum on 
folden f rea eelmihtig hal ig scyp 
pend. 

The s e n t e n c e s of the Lat in p a r a p h r a s e begin at Nunc, quomodo, 
and qui , but b e c a u s e of an in t rus ive b_a_ before he seres t the Engl i sh 
s e n t e n c e s begin at Nu, swa, and ba middan g e a r d . 

F i n a l l y the Dijon m a n u s c r i p t p r e s e r v e s a ca re fu l ly c o r r e c t e d 
and punctua ted Lat in tex t , which follows the Eng l i sh text on fol. 
59 • The Eng l i sh v e r s e s , p robab ly i n c o r p o r a t e d into the text f rom 
the m a r g i n of an e x e m p l a r , w e r e a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y unin te l l ig ib le 
to the s c r i b e . 

i s t e es t s e n s u s . Nu pue sc iu lun h e r g a hefu rh~ lricaes 
p u e a r d . m e t u d a e s m e c h t i . and his modgedeanc 
p u e r c puldur fudur suae hae pund rag ihuaes 
e c i d r i c h t i n o ra s t a ldehe r a 1 ue r s t scoo peordu 
b e a r n u m e f e n t o hrofe hal ig sceppendda . m i d -
d u m g e a r d monc innes p e a r d s e c i d r in t inc ef-
t e r t i ade f i rum. onfuldufrea a l l m e c h t i g . 

'+' Nunc l auda re d e b e m u s a u c t o r e m r e g n i c e l e s ­
t i s . r po ten t i am c r e a t o r is1 et c o n s i l i u m i l l ius facta 

p a t r i s g l o r i e . Quomodo 
il le cum sit e t e r n u s deus . omnium a u c t o r e x t i t i t / 

c 

qui p r i m o fi l i is h o m i n u m ce lum p r o c u l m i -
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ne »>;cti. dehinc t e r r a m cus tos h u m a n i g e n e r i s 
omnipotens c r e a u i t . 

The p r i n c i p a l s e n t e n c e s begin at Nunc and Quomodo, T h e r e is a 
ma jo r pause af ter ex t i t i t . 

With c h a r a c t e r i s t i c m o d e s t y Bede apologized for h i s p a r a ­
p h r a s e : 

Hie es t s e n s u s , non a u t e m ordo ipse u e r b o r u m quae 
d o r m i e n s ille caneba t ; neque en im possun t c a r m i n a , 
quamui s opt ime conpos i t a , ex a l ia in a l i a m l inguam 
ad u e r b u m sine d e t r i m e n t o su i d e c o r i s ac d ign i ta t i s 
t r a n s f e r r i . 

Bede w a s , however , doctus i n n o s t r i s c a r m i n i b u s , and his p a r a ­
p h r a s e r e n d e r s m o r e of the h y m n ' s decor ac d igni tas than m a n y 
have r e a l i z e d . If a r r a n g e d as Old Eng l i sh v e r s e , five l ines of the 
p a r a p h r a s e a l l i t e r a t e . Al l s ix m a n u s c r i p t s c o n s i d e r e d above 
m a r k at l e a s t a m a j o r p a u s e a f te r facta p a t r i s g lo r i ae and u e r c 
uu ldur fadur . Each of the half l ines in Caedmon's f i r s t s en t ence 
c o n s i s t s of five s y l l a b l e s ; B e d e ' s f i r s t sen tence is n e a r l y a s 
r e g u l a r . Bede used m a s c u l i n e a u c t o r e m to r e n d e r Caedmon's 
m a s c u l i n e ua rd , feminine po ten t i am for feminine m e h t i , n eu t e r 
cons i l i um for the compound whose f i r s t e l e m e n t is n e u t e r mod , 
and neu te r facta for neu t e r u e r c . T h e s e c o r r e s p o n d e n c e s m a y 
imply tha t Bede saw some p u r p o s e in finding w o r d s g e n e r i c a l l y 
equivalent to Caedmon's . Since ne i the r of the o ldes t N o r t h u m b r i a n 
t ex t s no r the b e s t West Saxon text of the hymn has the pronoun we, 
B e d e ' s r e n d e r i n g of sc i lun h e r g a as f i r s t p e r s o n p l u r a l , l a u d a r e 
d e b e m u s , looks odd at f i r s t . O m i s s i o n of a subjec t p ronoun we 
would m a k e unusua l Old Eng l i sh syntax . The Old Eng l i sh 
Bened ic t ine Office p r e s e r v e s , appa ren t l y , the n o r m a l u s a g e , we 
sculon God h e r i a n . S ince both u e r c and facta m a y be nomina t i ve 
a s wel l a s a c c u s a t i v e , one can m a k e good s e n s e of B e d e ' s p a r a ­
p h r a s e by cons t ru ing u e r c uuldurfadur as subject of the f i r s t 
s e n t e n c e , a s s u m i n g that we a r e p a r t of God ' s hand iwork , the 
c r e a t u r e s who should p r a i s e Him. " 

T h r e e of the m a n u s c r i p t s m a r k the beginning of the second 
sen tence with a cap i ta l Q in Quomodo. The l ine which beg ins sue 
he in M o o r e , the r a i s e d point be fo re swa he in T a n n e r , and the 
point be fo re swa he in Laud conf i rm that the second sen tence 
should beg in t h e r e . Consequent ly B e d e ' s Quomodo ille . . . 
ext i t i t should be c o n s t r u e d a s e x c l a m a t o r y , l ike C i c e r o ' s Quomodo 
m o r t e m fili i tul i t l S i m i l a r l y Caedmon's sue should be t r a n s l a t e d 
not "how" or " a s , " but " t h u s , " a s in Swa cwae8 e a r d s t a p a and Swa 
cwaeS sno t to r on mode in The W a n d e r e r . 
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I would a r r a n g e the t ex t s t hus : 

Nunc l a u d a r e d e b e m u s a u c t o r e m regn i c a e l e s t i s . 
p o t e n t i a m c r e a t o r i s . et c o n s i l i u m i l l ius . 
facta p a t r i s g l o r i a e ' Quomodo il le 
c u m si t a e t e r n u s d e u s . omnium m i r a c u l o r u m 
a u c t o r ex t i t i t ' Qui p r i m o f i l i is hominum 
c a e l u m p r o cu lmine t e c t i ' dehinc t e r r a i n 
cus to s human i g e n e r i s omnipotens c r e a u i t ' 

Nu sc i lun h e r g a hefenricaes ua rd 
metudaes m e h t i and his modgi thanc 
u e r c uu ldur fadur . Sue he uundra gihuaes 
ec i d r y c t i n or as te l idse . 
He aerist scop ae ldu b a r n u m 
hefen to hrofae halig sceppend; 
tha m i d d i n g a r d moncynnaes ua rd 
ec i d r y c t i n aefter tiadae 
f i r u m foldu f r ea a l l m e h t i g . 

Now ought we , the c r e a t u r e s of the F a t h e r of g lo ry , to 
p r a i s e the Gua rd i an of the Kingdom of Heaven , the P o w e r 
of the R u l e r , and His Counse l . Thus did He, the 
E t e r n a l Lo rd , e s t a b l i s h the beginning of e v e r y wonde r : 
f i r s t He, the Holy C r e a t o r , fashioned heaven a s a roof 
for the c h i l d r e n of m e n ; then a f t e r w a r d s the P r o t e c t o r 
of mank ind , E t e r n a l Lord , Omnipotent God, a d o r n e d 
the e a r t h , a coun t ry for m e n . 

The h y m n is or thodox and T r i n i t a r i a n . 7 It is nine l ines long, it 
n a m e s God nine t i m e s , and it c o n s i s t s of t h r e e s e n t e n c e s (if not of 
an in t roduc t ion and t h r e e s e n t e n c e s ) . Although Old Eng l i sh p o e m s 
commonly begin with an e x p r e s s e d subject p ronoun , it is a p p r o p r i a t e 
in th is h y m n for the subjec t to follow the object s ince the object is 
the T r i n i t y : the F a t h e r (hefenricaes ua rd ) , the Son (metudaes m e h t i ) , 
and the Holy Ghost (his modg i thanc ) . To speak of the Son a s the 
c r e a t i v e P o w e r of God is to follow St. P a u l , who d e s c r i b e d h im a s 
XpLOTOV Seou 6uvaui,v, C h r i s t u m Dei V i r t u t e m (I Cor in th i ans 1:24), 
and St. John (1 :2-3) : 

6ys uaes in f ruma m i 5 God a l le &erh hine 
a u o r d e n sint 

Hoc e r a t in p r i n c i p i o apud Dominum. Omnia p e r i p sum 
facta sunt . 

To speak of the P a r a c l e t e , the C o m f o r t e r , se F r e f r i e n d , a s God ' s 
Counse l is to follow St. John aga in , who d e s c r i b e d Him a s 



gas t soO feestnises miO iuh uunas 7 in iuh bio 
S p i r i t u m v e r i t a t i s . . . [qui] aput vos m a n e b i t et in vobis 

e r i t (14: 17), 
Se iuih gel rao a l l e 

i l le vos docebi t omnia (14 :26) . 

P r a i s e of God a s the Lo rd , His P o w e r , and His Counse l r e c u r s in 
P s a l m 1 4 6 : 5 : 

Magnus Dominus n o s t e r et m a g n a Vi r tu s e ius 
et Sap ien t iae e ius non es t n u m e r u s (iuxta LXX), 

Magnus Dominus n o s t e r et m u l t u s F o r t i t u d i n e 
P r u d e n t i a e e ius non es t n u m e r u s (iuxta H e b r . ) , 

m i c e l d ryh ten ur 7 m i c e l m e g e n h is 
7 s n y t r e h i s n is r i m . 

To speak of the Son in t e r m s of the F a t h e r , " the P o w e r of 
the R u l e r , " is what Caedmon would have l e a r n e d f rom the C r e e d , 
as wel l a s f rom the p s a l m s . 8 The second a r t i c l e of the Nicene 
C r e e d d e s c r i b e s the Second P e r s o n of the T r in i t y a s " the only-
bego t t en Son of God, begot ten of His F a t h e r be fo re a l l w o r l d s . . . 
bego t ten not m a d e , being of one s u b s t a n c e with the F a t h e r , by whom 
a l l th ings w e r e m a d e . " The s ixth a r t i c l e a f f i rms that He " s i t t e t h 
on the r igh t hand of the F a t h e r . " To speak of the Holy Ghost a s 
his m o d g i t h a n c , that i s , dependent upon hefenricaes u a r d , a l s o 
impl i e s f a m i l i a r i t y with the C r e e d . The fi l ioque c l a u s e , c o n c e r n ­
ing double p r o c e s s i o n of the Holy Ghost f r o m the F a t h e r and the 
Son, was not i n s e r t e d into the text of the Nicene C r e e d at the 
Counci l of Toledo in 589, a s is often a f f i rmed . Some m a n u s c r i p t s 
of the a c t s of Spanish counc i l s omit the word fi l ioque a l t o g e t h e r , 
and o t h e r s conta in it only in the m a r g i n s or be tween the l i n e s . The 
in te rpo la t ion p robab ly c r e p t into the C r e e d f r o m an a n a t h e m a and 
s p r e a d f rom Spain to Gaul and I taly. A text of the C r e e d with the 
fi l ioque c l a u s e was added to a copy of the G r e g o r i a n S a c r a m e n t a r y 
which C h a r l e m a g n e had r e q u e s t e d in 785, and the in t e rpo la t ed 
C r e e d was p r o m u l g a t e d at the Counci ls of F r a n k f o r t (794), F r i u l i 
(796), and Aachen ( 8 0 9 ) . ' But th i s happened m o r e than a c en tu ry 
af ter Caedmon's dea th . The impl ica t ion of the hymn that the Holy 
Sp i r i t p r o c e e d s f rom the F a t h e r a lone is exac t ly what one should 
expect f r o m Csedmon. 

Caedmon's n a m e s for God follow a r a t i o n a l o r d e r . The 
F a t h e r , the Son, and the Holy Ghost a r e p r a i s e d by the c r e a t u r e s 
of the F a t h e r of g lo ry , who acknowledge that even before he uundra 
gihuaes or astelidae God was e t e r n a l , e c i d r y c t i n . The o r d e r of 
c r e a t i o n in the hymn follows that of G e n e s i s 1 :1 , P s a l m 146: 8, 
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and the A p o s t l e s ' C r e e d : 

In p r i n c i p i o c r e a u i t Deus c a e l u m et t e r r a m ; 

Qui ope r i t c a e l u m nubibus et p a r a t t e r r a e p luu iam; 

C r e d o in Deum P a t r e m Omnipo ten t em, 
C r e a t o r e m cae l i et t e r r a e ; 

He aerist scop hefen, 
tha m i d d i n g a r d aefter t iadee. 

Caedmon s t a t e s that at the f i r s t fashioning of th ings (aerist) God was 
the hal ig sceppend , who scop , but that a f t e r w a r d s (aefter) He was 
the P r o t e c t o r of His l a t e r c r e a t i o n , moncynnaes ua rd . The hymn 
concludes with a r e a f f i r m a t i o n of God ' s e t e r n i t y ( s ta ted once 
before and once af ter the account of c rea t ion ) and with a s u m m a r y 
of God 's c o m p r e h e n s i v e power , f rea a l l m e h t i g . 

R e c o v e r y of the theo log ica l a s p e c t of the hymn a l lows one 
b e t t e r to u n d e r s t a n d the impac t of Caedmon's gift upon his con ­
t e m p o r a r i e s , and e s p e c i a l l y upon Bede . Even if Bede did not 
know of the anonymous v e r s i f i e r who compla ined '" 

In te r e i l s Goth icum m a t i a n ia d r i n c a n ia s cap ian , 
Non audet q u i s q u a m dignos e d i c e r e v e r s u s , 

or the s a t i r e of Sidonius " 

In ter c r i n i g e r a s s i t u m c a t e r v a s 
Et G e r m a n i c a v e r b a s u s t i n e n t e m , 
L a u d a n t e m t e t r i c o subinde vultu 
Quod Burgund io can ta t e s c u l e n t u s , 
Infundens ac ido c o m a m b u t y r o , 

he m a y have s h a r e d t he i r view that the pagan G e r m a n i c peop les 
wrought no dignos v e r s u s . He m a y have c a r e d no m o r e for " the 
a r i s t o c r a t i c h e r o i c t r a d i t i o n " than Alcuin c a r e d for the anc ien t 
songs of Ingeld, which he condemned a s c a r m i n a gent i l ium. 1 2 

One l e a r n s only f rom the Old Eng l i sh t r a n s l a t i o n of the H i s t o r i a 
E c c l e s i a s t i c a that Caedmon left the banquet for shame at h is 
inabil i ty to sing (bonne a r a s he for s come f rom baem s y m b l e ) . 
Bede w r o t e s imply that Caedmon s u r g e b a t a m e d i a caena . To 
r e f r a in f rom what he m a y have r e g a r d e d a s f r ivola et s u p e r v a c u a 
poemata at convivia was not shameful . The m i r a c l e for Bede was 
that a m a n who had not sung be fo re r e c e i v e d a gift which he used 
only to m a k e p o e m s by which m u l t o r u m saepe a n i m i ad c o n t e m t u m 
saecu l i et appe t i t um sunt vi tae c a e l e s t i s a c c e n s i . Caedmon 
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fashioned, for the f i r s t t i m e among N o r t h e r n p e o p l e s , d ignos 
v e r s u s . 

Caedmon's hymn a p p e a r s to owe l i t t le to " the g r e a t v e r b a l 
i nhe r i t ance of G e r m a n i c c u l t u r e . " One need look no fu r the r for 
l i t e r a r y s o u r c e s than the beginning of the book of G e n e s i s , P s a l m 
146, and the Nicene and A p o s t l e s ' C r e e d s , which even an i l l i t e r a t e 
l a y m a n could have known o ra l l y . As the synod which finally 
d e t e r m i n e d the o r i en ta t ion of Eng l i sh C h r i s t i a n i t y o c c u r r e d n e a r 
Caedmon's home dur ing his l i f e t ime , an i n t e r e s t in d o c t r i n a l inquiry 
or e c c l e s i a s t i c a l pol i ty is l e s s s u r p r i s i n g among l a y m e n at Whitby 
about 664 than it migh t be at o ther t i m e s and p l a c e s . Caedmon's 
c o n t e m p o r a r i e s m u s t have wondered none the l e s s at the sudden 
compos i t i on , the s t r u c t u r e , and the doc t r i ne of the hymn. The 
H i s t o r i a E c c l e s i a s t i c a r e c o r d s m a n y c i r c u m s t a n t i a l de t a i l s of 
compos i t i on , but nothing about s t r u c t u r e and mean ing . P e r h a p s 
Bede and those af ter h im who p r e s e r v e d the s t o ry and the hymn 
c o n s i d e r e d the s t r u c t u r e and d o c t r i n e too obvious for c o m m e n t . 
Hie ne wendon Saette aefre m e n n sceo lden swae r e c c e l e a s e weorflan 
ond s io l a r swae o8feal lan: for Saere wilnunga hie hit fo r le ton . 



\ NOTES 

r n enclose l e t t e r s or words inser ted between lines or from m a r g i n s . 

Old English Biblical quotations a r e from the Vespasian P s a l t e r and the 
Lindisfarne Gospels . 

1 C. L. Wrenn, "The Poe t ry of Caedmon, " Proceed ings of the Br i t i sh 
Academy, XXXII (1946), 285-286. 

2 E. Van K. Dobbie, The Manuscr ip ts of Caedmon's Hymn and Bede ' s Death 
Song (New York, 1937), p. 48. 

3 Leningrad Public L ib ra ry MS Q. v. I. 18, fol. 107 r . O. Arngar t (ed. ), 
The Leningrad Bede, Ear ly English Manuscr ip ts in F a c s i m i l e , Vol. II 
(Copenhagen, 1952). 

4 Cambridge Universi ty L ib ra ry MS Kk. v. 16, fol. 91 . P . H. Blai r and 
R . A . B . Mynors (edd.) , The Moore Bede, Ear ly English Manuscr ip ts in 
F a c s i m i l e , Vol. IX (Copenhagen, 1959). 

5 Mynors (ed . ) , Cass iodor i Senator is Insti tutiones (Oxford, 1963), p. 95: 
pos i tura sive dist inct io est modera tae pronuntiationis aper ta repausa t io . 

6 Cf. Riddle 26: 13-14 for the same usage: forb>on me gliwedon wraetlic 
weorc smib>a. Cf. the Vespasian P s a l t e r for comparable express ions in 
P s . 144: 10 and the Benedici te : 

ondettacS 6e dryhten all were oin 
Confiteantur tibi Domine omnia opera tua; 

bledsiac? al l were dryhtnes dryhten 
Benedici te omnia opera Domini Dominum. 

7 M r . R. Hamilton f i r s t suggested the Tr in i t a r i an aspec t to m e , though in 
a different form. Cf. B. F . Huppe, Doctr ine and Poe t ry (New York, 
1959), pp. 99-130, a n d M . W . Bloomfield, " P a t r i s t i c s and Old English 
L i t e r a t u r e : Notes on Some P o e m s , " Comparat ive L i t e r a t u r e , 14 (1962), 
36-43. Metudaes meht i , modgithanc, and uerc can be understood as 
F a t h e r , Son, and Holy Ghost only by render ing modgithanc and consi l ium 
very loosely as "wisdom" and by ignoring the pass ive connotations of 
uerc and facta, which do not suggest the c rea t ive power of the Spir i t . 
To unders tand uard as Fa the r , meht i as Spir i t , and modgithanc as Son 
would yield an unusual o rde r . To cons t rue meht i and modgithanc as 
pa ra l l e l would give two locutions for the Son, but only one each for the 
Fa the r and the Spir i t . 

8 Cf. N . F . Blake, "Caedmon's Hymn, " Notes and Quer i e s , 207, N .S . 9 
(1962), p. 245: "Each aspect of God's g rea tnes s which is emphasized 
in the Hymn finds its counterpar t in the p s a l m s . " 

9 A . E . Burn , The Council of Nicaea (London, 1925), pp. 108-112; 
J . N . D . Kelly, Ear ly Chr is t ian C r e e d s , 3rd edn. (London, 1971), pp. 
301, 362-365. See also R. G. Heath, "The Wes te rn Schism of the F ranks 
and the Fi l ioque, " Journa l of Ecc le s i a s t i ca l His tory , XXIII (1972), 102-
108. I owe the last re fe rence to Mr. P a t r i c k Wormald. 

10 Cited in Wrenn, loc. cit. 



\ 12 

11 C. Luetjohann (ed. ), Gai Sollii Apoll inar is Sidonii Epis tulae et Carmina , 
Monumenta Germaniae His tor ica (Berolini , 1887), Ca rmen XII, pp. 230-
231. 

12 E. Duemmler (ed. ), "Alcuini Epis to lae , " Monumenta Alcuiniana 
(Berolini , 1873), p. 357. 


