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OE literature, as much as other medieval literatures, is likely to look unfamiliar to
modern readers

» English and Latin

» Translation

» Orality and textuality

» Manuscript transmission
» Christian and secular

> Monastic dimension



What do we read in OE?

All the texts in Old English that have come to us are the product of

monastic activities

Monasteries were the centres of cultural attraction and irradiation
> Lindisfarne

» Wearmouth-Jarrow

» Winchester
» Cerne Abbas (Alftric)
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Written literature started in England with Christian missionaries

» 597: Saint Augustine converts Ethelberht, king of Mercia

Advent of Latin alphabet mmmmm)  change from oral to written culture

Latin was the first language to be put onto parchment by the Anglo-Saxons
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Latin: the only language that could give access to (Christian) textual culture; however, a

foreign language

learn it translate it
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The ‘strangeness’ of Latin brought to a typical ‘school-based” approach, with an
emphasis on correct grammar and elevated style

8th cent.: England became a cultural centre for Europe

» Aldhelm of Malesbury
» Bede

» Alcuin of York

» Winfried/Boniface
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archbishop Theodore of Tharsus
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Aldhelm of Malesbury (c. 639-¢.709)
He was the first great English intellectual

Son of king Centwine of Wessex, he was sent to Canterbury to be educated by
archbishop Theodore of Tharsus

» De virginitate
» Carmen de virginitate

> letters
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Bede, aka ‘venerabilis Beda’ or “Venerable Bede’ (c. 673-c. 735), from the monastery of
Wearmouth-Jarrow (Northumbria)

“Vedi oltre fiammeggiar l'ardente spiro
d'Isidoro, di Beda e di Riccardo,

che a considerar fu piu che viro.”

(Dante Alighieri, Divina Commedia, Paradiso, X, 130-132)

He was a very prolific writer of pedagogical and scientific works (i.e., De temporum
ratione), better known for his Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum
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Alcuin of York (732-804)

He was one of the most prolific influential intellectuals of the high Middle Ages
» 200+ lettets

» poems

» exegetical works, homilies, saints’ lives, educational works

» major revision of Jerome’s Iulgata
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Alcuin of York (732-804)

He was one of the most prolific influential intellectuals of the high Middle Ages
» 200+ lettets

» poems

» exegetical works, homilies, saints’ lives, educational works

» major revision of Jerome’s Iulgata

Called by Charlemagne to lead his schola palatina



Anglo-Latin literature

Boniface/Winfrid (c. 673-754)

He is known as the evangeliser of Germany and the founder of the monastery of

Fulda



Anglo-Latin literature

Boniface/Winfrid (c. 673-754)
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“May the eternal Rewarder of good works give joy on high among the choirs of angels to my dearest sister, who has
brought light and consolation to an exile in Germany by sending him gifts of spiritual books. For no man can shed
light on these gloomy lurking-places of the German people and take heed of the snares that beset his path unless he
have the Word of God as a lam to guide his feet and a light to shine on his way.”
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Boniface/Winfrid (c. 673-754)

He is known as the evangeliser of Germany and the founder of the monastery of

Fulda

“May the eternal Rewarder of good works give joy on high among the choirs of angels to my dearest sister, who has
brought light and consolation to an exile in Germany by sending him gifts of spiritual books. For no man can shed
light on these gloomy lurking-places of the German people and take heed of the snares that beset his path unless he
have the Word of God as a lam to guide his feet and a light to shine on his way.”

> Letters

> Saint’s lives
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Anglo-Latin literature

800-950: cultural vacuum for the production of Latin literature in England
9th cent.: Alfredian renaissance and emergence of vernacular as a literary language

late 10th cent.: the Benedictine reform determined a revival of Anglo-Saxon textual
production in Latin (Elfric of Eynsham)



Teaching and learning

/Elfric of Eynsham (c. 950-c. 1010), from Cerne Abbas (Dorset)

» Catholic Homilies
» Lifes of Saints
» Colloguy

» Excerptiones

» Glossary


http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=cotton_ms_tiberius_a_iii_f002r

