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This book examines the sustained interest in legends of the pagan and
peripheral North, tracing and analyzing the use of an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’
legend (Scandinavia as an ancestral homeland) in a wide range of medieval
texts from all over Europe, with a focus on the Anglo-Saxon tradition. The
pagan North was an imaginative region, which attracted a number of con-
flicting interpretations. To Christian Europe, the pagan North was an abject
Other, but it also symbolized a place from which ancestral strength and
energy was derived. Robert W. Rix maps how these discourses informed
‘national’ legends of ancestral origins, showing how an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’
legend can be found in works by several familiar writers, including Jor-
danes, Bede, ‘Fredegar’, Paul the Deacon, Freculph, and Athelweard. The
book investigates how legends of northern warriors were first created in
classical texts and since re-calibrated to fit different medieval understand-
ings of identity and ethnicity. Among other things, the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’
tale was exploited to promote a legacy of ‘barbarian’ vigour that could
withstand the negative cultural effects of Roman civilization. This volume
employs a variety of perspectives cutting across the disciplines of poetry,
history, rhetoric, linguistics, and archaeology. After years of intense critical
interest in medieval attitudes towards the classical world, Africa, and the
East, this first book-length study of ‘the North’ will inspire new debates and
re-positionings in medieval studies.

Robert W. Rix is Associate Professor in the Department of English, Germanic
and Romance Studies at the University of Copenhagen, Denmark. He is the
author of the book, William Blake and the Cultures of Radical Christianity
(2007), and is chief editor of Romantik — Journal for the Study of Romanti-
cisms. In recent years, Rix has written a number of articles on the use of Norse
mythology in British fiction, and he has published an anthology on Norse
tradition in English poetry.
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Introduction

Out of the North shall evil break forth.
(Jeremiah 1:14)

In the Middle Ages, Scandinavia received its fair amount of bad press. For
example, following the Viking raid on the monastery at Lindisfarne in 793,
the Northumbrian monk Alcuin quoted the above biblical verse as a com-
mentary on the event. Jeremiah’s statement relates to the destruction of
Judah and Jerusalem at the hands of the Chaldeans, which God had let the
prophet see. According to biblical geography, the dominion of the invading
Chaldeans was to the north. During the ninth century, when Vikings raided
Frankish territories, this biblical text became the verse most often cited and
allegorized when commenting on Scandinavian marauders.! Yet, at the same
time, there is the example of the Frankish poet Ermold the Black, who tried
to flatter Louis the Pious by writing praise that eulogized the Franks as a
people sprung from the stock of swift-footed Danish warriors.> The North
was evidently a contested and conflicted symbolic space.

The idea for writing the present book gestated from puzzlement over the
contradictory ways in which the North and its people were represented. The
original intention was to focus only on Anglo-Saxon texts, because the cul-
tural conundrum that the North represented warrants particular attention
in this tradition. In a number of clerical texts, for example, the Northmen
(as they came to be known) were portrayed as looters of property, destroy-
ers of human life, and enemies of Christian civilization. ‘Dane’ became a
byword for heathen, pirate, or devil. In the late ninth century, King Alfred
instigated a translation programme of significant Latin works into Old Eng-
lish. In the foreword to the translation of Pope Gregory’s Regula pastoralis
(commonly known in English as Pastoral Care), he explains that this was
meant as an offensive to counter the Danes’ destruction of books at church
institutions in England.? But, ironically, the Danes and other Scandinavian
peoples were also the subject of admiring attention in the poem Beowulf,
presumably recorded by learned monks in a monastery at a time when the
Viking raids were not yet over. We may consider the first lines of the poem:
Huweet! We Gardena in geardagum,/ beodcyninga, prym gefrunon,/ hu da
apelingas ellen fremedon (ll. 1-3), or in modern English translation: ‘Lis-
ten! We have heard of the glory in bygone days/ of the folk-kings of the
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spear-Danes,/ how those noble lords did lofty deeds’.* By using the inclusive
second-person voice, the poet shares with the audience a tradition in which
the Danes of old were known as heroic figures. So, the legend of a heroic
Scandinavia seems to have been well known? As my research got underway,
it became clear that the Anglo-Saxons were not alone in allowing a stock of
warriors from the North to play a prominent role in national imagination;
it can be found throughout Europe.

In the wider European context of legend, the North attracted a staple
of interconnected ideas about barbarians which will be identified and ana-
lysed. To take pride in one’s barbarian identity was frequently linked with
the notion of having descended from a Northern race. When ‘barbarian’ is
used in this book, it is not in a pejorative sense, but as a convenient critical
term consecrated by familiarity, indicating those nations living outside the
pale of the Roman Empire, civilization and Christendom. A key element
for medieval historians tracing the barbarian roots of their nation is what
I identify as the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend. This legend functioned as a
topos in a number of texts from the Middle Ages. It is the first time this is
mapped in a book-length study.

Another term used in this book is ‘the North’. Despite the fuzziness inher-
ent in this phrase, it is preferable to more contemporary terms such as ‘Nor-
di¢’ or ‘Scandinavian’. Not only would these definitions be anachronistic,
but one would also run the danger of superimposing modern conceptions
onto mental maps of the Middle Ages, where they have no justification.
When ‘the North’ is invoked as a term in this book, it relates to an amal-
gam of more or less coherent ideas in classical and medieval literature. As
may already be clear from the above, the noun is capitalized throughout in
order to indicate a partly imaginative concept. The North became as much
a construct of ingrained perception and stereotypes as ‘Orientalism’ was
for nineteenth-century perceptions of the East.” But the concept of North-
ern heritage is an entirely different phenomenon which demands careful
analysis within its own sociocultural contexts. Christopher B. Krebs has
suggested that this is a set of discourses that we may call ‘borealism’.® It is
the purpose of this study to map the use of the North as a concept, imagined
locus, and discourse.

An idea of northern lands also existed as an entity of topographical
understanding. To pave the way for the discussions to follow, this introduc-
tion will provide a survey of what the North meant in terms of geography
and ethno-geography.

‘THE NORTH’ IN CLASSICAL AND MEDIEVAL GEOGRAPHY

To the classical world, there were two geographical areas that qualified as ‘the
North’. One was northern Europe, including Scandinavia, which went under
the name of Germania. The other was Scythia, a vast area extending north
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from the mouth of the Danube River on the Black Sea. This was a Central
Eurasian area with no definite borders. In ancient Greece, all people to the
north were invariably called ‘Scythians’, as Strabo notes in his Geographia.”
Many of the preconceived ideas associated with Scythians were later trans-
ferred to northerners of Germania, as this part of Europe began to impinge
on Roman consciousness. This created much confusion between Scythia and
Scandinavia, which was inherited as geographical misconceptions well into
the late Middle Ages.® For example (c. 1072), a prominent intellectual such
as Adam of Bremen could talk about the Baltic coast, including Norway, as
Scythia.” This confusion had a direct impact on some of the texts that will
be examined below.

In Roman geography, several names were used for the North: aquilo,
septentrio and arcticus. But also more specific terms were deployed. This
book is interested primarily in ideas about the peoples of Germania. The
name Germania was a blanket term that embraced all the regions north of
Gaul. In Tacitus’ treatise De origine et situ Germanorum (c. AD 98; Con-
cerning the Origin and Situation of the Germans), the term is used to cover
all of northern Europe up to Lapland.' Tacitus’ work is a prime example
of how geographical concepts and early ethnography were often connected.
It helped to establish the notion that a ‘Germanic’ race existed — they may
be divided into a number of tribal affiliations, but they also shared common
characteristics in terms of physical traits, ideas of government, and religion.

Tacitus does not distinguish Scandinavia as a separate entity with its own
peculiar population, but such notion did exist, reaching back to Greek geog-
raphy. A place referred to as Scatinavia is first mentioned by Pliny the Elder
in his Natural History (late AD 70s). This is the ‘most famous’ (clarissima)
island ‘of a magnitude as yet unascertained’, located in the ‘Codanian Bay’
(the Baltic)."! Pliny also mentions the name Scandiae (a plural designation)
in relation to islands that are within the reach of Britain (4.16). Possibly,
Pliny took this second name form from another source, failing to realize that
the two forms referred to one and the same place. A century later, the Greek
geographer Ptolemy uses the name Scandinavia to refer to islands east of
the Cimbrian peninsula (Jutland), i.e. presumably the now Danish islands of
Funen, Sealand, Samsoe, etc., in the southwestern Baltic Sea.!?

After Ptolemy, no other geographer makes mention of an island group;
instead, various cognates of the name Scandinavia are applied to a single
island. The most famous of such references is the name Scandza found in
Jordanes’ history of the Gothic people, from the mid-sixth century. The
name refers to a vagina nationum (womb/sheath) from which fierce warriors
sprung and subsequently peopled Europe.'3 The idea of a mysterious north-
ern island continued as a common reference throughout the Middle Ages.

Taking its cue from Jordanes, the idea of a northern region beyond and sep-
arate from Germania is repeated in the anonymous Ravenna Cosmography
(probably compiled in stages between the sixth and the early eighth century).
Here, the world is divided into 24 segments, with 12 for the northern and
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southern halves respectively. Each segment is equated with horae diei (hours
of the day), under which are listed various peoples and their characteristics.
This text separates the patria Germanorum from the patria Northomanorum,
which the author places in the fourth hour of midnight.'*

A Scandinavian island was often spoken of as located in the ‘Ocean Sea’,
a conception based on the idea that the three parts of the world (Africa,
Europe, and Asia) were encircled by a huge river-ocean.'> References to
this ocean in the North became an idiomatic expression for ‘the end of the
world’. Even as late as the early eleventh century, Dudo of Saint-Quentin
begins his Libri III de moribus et actis primorum Normanniae ducum
(Three Books on the Ways and Deeds of the First Dukes of Normandy) by
speaking of the earth’s land mass as ‘hedged round on all sides by the end-
less girdle of the Ocean’.'® It is here that Scandinavia is placed, the original
home of the Norman ancestors.

A form of the name Scandinavia, known already to the Greeks, appears
to have a Germanic etymology. With some uncertainty, the term seems to
point towards a compound of *skapan- meaning ‘danger’ (cf. Mod.E. scath-
ing, Germ. Schaden) and aujé meaning ‘island’, so that it makes up the sense:
‘dangerous island’. It has been suggested that the name refers to the dangerous
waters near Scandinavian coastal rocks (ON sker), or otherwise to peril-
ous sand-reefs.!” In the anonymous seventh-century text Origo gentis Lan-
gobardorum (The Origin of the Langobards), this is indeed how the word is
explained: ‘There is an island that is called Scadanan, which is interpreted as
“destruction™.!8

There seems to have been a rival notion of ‘Scandinavia’ that did not
associate this place name with an island, but conceived of it as a part of the
continent. The Codex Gothanum, a text written at the monastery at Fulda
in the first decade of the ninth century, provides a tale of how the Winnili
(later renamed as Langobards/Lombards) come from ‘the extreme border
of Gaul’ (ab extremis galliae finibus) to go into Scatenauge, which is said
to be ‘on the shore of the Elbe River’.!” This must refer to the peninsula of
Jutland (now part of Denmark and northern Germany), because the Elbe
empties into the North Sea at the bottom of this neck of land. Similarly, in
the Ravenna Cosmography, the Elbe (Albis) is also assumed to function as
the border to the land of the Northmen, which we are told was anciently
called Dania.?® This approximately equates the sense of the southern limits
of Scandinavia accepted today. However, when surveying the references to
the North in the Middle Ages, it is important not to assume that any given
place name, such as Germania or Scandinavia, meant the same across cen-
turies or even between texts relatively close to one another in time. When
examining medieval conceptions of ‘the North’, geographical features can-
not stand alone; shifting currents of political, cultural, and religious factors
also influenced the perceptions of what constituted ‘the North’.

Scandinavia remained the last bastion of pagan beliefs, as the religion of
the Cross had won the rest of Europe. As Anglo-Saxon and Frankish mission-
aries successfully pushed the line of converted peoples further northwards
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during the eighth and ninth centuries, they also gradually reconfigured
the perception of the boundaries of the North (i.e. Otherness). However,
throughout much of the Middle Ages, the northernmost part of the Elbe was
where the border of the Holy Roman Empire ended and the pagan North
began.

For the ninth century, there is evidence from Frankish chronicles that the
boundary was more specifically the River Eider, which runs east of the Elbe.
In an entry for the year 811, the royal Frankish annals make note of the
peace negotiations between King Hemming of the Danes (Danorum regem)
and Charlemagne on this river. In the entry for 813, we are even told that
the Eider constitutes ‘the border to the Northmen’. But this border some-
times also expanded southward, presumably as a result of Danish military
success.”!

That fact that the North began at the bottom of Jutland is corroborated
by the accounts of the two seamen who came to King Alfred’s court, per-
haps in the 790s. Accounts of their sea travels in Scandinavia are inserted
into the Old English translation of Paulus Orosius’ Seven Books of History
against the Pagans, completed under the patronage of King Alfred. Orosius’
original book began with a long introductory section on the geography of
the world, but his section on northern Europe is deficient and confused.
At King Alfred’s court, it was probably felt that Orosius’ account was in
need of improvement. This took the form of an interpolation describing
Scandinavia through interviews with the two travellers. One was Ohthere,
a Norwegian trader (who must have called himself Ottar), and Wulfstan,
whose name may point to a man of English descent. Ohthere went the
longest distance, rounding the north of the Scandinavian peninsula and
then subsequently exploring the White Sea. Both accounts name the trad-
ing settlement Haithabu, on the River Eider, as the southern terminus for
their journeys.?? This seems to indicate a conceptual understanding that the
North ended there.

In the Alfredian text, the traveller Ohthere implies that the Danes held
dominion over a long stretch of the Swedish west coast. Furthermore, the
royal Frankish annals tell us that the early ninth-century Danish king God-
fred was in possession of Westerfolda (Vestfold), west of Oslofjord.*® This
testifies to the fact that, by the ninth century, the Danes had expanded their
dominions to rule a host of other peoples. Because of the ethnic mix this
created, outside writers felt compelled to refer to people of these regions as
‘Northmen’. For example, in Ermold the Black’s celebratory verses, writ-
ten for King Harald Klak’s christening in 826, it is noted that ‘Dane’ is an
‘old’ name for the people of the North (still in use), but that they are now
called Nortmanni (‘Northmen’) with a Frankish name.>* The anonymous
Ravenna Cosmography concurs, informing us that what is now the land of
the Northmen was once called Dania.?’

The North that is invoked in most of the texts in this study belongs to a
legendary past. Hence, the ancient Northerners, who are the focus of atten-
tion, were not the same as the Vikings who ravaged Europe between the
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eighth and the eleventh centuries. The men spoken of in legend as brave
warrior forefathers belonged to a heroic age, not unlike the one defined in
Hesiod’s Work and Days as the fourth age of man. This was an age defini-
tively over and therefore possible to compare with the men of the pres-
ent age. Thus, the Old North referred to in origin legends and heroic tales
was a canvas on which images and various cultural assumptions could be
projected.

ORGANIZATION OF THE CHAPTERS

A word or two should be said about the structure of the book and the
content of the chapters. I begin with a survey of the broader European per-
ceptions of the North in classical and medieval texts, after which I will
increasingly home in on a number of Anglo-Saxon discourses. Each chapter
is meant to stand on its own, but with the intention that there is continuity
between them and that each investigation enriches what precedes or follows.

The first chapter introduces a discussion which the book will pursue
throughout. This concerns the on-going debate over the use and function
of ethnic legends. Here, the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ tale cannot be understood
in isolation. The chapter will establish a taxonomy elucidating the different
political, cultural, and intellectual implications involved in adopting legends
of Trojan, biblical, or Scandinavian ancestry.

The second chapter trains the critical lens on Jordanes’ sixth-century his-
tory of the Goths’ ancient emigration from a homeland in Scandza. This is
the earliest surviving record of an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend. Central to
the examination of Jordanes’ text is how the author creates authority. This
is not a question of whether or not his ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend is true;
rather, it is the aim to locate, describe, and analyse the archive of cultural
precepts that were available to him when making these claims. The main
part of the chapter will consider the rhetorical makeup of Jordanes’ text
and contextualize his references to Scandza within the specific political set-
ting at the time of its composition. In this respect, I will argue — contrary to
a number of previous studies — that a positive sense of barbarian ancestry
can be found in Jordanes’ origin legend. Through this critical endeavour, it
is the intention to open up his account of the ancient northern homeland to
new interpretation.

Chapter Three expands the scope of the previous chapter to provide a
comprehensive analysis of the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend, as it was negoti-
ated in a number of European manuscripts. Such comprehensive compara-
tive reading has not previously been attempted. My argument is that the
legend of Northern ancestry was not ancient oral patrimony, but primarily
a tradition that came into being through a series of literary borrowings. For
historians who took on the mantle of establishing their people’s ethnicity
as an ontological category, Jordanes’ tale became a means of legitimization.
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Among the manifestations of ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legends discussed are
histories of the Langobards, Burgundians, Franks, Saxons, Normans, and
Swabians. One of the ideas emerging from synoptic analysis is that the
descent from the North was seen as having supplied European bloodlines
with a vigour that could withstand the negative effects of (Roman) civiliza-
tion, which was threatening to sap the energy of the race. By collecting the
various uses of the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ tales, a number of common func-
tions and purposes are identified in relation to cultural, political, and not
least, religious discourses.

Central to any work on early medieval England is Bede’s Ecclesiastical
History of the English People. Chapter Four offers an incisive close read-
ing of Bede’s use of ancestral rhetoric, bringing his reliance on classical
ethnography and literary discourses into new focus. The central part of the
chapter is a detailed rhetorical analysis of Bede’s famous account of the
three invading tribes. The chapter seeks to establish a better understanding
of how Bede understood the two most northerly groups he mentions: the
Angles and the Jutes. What does Bede tell us about the geography of their
homelands? What sources and information were available to him, and what
preconceptions of cultural stereotypes is he expanding upon?

Chapter Five continues the discussion of Bede’s text, examining the leg-
end of Pope Gregory’s encounter with Anglian boys (Angli) in a Roman
market, which is included in Book 2. The legend takes the form of an anec-
dote dramatizing Gregory’s decision to launch a Christian mission to Brit-
ain. It is a legend that plays on the racial characteristics of a pagan race that
had relocated from the continental north to Britain. It emphasizes the idea
of the pagan Northumbrians as belonging to a Germanic race elected for
salvation. In significant ways, this separates the Angli in Northumbria from
other peoples in Britain, not least the Celtic Britons. It is examined how a
number of traditional racial qualities associated with the Germanic North
underpins the legend. A new perspective is also opened up by re-inserting
the legend into the Northumbrian debates of the late seventh and early
eighth centuries. By comparing internal evidence with external contexts, the
chapter establishes that the anecdote represents an attempt to revise the
history of the conversion in Northumbria. This revision is intrinsically con-
nected with a number of overlapping discourses: the salvation of a people
from the pagan North, the stigma of the belated Northumbrian acceptance
of Roman orthodoxy, the threat of the Celtic churches, monastic competi-
tion for primacy, and possibly dynastic rifts.

Chapter Six maps the use of references to Northern ancestry in Anglo-
Saxon genealogies. The chapter opens with a discussion of the inclusion of
Woden (a pagan god), who is said to be the forefather of Anglo-Saxon kings.
The chapter investigates the suggestion that Woden symbolized an origin in
‘the North’ when mentioned in Anglo-Saxon texts. The chapter then turns
to the English ancestor Scyld, who appears in royal genealogies (but whose
name is best known as the founder of the Danish line of kings in Beowulf).
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The appearance of this figure in both Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian tradi-
tions lead us to consider the dissemination of legendary material around
the North Sea littoral. The chapter will reveal that medieval historians of
Scandinavia, when constructing legends of their national past, had recourse
to material ultimately deriving from Anglo-Saxon sources. The chapter will
also demonstrate how ancestral legends were perennially recalibrated to fit
new cultural conditions.

The final chapter discusses Scandinavian heroic legend in Anglo-Saxon
texts. The first part of this chapter will reconsider some of the critical
assumptions about the composition of Beowulf and its recording in manu-
script. The central question here is whether it was possible to conceive and
transmit a poem on ‘heroic Danes’ during three centuries of Viking raids.
The second part of the chapter is a revisionary look at the Geatas, the ethnic
group to which the hero Beowulf belongs. Focus will be on the appearance
of this same ethnonym in the Old English translation of Bede’s Ecclesiasti-
cal History of the English People. The indication is here that this name was
enmeshed in a number of imaginative, literary, and legendary frameworks.
These are all frameworks that return us to themes taken up in the preceding
chapters, whereby the study comes full circle.
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1 Ethnogenesis and the
‘Out-of-Scandinavia’ Legend

This first chapter will discuss some key terms, categories, and critical
traditions that are pivotal for the analyses of origin legends. It is divided into
three sections. First, it is necessary to address the question of ethnogenesis,
i.e. how ethnic groups emerged as self-conscious communities in post-Roman
Europe and the development of a nomenclature concerning ethnicity. The
second section will establish a simplified taxonomy of origin legends available
to medieval historians and discuss the architecture of ethnogenetic legend.
The third section will attend to one dimension of the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’
legend — whether it formed part of a long-standing vernacular tradition, or
it was a bookish trope hatched by antiquarians to shore up a history for
barbarian peoples that could match that of the Romans and Greeks. In this
study, the latter solution is the conclusion that is reached on the basis of the
analyses that I will present. However, it is first necessary to consider the pos-
sible cross-fertilization between learned and vernacular traditions that may
also have taken place as a parallel development.

CONCEPTUALIZING ETHNICITY AND DESCENT

When examining legends of origin and descent, we inevitably touch upon
what we recognize as notions of ethnicity — perhaps conditioned by the
works of Gregor Mendel or even the Human Genome Project. However,
using the term ‘ethnic’ to discuss phenomena in the Middle Ages presents
obvious difficulties, because we are applying a modern idea to medieval
thought.! Furthermore, the segregation, apartheid and ethnic cleansing
we are familiar with from modern history may lead us to overemphasize
the prevalence and importance of ethnicity in medieval settings. Identity
was dependent on many factors, and ethnicity was only one among sev-
eral relationships to which a medieval person would attach significance.
Patrick J. Geary and Susan Reynolds both argue that medieval identities
were adaptable, dependent on the social situation, and found different for-
mulations in relation to kinship, the household, towards lords, when joining
armies, and in relation to how they were represented by others within and
outside a given group.”
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Nonetheless, several medieval texts do refer to the notion of a ‘people’
as a genetically connected community — essentially, a large family. Many
medieval historians were undoubtedly familiar with the description pro-
vided by Isidore of Seville in Etymologies (7" cent.), which was one of the
most widely read texts of the Middle Ages. Isidore explains that a gens is
constituted by generations of families, derived from begetting (gignere)
and procreating (progenerare).’ Nineteenth-century scholarship on Ger-
manic peoples often paid lip service to such essentialist ideas and, well
into the twentieth century, it was widely held that Germanic Europe was
stratified into more or less biologically fixed ethnic groups. Today, main-
stream ethnology eschews notions of ethnicity based on biology. Ethnic-
ity is now seen as a process of creating ‘imagined communities’ within a
group and establishing boundary relationship with other peoples outside
of the group. Ethnogenesis has been scrutinized in a number of recent
studies, resulting in a new emphasis on the fundamentally unstable and
fluid nature of ethnicity.*

With this recognition in mind, there is reason to take an interest in how
a ‘people’ was defined by medieval scholars. Several definitions were avail-
able.’ Isidore of Seville also provides another authoritative definition on
ethnicity — this time in relation to commenting on the link between past
and present of nations. He states that gens est multitudo ab uno prin-
cipio orta sive ab alia natione secundum propriam collectionem distincta
(a people is a multitude stemming from one origin or distinguished from
another people by its proper ties).® Isidore’s definition can be inter-
preted to mean that the coherence of a gens depended on: (1) members
of the group that shared a past, reaching back to a singular beginning; or
(2) that a clear demarcated group relationship existed in the present, which
set a given people apart from other groups. If we isolate what Isidore says
in terms of a people’s history, this is clearly a ‘primordialist’ position, which
relies on the notion that a nation has a singular (ethnic) origin.” In this
understanding, the origin of a people is almost invariably an event placed in
the very distant past, far beyond the reach of living memory. For this reason,
primordialist thinking marks out a discursive position that often involves a
constructed scenario of legendary ancestors.

For another example of medieval definitions, we may take the oft-quoted
passage provided by the Benedictine canonist Regino of Prim (d. 915). He
defined a nation by means of four criteria: diversae nationes populorum inter
se discrepant genere moribus lingua legibus (various nations differ among
themselves as to their descent, customs, language, and laws).® Each of the
criteria was further believed to be indigenous, i.e. inherently rooted in the
nation.” Three of Regino’s parameters — customs, language, and laws — have
the status of observable facts. However, descent, beyond three generations
or so, must necessarily to some degree be imagined and, when descent was
defined through an origin tale about ancestors in the distant past, imagination
was surely at play.
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What these legends tell us about a self-conscious group, whose name
and ethnic characteristics existed as a well-defined national identity at an
early stage in history, seems unlikely to reflect a historical reality. In the
parts of the continent that were under Roman control (or felt Rome’s influ-
ence strongly), the amalgamation of various minor tribes into larger con-
glomerations often took place as a negotiation between Roman perception
and indigenous processes. Classification of barbarian peoples into ethnic
groups was an integral part of Roman imperialism; barbarians would find
themselves slotted into categories that made sense from the perspective of
Roman surveyors.'? This is despite the fact that Roman authors often used
a language and an ethnographic apparatus of categorization probably at a
considerable distance from the barbarians’ own original and much more
nuanced perceptions.!! Furthermore, we know from decades of postcolo-
nial criticism that an imperialist culture often imposes its categorization
upon a colonized culture or those less developed peoples with which it
comes into contact.

The collapse of the Western Roman Empire during the fourth and fifth
centuries did not leave Western Europe a neatly organized and stratified
ethnic atlas. In post-Roman Europe, with its kaleidoscopic mix of peoples,
histories of origins were therefore a means to refit what in reality were amor-
phous and obscure origins into a definite form. In fact, medieval communities
attached status and political value in having a time-honoured history. For
example, when Scottish noblemen gathered in Arbroath in 1320 to protest to
the Pope about the threat of an English invasion, they produced the argument
that invasion should not be allowed because of the antiquity of the Scottish
people: Scimus, Sanctissime Pater et Domine, et ex antiquorum gestis et libris
Colligimus ... (We know, Holy Father and Lord, and we learn from the Deeds
and books of the ancients ...).12 As is evident in the reference made to books
in this example, manuscripts of national history had become a prestigious
commodity by which one could ‘prove’ the worth of one’s nation.

Beginning in the early sixth century, we see the emergence of histories
dedicated to barbarian peoples. One of the first examples of this was the
12-volume history of the Goths (now lost) by the Roman statesman and
writer, Cassiodorus. He was commissioned to write this work in the 520s
or early 530s, while serving at the court of Theodoric the Great, king of
the Ostrogoths. One may therefore say that the barbarians began record-
ing their own history by means of Roman skill. But Theodoric was clearly
a skilled propagandist who determined the aim and direction of the writing
he authorized. As a young man, he was held as a royal captive in Constan-
tinople under Emperor Leo, where he may have received some education.
Cassidorus’ history is lost, and we have only the Romanized Goth Jordanes’
summary of the text. Thus, barbarian history writing begins as a confluence
of classical and native perspectives.

What did these national histories contain? They were often outlines of
the ‘deeds’ (gesta) of a people from their historical beginnings. If a people
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possessed admirable traits in the past, one could use this to rank one’s nation
in relation to other peoples in the present, and even transfer the deeds to a
vector of the future. The inventory typically included accounts of past rela-
tions with other peoples, wars and victories, the conversion to Christianity,
models for proper kingship, and quite frequently, a description of a home-
land from which the people had once migrated.'> The legend of a people’s
earliest but formative grounding served an important politico-cultural func-
tion, providing the nation with a set of notions defining their innate and
native qualities. It was against this early background that a nation’s later
progress and potential future could be mapped.

In post-Roman Europe, the legends of origin also counteracted the cen-
trifugal forces among barbarian nations, which were increasingly becoming
large and diverse conglomerations. The vast areas over which a Theodoric,
a Charlemagne, or a King Alfred came to rule would inevitably contain
unwieldy groups with a checkered history of older tribal affiliations. Ethnic
histories attempted to straighten out past variety and disparity into a linear
tale. For this reason, tales of a people’s origin — the origines gentium — often
began with a narrative detailing the exploits of a small group of ancestors
(Isidore’s ‘one origin’). Among the benefits of such legend was that it could
do service as a focus point for wide and diverse nations, perhaps alleviating
the threat of embittered local patriotism. In this way, the legends of origin
can be seen as a reflection of the interminable struggle to find usable roots.
As the prominent theorist of ‘places’ Marc Augé has pointed out that foun-
dation narratives, which locate a place of origin, were necessary for those
attenuated by migration or coming about through a merger with new popu-
lations.'* The places of origin were often fictional or placed in the distant
past; their real importance was fundamentally social.

THE TALES OF LEGENDARY ORIGINS

A survey of origin legends available from the time of late Antiquity and
throughout the medieval period makes it possible to establish a simplified
taxonomy. The three major types in this taxonomy were not discrete cat-
egories; in fact, they were sometimes combined to create hybrid narratives.
This process began early, but the most excessive efforts at combining vari-
ous strands appear in the post-medieval period and therefore lie outside the
scope of this study.

(1) The first type is perhaps the best known of medieval origin legends:
the tracing of roots back to the mythical Trojans. In medieval Europe, this
model was attractive to barbarian historians because it was based on clas-
sical precedent. The most famous example of its use in Antiquity is in the
Aeneid (1st cent. BC). Virgil describes the travels of Aeneas from the sack
of Troy to the establishment of a new home in Italy, where his descendants
would eventually build the city of Rome. This legend of a founding hero
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from Troy was an attempt to tie Roman origins to the world of ancient
(Greek) history. In Virgil’s version, however, we see a clear insistence on
Roman difference from the cultural authority of Greece (i.e. through claim-
ing descent from its enemies).!’

In the early seventh-century Chronicle of Fredegar, the Trojan exile legend
was adopted for the benefit of the Franks. According to this text, the Franks
had migrated from Troy under the leadership of King Frigas, the brother
of Aeneas. Over time, Frankish historians accepted the Trojan foundation
story as their preferred archetype of ancestral history.'® The reason for the
popularity of this legend was probably that it distinguished the Franks from
other upstart barbarian nations: the Franks had sprung from the same noble
seed as the Romans. This association of grandeur and past empire was a
strategic tool for the early Merovingian dynasty, which had ambitions to
become the most prominent power in Europe, while at the same time want-
ing to excel in the learning and scholarship that was the legacy of Rome.!”
This was closely related to the idea of a translatio imperii, the fall of one
great empire and the rise of another.!®

Geoffrey of Monmouth later applied the Trojan myth to the Cambro-
British inhabitants of the British Isles. His Historia Regum Britannie (His-
tory of the Kings of Britain), which was completed in 1136, popularized the
notion that Brutus, the great-grandson of Aeneas, settled in Britain, which
he named after himself. At the time Geoffrey was writing, Britain was only a
minor power in Europe, but one that wanted to assert itself. Thus, forging a
link with the classical world was used to confer status on a nation becoming
conscious about securing a place for itself in world history.'”

In the early thirteenth century, another such attempt was made in connec-
tion with an even more peripheral people. In the Icelandic historian Snorri
Sturluson’s Prose Edda, a claim is made that a chieftain named Odinn, along
with his followers, had migrated from Troy to settle in the cold North.?’
This myth has a strained relationship with classical legend, however, because
this migration allegedly took place long after Troy had fallen (if one were
to compare Snorri’s account with Virgil or other writers in the tradition),
but chronology may have been inconsequential.>! In Snorri’s slightly later
Heimskringla (The Circle of the Earth), the place from where Odinn and his
followers migrated is not referred to as Troy, but simply as the ‘middle of the
earth’, i.e. the region where Europe meets Asia on the traditional medieval
mappa mundi.*> The main purpose is here to link the geographically remote
region of Iceland to the hub of ancient culture.

(2) The second type of origin legend focuses on tracing ancestry to bibli-
cal figures. This genealogical link can ultimately be traced back to the first-
century Jewish historian Josephus’ Antiquities of the Jews. This is a work in
which Josephus represents the three sons of Noah as the progenitors of the
world’s modern races. Japheth is named as the forefather of the Europeans,
Shem of the Asians, and Ham of the Africans. This ethnic speculation is taken
further by Isidore of Seville, who notes that Japheth’s race settled Europe
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usque ad Oceanum Brittanicum (all the way to the Britannic Ocean).?

Britain was the most northerly outpost the Romans had conquered, so here
Isidore is employing a stock phrase that means ‘to the extreme corner of the
world’. In the late tenth century, the prolific English writer £lfric of Eyn-
sham capitalized on such commentary by carving out a special place for the
people of northern Europe. He tells us that ‘from Japheth, the younger, who
was blessed by Noah, came the northern people beside the North Sea’.>*

Earlier, in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (whose archetype was compiled in
the late ninth century), the West Saxon kings are connected in a direct line
to biblical patriarchs. This is in the entry for the year 855, where the West
Saxon line is supplied with an ancestor named Scef, who is allegedly an
apocryphal fourth son of Noah.>> A similar example of a peripheral people
claiming a close relationship to biblical forefathers is found in the Irish text,
Lebor Gabdla Erenn (The Book of Invasions), compiled and edited in the
eleventh century. This is an attempt to provide the Irish with a written his-
tory comparable to that of the Israelites in the Old Testament. It takes up the
Genesis account of Magog (the son of Japheth), making him an ancestor of
the Irish, through the figure of Partholdn, the leader of the original settlers
of Ireland after the Flood.?®

(3) The third type of legend focuses on barbarian ancestors in the North.
This is a story of how warrior elites had erupted from their homeland to
conquer and settle much of the European continent in ancient times. The
archetype of this is found in the sixth-century historian Jordanes’ account
of the Goths, and it became part of the medieval discursive archive. Insofar
as one can identify a common thread running through the various versions
of claiming Northern ancestry, it is alterity. Rather than lingering in the
shadow of classical legend or biblical history, the notion of Northern origins
introduced a paradigm of assertive difference. The North bespoke a past
that was decidedly savage and pagan, while also celebrating an idea of bar-
barian warriors — hardened by a cold climate — who had an inherent disposi-
tion for fearlessness. The robust warrior fortitude was the most important
ethnic quality these ancient Northerners were believed to have passed on to
their descendents.

The symbolic properties of the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend are to a large
extent determined by its opposition to the other legends (not unlike Claude
Leévi-Strauss’ structuralist idea of an interlocking ‘anthropology of sym-
bols’). In other words, the reference to an origin in the North is best under-
stood in a differential way, offering an alternative to especially the Trojan
origin tale, which signalled a tie to a defunct classical world. Most potently,
I will argue, the Northern origin tale provided a way out of civilization’s
pre-programmed course towards ruination and decline.

The threat of enervation, corruption, and softness is a recognizable trope
which can be traced back to classical literature. Here, the fear of falling victim
to dangerous torpor and lethargy was pervasive. The best known examples
are Hesiod’s definition of the decay during the ‘Iron Age’ of civilization and
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Strabo’s indictment of Greek luxury and pleasure, which he (pertinent to
discussion here) juxtaposes to the modest lives of the northern Scythians
at the edge of the world.?” It was believed that urbane societies which had
attained the luxury of peace were particularly threatened with decay. The
barbarians, on the other hand, were often seen as resilient to indolence and
lethargy due to their constant predilection for war.>® There was also the
concept of vigorous and uncorrupted Northern barbarians — not touched by
the infectious ills of over-civilized living — as ‘noble savages’ (a term coined
in the eighteenth century, but an idea with roots in Antiquity).’

It is my argument that connecting oneself to Northern barbarians was a means
of flagging up one’s (ethnic) immunity to luxury and emasculating softness —
the ills believed to encroach on peoples who had adopted civilized living. The
legend of the old North celebrated the primordialness of the simple warrior
as the antithesis of Mediterranean torpor. Some medieval historians may have
included the legend to deliberately disconnect their own national history from
the curse of decay that had brought down the empires of the classical world. In
some versions of the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend, the North (conceived as the
birthplace of the Germanic nations) also emphasized the idea of indomitable
independence. Since Scandinavia had never been conquered by the Roman
Empire, the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend could be pressed into the service of
counteracting the sense of having been under Roman enslavement. In this way,
Northern heritage played the role of a jewel resplendent (however crude) set
against the dark memory of Rome’s imperial hold on Europe.

The appeal that this had continued to reverberate long after the end of
the Middle Ages. One very clear example of this is found in the eighteenth-
century English poet and antiquarian Thomas Gray’s unfinished poem ‘The
Alliance of Education and Government’. In his attempt at writing an epic
world history, Gray alludes to an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend when speak-
ing of how ‘blue-eyed myriads from the Baltic coast’ overran the ‘prostate
South’ in ancient times. Paradoxically, this attack of barbarian and uncivi-
lized warriors from the North proved beneficial to the health and progress
of Europe, as Gray specifies in a draft note:

Those invasions of effeminate Southern nations by the warlike North-
ern people, seem (in spite of all the terror, mischief, and ignorance
which they brought with them) to be necessary evils; in order to revive
the spirit of mankind, softened and broken by the arts of commerce, to
restore them to their native liberty and equality, and to give them again
the power of supporting danger and hardship; so a comet, with all the
horrors that attend it as it passes through our system, brings a supply
of warmth and light to the sun, and of moisture to the air.

The similarity of Gray’s idea with what we can find in medieval texts is
perhaps not surprising, because the opposition he sets up between North
vs. South is based on a traditional schema utilized by classical and medieval
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scholars. This was the concept of ‘climatic ethnography’, which postulated
symmetries between geography and the disposition of men — a link that will
be discussed at greater length in the next chapter.

Gray seems to have believed in the historical truth of an outpouring of
warriors from the North, as did many scholars well into the twentieth century.
Whereas origin tales pointing to mythical Troy or biblical ancestors are genea-
logically unbelievable, claims of belonging to barbarian tribes emigrating from
the North are not beyond the pale of plausibility. In fact, this claim dovetails
the historical phenomenon referred to as the Migration Period (Vélkerwande-
rung), a concept that denotes the series of large-scale resettlements across the
European continent (c. AD 400-800). However, as this study will make clear,
the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legends available to us are fundamentally formed
and shaped by scholarly and monastic milieus as much as the Trojan and
biblical ancestry legends. This acknowledges the point Ernst Robert Curtius
makes in his seminal study European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages
(1948): Greek and Latin authors pervasively influenced the Middle Ages in
significant ways.?! Even if the tale of an origin in the North is often presented
as if it had a long pedigree in oral tradition, the conception of ‘the North’ is
sifted through a learned Latin tradition and aided by references to books of
classical learning. The North is represented through an amalgam of cultural
precepts and ethnographic prejudices derived from classical writing.

TIME-HONOURED TRADITION OR
SCHOLARLY CONSTRUCTION?

When dealing with legends of origin, which purportedly are traditions that
communities have carried with them for centuries, we only have the final
form these legends take in the written text. The manuscript should not be
seen as a barrier beyond which one always has to press in order to make
sense of ancestral legends. What is most important is often why the writer of
a manuscript chose to include one particular legend rather than another. This
can be a matter closely connected to social and political contexts at the time
of writing. However, because such texts establish their authority on the claim
that they have access to a tradition, the basis of this authority also needs to
be scrutinized, as it says much about what general trends were established
over time. In other words, the understanding of the end product is enriched
by making sense of the sources utilized to create its authority. This is not pri-
marily a question of assessing the authenticity of the claims (were the Goths,
Burgundians, or English really of northern extraction?), but to describe and
analyze the archive that was available to the writer of a manuscript.

In a discussion of medieval origin tales, the question of how they relate
to vernacular culture vs. learned tradition cannot be ignored. It is a question
that has generated prolonged critical debate, for which reason a brief foray
into the spectrum of opinions will be made here.
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Nineteenth- and twentieth-century scholars assumed that origin tales
were simply written recordings of material broadly shared and disseminated
in the nation at large — not at all dissimilar to the folklore tales that were
discovered and documented intensely through field and archival research at
the beginning of the nineteenth century. In fact, origin legends are discussed
in this way in Jacob Grimm’s Deutsche Mythologie (1835). However, beliefs
that origin legends were simply folkloristic tales, ungoverned by central or
unifying forces, had run its course by the 1960s. Older ideas were replaced
by the theory of Traditionskerne (nucleus of tradition). This was not solely
the invention of the German scholar Reinhard Wenskus — as is sometimes
assumed — but certainly, he gave the theory its most coherent and systematic
formulation.>? Wenskus provided a solution that could explain the func-
tion and survival of origin legends throughout centuries. He saw medieval
European peoples as heterogeneous units whose center was always a ruling
elite. The term Traditionskerne defines the core of tradition (including the
origin legend), which Wenskus believed was maintained by a small group of
aristocratic nobility. This tradition imparted a sense of community to those
population groups who came to follow the elite over time. Among later
prominent historians associated with Wenskus’ elite-focussed version of eth-
nogenesis are Walther Pohl and Herwig Wolfram. The latter develops his
ideas of Traditionskerne specifically in relation to Jordanes’ Getica, which
contains the earliest example of an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend.3?

Although these critics break with many previous presumptions of how
ethnic unity was maintained, they did not abandon the idea that ethnic iden-
tity was upheld over centuries — now only conferring the overseeing of leg-
ends that confirmed this to small aristocratic families. For this, Wenskus and
the school of Traditionskerne have come under fire, most articulately in the
writings of Walter Goffart, Alexander Callander Murray, Andrew Gillett,
and Michael Kulikowski.>* Goffart, for example, claims that memory of
ancestors’ heroic feats is limited to three generations. According to this
logic, legends of what happened in the ancient past must be an invention
of the post-Roman era: it is not the voice of an elite keeping tradition alive,
but a scholarly fantasy that anachronistically backdates an idea of a unified
people.

In a response to the critics of the Traditionskerne theory, Walter Pohl has
objected that its opponents attack an older version of the model and do not
take into account its post-Wenskus sophistication. Pohl explains that the
idea of an ethnic community should not necessarily be viewed as an archaic
tradition, passed down through generations. Rather, custodians of history
made use of what could be found — myth, symbols, Roman ethnography,
and biblical history — to delineate their ancestry.>®

The present study acknowledges that elites had a vested interest in pro-
moting a retrospective history. In this respect, we should not ignore the fact
that national history was often written by scholars who found themselves
embroiled in various power structures, at royal courts or in monastic houses
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(which were often sponsored by secular rulers). However, medieval tales of
the ethnic past, as they have come down to us in manuscripts, need not be
seen to sum up already negotiated knowledge (it is imitative). One gains a
significant vantage point by examining the manuscripts as active agents in
the negotiation of defining the nation at the time of writing (it is processual).
Therefore, we should allow for the possibility that manuscript historians
invented a legend of origins that had never been part of oral tradition. The
rubrics ‘it is said’, ‘tradition has it’, or other such expressions would per-
haps have been introduced in order to construct counterfeit authority for
an ancestral legend that was seen to be ‘of the people’ rather than revealing
itself as serving top-down interests.

But were there no oral legends at all? We know from numerous anthro-
pological studies that origin legends and tales of past heroic deeds were
common to peoples all over the world. Medieval manuscripts detailing the
histories of barbarian peoples were not just textualizations of already fixed
canons of tradition. Rather, they must be understood as antiquarian efforts,
aiming at synthesizing diffuse information from various registers, includ-
ing a mix of both native lore and classical formulas. In this way, national
histories become alloys of different traditions merged without clear lines
of demarcation between the sources used. In some cases, it is clear that
legends are imported from written sources (as I argue is the case for the
‘out-of-Scandinavia’ tale), but such material is then grafted onto elements
of genuine native origin. The result is that the national histories appear as
if they present a continuous vernacular tradition. It shows us that history
writing was a process of appropriating and combining, in which the histo-
rian, like a bricoleur, would draw on various traditions available to create
a coherent narrative.>® As Umberto Eco formulates it: ‘[tJhe Middle Ages
preserved in its way the heritage of the past but not through hibernation,
rather through a constant retranslation and reuse; it was an immense work
of bricolage ...>.3"

When manuscripts that claim the legends they re-convey were part of
a tradition, it may in some cases reflect a degree of truth. At least, it is
sensible not to straitjacket references to ‘oral legends’ in manuscript into
a one-size-fits-all explanatory model. We should be wary of discriminating
too categorically between oral tradition and written manuscript. It is not
impossible that oral informants may have carried a legend forward which
was sourced from written texts. Such interface between texts and oral per-
formance is what Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe defines as ‘residual orality’:
‘a state after the introduction of writing in a culture which nonetheless
exhibits many features characteristic of “pure” orality’.3® Other literary
historians have drawn attention to a development that oralizes textual
tradition, as when written versions of folksongs and ballads become the
subject of new oral performance.’® Research into the transmission of
New Testament material has provided evidence that transmission can take
place as a mixture of oral and written discourse. This phenomenon did
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not follow the logic of ‘first-oral-then-written’; it was a process involving
dynamic feedback between the two mediums. Written texts ‘entered regu-
larly into the oral currencies of the communities, being supplemented with
information from other sources, eventually to be textualized in yet other
kinds of written stories’.*? In societies still fundamentally reliant on oral
discourse as the primary channel of communication, histories were pre-
cisely written to encourage retellings, and often to secure that particular
legends were canonized.*!

In relation to the origin legends discussed in the following chapters, they
could have begun life in writing, then processed as oral performance, before
entering into writing again. We cannot rule out the possibility that writ-
ten sources sparked oral retellings. Nonetheless, analysis can only proceed
from attention to the sources available to us: the manuscripts. In this study,
it is the appearance of the legend in manuscript and how it creates meaning
in situ that will be the focus. The reference to Northern ancestors was not
just automatically repeated; it would not have been allowed into writing if
it did not benefit those who wrote (or sponsored the writing of) the manu-
scripts. Therefore, the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend was also a discontinuous
trope, recalibrated within each new work and played in different ways.
Each appearance of the legend is best understood in relation to the spe-
cific politico-cultural context in which it is used. However, we are at times
hampered in such analysis, because the provenance of some manuscripts is
in doubt, and others provide no dedication, prologue, or even title. In such
cases, we may only extrapolate meaning based on the manuscript’s internal
evidence of structure and ideology. In the chapters to follow, I will chart
the terrain of European texts, which refer to Scandinavia as an ancient
homeland.
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2 The Goths and the Legend
of Scandza

This chapter examines the oldest surviving text which makes use of the
‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend: Jordanes’ De origine actibusque Getarum (The
Origin and Deeds of the Getae), usually referred to simply as Getica.
The manuscript was written in sixth-century Byzantium. The text reflects
on the fact that Goths had entered Northern Italy and established their sov-
ereignty over people formerly ruled by the Romans. But Getica was written
only shortly after the Goths were defeated and forced to submit to Roman
rule. In this respect, it is a culturally and politically complex text. I contend
that the reference to the North in Jordanes’ text must be understood as
intrinsically related to the context in which it was written. The aim will
therefore be to uncover the textual strategies Jordanes employs to encode
the legend of Gothic origins with culture-political significances.

JORDANES’ GOTHIC HISTORY

Jordanes was a bureaucrat working in Constantinople. At the time he com-
pleted Getica in AD 551 or 552, the Romans had reconquered Italy from the
Ostrogoths (the eastern branch of the Goths) no more than a decade before.
The result was that Gothic royalty, the Amali, was subjugated under Roman
rule. It is therefore important when Jordanes tells us in the conclusion of
Getica that he was himself of Gothic descent. He also informs us that he
had been notarius, or secretary, to Gunthigis Baza, a military commander of
the Amali (Get. 262 and 316).! Nonetheless, Jordanes says that he was ‘con-
verted’ to the Roman Church (presumably from the Arian creed adopted by
the Goths). Alongside his overt praise of the Roman emperor in the text, he
appears thoroughly Romanized.?

Getica was primarily meant to be a summary of Cassidorus’ more exten-
sive history Libri XII De rebus gestis Gothorum (Twelve Books on the
Deeds of the Gothic People). Cassidorus was a Roman statesman and writer
who worked as magister officiorum at Ostrogothic King Theodoric’s court.
The Gothic history was commissioned by Theodoric and written at his court
at Ravenna in the 520s or 530s. The reason for wanting to commit Gothic
history to writing seems to be that an official account of ancient and heroic
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deeds was needed — legends that could make the Goths compete with the
Romans (especially, as Theodoric had come to rule over vast areas with
a population previously under Roman rule). A Roman statesman writing
a history of non-Roman people therefore stands at a significant juncture
between classical culture and the medieval interest in mapping the history
of barbarian peoples.

Towards the end of Getica, Jordanes says that the Goths migrated from
their original northern homeland 2,030 years before the downfall of the
Gothic empire (Get. 313). As the Ostrogoths yielded to Roman rule in 540,
it means that the early Goths would have embarked on their journey out of
the distant northern homeland in 1490 BC. This makes the Gothic people
practically as old as the Jews in the Old Testament. The claim to ancientness
is predicated upon the notion that a long history and distinguished geneal-
ogy ennobled a nation.

Furthermore, Jordanes presents the Goths as an ancient nation of illus-
trious warriors who had migrated over vast distances before settling in
Italy. For instance, we learn that the Goths had encountered the Egyptian
Sesostris (Get. 6), had been in a ‘famous war’ with Agamemnon (Get. 20),
are ancestors of the Parthians (Get. 48), engaged in warfare against Per-
sians (Get. 61-64), sacked Troy (Get. 59-60), became allies of Philip of
Macedonia (Get. 65), and resisted Julius Caesar’s attempt to conquer them
(Get. 68). The Goths’ heroic feats are legion in Jordanes’ text. As will be
made clear, the claim that the Goths had their origin in the cold North
(which may or may not have been part of Cassidorus’ history) shores up
the claim to ancient warrior strength. But before we examine the associa-
tions connected to the North, it is useful to briefly summarize the account
Jordanes gives of the Goths’ earliest migrations, and the critical debate it
has engendered.

Jordanes tells us that the Goths’ original homeland in ancient times was
‘a great island named Scandza’. This island was placed in the ‘Northern
Ocean’, which had the shape of a leaf (i.e. long, not round) (Get. 9-16). The
name Scandza refers to what we today know as Scandinavia or the Nordic
countries, although the information that it was a singular island is geo-
graphically incorrect. After leaving Scandza, the Goths resettled in ‘the land
of Scythia near Lake Maeotis [the Sea of Azov]’; their second home was in
‘Moesia, Thrace and Dacia’, which were Roman provincial terms for south-
east Europe; and their third ‘above the Sea of Pontus’ (Get. 28), i.e. the Black
Sea. Through this chronology of migration, the Goths are gradually moved
from their legendary Northern homeland towards Northwest of Italy, where
they found themselves at the time Jordanes wrote his text. In this way, the
text maps the Goths’ migration by a series of shifting place names. However,
the shift from legend to verifiable history remains unmarked.

Down to the late nineteenth century, Jordanes’ history of Scandina-
vian origins was accepted as historical truth, which it still is in some
modern books.® But evidence is lacking. For example, the attempt to link
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Gothic language to Old Norse, such as Ernst Schwarz reconstruction of a
Gotho-Norse prototype in the early 1950s, finds no followers today.* None-
theless, even in more recent times, Jordanes’ claims have been the object
of serious scholarship. Some researchers still point to a correspondence
between archaeological finds at the Danish island of Funen and the Black
Sea region.’ But most archaeologists have abandoned the search for elusive
Gothic-Scandinavian links. Instead, a Gothic connection with the Wielbark
culture (emerging during the first century AD in what is now an area cov-
ered by Poland, eastern Germany, and the Baltic states) has been discussed
as the origin of the Goths.®

If no solid evidence of a Gothic connection to Scandinavia can be had,
there is equally little encouragement to be found in what can be dug up from
within Jordanes’ text itself. If we look at the account of heroic events, there
is little to recommend that Jordanes’ account records vernacular Gothic
tradition. References to Egyptian adventures, Troy and Agamemnon, and
claims that the Goths had intermarried with the legendary Amazons (Get.
49-50; 56-57) are tales unlikely to have been propounded as oral stories
among a Germanic people; they are almost certainly plundered from classi-
cal legends. Similarly, Jordanes’ section on the Goths in Scandza draws sig-
nificantly on classical precepts, as we shall see. What is now to be examined
are the sources for the legend of Scandza.

SOURCES FOR THE LEGEND OF SCANDZA

Reinhard Wenskus reasoned that Jordanes’ tale of Scandza must be based
on a high degree of historical truth. This was because a link to Scandinavia
was atypical for the time, and that no convincing reason for why a Chris-
tianized writer would claim this pagan outpost as a homeland could be
found.” There is reason to contest this. I believe one can find a definite cul-
ture-political logic underpinning the choice of Scandza as the Goths’ ancient
Urheimat. But before we can take up this discussion, we must first examine
whether or not it is possible say anything about the origin of the legend from
internal textual evidence.

It is important to note that much of the specific information given about
the Scandza relies on geographical learning and perceptions found in texts
from Antiquity.® The idea of Scandinavia as a large, singular island was, as
we saw in the introduction, a common assumption of the classical world.
One clear indication of this is the reference to Thule, with which Jordanes
introduces his section on the northern hemisphere. Thule, he explicitly points
out, is mentioned by Roman poet Virgil (Get. 9). This was a northern loca-
tion described in classical writing. At various times, it functioned as a name
for the Shetland Islands, Iceland or, more diffusely, as a non-locatable place
in what was imagined as a large Northern Ocean at the end of the world.”
However, it is clearly Jordanes’ intention to provide for his readers enough
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geographical and ethnographical information to validate Scandza as a real
place. Thus, he follows the reference to Thule with a lengthy description
of Britain, taken from a number of named classical authors (Get. 10-15).
This provides geographical reference to an adjacent location known to the
Romans through their four-hundred-year occupation of the island. For
the specific geography of Scandza, Jordanes draws on the second-century
Greek geographer Ptolemy (whom he quotes, Get. 16-19). The geographi-
cal descriptions appear not to have been present to the same extent in Cas-
sidorus’ work. At least, Jordanes says in the preface that the choice to add
information obtained from classical writers is his own choice (Get. 3).

Despite the heavy reliance on classical learning, there are elements in the
story of Scandza that seem to have passed through oral culture — specifically,
the tale of the Goths leaving Scandza in three ships under the leadership
of King Berig (Get. 24). The motif of a journey over water is paralleled by
other Germanic legends, as we shall later see. This may therefore derive
from a deep layer of Germanic lore. Since Jordanes claims to be ethnically
Goth and that he had been secretary to an Ostrogothic military leader, it
lends credence to the fact that he is likely to have known some genuine
oral material. He tells us that this is how he retrieved part of the Goths’
history: ‘for so the story is generally told in their [the Goths’] early songs,
in almost historic fashion’ (Get. 26). But can the highly learned account of
Scandza really be traced back to oral tradition? Oral material practically
always went through a transformational process when committed to writ-
ing. As Patrick Geary formulates it in another connection, there are many
situations in which:

[o]lne moves from vernacular to Latin and from one social register
(peasant, lay aristocratic) to another (cleric). Thus, we are never study-
ing orality per se or indeed simple Verschriftung when we find bits of
material brought from one register to the other. Rather, we are deal-
ing with Verschriftlichung, the conceptual transformation of the oral
record.!?

In Jordanes’ case, it could have meant that information from an oral legend
of migration was explicated and given learned substance through recourse
to an arsenal of geographical knowledge provided by classical scholarship.
The pattern is one we recognize from other domains where oral and writ-
ten sources contribute to the same tradition: the kudos of Latin scholarship
was needed to reinforce what may once have been a vernacular lore. In this
connection, it is worth noting that Jordanes explicitly states that he credits
what he has read more than what he has heard (Get. 38; my emphasis). This
is an avowal of the predilection for written sources as more dependable
than what came through word of mouth. Behind the equation of books with
‘truth’ lies the clerical view of the scripture as authoritative, an epistemology
which retained its force also when other cases of transmission were assessed.
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However, when Jordanes places so much emphasis on manuscript
sources, it is very likely that he felt legitimized to include the long excur-
sus on Scandza because this place was, in fact, mentioned in a written
text of Gothic history. Archaeologist Lotte Hedeager attributes the legend
of Northern origins to the mysterious Ablabius, chronicler of the Goths
(descriptor Gothorum), whom Jordanes mentions as one of the authors on
which he relies.!! Nothing of his work has survived. However, there is no
compelling reason to assume that Ablabius included an account of Scandza
in his writing because Jordanes only refers to him in connection with the
time after the settlement in Scythia. That Ablabius should have composed a
Gothic history with a broad remit is contradicted by the fact that Ablabius’
authority in Getica is limited to a later period. He seems to have picked up
on Gothic history after the time of early migration.!? If we are to locate a
precursor text containing a reference to Scandza, it would be Cassidorus’
history. At least, it would seem strange that Jordanes would dedicate such
considerable space to describing Scandza, were it not mentioned (if only in
passing) in Cassidorus’ written account, which he claims to summarize. In
any event, it is unlikely that Jordanes would directly contradict anything in
Cassidorus’ larger work without making a note about it.

If we can trace the existence of the Scandza legend back to the court
of Theodoric, it would fit into a situation where a Gothic king wanted to
emphasize his difference from the neighbouring Romans, whose former
areas of northern Italy he had conquered. Each side observed their own laws,
and intermarriage between Roman and Goth was forbidden. The tracing of
Gothic origins to the North further gave the Goths a legend of origin con-
necting them with a place that was seen as a breeding ground of fierce war-
riors and successful attackers of Rome. In fact, the classical world had been
obsessed with another people of Scandinavia who had allegedly migrated
through Europe to bring the Romans to their knees. This was the tribe of the
Cimbri. Together with the Teutons, the Cimbri had defeated Roman armies
twice, in 113 BC and 105 BC, before they were finally beaten in 101 BC at
the Battle of Vercellae in northern Italy (the same area the Goths would later
conquer in the fifth century). Because of their fierceness and superior war-
rior skills, the expression terror cimbricus became proverbial.

Geographical sources seem to place the Cimbri’s original homeland in
Chersonesus Cimbrica, i.e. the classical term for the peninsula of Jutland,
which is now part of Denmark. For instance, Ptolemy says that the Cimbri
are the northernmost of the continental tribes he will discuss, while Strabo
testifies that the Cimbri inhabited a northern peninsula in the first century BC,
and Plutarch described them among the Germanic peoples who lived all the
way up to the Northern Ocean.' In the first century AD, Tacitus also places
them near the ocean and calls them ‘a small nation at present, but great in
renown’.'* Tacitus refers to the Cimbri as an awe-inspiring northern ‘other’,
who were intensely legendized in Roman political discourse. Rhetorically, the
memory of the Cimbri was invoked in the same way as Pear] Harbor in Cold
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Wiar discussion of the American defence budget.'> The story of the incredibly
forceful Cimbri (which the historian Strabo advises one should not entirely
believe), which had induced a state of panic among the Romans, may have
functioned as an underlying analogy when constructing a history of the Goths.
Because the Goths achieved similar victories over the Romans, it would make
sense to trace their barbarian power to an origin in the North.

Jordanes does not mention the Cimbri in his account of the North. Per-
haps this is because their origin was specifically said to be the Chersonesus
Cimbrica, a location that was not compatible with the idea of the island of
Scandza. But among the island tribes that Jordanes names, we find peoples
that appear elsewhere in Byzantine and Mediterranean manuscripts, such
as the Finns, the Lapps, the Swedes, the Danes, and the Heruls. Especially,
the Danes and Heruls had a reputation as awe-inspiring warriors. Jordanes
certainly attempted to aggrandize the ancient Goths by linking them to
such famous warrior races known from classical literature. Most promi-
nent, however, is the Getae, who were spoken of as erstwhile attackers of
Rome.'® These Getae were believed to inhabit areas around the Danube.
Here, Jordanes utilizes a general confusion about the Goths’ ancestral his-
tory in Latin writing. Jordanes refers to the Spanish priest Paulus Orosius’
fifth-century Seven Books of History against the Pagans as an authority for
the connection between Getae and Gothi (Get. 58).17 But, already in the
fourth century, Julian the Apostate had made the connection, in which he
was followed by Jerome, writing c. 390.'® Although Augustine, in De civi-
tate Dei (City of God), written 413-427, explicitly denied the equation of
Goths and Getae, the identification became commonplace.!”

Jordanes’ reason for emphasizing the Goths’ descent from the Getae, and
borrowing the legends of their exploits for the Gothic people, was the high
reputation they held in classical manuscripts. For example, the Getae were
described in Strabo’s Geography (early 1st cent. AD) as fierce and brave,
particularly in connection with the war against Alexander the Great.?’
Herodotus in his The Histories (5th cent. BC), also speaks of the Getae
as ‘the most courageous and upright Thracian tribe’, the only people dar-
ing to offer resistance against the Persians under Darius the Great.”! Thus,
the Getae achieved a reputation as a half-mythical race with superhuman
strength, whose renown in warfare was sometimes explained as a result of
their descent from Mars, the Amazons, and Bellona.?? Jordanes’ reliance on
reference to the Getae (as emphasized in the title of his text) speaks to the
fact that Gothic history was reconstructed by fixing on links found in clas-
sical tradition.

The quasi-similarity of names seems also to function as a means to link
the ancient Goths to Scandza. Jordanes mentions the tribes of the Gautigot|i]
(Get. 22) and the Ostrogothli] (Get. 23) as inhabitants there. Possibly, this
represents an attempt to claim a relationship between the Goths and the
Scandinavian tribe known as Gautar, which were said to inhabit the North
in several classical sources of geography.”3
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JORDANES AND THE CLASSICAL CONCEPT OF THE NORTH

If Jordanes can be seen to ransack classical sources for his description of
Scandza and its peoples, he also adopts a classical Weltanschaung on the
North. It is this aspect of the text that I will examine in the following. Clas-
sical geography may best be seen as ideological. The world and the people
outside of Greece and Rome were often described for the purpose of cultural
criticism. The barbarian periphery was contrasted with the achievements
of classical civilization; barbarian lands were the primitive and monstrous
‘other’ against which the centre could highlight its own positive qualities.
But descriptions of primitive barbarians could also serve as a foil for an
examination looking inwards: barbarians were believed to uphold certain
values that were instructive for advanced civilizations.”* The best-known
example of this is Tacitus’ Germania, in which virtues of barbarians are
listed with the purpose of criticizing Roman shortcomings.>’

I will argue that Jordanes’ description of the peoples inhabiting Scandza
harbours elements of a similar strategy. In order to make this argument,
one need first accept that Jordanes has something positive to say about
the inhabitants of Scandza. This is not a view shared by everyone. For
example, Walter Goffart, who has provided one of the most influential
critical assessments of the Scandza legend, sees Jordanes’ description of
Scandza as condemnatory. This negative view of Scandza fits in with his
theory of Getica as a work that is in reality Roman propaganda, written
for Emperor Justinian by a court protagonist.”® Certainly, the primitive-
ness and backwardness of Scandza, as Jordanes describes it, cannot be
doubted. But, contrary to Goffart, I hold that Jordanes also stresses the
strength and endurance of the inhabitants as positive values. The peoples
of Scandza are portrayed as hardy and industrious barbarians who pros-
per in the face of their constant struggle with nature. They live on a large
island with large forests, vast lakes, and large animals. That they cope in
this strange, oversized and violent world is a claim to magnitude of spirit.
For example, when Jordanes tells us that the inhabitants of the ‘exceed-
ing great cold’ cannot farm the land (Ger. 19), it is clearly a mark of
the inhabitants’ backwardness, because agriculture was seen as the root
of civilization. Nonetheless, the peoples of Scandza manage to establish
some sort of noble life against all odds. They construct dwellings hewn
out of rocks like they were castles (quasi castellis), domesticating splendid
horses and wearing beautiful furs. Although the inhabitants of Scandza
live in poverty, Jordanes does not forget to tell us that they are most richly
clothed — having acquired the art of tanning skin (Get. 19-24). Jordanes
seems to imply that the ingenuity used in conquering raw nature enno-
bles the northerners. By implication, this resourcefulness is encoded in the
Gothic bloodline.

Scandza is certainly no nostalgic vision of a lost Eden; nonetheless, it
shares one structural characteristic with the utopian fantasy, as the theorist
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of utopias Louis Marin defines it: the fictional place function as an ‘argu-
mentative or rhetorical figure designed to undermine continuously the very
place from which [the vision of] it emerges’.>” In the particular case of Scan-
dza, it can be seen as a contrast to the devastating effects of luxury that
loomed large in the imagination of the classical world. More specifically, I
will argue that Jordanes’ description of the inhabitants of Scandza is related
to A. O. Lovejoy and George Boas’ discussion of a fashion for ‘hard primi-
tivism’ in classical literature.?® In numerous works, Scythian and Germanic
tribes (both umbrella terms for peoples inhabiting unspecified Northern
locations) were seen as tough and steeled by their life in harsh climates.
Deprivation of the sun made them strong. Furthermore, their primitive liv-
ing in the frozen North made them free from the treacherous luxury and
corruption which comes with refined civilization. This connects with the
idea of the ‘noble savage’ living far away from the hub of civilization, which
was well known in classical writing. It was a fopos invoked to censure the
moral decay observed at the centre.” Jordanes’ description of the tough
life in Scandza, where inhabitants know not the trappings of luxury, gains
significance when decoded on the backdrop of such descriptions. Jordanes
later recounts how Theodoric left Constantinople, where he resided on the
invitation of Emperor Zeno. Here, he enjoyed ‘every comfort in the city’
and ‘the advantages of the Roman Empire in luxurious ease’, but ‘he chose
rather to seek a living by his own exertions, after the manner customary
to his race’, while his tribe lived in want (Get. 290). This may be poised to
communicate a similar ideology.3?

A direct connection to the genre of ‘hard primitivism’ is Jordanes’ attempt
to link the rough climate to the breed of fierce warriors produced under
such circumstances. The most notable characteristic of the men of Scandza
is that they are proficient in the art of war and have superior bodies. For
instance, Jordanes refers to the Gautigot[i], which is ‘a race of men bold
and quick to fight’ (Get. 22), and a little later he tells us that Scandza is
inhabited by tribes surpassing other nations in both bodily size and spirit
(Get. 23). Such images of fierce northern warriors were commonplace in
classical ethnographical writing, and can be found in the writings of Taci-
tus, Caesar, Josephus, Isidore, and others.3! Since Jordanes cites information
from the first-century Roman geographer Pomponius Mela (Get. 16), it is
pertinent to mention an example from his writing here. Pomponius writes
that the people who live in cold climates are as extraordinary in courage as
in physique, and that their spirit is strengthened by exposure to the cold, as
they exercise their minds by waging war and their bodies by hard work.3?
Jordanes emphasizes roughly the same features.

Another clear example of this discourse is the pseudo-Aristotelian Prob-
lemata, a much-used text in Antiquity and throughout the Middle Ages. It
is here explained to the reader that there is an inverse relationship between
internal and external nature, i.e. cold temperatures breed hot blood. The
inhabitants of cold regions are internally hot, as it is their nature to recoil
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from the coldness of the region in which they live. The implication of this is
that no great thinkers could be produced in the North. However, the inhab-
itants there are ‘courageous and sanguine’, as opposed to the ‘cowardly’
people living in warm regions.>3

That climate produces varying degrees of physical and mental aptitude
was a widespread epistemology reaching back to Herodotus’ The Histories
(5th century BC). There is, for example, the myth of the Amazons, a female
warrior people whom Herodotus places in the outer reaches of Scythia (i.e.
they are an emphatically northern race).>* Interestingly, Jordanes claims
that the Goths intermarried with the Amazons during their long migration
towards Italy (Get. 42-56). This must be seen to bolster the warrior aptitude
of the Goths in its mythic dimension.

Writers of Antiquity had originally defined the Scythian as the stereotype
of the large-bodied and fearless Northerner.>® But this ethnographic con-
cept was later transferred to the inhabitants of Germania, as the Romans
began to take interest in this part of Europe. One may turn to Isidore of
Seville for a summary of how the Germani were codified in classical texts:
they are said to take their behaviour from the severity of the climate, which
makes them “fiercely courageous and ever indomitable’. Isidore also engages
in etymological speculation: the ‘Germanic (Germanicus) nations are so
called because they are immense (immanis) in body, and they are savage
tribes hardened by very severe cold’.3® Writers of the Middle Ages would
use this paradigm to speak positively about their barbarian ancestors. The
Northumbrian monk Alcuin, for example, refers to his ‘Saxon’ ancestors as
an ‘ancient race’ of the ‘outlying realms’ who have a ‘splendid physique’ and
are ‘powerful in war’. Thus, Alcuin associates the Saxons with the name of
‘rock’ due to their toughness (duritiam propter dicti cognomine saxi). How-
ever, this is falsely linking the Germanic root sax (short sword) in their name
with the Latin saxum (rock).3”

Classical writers invariably stereotyped Northerner races as having an
aptitude for war.>® Jordanes is evidently working with such classical notions.
Thus, he speaks of the Goths as ‘fast’ and ‘swift’ in his story of the three
Gotbhic ships departing from Scandza. Significantly, the slowest of the ships is
lost. Those on board who are left behind were the ancestors of the Gepidae,
a ‘gratuitous name of reproach’, which Jordanes analyses as etymologically
connected with the term for ‘sluggish’ (gepanta): they are ‘slow of thought
and too sluggish for quick movement of their bodies’ (Get. 95). The loss
of a ship becomes a gain for the Goths, because the genetic pool is thereby
purified. In fact, sluggish, sloth and similar descriptions are used as terms of
opprobrium in a number of medieval texts alluding to cowardice and lack of
military valour.3” Swiftness, on the other hand, is traditionally defined as an
important military advantage. In Homer’s The Iliad, for example, we find a
vocabulary of speed epithets for warriors, including the several references to
‘swift-footed Achilles’.** According to the paradigm of environmental deter-
minism, Northern warriors possessed swiftness as a standard attribute.
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But not everything in Jordanes’ account of the Northern ancestors imme-
diately seems to lend itself to positive interpretation. For example, he refers
to the Scandinavians as fighting ‘with the fury of wild beasts’ (pugnabant
beluina saevitia) (Get. 24). The epithet ferus (fierce, wild) was a common-
place designation for the Germani and is connected with a sense of abhor-
rence in the writings of Horace, Ovid, Manilius, and Lucan.*! Jordanes’
specific example may point to the totemic belief popular among Germanic
tribes that warriors could transform themselves into a state of rage akin to
the predatory animal, popularly a wolf or bear. Nonetheless, in Germanic
tradition, ‘wolfish’ warrior skills were seen as having a distinct advantage in
war (cf. the usual appellation —wulf in heroic names of the Germanic tradi-
tion). In fact, the benefit of warrior rage was also recognized in the poetry
of Homer. Achilles’ captains, for example, are described in such wolfish
terms.** Looking generally at Jordanes’ description of the pagan warriors
throughout, it is cleverly phrased; it shows a Christian writer’s detachment
from the barbarians’ uncontrolled wildness, while preserving the sense of
awe and admiration for the ancestors’ success in war.

What is of great importance for the following analyses in the present
study is the fact that Jordanes not only describes the North as the home-
land of the Goths, but also claims that it was the ancient hearth for much
of barbarian Europe. Famously, he refers to Scandza as ‘a hive of tribes or
certainly a womb of nations’ (Get. 25). This is Charles Mierow’s authorita-
tive translation of the Latin sentence: officina gentium aut certe velut vagina
nationum. This translation and modern criticism in general fail to notice the
military metaphor inherent in Jordanes’ phrase: ‘vagina’ can also be trans-
lated as ‘scabbard’ or ‘sheath of peoples’. Hence, the migration from Scan-
dza is compared with the drawing of a weapon (as metaphor for conquering
European lands). This translation is perfectly in line with Jordanes’ imme-
diately preceding paragraphs, which concerns the many warrior tribes that
inhabited Scandza. It also makes sense within the larger structure of Getica,
which consistently associates Gothic progress with conquests of new lands.

The interpretation of Jordanes’ phrases as martial metaphors seems to
have been common in the Middle Ages. For example, Dudo of Saint-Quentin
begins his history of the Normans (early 11th century) by copying Jordanes.
Dudo here refers to the Normans as originating from a ‘savage and barbar-
ian people, which are said to have come in different ways from the island
of [S]canza, surrounded by the Ocean, like a swarm of bees from a hive, or
like a sword (gladius) from a scabbard (vagina), as it is said barbarians leap
forward’.*3 To Roman readers of Getica, the comparison of the Goths to a
sharp weapon would fit in with regular attempts at categorizing barbarian
peoples in accordance with the weapons they used. Associations such as
Dacian javelins, Frankish axes, Hunnic bows, etc., were commonly applied
in Roman texts.** Reading vagina nationum as ‘sheath of peoples’ also
coheres with Jordanes’ earlier metaphor of migration: people burst ‘like a
swarm of bees from the midst of this island [Scandza] and came into the land
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of Europe’ (quia gens, cujus originem flagitas, ab hujus insulae gremio velut
examen apium erumpens in terram Europae advenit) (Get. 9). The meta-
phor of the bees implies the march of fierce armies ready for conquest. The
metaphor of the swarming bees also has classical roots. It is used about the
colonization of foreign land in Greek writing (Plato’s Laws 708b, 740e, and
Thucydides’ Histories 1.15.1).* Jordanes seems to use such classical tropes
to further an idea of Germanic barbarians having established themselves by
conquests in land areas whose extension could rival the Roman Empire, only
predating it by more than a millennium.

To sum up, Jordanes’ legend of the people of Scandza exploits the dis-
course of ‘environmental determinism’. It is on this background that the
tale of Goths’ origin helps to authorize the history of their many conquests,
which Jordanes tracks throughout Getica. The North with its warrior heri-
tage constitutes an ethnic space from which the reader must make sense of
the Goths and their history. Even though the Goths were said to have left
this region at an early stage, we are to understand that they still carry the
hardiness of the Northern warrior within their bones. In this way, Scandza is
a paradoxical, contradictory space — simultaneously far and near, absent and
present, closed and open, disowned and yet indelible. This has a significant
advantage: it allows Jordanes to claim the existence of a deep-rooted vigour,
strength and moral purity connected with the North, while the temporal
and geographical distance places the pagan and uncivilized at a safe remove.

ROME, GOTHS, AND THE NORTH

Jordanes was keenly aware that he had written positively about the Goths —
the erstwhile enemies of Rome. Thus, he points out that it is at the hands
of the Romans (for whom Jordanes is writing) that the ‘most valiant race
[the Goths], which had long held sway, was at last overcome’ (Get. 313). It
is important to understand Jordanes’ text within the Roman context of its
composition. This dimension will now be discussed.

As a Gothic author in Roman Byzantium, Jordanes is anxious about how
his audience will judge the veracity of his work. He feels obliged to state that
he has not given in to the temptation to add anything beyond what he has
‘read or learned by inquiry’ (Get. 316). With this avowal, Jordanes wants
to remove doubts about Gothic partiality by placing himself in the role of a
scholarly historian. Getica concludes with an important and perhaps neces-
sary clarification: the whole exposition is not so much meant to praise the
Goths as to honour their conquerors, the Romans. Jordanes manifestly ends
his text by praising Emperor Justinian as ‘a more valiant leader’ than the
former Ostrogothic princes, in order to make sure no misconceptions about
the work could be entertained (Get. 316). The chronicle of the Goths’ long his-
tory and their military successes was in no way to be mistaken as an argument
for a reintroduction of Gothic independence in northern Italy.
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To contextualize the status of barbarians and the use of an ‘out-of-
Scandinavia’ legend history in a sixth-century Roman text, we may usefully
turn to Procopius’ The Gothic Wars (part of History of the Wars). A
comparison of the Scandinavian legend in Getica with this text is a missed
opportunity in critical writing. Procopius completed his work c. 551 or 552
(with additions 554-557), which makes it practically contemporaneous
with Getica. Procopius also speaks of how wild Northern warriors were
brought under Roman command. His account is worth examining to bring
out similarities, but also contrasts, to Jordanes’ history.

Procopius of Caesarea was a Byzantine scholar deeply involved with the
Roman administration and military elite. He accompanied the Roman gen-
eral Belisarius, who headed Emperor Justinian I’s campaign to reconquer the
Mediterranean territory of the former Western Roman Empire. On several
occasions in The Gothic Wars, Procopius mentions the Heruls (Heruli — also
known as Eruli, Eruloi, and variant forms in other sources). This was a bar-
barian tribe that had come under Byzantine command, serving in Belisarius’
armies. In Procopius’ text, the Heruls are connected with Scandinavia.*
Jordanes corroborates this connection by also placing them among the 30
nations he mentions as inhabiting Scandza (Get. 23).

Like the Goths, the Heruls had also been a threat to the Romans. Sources
tell us that the Heruls had participated in the third-century invasions of
Roman territory from somewhere in the Black Sea region, particularly in
the expedition of AD 268-270 through the Dardanelles.*” The Heruls estab-
lished a kingdom in southern Slovakia at the rivers of Morava and Theiss,
but this was destroyed by the Lombards in the early sixth century. After
their defeat, Procopius tells us, one group of Heruls went all the way up to
the land of the Danes (Danuoi), who let the Heruls pass without confron-
tation. Subsequently, the Heruls reached Thule, which Procopius describes
as a large island in the Ocean (like in Jordanes’ account of Scandza). There
they settled beside the Gautoi (perhaps the people in southern Sweden
known as Gautar). Procopius further tells us that the group of Heruls that
did not leave for Thule moved south of the Danube into the territory of the
Roman Empire. During a period of crisis, this southbound group lost their
king, and a diplomatic delegation was dispatched to search for a member of
the royal family among the northbound group in Thule. The expedition was
successful, and Datius, a royal son, returned accompanied by 200 youths.

The reference to the Heruls in Procopius’ history occasions a long digres-
sion on peoples living in the pagan North (6.15). Much of what Procopius
has to say consists of stock descriptions traditionally used about people
living in cold climates.*® He also details their worship of demons and their
human sacrifices — an element we observed was notably absent from Jor-
danes’ account of the pagan North. We are therefore not surprised that he
associates the Heruls, as a people of the North, with warrior strength. For
instance, we are told that the Heruls fight bravely without protective armour
except a shield and a thick jacket, or sometimes went to battle without a
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shield (2.25), and he does not waver in calling them the fiercest and most
superior of the barbarians (6.14).

What function does this emphasis on their warrior skills serve within the
larger architecture of The Gothic Wars? Procopius shows the reader how
the Byzantines had converted a belligerent Northern people to Christian-
ity and since made them their allies, thereby highlighting the success and
efficacy of imperial policy. To this end, the Herulian connection with Scan-
dinavia would have been particularly opportune. By stressing the Northern
connection to the extent that Procopius does, the Roman feat of bringing
such a wild and pagan people under control is made to seem even more
exceptional.

Well aware that his text would be read in imperial circles, Procopius is
also extraordinarily reverent of the Goths (although he does not mention
any connection to the North), who acted as protectors of the Byzantium.
He presents the Ostrogothic ruler Theodoric’s reign as a Golden Age and
claims that he had possessed the qualities of one born to be an emperor.
Significantly, he claims that Theodoric had mastered both the justice needed
for a good ruler (a Roman concept) and martial prowess (which barbarians
possessed in excess); in fact, he had ‘attained the highest possible degree of
wisdom and manliness’ [Evvéoedc te kai dvdpiog].*

Having established that we find a positive reception of the Goths in the
writings of a prominent Byzantine writer, we may now return to Jordanes’
text. Like the Heruls, the Goths were also subdued. Many warriors who had
served in the Gothic army joined Justinian in his fight against barbarians
and became Romanized. So did those Goths who could offer their intellec-
tual service to the Empire (of which Jordanes was one).*? Jordanes’ account
of Gothic defeat serves a purpose that is in some respects similar to that of
Procopius’ story of the Heruls: Justinian’s rule over a former super-fierce
enemy with a Northern heritage is eulogized as a crowning achievement.
The reference to the Goths’ Northern ancestry may also have a symbolic
meaning. Andrew Merrills points out that Jordanes’ reference to the Gothic
homeland in the North gave Emperor Justinian a metaphorical claim to
extend his dominion almost indefinitely.’’ One could support Merrills’
interpretation by pointing to Virgil’s celebration of Rome as an ‘empire
without end’ (imperium sine fine) or the late convention of referring to the
ruling Roman emperor as the ‘conqueror of all barbarians’ (victor omnium
barbarorum).>* That Justinian now ruled over the Goths may have helped
to substantiate such inflated rhetoric, if one stresses (as does Merrills) the
imperial context of Jordanes’ text.

However, Jordanes writes with a foot in both camps: he is in service of
Byzantine Rome, but a Goth. Rather than merely celebrating the Romans’
conquest of the Goths, he stresses the mutual benefit for both sides. For
instance, Getica concludes with a telling reference to Vitiges, King of the
Ostrogoths from 536 to 540, and his wife Matasuntha (the granddaughter
of Theodoric). Both were taken as captives to Constantinople, and when
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Vitiges (whom Jordanes says became ‘bound by ties of affection to the
Emperor’) died, Matasuntha married Germanus Justinus, a nephew of Jus-
tinian, and gave him a son. Jordanes praises this as ‘a union of the race of
the Anicii with the stock of the Amali” which ‘gives hopeful promise ... to
both peoples’ (Get. 313-14). On several occasions, Jordanes returns to the
notion that both Goths and Romans gain from their alliance. For instance,
he notes that Theodosius was a good emperor for seeking peace and respect-
ing the Goths, while Emperor Valens was shamed for offending the Goths,
and the Goths were wrong to disrespect the Romans on several occasions
(Get. 40 and 146).

Written in a Byzantine-Roman context, there is no doubt that Getica is
suffused with imperial ideology, but there is a genuine pride in the Goths’
long history of conquests and warrior success. I will argue that allusions
to ideas of ‘hard primitivism’ in the early sections of the work is meant to
show that the Romans would benefit as well as become invigorated from
the alliance with the Goths. Jordanes urges that the attacks of other bar-
barians must be stopped. If not, the remaining eastern part of the Roman
Empire was to crumble. He articulates a feeling that was growing in Con-
stantinople that the Roman army, particularly its generals, had not dealt
sufficiently with the barbarians.>® Speaking from the perspective of the Byz-
antine Empire, Jordanes writes that it is ‘our own sins’ that enable the Antae
and Slavs to make further inroads (Get. 119), and ‘the penalty for our sins’
that the Bulgars have risen to such prominence (Get. 37). It is ‘the cowardice
of emperors and the treachery of generals’ (Get. 172) that has compromised
Rome’s safety. Thus, there is a critique of Roman softness in handling impe-
rial policy; Jordanes® hope is for a more aggressive attitude towards the
barbarians.

It is certainly possible to read the Scandza legend as signalling a positive
difference from the cultural anxiety of luxury, effeminacy, and enervation
that had long dogged Roman imagination. Since the time when Rome came
at the mercy of barbarian invaders, numerous Roman writers had pointed
to the unfortunate effeminacy of Rome as a cause of its military failures.
The fourth-century Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus, for example,
recognized that the vita militaris of the Romans was weakened and the
Empire was best served if barbarians enlisted in the Roman army. The fifth-
century Gallo-Roman poet and bishop Sidonius Appolinaris would use
the martial manliness of northern tribes as comparisons when praising the
prowess of emperor Atavius.>* Christian writers expanded on the theme
of Roman inferiority to primitive barbarism. For example, Salvian, a fifth-
century priest of Marseilles, wrote that the barbarians were manly, whereas
the Romans were said to shamefully consider effeminate behaviour to
be a virtue.>> This idea of manliness was important to the de-militarized
upper-class Romans, who were increasingly using Gothic soldiers to defend
themselves against barbarian attacks, and can be found in much Byzantine
writing.>®
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Jordanes never reaches the sceptical pitch of Tacitus and some other
Roman writers, who describe the virtues of barbarians with the explicit pur-
pose of criticizing Roman ways.>” But the pride in deriving from a primitive
and uncorrupted barbarian stock should not be ignored. There is certainly
no room for effeminate luxury in Scandza, and there is a reason why the
manliest of all women, the Amazons, are highlighted as suitable partners for
the migrating Goths.

Perhaps closest to Jordanes’ stance is the panegyric (c. 507) of Ennodius
of Pavia to the Ostrogothic King Theodoric. Ennodius, a Gallo-Roman noble,
had early argued for the peaceful settlement between Romans and Goths by
emphasizing that the Goths already had the civilitas of the Romans. Ennodius
states that the Goths were modest at home, but bellicose when in war, and that
they had the prudence of Romans and the courage of the gentes; in essence,
they were models to be imitated because they ‘reinvigorated the effeminate
toga’ of the Romans.® Jordanes, writing after Gothic independence had come
to an end, seems also to view Gothic blood as having an invigorating effect
on Roman valour. The claim to Northern origins signals a difference from
the enervated Roman bodies criticized in many texts. Thus, the assertion of
Gothic strength is presented as a positive addition to Roman power and the
Emperor’s military might.

Patrick Amory has provided a thorough analysis of the ideology pro-
moted by Theodoric. The gist of this was that the Goths had ‘an inborn
vocation for fighting’, yet they would ‘obey Roman law’ and therefore
‘lose any of the pejorative connotations of barbarians, such as immodera-
tion and lawlessness’.>® The Goths were represented as a gens or nation of
barbarian virtues, but also a people who now possessed the Romanorum
prudential, the wisdom of their Romans co-habitors in Italy. This makes
them a superior people. If Theodoric was the author of this ideology, it
is one that is expressed through the letters of his amanuensis Cassidorus.
Jordanes appears to borrow a phrase from Cassidorus, when he attributes
to Theoderic’s heir, Eutharic, ‘prudentia et virtus’ (Get. 298), wisdom and
valour. This combination became the tenet of Ostrogothic ethnographic
ideology.®?

Jordanes hints at the benefits of uniting Gothic energy with Roman dis-
cipline in his digression on Maximus I, Roman Emperor from 235 to 238,
who was of Gothic stock. As a barbarian youth, he impressed Emperor
Severus with his eight-foot stature and his ability to defeat all men sent
against him in wrestling matches. Maximus asks to receive Roman instruc-
tion and wants to become a faithful servant to Roman emperors. Eventually,
he is crowned emperor. Jordanes tells us that this anecdote is included in
order to show that the race of the Goths could in fact attain to the very high-
est station in the Roman Empire (ad regni Romani fastigum usque venisse)
(Get. 83-8). Jordanes seems to use this story to honour the Goths, but per-
haps also to support the notion that Gothic strength is best administered
within the framework of Roman order.
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As an epilogue, it should be added that the alliance of the victorious Romans
and the Romanized Goths, which Jordanes extols, did not last long against
the barbarians. The Byzantine Empire was unable to withstand the invasion
of the Langobards in 568, which resulted in the loss of significant parts of the
Italian peninsula. Ironically, the Langobards were another people associated
with an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend. It is this and a number of other such leg-
ends of Northern origins that will be discussed in the next chapter.
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3 Ethnic History and the Origins
of Nations

This chapter will expand the discussion of Jordanes’ ‘out-of-Scandinavia’
legend by examining its use in a number of continental manuscripts relat-
ing to the Langobards (Lombards), Burgundians, Franks, Saxons, Normans,
and Swabians. For medieval historians who took on the mantle of establish-
ing a barbarian people’s ethnicity as an ontological category, Scandinavia
became an accepted place to which the origin of people could be legitimately
traced. Thus, tracing the legend of Scandinavian origin is the mapping of a
literary fopos. As will be discussed, the tale of origins in Jordanes’ Getica
appears to have been an inspiration for this — either directly or indirectly.
The chapter will first briefly outline some significant themes in histories
containing the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend, after which each ‘nation’ will be
discussed individually.

NORTHERN ORIGINS

Tracing a barbarian people to an origin in the North was more than just a
question of dispassionately choosing a usable tale about a dead past. When
narrating legends of origins, historians provide ‘intentional data’, that is to
say a series of pre-programmed associations, subtexts, and meaning, as we
have already seen. Reference to the pagan North was also coded in this
way.! This was not a static set of ideas; rather, the idea of Northern origins
was perennially recalibrated to fit new cultural contexts, as I shall emphasize
in the following. Nonetheless, at the risk of oversimplification, it is possible
to sum up three thematic domains, discernible in the medieval manuscripts
to be examined.

1 Barbarian Primordialism. One significant motivation behind the
national tale (origenes gentium) was to recuperate ‘national’ history for
the benefit of present glory. The tale of a distant homeland in the North,
from whence strong warriors migrated to take possession of continental
Europe, communicated a certain affective dynamic. In medieval histo-
riography, Scandinavian origins would symbolize the indelible ethno-
graphic encoding of warrior virtues as a backdrop for the assimilation



Ethnic History and the Origins of Nations 51

of Christianity and civilized classical learning. In the previous chapter,
the classical idea of ‘hard primitivism’ was discussed. Throughout the
medieval period, this intellectual ideal subsisted as a salutary contrast to
the luxury and softness that was seen to encroach on barbarian peoples,
who attained to increasingly advanced social forms and modes of living.
We can observe how the legend of the ancient North became a way to
make ‘ethnic capital’ out of the base currency of Germanic barbarian-
ism. In some manuscript, an underlying association of the North with
purity, primordial strength, and the vigorous body is suggested. This
cluster of ideas has affinities with what was later to be known as Nor-
dicism, which was to have a long trajectory (including an extreme and
perverted implementation within Nazi racist ideology).

Anti-Roman. Overlapping with the idea of Northern origins as ‘ethnic
capital’, an anti-Roman strain is found in some manuscripts. The refer-
ence to a people’s origin in a semi-mythical, ancient Scandinavia served
the function of matching the long pedigree of Roman origins. As the
change from a sub-Roman to a post-Roman mentality took effect in
Europe, the North gained significance as an oppositional category. Since
Scandinavia was never subdued by the Roman Empire, an origin in these
parts may also have designated a spirit of independence. This was partly
traditional. Aristotle, for example, sees Northern races as inherently spir-
ited and unshackled (although notes their deficiency in political organi-
zation).” But, most clearly, an anti-Roman strain was connected with an
emerging historical consciousness of one’s own national importance. This
was conditioned in part by a conviction that the barbarians represented
‘new blood’, destined to take over the rule of the West after the collapse
of the Roman Empire. In this respect, the legendizing of the Goths as
Rome’s most feared opponents (aided by reading in Jordanes’ history)
made the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend grow in importance.

Christianity. Writers of national histories were primarily men of the
church. Ancestral discourse was not alien to Christian ways of think-
ing, since the Bible showed them that noble genealogies were of great
importance. Clerics also acknowledged that heroic tales were worth
preserving. It is because of clerical interest in Hildebrandslied, Muspilli,
and Beowulf that these texts have survived. Nonetheless, the paganism
of the barbarian ancestors remained an ideological obstacle. It is there-
fore important to note that the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend could be
embedded within a larger narrative economy, a Heilsgeschichte of how
a nation redeems itself from paganism and accepts Christianity. But, I
will contend, the pagan past and Christian present should not be seen
as antithetical. Some manuscripts can be interpreted to suggest that bar-
barian power could be harnessed into Christian potency: fierce barbar-
ians are transformed into fervid Christians. In such cases, the barbarian
qualities of strength, purity and uprightness associated with the North
were an advantage for a converted people.
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Because the North was a prism of both positive and negative subtexts in the
Middle Ages, one set of assumptions may be accentuated in some texts and
played down in others. The various themes were also sometimes allowed
to coexist and compete with one another within the framework of a singu-
lar text. The themes should be seen to define general positions, not a rigid
checklist. In the following, the focus will be on specific case studies of how
medieval manuscripts incorporate an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend or in other
ways point to a homeland in the North.

The Saxons

I will begin with the most problematic case to assess: the Saxons. What
was known as Saxony in the Middle Ages (not to be confused with the
area called Saxony today) was located in the northwest corner of modern
Germany and roughly corresponds to Lower Saxony and Westphalia and
the western part of Saxony-Anhalt. A number of references and allusions in
classical and medieval texts place the origin of the Saxons in either southern
Scandinavia or a Northern homeland. The first writer who seems to mention
the Saxons is Ptolemy in his Geography (c. AD 150). This text provides the
Saxons with a northern habitat in ‘the palisades of the Cimbrian peninsula’,
as well as three North Sea islands ‘near the mouth of the Elbe’.? Cimbria is
the traditional name for Jutland, so Ptolemy’s account indicates that these
Saxons dwelt in the area roughly corresponding to modern-day Holstein,
from which several (now Danish) islands in the Baltic would be within close
reach. However, it cannot be ascertained that the people Ptolemy refers to
were actually ‘Saxons’. The extant manuscripts of Geography display vari-
ant readings, and it has been suggested that later scribes may have replaced
a name known to classical geography with a similar one familiar to the
Middle Ages, thus introducing anachronism.* For instance, some copies
have Axones, which may be a misspelling of the tribe that Tacitus calls Avio-
nes in his Germania (ch. 40). We know Saxons have been introduced into
works where they do not belong, as when medieval scribes replaced the
Roman poet Lucan’s reference to the Suessones (a tribe in Gaul) with Sax-
ones because the first name did not make sense to them.’ The difficulty of
assessing sources is further compounded by the fact that the name ‘Saxons’
is loosely applied in older sources, often with the connotation of ‘pirate’ —
for instance, when describing attacks on the coast of Gaul and Britain. The
ethnonym can be found with this application in the works of Amminianus
Marcellinus, Pacatus, Claudius Claudianus, and Gildas, among others.® It
is not easy to determine whether or not it is always a reference to the same
people in these and other sources.

However, Ptolemy’s account of ‘Saxons’ was responsible for establishing
the Saxons as a people with a Northern heritage. For example, the sixteenth-
century English antiquarian William Camden wrote of his Anglo-Saxon
ancestors: ‘when the Saxons began first to be of any name in the world, they
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had their abode in ... Denmarke’.” In Origines Britannicae (1685), Edward
Stillingfleet even proposes that the Saxons had come from Sweden — an idea
first introduced a few years earlier by the Swedish antiquarian and national-
ist Olof Rudbeck. Stillingfleet accepted Rudbeck’s identification of several
place-names in Sweden containing a sax-element.®

A medieval text which mentions the Saxons (with no ambiguity) and con-
nects them to a northern geography is the Cosmography, purportedly the
work of a traveller named Aethicus Ister. In one of the book’s many travel
descriptions, Aethicus arrives at:

[the] northern peoples and their islands. The Gryphon-Folk [dwell]
by the closest part of Ocean, from where according to report, the
Saxon race went out, and by the ferocity of [their] battles arrived in
Germany.’

The most recent editor of Aethicus’ text suggests that the reference to being
‘closest’ to the Northern Ocean could point towards the tip of Jutland.'® In
any event, the account gives the Saxons a distinctively Northern (Scandi-
navian) origin. The passage further lists some standard characteristics of a
Northern habitat (influenced by classical texts). For example, we hear of the
production of amber and the abundance of cattle (since agriculture is cli-
matically difficult). But this mixes with more fantastical ideas of the North,
such as the reference to bird-lion gryphons in the quotation above.

Did the Saxon have an origin tale of Northern ancestors? In order to
assess the information conveyed in the Cosmography, it is necessary make
a few notes on the provenance of the text. The date of composition is
unknown, but it has been suggested that the author’s knowledge of Greek
(unusual in early medieval Europe) may point to a connection with the Can-
terbury school of Archbishop Theodore in the late seventh century.!! In fact,
the disdain for all things not Greek may in fact be a satire on Theodore and
his emphasis on the Greek language as necessary for the highest learning.
Aethicus’ travels around the world gives him occasion to pass severe judg-
ment on the peoples he encounters, while he gives preferential treatment to
the noble Greeks — an attitude that appears tongue-in-cheek. If this is indeed
a take on the snobbery of Canterbury Grecophilia, we should not expect
that the preconceived and affected traveller would have anything good to
say about the barbarian Saxons. Connecting the Saxons with the primitive
northern outpost could simply be a slur on their alleged backwardness and
belligerence.

However, it is not impossible that the author used a migration legend for
the Saxons that was circulating at the time. A Scandinavian origin for the
Saxons was certainly suggested in Res gestae Saxonicae (The Deeds of the
Saxons), completed in 968 by the Saxon chronicler Widukind of Corvey.
Only the first 14 chapters of Book 1 are concerned with Saxon ethnogenesis.
Widukind is unresolved as to the origins of the Saxons: they either descended
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from Alexander the Great’s Macedonians or from the Danes/Northmen. He
decides to leave the question open, he informs us, because ancient Saxon his-
tory is lost in the mists of time and no final solution can be reached.!? The
same reluctance to commit to one or the other legend of origins is found in
the twelfth-century text De origine Saxonum (The Origin of the Saxons),
which is derivative of Widukind’s history.'3

We may understand why Northern heritage was an acceptable alterna-
tive to that of tracing one’s roots to Alexander’s army by looking at the
context within which Widukind was writing. The writing of Res gestae Sax-
onicae has been linked to the ideology of translatio imperii. The history of
the Saxon people was compiled after the time Saxony had become part of
the Holy Roman Empire of German Nations. Widukind wrote extensively
about the shift of power that this entailed: Saxonia had gone from being a
slave to becoming a mistress of many nations.'* As the Germanic peoples
had attained a new legitimacy, a new genealogical legend was necessitated.
If Widukind’s ideological ambition is clear, we still need to ask from which
sources the idea of Northern origins derived. Widukind’s text begins with
reference to orally-transmitted histories of the Saxons (res gestas litteris)
(1.1). There are events in Saxon history that may have encouraged the devel-
opment of Northern legends among the pagan Saxons. The warlord Widu-
kind (after whom the scholar Widukind was named) sought refuge with the
Danish King Siegfrid in 777 and 782, when threatened by the Franks.'® To
seal the alliance, Widukind married Siegfrid’s daughter, Geva. This event
may have inspired the production of legends about a common origin of the
two peoples.

However, the two alternatives for Saxon origins that Widukind mentions
may have come into competition simply as two rival versions of scholarly
antiquarianism. The monastery at Corvey, in Westphalia, was originally a
Carolingian foundation. Widukind was therefore well-versed with Frank-
ish scholarship, which promoted a Scandinavian origin for all Germanic
peoples, as we have seen above. Furthermore, Widukind shows awareness
of other national historians, in particular Bede (1.8), Paul the Deacon (1.14),
and Jordanes (1.18). All three historians provided him with tales pointing
to the North as a legitimate place from which strong warrior peoples had
sprung. Most importantly, he quotes Jordanes on the Goths sallying forth
from a Northern island to conquer European lands. Jordanes’ tale became
a boilerplate from which new national histories of Germanic peoples could
be created.

The Langobards

Aswe will see, Jordanes’ text may already have been known when national his-
tory was written for the people who are today often referred to as Lombards,
but known in the Middle Ages as Langobardi, or Longobardi. The etymol-
ogy of their name (long-beards) is the object of punning in several sources.



Ethnic History and the Origins of Nations 55

The Langobards made themselves conspicuous in the latter part of the sixth
century, when they entered northern Italy from the province of Pannonia,
conquering former Roman areas. After a long series of religious and ethnic
confrontations, they partially converted to Christianity during the seventh
century.

The origins of the Langobards are obscure. They are mentioned in the
first century as a people inhabiting a region around the Elbe. This is the
location given by Vellius Paterculus, a first-hand observer who had served
for eight years (from AD 4) with Emperor Tiberius in his northern cam-
paign between the Rhine and the Elbe.!” A similar location of Langobards
is indicated by both the Greek geographer Strabo and the Roman historian
Tacitus.'® But since the name was likely used as an epithet rather than a
substantive ethnonym (i.e. there may have been more groups whose prefer-
ence for facial hair compelled observers to describe them as ‘long beards’),
we cannot be certain that commentators are describing the same group.'”

There are no historical records placing the Langobards as far north as
Scandinavia. Nonetheless, a legend of their Scandinavian origin is found
in the Chronicle of Fredegar, a Frankish text written c. 660.2° The Chron-
icle has a political focus, detailing events of Frankish Gaul from 584 to
around 641 (with reference to events as late as 658), including information
on Franco-Langobardic contacts. It is a text often mentioned as an early
example giving the Franks a Trojan origin, but it also recounts a legend of
the Langobards deriving from Scandinavia.

In the Chronicle, a place called Scathanavia is described as a land area
located somewhat imprecisely between the Danube and the ‘Ocean Sea’ (i.e.
the border of water believed to encircle the world).?! The area referred to
corresponds roughly to what in other sources is called Germania. Thus, it
uses the term as a pseudonym for ‘barbarians’, that is, those peoples north
(and outside) of Frankish control and Christianity. The Chronicle can be
seen as an attempt to understand nations in relation to their ethnic origins.
The Franks are the leading people, having derived from Troy through the
escape of Priam, who became the first Frankish king. The Wends, who had
emerged as a threat on the eastern border of the Franks, are said to be the
offspring of Hunnish warriors wintering with Slavic women.?* ‘Fredegar’
likewise speaks of the Langobards in terms of their capabilities as pagan
warriors, so associating them with the name of Scandinavia may be a way to
explain how they came to be such a formidable threat. It is hard to say if the
Fredegar chronicler(s) knew of a Langobardian ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend.
Perhaps the Langobards were connected with other pagan (bearded?) war-
riors from the North, such as the Danish raiders who impinged on Frankish
territories.”> But the reference to the name Scathanavia as a place of origin
strongly suggests that the attempt was to link them with a legend of a war-
rior North, as it was given in Jordanes’ history.>*

A text intrinsically bound up with the circulation of Langobardic law
is the seventh-century text known as Origo gentis Langobardorum (The
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Origin of the Lombards), probably the creation of the intellectual group
in the royal Langobardic court. The text is known from three manuscripts
(the earliest of which is a ninth-century recension). It begins with a clear
reference to the Langobards’ original homeland, this time described as
a northern island (insula). In the various manuscript recensions of the
Origo gentis Langobadorum, the northern island is called Scadan, Scan-
danan or Scadanan. But in each case, it is mentioned that this name ‘is
interpreted as “destruction” [excidia], in the regions of the north, where
many people dwell’.?* This etymological commentary is likely a nautical
reference to dangerous shores, as mentioned in the ‘Introduction’ to the
present study. The information that the island was inhabited by many
peoples seems to come close to a similar formulation in Getica.>® This
indicates that the Origo is either drawing directly on Jordanes or from a
common source.

The Origo culls elements from both learned and native registers and
seeks to harmonize them. The reference to Scandinavia known from clas-
sical tradition is followed by what appears to be a genuine remnant of pre-
Christian tradition. This takes the form of an aetiological tale of how the
Langobards received their name. A short reference to this story is also given
in the (presumably earlier) Fredegar text. In the longer version of the Origo,
we are told that a tribe called the Winnili duped their god, called Godan,
into bestowing upon them divine favour on the battlefield. Godan had first
wanted to support the rival Vandals, but the Winnili women had, with the
help of Godan’s wife Frea, disguised themselves with beards. This made
Godan refer to them as Langobardi (‘long-beards’). Since this was one of
Godan’s bynames, the god was obliged to support the Winnili in battle. As a
result, they were both victorious and received a new name.

This aetiology has the marks of a genuine native legend, which has par-
allels in narratives intended to explain proper names found in many cul-
tures.”” The remarkable difference from the tale offered in the Fredegar text
is that the enemy is now not the Huns, but the Vandals. These were a people
whom Jordanes mentions as archenemies of the Goths at the beginning of
his migration narrative (Get. 25). Perhaps the revisions of the story in the
Origo may be an attempt to make early history compatible with the idea of
the Langobards as a Northern people.

Much of the information given in the Origo is rehashed in Paul the Dea-
con’s Historia Longobardorum (written 780s-790s). This text was very
popular in the Middle Ages with over 100 surviving manuscript copies and
a number of continuations. It is an interesting text also for another reason:
Paul appears to have been born into a noble Langobardic family and prob-
ably educated at the court of the Langobardic King Ratchis in Pavia, which
would have put him into direct contact with Langobardic oral tradition.??
Thus, he would be expected to know a native Langobardic legend of Scan-
dinavian ancestry, if such a one existed. But although he faithfully repeats
the story, he adds nothing new to it.
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For the origin of the Winnili, Paul names Scadinavia. The location of the
island is explained through reference to the geography of Pliny’s Natural
History.? This reference helps to explain Paul’s orthography of the name,
which is similar to that which appears in some manuscript recensions of
Pliny’s text.>? This may not be the only written sources Paul relies on for a
supposedly ‘native’ legend. When he mentions several tribes that migrated
from the North (Wandalique, Rugi, Heruli), he may be drawing on Jor-
danes’ Getica, which has a similar list. This assumption is corroborated by
the fact that Paul says that the Goths were the most notable (Gothi sig-
uidem) among these tribes (1.1). Paul’s decision to relate the origin of the
Langobards to the Goths could be a means of bathing in the reflected glory
of this people. The Goths had achieved a reputation as a heroic race (not
least on account of Jordanes’ history). By insisting on the same Northern
origin for the Langobards and the Goths, Paul is invoking the deterministic
notion that certain geographies perpetually produce peoples with the same
characteristics.3!

Paul’s history is meant to entertain. He therefore spices it up with infor-
mation on the northern neighbours, the Scritobini (the Lapps) and their
strange primitive life in a place where the sun shines at night in the summer-
time (1.5). This is not native legend, but stock information that can be found
in Jordanes’ history (Get. 21) and Procopius’ Gothic War (2.15). Paul mixes
such learned ethnographical references with elements he picks up from the
Origo gentis Langobardorum. In this earlier text, the Winnili are said to
be ruled by Gambara. She has two sons, Ybor and Agio. Paul focuses on
these brothers (now called Ibor and Aio), who became leaders when the
Langobards decided to leave Scandinavia. Paul unfolds the tale of the two
brothers and the migration in Book 1, chapter 7. The topos of two brothers
leading a people across the water to a new homeland can be identified as one
of the stock elements of Germanic legend, as will be discussed in Chapter
Four of the present study.

What is most notable about Paul’s treatment of the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’
legend is the extent to which he couches it in classical rhetoric of climatic
ethnography. In particular, Paul promotes the virtues of the Langobards as
a Northern race with a long excursus on the theory that humans thrive in
cold climates. The North is ‘much more healthful to the bodies of men’, and
it enables people to reproduce at a greater rate. As a contrast, we find those
born under ‘the heat of the sun’ whose habitat is awash with disease and
generally ‘less fitted for the bringing up of the human race’ (1.1). Paul fur-
ther expands the procreation metaphor by adding that ‘great multitudes of
peoples spring up in the north’, so that ‘the whole is, not improperly, called
by the general name of Germania’.>*> The etymological pun here pivots on
the Latin verb germinare (to germinate), a link Paul would have found in
Isidore’s Etymologies.>® This notion is connected with classical ideas that
cold climates promote reproductive powers. The reason frequently given for
why warriors would set forth to conquer foreign land was overpopulation
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in the homeland. Jordanes may reflect this trope in Getica, when he refers
to the Goths as endowed with splendidly reproductive bodies. For instance,
we are told that the number of the Goths would increase greatly (Get. 25)
after they had left Scandinavia, for which reason they had to break up again
and go ‘in search of suitable homes and pleasant place’ (Getr. 27). This idea
had repercussions many centuries to come. The idea of the North as a ‘store-
house of European nations’ was taken up in the first German global geog-
raphy, Sebastian Miunster’s Cosmographiae Universalis (1544). It would
appear again in Robert Molesworth’s An Account of Denmark (1694), in
which he refers to Denmark as part of the ‘Northern hive’ insofar as it was
‘extremely populous, the Women being exceedingly fruitful, which is suffi-
ciently proved by the vast Swarms that in former Ages, from these Northern
parts, over-ran all of Europe’.3*

Paul presents an image of ancient Scandinavia as a place associated with
antediluvian, strong, and healthy bodies. But Paul also concedes that this
potency had unfortunate consequences. When Scandinavia could no longer
feed its inhabitants, the fierce and barbarian nations (feroces et barbarae
nationes) left the island to conquer new land. This led to a series of inva-
sions afflicting Europe as well as parts of Asia in ancient times (1.1). Despite
the negative consequences of overpopulation, Paul continues to expand on
Northern vitality. Since the migration heroes Ibor and Aio are the founders
of the Langobards, they are a synecdoche for all their descendants: they
were ‘in the bloom of youthful vigour and more eminent than the rest’.>
Paul does not forget to tell us that the present populous nation of the Lan-
gobards had developed from only a slender number of migrants.3®

One may be surprised at how Paul, a Benedictine monk, allows himself
to speculate so intensely on reproduction, especially considering his other-
wise negative attitude towards sex in Historia Longobardorum.’” However,
within the framework of an origin tale, prodigious breeding was not incom-
patible with a Christian perspective. According to Genesis, fecundity was
seen as a blessing, since God wanted man to be fruitful and multiply. Fur-
thermore, early medieval Christian writers would sometimes allow them-
selves to suggest a magical connection between a good ruler and the fertility
of his land. For example, Alcuin, another leading light of eighth-century
Christianity, associated the Northumbrian King Athelred’s goodness with
the pleasant climate and fertility of his dominion, as well as the health of
his people.3®

Paul’s history extols the gens Langobardorum and their splendid victo-
ries. Although he is not uncritically positive towards all the Langobardic
kings (as in the discussions of the usurper Grimoald I [4.51 and 5.1-4]),
Paul leaves us in no doubt about the outstanding civic virtues of King Liut-
prand. Paul’s attempt to commend the Langobardic barbarian past also
finds expression in his negative observations on Greek culture. In Book 3,
we hear how an imperial Byzantine army under General Saburrus is sent
against the Langobards. In this connection, Paul praises the Langobards as
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strong, patriotic, and by nature, unspoiled people, whereas the Byzantines
(called ‘Greeks’) are portrayed as driven by avarice and an insatiable lust
for power. In battle, one of the Langobardic troops spikes an enemy soldier
and holds him above his head. This display of strength makes the cowardly
Byzantines take flight.>* According to Robert Hanning, this is a symbolic
scene underpinned by the notion that the ancient world no longer holds the
right to rule the West; the Germanic races will deservedly ascend to take
over this role.*’

If Paul could allow himself such assertions on behalf of the Germanic
peoples as a whole, it was not so that his history should be read as a paean
to the Langobards as a political power. Paul was probably writing at a time
when the Langobards had come under suzerainty of the Franks (since 774),
and Charlemagne had taken the title ‘King of the Langobards’. In fact, as
Rosamund McKitterick has argued, his text could have been written for
the Carolingian court in Italy, if not the main court in Francia (where he
spent the years between 782 and 787), and perhaps even at the request of
Charlemagne, who asked him to write so many other texts.*! In a parallel
to Jordanes’ situation, Paul was writing both for a defeated people and their
new rulers. We should therefore probably see Paul’s account as promoting
an image of the Langobards that would show them as exceptionally worthy
subjects in the Frankish empire.

Perhaps it is partly for this reason that Paul shows little patience with the
pagan legend of the Winnili hoodwinking Godan. He calls it a ‘silly story’
(ridicula fibula) of a bygone age (antiquitas).*> Perhaps Paul felt obliged to
include this story because it was established as canonical. But his explicit
rejection of it is also meant to signal that the Langobards had definitively
abandoned their pagan roots, although the state of Christian conversion
would still have been fragile at the time Paul was writing. Striking a delicate
balance, Paul sees the Langobards’ barbaric roots in Scandinavia as key to
their militaristic successes throughout history, and yet it is their acceptance
of the Christian church which makes them truly great as a people. For those
pagans that were left behind in the North, Paul leaves a hope, however. This
is the myth of seven sleepers, who were supposedly residing in a cave at the
farthest boundary of Germania. The sleepers are proto-Christians from a
time immemorial, who may one day wake and save the Northern nations by
missioning among them (1.4).

Although Paul never addresses the Langobardic conversion as a separate
theme, the migration of the Langobards from the North into the land of Italy is
clearly a journey out of paganism towards true faith and salvation. The North
represents the extreme pole of barbarianism against which the Langobards
can measure their progress and achievement. In this connection, Herwig Wol-
fram has suggested that Paul constructs an analogy between the Langobards
and the migrating Jews of the Bible. He sees the description in Book 2 of the
Langobardic King Alboin climbing a mountain to look into Italy before enter-
ing as an allusion to the image of Moses looking into the Promised Land.*?
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If we follow this trace, a providential understanding of the Langobardic
migration is clearly articulated in the short text known as Historia Lan-
gobardorum codicis Gothani (first decade of 9th cent.), connected with
the monastery of Fulda. The author is anonymous, but the reference to
‘our ancient parents’ tells us that he was a Langobard. The text relates
events from the origins of the Langobards, ending with praise of Pippin,
who was appointed king of the Langobards (781-810) by his father Char-
lemagne. The author also offers support of the Frankish campaigns in
Italy and Corsica, which indicates that he probably had close links to the
Frankish court.

In this text, the Langobards are in dire need of salvation because they are
said to be descended from serpents.** Furthermore, the Langobardic migra-
tion is emphatically ‘not by necessity, nor hardness of heart, nor oppression
of the poor from famine’ (the usual reasons given for breaking up from an
original homeland), but a promise originating in a prophecy. The prophetess
Gambara admonishes the Winnili to migrate. After the migration, they attain
the salvation of baptism and the sign of the holy trinity in the land of Italy,
which is said to flow with milk and honey.** This story of a prophecy may
have been known to Paul the Deacon, who hints at the fact that other rea-
sons than overpopulation were given for the migration out-of-Scandinavia,
although he does not reveal what they are.*® But more so than in Paul’s text,
the codicis Gothani represents Scandinavia as the unregenerate state of the
Langobards. The denouement of their story is conversion, which the author
suggests is due to Carolingian rule in Italy; it is with Franks that the Lan-
gobards find peace and prosperity (ch. 9).

The prophecy is not the only piece of new information supplied in the
codicis Gothani. The author also backdates the origin of the Langobards to
a time before they dwelled in Scandinavia (Scatenauge). The original home-
land of the Winnili is now said to be near the river Vindilicus (unidentified),
‘on the extreme border of Gaul’. Only subsequently did the Winnili migrate
up to Scandinavia, from where they then migrated back south to the land
of the Saxons.*” Is this the trace of an alternative native tradition? Probably
not. Peter Heather proposes that the deviation from previous Langobardic
histories is the result of a writer trying to square the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’
tale with what was known about the Langobards from Tacitus, who placed
the Langobardi in Gaul.*® If this is the case, we have a development of the
legend based on a scholarly attempt at aligning written sources. Given the
clear Frankish perspective in the codicis Gothani, I will suggest that a politi-
cal motive may underpin this revision. In this respect, the manuscript’s final
pro-Carolingian sections and its connection with the Benedictine monas-
tery at Fulda (an institution used as a base from which missionaries would
accompany Frankish armies into Saxony) should not be ignored. At the time
the manuscript was composed (first decade of 9th cent.), Gaul had for a long
time been Frankish heartland. Hence, a legend that the origin of the Lan-
gobards was in Gaul could have strengthened Frankish political claims over
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the Langobards. That is to say, Frankish rule could be made to seem more
like a natural course of events if Langobards had indeed once emerged from
the soil that belonged to the Franks. Politically motivated or not, the codis
Gothani shows us that origin legends were not sacred, unalterable histories
of the past, but tales subject to revision.

The Burgundians

Political motivation and ethnogenetic legend certainly mix in Burgundian
legend, which is now to be discussed. The Burgundians are an example of
a Germanic people whose history was intrinsically connected with Roman
imperialism. In the early fourth century, Paulus Orosius gives some attention
to the Burgundians in his Seven Books of History against the Pagans (early
5th cent.). According to this account, the Burgundians consisted of 80,000
people who came to the Rhine area as a new enemy with a new name.*’
From other sources, we know that the Burgundians set up a kingdom
around Worms under the authority of Rome, but that they were later given
land around Geneva and Lyon. They fought in alliance with the Romans in
the fourth and fifth centuries and later came to be dominated by the Franks
in the second part of the sixth century.

Pliny the Elder’s first-century geography is the earliest source mentioning
a people named Burgundians. Pliny places this people among the Vandals
in the Oder-Vistula area.’® No mention of the Burgundians migrating from
Scandinavia is made in this or any other early accounts. On the contrary, in
Rerum gestarum libri (The Chronicles of Events) (second half of 4th cent.),
the Roman historian Ammianus Marcellinus reports that the Burgundi-
ans were not only allies of the Romans, but that they were also ethnically
derived from the Romans.>! This is probably best seen as propaganda. The
Burgundians were more or less forced into an alliance with Rome, and -
from a Roman point of view — it may have been politically expedient to
claim the existence of a blood bond. As Tan Wood has suggested, the claim
may also have been advantageous when persuading the Burgundians to join
the Romans in an alliance against the Alemanni.’?

The earliest reference to the Burgundians’ connections to Scandinavia
is found in the eighth-century hagiography Passio sancti Sigismundi, a text
connected with the cult devoted to the Burgundian King Sigismund, who
was captured by the Franks and killed in 523:

At the time of Emperor Tiberius, who ruled Gaul in the West along
with the other regions, a people departed from an island called Scana-
davia, girded by the ocean sea; they were called Scanadavii from the
name of the region. After they had passed through other sovereignties
and regions with their wives and children, they reached the Rhine. By
the order of Emperor Tiberius, they were confined there and forced,
for a period of many years, to garrison fortresses [burgi] beyond the
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Rhine. As a result, they were called Burgundofarones and still bear the
name of Burgundians to this day.>3

Another eighth-century text, known as Chronicon universale usque ad
annum 741, copies this tale of Scandinavian origins from the Passio sancti
Sigismundi — although with some linguistic variation in the place names.’*
The etymology offered in these accounts relies on older texts, such as Oro-
sius’ history of the pagans, which tells of a migrating people (no mention of
Scandinavia) who were subdued by the emperors Tiberius and Druso (1st
cent.) and received the name of Burgundians from being settled in burgs
(castles). This pun can be traced back to Isidore’s Etymologies.>>

Some indication exists that the legend of the Burgundians as a Scandina-
vian people was known already at King Alfred’s court in late ninth-century
England. In the travel account describing a sea-journey through the Baltic,
inserted into the Old English translation of Orosius’ history, we find a ref-
erence to the island of Bornholm in the Baltic (now part of Denmark) as
Burgenda land.>® This means ‘the land of the Burgundians’ (OE Burgende).
That this legend was transmitted through Frankish texts is not impossible,
since Carolingian influence was great in ninth-century England. The name
of the island is rendered in Old Icelandic sagas as Burgundarbolmr (holm,
‘island’), which seems to have the same meaning.’” However, the etymology
of the name for the island is uncertain, and a connection between tribal and
place names is perhaps only a linguistic coincidence.

I am not the first to suggest that the legend of the Burgundians’ Scandi-
navian origins was a bookish loan imitated from Jordanes’ Getica.’® If we
assume this is the case, it is pertinent to ask what compelled the introduction
of this topos in relation to the Burgundians. One reason could be that Jor-
danes mentions an alliance between Burgundians and Visigoths in the fifth
century (Get. 231-4) and a royal intermarriage between the two peoples in
the early sixth century (Get. 297). Some attention should perhaps also be
given to a sixth-century history from Gaul, which purports that the Burgun-
dian King Gundioc (5th cent.) descended from the famous Visigothic King
Athanaric (late 4th cent.).>’

However, in terms of defining a relationship to Rome, Burgundian history
differs markedly from Jordanes’ text and its concluding praise of Emperor
Justinian 1. A certain antagonism can be seen in Passio sancti Sigismundi,
which, we must remember, is a nationalist hagiography. Walter Goffart sees
the migration tale in this text as an expression of the need for peoples enter-
ing Roman territories to define themselves as coming from distant shores.
The assertion that the Burgundians were a migratory people (despite the fact
that they may have been settled in the vicinity of these territories for cen-
turies) may have served as a marker of vitality in contrast to the sedentary
Roman state,®°

The statement in Passio sancti Sigismundi that the Burgundians’ original
name was Scanadavii imitates Langobardic history, in which there is a similar
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tale of the nation once being called by another name. But here the reference
to Scandinavia may signal symbolic resistance to Roman domination. The
text begins on a triumphant note: a band of Burgundians, ruled by the native
King Gundioc, invaded Gaul and cut down the Romans and subdued the
few that survived.®! Symbolically, Scandinavia is the most radical contrast to
Rome — both in terms of geographical and ethnographic distance — and could
therefore carry anti-Roman connotations.

The anti-Roman stance may be traced back to the late sixth and seventh
centuries. Archaeologist Lotte Hedeager suggests that there was an ‘ideologi-
cal polarizing of Germanic peoples between those who identified themselves
with the Frankish empire and those who regarded the origins of their nations
lying in Scandinavia’.? In support of this argument, she points to the fact that
core areas of Merovingian Gaul are characterized by finds of metal objects
that are influenced by Roman and Christian stylistic paradigms, whereas
‘barbarian’ art with mythical animal decoration is only found in the fringe
areas the Frankish empire. This includes Burgundy, where the elites may have
used ornamental art to express opposition against the centre. Karen Heilund
Nielsen backs up this theory with even more concrete analysis of the dis-
semination of so-called Style IT animal art. Metal objects with this pattern are
common to southern Scandinavia. Thus, she suggests that the clusters of finds
with this stylistic pattern in areas inhabited by Langobards, Burgundians, and
Saxons could have signalled a Scandinavian origin for the dynasties there.
Nielsen sees this in relation to the tension between Latinized and more ‘bar-
barian’ factions in these areas. In her view, the use of the animal decorations
therefore offers a visible resistance to Frankish, modernizing forces — and
there may even be a direct correlation between the areas of these finds and the
peoples to whom ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legends were attributed.®3

However, one should advise caution when making such correlations. For
those elite warriors who sported Style II designs in Gaul, it may simply have
been an assertion of warrior manliness.®* Furthermore, evidence that this
assertion went along with a notion of Scandinavian origin is too patchy.
There are, for instance, no such legends associated either with the Austras-
ians or with the Alamanni, where Style II objects have been found. Further-
more, Gothic Italy, which has the most vocal claim to Scandinavian ancestry,
has no occurrences of Style II. What can be ascertained, however, is that
Jordanes’ text came to serve as a template for the descriptions of Germanic
nations who showed no fear of the Romans, yet were able to assimilate their
learning and civilizing virtues. The way in which political capital could be
spun from Jordanes’ text in this way can be observed even in the centre of
Frankish power, as we shall now see.

The Franks

Barbarian assertiveness vis-a-vis the defunct Roman Empire is clearly
observable in Frankish texts. This may in part be the reason why we also
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find a flirtation with an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend here. If we begin with
the anti-Roman theme, this is something intrinsically bound up with the
notion of translatio impirii, i.e. the belief that the Franks were destined
to rival the erstwhile Roman Empire. This ideological determinism culmi-
nated with Charlemagne’s coronation as Emperor on Christmas Day 800.%°
An anti-Roman strain is palpable in Liber Historiae Francorum written
around 727 by an anonymous Neustrian Frank. In 53 chapters, the text
details battles and rebellions against the Romans, including an account of
the fifth-century King Chlodio’s triumphant crossing of the Rhine, killing
multitudes of Romans and forcing the remainder to take flight (ch. 5).6°
Another example is found in the body of Frankish laws, Lex Salica. The
prologue (included only in the D-text) speaks of having ‘in war struck the
harshness of the Roman yoke off their [the Franks’] neck ...".6” There is
little doubt that this is a prologue composed by the chaplains of King Pippin
in the eighth century. It shows the growing ambition to create a Frankish
empire that had escaped the shackles of Rome by erecting a new Christian
rule in Europe.

Interestingly, the Carolingians’ assertion of their new superiority as a
rising European power included reverence for the Goths. Agnellus, the
bishop and historian of Ravenna, relates that Charlemagne, around the
time when he received the title of Holy Roman Emperor, took from his
town a statue of the Gothic hero Theoderic and removed it to his court
at Aachen.®® This appears to have signified the inheritance of a Gothic
imperium, since the Franks had created an empire stretching from the old
Visigothic Barcelona and Ostrogothic Italy in the south up to the frontiers
of the Danes in the north.®’

However, there was more to this invocation of Gothic symbols than sim-
ple geographical survey. In intellectual circles, the respect for the Goths had
long been on the rise. Between the late fourth and the sixth century, authors
such as Augustine, Sidonius Apollinaris, Hydratius, Ennodius, and others
spoke of these barbarians in favourable terms.”® But above all, the Goths
had made their mark in history as the most successful barbarian enemies
of Rome. Although Jordanes extols the Roman’s ability to subjugate the
Goths in Getica, he leaves the reader in no doubt that the Goths were a
formidable warrior people. For later ages, it was possible to read Jordanes’
text as a testimony to assertion of barbarian pride, glossing over his pro-
Roman stance.

The so-called Carolingian Renaissance was the attempt to renovate edu-
cation, scholarship and the Church to rival that of erstwhile Rome. In con-
nection with this, we see an increased interest in Gothic tradition, ancestry,
and legend in Carolingian texts between 800 and 860.”! Jordanes’ Getica
was known to Frankish scholars, as catalogues of library holdings prove.”?
Freculph, Bishop of Lisieux, for instance, was familiar with Jordanes’ text,
quoting it in his Chronicorum tomi duo, written c. 830, alongside many
other works available from the Palace library. After relating the standard
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myth of the Franks’ lineage back to Troy, Freculph proceeds with an alter-
native proposal: ‘other men insist that they [the Franks] had their origins
on the isle of Scandza, the womb/sheath of nations, from which the Goths
and the other Germanic nations went forth, as the form of their speech
indicates’.”?

The Franks were a ‘new’ people, an amalgamation of different tribes that
had settled north and east of the lower Rhine.”* The Trojan origin legend
connected Franks with the Romans and gave them a long pseudo-historical
pedigree. However, with the strengthening of translatio impirii ideology,
a replacement for the Roman-based origin myth of Troy was apparently
sought. Undoubtedly, it was in part through the aggrandisement of Gothic
history in Frankish circles that the ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend was deemed
a legitimate alternative in this respect.

The connection of the Frankish language to that of the Goths and Scan-
dinavians, which Freculph identifies, was part of an emergent scholarly
interest in the category of the ‘Germanic’ as a common denominator for
barbarian ethnic identity.”® In a short ecclesiastical history composed in the
early 840s, the Frankish monk Walahfrid noted that the Goths ‘spoke our —
that is, the Germanic — language’ (nostrum, id est Theotiscum, sermonem),
while the Frankish theologian Rabanus Maurus, a friend of Freculph, pro-
posed that the Marcomanni (a Germanic people north of the Danube in
the regions of modern northern Austria/Czech Republic) should really be
called Northmen (Nordmannos) since they spoke a Germanic language.”®
It appears that scholarly (not only political) logic now dictated that peoples
speaking a Germanic tongue descended from the North. Jordanes’ assertion
that many peoples of Europe were of Scandinavian extraction was undoubt-
edly a key text for this interpretation. The notion of a Germanic unity was
also heard in England. The tenth-century ealdorman ZAthelweard wrote his
Latin version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle on the request of his relative,
Mathilda, who was abbess of Essen. Like Athelweard, Mathilda was also
related to the West Saxon kings (this was through Eadgyth, the granddaugh-
ter of King Alfred, who had married Emperor Otto I). In the prologue to
his work, Athelweard sets out to trace their common family roots, stress-
ing the importance of remembering ‘the arrival of our ancestors in Britain
from Germania’.”” This statement shows us that the category of ‘Germanic’
had become entrenched in scholarly discourses. For this reason, we find an
extended account of the English people’s continental origins, which exceeds
that which was available in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle.

Normans

From the Franks and the Holy Roman Empire, we move northwards on the
continent to the Normans. The wavering between classical legacy and Scan-
dinavian origins introduced into Frankish history is resolved in texts dealing
with Norman history. This is not through making a choice between them,



66 Ethnic History and the Origins of Nations

but by fusing them into one. The earliest example of this is found in Dudo of
Saint-Quentin’s Libri III de moribus et actis primorum Normanniae ducum
(Three Books on the Ways and Deeds of the First Norman Dukes), probably
written in the first decades of the eleventh century. Dudo was not himself
Norman but started out as a canon of Saint-Quentin, Picardy. However,
when Dudo was dispatched to Rouen in 986 to petition on behalf of the
count of Vermandois for Norman military assistance, he began to frequent
the court of Richard I, Duke of Normandy. Richard I employed Dudo to
write the history of the Norman dukes.

Dudo adapts Jordanes’ ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend for the Normans.
He even quotes Jordanes’ metaphor of Northern warriors as a swarm of
bees. Dudo explains that the Norman dukes were derived from Danish war-
lords, and that the Danes were inhabitants of Scanza. However, his further
attempts to fit in Jordanes’ account with framework of classical geography
leads to much confusion. Among other things, Dudo locates Scanza in the
‘Scythian Sea’. This and other geographical incongruities abound in Dudo’s
opening chapter. More than any other text, Dudo’s book clearly reveals
itself as an antiquarian exercise in forging a usable origin legend.

Seizing on a false etymology, Dudo proceeds to connect the Danes with
the Dacians, a people seen as identical with the Getae (whom Jordanes
would claim were proto-Goths) in classical texts.”® This is because the Getae
inhabited the area of Dacia, north of the Black Sea. Dudo makes the Dacians
interchangeable with the Danes by employing the terms Daci and Dani as
synonyms throughout his work.” Furthermore, Dudo’s unwarranted con-
nections also lead to a confounding of Da#ni (Danes) with Danai, which is a
poetic name for Greeks. This is a manoeuver that allows him to include the
hero Antenor as a Norman ancestor. Antenor was the protagonist in Virgil’s
Aeneid (in fact a Trojan rather than a Greek hero) who escaped as Troy was
being pillaged.®? For Dudo, the Danes, the Danai and the Dacians were one
and the same people through migration. In this way, the Normans had their
share both in the best of barbarian and classical origin legends.

Dudo’s synthesizing account was probably partly responsible for later
confusion in several sources. The confounding of the names for Danes and
Dacians became widespread. The Vatican, for example, began to use Dacia
as an administrative name for Denmark.8! Subsequently, the names were
used by Danish historians themselves. In the first history of the Danes by a
named author, Sven Aggesen’s Brevis historia regum Dacie (Short History
of the Danish Kings) (late 12th cent.), Dacia is used as the primary ethno-
national term for the Danes, as it is already apparent from the title.?? In
the Danish history Annales Ryenses (c. 1289), Denmark is spoken about
as regnum quod nunc Dani uel Dacia dicitur (the kingdom, which is now
called Dani or Dacia). And the author is unresolved as to whether the
Danes came from the land of the Goths (who were believed to derive
from the Getae) or whether they were from the stock of the Danaian (the
Greeks).%?
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Dudo’s work has been seen as — in essence — a romance with many set
pieces of heroic history. One such saga-like hero is the Danish warlord Rollo
(the grandfather of Dudo’s patron, Richard I), who receives much praise as
the progenitor of the Norman ducal family. It has been argued that Dudo
emphasizes the Danish heritage of Norman dukes because it enables him
to contrast Scandinavian strength with the weakness of Frankish rulers at
the time, as well as stress the distinctiveness of the Norman dukedom from
the Frankish kingdom in the south.®* However, even when the focus is on
Danish origins, a classical tune may be playing in the background, as Elea-
nor Searle has argued. The entire story of Rollo, who leaves Denmark to
establish a new home in Normandy, may be patterned after the journey of
Aeneas, the progenitor of the Romans.®

Another important text on Norman ancestral history was written by
the Norman monk William of Jumiéges. His Gesta Normannorum ducum
(Deeds of the Norman Dukes) was dedicated to the Norman ruler William
(the Conqueror) after he had ascended to the English throne in 1066. Much
of the origin narrative in William’s text is taken from Dudo, but he adds a
number of expansions to it. Upon the migration from Scanza, William intro-
duces a settlement in Dacia, or Danamarca. This stopover in Denmark was
necessary to make the tale fit factual history, which linked Norman dukes to
the Danes. He begins by tracing the origins of the Goths to Magog, son of
Japheth, and grandson of Noah. This he is able to do by having recourse to
Jerome and Isidore of Seville, who had both made the connection between
the Goths and the biblical names of Gog and Magog (perceived as names for
nations). The joining of the Goths to these names was solely based on the
similarity of the last syllable. Since the Goths had spectacularly defeated the
Romans, Gog and Magog had become the personification of enemy peoples.
This is borne out at the beginning of Isidore’s History of the Goths, Vandals
and Suevi.3® However, in the post-Roman world, it was possible to use this
connection positively — to bring barbarian history into contact with the bib-
lical narrative.

William praises the early (Danish) dukes for setting up their own kings
in Normandy by ‘shaking their shoulders of the yoke of Roman savagery’.”
The indication is that without this resistance to Roman misuses, the rise
of the Normans as a people of true faith and virtue could not have taken
place.®® To some extent, we sense that the purity of the barbarians is a
necessity for building a new world order surpassing the now defunct Roman
Empire. William goes on to mention how the Goths were ‘valiant in war-
fare’ and took Amazons for wives, but he also details how they ‘showed
more wisdom than well-nigh all other barbarians and virtually equaled the
Greeks’.3? This statement adds an idea of cultural repute to the standard
notion of Northern military notoriety.

In sum, Dudo and William wrote about a ‘new’ people whose legacy had
to be defined. Both historians were keenly aware that Germanic origins
were —almost as a generic convention — to be located in an ancient Northern
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homeland. For this reason, they both superimpose Jordanes’ Gothic legend
onto the history of the Normans. Another text that can be mentioned in this
connection is Amatus of Montecassino’s L’Ystoire de li Normant (late 11th
cent.). Here, the convention of migration from a Northern island is com-
bined with a dubious etymology that links the Normanni to the completely
fictional island of Nora.””

If barbarian heroic legacy is something to be emphasized, both Dudo’s
and William’s works anxiously try to balance this with a stern stance against
pre-Christian practices. The notion of the northern body as excessively virile,
which is a positive component of ethnic history in other sources, is here con-
cretely re-interpreted to indicate pagan practices. Both Dudo and William
explicitly link the motif of overpopulation with polygamy. Perhaps impor-
tantly, this sin is ascribed to a time after the proto-Normans left Scandina-
via, thereby preserving some of the purity of the legendary homeland. The
attempt to interpret the migration as a journey towards faith and salvation
is conspicuous. The strong Christian focus was possibly a defensive mea-
sure. At least at the time Dudo was writing, the conversion of the Normans
was young and therefore fragile. The Normans were still regularly referred
to as ungodly ‘pirates’ by contemporary writers, so there was likely a need
for dissociating the Normans from their recent past.”! In both Dudo’s and
William’s histories, the Normans only come into existence as a people after
their founding figure, Rollo, converted to Christianity. The Normans’ self-
proclaimed military superiority over their neighbours found a parallel in
their religious devotion; or, as Nick Webber explains, ‘religion was simply
something else to do well’.”% In the texts of Norman history, we see how a
strong warrior body stands as the most suited to carry the responsibility of
religious devotion.

Swabians, Swedes, and Slavs

A national story of a migration from the North towards redemption is also
written about in a short, anonymous text called De origo gentis Swevo-
rum (The Origin of the Swabians), from the mid-thirteenth century. The
Swabians (also known as Suebi) were a people settled in south-east Ger-
many on the Elbe. This text recounts the story of a famine imposed upon
the Swabians in an unspecified Northern homeland. This is presented as
a divine punishment for practising heathen rituals of sacrifice. It was thus
decided that the Swabians should procure ships and seek new homes beyond
the seas. A storm carried them to the land of the Danes, at the port of
Schleswig (in portu Danorum in loco Sleswic nominato quo). Their ships
were destroyed there, so they had to proceed over land, arriving at the Elbe,
which they crossed and by whose shores they finally settled.”® The physical
migration is matched by a simultaneous spiritual journey toward the adop-
tion of Christianity. As in the Norman texts, this late origin tale appears to
adopt the Northern homeland as conventional furniture belonging to the
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origines gentium genre. The national history of the Swabians is also deriva-
tive in other areas, borrowing elements from Widukind of Corvey, Rudolf
of Fulda’s Translatio Sancti Alexandri, the Annales Quedlinburgenses, and
Paul the Deacon. The main purpose of this text is to give the small Swabian
community in the region of Nordschwabengau, Saxony, a long history that
equals that ascribed to other peoples.

It is clear that the later medieval histories become more conspicuously
dependent on earlier examples of national history. In the Swedish vernacu-
lar Prosaiska kronikan (Prose Chronicle), probably written at the behest
of King Karl Knutsson (d. 1470), the anonymous author seeks to establish
Sweden as first among competing Scandinavian nations. To this end, Swed-
ish history is not only linked to the Old Testament, reference is also made
to the Goths emigrating from Sweden, which is an interpretation based on
information from Jordanes’ Getica.”* A journey from the North is taken
up again by the Benedictine monk Mavro Orbini in his I regno de Gli
Slavi (1601). The Slavs are here said to be migrants from Scandinavia.”
These late texts help to substantiate the argument that a migration from
a Northern homeland became a standard model for tracing the origin of
non-Roman peoples.

NOTES

1. Were the study to extend the analytical span beyond the Middle Ages, it would
be clear that the North has continued to be associated with certain stereotypes.
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and trans. Michael Herren (Brepols, 2011), p. 31. The original text (§31), which is
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4  Ancestral Rhetoric in Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History of the
English People

Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People (Historia ecclesiastica
gentis Anglorum), completed in 731, is central to any critical work on early
medieval England.! Bede was a Northumbrian monk of the abbey of Jarrow,
near today’s Newcastle-upon-Tyne. His text is concerned with the history of
the Church, a genre established by Eusebius of Caesarea in the early fourth
century (Bede makes the generic connections clear through quotations from
Eusebius’ work). Thus, it differs from other national histories we have dealt
with so far by focusing more explicitly on the conversion of a people to
Christianity. Consequently, information about the pagan ancestors on the
continent is neither deemed important nor particularly well developed in
Bede’s work. Nonetheless, his account on these matters has become authori-
tative, especially the reference to ‘the three tribes’ (the Angles, Saxons and
Jutes), which is now standard in both popular and critical writing.

Having already dealt with the Saxons, the focus in this chapter will be on
the Angles and Jutes. What emerges in Bede’s text, I will argue, is an idea of
southern Scandinavia as a homeland — or, to put it in terms Bede would have
recognized, a northern fringe of Germania. In the early eighth century (and a
long time afterwards), this region remained pagan and a terra incognita to Bede
and the rest of the Christian world of learning. The fact that Germanic ances-
tors had come from this area of the continent was part of Anglo-Saxon cultural
memory. But fault lines between what is history and what is legend are often
smoothed over in Bede’s account. It is the aim of this chapter to investigate how
Bede mixes topoi and classical rhetoric with elements of new geographical and
historical information. My purpose is neither to verify Bede’s migration account
nor burst his historical balloons; rather, the aim is to identify the body of knowl-
edge available to him and to locate the possible channels of information he
relied upon. If we are to understand the legend of ‘the three tribes’, it is neces-
sary to view this on the backdrop of the larger architecture of ancestral rhetoric
employed in the Ecclesiastical History. This is where the chapter will begin.

BRITAIN AND THE PAGAN NORTH

Bede was weaned on Latin texts imported into Anglo-Saxon England.
The many manuscripts available or copied in English monasteries indicate
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that learning was in the process of decentralization, and the knowledge of
southern and middle Europe, which we have dealt with in the previous chap-
ters, was reaching England. The staggering number of references in Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History is testimony to this.” The twin monasteries of Monk-
wearmouth-Jarrow, to which Bede was connected, produced the beautiful
work known as Codex Amiatinus, the earliest surviving manuscript of the
complete Vulgate Bible (from the turn of the eighth century). The splendid
artwork and scribal tradition in this book show that connection to Rome
and Frankish Gaul was much more direct than elsewhere in England at this
time.? Like other historians who wrote of the Germanic past, Bede’s concep-
tion of pagan history was conditioned by classical geography, as well as its
ethnographic prejudice handed down from Latin scholarship. An example
of this reliance on classical texts is Bede’s direct verbal borrowing from
Book 4 of Pliny’s Natural History, in which the coast of continental Europe
is the perspective from which the location of the British Isles is described
(HE 1.1). Thus, in a sense, Bede’s history of the English people begins within
the pages of classical books. When we are to assess the native legend and
history he includes, we should not forget that a classical perspective is part
of his framework.

In Book 1, Bede gives an account of the invasion of Britain that took place
in the mid-fifth century. He relates how three Germanic tribes (tribus Ger-
maniae populis) crossed the water to invade the shores of Britain (HE 1.15).
Bede’s reference to ‘Germanic’ here is not to be understood in the purely
objective sense in which the term is used today. It carried with it a number
of ethnic preconceptions, among which were ideas of warrior fierceness. In
fact, the connotations connected with Germania were similar to those asso-
ciated with the Scandinavian North. For outside observers, everything north
of Frankish Christianity was a continuum of Northern peoples, who could
be discussed through a set of discourses inherited from classical models. As
regards geographical terminology, Bede makes no distinction between Scan-
dinavia and Germania. For instance, he includes the Danes in Germania
(HE 5.9), although they were regarded as a decidedly Scandinavian race in
Jordanes’ Getica and most other texts. ‘Germanic’ is a term that applies to
ancestor tribes of the past, of course, but its use also serves as a significant
marker for the conception of centre and periphery. Christianity becomes a
unifying ideal that links the English with Rome, whereas Germania becomes
that which is not yet converted.

Bede knew that the Germanic-speaking population in Britain had come
from the continent. But he does not trace the ethnic origin of the English back
to a singular ethnic group, as is the case in the other origin tales discussed so
far. Instead, he names three major tribes as the first conquerors-cum-settlers:
the Angles, the Saxons, and the Jutes. The exact places of habitation of these
tribes are disputed. But from Bede’s early eighth-century perspective, these
were ‘Northern’ peoples insofar as they inhabited (what was still) the pagan
parts of Germania. In addition to this, Bede would probably have known
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that the Angles and the Jutes lived north of the lower Elbe, which marked
the border to the ‘North’ in both the Ravenna Cosmography and in Frank-
ish annals.

Bede’s account of the ancestors’ homeland is not a legend of a faraway
island as in Jordanes’ reference to Scandza. But Bede does in fact include
another migration tale in his Ecclesiastical History that hints at a mythical
Northern location. This is in relation to the Picts, a people that had settled
in the area of Britain that is now Scotland. Bede gives the following account:
‘it is related that the Pictish race from Scythia sailed out into the ocean in
a few warships and were carried by the wind beyond the furthest bounds
of Britain, reaching Ireland and landing on the northern shores’ (HE 1.1).*
He further recounts that the people who lived in Ireland (the Scot#i) refused
the Picts a grant of land, but advised them to go to Britain, where the Picts
would finally settle. Bede seems to have relied on a good source here, since
specification of naval routes is not found in any of the other origin legends
to which he refers.’

Classical geographers had used Scythia as a name for a vast and unspeci-
fied area stretching roughly from the Black Sea to what was imagined to be a
large ocean in the north. In Bede’s account, however, this geographical term
seems to be a misnomer. Based on the information he gives, the Pictish boats
drifted past the extremities of the British Isles (probably the Hebrides) to
land on the ‘northern’ side of Ireland. This could suggest that Bede may have
meant a northern place that corresponds to Scandinavia. The name Scythia
is certainly confounded with Thule in Bede’s Regum librum XXX quaes-
tiones (Thirty Questions on the Book of Kings), in which he also refers to
the sun shining at night: ‘those who live in the island of Thule, beyond Brit-
ain, or the outmost regions of Scythia ... see it happen’.® Bede was not the
only one to confuse these two northern regions. In the anonymous Ravenna
Cosmography, for example, there is a reference to a grand, ancient Scythian
island (magna insula Antiqua Scithia) called Scanza, where once both Goths
and Danes lived. This is clearly a garbled reference to Jordanes” Getica, since
Scandinavia and Scythia are kept clearly distinct in Jordanes’ text.”

THE THREE TRIBES

For the Anglo-Saxons, Bede provides another story of a migration from the
North. This story and its background sources are now to be examined. The
account of the Germanic forefathers conquering Britain is historical and
would have been part of Anglo-Saxon cultural memory. But Bede’s concepts
of the North are filtered through a perceptual framework borrowed from
classical tradition. In other words, what is genuine history is made to fit a
template of migration accounts analogous to those legendary accounts of
specious historicity already traced in the present study. We therefore arrive
at what Ruth Morse has dubbed the ‘rhetorically manipulated reference’,
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the placing of historical references within well-rehearsed frameworks for
presenting the past.® This is a strategy typical of medieval histories and one
also discernible, I argue, in Bede’s work.

Much of Bede’s legendary material pertaining to the barbarian invasion
can be traced to an identifiable written source: Gildas’ De excidio et con-
questu Britanniae (Concerning the Ruin and Conquest of Britain), written
at a time between the late fifth and the early sixth century.® Gildas, of whom
we only know that he was a British cleric, describes the invasion in chapters
21 to 24. Evidently, Gildas must have had access to Anglo-Saxon infor-
mants, since he gives an account of a prophecy among the invaders: they
would occupy Britain for 300 years (ch. 23). A significant detail, which he
mentions in the same chapter, is that the invaders travelled over water in
three ships. This leads us to speculate if the story of the three ships was part
of the invasion legend developing only some 50 years or so after the first
Germanic invasion on British shores.

Bede repeats the reference to ‘three ships’ (HE 1.15), but (naturally)
leaves out the Anglo-Saxon prophecy of their only limited time of occupa-
tion. Most importantly, new and more detailed information on the ethnicity
of the incoming tribes is added:

At that time [AD 449] the race of Angles or Saxons invited by Vor-
tigern, came to Britain in three warships ... They came from three very
powerful Germanic tribes, the Saxons, Angles, and Jutes. The people
of Kent and the inhabitants of the Isle of Wight are of Jutish origin
and also those opposite the Isle of Wight, that part of the kingdom of
Wessex which is still to this day called the nation of the Jutes. From
the Saxon country, that is, the province which is now called Old Sax-
ony, came the East Saxons, the South Saxons, and the West Saxons.
Besides this, from the country of the Angles, that is the land between
the kingdom of the Jutes and the Saxons, which is called Angulus,
came the East Angles, the Middle Angles, the Mercians, and all of the
Northumbrian race (that is those people who dwell north of the river
Humber) as well as the other Anglian tribes. Angulus is said to have
remained deserted from that day to this.!”

The status and content of this passage has been much debated. I am not the
first to note that this origin/invasion tale is not well integrated within the
narrative logic of Bede’s text. Structurally, it is an awkward deviation from
Gildas’ account, which Bede otherwise follows. We may briefly sketch what
is at stake. At the end of ch. 14, Bede pays faithful attention to Gildas’
description of how the barbarian invaders first arrived by invitation as mer-
cenaries, only later to become invaders. In ch. 15, however, he starts over
again, oddly referring a second time to the invitation. Then, in the last sec-
tion of ch. 15, Bede again returns to information taken from Gildas’ text.
Perhaps, after Bede had finished the main historical narrative, he realized
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that an ‘origin tale’ for the gentis Anglorum was needed to complete this
early part of the work — if for no other reason than to parallel the one he
relates about the Picts.

To some extent, the information in this seemingly interpolated pas-
sage can be squared with Gildas’ account. In ch. 43 of De excidio, Gildas
names the homeland from which the invasion forces set out as Germania.
In ch. 23, he furthermore refers to the invaders as a fierce and uncivi-
lized race which goes by the name of ‘Saxons’ (ut ferocissimi illi nefandi
nominis Saxones). But apparent concordance with Bede’s ‘Saxons’ is here
deceptive. Gildas’ term is a generalizing one, used as in other accounts by
other British (as well as Irish and Frankish) writers as an umbrella term for
Germanic peoples, often when they acted in the capacity of pirates.'! Bede
identifies the Saxons as a specific ethnic group to be distinguished from
Angles and Jutes.

Adjustment of Gilda’s text, which Bede apparently took as an authorita-
tive account of the Anglo-Saxon invasion, is to be expected. Bede’s is an
excellent example of how early historians could adapt older sources to
make them serve the ideology of new power structures. Gildas had written
De excidio as an attack on his fellow Britons for being ‘ignorant of the
ways of war’ (ch. 2), for acting ‘unwarlike’ towards the Romans (ch. 5),
and for offering ‘their backs, instead of shields to the pursuers’ and for
greeting them with ‘their necks’ rather than with ‘the sword’ (ch. 6). Gildas
refers to the lack of martial courage among his compatriots to explain that
God has decided to punish them by sending in hordes of raiding barbar-
ians from the continent.'? Bede picks up on these accusations to set off
Germanic warrior prowess from British slackness (segnitia Brettonum). If
Bede is naturally sceptical of his ancestors’ paganism, he represents their
military muscle in a positive light: they came from the ‘most powerful’
Germanic tribes and ‘made an invincible army’ (inuincibilem fecit exer-
citum) (HE 1.15).

However, in an ecclesiastical history, the raw martial power of the Ger-
manic invaders is not left to stand on its own. In the course of his history,
Bede legitimizes the invasion of Britain through establishing the new inhab-
itants as a ‘chosen people’, destined to become better Christians than those
they defeated. For instance, Bede tells us that the Roman missionary Saint
Augustine urged a contingent of British bishops to mission among the hea-
then conquerors. Their refusal makes Bede comment that ‘God in his Good-
ness did not reject the people whom he foreknew, but He had appointed
much worthier heralds of the truth [the Romans] to bring this people to
the faith’ (HE 1.22).'3 In this way, British failings are not only martial, but
also moral. As a direct consequence of their refusal to fulfill God’s plans for
his chosen people, Bede cites the Battle of Chester, at which the pagan King
Acthelfrith of Northumbria killed many British clergy (HE 2.2). The ideol-
ogy that emerges from Bede’s text is thus one that justifies the attack on the
Britons as the rod of God’s punishment.
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The inclusion of this interpretation of historical events shows us that a
Christian England was very much in the process of ‘legendizing’ the gentis
Anglorum as a people that came into existence as chosen by divine provi-
dence. Such exegetical endeavours mix with the use of presumably deeper
layers of Germanic origin legends in Bede’s history. If we return to the ‘three
ships’ (which are mentioned by both Gildas and Bede), we find intriguing
analogies to this legend in other sources. For example, the proto-Goths in
Jordanes’ migration tale were fierce warriors ‘carried only in three ships’
from the bosom of Scandza (Get. 94) to take possession of foreign lands.
Gildas, whose text most likely antedates Jordanes’ Getica, seems to have
relied on Anglo-Saxon legend for his three ships. This theory is corrobo-
rated by the fact that he uses the Germanic plural cyulis about the vessels in
order to stress the distinction between their language (i.e. the foreign idiom
of the barbarians) and ours (i.e. Latin, the lingua franca of the Christian
Celto-British elite). The imagery of the three ships may therefore be a topos
deriving from oral Germanic legend.

However, the way in which Bede transforms the information of three
ships to a legend of three original tribes brings it into contact with classical
tradition. For instance, the idea of the three original peoples appears as a
mytheme in Hellenic genealogy. The eponymous Hellen gives birth to three
brothers, who in turn give rise to three linguistic groups of the archaic age:
the Dorians, the Ionians and the Aeolians.'® This structure may have influ-
enced Tacitus’ perception of the Germani, whom he divides into three main
groups: the Ingaevones, the Herminones, and the Istaevones, all of whom
were said to have descended from three sons of the god Mannus.!® Finally, a
version specifically connected with travelling over water is found in relation
to Noah’s three sons — Ham, Shem, and Japhet (see Genesis 10) — who clas-
sical tradition has as the progenitors of the southern, middle and northern
peoples of the world, respectively. This account of world genealogy can be
traced back to the first century Jewish-Roman historian Flavius Josephus.
This was a strategy much copied in later works, such as that of Jerome and
Isidore of Seville, which made it available to a wider medieval audience.
There is probably no direct link to these ideas in Bede’s account of the Eng-
lish emerging as an amalgamation of three original tribes, but it is suggestive
that some sort of analogy with these narratives was intended — either by
Bede or in the Anglo-Saxon sources he used.

Evidently, Bede’s account simplifies historical events by matching up the
three ships mentioned by Gildas with three tribes from the Germanic North.
Nonetheless, he justifies this legend by insisting that this tripartite ethnic
division was upheld in later settlement patterns. With some degree of detail,
Bede specifies the areas of Britain in which the Angles, Saxons and Jutes
would respectively establish new kingdoms (HE 1.15). Critics have sug-
gested that this part of Bede’s narrative should be read as a back-projection:
the details he knew about the establishment of Germanic kingdoms in Britain
made him reduce this to a tale of three homogeneous ethnicities.'® However,
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it cannot be an anachronism created on the basis of Bede’s own experience in
the eighth century, since the Jutes had clearly been disempowered as a politi-
cal force and were only a fading memory by this time.

From other sources, we know that Bede’s account undoubtedly masks a
much more complex history of invasion and settlement. Smaller groupings,
such as the Unecungaga, Herefinna, Noxgaga, etc., seem to have held some
organizational and administrative control over areas of Britain. At least the
status of such groups was significant enough to be measured in terms of
hides, as is the case in the manuscripts containing the Tribal Hidage (possi-
bly a tribute-taker’s survey made for the Mercian court between the seventh
and the ninth century).!”

The Inhabitants of Jutland

In Chapter Three of this study, we saw how the Saxons were connected
with legends of a Northern habitat. But Bede does not trace back any of
the Germanic tribes further than their habitat at the time of their leaving
for Britain in the mid-fifth century. When Bede discusses the ‘old Saxons’
(antiqui Saxones), the branch of Saxons who remained on the continent, he
places them near the Rhine (HE 5.9-11). But we are not told if and what
Saxon origin legends may have been prevalent in Britain. Since the conti-
nental texts that mention the Saxons in connection with Northern origin
legends have already been discussed, I will here concentrate on the Angles
and the Jutes.

It is my argument that Bede sees these two tribes as erstwhile inhabit-
ants of Jutland, the northernmost penisula that projects out into the Baltic
towards the rest of Scandinavia (now divided between modern Denmark
and Germany). Presumably already at the time Bede was writing, this was an
area which had been claimed by the Danes. Based on both written and mate-
rial evidence, Ulf Nasmann has argued that Danes won hegemony in Jutland
and the adjacent islands in the sixth century, and that they became the most
powerful kingdom of south Scandinavia in the Merovingian period.!® But
Bede refers to Angles and Jutes in a historical sense, looking back to a time
before Danish ascendency.

In Tacitus’ Germania (late 1st cent.), peoples named the Eudoses and the
Anglii are mentioned among nationes who worship the goddess Nerthus.
Their habitats are said to stretch to the remotest part of Germania (in secre-
tiora Germaniae porrigitur), but nothing more specific is indicated.'” Bede
probably did not know Tacitus’ text, but the location of these ethnic groups
in the north of the continent may have been recorded in other sources. Bede
would have been able to read about this northern part of the continent
against classical sources. Pliny, whose geographical passages Bede quotes
elsewhere in the Ecclesiastical History, describes a promontory called the
Cimbrorum promunturium (Jutland), leading into a gulf named Codanus
(the Baltic Sea).?? This is part of Pliny’s obscure and confused account of the
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Scandinavian North. He also says that Jutland was placed in the ‘Northern
Sea’, as the Romans had discovered when they investigated this northern
part of Germania on the order of Augustus. However, it opened up to ‘the
vast ocean’, which they did not map but which was rumoured to stretch all
the way to the ‘Scythian coast’.?! For Bede and others who read Pliny’s geo-
graphical descriptions, this part of the world clearly belonged to a distinctly
northern periphery.

If we assume Bede meant that the homelands of the Angles and the Jutes
were located in Jutland, it is strange that he does not call upon the authority
of Pliny on this occasion, which he does elsewhere. However, Bede seems to
rely on native sources of information in 1.15 of his work. Furthermore, he
would not have had much use in referring to the Roman geographer here,
since Pliny mentions neither Angles nor Jutes. In the following, it is the
purpose to examine what sources Bede may then have had available to him
concerning the Angles and the Jutes.

The Angles

In terms of ethnic rhetoric in the Ecclesiastical History, the Angles are Bede’s
closest ancestors, since he points to his native Northumbria as being settled
by this people (HE 1.15). Bede invests a more specific nationalism in the
legend of Angulus. While he refers to the continental homes of the Jutes and
the Saxons as provincias, the land of the Angles is called patria, a father-
land.?? This indicates that Bede is recounting the story of migration from an
Anglian point of view.

The tales of origin, as we have seen, often attest to a small, original and
identifiable core of forefathers that had set out on a journey to conquer
new lands. In Germanic legend, there is either a tendency towards record-
ing migration history as rex et gens sua, i.e. making a royal lineage rep-
resentative of the larger group they ruled, or it is a delegation that is sent
out, while others remain in the homeland. But in relation to the Angles,
Bede implies a more inclusive concept. We must understand his state-
ment that the Angles had left their country of origin ‘deserted until this
day’ to mean that the Angles undertook a full-scale migration, relocating
together as a nation — almost in a biblical sense. Indeed, some critics have
wanted to see Bede’s representation of departure from the continent and
finding a new home in England as directly predicated on a reading of
Exodus.?? But we do not find themes related to enslavement, wandering
in the wilderness or other elements which would need to be there in order
to compel us to interpret Bede’s account as a direct analogy to the Old
Testament.

Instead of tracing such analogies, it is useful to investigate the geographi-
cal information Bede would have had at his disposal when referring to the
homeland of the Angles. Bede informs us that his ancestors inhabited an
area on the continent that lay between the lands of the Jutes and the Saxons.
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This homeland is called Angulus, but no further geographical markers are
provided. Although Bede is generally well disposed when it comes to inter-
preting English place names for Latin readers, he does not supply a transla-
tion of Angulus. Nonetheless, the name does give us some topographical
clues as to the location Bede has in mind. The Latin may literally mean
‘corner’. Traditionally, and probably correctly, this has been seen to refer
to the place known today as Angeln in eastern Schleswig, at the bottom of
the Jutland peninsula. This is a small inlet between the Schlei inlet and the
Flensburg Fjord.?*

It is possible that Bede’s information has roots in oral tradition. A geo-
graphical location such as Angulus could even have been taken from oral
poetry. Classical tradition provides many such examples. Homer is particu-
larly rich. A passage of significance is the so-called ‘Catalogue of Ships’ in
the Iliad (2.493-877), where Homer lists the Achaean forces waging war
on Troy by their regional origins. This includes information on their main
cities and various toponyms connected with their native lands.?> Bede’s list
of the three invading ships and their warriors’ homelands should be seen
as a distant cousin of this. It may, in fact, have had a life in Anglo-Saxon
oral tradition. The Old English poem Widsith (date uncertain), is one exam-
ple of how a poet would systematically conceptualize an idea of European
nations in the form of a long list. To give an example of how legendary
and topographical information is combined, lines 35-44 refer to the young
Anglian King Offa who fixed the boundary between his own people and the
Myrgingas at Fifeldor, which is a name for the Eider.2® This river separates
the Jutland peninsula to the south from the rest of the continent. As was
discussed in the Introduction to this study, Frankish chronicles of the ninth
century give evidence that this river functioned as the southern boundary of
the Danes.

If we read Bede’s migration legend against Widsith, the poem shows us
that the Angles were seen to come from an area adjacent to the Danes (who
took early possession of Jutland). The wide-travelled speaker of Widsith
refers to the Angles and Danes within the same verse line: ‘Offa ruled the
Angles, Alewih ruled the Danes’ (Offa weold Ongle, Alewih Denum) (1. 35).
The Widsith poet proceeds to pour praise on these two kings at some length
(Il. 36-44). Alewih (a name not attested elsewhere) is said to be the bravest
among men (manna modgast ealra). Nonetheless, he is surpassed in courage
by Offa. This ruler is undoubtedly the continental King Offa referred to as
an ancestor of the Mercian royal line in the Anglian collection of genealo-
gies.”” Thus, we have an indication that Bede’s conception of the continental
Angles was derived in part from heroic legends circulating in England.

A text that needs to be included in a discussion of Anglian legend is the
Historia Brittonum, usually assigned to the 830s. It is generally recognized
that this work was written by a Briton (previously ascribed to a monk named
Nennius) who relied on Anglo-Saxon sources.?® Ch. 37 contains a detailed
account of Hengist, whom Bede also names as the leader of the first invasion
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force. In the British text, Hengist is said to hold conference with counselors
who had come with him from insula Oghgul (MS A).?° This appears to be
a misspelling of the Old English name Ongel — perhaps through Old Welsh,
which records the word Eingyll for the English.3° In another manuscript
recension, we find the corrected form Angul.>! What also requires comment
is the fact that Hengist’s homeland is referred to as an insula. It may be an
offhand reference to the many islands in the Baltic Sea, which Pliny and
other classical writers had described. But, probably, the author had no defi-
nite ideas of the topography of this area. Insula may therefore resonate with
the sense that the Angles were from some distant northern island.

It is certainly interesting that Hengist’s homeland was given legendary
colouring by later scribes. In one manuscript of Historia Brittonums, it is to
Scithiam (i.e. Scythia) that Hengist sends back messengers to procure new ves-
sels in support of the invasion.?? This probably derives from a scribal error,
since the phrase Tithicam Vallem is found in other manuscripts. This phrase
is taken from ch. 19 of Gildas’ De excidio, where the name is used in refer-
ence to people coming from across the sea as a poetic circumlocution for ‘sea-
valley’.>3 However, by replacing the place name so it contains a reference to
Scythia means that the Germanic invaders are now connected to a name used
in classical tradition for ‘the North’. If this is demonstrably a corruption, the
reworking should not be dismissed as just ‘a mistake’. Any manuscript vari-
ant is important for the perceptions and precepts that it reveals, as Bernard
Cerquiglini reminds us.>* The English were seen as Northern intruders, with
all the conceptual baggage that such an idea carried with it.

To shift the focus of the examination from legendary to historical texts,
I will now look more closely at what Bede’s reference to Angulus, the
homeland of the Angles, communicated to readers. All available evidence is
later than the Ecclesiastical History, for which reason we should take into
account that they form part of the reception history of Bede’s text. A con-
crete match between Bede’s Angulus and Angeln in Jutland is found in the
late ninth-century Old English translation of Paulus Orosius’ Seven Books
of History against the Pagans. The interpolated section in King Alfred’s Oro-
sius is a multi-voiced text. In addition to the interviews with two travellers,
Ohthere and Waulfstan, the editor makes his voice heard through inter-
spersed comments which help to clarify place names.> This is seen in rela-
tion to Ohthere’s account of travelling south from Sciringsheal (probably
present-day Kaupang, near the Oslo Fjord) and past Danish lands:

And From Sciringes heal he [Ohthere| said that he sailed in five
days, to the port which is called ‘at the Heaths’ [Haithabu], which
stands between Wends and Saxons and Angol and is subject to the
Danes. When he sailed toward that place from Sciringes heal, then
Denmark was on his port side and the open sea on his starboard
side for three days. And then, for two days before he came to the
Heaths [Haithabu], Gotland and Sillende and many islands were on
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his starboard side — in those lands the English lived, before they came
into this country — and for two days the islands that are subject to
Denmark were on his port side. 3¢

It is generally agreed that Sillende is the name for the southern part of
Jutland, while Gotland is the name for the northern part.>” (The similar
name Sinlendi can be found in Frankish sources, where southern Jutland is
clearly meant.)®® According to the historian Ildar Garipzanov, the name Sil-
lende corroborates Bede’s account of depopulation. The first syllable of the
place name may be derived from the Old Norse si-, which corresponds to the
Old English prefix sin-, denoting magnitude, as in ‘large extensive’ land.?’
For Angeln as an uninhabited land, other evidence needs to be considered.
The Schleswig-Holstein area saw the establishment of the important trading
station Haithabu, which flourished from the ninth to the eleventh century,
located at the head of the narrow, navigable Schlei inlet, only a few kilome-
tres from the river Eider. The Danes seem to have placed this town strategi-
cally to allow for trade with Frisian and Frankish areas. We may deduce
from the etymology of the place name that the trading station was estab-
lished in a previously sparsely populated area: the first element of the name
is related to the Old Norse heidr (heathland). This would fit in well with
Bede’s account that Angulus was deserted after the emigration of the Angles.

This is not everything. The tenth-century ealdorman Athelweard is fur-
ther witness to the fact that medieval commentators readily interpreted
Bede’s Angulus as a location at the bottom of Jutland. He informs us that
the town known by the Danes as Haithaby and by the Saxons as Schleswig
was the main seat in ‘the old land of the Angles’, located between the regions
of the Saxons and the Jutes.*

Angeln appears to have been an empty land at the time Bede was writ-
ing. That an emigration from Angeln took place is to some extent corrobo-
rated by the cessation of archaeological finds in the Schleswig-Holstein area.
Some 41 settlements and 54 cemeteries dated to the late Roman Iron Age
(c. AD 170-350) have been identified in eastern Schleswig, while only eight
settlements and 22 cemeteries dating from the middle of the fourth cen-
tury to the sixth century have been found.*! This could point to a dramatic
depopulation. However, this could also be explained in other ways than by
means of a migration to Britain. It could be a result of over-cultivation of
the soil, climatic change, or threat from piracy leading to relocation away
from coastal areas.*> However, the lack of finds could also simply be a case
of archaeological invisibility. Other regions have been thought uninhabited
at certain periods until a major find turns up and fundamentally changes
previous theories and knowledge.

For the information of the empty land, which forms the basis of the
Anglian migration tale, Bede may have received information from travelling
traders. Angeln was the borderland between areas inhabited by the Frisians
and the Danes of Jutland. Frisians were active merchants, and Anglo-Saxon
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trade with the coastal region of Frisia appears to have been longstanding
and fairly extensive. For instance, Bede mentions a Frisian slave merchant
in London (HE 4.22), but there were also more peaceful Frisian trade con-
nections, some of which had Northumbria as a centre. A passage in Altfrid’s
Life of St Liudgar (9th cent.) indicates that a Frisian trading community
was settled in York in the late eighth century.*? It is possible that stories of a
vast area at the bottom of the Jutland peninsula where no trade could take
place encouraged speculations that this particular stretch of land had been
abandoned due to a full-scale migration of the Angles — thereby helping the
creation of legend.

There is another important legend connected to the Angli, which Bede
includes in Book 2 of the Ecclesiastical History. This concerns the pagan
boys from the kingdom of Deira, whom St. Gregory viewed in Rome, after
which he allegedly decided to send a Christian mission to Britain. This is a
legend which had a particular political resonance in Anglo-Saxon England.
The insular contexts of the Angli as a people elected for salvation will be
dealt with in Chapter Five.

Jutes

Bede is alone in mentioning the Jutes as settlers in Britain, which makes
them the most mysterious of the three invading peoples. Bede points to Kent
as their main habitat. His further reference to a monument erected in the
eastern part of this kingdom in honour of the early invasion hero Horsa (HE
1.15) indicates a Kentish source for Bede’s information. Indeed, Bede tells us
that his ‘principal authority and aid in the work was the learned and revered
Abbot Albinus, who was educated in the church at Canterbury’ (HE ‘Pref-
ace’). Albinus, who died in 732, was a contemporary of Bede.** An inter-
mediary for Albinus’ information was Nothelm, a priest of London, who
served as Albinus’ research assistant and who — both in written form and by
his visit to Jarrow — gave Bede all that he deemed ‘worthy of memory that
had been done in the province of Kent and adjacent parts by the disciples
of the blessed Pope Gregory, as he had learned the same either from written
records or the traditions of his predecessors’ (HE ‘Preface’).*’

If Bede locates the Angles in Angulus, he neglects to provide a place name
for the homeland of the Jutes. He refers to this people 3 x lotarum (HE
1.15) and 2 x Iutorum (HE 4.14). Bede’s name forms can be identified as a
reference to the inhabitants of Jutland. Bede tells us that the Angles inhab-
ited an area between the Jutes and the Saxons, so the Jutes were probably
the northernmost race. Extrapolating from Bede’s forms, the Latin nomina-
tive plural must have been *Iutae /* Iotae or *Ioti /*Iuti. In a scribal addi-
tion to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (under the year 449, in MS A and E),
the phrase Iutna cyn is used for the Jutes as an ethnic group, alongside the
forms Iotum and Tutum.*® Looking at both legendary and legal texts from
medieval Denmark, in which the Latin form Iuti for Jutes and Iutia, Iutland,
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or Iutlandia for Jutland are attested, lend credence to the assumption that
Bede’s ethnonym indeed refers to the inhabitants of Jutland.*”

What evidence do we have of the continental Jutes before Bede? A num-
ber of classical writers seem to know them, insofar as we allow for consid-
erable linguistic variations within the references to them. We find a people
called the Sedusii, one of the Germanic tribes fighting under Ariovistus in
Caesar’s The Gallic War (1.51.2), written around the middle of the first
century BC, whose name is imaginably a corruption, where the initial ‘s’ has
been seen as a scribal error.*® In Tacitus’ Germania (end of 1st cent.) a peo-
ple of the North named the Eudoses are mentioned. Here, both the Eudoses
and the Anglii are among nations who worshipped the goddess Nerthus
(ch. 40).*° In the early fifth century, Orosius names the Eduses as a people
of note (6.7.6). However, to assume that it is possible to trace a singular
ethnic group across centuries through such sources is not a method that is
recommended. It makes more sense to look for the name in post-Roman
writing. In a letter dated 534 from Theudebert I, King of Franks, to emperor
Justinian with the purpose of informing him of the peoples who looked
to him as overlord, Theudebert mentions the Saxones Eucii.>® It is likely
that a Latin et has been elided, so the sentence should read ‘Saxons and
Jutes’. If the reference is to people on the continent, it cannot be the same
northern people that Bede believed he was writing about, since the passage
speaks of the area known as Pannonia, which was bounded north and east
by the Danube. It is not impossible, however, that the Eucii were a branch
of migrating Jutes, who did not settle in England but elsewhere on the Con-
tinent, joining in some kind of federation with the Saxons. When Bede was
writing in the early eighth century, the continental Jutes were becoming a
political anachronism. There are no records of them acting independently
in military campaigns or diplomatic negotiations after the time Bede claims
some of them settled in southern England. Continental records mention
only gens Danorum in relation to an increasingly powerful enemy on their
northern border.>!

Some critics have persistently denied the Jutes a Scandinavian origin. In
this endeavour, much emphasis has been placed on Procopius, who wrote
about Britain in History of the Wars (mid-6th cent.). Procopius says Brit-
tia was inhabited by three peoples: Britons (Britones), Angles (Angiloi) and
Frisians (Phrissones).>? In this account, the Frisians (who inhabited parts of
modern Netherlands, Germany and south-west Jutland) seem to replace the
Jutes as settlers in early Britain. But one should treat Procopius’ informa-
tion with some reservation, not least because he confuses the British Isles
with Brittany or Scandinavia.’? Nonetheless, some historians have insisted
on using Procopius’ garbled account to claim that the Jutes were in fact a
Frisian group.’ Frisia had the shortest sea route to Britain, and many of the
invaders may have made a stopover there for some time. It appears that the
medieval term ‘Frisian” was an example of an ethnonym that could serve
two functions, either as the name of a specific ethnic group, or as a reference



Ancestral Rhetoric in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History 93

to any people who happened to reside in the Frisian coastal area.”® It may be
the latter function into which the term is pressed in Procopius’ text, but he
may also have had some information about a Frisian colony in Britain. But
the fact that Bede refers to a Frisian (Freso) slave trader in London (for 679)
indicates that Frisians and Jutes were not interchangeable in his vocabulary.

It is a problem, however, that there is no substantial textual evidence
for the existence of Jutish kingdoms in Britain. But Bede’s Jutes (Iutae/Iuti)
are perhaps mentioned as a people of the North in a text by the Merovin-
gian court poet Venantius Fortunatus. In a panegyric (from c. 580) to King
Chilperic, Fortunatus speaks of the Euthio who would tremble when faced
with the might of the Frankish ruler: ... tremunt, Danus, Euthio, Saxo, Bri-
tannus.>® To understand the rhetorical function of this statement, we may
compare it to the claim, made earlier in the poem, that the rays of the king’s
fame spread throughout the East, the South, the West, and the North. The
intention in relation to the ethnic names mentioned here (Danes, Jutes[?],
Saxons and Britons) is to indicate that warrior tribes in the northernmost
outskirts of the known world — Scandinavia and Britain — fear Chilperic’s
superior military power. However, it is difficult to gauge if the Euthio was
supposed to reside in Scandinavia or Britain.

Since Bede is the only early writer who mentions the Jutes as settlers in
Britain, a number of critics have attempted to prove this as an invention of
his own imagination. In recent years, Harald Kleinschmidt has been one of
the most outspoken critics in this camp. He maintains that a ‘massive exo-
dus’ of the Jutes would have registered in English place-names to a much
higher extent than seems to be the case.’” That Jutes had little trace on
place names is a fact to which Bede actually pays attention. He singles out
the Hampshire region as the only place in which the Jutes were still remem-
bered. The region was still known as Iutarum natio (nation of Jutes), he
notes, but clearly only as a name that was obsolete.

Hampshire and the Isle of Wight had been taken by the tribe of the Geuis-
sae during a campaign of 685-7. It was probably interesting to the Geuissae
for defensive reasons, and would allow them to establish a bulwark against
Mercian expansion in the upper Thames area. The consequence was that the
area lost its ethnic uniqueness. From this time, the Geuissae now became
their old (antiquitus) name (HE 3.7), and Bede subsequently only talks
about them as ‘West Saxons’.>® The expansion, which meant taking over
new regional areas, and thereby incorporating other tribal groups, appar-
ently led to a reconceptualization of ethnic identity.

What we can find in terms of references to the Jutes in former English
place names are preserved in the West Saxon dialect. For example, the
eleventh-century Worcester Chronicle (often attributed to Florence of
Worcester) has a reference to the New Forest as Yzene; while Bishopstoke
on the River Itchen, a few miles outside Winchester, was formerly known
as Ytingstoc (‘settlement of the Jutes’); and a valley near East Meon bore
the name Ytededen (‘valley of the Jutes’) from a lost hamlet. Barbara Yorke
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reasons that these place names were presumably formed by the neighbouring
Saxons rather than the Jutes themselves and help to delineate the western
and northern boundaries of Jutish jurisdiction in Hampshire.>’

A question of particular interest in this respect is whether or not there
was the Kentish dialect, which reflected the language spoken in Jutland. An
obstacle preventing us from answering this question is that the Kentish dia-
lect is only sparsely attested. The evidence are some eighth- and ninth-century
charters and three witnesses from the tenth century: the Kentish Hymn, the
Kentish Psalm, and the interlinear glosses to the Kentish Proverbs (which
have all been transmitted together in one manuscript: BL Cotton Vespasian
D.vi). None of these constitute a clear-cut and independent Kentish dialect
(if such ever existed). Nonetheless, the linguist Elmar Seebold has claimed
to be able to trace Scandinavian linguistic elements in the dialect of Win-
chester (which he takes to be within the perimeters of Jutish Hampshire) and
Kent. Seebold lists regional forms peculiar to these two areas, some of which
allegedly show a ‘marked affinity with Old Norse’, thereby corroborating
Bede’s geography of the Jutes as a northern tribe on the continent.®® None-
theless, the interlinear glosses to the Kentish Proverbs show a large influx of
West Saxon forms, while the Kentish charters show influence from Mercian.
Seebold explains this as the existence of Mercian/Kentish and West-Saxon/
Kentish dialects — showing the influence of the two much larger neighbouring
powers — which were competing with ‘pure Kentish’.®! However, Seebold’s
conclusions can be challenged — not only because the material he collects for
comparison is limited, but also because other claims of orthographic and
dialectical features influenced by other continental groups can equally be
made.? In any case, it has long been established that Old English dialects, as
these have come down to us from manuscript sources, were primarily spoken
concurrently with the consolidation of various Anglo-Saxon kingdoms. That
is to say, dialectical variations were fostered through social, economic, and
cultural developments occurring after England was settled.®3

But dialect is not our only means of assessing connections. If we look at
archaeological evidence from Kent, the main location of Jutes according
to Bede, Jutish links for the period between the late fifth- and early sixth-
century are in evidence. J. N. L. Myres, for example, has shown that pottery
finds from Kentish digs have close parallels with archaeological sites in Jut-
land.®* E. T. Leeds has pointed to a correspondence of female brooches in
Kent with finds from southern Scandinavia, particularly Jutland.®® Further-
more, a number of archaeological studies have revealed a clear connection
between Kentish graves and those of southern Scandinavia.®® But graves in
Kent include significant numbers of Frankish objects, which makes it diffi-
cult to argue for a pure ‘Jutish’ identity. The people of Kent were apparently
strongly influenced in their attire by the rising empire of the Franks on the
other side of the Channel.®” Bede’s statement that a Jutish settlement was
also established in the Isle of Wight is corroborated by the find of Kentish-
type elite burials in Wight.%®
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For the most revealing connections between Kent and Jutland, we turn
to finds of bracteates (i.e. metal pendants, often gold-foiled) decorated
with Animal Style I designs. Of particular interest are the D-design bracte-
ates, which depict a mythical griffin-creature with a large head and beak,
ribbon-shaped body and legs entwined with one another. This was jewelry
for women of the elite. The distribution of D-bracteates outside of England
concentrates on Jutland and northwest Germany with some additional
examples from a few other places in Europe. Egil Bakka has argued that
all D-bracteates in England were derived from three closely related Scandi-
navian prototypes.®® It is significant that eastern Kent has the highest den-
sity of bracteate finds with 29 (i.e. 28 D-bracteates and one B-bracteate)
outside of southern Scandinavia. Two D-bracteates are also known from
the Isle of Wight both with similarities to the finds in Kent.”® Again, this
indicates that there seems to be some verity to Bede’s linking of the dynas-
ties in these places.

In terms of archaeological semiotics, the bracteates represent what has
been called the ‘historical metaphor’, i.e. objects inscribed with various
signs to be used actively in strategies of social organization. The objects and
decorations are ‘historical’ insofar as they may often refer to the believed
origins, importance, and destiny of their owners.”! The D-bracteates were
worn visibly on the body and could have served as a marker of ethnic iden-
tity for settlers in Britain, perhaps pointing to an origin in Jutland and the
religious beliefs held in the homeland. Since the bracteates were worn exclu-
sively by females, archaeologist Birgit Arhenius argues that examples found
in Kent are bridal gifts accompanying Scandinavian wives.”? It is possible to
imagine that importing brides from the homeland was one way in which a
Jutish identity was upheld in early England. However, since no die matches
between English and Scandinavian bracteate designs have been found, it is
likely that a local production of bracteates was set up in England. Andrew
Richardson has surveyed evidence to suggest that there were probably
‘Jutish’ craftsmen in Kent to satisfy the need for Jutish artefacts.”>

Bracteates cannot, however, be used to say anything about the ethnicity
of the Kentish population at large, since gold-foil pendants were precious
items that can only have been utilized as badges of identity by a compara-
tively small elite.”* It is most likely, I will suggest, that the Jutes in Bede’s text
were not the result of a mass exodus, but a small elite group, remembered
for the power they held in early England. How this power may have been
constituted can only be tentatively extrapolated from the relatively scant
information available.

In his account of the Germanic invasion, Bede is more specific about
the settlement of the Jutes than of the Saxons or Angles. The fact that
they settled in coastal areas is perhaps significant. The Jutish dominions
in Kent, the Isle of Wight, and Hampshire would have meant an advan-
tage (perhaps a near monopoly) in terms of controlling trade routes in the
English Channel and the Solent.”> The large number of Frankish artefacts
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in sixth-century Kentish graves shows that the Jutish rulers had substantial
connections across the Channel to Francia. In the 1960s, Vera Evison once
argued for a direct Frankish invasion of England, but this idea is now largely
rejected.”® Not least the lack of Frankish earrings and other typical dress
items make this supposition untenable. In Kentish graves, what we do have
in terms of Frankish jewelry is found alongside dress not typical of Franks
(primarily Scandinavian items), indicating that the Frankish jewelry came
to Kent through trade connections rather than direct migration.”” Nonethe-
less, Martin Welch has suggested that a Frankish-Kentish monopoly over
the cross-Channel trade may have resulted in Kent, the smaller of the two
powers, accepting Frankish overlordship.”®

There are several indications that the Franks may have exerted some sort
of political control over Jutish Kent during the sixth century. Procopius pro-
vides one such indication. His writing suggests that the Merovingians made
claims to overlordship in southern England in the 550s by dispatching an
embassy to Constantinople to declare that the Franks ruled over Brittia.
Similarly, Pope Gregory the Great seems to have thought that Frankish rulers
Theudebert I and Theuderic I exercised some authority in Britain.”® Other
suggestions of Frankish overlordship can be found, but in each case it is pos-
sible to meet indications of direct Frankish control with counterevidence.®°

From the archaeological evidence, it is safe to say, however, that Kent did
have a close association with the Franks across the Channel. This meant that
Jutish Kent became the most socially progressive kingdom in Anglo-Saxon
England during the first part of the sixth century. The Frankish connection
could have offered rulers of Kent a superior system of government. Kent
was the first kingdom to accept Christianity and to commit a law code to
writing, probably both inspired by Frankish example.’!

A Frankish link may also be reflected in the change of royal naming prac-
tice in Kent. The father of Athelberht was called Eormenric, which was a
very unusual name in Anglo-Saxon England, but combinations with Eor-
men- were common among Frankish royals.? If this is anything to go by,
increased Frankish influence may have begun in the reign of King Octa, Eor-
menric’s father (who named him). This would take us into the first decades
of the sixth century.®3 When examining the contents of Kentish graves, there
is a marked weakening of influence from southern Scandinavia in the sec-
ond quarter of the sixth century, i.e. at the conclusion of what E. T. Leeds
called the ‘Jutish phase’.3* Thus, Jutish hegemony may have come to an end
already after a generation or so.

We should also take into account the marriage of Bertha, the Merovin-
gian daughter of Charibert, the Frankish king of Paris, to Athelberht, the
king of Kent. This marriage took place between c. 577 and 581. The impor-
tance which the Franks attached to this marriage should not be overstated,
however, since Bertha was not a very important royal, but a fatherless prin-
cess whose mother left property to the churches at Tours and Le Mans.
Despite Bertha’s minor role in the Merovingian hierarchy, her dispatch as
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a bride to Kent was probably intended to reinforce Frankish support and
secure friendly relations between King Chilperic’s court at Soissons and roy-
alty at Canterbury.®® For Frankish rulers, the model of marrying Christian
Frankish princesses to heathen kings was not an unknown strategy in secur-
ing political influence. Further records of marriages of Frankish women into
Kentish families (beginning with Athelberht’s son, Eadbald) show that such
alliances were upheld and strengthened during the seventh century.

In summary, the Jutes may have been remembered because they were an
elite of magnates with close connections to the Franks, establishing an early
trade emporium in Anglo-Saxon England. Their numbers may have been
few, and the areas from which they managed their trade were likely peopled
by a variety of other ethnicities. At the time Bede wrote, the populations in
Kent and the Isle of Wight had clearly assumed an insular identity, and he
refers to the inhabitants of these regions by names that relate to their place
of settlement: Cantuari and Uictuarii (HE 1.15).

In terms of the Kentish line of kings, Bede records their names (from Hen-
gist) back to the time when they were still on the continent (HE 1.15). They
are Uictgilsi, Uitta and Uecta, which are names all related to the Latin name
for the Isle of Wight, Uecta/Uectis (with a corresponding Old English form
Uiht). That a Jutish dynasty, arriving in the fifth century, would have given
their name to this island is an exercise in pseudo-etymology, since the island
was already named Vectis by the Romans.®¢ At some point in time, this line
of kings was constructed, presumably by Kentish elites, to claim possession
of the Isle of Wight. Names of the past kings or conquerors were probably
constructed for the purpose of justifying territorial claims.®” It is an example
of what Bernd Schneidmiiller has described as the creation of a historical
mise en scéne aimed at the present in accordance with the desirable interpre-
tations of this same present.®®

This is not the only example of forefathers being named after a place in
order to claim possession of it. In the West-Saxon text known as the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle, for the year 501, we learn that Port and his two sons Bieda
and Mzgla came to Britain ‘at a place called Portesmupa [Portsmouth]’. The
place name Portsmouth is derived from the Latin portus (harbour) and the
Old English word for mouth, i.e. it means ‘the mouth [as connected with
water] of the harbour’. Hence, it is a genealogical legend constructed upon
a glaringly false etymology. Portsmouth is located in the area of Hampshire
which belonged to the Jutes, but was taken over by the West Saxons. In this
way, we can see how genealogical legend was used politically in the struggle
to legitimize the possession of land.

ANCESTRAL RHETORIC

When Christianity was firmly established in Anglo-Saxon England, church-
men began to look to the continent with an ambition to convert the people
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of the North.®? Among the English missionaries who went to the continent
were Willibrord, Willehad, Lebuin, Liudger, and the two Ewalds. In Book
5 of Ecclesiastical History, Bede takes an interest in the English missions
abroad, and his primary example of English missionaries is the Wessex
apostle Boniface, who undertook journeys to propagate Christianity in Fri-
sia and Germania. In a letter from c. 738, he writes that the heathen Saxons
had expressed the sentiment: ‘We are of one blood and bone with you’.”°
This could signal that some affiliation was still felt between the ‘old’ Saxons
on the continent and ‘new’ Saxons in Britain, but, more likely, it was a reac-
tion solicited by Boniface, who wanted to appeal to English sponsors for the
gifts of books, vestments, and relics to help the missionary work.

Bede also points to a kinship with other continental peoples. This is when
he discussed Ecgbert, an English Abbot of the monastery of Rathmelsigi in
Ireland, who planned to undertake a mission to the north of the continent.
According to Bede, Ecgbert knew:

... that there were many peoples in Germany from whom the Angles
and the Saxons [Angli uel Saxones], who now live in Britain, derive
their origin; hence even to this day they are, by a corruption, called
Garmani by their neighbours the Britons. Now these people are the
Frisian, Rugians, Danes, Huns, Old Saxons, and Boruthware (Bruc-
teri); there are also many other nations in the same land who are still
practising heathen rites to whom this soldier of Christ proposed to
go. ... (HE 5.9) *1

In the remainder of the chapter, it is the purpose to close-read the ethnic
rhetoric in this passage.

The passage is often read as an account of the ethnic mix of peoples that
amalgamated to become the gentis Anglorum. But if this is the case, how
does it square with the information that only three Germanic tribes came
over, which Bede provides at HE 1.15? We will begin by questioning the
Latin phrase Angli uel Saxones. The uel is often synonymous with another
Latin connector: et (‘and’). This is how Colgrave and Mynors choose to
translate it in their authoritative edition of Bede’s text, as we see above.
However, it can also function as a disjunctive particle (like aut), which
would give it the sense of ‘or’. Hence, Bede is not referring to two specific
tribal ethnicities, Angles and Saxons, as he does in HE 1.15. Rather, he is
using the terms in their general sense. Especially in the early parts of Bede’s
text, Saxones can refer to the English when they were still pagan, as the term
does for both Gildas and continental writers.”” Bede also extends Angli to
mean ‘English’, i.e. a new Christianized people in Britain. Thus, the phrase
Anglorum uel Saxonum may therefore be translated to mean: ‘the English,
who were previously called Saxons’.”> This would explain why the Jutes are
featured in this constellation: ‘Jutes’ never doubled as a generalized term for
the Germanic peoples in Britain.
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In addition to this, we need to consider Michael Benskin’s linguistic point
about the phrase a quibus, which appears in the first line of the passage we
are examining. Against Colgrave and Mynor’s translation (‘from whom’),
Benskin argues that it is unlikely to have introduced a restrictive relative
clause; thus, it may therefore be better translated as ‘from among whom’.”*
This clearly alters the meaning, so that we need not see the English as made
up of the specific tribes listed in the passage. Rather, the English is to be seen
as a people deriving from the general stock of Germanic tribes — the nations
on the list being examples of such tribes.

Ecgbert is unlikely to have intended to visit every nation that Bede men-
tions here. Thus, we should see naming of specific tribes as serving a par-
ticular rhetorical purpose. Walther Pohl has noted that Bede’s list calls up
images that were emotionally charged, evoking an atmosphere of rough-
and-tumble barbarian peoples.”® In fact, listings of fierce barbarians were
common in medieval writing, and Bede seems to borrow from this type of
writing. In fact, an analogy to Bede’s passage can be found in Cosmography
of Aethicus Ister. In this text, deprecatory remarks are made about more or
less all non-Greek (i.e. uncivilized) peoples whom the speaker meets on his
journeys through Germania:

Vafri, Friconti, Murrini, Alapes, Turks, Alani, Meotae, Huns, Frisians,
Danes, Vinnosi, Riphaens, and Olches, whom the people in those parts
call the Orci, very filthy peoples leading the most foul life — worse
than all the kingdoms of the world — without a god, or law, or rituals.
Moreover all the districts of those lands are called Germania, because
the peoples are immense in body and are monstrous races, hardened
by the most savage folkways; moreover they are indomitable, bearing
the cold and hardship better than [all] other peoples.”®

The idea of Germania as a place for bodies of huge proportions with the
ability to withstand the cold is borrowed from Isidore’s Etymologies 9.2.97,
while the text invokes the classical prejudice of the inhabitants there as hor-
rible in manners and religion. Among the list of peoples, there are clearly
fictive nations. Michael Herren, the most recent editor of the Cosmography,
interprets Vafros as related to the Latin vafer (‘a sly person’), the Vinnosos
may be ‘wine-bibbers’, Alapes possibly ‘ear-boxers’, and Olches/Orci per-
haps referring to the Old Irish word for ‘pig’.’” Interestingly, this list con-
curs with some of the non-fictional names in Bede’s passage (Huns, Frisians,
and Danes).

If we look more closely at the tribes Bede includes, we may discern a
tendency to seize upon ethnic groups that were popularly associated with
belligerence, barbarism and all manner of un-Christian behaviour. Thus, we
are best to understand this as a list that emphasizes the heroism of Ecg-
bert, whom Bede calls a ‘soldier of Christ’ (i.e. the common metaphor of
miles Christi), in wanting to undertake this mission to pagan Germania.”®
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Painting a frightful picture of the regions to be converted to Christianity was
one way of eulogizing the bravery and dedication of the missionaries. The
same tendency is reflected in later accounts, such as in Gesta Hammabur-
gensis ecclesiae pontificurm by Adam of Bremen. This eleventh-century text
celebrates the achievements of the Archbishops of the Hamburg-Bremen
diocese, who had been actively converting pagan peoples of the north. This
contains much information on the early church in the north, but spiced
with tales of monstrous races along ‘the shores of the Baltic Sea’, such as
Amazons, who become pregnant from passing them and give birth to Cyno-
cephali, men who have ‘their heads in their chests’.””

But missionary work certainly involved real risks. For instance, Bede
describes how two English priests, both named Hewald, were killed by the
Old Saxons, one of them tortured and his limbs torn apart before being
thrown into the Rhine (HE 5.10). The Bructeri seem to have inhabited an
area between the Lippe and Elms rivers in what is now north-western Ger-
many. Apparently, they were known as a tribe who staunchly opposed the
Roman Empire early in the first century.'% According to one poem, the
Frisians also seem to have gained a reputation as pirates in the mid-seventh
century.!®! At least the Frisians managed to resist Frankish attempts at
dominating the Rhine until Charles Martel led a naval expedition against
them in 734.192

A name notoriously associated with pagan terror is that of the Huns.
Their origins in Asia (and the fact that their empire had fallen long before
Bede began to write) make it unlikely that they were candidates for inclu-
sion among the peoples of Germania. Yet, they are also mentioned as inhab-
iting Germania in Aetheticus’ text. Both these accounts may therefore refer
to those Germanic peoples who had at one time accepted Hunnic rule or
joined forces with them as tributary tribes. Among these were the Rugians,
a Germanic tribe in Pomerania, who were allies of Attila until his death in
453, after which they rebelled.'%3

Finally, we come to the Danes, certainly a name that invoked fear in
Frankish. Gregory of Tours (d. 594), for example, gives an account of how
the Danish king Chlochilaicus undertook a failed raid on the Frisian coast c.
early 520s.19% An attack on the Franks by this Danish king is also described
in ch. 19 of Liber Historiae Francorum (The Book of the History of the
Franks), written about the same time as Bede’s Ecclesiastical History. In the
English monk Alcuin’s vita of Willibrord, we read that this Northumbrian
undertook a mission to preach among the Danes around the year 710. He
visited the Danish king Ongendus in the early 700s, and tried to convert
him. However, the attempt failed, as Ongendus was a ‘man more savage
than any wild beast and harder than stone’.1%%

Structurally, it makes sense that the text ends with the English themselves
(as God’s chosen people) becoming missionaries. The idea that these mis-
sions went out to the most barbaric of races lends honour and pride to the
missionaries Bede and others wrote hagiographies about. The interest in
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missions to the northern periphery of Germania may also reverberate with
a reminiscence of Acts 1.8, in which Jesus tells his disciples that they should
teach the gospel to the far ends of the earth (usque ad ultimum terrae), a pas-
sage on which Bede picks up in one of his other books. % The story of mis-
sions to the pagan northerners is a fitting conclusion to Bede’s history, which
has traced how the English, themselves warlike peoples from the North, had
been transformed into a holy nation through the influence of the Roman
Church. At the time Bede was writing, they now establish themselves as a
centre from which the glory of Christianity will radiate.
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emearce hyrad. For identifications of the place names, see ibid. 53 and 56.

See further Chapter Seven in the present study.

See Annales regni Francorum, MGH SRG 6, sub anno 815, p. 142. See also
An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, entry on sin-. But for a reading of Sillende as the
island of Sealand, see John D. Niles, Old English Heroic Poems and the Social
Life of Texts (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 140.

For a thorough discussion and analysis of this etymology, see Ildar Garipzanov,
‘Frontier Identities: Carolingian Frontier and the gens Danorum’, in Franks,
Northmen, and Slavs: Identities and State Formation in Early Medieval Europe,
ed. Ildar H. Garipzanov, Patrick J. Geary, and Przemyslaw Urbanczyk (Turn-
hout: Brepols, 2008), 129-30. Cf. Matthew Townend, Language and History in
Viking Age England: Linguistic Relations between Speakers of Old Norse and
Old English (Turnhout: Brepols, 2002), 105.

Athelweard, Chronicle, 1.4, ed. A. Campbell (London: Nelson, 1962), p. 9:
Anglia vetus sita est inter Saxones et Giotos, habens oppidum capitale quod ser-
mone Saxonico Slesuuic nuncpatur, secundum vero Danos, Haithaby. The two
names are perhaps two different places. While the settlement today referred to as
Haithabu is on the south side of the Schlei inlet, another settlement came about,
at the same time, on the north side, now known as the town of Schleswig. This
is presumably first mentioned (under the alternative name Sliesthorp [thorp =
‘hamlet on the river Sli/Schlei’] in the royal Frankish chronicles of Einhard for
the year 804; see Annales regni Francorum, p. 118. The closeness of these two
settlements may have been the cause of some confusion among commentators.
Karl-Heinz Willroth, ‘Zur Besiedlungsgeschichte des ostlichen Schleswig im
ersten nachchristlichen Jabrtausend’, in Niende tveerfaglige Vikingesymposium
Kiels Universitet, ed. Dietrich Meier (Aarhus: Hikuin, 1990), 7-15; and Michael
Muiiller-Wille, Walter Dorfler, Dietrich Meier and Helmut Kroll, ‘The Transfor-
mation of Rural Society, Economy and Landscape during the First Millennium
AD: Archaeological and Palaeobotanical Contributions from Northern Ger-
many and Southern Scandinavia’, in Geografiska Annaler 70.1 (1988): 53-68.
Helena Hamerow, Early Medieval Settlements: The Archaeology of Rural Com-
munities in Northwest Europe, 400-900 (Oxford: OUP, 2002), 110. For a sum-
mary of studies that document a decrease in settlements in Angeln, see Stefan
Burmeister, ‘Archaeology and Migration: Approaches to an Archaeological
Proof of Migration’, in Current Anthropology 41.4 (2000): esp. 550-51. See
also Michael Gebiihr, ‘Angulus desertus?’, in Studien zur Sachsenforschung 11
(1998): 43-85.

Altfrid, Vita S. Liudgeri, c. 11. MGH SS 2, ed. G. H. Pertz (Hannover, 1829),
p. 407.

Albinus was educated by the Archbishop Theodore of Tarsus (602-690), a
monk appointed by Pope Vitalian in 668. Theodore is one of Bede’s heroes,
whom he praises as a re-organizer of the Church (see HE 4.5,4.17 and 4.21).
For the evidence of the existence of early written annals of Kentish and West
Saxon history, see James Ingram, ‘Introduction’, in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
(El Paso: Norte Press, 2005), 13-16.
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The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A Collaborative Edition, vol. 3, MS A, ed. Janet
Bately (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1986), 17. The addition is late (presumably
early 12th cent.). For information on the so-called ‘hand 8’ interpolater, see
‘Introduction’, xl.

As part of a legendary narrative, [uti appears in Annales Ryenses (early 13th
cent.), ¢. 3, in Annales Danici Medii A£vi, ed. Ellen Jorgensen (Copenhagen:
C. E. C. Gad, 1920), p. 62; Diplomatarium Danicum 4:6 (1396-1398), ed.
Aage Andersen (Copenhagen: C. A. Reitzels Forlag, 1998), pp. 11,45, 303, 344,
370,376, and 380. In Old Danish, the earliest records of Jutes name this people
as Iute(r), see Ordbog over det Danske Sprog, vol. 9 (Copenhagen: Nordisk
Forlag, 1927), p. 932. For the etymology of the ethnonym, see G. Neumann
‘Jiten’, in RGA, 2nd edn, vol. 16 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2000), 93.

This and the following references can be found in J. B. Rives’ commentary to
Tacitus’s Germania (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1999), 291.

For possible evidence of this cult, the two wagons found in a bog in Dejb-
jerg in Jutland (1st cent.) may recall the cultic cart described by Tacitus. See
John McKinnell, Meeting the Other in Norse Myth and Legend (Cambridge:
D. S. Brewer, 2005), 52.

Quoted in H. Munro Chadwick, The Origin of the English Nation (Cambridge:
CUP, 1924), 92.

See Garipzanov, ‘Frontier Identities’, 121-5; and Inge Skovgaard-Petersen, “The
Making of the Danish Kingdoms’, in The Cambridge History of Scandinavia,
vol. 1, ed. Knut Helle (Cambridge: CUP, 2003), 168-83.

Procopius, History of the Wars, Greek and English texts, trans. H. B. Dewing
(London: Loeb Classical Library, 1914-1940), 8.20.4-8.

For a discussion of Procopius’ confusion, see E. A. Thompson, ‘Procopius on
Brittia and Britannia’, The Classical Quarterly, n.s. 30.2 (1980): 498-507.
When Procopius is definitely writing about Britain, it is in mythical terms as a
place inhabited by the souls of the dead and that only serpents could live north
of Hadrian’s Wall.

For one example of this tendency, see George Caspar Homas, Certainties and
Doubts: Collected Papers, 1962-1985 (New Brunswick, N.J.: Transaction
Books, 1987), 151.

For the elasticity of the ethnonym, see Jos. Bazelmans, ‘The Early-Medieval Use
of Ethnic Names from Classical Antiquity: The Case of the Frisians’, in Ezh-
nic Constructs in Antiquity: The Role of Power and Tradition, ed. Ton Derks
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam UP, 2008), 321-37.

Fortunatus, Carmina, 9.1.73, MGH Auct. ant. 4.1. ed. F. Leo (Berlin, 1881),
p. 203.

Harald Kleinschmidt, ‘Bede and the Jutes: A Critique of Historiography’,
North-Western European Language Evolution 24 (1994): 24.

The first to make this observation was H.E. Walker in ‘Bede and the Gewissae:
The Political Evolution of the Heptarchy and Its Nomenclature’, Cambridge
Historical Journal 12 (1956): 174-86.

Barbara Yorke, Wessex in the Early Middle Ages (London: Leicester UP, 1995),
39; Cf. Chadwick, Origin, 4. Kleinschmidt, ‘Bede and Jutes’, 39 n 54, mentions
other old place names outside of Hampshire that may be of interest. These are
Etingesheles, presumably in Wiltshire, and Y#tinges hlawe, presumably in Berk-
shire.
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Elmar Seebold, ‘Kentish — and Old English Texts from Kent’, in Words, Texts
and Manuscripts: Studies in Anglo-Saxon Culture Presented to Helmut Gneuss,
ed. Michael Korhammer (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1992), 409-34.

Elmar Seebold, ‘Was ist jiitisch? Was ist kentisch?’, in Britain 400-600:
Language and History, ed. Alfred Bammesberger and Alfred Wollman (Heidel-
berg: Winter, 1990), 335-52.

For a criticism of Seebold’s collection of empirical evidence, see Peter Kitson,
‘The Nature of Old English Dialect Distributions, Mainly as Considered in
Charter Boundaries’, Medieval Dialectology, ed. Jacek Fisiak (Berlin: Walter
de Gruyter, 1995), 118. For a suggestion that a Frisian influence is notable,
see Graeme Trousdale, “The Social Context of Kentish Raising: Issues in Old
English Sociolinguistics’, International Journal of English Studies 5.1 (2005):
59-765 and for a suggestion of a Frankish influence, see Fran Colman, ‘Kentish
Old English <b>/<B>: Orthographic “Archaism” or Evidence of Kentish Pho-
nology?’, English Language and Linguistics 8 (2004): 171-205.

The classic study is David DeCamp, ‘The Genesis of the Old English Dialects:
A New Hypothesis’; Language 34.2 (1958),232-44. For a recent update on the
questions of Old English dialects, with some correctives of DeCamp’s way of
dividing them, see Richard Hogg, ‘Old English Dialectology’, in The Handbook
of the History of English, ed. Ans van Kemenade and Bettelou Los. Blackwell
Reference Online (2008). Accessed 16 June 2014.

J. N. L. Myres, The English Settlements (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989), 49,
64-9, 95-7.

E. T. Leeds, ‘Notes on Jutish Art in Kent between 450 and 575°, in Medieval
Archaeology 1 (1957): 5-26.

For discussions of archaeological sites in Kent and an assessment of the evidence of
a Jutish identity, see Barbara Yorke, The Conversion of Britain: Religion, Politics
and Society in Britain C.600-800 (Harlow: Pearson/ Longman, 2006), 58; David
Alban Hinton, Gold and Gilt, Pots and Pins: Possessions and People in Medieval
Britain (Oxford: OUP, 2005), 26-8; Morten Axboe, Die Goldbrakteaten der
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de Gruyter, 2004), esp. 188-201, 224-8; Seiichi Suzuki, Anglo-Saxon Buiton
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ed. John Hines, et al. (Oxford: Oxbow Books, 1999), 37-51; Bruce Mitchell, An
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Typology, Diffusion and Function (Stockholm: Almquist and Wiksell, 1993);
Sonia Chadwick Hawkes, ‘Anglo-Saxon Kent c. 425-725°, in Archaeology in
Kent to AD 1500, ed. Peter Leach (London: Council for British Archaeology
Research Report, 1982), 64-78.

Pernille Kruse, ‘Jutes in Kent? On the Jutish Nature of Kent, Southern Hamp-
shire and the Isle of Wight’, Probleme der Kiistenforschung im Siidlichen
Nordseegebiet 31(2007): 243-376.

C. J. Arnold, Anglo Saxon Cemeteries of the Isle of Wight (London: British
Museum Publications, 1982), esp. 50-72, 102-9; Gale R. Owen-Crocker, Dress
in Anglo-Saxon England, rev. ed. (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2004), 90-103.
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See also Katherina Ulmscheider, ‘Archaeology, History and the Isle of Wight in
the Middle Saxon Period’, Medieval Archaeology 43 (1999): 19-44.

Egil Bakka, ‘Scandinavian-Type Gold Bracteates in Kentish and Continental
Grave Finds’, in Angles, Saxons and Jutes: Essays Presented to J. N. L. Myres, ed.
V. 1. Evison (Oxford: Clarendon, 1981), 11-35. Cf. Charlotte Behr, ‘New Bracteate
Finds from Early Anglo-Saxon England’, Medieval Archaeology 54 (2010): 34-88.
Behr, ‘New Bracteate Finds’, 74.

Robert W. Preucel, Archaeological Semiotics (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 2006),
143.

Birgit Arhenius, “Women and Gold: On the Role of Women in the Time of the
Great Migration and Their Relationship to the Production and Distribution of
Ornaments’, in Produksjon og Samfunn: Om erverv, spesialisering og boset-
ning i Norden i 1. drtusen e. Kr., ed. Heid Gjestein Resi (Oslo: Universitetet i
Oslo, 1995), 85-96.

Andrew Richardson, Anglo-Saxon Cemeteries of Kent, vol. 1 (Oxford: John
and Erica Hodges, 2005), 251. For similar arguments, see also Kruse, ‘Jutes in
Kent?’, 354.

Richardson, Anglo-Saxon Cemeteries of Kent, 250.

Barbara Yorke, ‘Anglo-Saxon Gentes and Regna’, in Renga and Gentes: The
Relationship between Late Antique and Early Medieval Peoples and Kingdoms
in the Transformation of the Roman World, ed. Hans-Werner Goetz, Jorg
Jarnut and Walter Pohl (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2002), 403.

Vera 1. Evison, The Fifth-Century Invasions South of the Thames (London:
Athlone Press, 1965).

Birte Brugmann, ‘Britons, Angles, Saxons, Jutes, and Franks’, The Anglo-
Saxon Cemetery on Mill Hill, Deal, Kent, ed. K. Parfitt and B. Brugmann
(London: Society for Medieval Archaeology, 1997), 110-18; Nicholas
Higham, Rome, Britain and the Anglo-Saxons (London: Seaby, 1992), 179.
See also S. Marzinzik, ‘The Earliest Anglo-Saxons? The Burial Site at Ring-
lemere Farm, East Kent, and Early Cross-Channel Migration’, in Studies in
Early Anglo-Saxon Art and Archaeology: Papers in Honour of Martin G.
Welch, ed. S. Brookes, S. Harrington, and A. Reynolds (Oxford: Oxbow
2011), 55-61.

Martin Welch, ‘Contacts across the Channel between the Fifth and Seventh
Centuries: A Review of the Archaeological Evidence’, Studien zur Sachsenforsc-
hung 7 (1991): 267.

For a discussion of the indications of Frankish overlordship in Kent, see Ian
Wood, The Merovingian North Sea (Alingsds: Viktoria bokforlag, 1983),
12-14; and his later The Merovingian Kingdoms 450-751 (London: Longman,
1994), 176. See also Joanna Story, Carolingian Connections: Anglo-Saxon Eng-
land and Carolingian Francia, c. 750-870 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003), 19-54;
D. P. Kirby, Earliest English Kings (London: Routledge, 2000), 27; Paul Foura-
cre, “The Franks’, in The Blackwell Encyclopaedia of Anglo-Saxon England, ed.
Michael Lapidge, et al. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), 193-4.

For a detailed refutation of Frankish overlordship in England, see Roger Col-
lins and Judith McClure, ‘Rome, Canterbury, and Wearmouth-Jarrow: Three
Viewpoints on Augustine’s Mission’, in Cross, Crescent and Conversion: Stud-
ies on Medieval Spain and Christendom in Memory of Richard Fletcher, ed.
Simon Barton and Peter Linehan (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 32-6.
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. J. M Wallace-Hadrill, Early Germanic Kingship in England and on the Con-
tinent (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1971), 32-44, notes that at least 19 of
Athelberht’s 90 chapters have parallels in the Lex Salica.

Story, Carolingian Connections, 30.

See Nicholas Brooks, Anglo-Saxon Myths: State and Church, 400-1066 (Lon-
don: Hambledon, 2000), 46-7, who suggests that Frankish influence on Kent
began in the second quarter of the sixth century.

E. T. Leeds, Early Anglo-Saxon Art: Being the Rhind Lectures Delivered in
Edinburgh, 1935 (Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1970), 41-51.

See N. J. Higham, The Convert Kings: Power and Religious Affiliation in Early
Anglo-Saxon England (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997), 70-71.
See, for example, Ravennatis anonymi Cosmographia 5.30, p. 105; Cf. Ptolemy,
Geography, 2.3, ed. Edward Luther Stevenson (New York: Dover, 1991), 51.
For a general discussion of this phenomenon, see Thomas A. Bredehoft, Tex-
tual Histories: Readings in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (Toronto: University of
Toronto Press, 2001), 14-38.

Bernd Schneidmiiller, ‘Constructing the Past by Means of the Present: Histo-
riographical Foundations of Medieval Institutions, Dynasties, Peoples, and
Communities’, in Medieval Concepts of the Past: Ritual, Memory, Historiogra-
phy, ed. Gerd Althoff, Johannes Fried, and Patrick J. Geary (Cambridge: CUP,
2002), 167-192.

For a summary of English missions on the Continent, see Carole M. Cusack,
Conversion among the Germanic Peoples (London: Cassell, 1998), 119-34.
Boniface, Epistolae, MGH, Epist. selectae 1, ed. M. Tangl (Berlin, 1916), p. 75:
De uno sanguine et de une osse sumaus.

Quarum in Germania plurimas nouerat esse nationes, a quibus Angli uel Sax-
ones, qui nunc Brittaniam incolunt, genus et originem duxisse noscuntur;
unde hactenus a uicina gente Brettonum corrupte Garmani nuncupantur. Sunt
autem Fresones, Rugini, Danai, Hunni, Antiqui Saxones, Boructuari. Sunt alii
perplures hisdem in partibus populi paganis adhuc ritibus seruientes, ad quos
uenire praefatus Christi miles. ...

For the distribution of references to Saxones and Angli used in the general
sense to mean ‘English’ in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, see Merrills, History,
301-2.

Translating uel as ‘or’ makes more sense, not least since it then correlates with
the earlier usage in HE 1.15, where Bede writes of the Anglorum siue Saxonum
gens [nom. sing.]. The use of the singular when two items are separated by ‘or’
is a legitimate construction in Latin.

Michael Benskin, ‘Bede’s Frisians and the Adventus Saxonum’, NOWELE 41
(2002): 91-7.

See Walter Pohl, ‘Ethnic Names and Identities in the British Isles: A Com-
parative Perspective’, in The Anglo-Saxons: From the Migration Period to the
Eighth Century: An Ethnographic Perspective, ed. John Hines (Woodbridge:
Suffolk, 1997), 15.

The Cosmography of Aethicus Ister: Edition, Translation and Commentary, c.
29, ed. and trans. Michael Herren (Brepols Publishers, 2011), pp. 28-9: Sic et
Vafros, Fricontas, Murrinos, Alapes, Turchus, Alanus, Meotas, Chugnos, Frigis,
Danus, Vinnosus, Rifeos, Olches, quos vulgus Orcus in illis regionibus appel-
lant, gentes spurcissimas hac uita inmundissima, degentes ultra omnia regna
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terrarum, sine deo, sine lege vel caerimonias. Nam et illarum regionum pagi
omnes Germania est appellata, eo quod sint inmania corpora inmanesque
nationes, seuissimis moribus duratae; adeo indomiti, frigore et rigore ferentes
ultra omnes gentes.

97. Ibid., notes on 82-3.

98. For the changing ethos of warrior mentality to the ‘soldier of Christ’ meta-
phor in Anglo-Saxon writing, see John Edward Damon, Soldier Saints and
Holy Warriors: Warfare and Sanctity in the Literature of Early England (Alder-
shot: Ashgate, 2003). Damon treats Bede’s attitude to war at length (35-55),
concluding that he justified divinely granted victory that served the spread of
Christianity, but abhorred pagan or un-Christian warfare.

99. Adam von Bremen, Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum, 4.19-21,
MGH SRG, ed. Bernhard Schmeidler, 3rd edn. (Hannover, 1917), pp. 246-52.

100. For many of the references in classical sources to the Bructeri harassing the
Romans, see J. B. Rives’ commentary in Tacitus, Germania (Oxford: Claren-
don, 1999), 255-6. Bede mentions that this people were subdued by the Old
Saxons in the early 690s (HE 5.11).

101. The poem is Versus de Asia et de universi mundi rota, 1. 69, quoted in John
Haywood, Dark Age Naval Power: A Reassessment of Frankish and Anglo-
Saxon Seafaring Activity (London: Routledge: 1991), 183—4 note 55.

102. Ibid., 87-9.

103. Peter Heather, The Goths (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), 109-29.

104. Gregory of Tours, Opera libri historiarum X, 3.3, ed. B. Krusch and W. Levison,
MGH SRM 1.1 (Hannover, 1937-1951), p. 99.

105. See Alcuin, Willibrord — Apostel der Frisen: Seine Vita nach Alkuin und Thio-
frid, Lateinisch-Deutch, c. 9, ed. H-]. Reischmann (Sigmaringendorf: Glock
und Lutz, 1989), 60.

106. Bede, De temporum ratione, 1.64, PL. 90, col. 0518A.
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5 Northumbrian Angels in Rome

Religion, Race and Politics in the
Anecdote of St. Gregory

This chapter examines one of the most memorable anecdotes to come out
of the Middle Ages: the legend of Gregory I’s encounter with Anglian boys
from Britain. The legend takes the form of an anecdote which dramatizes
Gregory’s decision to launch a mission to Britain. Allegedly, Gregory, who
was later pope (590-604), lent spiritual meaning to the incident and to the
barbarian boys he observed. Their name, Angli, sounded similar to ‘angels’,
and their white skin and pleasing exterior made them appear angelic. The
boys’ beauty was more than skin deep, however. Gregory realized that they
were divine signs sent to him: the pagans of Britain had been chosen for sal-
vation. What we get is therefore an anecdote that mixes idea of racial origins
and spiritual ideas in interesting ways.

The story is repeated in many places: the source text for these retellings
is Bede’s Historia ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (hereafter Ecclesiastical His-
tory), completed in 731. There is an earlier version in the Vita S. Gregorii
(hereafter Vita), the life of Pope Gregory I, written some time between 704 and
713-714." Internal evidence tells us that the Vita was composed in the mon-
astery at Streoneshealh, the historical name for the coastal town of Whitby
(although a monastery at Strensall, further inland, has also been suggested).”

The legend’s origin is unknown, so any attempt at understanding its
meaning must rely on the references in the texts and also on the context
in which it has survived. Since the two earliest surviving versions derive
from Northumbria, the legend is re-inserted into the late seventh- and early
eighth-century religious, political and ethnic issues in this region. As critical
departures, it is argued that the anecdote was created in England (rather
than Rome), that it was used to reinforce specific discourses designed to
earn religious capital for the church in Northumbria, and also that it must
be directly related to competition between monasteries in the region. A num-
ber of core elements can be identified — most clearly the idea that the Angles
were a Northern pagan people who were predestined for salvation. We also
find a version of the salvation narrative mentioned in previous chapters: the
pagan past of the North is emphasized in order to make the conversion to
Christianity stand out with more clarity and grandeur. But the story cannot
be read in isolation. Its meaning is activated differently within the two texts.
It is my contention that the legend is given a pointed political meaning in the
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Vita, but repurposed to new ends in Bede’s history. Since we are here able to
trace the origins of the manuscripts, it is also possible to reason on how such
ethnic origin stories were utilized within social contexts.

SOURCES, ORIGINS, AND ADAPTATIONS
The legend in the Vita appears as follows:

So we must not pass over in silence how, through the Spirit of God and
with the incomparable discernment of his inward eye, he foresaw and
made provision for our conversion to God. There is a story told by
the faithful that, before he became pope, there came to Rome certain
people of our nation, fair-skinned and light-haired. When he heard
of their arrival he was eager to see them; being prompted by a fortu-
nate intuition, being puzzled by their new and unusual appearance,
and, above all, being inspired by God, he received them and asked
what race they belonged to. (Now some say they were beautiful boys,
while others say that they were curly-haired, handsome youths.) They
answered, ‘The people we belong to are called Angles.” ‘Angels of God’,
he replied. Then he asked further, “What is the name of the king of that
people?’ They said, ‘£lli’, whereupon he said, ‘Alleluia, God’s praise
must be heard there.” Then he asked the name of their own tribe, to
which they answered ‘Deire’, and he replied, ‘They shall flee from the
wrath of God to the faith’. (Vita 9)3

The second appearance of the legend is given the following formulation in
Bede’s Ecclesiastical History:

We must not fail to relate the story about St. Gregory which has come
down to us as a tradition of our forefathers. It explains the reason
why he showed such earnest solicitude for the salvation of our race. It
is said that one day, soon after some merchants had arrived in Rome,
a quantity of merchandise was exposed for sale in the market place.
Crowds came to buy and Gregory too amongst them. As well as other
merchandise he saw some boys put up for sale, with fair complexions,
handsome faces, and lovely hair. On seeing them he asked, so it is
said, from what region or land they had been brought. He was told
that they came from the island of Britain, whose inhabitants were like
that in appearance. He asked them again whether those islanders were
Christians or still entangled in the errors of heathenism. He was told
that they were heathen. Then with a deep-drawn sigh he said, ‘Alas
that the author of darkness should have men so bright of face in his
grip, and that minds devoid of inward grace should bear so graceful
an outward form. Again he asked the name of the race. He was told
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that they were called Angli. ‘Good’, he said, ‘they have the face of
angels, and such men should be fellow-heirs of the angels in heaven.
‘What is the name’, he asked, ‘of the kingdom from which they have
been brought?” He was told that the men of the kingdom were called
Deiri. ‘Deiri’, he replied, ‘De ira! Good! Snatched from the wrath of
Christ and called to his mercy. And what is the name of the king of
that land?” He was told that it was Zlle; and playing on the name, he
said, ‘Alleluia! The praise of God the Creator must be sung in those
parts’. (HE 2.1)*

The legend belongs with reverential literature about Gregory produced in
Anglo-Saxon England. It was Theodore of Tarsus, archbishop of Canterbury
(669-90), who was especially responsible for promoting Gregory’s veneration.
Subsequently, altars were established in Gregory’s honour not only at Canter-
bury, but also in the north of England, at Whitby and York.’ We know that
some relics of Gregory were sent from Rome in the late 660s to King Oswiu
of Northumbria in order to promote the memory of the pope in England.®

The legend hinges on Gregory applying exegetical insights to interpret
the youths’ unusual looks and the pagan names associated with them. This
is evident in the Whitby version, where ‘the incomparable discernment’ of
Gregory’s ‘inward eye’ (Vita 9) is praised. The legend eulogizes Gregory I’s
ability to read the pagan youths as divine signs. It is by the strength of his
interpretation that Gregory realizes that he must launch a mission to Britain.
This might be seen as a celebration of Gregory’s reputation as an exegete;
in fact, the pattern of ‘exterior words’ leading to interior insight was a rec-
ognizable leitmotif in his exegetical practice.” The Whitby version explicitly
casts the youths as signs revealing God’s providential design. In the Vita,
we are told that Gregory asks for the boys to be brought before him, since
he was ‘prompted by a fortunate intuition’ and ‘inspired by God’. Later, in
chapter 13, the Whitby writer sets out to prove that the names revealed at
the interview do indeed contain divine meanings by performing a detailed
exegesis of the punning wordplay.

To understand the function of this legend, we must first understand its
form. Anecdotes were commonplace in writing medieval history.® They
often functioned as stories that retrospectively, and often imaginatively,
explained the origin of an observable fact. The anecdote of the Roman mar-
ket provides an etiology for the establishment of the Anglo-Roman Church.
Bede interjects the phrases dicunt quia (‘they say that’) and ut aiunt (‘as is
said that’) to make clear that the story is not on a par with the information
he takes directly from Gregory’s writings and letters reproduced elsewhere
in Ecclesiastical History. However, it does not follow that Bede thereby
doubts the validity of the story. It only means that he realizes it is of a
different order to the other information about Gregory that he had at his
disposal. Like the miracles associated with saints (which Bede also reports),
the story has a spiritual significance whose veracity is not questioned.
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We may therefore begin our examination of the legend by probing its
relationship to verifiable history. In 596, Gregory dispatched the monk
Augustine with 40 missionaries, all hailing from Gregory’s monastery on
the Calian Hill at Rome, to evangelize the pagans in Britain. The follow-
ing year, the missionaries arrived in Kent, where King Zthelberht gave
them his protection. But the assertion that the mission to Britain sprung
from an encounter with Angli in Rome is suspicious. As long ago as 18335,
Henry Soames observed that the legend pretends that ‘political motives’ for
Gregory’s enterprise were ignored by ‘those who deeply venerated the see of
Rome’.” Neither the Whitby writer nor Bede leaves any room for consider-
ing the mission as a result of the opening offered to Gregory by the marriage
of King Athelberht of Kent (d. 616) to a Christian princess from Francia;
but we should not expect a legend of Gregory in the hagiographical mode
to take the form of critical history.

In a letter of July 598 from Gregory to Candidus, the presbyter in Gaul,
the pope describes how he has sent missionaries to the gens Anglorum and
already baptized more than 10,000 of this people in mundi angulo posita
(in a corner of the world’).'? If this is a pun, it is Gregory’s only ascertain-
able verbal play on the Angli. There are no angels here, but the sense of a
people whose name reflects their location on the periphery of the known
world.

By stressing Britain as geographically marginal, Gregory pointed to the
phenomenal reach of Rome’s new Christian empire. That a far northern
corner of the known world was now converted to the one true Church
reverberates with the biblical significance of Jesus’ injunction to preach the
gospel to the ends of the earth. The northern people who had migrated to
Britain continued to exist in a northern corner of the known world. The
tenth-century chronicler Widukind of Corvey gives the name of the Anglo-
Saxons a geographical qualification, referring to Britain as in the remote
corner (angulus) of the ocean.!! It was not until the early eleventh century
that the two senses — angeli (angels) and angulus (corner of the world) -
were pulled together by the chronicler Thietmar of Merseburg.'?

However, the legend has more narrow application than the general sense
of English. It makes the claim that the northern kingdom of Deira was a
particular focus for Gregory in launching a mission to Britain.'3 This does
not appear to stand up to scrutiny. In a letter from c. 601 to Augustine, Pope
Gregory writes that he intends York to be a second bishopric along with
the one he hoped would be established at London.' Although York was
the capital of Deira, Gregory nowhere expresses any particular affection
for the Deiran people, nor does he mention their name in any of his letters.
York seems to be mentioned entirely out of a desire to base the Christian
mission at locations that had been important during the Roman occupation
of Britain.

If Gregory really nurtured a zeal for converting the subjects of King Alle
in Deira and believed this to be a mission that was pointed out to him by
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God, one would presume that a delegation would have been sent to this
northern part of Britain soon after the Roman missionaries had arrived. This
did not happen. Z£lle died in 588 (according to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle)
without accepting the Christian faith. But ZAlle’s son Edwin was baptized, as
were his chief men, on 12 April 627 (HE 2.14) — that is, more than 30 years
after the Gregorian mission landed in Kent. The Roman Bishop Paulinus of
York, who performed the baptism, may have evangelised Edwin since 6235,
but Paulinus only arrived in Britain in 604 as part of the second group of
missionaries to be sent to Britain. He spent several years in Kent with no
apparent interest in the northern kingdoms, only travelling to Northumbria
when he was chosen as escort to Edwin’s bride, Athelburg, the sister of
Eadbald of Kent.

It is the main argument of this chapter that this Northumbrian ‘spin’
on historical facts is of central importance to understanding the origin
and meaning of the anecdote. Both Michael Richter and Alan Thacker
have argued that the anecdote, in its main essentials, came from Rome
and perhaps from Gregory himself, with Archbishop Theodore of Can-
terbury as a candidate for bringing it to England.'® However, the story
is not recorded in any official papal documents, and, if it came from
Gregory himself, one might expect that it would also have appeared in
early texts from Canterbury or other strongholds of the Roman mission.
Even if we were to believe that a legend of an encounter was circulated
in Rome, it is unlikely that — at best — it would have been more than
a skeleton of the story that made it to England. For Gregory’s Roman
compatriots, the Old English names would be little more than foreign
noise, names that may well be willingly misconstrued at first hearing
but not easily remembered nor repeated, as the political references were
unfamiliar. Germanic words are cited in Latin texts, often those with an
ethnographical purpose, but the wordplay in the versions that have sur-
vived only makes any real sense for speakers of Old English who were
also familiar with Latin.

The Vita, which contains the earliest extant version of the legend, makes
clear that it was a tradition told by the faithful (igitur narratio fidelum)
(Vita 9). The anonymous author also indicates that more than one version
of the legend circulated (perhaps orally): ‘some say they were beautiful boys,
while others say that they were curly-haired youths’. There is not only a pos-
sible discrepancy between the sources used for the Whitby writer’s version,
but the Vita also differs in some respects from that presented in Bede’s text,
most notably in making the youths slaves rather than freemen. There was
evidently an attempt to work the idea of ethnic origins in several ways. The
notion of beauty and youthful strength is a notion that we have seen in other
versions of origin legends, most notably Paul the Deacon’s story of Ybor and
Agio in Historia Longobardorum. In Langobardic texts, we generally see a
focus on election — the idea of a pagan people picked out for salvation — as
discussed in Chapter Three of the present study.
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Bede also gives the impression that the anecdote was widely known, but
he says nothing about its origin, or his own source for it. The differences may
partly come from variations in a tradition that was current in Northumbria;
but, as we will see, the legend is used to slightly different ends in Bede’s
Ecclesiastical History and the Viza. Since the Whitby text is the only other
earlier version of the story, and all later redactions appear to rely on Bede,
it is hard to ascertain the extent to which Bede’s differences are additions of
his own. Discussion continues over whether Bede knew the Whitby text.!”
In both texts, the episode is introduced in a conspicuously similar manner.
Bede and the anonymous writer begin with the statement that they can-
not let this story pass ‘in silence’. This similarity may mean little, however,
since Bede uses variations on this formulation as a stock phrase throughout
the Ecclesiastical History.'® Other elements of this text suggest that Bede
was not aware of the Whitby text. For example, the Viza records how the
remains of King Edwin (d. 633), ruler of both the kingdoms of Deira and
Bernicia, were translated to the monastery at Whitby from Hatfield Chase,
where he had been killed half a century earlier (Vita 18-19). Bede does not
mention any such translation; he only notes that Edwin was buried there
(HE 3.24). However, that Bede should not have known another Northum-
brian text, written shortly before his own, with the same purpose of prais-
ing Gregory and the Roman mission in Northumbria, is hardly plausible.
Monastic competition may be a factor: Bede may have avoided drawing on
the Vita as a reference for the Gregorian mission because, as we shall see,
the Vita claimed a privileged status for the monastery at Whitby in regard to
Edwin’s heritage and thereby also the Roman mission — both of which the
text directly relates to the legend of the Angli in Rome. In one passage (HE
2.20), Bede notes that King Edwin’s head was carried to York and placed in
the church of St. Peter the Apostle, indicating that York also had a claim to
be a centre for reverence of Edwin.’

The Anecdote as Origin Legend

On the most basic level, the anecdote is a story concerned with the founda-
tion of the Anglo-Roman Church in Britain; but, to my knowledge, it has
not been noted how the anecdote shares certain general characteristics with
vernacular Anglo-Saxon legends of origin. The following examines how the
legend of Gregory and the Angli is employed in the Vifa and the Eccle-
siastical History in a way specifically concerned with the making of the
gens Anglorum in Britain and, more specifically, a people faithful to Roman
orthodoxy in Northumbria.

The first chapter of Book 2 of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History begins with
a long biography of Gregory in a Roman context. The scene in the mar-
ketplace is the concluding episode, marking the transition to the history
of the Gregorian mission in Anglo-Saxon Britain. This roughly parallels
the structure of Book 1. Here, Bede begins with an account of Rome’s
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imperial interest in Britain. As discussed in the last chapter, the transition to
Anglo-Saxon history is marked here by the introduction of an origin legend
in ch. 15, which details the coming of the three invading tribes from Ger-
mania. The pagan tribe known as the Angli is traced to a continental home-
land named Angulus, thereby giving a secular geographical explanation for
the name. The anecdote in Book 2 narrates how Gregory gave the Angli
a new Christian meaning. Bede uses it as a foundation story for the gens
Anglorum under the auspices of the Roman Church. If the origin legend in
Book 1 is concerned with the conquest of land in Britain, the anecdote in
Book 2 is focused on the conquest and salvation of souls. The attainment
of a new kingdom is made explicit in the legal metaphor that the Angli are
the rightful ‘fellow-heirs’ (coberedes) to God’s kingdom. This brings to mind
Romans 8:17, where the term is also used. The Epistle to the Romans was
composed by the Apostle Paul specifically to give an account of the early
conversion to Christianity in Rome. The idea that the Angli could parallel
or emulate the conversion of the once gentile Romans had great typological
significance for adherents of the Roman Church in Britain.

In the vernacular origin legends, founding figures are given names that
serve as an etiology for various names by means of linguistic back-formation.
In the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, for example, the hero Cerdic is related to
the place called Cerdicesora (Cerdic’s Shore) (preface and sub anno 495).%°
For the year 501, we learn that the warrior-hero Port came to Britain ‘at a
place called Portesmupa’ (Portsmouth), although the place-name is derived
from the Latin portus (harbour) and the Old English for mouth, i.e. ‘the
mouth of the harbour’. A similar pattern of etymology is found in relation
to the name Wihtgar, which is suspiciously appropriate for someone who
takes possession of the Isle of Wight (Wibt ealand) (sub anno 534). In the
anecdote about the boys, the name of the Angli can in much the same way
be seen to ‘explain’ why Gregory preferred to use the word when writing
about the Germanic-speaking people in Britain. The anecdote may rely on
the example of Gregory, who, in his extant 29 letters, refers to the mission
among the pagans in Britain, using Angli in reference to the expansive sense
of ‘English’.?!

The Angli/Angeli pun associates the ethnonym with the quality of ‘elect-
ness’. The idea that the name of a people reflected their characteristics was
a familiar theme in medieval writing. The unsurpassed authority for the
meaning of ethnic nomenclature was Isidore of Seville’s Etymology (early
seventh century). The Saxons are implicitly connected with the Latin for
‘rock’, as a sign of their toughness (9.2.100), and the Britons are ‘brute’
(bruti), lacking civilization (9.2.102). Here, the ethnic stereotyping is clear.
Barbarians are associated with a wildness of spirit, as in the case of the
Franks (9.2.101), whose name Isidore notes some have traced back to feritas
(ferocity). For another people of Britain, the Picts, Isidore relates their name
to their painted bodies (19.23.7); the Scotti are named likewise, when one
uses the meaning in their own language (9.2.103). Somewhat in contrast to
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this are the Gauls, whose ethnic name is connected with their ‘white bodies’
(Galli a candore corporis nuncupati sunt). Isidore tells us that this is because
the Galli derive their name from the Greek word for milk (9.2.104).>

The legend of the Angli in the marketplace takes up a similar specula-
tion on the meaning of an ethnonym. What sets the Angli apart from other
barbarians is also their northern whiteness, but this time it is related to the
spiritual nourishment they will receive from heaven. The fact that Isidore
does not mention the name Angli made it possible to attribute holy meaning
to this term. Thus, an etymological (and spiritual) space was left open for
the Angli to become fellow-heirs with God’s angels, traditionally described
as white.

In the Whitby text, the anecdote displays the lineaments of vernacular
origin legends insofar as it is implied the youths interviewed by Gregory will
be the first to be converted among their race. If it can further be assumed
that they will return to help the mission among their kin, these Angli echo
the function of ‘founding figures’ in vernacular legend, as the spearheads of
a new people. If we extend this to the Ecclesiastical History, Bede’s specifica-
tion that the boys are two in number (rather than the Whitby writer’s inde-
terminate group of Angli) is concordant with legends in which two founding
figures, often represented as brothers or otherwise related, appear to have
been almost a requirement, as in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which includes
the legends of Hengist and Horsa (sub anno 449), whom Bede also mentions
(HE1.15), as well as Cynric and Cerdic (sub anno 495), Bieda and M=zgla
(sub anno 501), and Stuf and Wihtgar (sub anno 514).23

The fact that Bede identifies the youths as forced labourers or slaves to be
sold in the market makes them less likely candidates for the status of found-
ing figures. Nonetheless, the practice of training pagan slaves to become
missionaries may have provided inspiration for the version found in Bede’s
text.”* In a letter of September 595, Gregory orders the priest Candidus,
who was setting out for Gaul, to buy in the slave-markets English boys
(pueros Anglos) aged 17 or 18, so that they could be trained in monaster-
ies. This was presumably with a view to sending them to Britain to help
the mission there.>® This letter may not have been known in Anglo-Saxon
Britain, but the practice of ransoming slaves to use them as missionaries was
a familiar one. For instance, Bede notes that St. Aidan bought slaves for this
purpose (HE 3.5). It has not been appreciated the extent to which the slave
theme lends itself to a figurative reading in this respect. In the lead-up to the
passage on Gregory in the marketplace, Bede quotes Gregory from Moralia
on how the pope stopped the ‘barbarous motions’ (barbaros motus) of the
Germanic pagans in Britain, so what ‘earthly princes could not subdue with
the sword’ are now ‘repressed with a simple word from the lips of priests’
(HE 2.1). This is a gloss on the entire narrative arc presented in the Ecclesi-
astical History. Like the boys in the marketplace, the Germanic tribes start
out as subjected to heathen rulers. However, the Roman mission to England
(which we are to understand began to germinate in Gregory’s mind with this
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encounter) will in time replace pagan rapaciousness with the benign enslave-
ment to the fear of God. The indication is here that a people’s enslavement
to heathen lords is an undesirable state of social affairs, whereas being a
slave to God (and by implication the Church) is a beneficial state.

It is notable that Bede provides no origin legends for how Northumbria
was taken from the British, as he does for Kent (HE 1.15). It is not known
to what extent Northumbrian origin legends circulated, but David Rollason
has pointed to the information given in the Cambro-Latin Historia Brit-
tonum (the earliest manuscript of which was produced c. 830) of Octha
and Ebissa, two sons of Hengist, and their military campaigns in the north,
as potentially a reflection of such a legend.?® This legend may have devel-
oped after Bede wrote, or he may have chosen to omit this or other tales in
order to give the story of Northumbria primarily in Christian terms.?” In
other words, Bede presents the beginning of Northumbria as taking place
in Rome.

Similarly, the Whitby writer is keen to give the impression that the Gre-
gorian mission hinged on the conversion of King Edwin, who is described
as the foremost of kings ‘from the time when the English first came to this
island’ (a tempore quo gens Angulorum hanc ingreditur insulam) (Vita 12).
In fact, Edwin’s role in introducing the Roman mission to his northern king-
doms of Deira and Bernicia, both of which he ruled, takes up nearly a quar-
ter of the Vita. Even if Angli/Anguli is used in an inclusive fashion in this
text for ‘the English’, there is a clear northern patriotism to be traced in the
representation of the Gregorian mission and its aims. As Ian Wood points
out, it is remarkable that the Whitby text speaks of Edwin and the northern
mission extensively while only giving the mission in Kent cursory attention —
no more than two sentences.”® In this way, the anecdote manipulates a
‘backdating’ of a Northumbrian link with Rome and thereby alleviates the
embarrassing fact that many religious communities in the region were late-
comers to the Roman tradition. As is well known, the Northumbrian King
Oswiu only decided at the Synod of Whitby in 664 that religious practice in
his kingdom should follow the Roman customs for celebrating Easter and
tonsure. Up until then, Irish practices had been the main impulse. This was
because the Roman mission in Northumbria had fallen into disarray after
Edwin’s death in 633. Edwin was followed by apostate kings, leaving Pau-
linus to flee back to Kent (HE 2.20). Subsequently, missionary efforts in the
north were largely left to Irish missionaries. Among the best known of these
was Aidan of Lindisfarne (d. 651). When the Northumbrian noble, Wilfrid
(d. 709), obtained the see of York in c. 669, he found the stone buildings of
the Roman church there in bad repair.?’

The way in which the legend manipulates an original connection between
the Roman mission and Deiran youths is particularly pertinent to the
Whitby writer, whose monastery had followed the practices of Tona rather
than Rome until the synod of 664. The legend also had significance for
another Romanist writer: Bede, who adapted the anecdote to underpin a
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special status for Northumbria in the history of the Anglo-Roman Church.
As in the Vita, Bede’s emphasis on the Northumbrian conversion takes up
an unwarranted amount of space, at least if one expects the Ecclesiastical
History to be a history of the conversion of the English people at large.

In 1.15, Bede connects the name of Angli to the northern part of Ger-
mania named Angulus, as we saw in the previous chapter. The use of this
specific location points to the fact that there was an interest in origins. Refer-
ence in legendary accounts from the area on the continent where the Angles
were supposed to have lived is found in the Old English poem Widsith (ll.
35-44), which tells of King Offa, ruler of the Angles (Ongle). The story con-
cerns his heroic efforts as a young boy, when he won his kingdom by the use
of his sword in combat. This was how he fixed the boundary between his
own people and the Myrgingas at the River Fifeldor (the Eider).>? Against
such tales of the pagan Angles in their erstwhile northern setting, the story
of Gregory in the market is a reinterpretation of the Angles as a people of
salvation.

To understand Bede’s idea of his nation’s Christian ethnogenesis, it is
important to note that he is among the first writers to use the term gen-
tis Anglorum (the English) about all the Germanic-speaking inhabitants of
Britain.3! Why the Latin term Angli came to dominate over Saxones in its
modern broad meaning of ‘English’ has not been settled beyond dispute.
Saxones was used as an umbrella term in continental sources for the Ger-
manic speakers in Britain, as well as by the Celtic peoples in the island.
However, Angli came to be preferred over Saxones among ecclesiastical
writers in England. This usage was propagated within the discourse of the
Roman Church. Pope Gregory, in his extant letters referring to the mis-
sion to Britain, uses the term to refer generally to the Germanic inhabitants
there.3? Gregory had received several reports from his missionary Augus-
tine, who was under Athelberht’s protection, and would have known how
the king wanted to be addressed. Since Athelbehrt held overlordship over a
significant part of southern Britain, the term for Angli may have been used
in the sense of English.>> Thus, the widespread use of Angli in the broad
sense of ‘English’ seems to have originated within church circles.

The sense of the English as a newly-formed Christian people, unified and
saved under the auspices of Roman doctrines, would certainly have been
expedient for a politically ambitious Anglo-Roman church, whose power
would be extended by forging uniformity among church practices.>* It was
certainly an idea nurtured by Theodore (668-90) and Beorhwald (692-731),
successive archbishops of Canterbury, who believed in the idea of a single
ecclesia with an archbishopric for the whole of Britain.>’ The meaning of
Angli as ‘a northern tribe saved by the Roman Church’ was clearly promoted
by the religious communities in Northumbria that read and revered Grego-
ry’s writing. In both the Vita and Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, we find some
of the earliest uses of Angli to denote the ‘English’ in general. Bede abandons
reference to Saxones, which he employed for the incoming heathen invaders
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in Book 1, to use Angli to describe their descendants who benefited from the
Christian mission. In the Whitby text, the broader sense of Angli is explicitly
connected with a theology of salvation. Ch. 6 looks forward to the Day of
Judgement when Gregory will bring his people (gens Anglorum) to the Lord
(Vita 82-3). Angli as a collective term was also employed by Bede in the
Ecclesiastical History, when giving an account of the Angles, Saxons, and
Jutes invading Britain in the mid-fifth century. At this point, Bede puts the
cart before the horse in referring to the adventus Anglorum in Brittaniam
(HE 15). This is at best proleptic, assuming a future development into a uni-
fied Christian nation. Here, ecclesiastical history is marshalled into national
myth: the Germanic colonizers from the north of Germania abandon their
tribal affiliations and realize their destiny as one nation through the Grego-
rian mission. ‘English’ is Bede’s indicator of their passage into a new people
which can now be named.

The legend serves the function of explaining how an older tribal def-
inition, Angli, was superseded by a new sense of the term, to indicate
those who were saved in the name of the Roman Church and its doctrines.
Although no extra syllable was added to Angli, the legend of Gregory
redirecting the meaning of the ethnonym to angeli may find a parallel
in Genesis 17, where Abram is renamed as Abraham (and his wife Sarai
as Sarah), when entering into a covenant with God. Bede had dealt with
this at length in his commentary on Genesis. He noted that Abraham was
the new name required for a unifier of Jewish tribes, because it meant
‘father of multitudes’, with the meaning of ‘nations’, rather than Abram,
which only meant ‘distinguished father’.3¢ Bede’s Ecclesiastical History is
similarly an account of how various Germanic tribes in Britain became
united under the aegis of Roman papacy. The parallel Bede draws (HE 1.1)
between the five languages spoken in Britain (English, British, Pictish, the
language of the Scot#i and Latin) and ‘the divine law written in five books’
indicates that his Ecclesiastical History (also in five books) is concerned
with the establishment of a unified set of laws and observances for the
people in the island — as with the Pentateuch, with its focus on the Jewish
nation to the death of Moses, their religious lawgiver.

From the outset, the Whitby text announces its interest in how identity is
defined, or redefined, by true faith. At the very beginning of the first chapter,
Gregory was said to be ‘Roman by nationality’ and thus ‘noble in the eyes
of the law’, but that he was ‘nobler still in heart in the sight of God because
of his religious life’ (Fuit igitur iste natione Romanus ... nobilis secundum
legem sed nobilior corde coram Deo in religione) (Vita 1). Roman citizen-
ship was a well-defined category with clear rights and privileges. Barbarian
identities were more fluid. The statement, which uses the commonplace of
worldly dominion set against divine law, looks forward to the process of
change that the Whitby writer recounts in the text. The people may still call
themselves Angli in recollection of their tribal origins, but the Gregorian
mission has transformed them into a new people. They are now defined
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by the religious life they lead as an entirely different nation, united not by
worldly leaders (such as Z£lle), but by the Church.

Redefining the Germanic inhabitants of Britain as gens Anglorum, as a
single people adherent to a single church, was part of a protracted process.
This can be seen in forms used for this neologism. Like Gregory, Bede per-
sistently uses the form Angli. But in the biography of Gregory included in
Liber pontificalis (written in Rome, probably shortly after his death), the
mission to Britain is described as sent ad gentem Angulorum ut eos con-
verteret ad dominum Iesum Christum.>” The variant forms from Anguli are
repeated in the manuscript of Whitby text, where the scribe refers to English
kings as rex Angulorum and the people as gens Angulorum.’® The u in this
variation was expunged by a later corrector, who apparently wanted to cor-
rect it to the form that had become customary.>® Nonetheless, the original
author of the manuscript is likely to have referred to Angli not Anguli, since
it is stated in ch. 13 that the addition (not substitution) of an e would make
the name sound like ‘angels’ (ergo nomen Angulorum, si una e littera adde-
tur, angelorum sonat). The lack of consistency in scribal practices shows us
that this was a new term in the process of construction within church circles.

Nicholas Howe reminds us that Bede and Anglo-Saxons considered
Rome their capital, spiritually and religiously.*® But regional centres could
exist on the basis of their links to Rome. The see of Canterbury, which
received Archbishop Theodore, was supreme in this respect. It was probably
a strategic choice that led Bede to place the legend at the beginning of Book
2, as it allowed him to introduce a Northumbrian-Roman link as part of a
providential design, before the account of the Gregorian mission in Kent
and southern England was completed in ch. 8 of this Book. This Northum-
brian bias is now to be explored further.

Political Contexts: Whitby and Northumbria

An exploration of the legend’s earliest forms is hampered by the fact that
we cannot trace its roots further back than the Vita, but the way in which
the legend is incorporated in this text provides ample ground for examining
the political resonance of its rhetoric. Whitby Abbey was not only a monas-
tery established in erstwhile Deira, but it was also ruled by descendants of
Deiran royalty. The references to regional and political names in the legend
have been written off as ‘principally used to facilitate’ the wordplay.*! In
contrast to this, I will suggest that the legend served a trenchant political
purpose. This purpose is related to Abbess £lffled, the great-granddaughter
of Alle, who was the abbess in charge at Whitby when the Vita appears to
have been written.

Whitby Abbey was governed by women with royal affiliations. Hild
(d. 680) was the daughter of Hereric, nephew of King Edwin (the son of Zlle).
She was baptized alongside the rest of Edwin’s court in 627 and she was later
installed as abbess at Whitby at the behest of the Bernician King Oswiu, to
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whom she was also related. Oswiu had replaced the native line as sole ruler
of Deira and Bernicia. Hild was succeeded by a closer relative of the Deiran
line, Edwin’s daughter Eanflaed, who had retired there after the death of King
Oswiu, whom she had married. After Hild’s death in 680, Eanflaed shared the
responsibilities of running Whitby Abbey with her daughter, ZAlffleed, who
was to have sole charge of Whitby as abbess when Eanfleed died in 704.

While the Viza is about the life of Gregory, it also stresses the role of King
Edwin in the conversion of the Angli. The writer refers to ‘our Gregory’
and ‘our holy teacher’ (Vita 5, 6), speaking for all the English kingdoms
converted by the Roman mission. But in ch. 12, the Deiran King Edwin
is described as ‘the son of Zlle’, at which point the author makes sure to
add that he was the king ‘mentioned earlier in connection with that pro-
phetic Alleluia of divine praise’ in the episode of Gregory and the Angli. The
Whitby writer further highlights this connection by pointing out that Greg-
ory’s prophecy was made while Edwin was ‘in the loins of his father ZIlIi’
(in lumbis ... patris sui £lli) (Vita 14). Hence, we are encouraged to see cus-
todianship of the Gregorian mission as carried in the royal blood of £lle’s
descendants. This surely has political resonance in relation to ZAlffleed, the
maternal granddaughter of Edwin, who probably oversaw the composition
of the Vita. The attempt to link Edwin’s legacy with that of Gregory was fur-
ther materially substantiated at Whitby some time after 680, when Alffleed
recovered the headless body of her grandfather at the site of his final battle
at Hatfield Chase, bringing it back to the abbey as a relic to be revered.
Here, it was given a final resting place east of the altar dedicated to Gregory
(Vita 19).4

In assessing these moves to make Whitby a place of commemoration for
the legacy of the Roman mission, we cannot avoid seeing the legend as
involved, in some way, with the struggle over the right to represent the con-
version of Northumbria. As Walter Goffart has proposed (and others have
since qualified), this struggle took place in the surge of hagiographical writ-
ing produced there.*3 That the hagiographical texts were part of a rivalry
between monastic communities in the region has been generally accepted,
although specific points of his argument are questioned. In relation to the
Vita, Goffart believes that its writer deliberately set out to promote the Gre-
gorian mission as if it were the only one that had influenced the kingdom,
in order to counter the memory of Bishop Wilfrid.** Wilfrid was the main
revivalist of Roman tradition in Northumbria, but a controversial figure,
who found himself both relieved of his see and exiled from Northumbria
on several occasions. However, Goffart’s suggestion that the Vita is an anti-
Wilfridian text seems unlikely. Eanflaed, the Deiran princess who became
abbess of Whitby in 680, had been a supporter of Bishop Wilfrid from the
beginning of his career, while her daughter ZAlffled was later crucial in
restoring the exiled bishop to power in Northumbria.*’

The reverence given to the Deiran Edwin in the Vita and at Whitby
Abbey was not entirely uncontroversial. Even if Northumbria was united
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under a single king, tension between former Deiran and Bernician monas-
teries appears to have persisted into the early eighth century.*® The legend
of Gregory and the Deiran subjects of Alle in Rome would have helped
promote the case for Whitby as a leading monastery in Northumbria. This
is especially true if we consider the fact that the freemen who travelled to
Rome in the Whitby version must be assumed to have had the means to do
so. Therefore, it must be implied that they were part of the Deiran elite and
perhaps that they were Zlle’s kinsmen.

Although regional divisions still ran deep in the late seventh century, there
was also a clear endeavour to reconcile Bernician and Deiran sides in a new,
united Northumbria. Whitby became a centre of this reconciliation insofar
as it was probably established by the Bernician King Oswiu as a place where
Bernician and Deiran influences would come together. He appointed Hild,
his cousin on the maternal side, as abbess. Oswiu’s marriage to Eanfled,
daughter of Edwin, strengthened his claim to Deira. Oswiu himself was bur-
ied at Whitby (HE 3.24), and Eanflzed came here after his death, c. 674.
Whitby was chosen as the location for the Northumbrian synod of 664,
where Oswiu would decide against Hild — who (like himself) had followed
Celtic church observances — and rule in favour of Roman practices, which
were those of his wife Eanfleed. Hence, the monastery became a symbol of
a united Northumbria. So it functioned during Hild’s time as abbess. This
may have changed when Eanflaed and Afflad, the direct descendants of the
Deiran line, took over.

Hild was loyal to the Bernician dynasty that had taken control of Nor-
thumbria. This is evident in the support she received from King Oswiu,
given her responsibility for his daughter, and the political control she
exerted over the Northumbrian churches (i.e. several monks from Whitby
were appointed as bishops).*’” This is important when assessing the Whitby
text, which was written after her death, at the time Z£Alffleed had taken over
as abbess. Historians have noted that £lffleed appears to have downplayed
the monastery’s previous Bernician connections.*® In ch. 18, the Whitby
writer twice mentions that Eanflaed is the daughter of King Edwin; on the
second occasion, Zlffleed is added to the genealogy. Flffleed’s acquisition
of Edwin’s body, which is dealt with in chapters 18 and 19, may have been
intended to rework the monastery as a monument to the Deiran line.*’ Her
political involvement beyond churchly matters may be the reason why Bede
treats her as proud and worldly (while not entirely abandoning praise of her
in his Life of Cuthbert).>°

In ch. 12, Edwin is praised as ‘a man of this race of ours which is called
the Humbrians’ (post hunc in gente nostra, que dicitur Humbrensium). The
definition of Edwin’s people as Humbrenses (‘people from around the River
Humber’) seems intended to resist their integration with Bernicia in the
north. The use of Hymbri or (H)umbrenses probably referred exclusively to
the people of Deira.’! Furthermore, the writer expressly refers to the Deiri
as belonging to a tribus (a division of people, often hereditary), adding that
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they were de nostra natione (Vita 9). Thus, the author considers the boys as
ethnically Deiran and implies that this ethnicity was also valid for his/her
own identity as a resident at Whitby.>?

The anecdote is a glance back into the past, but such statements may
have been intended to resist the creation of an inclusive Northumbrian iden-
tity. Bede was a supporter of this unification and says no more than neces-
sary about the distinct traditions and rivalries between the two formerly
independent kingdoms.>3 Bede seems to have felt uneasy about using such
ethnic nomenclature and speaks about the boys as belonging simply to the
provincia of the Deiri (HE 2.1). That is, instead of employing an ethnonym,
he uses an administrative term that was more securely lodged in the past.>*

However, Bede also appears to have capitalized on the anecdote in order
to further the reputation of his own monastic institution. In his History of
the Abbots (c. 716), he writes about Bishop Benedict, the founder of the
monasteries of Wearmouth and Jarrow, noting that he was descended from
a noble Anglian lineage and that the dignity of mind made him worthy to
be exalted to the company of angels (Nobili quidem stirpe gentis Anglorum
progenitus, sed non minori nobilitate mentis ad promerenda semper angelo-
rum consortia suspensus).”> This echoes the phrase in the anecdote, and the
emphasis on heritage may intimate that we should see the Northumbrian-
born Benedict as descended from the first Angli converts, whom Gregory
had given the same rights to heaven as God’s angels.

A search in the Brepols Latin Texts Database — Series A shows that the
conjunction of Angli and angeli appears in another Northumbrian text,
the anonymous Life of Ceolfrid, which was more or less contemporaneous
with Bede’s History of the Abbots. Ceolfrid’s last journey towards Rome
describes him as leaving the English people (Anglorum gens), his kindred,
to devote himself to the contemplation of the angels in heaven (sibi peregri-
nari in terris quo liberior purior que animo ad contemplanda angelorum
consortia redderetur in celis).’® The figure of speech, that holy men will join
the heavenly angels after death, is common in ecclesiastical writing, but the
willingness to juxtapose the adjectives ‘English’ and ‘angelic’ in various con-
nections may indicate the vibrancy of the wordplay in Northumbria.

Religious Contexts: Election and Ethnicity

In the Whitby text, ch. 12, Eanflaed and Alffleed are both praised as descen-
dants of Edwin and devout women, but the author omits any mention of
Hild, who had supported the Irish side in the debates over church practices.
The omission is notable because Hild had played a prominent role in the
Northumbrian church in general and at Whitby specifically. This may reflect
a deliberate strategy not to let Whitby’s former allegiance to Celtic practices
fracture the image that it was custodian of the Roman mission in Northum-
bria. As Donald Bullough has observed, the Vita glosses over, if not censors,
the memory of the Irish church and its influence on Northumbrian religious
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life.>” If we take the legend’s claim of a providential link between Rome
and the northern Angli to its logical conclusion, the negative implication is
that it neglects the competing Celtic influences that were clearly also impor-
tant in Northumbria. In fact, the number of Northumbrian texts that deals
with the history of conversion are best seen as anti-Celtic spin-doctoring —
portraying continental Germanic heritage as superior to Celtic natives. The
early eighth-century Vita Wilfrithi, for example, speaks of the elimination
of Celtic ‘weeds’ in Northumbria.’® After all, it was Bishop Wilfrid who
stigmatized Irish practices in Northumbria, especially focusing on the dat-
ing of Easter as ‘erroneous’ for its incompatibility with Roman custom.’” In
the chronicle that forms part of The Reckoning of Time (725), Bede pointed
to the importance of Edwin in converting Northumbria, while ignoring the
Irish mission.®® However, in the Ecclesiastical History, acknowledgement of
the Irish as the important evangelists of Northumbria, particularly of Berni-
cia, can be found.®! Northumbrian history was subject to construction and
re-construction in the early eighth century.

Celtic Christianity competed with Roman tradition in Northumbria
and the kingdom contained a large British population.®? British Chris-
tianity worked in concord with Irish influences and carried some weight
in seventh-century Northumbria. This was probably why Chad of Mercia
was appointed to the bishopric of York in 665, the year after the Synod
of Whitby, despite the fact that he deviated from Roman practices in vital
ways.®3 There is contemporary evidence that religious communities in Nor-
thumbria continued to be drawn to Iona even after the synod.®* Irish influ-
ence only ceased to be a threat from 716, when Iona adopted the Roman
calculation of Easter. Thus, at least at the time when the Vita was written,
the legend of the Roman mission as a divinely ordained instrument to bring
the English to the true faith was still politically expedient.

Doris Edel argues that Bede’s extensive narrative of Edwin’s conversion to
Roman Christianity, replete with transcripts of papal letters (HE 2.10, 11,17,
and 18), could also reflect an attempt to persuade Northumbrians who were
still inclined towards Celtic practices of the holiness of Roman orthodoxy.®®
In any case, it needs to be considered that Bede found the anecdote valuable
in response to British proclamations of being God’s chosen people. There are
no Brittonic tracts contemporary with Bede that state this claim, although the
British churches seem to have remained an intellectual and ideological force
as the Anglo-Saxons advanced. This finds expression in some recensions of
Historia Brittonum (later than Bede’s text, but building on earlier traditions),
in which genealogies connect the Britons to Noah and thereby make them a
people of the Bible.®® Bede knew that English claims to divine election had
already been challenged by the British cleric Gildas, whose text Bede followed
closely in Book 1 of the Ecclesiastical History. However, Bede turns against
the Briton Gildas’ lamentations over their forsaking the Christian faith, so
that the English (or, perhaps, more specifically, the Angli) are represented not
only as God’s tools of retribution but also as his chosen people.
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Throughout the Ecclesiastical History, Bede writes acrimoniously about
the Britons and their church practices.®” In this respect, we may look at how
the legend of Gregory and the Angli is incorporated in the Ecclesiastical
History at a structurally significant juncture. Book 1 ends with Chapter 34,
in which the historical events related to Northumbria are dealt with for the
first time. Bede recounts how King ZAthelfrith ruled the Northumbrians and
‘ravaged the Britons’ more extensively than any other king of the Angli, as
well as beating back the Scots in a decisive battle of 603. For his achieve-
ments, Bede aligns the early Northumbrian king with the biblical King Saul
(with the caveat that he was pagan).

Bede then begins Book 2 at 604 with a long commemoration of Gregory,
who died in this year. This concludes with the legend of Gregory in the
marketplace, which highlights the close relationship between the Northum-
brian Angli and the Roman Church. The anecdote is immediately followed
by an account of how the Romans helped the English against the British
wickedness (HE 2.2). We are told how the Roman missionary Augustine,
around 602-604, urges a gathering of British bishops to preach the word
of God to ‘the English people’ (gens Anglorum). But due to doctrinal dif-
ferences, these bishops refuse to evangelize the Germanic pagans in unison
with the Roman missionaries. In response, Augustine delivers a prophecy
that the British churches would incur divine wrath.®® The ‘meanwhile’
(interea), which introduces this chapter, refers to 605, the year of Grego-
ry’s death; but the story is thematically connected to the preceding legend
of Gregory and the youths in the market, which allegedly took place in
the last decade of the sixth century. The English and British are opposed
throughout Bede’s text, and Bede seems to have found encouragement in
the anecdote’s infusion of ethnic terms with religious meaning, which is
now to be examined.®’

I will argue that the focus on the Angles as white-skinned with fair hair
points to a racial understanding of this tribe as a northern Germanic people —
contrasting with the dark-haired Celtic population. For this reason, I find it
hard to agree with the strand in the interpretation of the anecdote’s focus on
physical features, which reads Gregory’s gaze as guided by a sexual desire
and a subsidiary lust for colonization.”® There is, however, little to com-
mend, neither as a queer reading nor an understanding of it as an expression
of Rome’s colonial designs on Britain. Both are at odds with the religious
understanding of election and salvation that motivates the passage. Further-
more, Anglo-Saxon clergy would have known Gregory’s fierce attacks on
sexual iniquity in connection with the several discussions of the burning of
Sodom in his writing.”! This homosexual interpretation of the passage also
fails to take into account the extent to which origin legends often focus on
the exceptional qualities of a nation’s forefathers in terms of their physical
strength, fertility, or toughness — as it has been discussed in Chapter Three
of the present study. However, the legend of the Angli in the Roman market
tweaks the racial qualities towards the model of salvation narrative, which
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we see in several national histories. The racial qualities of the forefathers are
here interpreted within a Christian framework.

The legend of Gregory and the Angli has been examined before from
the perspective of ethnicity, but there are references, especially from other
passages in Bede’s writings, that have not previously received critical com-
mentary in this context. Bede describes the boys’ lucidi vultus, which is
not necessarily ‘handsome’ (as the Colgrave and Mynors translation have
it) but, literally, ‘bright faces’, or better, in the translation of the poet John
Milton, ‘honest countenances’.”> What is at stake here is a connection
between exterior appearance and inner sanctity. This feature is found in
much hagiographical literature: appearance is often used to highlight the
radiance of inner spirit.”® In Bede’s Life of Cuthbert, for example, the Nor-
thumbrian monk is said to radiate a light from his angelic countenance
(vultus angelici lumen).”*

Elsewhere in Bede’s writing, colour and ethnicity are interpreted symboli-
cally as a sign of those marked out for salvation. For instance, he associ-
ates the blackness of the Ethiopians (or Kushites) of the Bible with spiritual
darkness: the Ethiopians came from a ‘nation of infidels labouring in blind-
ness’ (de obscuro perfidorum populo).”> Here Bede is following conventions
of patristic exegesis. In a more partisan manner, he took an interest in the
anecdote’s representation of the whiteness of the Angli as a divine signature
of their election. If we turn to the Whitby text, the youths are described as
quidam de nostra natione forma et crinibus candidati albis, which may be
translated as ‘some of our nation who were white of body and have blonde
hair’. The two lexical forms used for ‘white’, candidus and albus, have spiri-
tual connotations. This can be seen from looking at the religious writings
in which the Whitby writer, Bede, and their clerical audiences were steeped.
Albus was a term connected with the angelic host. In Gregory’s Ascension
Day homily, for example, the issue of why angels are dressed in white at
Christ’s Ascension (Acts 1:9-10) is discussed at length. Gregory offers the
explanation that white symbolizes joy and solemnity of mind (in albis autem
vestibus gaudium et solemnitas mentis ostenditur).”® The Whitby text draws
on this symbolism in the reference to the legend that Paulinus, the mission-
ary to the Northumbrians, was observed journeying to heaven at his death
in the form of a beautiful white (albus) bird, like a swan (Vita 17).

Candidus means ‘bright or dazzling white’. It was a word employed to
indicate sanctity in the Vulgate Bible, as well as exegetical literature.”” The
significance of candidus is further indicated by the fact that it was a com-
mon Roman cognomen, adopted by medieval churchmen. An example of
this is Pope Gregory’s own rector (administrator of the papal properties) in
Gaul. Sparkling white is how the marble of the temple built for the faithful
must be, Bede remarks in his exegesis of Genesis.”® In his commentary on
the Revelation of St. John, Bede writes about the divine significance of the
adjectives, candidus and albus. In reference to Revelation 1:14, which is a
passage dealing with the vision of Christ (His head and his hairs were white



134 Northumbrian Angels in Rome

[candidus] like wool, as white [albus] as snow), Bede explains: ‘antiquity and
eternity of majesty are represented by whiteness on the head ... as hairs ...
because the sheep ... are white, like wool, and because of the innumerable
multitude of the white-robed and the elect, who come forth from heaven,
are glistening like snow’.”? Conceptually close to the metaphors used in the
market scene, Bede also refers to the sparkling white gem that makes its
appearance in Revelation 2:17 as symbolic of ‘a body which is now made
white by baptism’.8? In the Ecclesiastical History (5.7), he also provides an
example of how candidus is used in a similar sense in his account of Cad-
walla, king of the West Saxons, who had gone to Rome to be baptised. This
commitment to the Christian faith compels Bede’s note: ‘white he shall walk
in union with Christ’s sheep’ (candidus inter oves Christi sociabilis ibit).

The radiant whiteness inherent in the Latin term candidus also has paral-
lels in Old English poetry, where whiteness is privileged over blackness, and
both terms carried social symbolism.}! Much may be gained from looking
at the vernacular tradition of religious verse in Anglo-Saxon England. In
Genesis B, Eve is faegrost (fair) and wlitegost (brightly white), while Satan
boasts of his angelic body as hwit and hiowbeorht (brightly white and shin-
ing).8? Huwit is also the colour given to the blessed in the poet Cynewulf’s
Crist.33 In the Anglo-Saxon writer Alfric’s homily to Gregory’s Feast Day
(late tenth century), the boys’ whiteness is seen as a renunciation of the
Devil: Wa la wa peet swa faegeres hiwes men sindon dam sweartan deofle
underdeodde (Wellaway that men of so fair colour should the swart devil
underserve).®* As it is clear from this rephrasing of the words in Bede’s ver-
sion, the religious symbolism of whiteness does not annul its significance as
a physical marker of race. Similarly, in the early thirteenth century, the poet
Layamon introduced a superlative perspective, when he renders Gregory’s
words: ‘Of all the peoples who live on earth, you English are assuredly the
most like angels; your race is the fairest of all men alive’.%

The reason for the collocation of racial and religious terms resides in the
fact that candidus, used religiously for ‘saved’/baptized’, also doubled as a
descriptive term for the peoples of Germania, when mentioned in Roman
texts. Germanic ‘whiteness’ was often contrasted with the black Ethiopians —
symbolically representing the two extremes of the known world. Thus, the
Ethiopian is contrasted with Germaniae candidi in the writing of Julius Fir-
micus Maternus; Pliny also has unnamed northerners with candida atque
glacialis cutis (white and frosty skins); and Vitruvius refers to the candidae
colores of other unnamed northerners.%®

In this connection, it is interesting to look at Bede’s expression capillorum ...
forma egregia. This refers not only to ‘lovely hair’, as it is rendered in Col-
grave and Mynors’ translation, but rather indicates hair that is exceptional.
Presumably, it is the fairness of their hair which is notable.®” At least, the
Whitby text explains that the two boys were forma et crinus candidate albis
(“fair-skinned and light-haired’). It was a convention among Roman writers —
known to the Anglo-Saxons from imported manuscripts — that Germanic
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people had golden or fair hair (flavus).%® For instance, the Byzantine scholar
Procopius, in his sixth-century History of the Wars, describes the Gothic
nations in terms not very different from the characteristics emphasized in
the anecdote; these northern tribes have ‘white bodies and fair hair’ and are
‘tall and handsome to look upon’.%’ The ‘curly-haired’ youths of the Whitby
text may owe something to Isidore’s categorization of the Germans as hav-
ing hair of this nature.”® In the Middle Ages, the hairstyle of Germanic
peoples was one significant way of recognizing their ethnicity and tribal
association, and therefore a feature often commented upon.’! The Romans
used to refer to the Gallic provinces that Julius Caesar subdued as Gallia
comata (longhaired Gallia). In the laws of King Athelbert of Kent (late
sixth—early seventh century), hair was a marker of status. Its seizure would
be compensated by 50 sceattas.’> Even as late as in the ninth-century laws
of King Alfred, the cutting of hair was seen as an insult.”?

The standard nomenclature used for northern ‘fairness’ and ‘white-
ness’ in classical texts inspired elements of the legend about the Germanic
boys attracting attention in a Roman marketplace. The anecdote certainly
made religious capital of this attribute as well. The question remains
whether the ‘whiteness’ of the ethnic Angli can really be seen to denigrate
darker-complexioned Britons. Classical writers spoke of Celtic tribes as
“fair’, but Anglo-Saxon perception may have been different. In Old Eng-
lish literary texts, we find that hwitloccedu (‘white-haired’) is used as a
sign of high status, while (in the Riddles) wonfeax (dark-haired), sweart
(dark, swarthy) and saloneb (dark-nosed) are terms employed to describe
Britons.”* Colour-coding as a marker of ethnicity is complicated by the
fact that blackness is used as socially symbolic for an enslaved people. If
there is an implicit contrast, it points to cultural and religious difference
rather than anything that is exactly ‘ethnic’. Blackness as a symbol of
otherness and faithlessness is habitually employed in the early-medieval
period.”®

At the same time, the fair-complexioned heritage of the Germanic Angli
fits exegetical schemes of colour symbolism. Bede proffers the legend as
verification that the English were chosen as recipients of true faith, which
he unequivocally equates with Roman orthodoxy. As argued above, the
legend as set out in the Ecclesiastical History works against the ethnically
distinct Britons. One must concur with Foley and Higham, who concluded
that Bede’s stereotyping must be seen as ethnic denigration of the British.
However, Bede commends some British Christians as saints to be imitated;
that he speaks triumphantly about the re-conversion of the Picts and the
Irish to Roman orthodoxy further holds out a promise for the salvation of
the Britons. After all, Bede admits that Britons could convert to the true
ways of the Church, by depicting them in terms of Jews who come late to
the faith.”®

It must be noted that Bede never colour-codes his antagonism towards
the Britons. In general, he appears not to have supported a notion that the
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connection between ethnicity and salvation was immutably fixed. We see
this most clearly in his discussion of rewards at the Last Judgement:

. the good will be rewarded with what is good and the evil in
accordance with the confession of their evil deeds, just as it may
immediately and without difficulty be determined which colour is
right for a black Ethiopian and a white Saxon, even if they are given
the same colour. But it is different for the pictorial arts, where the
picture that promises to represent truly is accused of utter, shame-
less lying, unless each individual is depicted with his own colour and
appearance.”’

As this shows, neither skin colour nor ethnicity was apparently the basis for
constructing theological arguments.

A NORTHERN PEOPLE SAVED BY FAITH

In this chapter, I have attempted to explore some of the complexities of the
legend of Gregory and the Angli. We can see this as an ‘origin legend’ that
imagines the moment when the Roman mission to Britain was conceived.
It is a rhetorical construction that mixes notions of ethnicity with carefully
studied religious symbolism. The crux of the argument presented above is
that this legend formed a part of cultural and religious propaganda. The
legend must have taken form not in Rome, but in Northumbria, where the
agonizing memory of late acceptance of Roman tradition was to be sup-
pressed. The anecdote of the northern boys helped to backdate the special
connection with Rome.

Both the Whitby author and Bede insist that the story was generally
known, but the meaning invested in the legend varies in the Vita and the
Ecclesiastical History: these texts have come from two different contexts,
each with their own ideological ends. The legend had a special function
for the writer of the Vita, since references to Deira and King Alle linked
the Roman mission concretely with Abbess £lffled and Whitby, heirs to the
Deiran dynastic line. This was a bid for Whitby’s status as a place where the
banner of the Roman mission was flown. Writing decades later at the monas-
tic foundation of Jarrow, Bede’s adaptation of the legend is divested of any
concrete attempt at utilizing it closely within a familial context. Rather, he
broadens the meaning by highlighting it as a case for the supremacy of the
Romanized Angli against the wayward Christian practices of the Britons,
an important theme that runs throughout his Ecclesiastical History. Other
early adaptations from this time — could they be found — may have repur-
posed the anecdote in yet further ways.

Concerning the tense relationship between the Celtic population and
the Germanic invaders, who had settled in Britain, one of Bede’s comments
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requires critical attention. In the context of discussing the English missions
that went out to the pagan north of Germania, he lists various continental
tribes from which the English ‘are known to have derived their race and
origin’. These are primarily warrior races (Danes, Huns, Old Saxons), as
was commented upon in the previous chapter. Due to this origin, Bede tells
us, the English ‘are still corruptly called “Garmans” by the neighbouring
nation of the Britons’ (HE 5.9).°® Bede would have known that the regular
Latin form of the ethnonym is Germani (as it appears in the writings of
Caesar, Cicero, and others), and he himself uses this standard in his writ-
ing. Garmani has an orthography that corresponds with a development of
er > ar in Vulgar Latin. This sound change is attested in Welsh loanwords,
for which reason it has been suggested that Bede’s Garmani may refer to
a Vulgar Latin form, which was preserved in post-Roman Britain but lost
elsewhere.” But is it only because of an un-shifted vowel that Bede says it is
‘corrupt’? The term Germani was often associated with Gaul or the Franks
in the centuries before Bede was writing.'%° Thus, Bede could mean that the
English were not a branch of the Franks. However, it is more likely, I will
contend, that Garmani relates to stereotypical conceptions of peoples from
Germania as inherently warlike and violent.!°! The early Roman geogra-
pher Pomponius Mela, for instance, says that the peoples of Germania wage
war with their neighbours and provoke martial conflict for sheer pleasure
rather than for the pleasure of ruling.'%% Likewise, Seneca, in his treatise
De Ira (On Anger), talks about the Germani as an irascible people ‘prone
to anger’ (prona in iram sunt) (2.15), and in Quaestiones naturales, he calls
them ‘eager for war’ (Germanos, auidam belli gentem) (6.7).193

The apparently Cambro-Latin morphology of Garmani in Bede’s text
may offer support for this interpretation. In regard to the possible etymol-
ogy for ‘Germanic’, the OED refers to the Celtic gair (neighbour), or gairm
(battle-cry). In support of the second possibility, the etymologist Eric Par-
tridge further suggests a relation to the Celtic *gar (to shout), making it
a description of Germanic tribes as ‘the Noisy Men’.!%* Perhaps shouting
could have been a reference to their intimidation tactics when facing an
enemy at war? The fourth-century historian, Ammianus Marcellinus, for
example, describes how an army of Germani ‘raised as great a trumpeting
call (gestu terrentes barritum) as possible: this shout, rising from a spare
rumble and gradually growing to a din’.1%

Whatever Bede’s ear may have caught, which is obscure to us today, he
may have understood this British term Garmani to imply that the English
were ‘war-men’. % To declare this sense as ‘corrupt’ makes immediate sense
in the context of Bede’s claim in Book 5 that the English had put their
war-like behaviour behind them when they accepted Christianity. At the
very end of the Historia ecclesiastica, Bede gives an account of how the
Christianized Northumbrians put aside their weapons in order to dedi-
cate themselves and their children to monastic vows rather than study the
practice of war (bellicis exercere) (HE 5.23). This is a fitting conclusion to
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Bede’s history, which has traced how warlike peoples from the North were
transformed into a holy nation through the influence of the Roman Church.
The tribal definition of Angli — a northern race — provides a focus for this,
which has a function beyond the obvious opportunities for punning. The
narrative arc that Bede presents recalls the structural economy of ‘national
histories’ discussed in Chapter Three of the present book; it has elements of
a Heilsgeschichte, through which the nation redeems itself from paganism
and accepts Christianity.
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Bernicia’ in a way that may possibly be interpreted as ethnic, when giving an
account of the Christian mission among them: nullum altare in tota Bernicio-
rum gente erectum est.
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The most thorough treatment of these aspects can be found in Stephen
J. Harris, ‘Bede and Gregory’s Allusive Angles’, Criticism 44. 3 (2002): 271-89;
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refulgens. See also Janes, God and Gold, 72.
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Harris, Race and Ethnicity, 49.

Just as often Germanic hair was said to be red, a characteristic that Roman
writers also noted for the Celts. See Walter Pohl, “Telling the Difference: Signs
of Ethnic Identity’, repr. in From Roman Provinces to Medieval Kingdoms, ed.
F. X. Noble, 120-67. London and New York: Routledge, 2006.

Procopius Caesariensis, De Bello Vandalico, 1.2, ed. G. Dindorfii, Corpus
scriptorum historiae Byzantinae 18 (Bonn: E. Weber, 1833), p. 313: ommnibus
candida, flava caesaries, corpus procerum, facies liberalis.

Isidore, Etymologiarum, 19.23.6, col. 0689A: ut videmus cirros Germanorum.
Philip Shaw, ‘Hair and Heathens: Picturing Pagans and the Carolingian Con-
nection in the Exeter Book and Beowulf-Manuscript’, Texts and Identities in
the Early Middle Ages, ed. by Richard Corradini, Rob Meens, Christina Pos-
sel and Philip Shaw, Forschungen zur Geschichte des Mittelalters, 12 (Vienna:
Osterreichischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, 2006), 345-57.

The Old English text of the laws of Athelbert can be found on pp. 3-8 in Gese-
tze der Angelsachsen, ed. and trans. F. Lieberman, vol. 1 (Halle: Max Niemeyer,
1903), §33.

Laws of Alfred in Gesetze, pp. 26-88, §35. See further Nicholas Higham, An
English Empire: Bede and the Early Anglo-Saxon Kings (Manchester: Man-
chester UP, 1995), 236.

For a discussion of race in the Riddles, see Anderson, Folk-Taxonomies, 142,
John W. Tanke, ‘Wonfeax Wale: Ideology and Figuration in the Sexual Riddles
of the Exeter Book’, in Class and Gender in Early English Literature: Intersec-
tion, ed. B. ]J. Harwood and G. R. Overing (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1994), 24-6; and David A. E. Pelteret, Slavery in Early Mediaeval Eng-
land from the Reign of Alfred until the Twelfth Century (Woodbridge: Boydell
Press, 1995), 52.
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in David Bindman and Henry Louis Gates, Jr’s collection, The Image of the
Black in Western Art,Vol. 2, Parts 1 and 2, new edn. (Cambridge, MA: Belknap
Press of Harvard University Press, 2010).

Foley and Higham, ‘Bede on the Britons’, 169-72.

Bede, Opera, Part 2. Opera exegetica, 2. In primam partem Samubelis libri
II1,2.10: ... tamen in praemiorum receptione boni nisi bona nec mali nisi sola
quae gessere se cum sua mala referunt, quo modo unis licet iisdemque colori-
bus scripti niger Aethiops, et Saxo candidus, cuius sit quisque coloris indigena
possunt facile statim et sine ulla controversia discerni, at aliter in pictura, ubi
nisi sui quisque coloris sicut et habitus deformetur mendacii prorsus impuden-
tis tabula quae imaginem promisit, arguitur.

Quarum in Germania plurimas nouerat esse nationes, a quibus Angli uel Sax-
ones, qui nunc Brittaniam incolunt, genus et originem duxisse noscuntur; unde
hactenus a wicina gente Brettonum corrupte Garmani nuncupantur.

Kenneth H. Jackson, Language and History in Early Britain (Edinburgh: Edin-
burgh UP, 1953), 281. See also Alaric Hall, ‘Interlinguistic Communication in
Bede’s Historia ecclsiastica gentis Anglorum?’, in Interfaces between Language
and Culture in Medieval England: A Festschrift for Matti Kilpio, ed. Alaric
Hall, et al. (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2010), 55-62.

See Pohl, ‘Telling the Difference’, 125.

For examples, see Benjamin Isaac, The Invention of Racism in Classical Antig-
uity (Princeton N.].: Princeton UP, 2004), 427-39.
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102. Pomponius Mela, Pomponius Mela’s Description of the World, 3.27, trans.
F. E. Romer (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1997), p. 109.

103. Quoted in Isaac, Invention of Racism, 431.

104. Eric Partridge, Origins: Etymological Dictionary of Modern English, 4th edn.
(London: Routledge, 1977).

105. Quoted in Michael P. Speidel, Ancient Germanic Warriors: Warrior Styles from
Trajan’s Column to Icelandic Sagas (London: Routledge, 2004), 225 note.

106. Bede’s knowledge of Celtic is not known, but he traces the root meaning
of Celtic names elsewhere in the Historia. For instance, Bede recounts how
the Scotti area of Dalreudini comes from ‘Dal, in their language signifying
a part’ (HE 1.1). In fact, it means ‘valley’ or ‘meadow’, so Bede is possibly
confusing it with OE del, which means ‘part’. For this confusion, see note
in HE on pp. 18-19. For another of Bede’s etymologies on Celtic names, see
HE 1.12.
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6 Scandinavian Ancestors in
Anglo-Saxon Texts

In the Middle Ages, lists of genealogies were for the elite and these texts
survived only for royals, bishops, and other important members of society.
One of the primary objectives of the genealogical list was to confer authority
upon the present office holder by connecting him with a long line of illustri-
ous ancestors. The Anglo-Saxon regal list (stirps regia) was also a way of
establishing a people’s communality insofar as a roster of royal forefathers
was meant to represent the history of the people they governed.! In this way,
the regal list was also an ethnic legend in an abridged format, as lists could
include references to ancestors in far-off places.

Genealogical listing was a mode of symbolic self-representation liable
to adjustment. Bede was aware that lines of descent — even those relating
to kings of historical time — could be manipulated. For instance, in Book 1,
ch. 3, he recounts how the regal list of the Northumbrian kings deliberately
omitted the names of apostate kings — the two pagan rulers, Osric and
Eanfrid — who ruled between Edwin and Oswald. The years for the reign of
Northumbrian kings were then officially incorporated into that of Oswald’s
rule. Bede notes that this was in order to present a descent of only worthy
Christian ancestors.”

Manipulation of regnal lists not only involved erasures but also additions.
In Bede’s text (HE 2.5), the historical King Athelberht (c. 560-616) is con-
nected with a number of legendary ancestors, the terminal figure of which is
Woden. We are told that this pagan god was the founding figure for Anglo-
Saxon royal houses in the eighth century. But if we examine West Saxon
genealogy (recorded in the late ninth century), several ancestors beyond
Woden were since included. Genealogy is now traced in a direct line back
through Noah to Adam, the first man. In this way, West Saxon descent now
encompassed historical kings, legendary figures, Germanic deities, and bibli-
cal patriarchs.® The Anglo-Saxon elite saw themselves as part of world his-
tory: they were a people elected by God, who had once been heroic warriors.

The purpose of this chapter is to examine whether claims to Scandina-
vian ancestry helped to legitimize English kingship and provide it with a
charisma suitable for militant rulers. The chapter falls into three sections.
The first section is an investigation of Bede’s report in Historia ecclesias-
tica gentis Anglorum of how eighth-century kingdoms traced their royal
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lineage back to Woden. Prior to the introduction of Christianity, Woden — a
name cognate of the warrior deity Odinn in Norse mythological texts — had
been worshipped as a god in England. But how are we to understand the
inclusion of this (northern) pagan god in royal genealogies? Much has been
said about the inclusion of Celtic names in the West Saxon royal geneal-
ogy (perhaps pointing to ethnic mixing on the elite level), but the extent
to which an idea of Scandinavian heritage is found in these texts is yet to
receive focused attention. In the second section, attention turns to the fig-
ures Scef and Scyld, who were incontrovertibly seen as ‘Scandinavian’ ances-
tors, included in West Saxon royal genealogy. The last section of the chapter
addresses the relationship between English tradition and Nordic sources. It
is the argument here that some of the ‘native’ ancestral figures that appear in
Nordic tradition were, in fact, loans from Anglo-Saxon tradition.

WODEN AND SCANDINAVIAN ORIGINS?

Bede’s statement that ‘the royal families of many [English] kingdoms
claimed their descent’ from the stock of Woden (HE 1.15) is confirmed by
lists included in the Cambro-Latin Historia Brittonum (first compiled c.
820). This work draws on Anglo-Saxon material, which has its origin in the
eighth century. This is a series of four manuscripts with pedigrees for royal
houses of various English kingdoms. All of these royal houses have Woden
as their ancestor.

The lineage going back to a god chimes with some of the earliest tex-
tual information we have of Germanic pagan culture. At the end of the
1st century AD, the Roman historian Tacitus recounts how Germanic tribes
traced their progenitor as ‘born by a god’, which was either the deity Man-
nus or Tuisto.* We know that Woden was worshipped in pagan England.’
Thus, it has been assumed that the inclusion of Woden in royal genealogies
was residual from pagan times.® But the question is how Bede or other
Christian writers actually viewed the inclusion of Woden in royal genealo-
gies. They certainly must have ascribed his inclusion to euhemerism, i.e.
Woden was a hero so powerful that he had been mistaken for a god in more
primitive times. However, as Molly Miller cogently argues, Bede saw him-
self as a historian of the successful conversion to Christianity in England;
he would therefore not have mentioned that Anglo-Saxon kings still traced
their descent from a pagan god unless he knew it to be propaganda. We may
therefore also surmise that Woden’s inclusion in royal genealogy was under-
stood symbolically, perhaps as a marker of warrior blood. Perhaps, the men-
tion of Woden stressed legacies of military strength, in the same way as ‘lion’
would later be used as an appellation to define England’s medieval warrior
rulers with a reputation for bravery (such as Richard I, ‘the Lionheart’).

In his tenth-century chronicle, the Anglo-Saxon ealdorman ZAthelweard
discusses Woden as an ancestor of the West Saxon kings. He claims
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that Woden was, in fact, a historical king whom the ‘northern peoples
laquilonales| ... worship as a god even to the present day, that is the Danes
[Dani], the Northmen [Northmanni], and the Swedes [Suevi]’.” Only a little
later in the text, Athelweard emphasizes that English kings were of northern
extraction, when he notes that sixth-century King Ida and his Northumbrian
family “derive the beginning of their royalty and nobility from Woden’.® T
will suggest that the underlying argument here is two-fold. Athelweard rec-
ognizes that English kings traced their ancestry to eminent warrior kings
of the North. Therefore, the English could match the contemporary raiders
that arrived from Scandinavia. At the same time, Athelweard is jeering at
the Scandinavians who worshipped an Anglo-Saxon ancestor as a god.

Following on from this, I will suggest that Woden may in fact have been
adopted into genealogical lists after the Anglo-Saxons had converted to
Christianity. For comparative evidence, the medievalist Karl Hauck has
documented how royal descent was traced to pagan gods long after the con-
version to Christianity among a number of Germanic nations.” For England,
there is further evidence that divine or semi-divine ancestors were added
very late in Anglo-Saxon manuscript tradition. One example of this is the
figure Geat. In the Anglian Collection, the terminal ancestor for the Kentish
line is Woden. However, in the later Historia Brittonum, another five gen-
erations are added beyond Woden to the Kentish list of kings. The list now
terminates with Geat, ‘who was, as they say, the son of a god [filius ... dei]’.
The text (which is an outside view on Anglo-Saxon tradition) proceeds to
condemn the pagan Anglo-Saxons, who had been blinded by some demon
(demone caecati) and therefore worshipped this figure.'? But the extension
back to Geat is registered for the first time in the eighth-century Anglian
Collection and was most certainly an addition belonging to a time after the
conversion to Christianity. This shows us that it was possible to continue to
use Germanic mythology for symbolic purposes.

The question I will focus on here is whether or not Woden carried a sense
of geographical and/or ethnic origin in post-conversion times, and if his
status as an ancestor was connected with an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legend.
In this respect, we may look at the Anglian Collection, which lists royal
pedigrees for the houses of Deira, Bernica, East Anglia, Kent, and Lindsey.
Three of the manuscripts also contain lists for Northumbrian and Mercian
royals, as well as a West Saxon line of ancestors. All of the royal houses have
Woden as their ancestor. The royal lines listed in the manuscripts of the col-
lection are primarily those that were descendants of the Anglians, according
to Bede’s history.

David Dumville offers cogent reasons for arguing that the archetype of
the Anglian Collection was probably composed in the second half of the
eighth century, most likely in Northumbria, and that a political purpose lies
behind it. When Northumbrian kings gained suzerainty over new areas of
England, a recalibrated chart of royal genealogies could have been required
to show that new, dependent kingdoms had a common origin. Certainly,
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to record the past in such a systematic and exhaustive manner is a way of
communicating a power to organize, which only a superior king could com-
mand.!! In terms of Weberian Idealtypen, Woden now comes to represent
a paradigmatic identity (a culture hero for a larger community). This can
also be seen in terms of what Paul Ricoeur calls ‘symbolic action’, which is
intended to create an ‘integrative structure for a group’. Ricoeur relates how
the celebration of symbolic origins can become ‘a device for the system of
power to preserve its power’, making it ‘a defensive and protective act on
the part of the rulers’.!?

There could be some significance to the fact that primarily Anglian
houses included Woden. In comparison, we know that the East Saxons
listed Seaxnet as their founding figure. This is a name cognate of the pagan
god Saxnot, who was idolized by the continental Saxons.'® Saxnot appears
in a passage from the ninth-century baptismal formula ‘Abrenunciatio and
Credo’."* Thus, Woden appears to have been a badge of Anglian rather than
a Saxon identity. But at some point, the West Saxons pulled in Woden as
their ancestor (and perhaps this is why they could be included in the Anglian
Collection). As already noted, royal lists were subject to manipulation when
political advantages could be achieved, so the adoption could have hap-
pened during the seventh century, when the West Saxon kings sought alli-
ances with Anglian kingdoms against colonialist Mercia. Alternatively, it
could have occurred a little later when Wessex (possibly) accepted Mercian
overrule.

As discussed in previous chapters, the Angles (Bede’s Angli) were believed
to derive from the northern parts of Europe. Indeed, some sort of contact
with the Scandinavian Kulturkreis was upheld for a long time after arrival
in Britain. Anglian kingdoms show many links to Scandinavia, as evidenced
by finds of various dress items. The most extensive study of this contact
is provided by archaeologist John Hines, who has examined a number of
dress accessories (clasps, square-headed brooches, bracteates, scutiform pen-
dants, cruciform brooches, equal-armed brooches, and annular brooches) as
evidence of Anglian links with Scandinavia in the pre-Viking period. Hines
suggests that a migration from Scandinavia into Anglian England took place,
especially from areas around Kattegat in the southern Baltic (present-day
Denmark), as well as from western Norway.!> Recent developments in
archaeological studies tend to place more emphasis on trade than migra-
tion when assessing the ‘ethnicity’ of finds (a possibility for which Hines
also allows). But no matter whether one or the other explanation is more
valid, the fact that Anglian England upheld associations with Scandinavia
is relevant when considering the inclusion of Woden in Anglian genealogies.

However, Scandinavian fashion was increasingly stigmatized when Viking
hostilities began. While Alcuin was in employment as an advisor to Char-
lemagne in Francia, he stayed for some time in Northumbria during 790.
After the Viking sack of Lindisfarne in 793, he wrote to the Northumbrian
King Athelred to complain about the conspicuous imitation of the pagans in
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his kingdom: ‘Consider the dress, the way of wearing the hair ... Look at
your trimming of beard and hair, in which you have wished to resemble the
pagans. Are you not menaced by terror of them whose fashion you wished
to follow?’!® Since there were no Scandinavian settlements in Northumbria
at this time, we must presume that such fashion was known through trade
and long-standing cultural links. Evidently, Alcuin points to a connection
between fashion and cultural allegiance, which is pertinent to an assessment
of Anglian England.

Although Woden had been worshipped in England and other places on
the European continent, there is evidence that Christian commentators of the
Middle Ages came to associate Woden specifically with Scandinavia, where
he continued to be worshipped until late in the period. The texts discussed
in relation to the Langobardic tradition in Chapter Three suggest that the
link to Woden was utilized to signal ethnic belonging. The seventh-century
‘Fredegar’ Chronicle, for example, mentions that the Langobards were fol-
lowers of the god they called Wodano; this is information provided along-
side the reference to their origin in Scandinavia.!” It is reasonable to assume
that the author intends the two pieces of information to support each other.
In Paul the Deacon’s history of the Langobards, there is an unmistakable
attempt to create coherence between the story of the Langobards’ ‘out-of-
Scandinavia® legend and their pagan worship of Wotan.'® Paul informs us
that Wotan was worshipped by all the Germanic peoples (ab universis Ger-
maniae gentibus ut deus adoratur) (1.9). Logically, this statement, which is
in the present tense, cannot refer to all ‘Germanic people’, as Paul was writ-
ing at the end of the eighth century. Certainly, he knew that Wotan was not
worshipped in areas under the control of the expanding Christian Frankish
empire, which he served for several years. It must therefore be intended to
point specifically to the northernmost and pagan people inhabiting Scadi-
navia (1.7). Paul could have obtained knowledge of the religion practised
in Scandinavia from records of the Frankish mission to the northern parts
of the continent. For example, the monk Willibrord’s mission to the Frisian
and Danes at the turn of the eighth century was supported by the Austrasian
Frankish King Pepin II.

In England, knowledge about Scandinavian paganism had a more direct
route of transmission through contact with both raiders and peaceful
settlers from the late eighth century onwards. The Anglo-Saxon ealdorman,
Athelweard, who was mentioned above, draws heavily on this knowledge.
When tracing West Saxon royal genealogy in his chronicle, he seems to empha-
size that the strength of the royal ancestors was so great that they were wor-
shipped as gods by the backward Scandinavians. This is how one may interpret
Athelweard’s ‘scandinavianization’ of Woden’s name, so it appears both as
Vuothen (1.4) and Wothen (2.2) — thereby replacing the Old English medial d
with a th. This is likely an attempt at appropriating the name to the Old Norse
form ‘Odinn’." AEthelweard also manipulates other names in Anglo-Saxon
royal lines to resemble Scandinavian name forms. In the West Saxon geneal-
ogy, Woden’s son Baldag (as he is named in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle) is
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replaced with the name Balder, i.e. the Norse god, Baldr (3.4). In reference to
the Kentish royal genealogy, Wecta, another of Woden’s sons, is called Vuithar
(1.4), and the name Withar (2.2) is presumably an attempt to approach the
name of an Anglo-Saxon ancestor to the Norse god Vidarr.?? The ‘scandinavi-
anization’ of genealogy shows us that Athelweard highlighted Woden and his
descendants as specifically northern kings of the Anglo-Saxon past. The Old
English and Norse forms of Woden’s sons are not exact cognates, for which
reason ZAthelweard’s linking of English kings and Scandinavian deities is a
speculative reconfiguration that evokes these kings as so powerful that they
were considered to be gods by unenlightened pagans.

As a chief god who had many sons, Woden was an obvious choice to use
as a founding father figure. But let us briefly focus on his cognate, Odinn, as
he is mentioned in the prologue to the Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson’s
early thirteenth-century Prose Edda. The treatment Odinn is given here is
important because it is an elaborate post-conversion endeavour to use this
figure in relation to royal genealogy. It is simultaneously the construction of
an origin legend. Snorri deliberately concocts a fallacious etymology. Odinn
was chief among the Norse gods, the @sir (singular dss, god), which Snorri
interprets as Asiamanna, i.e. men of Asia. These men had their homeland
in Troy.?! As Odinn, a powerful (human) chieftain, migrated northwards
towards Scandinavia with his retinue, he set his sons to rule in Westphalia
(Germany), Francia, Jutland, Norway, and England. Odinn himself settled
in Sweden at Sigtuna, near present-day Stockholm. Snorri uses Odinn as a
culture bearer, someone from whom a family of Germanic nations can trace
their institutions and language. For instance, Snorri recounts how Odinn
set up a code of law and set 12 rulers to administer the laws of the land
(medieval Scandinavian juries had 12 members). But most important is the
Germanic language, which he brought with him. Snorri writes:

Over Saxland and all over the northern half of the world they spread
out until their tongue, even the speech of the men of Asia, was the
native tongue over all these lands. Therefore men think that they can
perceive, from their forefathers’ names which are written down, that
those names belonged to this tongue, and that the Asir brought the
tongue hither into the northern region, into Norway and into Sweden,
into Denmark and into Saxland. But in England there are ancient lists
of land-names and place-names which may show that these names
came from another tongue [i.e. Celtic] than this.??

By associating Odinn with the East, which was traditionally considered the
birthplace of literature, Snorri is able to explain the spectacular flourish of
skaldic poetry in the North, which he collects in the Prose Edda.>? But what is
specifically interesting here is that Snorri tells us that his information on Eng-
land was derived from English texts. The text of geographical names which
he mentions sounds most of all like the Doomsday Book. But he seems also
to have had access to Anglo-Saxon regnal lists of genealogy. Among the sons
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of Odinn, Snorri mentions Skjéldr, a figure who appears in Anglo-Saxon lists
of royal ancestors as Scyld. It is the legends surrounding this figure which are
now to be considered.

THE LEGEND OF SCYLD SCEFING

References to Scyld (and his ghost-twin Scef) in English sources are perplex-
ing. Therefore, it is useful to show their genealogical position in various
sources to be discussed below. The following table provides a schematic
overview of the relationship in descending order:

Table 6.1 Genealogies from Scef to Geat in Anglo-Saxon Sources

Beowulf Asser Vita Anglo-Saxon Athelweard, William of
Alfredi Chronicle Cotton MS.  Chronicon Malmesbury,
Tiberius A vi/Cotton Gesta regum
MS. Tiberius B i Anglorum
Scef (?) Seth Sceaf Scef Strephius
Beduuig Bedwig Bedwegius
Huala Hwala Gwala
Hathra Hadra Hadra
Hermod Itermon Stermonius
Heremod Heremodius
Sceaf
Scyld Sceldwa Sceldwea/Scyldwa Scyld Sceldius
Beo Beauu Beaw Beo Beowius
Tetuaa Caetuua Tetwa Tetuua Tetius
Geat Geata Geat/Geata Geat Getius

To begin with the text of Beowulf — the prologue to this poem recounts
the story of a good and glorious king named Scyld arriving as a found-
ling in a boat to the shores of the Danes (ll. 1-11). Subsequently, Scyld
becomes the first in the Danish line of legendary kings known as Scyld-
ingas. In Beowulf, Scyld is described as a warrior king who makes other
peoples submit to his rule. His son, also called Beowulf, will also make
a name for himself as a warrior whose fame resounds throughout scede-
land (1. 19), a wider northern area (perhaps Scandinavia?). Scyld serves
the same function as Woden: he is the founding king for a long line of
warrior-kings. The royal line of Scyldingas is still in power at the time the
poem takes place.

In relation to English genealogy, Scyld is also an interesting figure, since
cognates of his name appear as an ancestor of the West Saxon kings. In the
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Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (in the entry for the year 855), we find reference
to Sceldwea (MS A)/Scyldwa (MS B), separated by ten generations from
Woden.?* But what information can we extract about the legend of Scyld?
Some historians have taken the existence of place names in England, such as
Scyldes Treow and Scildes Well, as proof that Scyld was a semi-divine hero
popularly celebrated in England.?> However, these names may just as well
refer to Woden (known to have been worshipped in pagan England), since
he was sometimes given the appellation of a shield-god.?® Nonetheless, the
connection to pagan religion may still be relevant. It is worth noting that
the name of this ancient king in Beowulf is given as Scyld Scefing (1. 4). The
meaning of the second constituent could be a patronym, since genealogical
connections are usually marked by an —ing suffix. This indicates that Scyld
was fathered by a figure named Scef. But in the legend to which Beowulf
refers, the name is more likely to have the literal meaning, ‘son of the sheaf’
(OE scedf), which may indicate that this figure was connected with a vegeta-
tion myth.?” In William of Malmesbury’s Gesta regum Anglorum (Deeds
of the English Kings) (c. 1125), the foundling Sceaf is said to have arrived
in a boat decked with a sheaf of corn at his head.”® A connection between
warrior kings and fertility deities is often observed (for example, in relation
to the Arthurian legends). In turn, this is closely related to the overlapping
warrior and fertility functions in Indo-European mythology.”’ But the cen-
tral question for the present study is how Scyld was linked to the North in
Anglo-Saxon legend.

‘Scyld’ is a name cognate of the Old Norse skjoldr, and means ‘shield’.
Thus, when applied to a king, this name takes the meaning of ‘protector’.
This is indeed how the Danish historian Sven Aggesen explains it in his his-
tory of the Danes (12th cent.). Aggesen makes Skjold the first king of the
Danes and says that his name refers to his ability to ‘shield’ Denmark from
the enemies beyond its borders.3? In Beowulf, Scyld is the progenitor of the
line of the Danish Scyldingas — an appellation used for Danish kings no less
than 35 times in the poem. But this usage seems to be confined to the Anglo-
Saxon poem. When the cognate skjoldungr is used in Norse skaldic poetry
of the tenth and eleventh centuries, it refers to kings in general, not just the
Danes. For example, in the mid-twelfth century, the poet Einarr Skilason
calls both God and the Greek emperor yfir-skjoldungr (head-protectors).3!
That the term is not recognized as a term for a house of Danish kings in
early Scandinavian texts suggests that the Scyldings were not a historical
line of kings, but a fiction developed in Anglo-Saxon legend.

However, before reaching any conclusions, one historical text must be
considered. This is the short Historia de Sancto Cuthberto, based mainly on
the charters and records given to the Northumbrian Church of St. Cuthbert.
The text is often dated to the late tenth century, but may not in fact have
been written before the eleventh.3? The author refers to the Viking invaders,
Ivarr the Boneless and his brother Halfdanr (who descended upon York in
867), as Scaldingi, a plural mentioned three times in the text.?? Critics have
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discussed this as reflecting a form of skealdur (<*skeldur), i.e. ‘shield’.*
However, on none of the three occasions does the term name a dynastic
house, as it does in Beowulf; instead, it is a general reference to Danish
invaders. Every time scaldingi is used in the Historia de Sancto Cuthberto,
it is in connection with the slaughter of the English. So it seems more prob-
able that it is a term of opprobrium. Scaldingi could come from the Old
Norse or Old Low Franconian *skalda, which is a vessel propelled by a
punting pole.>® Naming invaders after their characteristic vessels of war is
known from other sources. For example, for the year 896, the Anglo-Saxon
Chronicle refers to esc about the vessel used by the raiding Viking armies.3
This has the meaning of ‘warship’ and is a borrowing from the Old Norse
askr (ash, small barge) in reference to the ships made of, or containing, ash
wood. In England, it was used to describe Scandinavian ships in much the
same way as ‘U-boat’ was used to describe an enemy vessel and ‘submarine’
to describe friendly boats during both World Wars of the twentieth century.
Subsequently, in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle entry for the year 917, we find
the name, @scmanna, in reference to Viking invaders. Similarly, in the sec-
ond half of the eleventh century, Adam of Bremen refers to Scandinavian
Vikings as ascomanni (ash-men).>”

In summary, the most reasonable conclusion to be made about the legend
of Scyld and his line of royal Scyldings is that it was an Anglo-Saxon inven-
tion. Since Scyld, who is said to have resided in Scandinavia, is figured as an
ancestor of Anglo-Saxon royalty, it begs the question if there is a moment
in English history, when it would have been opportune to forge such a link.

The Inclusion of Scyld as an English Ancestor

The earliest datable source that links the Scandinavian Scyld to English royal
genealogy is the A-manuscript of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which is from
the early 790s. Kenneth Sisam, Craig R. Davis, A. L. Meaney, and Roberta
Frank have all produced versions of the argument that a legend of common
Danish and English ancestry was introduced as propaganda for the peace
settlement between King Alfred and the Viking leader Guthrum.3® This was
a legal settlement agreed upon after the Guthrum had suffered defeat at the
Battle of Edington in 878. In five sections, the treaty outlines the boundaries
between the two leaders’ respective dominions and the ways in which their
relationship was to be regulated.?® If the military momentum lay tempo-
rarily with Alfred, the treaty was, if anything, an acknowledgement of the
Vikings existing as a permanent feature of English politics. The Vikings had
to gain something, if they were to accept a peace treaty. The strategy was
to transform the erstwhile raiders into territorial rulers. This offered Alfred
the opportunity to embed the raiders in an existing power structure, rather
than trying to do business with a number of renegade bands.*’ The culmi-
nation of the contact was Guthrum’s baptism in 878, at King Alfred’s royal
estate of Wedmore, near Athelney. The baptism was a moment when former
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enemies came together and honoured each other, enjoying a period of feast-
ing and lavish gift-giving. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle tells us that King
Alfred acted as godfather for Guthrum and 30 of his chief men, and that
Guthrum stayed with Alfred for 12 days. This conversion served to make
the truce legally binding, since contracts could not be sworn unless the two
parties were of the same religion. Hence, the significance of the baptism was
as much political as religious.

Even if it was primarily political savviness that led Alfred to make Guth-
rum’s rule in the east of England official, it seems to have been done with
the hope of mutual reverence. Contrary to what might have been expected,
the language of the pro-Alfredian Anglo-Saxon Chronicle does not seek
to denigrate Guthrum and the Danes, when speaking of the baptism. In
the biographer Asser’s account of the events, we are even told that Alfred
became Guthrum’s spiritual foster-father: in filium adoptionis sibi suscipiens
(receiving him as his son by adoption). Alfred bestowed upon Guthrum the
baptismal name of Athelstan, which happened to be the name of Alfred’s
eldest brother (who had died c. 850), perhaps indicating the familial bonds
that this gesture would create.

After Guthrum, a new Viking leader, Hastein, appeared as an attacker on
English coasts, which is recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for the years
892 and 893. We know that Alfred came to terms with him; and Hastein’s
two sons were christened, with Alfred and Ealdorman Athelred of the Mer-
cians as their respective godfathers. Hastein gave Alfred oaths, and Alfred
made Hastein generous gifts of money.*! It is perfectly possible that such
splicing of genealogical lines would have been initiated as a consequence of
bringing the Danes into King Alfred’s familia.

To understand how such symbolic ethno-politics could work, we may
turn to poetry composed at the Carolingian court. Francia also faced serious
trouble from Viking raiders. The Frankish response was similar to that of
the Anglo-Saxon kings. In fact, there are a number of documented cases in
which Danish Viking leaders were christened by Frankish kings in the ninth
century. Benefices in the form of Frisian land were issued as an effective
policy for containing the threat from the North.** Of interest to the present
discussion are verses composed on the occasion of the Danish King Harald
Klak’s baptism in 826, at Louis the Pious’s court at Mainz. The background
was that Harald had fled from Denmark, as his rival to the throne, Horik
I, ousted him. Louis the Pious offered Harald a dukedom in Frisia. Harald
agreed, and his family and the Danes with him were baptized in Ingelheim
am Rhein. The Frankish poet Ermold the Black, celebrated the baptism over
350 hexameter lines, entitled ‘In Honour of Louis the Pious’.

In this poem, Ermold clearly attempts to eulogize Frankish superiority,
commending Louis” Christianity, claiming the Danes to have been misled by
Satan, and thereby symbolically making Louis their deliverer from damna-
tion.*> The Danes are paid a backhanded compliment: they are ‘quick, agile
and too passionate for weapons’ (veloces, agiles, armigerique nimis).** These



162 Scandinavian Ancestors in Anglo-Saxon Texts

are all qualities borrowed from classical literature. We are to understand that
some of these warrior traits were also shared by the Franks. In the following
lines, Ermold makes the assertion that Danes and Franks were ethnically
connected. The Danes have a fair complexion and a noble stature, and ‘the
Frankish people are sprung from them, so the legend relates’ (pulcher adest
facie, vultuque statuque decorus / Unde genus Francis adfore fama refert). ¥
It is important that Ermold wrote his poem as an outsider who tried to
ingratiate himself with Louis and thereby end his exile from court.*® Thus,
he must have known that his statement about the Franks deriving from the
Danes was in line with official ideology. The fact that Ermold ethnically con-
nected the Danes and Franks in a poem composed for the baptism raises the
stakes for a splicing of genealogies in connection with a celebration of peace
between Danish and English armies in Anglo-Saxon texts.

That English poetic praise of Scandinavians was imaginable during the
Viking Age comes within the scope of reason as soon as we realize that
connections between Scandinavians and English noble families were some-
times close. For example, we may turn to the court of King Athelstan, who
ruled the West Saxons and Mercians from 924/925 to 939. Athelstan had
a half-sister married to the Norwegian warrior Egil Skallagrimsson, who
appears as the protagonist in Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar (perhaps writ-
ten by Snorri Sturluson c. 1230). The saga tells us that the Norwegian King
Hakon Haraldsson (d. 960/961) had been Athelstan’s foster son, for which
reason he was nicknamed Adalsteinsfostri. We also hear of how Egil and his
brother fight on behalf of Athelstan against Olaf ‘King of Scots’; Egil leads
an English division, and his brother leads a contingent of Norwegians.*’
Egil was both a warrior and an accomplished skald, and he is said to have
composed a long praise poem (drdpa) to Athelstan after the battle, of which
extracts are given in chapter 55 of the saga. That a Norwegian wrote a
praise poem for an English king about his victory over a ruler with Norwe-
gian ancestry shows us that political and ethnic affiliations were in a state
of flux.

Roberta Frank has argued that by acquiring a Scandinavian ancestor
named Scyld, King Alfred strengthened his position in the Danelaw, among
Danish immigrants.*® But, this hypothesis requires qualification, since per-
suasive propaganda aimed at ninth-century Danes in England would only be
effective if they knew King Scyld from their own legends. As we have seen,
there is no positive evidence for this. So, if the joining of Danish and English
royal lines signposted consanguinity, it may primarily have been a political
move with a domestic orientation. It could have worked to justify Alfred’s
policy of incorporating the Danes in his familia. We know from Asser’s
vita of King Alfred that there were Danes among the king’s multi-national
group of attendants and advisors. Asser’s attitude towards them cannot be
mistaken. He refers to them using a term of opprobrium: pagani (heathens)
(c. 76). The same term is even confusingly used about those Danes associ-
ated with the monasteries that Alfred founded (c. 94). Asser’s persistent use
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of such hostile terminology shows us that a construction of genealogical
connections could have been necessary to legitimize Alfred’s policy of con-
ciliation with Viking leaders. Thus, it is worth a suggestion that we should
see the inclusion of Scyld in West Saxon genealogy as propaganda aimed
at those Anglo-Saxon noblemen whose approval Alfred solicited for his
appeasement policy.

Towards Jordanes

The legend of Scyld Scefing, as he is named in the prologue to Beowulf,
must have been known to the early West Saxon chroniclers of the ninth
century. We can see this because the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle includes both
Scyld and a figure named Sceaf in the royal genealogy.*” The chroniclers
evidently understood the term Scefing as patronymic rather than meaning
‘of the sheaf’ (which is the rival interpretation most likely found in the pro-
logue to Beowulf). Thus, they divided them into two separate figures, five
generations apart.

Interestingly, the names interpolated between them (Heremod, Itermon
Haora, Hwala, Bedwig) look like Scandinavian names. A Heremod is men-
tioned in a short account of his exile in Beowulf, where he appears to have
been a Danish king (1. 291). Itermon and Hadra are not known from other
sources. But Hwala may be the same king who is mentioned in the poem
Widsith (1. 14), as an illustrious ruler (with no determinable ethnicity).
Finally, concerning Bedwig, Erik Bjorkman suggested a long time ago that
the d in the name is a scribal mistake for o, making it another Scandinavian-
sounding name.>? This guess is to some extent justified by the fact that the
name appears as Beowi in the D-text of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. It is
possible, as Michael Lapidge suggests, that ninth-century chroniclers plun-
dered Anglo-Saxon verse legends about the Old North when searching for
ancestors to include in the Scandinavian branch of the genealogy.’!

There is the addition of a legend linking Sceaf to biblical narratives in the
B- and C-texts of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle — thereby making this figure
a link between the northern ancestors and biblical genealogy. The addition
comes in the form of a scribal Latin gloss: id est filius Noe, se was geboren
on peere earce Noes (MS C) (he is the son of Noah, he was born in Noah’s
ark). As the son of Noah, Scef appears in an ancestral position otherwise tra-
ditionally assigned to only three sons — Ham, Shem and Japhet — who were
known as the founders of the postdiluvian human races. Assigning ethnicity
to the peoples of the world in accordance with their postulated descent from
these sons of Noah was a theory expounded by the first-century scholar Jose-
phus and then transmitted in Isidore of Seville’s Etymologies, which made it
available to Anglo-Saxon chroniclers. But the idea of Noah having a fourth
son was clearly unorthodox. It probably had the function of establishing a
special claim for the North-Germanic nations. Japhet was traditionally seen
to have been responsible for peopling Europe, but the need to locate a figure
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who one could claim as the progenitor of the North (distinct from the ‘old’
Europe of Rome or Greece) seems to have been felt.

A patriotic urge to highlight a specific Northern history is reflected in the
work of the English abbot Zlfric of Eynsham (c. 955—c. 1010), who wrote
extensive commentaries on the Old Testament. In his writing, the orthodox
format of three sons is preserved, but Japheth is enlisted as an ancestor with
particular relevance for peoples of the North Sea littoral:

From Ham, Noah’s son, came the Canaanites, and from Japheth,
the younger, who was blessed by Noah, came the northern people
beside the north sea, for the three parts [of the world] are divided in
them [sons of Noah], Asia in the eastern kingdom for the eldest son,
Africa in the southern part to Ham’s kin, and Europe in the north for
Japheth’s offspring.>?

In fact, the desire for locating a specific figure who could be the progenitor
of the northern Europeans was still to be seen in the fifteenth-century scroll
held in Magdalen College, Oxford, which gives the descent from Adam to
Henry VI. This manuscript presents Scyld (corrupted through a Latinized
form of Sceldwa as ‘Steldius’) as the first inhabitant of Germania: ... iste
Steldius primus inhabitator Germanie fuit.>> The indication here is that all
previous ancestors up until him could be tracked in biblical texts.

It is misguided to believe that a full understanding of the series of texts
that mention Scyld/Scef will emerge from piecing together the totality of
references to them. The fact we need to face is that no uniform, continuous
tradition can be discovered. Instead, the trajectory of legends surrounding
these ancestral figures was capricious — with misunderstanding and shifting
ideological motives being the primary motors of development. Historians
of the Middle Ages would set out to understand the truncated information
they had available by painstakingly embedding it in paradigms conditioned
by scholarly knowledge. As Stephen G. Nichols comments on the general
transmission of medieval manuscript legends, the ‘improvements’ of later
writers often imply ‘a sense of superior judgment or understanding’ against
the source text.>*

An example of how this legend is developed in later works is found in
Athelweard’s tenth-century Chronicle. Athelweard includes a brief story
of how Scef arrived in a boat to a place named Scani, surrounded by weap-
ons.> Scef is well received among the people there and grows up to become
their king. This story corresponds to the initial episode in Beowulf (Il. 8-11),
except that in the poem, it is Scyld who arrives as an orphaned child in a
boat. Since he includes a version of West Saxon royal genealogy terminating
with Scef, it is perhaps natural that he introduced a ‘correction’, so that this
was now the name of the founder king. What is interesting to our study is
the reference to Scani, which has no precedent in other sources. This may
be a product of his own speculation. To my knowledge, this place name has
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univocally been explained as a reference to Skaane in southern Sweden.>®
John Mitchell Kemble even made the scoop of finding a Scandinavian manu-
script with the inscription Skiold Skanunga godh (Scyld, god of the men of
Skaane).>” However, as T. A. Shippey and Andreas Haarder point out, this
was a spurious and late addition to Oldfs saga belga, which was not part of
the original tradition.’® The problem is that Skaane (Lat. Scania) and Scan-
dinavia share the same etymology. Athelweard calls Scani ‘an island in the
ocean’ (in insula oceani). Plausibly, this could refer to Skaane insofar as this
place is called by the Old English name Sconeg in Ohthere’s account of the
Baltic. But if this is what Athelweard has in mind, it is strange that he main-
tains Scani with a clearly Latinate morphology when he elsewhere remodels
names in the West Saxon genealogy to resemble Norse name forms.>” Fur-
thermore, his emphasis on Scani being ‘in the Ocean’ seems part of a delib-
erate strategy to make it identical to Jordanes’ idea of Scandza — an island
placed in the aquatic boundary believed to gird the northern hemisphere.
Athelweard was clearly familiar with classical manuscripts and their ter-
minology, since his text is replete with a heavy number of Latin and Greek
words that are rare and must have reached him through intensive manu-
script study.®?

An interesting detail in ZAthelweard’s work is the description of Scef
arriving in his waterborne crib surrounded by arms. This brings the story
into line with Jordanes’ reference to the North as a cradle from which fierce
warriors had sprung to conquer most of Europe (Get. 116). Athelweard
later tells us that Scef’s descendants, the Angli (the Angles), gave their name
to Anglia (England), which they invaded under their leaders Hengist and
Horsa. In England, they increased their number, so that they finally obliter-
ated all memory of the original name of the land.®! This description finds
a parallel in Jordanes’ Getica, where we hear how the Goths (under the
guidance of their rulers) disembarked from their ships in a place which they
subsequently named Gothiscandza. By taking control over this place, they
drove the original inhabitants to flight, while their own number increased
greatly (Get. 25-6). Whether this analogy is by design or coincidence is
moot. But for later readers who were familiar with Jordanes, Athelweard’s
reference to Scani would certainly invite them to make a link to Jordanes.

A century and a half later, in Gesta regum Anglorum, William of Malmes-
bury gives the following description of Sceaf:

This Sceaf, they say, landed on an island in Germany called Scandza
mentioned by Jordanes the historian of the Goths, as a small child in
a ship without a crew, sleeping with a sheaf of wheat laid by his head,
and hence was called Sheaf. The men of that country welcomed him as
something miraculous and brought him up carefully, and on reaching
manhood he ruled a town then called Slaswic, now Hedeby. The name
of the region is Old Anglia, and it was from there that the Angles came
to Britain; it lies between the Saxons and the Goths [Jutes].®*
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In William’s text, we see an attempt to bring Athelweard’s history of the
Angles (whose home was Hedeby/Haithaby [1.4]) into line with Jordanes’
legend of the North as the cradle of the European peoples.

William seems to get lost in this mixing and matching of various sources.
So, in his immediately following continuation of West Saxon genealogy,
the role of Sceaf is doubled. He now includes him again with the name
Strephius, as if this is an entirely different figure. In part, the re-naming
could be due to a misreading of manuscript hand 7 for ¢, but the inability to
recognize Sceaf as both the Ark-born son of Noah (filius Now in arca natus)
and the foundling arriving in a boat in Scandinavia shows how legendary
material was continually in a state of transition.

NORTHERN ANCESTORS IN SCANDINAVIAN TRADITION

The remainder of the chapter will extend the discussion of Scyld to Scandi-
navian texts. I will argue that medieval Scandinavian sources reveal that the
legend of Scyld did not come from Scandinavia, but was an English inven-
tion. The late conversion to Christianity in Scandinavian countries meant
that the study and writing of national histories in manuscripts came late.
Thus, antiquarians of Scandinavian history were consigned to scour foreign
sources for information about their own national past.

The extent to which the legends of Scandinavia in Anglo-Saxon texts
were of Scandinavian provenance has been a hotly debated subject for
many years, most pointedly in relation to the discussion of the possible use
of Scandinavian source material in Beowulf. When the Danish polymath,
N. E. S. Grundtvig published a Danish translation of Beowulf in 1820 (the
first complete verse translation of the poem into a modern language), the
subtitle stated that this was a version of the poem in the ‘original language’,
i.e. it was mistakenly presumed that the OIld English manuscript was a
translation.®® Since then, a number of more legitimate claims to discovering
analogues between Scandinavian material and the poem have been brought
forward.®*

In regard to Scyld, R. D. Fulk has suggested that a parallel of the found-
ling story can be found in the Icelandic Edda.®® Certainly, this is intriguing,
but the idea of a significant leader arriving over water as a young child in a
basket or another vessel is a stock motif of folktales around the world, the
best known example of which is the biblical story of Moses. Hence, no trace
of a direct influence can be established. In any case, no cognate of the name
Scyld is found in this or similar Scandinavian folklore tales. This leads us
towards the conclusion that the legend of old Scandinavia was of English
origin. Some affirmation of this may be found in Athelweard’s Latin chron-
icle, where the names of Scyld, Scef (his father), and Beo (his son) are all
West Saxon forms. This is significant because Athelweard otherwise care-
fully approximates the names of Scandinavian ancestors to Norse forms, as
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discussed above.®® Hence, we have no indication that Athelweard had found
any Scandinavian parallels to these kings, whereas he managed to compare
the Norse pantheon of Gods with figures from West Saxon genealogy.

The oldest surviving Danish text to name Skjold (cognate of Scyld) as
an early national king is that of Sven Aggesen in Brevis Historia Regum
Dacie (Short History of the Kings of Denmark), a work covering Danish
history from around 300 to 1185 and finished not long after the last event
that it describes. Interestingly, Aggesen gives the impression that legends of
Scylding kings were not current in Denmark, but borrowed from Icelandic
sources. He says that Skjold was ‘the first after whom kings were called
Skjoldunger in the poetry of the Icelanders’.®” Thus, according to Aggesen,
it is to the Icelandic tradition that we must turn to trace the name back to
its earliest occurrence in Scandinavian tradition.

In the body of skaldic poetry, no reference to a legendary king named
Skjold can be found. But a legendary King Skjold is found in the prologue
to the Icelandic Langfedgatal (Roll of Kings) as part a royal genealogy. This
text is usually dated to the 1120s, although its material may be older. It is
believed that this roll of kings influenced the Skjoldunga saga (presumably
c. 1180-1230), which is a history of the Danish kings. The original vellum
has been lost, but an account of it survives in a later Latin paraphrase by the
Icelandic scholar Arngrimur Jénsson. In the summary that Jonsson provides,
Skjold was mentioned as the first king of the line.®®

Both these accounts are late and may be the result of Anglo-Saxon influ-
ence. We know that England was the most important missionary centre and
source of transmission for Christianity to Norway and Iceland. Undoubtedly,
a number of Anglo-Saxon ideas and manuscripts travelled the same way. It
was largely the Norwegian King Olaf Tryggvason, who (forcibly) led his peo-
ple into Christianity, after he was himself converted in England during 994 or
995. In Iceland, the conversion took place through the exertion of political
pressure. The Anglo-Saxon influence continued after Olaf’s death in 1000.%°

We have clear evidence of borrowing from Anglo-Saxon examples in the
work of Snorri Sturluson. In the prologue to the Prose Edda, he tells us
that a figure named Skiold became ruler of ITotland (Jutland) and that he
was the ancestor of the famous Skioldungar line of Danish kings.”® Snorri
undoubtedly took this information from both earlier Icelandic sources and
Anglo-Saxon material. In fact, just as the Anglo-Saxon Athelweard had ear-
lier tried to relate English genealogies to Norse mythological names, Snorri
employs a reverse strategy of linking Norse mythology to Anglo-Saxon
genealogy. For instance, Skiold is said to be the son of Voden, to which
Snorri adds that this figure is called ‘Opin’ by Icelanders. The v-form of the
name Snorri mentions shows us that he is probably referring to the Anglo-
Saxon form of the name “Woden’.

This Voden made one of his sons, Veggdeg, ruler in East Saxony. Among
Veggdeg’s descendants, we find the name, Heingez, which is undoubtedly
meant to create a link to Hengist, the founding figure of English invasion
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legend, connected to Kentish genealogy. Another of Voden’s sons is Beldeg,
whom Snorri says was known in the North as Balldr (i.e. Odinn’s son in
Norse mythology). He is said to have ruled in Westphalia. The son, named
Sigi, became the forefather of the Franks. If we compare Snorri’s account
to the much earlier Anglian Collection of royal genealogies, we find clear
parallels. The Anglian Collection has Sigga, Swebdag and Beldeg in the line
of Northumbrian kings descended from Woden, and a king named Bzldeg
features in the West Saxon line).”! Wagdag and Hengest are sons descended
from Woden in the Kentish line. This testifies to the fact that manuscripts of
Anglo-Saxon genealogies were available in Iceland.

Indeed, a manuscript found in the library of the seventh-century Danish
antiquary, Peder Resen, provides proof that this was the case.”? Although
this particular manuscript is dated later than Snorri’s Prose Edda, it is an
example of an Icelandic transcript of Anglo-Saxon kings such as Snorri
would have used. On the first page, there is a list containing eleven of
Woden’s ancestors, beginning with ‘Sescef” down to the historical kings of
Wessex, Kent, and Deira. The name ‘Sescef’ is clearly a corruption of Scef,
who was described as the son of Noah in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. But
the Icelandic scribe probably misread the first demonstrative as part of the
proper noun: Se Scef weas Nées sunu (This Scef was son of Noah).”? Thus,
we can conclude that the genealogical tradition in Iceland was lifted from
imported manuscripts of Anglo-Saxon provenance.

The genre of origin tales that came into its own in Scandinavia during
the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries lifted material from sundry
available manuscript sources to construct a coherent national narrative.
An example is the Danish author of the Annales Ryensis (c. 1289), who is
unresolved as to whether the Danes came from ‘the land of the Goths and
travelled to the land which is now called Denmark’ or they were Greeks.”*
The first option points towards Jordanes, whereas the second connects up
with the claim made in Wace’s Norman verse chronicle, Roman de Rou
(c. 1160s), which tells us that the Norman ancestors fled the fires of Troy,
and, led by their ruler Dana(u)s, settled in Denmark (1. 157-70).7°

Most prominent among Danish attempts to configure a history for Den-
mark on the basis of other national histories is Saxo Grammaticus’ Latin
chronicle Gesta Danorum (Deeds of the Danes), written in the first years
of the thirteenth century.”® In this text, we see several interesting uses of
legends connected with previous ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ legends. Saxo takes up
the figure of Skyoldus (Scyld), whom he describes as a model king (1.1.1-3),
but he is not listed as the first of Danish kings. For this figure, Saxo may have
had help from Icelandic sources, but it is also likely that he had access to
(or knowledge of) the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which would have informed
him that Scyldwa was an English forefather.”” This is suggested by the fact
that Saxo links Danish and English origins. He refers to ‘the founders of our
race’ (the Danes) as Dan and Angul. Dan becomes the first king of Denmark,
whereas Angul decides to migrate and becomes the founding father of the
English (1.1).
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We may look a little closer at these two figures in Saxo’s text. Bede, we
remember, used Angulus as the geographical place-name from which his
own people, the Angles, had come. But he makes no reference to any found-
ing figure called Angul. Saxo knew Bede’s work, resolutely praising the Eng-
lish monk as an eminent church historian (1.2), and decided to create (in
parallel to the Dania-from-Dan construction) the figure Angul as a back-
formation from Bede’s place-name for Angeln. Saxo may have felt entitled
to claim this area of lower Jutland as part of Denmark, since it had been
under Danish rule since the early Viking period. By establishing the English
as expatriate Danes, Saxo endeavoured to glorify Danish legacy.

The name Dan is clearly a back-formation of Denmark (Lat. Dania,
Mod. Dan. Danmark). Here, a link is forged between personal name and
place name, a common strategy in medieval historical texts. In Danish texts,
a story of how Dan lent his name to the land of the Danes is first introduced
in Chronicon Lethrense (c. 1170), the oldest surviving Danish record of
legendary kings. This work makes no mention of a figure named Skyoldus.
It is therefore likely that Saxo pulled in Skyoldus for his line of kings from
either Aggesen’s history or from foreign texts. Confronted with two rival
traditions, either of which offered a candidate for the first and most noble
Danish king, Saxo chose to amalgamate the two, making Skyoldus second-
ary to Dan.

In his history, Saxo draws on a number of written sources, of which only
a few of them can be identified with certainty. Among those texts he men-
tions explicitly are ‘national’ histories which resemble his own endeavours:
Paul the Deacon’s history of the Langobards and Dudo’s account of the ori-
gins of the Normans. In both these texts, ancestry is traced back to powerful
heroes of ancient Scandinavia. This gives Saxo occasion to co-opt part of
the history they recount. Saxo’s history is characterized by the fundamental
belief that the greatness of a people must be assessed in proportion to the
number of significant branches of kings and heroes it could place on its fam-
ily tree. For the Danish historian, this motivated a liberal reconfiguration
of legendary material which rejigged legends from other traditions, placing
them in the service of Danish history.

In Book 8, Saxo refers to the Langobardic migration out of Scandinavia,
which he found in Paul the Deacon’s text. But Saxo is renegotiating Paul’s tale
of a homeland in Scadinavia, so it now becomes a migration out of Denmark,
and Saxo’s version of Langobardic history is embellished in several places to
make it fit into the framework of Danish history. For example, we are told
that the journey takes place when the Danes were ruled by a king named Snio
(unknown to Paul). A terrible famine descended upon them, and the wise
woman, Gambaruc, advised that a section of the people should leave, led
by her sons Aggo and Ebbo. This is a transformation of the names Ibor and
Agio from Paul’s text, so that they may plausibly represent Danish vernacular
names (Mod. Dan. Ebbe and Aage). We are not told from where in Denmark
the future Langobards set out, but Saxo describes their subsequent route: first
they travelled to Blekinge (southern Sweden), then to the Swedish island of
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Gotland, where they changed their name at the behest of the goddess Frig and
became Langobards. After many adventures, the Langobards finally estab-
lished themselves as lords in Italy (8.13). What later happened is of no interest
to Saxo, since this tribe can no longer count as Danish.

As mentioned, Saxo also makes use of Dudo’s Norman history. Dudo had
traced the Danes (ancestors of the Normans) back in time to the Danai (the
poetic name for the Greeks used by both Homer and Virgil). Dudo does this in
order to capitalize on what falsely appears to be an etymological connection
between Danai and Dani (Danes). Saxo picks up on this theory in his text. After
mentioning Dan and Angul, he notes: ‘Yet, Dudo, the historian of Normandy,
considers that the Danes are sprung and named from the Danai’ (1.1). I concur
with Lars Boje Mortensen that Saxo probably wanted to deny the validity of
Dudo’s account, because the overall drift in Saxo’s use of older histories is to
claim the Danes as the originators of other peoples.”® Saxo appropriates the
topos of the North as a ‘womb of nations’ to aggrandize Danish history.

Saxo gave impulse to a trend that was picked up by a number of Scan-
dinavian historians in the following centuries. The culmination of this long
trajectory was the Swedish antiquarian Olof Rudbeck’s Atland eller Man-
heim (published 1679-1702), in which Jordanes, the Edda, Tacitus, Plato,
and numerous origins are used creatively in a grandiose attempt to prove that
Sweden was the lost Atlantis ruled by the Swedish King Atle. As Rudbeck
asserted on the title page, it was from this ancient homeland ‘the most promi-
nent imperial and royal families governing the whole world’ came, and from
which poured forth ‘the Scythians, Barbarians, Aesir, Giants, Goths, Phrygians,
Trojans, Amazons, Thracians, Libyans, Mauer, Tussar, Gauls, Cimbrians,
Cimmerians, Saxons, Germans, Swedes, Langobards, Vandals, Heruli, Gepar,
Angles, Picts, and Sea Warriors, and many others ...”.”%
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7 Danes and Geatas: Heroes of the
Legendary North

Beownulf is a poem of 3,182 alliterative lines set in the Scandinavian North,
at a time before the ancestors of the Anglo-Saxons migrated to Britain. That
such a tale of Scandinavian heroism existed has long made critics wonder,
since it was presumably composed and written down when England saw
incursions of Scandinavian raiders. Thus, as Frederick Klaeber, editor of
Beownulf, wrote a long time ago: ‘the very remarkable interest taken in mat-
ters Scandinavian’ calls for ‘an adequate explanation’.! In this chapter, I do
not pretend to offer the final word on this matter. But, I propose to recon-
sider whether it would be possible to conceive of and preserve a poem about
heroic Danes during the period of the Viking attacks. This discussion con-
stitutes the subject matter in the first part of this chapter. The second part
will train the critical lens on a significant ethnonym that can be found in
Beownulf: Geatas. This is the name of the hero’s people. However, my focus
will be on the appearance of the same name in another text: the Old English
version of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People (hereafter OE
Bede). It is significant that Geatas is here used as a name for an ancestral
English nation, namely the Jutes (one of the three tribes from which Bede
says the English derived). That the OF Bede can be dated with some cer-
tainty to the late ninth century makes it possible to contextualize it in rela-
tion to a series of contemporaneous texts. On the basis of this, I argue that
Bede’s Jutes were refitted as Goths coming out of Scandinavia.

HEROIC POETRY AND THE NORTHERN PAST

The discussion will begin with Beowulf and the problems we encounter when
trying to understand the raison d’étre behind this poem. The main stumbling
block in any investigation of the historical meaning of Beowulf is the lack
of consensus regarding its date of composition. Various scenarios have been
suggested: it may have been compiled from oral tales of ancient pedigree; it
may have existed as a manuscript poem copied any number of times over
the course of several centuries; or the extant manuscript may have been a
working-copy, making its composition more or less simultaneous with its
recording. In terms of the written poem, a maximalist estimation confines
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the range of possible dates to the 300-year period between the Cadmonian
revolution of the late seventh century (a time associated with the Verschrifs-
lichung, i.e. textualization, of legendary material) and the terminus ad quem
of composition, which is the recording of it in the sole surviving manuscript,
Cotton Vitellius A. xv, around the year 1000 (with critical opinion divided
on the range of possible dates on either side of this year).

However, dating the manuscript around 1000 is particularly problem-
atic, because it takes us into the reign of Athelred II, who ruled (with a
short interruption) between 978 and 1016. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle
(MS C) recounts how Zthelred issued orders that ‘all Danes among the
English’ (ealle pa Deniscan men pe on Angelcynne weron) should be slain
on St. Brice’s day, 13 November 1002.2 Recent critical accounts have seri-
ously questioned the magnitude of this event. It is highly unlikely that all
Danes were meant. Certainly, within the area of the Danelaw, such a com-
mand would have been impossible to carry out. Insofar as carnage ensued,
it was most probably limited and directed at Danes who had recently settled
in England and with the social standing to threaten Athelred’s power base.
Whereas the command was previously interpreted as a sign of the English
people’s inveterate racialist hatred against the Danes, it is now more sensi-
bly seen as a desperate political move directed at Danish nobility by a king
who was known as ‘the Unready’.?

That ethnic antagonism was at best fleeting is testified to by the fact
that Athelred himself was willing to grant the Danish chieftain Pallig large
properties and a title in Devonshire in return for his loyalty. Furthermore,
Athelred negotiated a treaty (c. 994) with the Norwegian Viking Olaf, who
had previously pillaged England and taken tribute from the English. To seal
the treaty, Athelred sponsored his baptism with generous gifts. Athelred’s
intention was probably to secure the support of Olaf’s army. This he later
managed to do with the Viking leader, Thorkell, who fought on the English
side in 1013 against the invasion of Sweyn Forkbeard and his son Cnut.*
This goes to show that Danes and English were not inveterately divided and
that allegiances were dependent on political opportunism.

Following on from this, we may ask if there was a social situation which
could have motivated the composition of Beowulf, a poem concerned
with heroic Danes and other Scandinavians. It is useful to briefly revisit
the attempts to contextualize the poet’s use of Scandinavian heroic legend.
Attempts to connect the poem to a Danish audience were made in 1917,
when Levin Schiicking proposed that the poem could have been composed
in the late ninth to early tenth century at a Danish court in England. He
surmised that a Mercian poet (the poem contains many Mercian linguis-
tic features) received patronage for this composition so that it could be
used for the instruction of a Danish nobleman’s children.’ This argument
would require that the areas of Danish settlement to which Schiicking points
(Leicester, Lincoln, Nottingham, Stamford, and Derby) were Christianized,
as the Beowulf-poet clearly was. In more recent years, Patricia Poussa has
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made similar assumptions about the audience, only specifying that composi-
tion must be associated with the Christianized inhabitants of the Danelaw.®
Kevin Kiernan believes composition of the poem took place close to the
recording of it in manuscript. He assigns the motivation for writing it to the
reign of King Cnut (1016-1035). Cnut was a Christian king under whom
England went through a relatively peaceful period. He held overlordship
over both England and Denmark, and in this way ‘brought together Dan-
ish and Anglo-Saxon culture in the way no petty king of the Danelaw ever
could have done’.” This certainly makes for a fertile socio-political frame-
work in which one could imagine a poem such as Beowulf being composed,
but Kiernan’s dating of the poem to the early eleventh century has not won
general acceptance.

But if the poem did not have a Danish sponsor, could an Anglo-Saxon
poet have expected to find a receptive audience? In the early 1950s, Doro-
thy Whitelock asserted that no Christian Anglo-Saxon poet would think of
producing a poem that praised the Danes during the time when the Vikings
were wreaking havoc in England.® In effect, this meant that composition
could be no later than the early ninth century, when Danish raids began
to gather force. Whitelock’s idea of anti-Danish attitudes has been both
defended and challenged. For example, Richard North remarks that prais-
ing the Danes as an wig (ready for war) (l. 1247) would not have gone
down well during the period when the east of England came under attack
and church life was greatly disrupted.” But, as Nicholas Jacobs points out,
through much of the tenth century, until the resumption of raids in the 980s,
Danes were becoming integrated as a legitimate part of society, and resent-
ment was neither permanent nor resolute.!” Similarly, Raymond Page has
confronted the opinion that the composition of Beowulf can only be placed
before the Viking period, calling attention to the fact that there were long
periods of non-belligerent contact.!! Finally, recalling the discussion in the
previous chapter, the reference to Scyld in the prologue to Beowulf may
have been introduced in the late ninth century in connection with the peace
treaty between King Alfred and the Viking leader Guthrum.

In addition to this, a number of historians have seen the bad press that
‘the Danes’ received as a false picture created by panic-stricken ecclesiasti-
cal writers, whose moveable wealth in churches and monasteries were spe-
cifically targeted by the invaders. The main source for the Viking attacks is
the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which can best be described as ‘spin’. It was a
political text that sought to represent the enemy in ways that are intended
to manipulate opinion in favour of West Saxon loyalty. A significant way
in which English identity is constructed is in contrast with the ‘other’ — a
role filled by the Danes throughout much of the text. The attacking parties
are often left depersonalized simply as h@denan (heathens), Dene (Danes),
who arrive by the sciphlestas (shiploads). Gradually, they simply assume the
name se here (the army), which makes a constant out of what was in effect
a number of diverse attacks by different war bands.
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Thus, the demonization of Scandinavians that clerical writers promoted
may not unconditionally be used to delineate a general response to the Scan-
dinavians. For men of the church, allegiances seem not always to be deter-
mined by racial concerns, either. Bishop Wulfstan of York, for instance, had
a long career as a prominent statesman, responsible for the drafting of Eng-
lish law codes relating to both secular and ecclesiastical affairs. He served
under the Anglo-Saxon Zthelred II. But when the Danish Cnut took the
English throne in 1016, Wulfstan became the primary drafter of Cnut’s laws
and was a respected man at the court of this Christian king from the North.

With the huge influx of Danes and other Northerners in Britain, ethnic
notions were in a process of transmutation. Generally, intermarriage and
social mixing made the maintenance of completely separate Danish identity
impossible over time.'? At least, the heavy influence of Scandinavian on the
Old English language shows that the interaction and integration between
the two population groups was intensive.'> Danish ethnicity may have
existed as part of one’s identity, but not one that was flagged at all times.
Matthew Innes gives an example of how a family in a Bluntisham (Hunting-
donshire) dispute invoked their Danish ancestry to lay claim to land.'* So
Scandinavian identity may have existed as a definition that could be revived
opportunely. An example of how Danes of second and third generation
could become fully integrated in society can be seen by directing our atten-
tion to a family that came over with the invasion army of 865 under Ubbe
and Ivarr. The most famous of these was Oda, Archbishop of Canterbury
(940-58). Oda’s father seems to have been a Dane settling in East Anglia,
where Oda is known to have held lands. His early life is described by Byrht-
ferth of Ramsey in Vita sancti Oswaldi (c. 1000). Here, it is related that Oda
attended church services and was educated by the Anglo-Saxon nobleman,
Zthelhelm.’ Among Oda’s kinsmen in the next generation were two arch-
bishops of York, Oscytel (c. 958 =71) and Oswald (972-995), the subject of
the Byrhtferth’s Vita. Another relative was Thurcytel, Abbot of Bedford (and
perhaps of Crowland). Even if Viking marauders were Danes, they often
consisted of dispossessed men or individuals banished from Denmark.'® So
it is probably reductive to assume that Vikings were seen as representative of
‘Danishness’ in an easy and straightforward manner. The marauding bands
themselves would not distinguish between Englishmen and Scandinavian
settlers, but harassed either in equal measure. In fact, Viking bands often
recruited in the lands they raided, as in the case of King Alfred’s nephew
Athelwold, who, in 899, went over to the Viking army in Northumbria and
was accepted by them as king.

Most importantly, the Danes of Beowulf were part of poetic legend. They
existed in a legendary age of heroes, which was unequivocally placed in
the past. An idea of an expansive North, where the Danes held dominion,
is perhaps recognized in the reference to scedeland in line 19, which is var-
ied as scedenig in line 1686. In both cases, this geographical name is used
to denote a vast area, the wide culture zone throughout which legendary
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Danish heroes and kings could achieve fame. This indicates that some idea
of a legendary Scandza was worked into the poem. Precisely what the Scede-
root refers to is moot. N. E S. Grundtvig suggested that it referred to ‘the
mother sheath’ (Dan. skede; OF scedp) of the Germanic peoples, that is to
say, a concept akin to the idea of a vagina gentium, which is what Jordanes
calls Scandza. Alternatively, Grundtvig suggests that it was related to the
German scheiden (to separate), indicating a land that divides the Baltic from
the North Sea, which would be what we today recognize as Scandinavia.!”
Neither of these etymological theories has won general acceptance. But it
seems that, despite peculiar morphology, the name may be borrowed from
the classical geographic name for ‘Scandinavia’.

If we look at the two references in Beowulf on the background of clas-
sical geography, we detect a discrepancy, which suggests that the notion of
Scandinavia is rather loose and perhaps functions more as a trope for a vast
northern land than as a geographical denomination. The first occurrence of
the name in line 19, Scedelandum, appears in dative plural form, thereby
indicating a number of islands. This was how the name Scandiae was used
by Pliny and Ptolemy. The second occurrence in line 1686, Scedenigge, is
in the dative singular. This form has the terminal constituent —ig, which is
a cognate of ey (island), which is preserved in present-day names such as
Jersey and Anglesey. This may not indicate a large, singular island, since —ig
could mean ‘a low stretch of land surrounded by water’.!® For instance, we
have the Old Norse name Skaney for Skaane, the southern peninsula stretch
of Sweden, which was adopted into Old English as Sconeg at the Alfredian
court.! There is also another fact that warns against interpreting —ig as
necessarily meaning ‘island’ in a strict geographical sense. Leonid S. Chekin
explains, ‘the word insula itself, when applied to the description of the north,
did not mean ... just a tract of land surrounded by water, but also carried a
strong connotation of remoteness and barbarity ... it was perhaps this con-
notation that sometimes determined the choice of the word ‘insula’ for the
remote non-insular lands’.>® So perhaps the Anglo-Saxon poet is not using
the terms as much as geographical denominations, but culturally, to mean
‘throughout the expanse of the North’.

In connection with Scedenig, the Beowulf-poet additionally tells us that
this area is saem tweonum (between two seas). The precise meaning of this
phrase is uncertain. When it occurs in the text (1l. 858, 1297, 1686, and
1956), it indicates a region throughout which kings or heroes would be
famed. It is easy to conclude that it means ‘the land between the North Sea
and the Baltic’, that is to say, Scandinavia. But it has been proposed that it
was perhaps a stock phrase meaning ‘throughout the earth’ or ‘throughout a
large expanse’, as when the phrase is used in Zlfric’s De temporibus anni or
the poem Exodus — neither of which refers to the North.>! When the hero,
Beowulf, is carried on Finna land (1. 580) as part of a monstrous swimming
contest, this may be a specific reference to the land of the Finnas (the Sami
people?), also mentioned in the Old English translation of Orosius.?? But,
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again, it may function as a euphemism for a far distant land - i.e. ‘the end
of the world’.

The Beowulf-poet seems to have a very vague idea of the Scandinavia in
which the action of the poem takes place. It is an unspecific Northern region
which is presented distant in time and space; it is an epic space as much as
Troy of Greek legend. As much as the monstrous sea-hags and dragons, the
inhabitants who peopled this North were figures of legends. It was possible
to hold the old Scandinavian heroes in high regard while depreciating their
low and lawless present-day descendants. Without claiming any deep resem-
blance, we may see a similarly divided position in references to the Jews.
As the Old English poem Judith (a text bound with Beowulf in MS Cotton
Vitellius A. xv), shows, it was possible to extract heroic stories about the
Jews from the Old Testament, without the interference of anti-Semitic biases
found in the works of Cynewulf, £lfric, and other prominent Anglo-Saxon
writers.”> Heroic and religious mindsets were two separate paradigms, and
Old Danes and present-day Vikings were probably seen to be as different
as Hebrew and Jew. In modern Danish, the difference between the legend-
ary ancestors and present Danes is even upheld through the use of different
ethnonyms: ancient ‘Danere’ (from ON pl. Danir) vs. modern ‘Danskere’.
In the following, references to legends of ancient Danes will be examined.

Beowulf and the Legendary Danes

When Beowulf begins, the narrative voice specifies that it takes place in
geardagum (in days of yore). This corresponds to the phrase with the
same meaning, on fyrndagum, found in the opening lines of both Andreas
and Vainglory. This is a way of putting the narrated events of the poem
into the remote past, what Stanley B. Greenfield describes as a ‘historiciz-
ing or distancing’ of the events from the poem’s own and its immediate
audience.”* Comparable phrasings can be found elsewhere, such as in the
Old Germanic Hidesbrandslied, which has Ik giborta dat seggen (I heard
say truly), and in the Middle High German Nibelungslied, which has Uns
ist in alten maren wunders vil geseit (We have been told many wondrous
event in old tales ...).2° This is akin to what Mikhail Bakhtin has defined
as the epic time of heroes — an ‘absolute past’ of valorized ‘bests’, clearly
and categorically separated from the present.”® The Beowulf-poet stresses
this distance throughout the poem through formulas such as ne gegyrde ic
(‘I never heard’, 1l. 38, 1842), secan hyrde (‘heard tell’, 1l. 273, 882, 875,
1346), byrde ic (‘I heard’, Il. 62, 2163, 2172), and several similar phrases.?”

In fact, the poetic voice speaking in the very first line of the poem firmly
places the Danes of the poem in the legendary or fictional past: Hweaet! We
Gardena in geardagum peodcyninga prym gefrunon hu da @pelingas ellen
fremedon — or, in modern English translation: ‘Listen! We have heard of the
glory in bygone days/ of the folk-kings of the spear-Danes,/ how those noble
lords did lofty deeds’.?® The imperative Hwet is a deixical pointer making
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clear that the ideals embodied in this tale have relevance for the present
listener/reader addressed. Beowulf can therefore, in some sense, be seen as a
sort of ‘wisdom literature’, designed to stimulate the imagination and invite
reflection on heroism, and potentially direct the will towards similar valour.

There are indications that the ancient Danes had a reputation as skilled
warriors in legendary accounts. The anonymous Ravenna cosmographer,
for example, refers to the work of three ‘Gothic philosophers’, who had
written about the peoples of the world, among which the Danes were to be
counted as ‘men more swift than all other nations’. After this information,
a snippet of a poem is quoted, which tells us that praise for the Parthians
and the Goths was well deserved, but — to complete a eulogy of strong bar-
barian warriors — one must ask: ‘O where is the Dane?’.>’ The Danes were
also represented as the tribes inhabiting Scandza in Jordanes’ history of the
Goths (Get. 23).

Beowulf is a compendium of legendary Scandinavian tales, including sev-
eral involving the Danes that appear to have been in circulation. If we take
seriously the first lines of Beowulf, it indicates the existence of a long tradi-
tion of Danish legends. Can we accept this as an indication that the pagan
North was a regular subject of heroic tales, and that the Danes were figures
associated with heroism and nobility? The liederteori (i.e. the theory that
the poem was composite of a number of older oral lays) popular in earlier
Beowulf studies has now been abandoned, but the possibility that the poet
drew on vernacular heroic stories is still an object of study.3°

It is useful to look more closely at a few examples of intertextual ref-
erences. The most concrete evidence that legends about the Danes and
other Northerners existed outside of the Beowulf-poem is the 50-line poem
known as the Finnsburgh fragment. This fragmentary manuscript was
found in Lambeth Place, London, in the late seventeenth century. The dating
of this manuscript on palaeographic principles is now impossible, since the
original was lost in the fire. No ethnic names are mentioned in the surviving
fragment. But the lines describe a battle in which Hnef, known as a prince
connected with the Danes in Beowulf (1. 2 and 40), is attacked. The frag-
ment corresponds to the episode of Beowulf in which the scop at Hrothgar’s
court tells of Hnaef’s visit to the Frisian prince Finn (Il. 1068-1158). It is
therefore reasonable to assume that this was a separate legend about Frisian
treachery and a victorious band of Danes and half-Danes. This indicates
that some of the elements incorporated into Beowulf were known indepen-
dently of this poem.

The scop who sings ealdgesegena (old stories) (I. 869) about Beowulf
also sings of Heremod and Sigemund, who are known from Norse tradition.
The latter is referred to as wreccena wide maerost/ ofer werpeode (the most
widely-famed adventurer of all nations) (Il. 898-9). In lines 2025-69, there
is a reference to the character Ingeld and his marriage to a Danish princess.
Ingeld’s tribal affiliation is here the Headobeardan, a people not known
from historical sources.>! The marriage is a measure set in motion to settle
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a feud with the Danish royal house, but the plan misfires and a war ensues.
A letter from 797 by the renowned scholar Alcuin, provides a clue to the
spread of this tale. The relevant passage is:

Let the word of God be heard at the episcopal dinner table. There it is
fitting for a reader to be heard, not from a harpist [non citharistam]:
sermons of the Fathers, not the songs of pagans. What has Ingeld to
do with Christ [Quid Hinieldus cum Christo]? The house is narrow:
it will not be able to hold them both. The Heavenly King will have no
communion with so-called kings who are pagan and damned ... 32

Alcuin’s letter is most often quoted to illustrate the apparent hostility to
pagan legend in Anglo-Saxon religious circles. Alcuin’s letter comes after the
first Viking raids in Britain had taken place, so his diatribe against the tale of
Ingeld was undoubtedly coloured by these recent developments. However,
it has been suggested that it may be the ethics of the particular version told
at Bishop Unwona’s table that provoked Alcuin’s disgust, not an all-out dis-
missal of pagan tales.?3 The fact that the tale was used as entertainment in a
monastic setting in Leicester gives us reason to believe that it was also heard
elsewhere in Anglo-Saxon England.

The skeleton of the tale, which we can make out from Alcuin’s report, is
known from both English and Scandinavian examples. But, as the versions
differ in several details, we cannot use them to deduce the exact content of
the Ingeld story told at Unwona’s court. For example, references to Ingeld
appear in Books 2, 6, and 7 of the Danish historian Saxo’s Gesta Danorum
(early 13th cent.). In one place, Ingeld is a Dane and the ensuing war is one
against the Saxons (a threat to the Danes at the time Saxo was writing). This
shows the malleability of Germanic myth to make it accord with political
opportunism and the position of the narrator. In another of Saxo’s refer-
ences, the Ingeld story becomes simply a Danish family feud with no outside
involvement. Variations of the story are also found in the Icelandic works,
Skjoldunga saga, Bjarkarimur, and Hrélfs Saga Kraka. Whether the version
of the story that was heard by Alcuin at the end of the eighth century had
Ingeld as a Heathobard, a Dane, or perhaps an Angle is impossible to say.
But from a synoptic view of all the extant versions, it most likely that the
story involved the Danes in one way or another.>*

There are several other circumstantial pieces of evidence that point to
the popularity of legends about the Danes. One such is found in the poem
Widsith, in which the Danish King Alewih is eulogized as the bravest among
men (manna modgast ealra) in line 36.3% This seems to refer to a legend of
a renowned king. The allusions to his battle with the Anglian King Offa
(Il. 35-44) indicate that this was a legendary narrative available to the audi-
ence at the time.

We may further gauge the importance attached to Northern legends
through the story of Weland the Smith. His tale was popular in England
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and is referred to in the Old English poems Deor (1. 1) and Waldere (1, 1. 2
and II, 1. 9). The legend is also depicted on the Northumbrian Franks Cas-
ket (first part of 8th cent.).3¢ But longer narrative sequences about Weland
are primarily known from Scandinavian manuscript sources, in which his
name is attested as Volundr/Velentr. In Norse versions, the location of the
Weland story is always Scandinavia. In Pidrekssaga (13th cent.), for exam-
ple, Welund’s captor, King Nithung, rules over a district called Thyland
(Thy) in Jutland; and in Vélundarkvida, one of the mythological poems of
the Poetic Edda, Nithung is king of Ndriki (Narke), a location in the middle
of Sweden.3” In Beowulf, the protagonist is provided with amour described
as Welandes geweorc (Weland’s work) (1. 455), which indicates that he was
also assigned a Scandinavian identity in England.

Weland is also mentioned in King Alfred’s translation of Boethius’ Con-
solatio Philosophice. Here, the translator addresses the theme of transience
with the questions: “Where are now the bones of the wise Weland, the
goldsmith who once was famous? I spoke of the bones of the wise Weland
because the talent that Christ grants to any earthdweller cannot fail him’.3%
The reference to Weland replaces the Latin phrase, ubi nunc sunt ossa Fabri-
cii. Boethius’ original reference was to Gaius Fabricius Luscinus, a Roman
general and consul in the third century BC, who was considered a model of
incorruptible Roman virtue. In the Alfredian translation, Weland is similarly
conceived as exemplary, representing an ideal that is no longer followed.
The translator added a number of mythological references to the text that
were not in the original (Orpheus, Ulysses, Hercules, and the Titans), but
the fact that Weland is the only non-classical figure seems significant for
understanding his prominence in Anglo-Saxon tradition. In the introduction
to the translation, King Alfred presents his programme for vernacularizing
important Latin works. This was to counteract the destruction of books in
churches and monasteries throughout England at the hands of Scandinavian
invaders. Nonetheless, using Weland as a benchmark of integrity in the self-
same book shows that respect for Scandinavian legend continued unabated.

Beowulf appears to be as much a conscious, antiquarian attempt to shore
up the virtues of vernacular heroes as the Alfredian reference here. It con-
tains a number of references to famous swords and names known from
Germanic legend. Such intertextuality is not unusual — but the Beowulf-
poet seems deliberately to represent King Hrothgar’s mead hall as an arena
not only for the fight with Grendel, but also for the narration of legendary
stories: Beowulf recounts some of his own past glories, Hrothgar recalls a
feud involving Beowulf’s father, there is the account of Beowulf’s swimming
match against Breca, the scop sings of the fight in Frisia, and etc. The Beowulf
poem is a show of poetic craftsmanship — an exercise in reviving not only the
legends, but also the skill, of the old scops. A related impulse can be found in
Snorri Sturluson’s early thirteenth-century Prose Edda, which is a recording
of a vanishing vernacular literary tradition, a scholarly effort at salvaging
the tradition of pagan composition with much respect for the stylistic and
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compositional accomplishment of skaldic art. But — importantly — it is also
a re-mytholigization of the old northern tales within a Christian framework.
With reference to Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of cultural capital, Kevin J. Wan-
ner has argued that Snorri wanted to assert Icelandic superiority in matters
of literary achievement against the Norwegian kings with whom he inter-
acted as a politician.?’ It is possible that Beowulf served a similar aim for
the patron who sponsored its composition, or for the clerical scribes who
wrote it down — perhaps, as part of the ongoing competition among monas-
teries or the dynastic houses that supported them.

THE GEATAS: THE PROBLEM OF A NAME

Having dealt with the Danes, it is now time to turn to another name from
Anglo-Saxon legend: the Geatas. In the manuscript of the Beowulf-poem,
this is the ethnonym used for the protagonist’s people. Today, the critical
consensus is that this name represents the Gautar (Mod. Swedish Gétar),
a medieval people who inhabited the area of Goétaland in Sweden. Hence,
on reconstructed maps of the poem’s northern hemisphere, the Geatas are
invariably placed in the south-western region of Sweden. Examples can be
found in authoritative editions and introductions to the poem.*’ The pri-
mary reason why critics have pulled the Gautar into the poem is that the
Old English (henceforth OE) plural Geatas, corresponds phonetically to
Old Norse (henceforth ON) Gautar. This is valid insofar as what we know
of regular sound change.*! But, the assumption that the name Geatas is a
cognate of Gautar produced by sound change can be challenged on several
counts. In order to reflect regular sound change, the name would need to
have entered into English at an early stage.** In the following, it is my con-
tention that a direct link between the name Geatas and a specific, geographi-
cally locatable tribe is problematic. I aim to show that the morphology of
this name was a product of misperception, manipulation, and mythmaking.
However, in the following, Beowulf will not be the focus. Instead, atten-
tion will be directed at the occurrence of the same name in OE Bede, where
it replaces the Latin *Iutae/*Iuti (Jutes). This text can with some certainty
be dated to the late ninth century. Prevailing opinion holds that the book
was part of King Alfred’s ‘vernacularizing’ programme. At least, it appears
to have had the backing of a patron with leverage to distribute copies of
it to various scriptoria.*> The relatively secure dating of this text has one
distinct advantage over the more ‘slippery’ Beowulf poem: it is possible to
piece together a picture of contemporary or near-contemporary intertexts.

Philological Considerations

The OE Bede is one of the manuscripts which may have been sponsored by
King Alfred as part of his national-revivalist project of translating important
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Latin texts into the vernacular. Bede’s Latin is translated into the Mercian
dialect.** In the translated version of 1.15, we find the following: Comon
hi of prim folcum dam strangestan Germanie, peet of Seaxum 7 of Angle 7
of Geatum. Of Geata fruman syndon Cantware ond Wihtseetan (They came
from the strongest tribes of Germania, of Saxons, Angles and the Jutes. Of
Jutish origin came the people of Kent and the Wight-settlers).*’ This is the
most significant evidence that aligns Geatas (the nominative form of above
denominations) with Bede’s Jutes. The argument I want to make is that there
is a philological rationality behind transforming the Latin name for Jutes
(* Iutae) into Geatas, since the two were not as far apart as they may appear
to the modern eye.

When a g-spelling was used before front vowels, it was pronounced as
the palatal sound /j/ (as in the Mod.E. ‘yes’). In transcriptions of Old English
texts, a dotted g is often used to denote this sound. This gives us a pronun-
ciation of Geéatas that can be transcribed /jaea:tas/. Thus, there is a similarity
of sound between the first letter in Geatas and Bede’s original Latin *utae /
ju:tal/.*® A number of Old English texts show us that initial <ea->, <eo-> and
<iu-> became identical in sound to initial gea — and geo- (i.e. a soft /j/ sound),
and both <geo> and <iu> spellings were sometimes found, often within the
same manuscript.*” It should also be noted that the Old English translation
of Orosius’ History against the Pagans (completed under the patronage of
King Alfred) renders the Latin name of the Numidian King ‘lugurtha’ into
the OE form ‘Geoweortpa’.*® In the same way, the seventh-century bishop
of the Mercians, whom Bede refers to as ‘Tarumanno’ (HE 4.3), appears as
‘Gearumon’ in the OE Bede.*’

Certainly, the OE <g>-forms may be produced from Norse names that
would have a /j/ sound. For this, we may again turn to the Alfredian trans-
lation of Orosius’ History, which interpolates interviews with two travel-
lers. In connection with Ohthere’s journey through the southern parts of
the Baltic, the name Gotland (occurring twice) is used as a reference to the
northern part of Jutland.’® The scribe probably wanted to represent the
attested ON forms Jotland/[6tlandi/J6tlands in this way, since OE orthog-
raphy had no special symbol for the semivowel /j/.>! An attempt at render-
ing a Norse name form is also found in Athelweard’s tenth-century Latin
chronicle. Using information taken from Bede, the invading Jutes are here
called Gioti and their dominion in Hampshire is Giota land (I. 3-4).%% Prob-
ably, Athelweard’s name form is a reflection of ON J6ta, where an <i> has
been introduced to indicate the palatal quality of the initial consonant, as
was common scribal practice.’

Having established that Geatas in OE Bede is not a far cry from Bede’s
*[utae, can we then write off this form as a simple aberration? What is pro-
posed in this chapter is rather that Geatas had desirable connotations which
the translator wanted to invoke, and that it was a deliberate morphing of
the name. In the following, I will argue that the irregular modulation was
intentional, guided by a desire to provide the Anglo-Saxons with a noble
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ancestral history, connecting with the Gothic race of Getae, which was
increasingly legendized as an Urvolk that peopled Europe through migra-
tion and conquest.

The OE Bede contains two variant forms for the people Bede calls *Tutae.
In 1.15, which is the legendary account of the first Germanic ships invading
Britain, we find Geatas. But in 4.14, we are told that the Hampshire area
in which the Jutes settled had been known as Eota land. This is the Anglian
name form used in four manuscript recensions (Bodleian, Cotton, Corpus
Oxf., and Camb. Univ. MSS), and probably correspond to what the Mercian
translator originally wrote. In the last of the total of five recensions, which is
a Late West Saxon version from the eleventh century (Corpus, Camb. MS.),
the form Ytena land appears. As we saw in Chapter Four, the area of Hamp-
shire in question was usurped by the West Saxons, and place names with the
root Yte- from this area are recorded in several English sources.

In the Old English translation of section 1.15, we are told that the Geatas
settled in Kent and the Isle of Wight — but the information that they also
came to Hampshire is not translated. This ellipsis could be a coincidence,
since the OE Bede is a much abbreviated version of the original. But it is
more likely that the translator found it awkward to also call the Hampshire
settlers Geatas, when Eotas or Yte were the vernacular terms used about
the settlers there. Discrepancy between the name forms Geatas and Eotas,
was avoided in the translation of section 4.14, since the reference to the
Jutes here concerns only Hampshire matters.>* But why do we find two
different forms in the OFE Bede, when they had only one name in Bede’s
original Latin? The answer may be unexceptionally simple. The account of
the invasion coming from across the sea is evidently treated as a legendary
narrative, identifying the ancestors of the English. When compared with
the royal genealogies we find elsewhere in Anglo-Saxon literature (tracing
ancestry back to Woden, Noah, and the biblical fathers), it need not come as
a surprise that another attempt at finding a noble ancestor race is made here.

Geatas in Legend

But with whom are the Jutes then associated? The OFE Bede may register
the influence of Jordanes’ history of the Goths, which would motivate a
use of the name Geatas as a form alluding to the Getae (regularly seen as
a precursor tribe to the Goths). This was also a noun pronounced with
a soft /j/ sound. Admittedly, finding an allusion to the Getae/Goths in the
OE Bede will remain a matter of interpretation. To assess the validity of
such an allusion, we may rely on R. D. Fulk’s methodological principle of
establishing the most probable interpretation in settling difficult and con-
troversial matters of Old English philology. Fulk’s principle requires that
‘statistical” evidence in favour of one interpretation is presented. That is to
say, out of the sometimes meagre body of material available, enough quali-
tative data must be harnessed to demonstrate the ‘explanatory efficiency’
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of a given explanation, thereby simultaneously showing the ‘inefficiency or
improbability’ of competing explanations.>®

To begin the exploration of the Jutes-as-Goths hypothesis, we may briefly
turn to Jane Acomb Leake’s somewhat neglected study from 1967, which
addresses the semantic potentialities of the name, Geatas (with specific ref-
erence to Beowulf).

Leake argues that the Geatas were named after the Getae, originally a
people of ancient Dacia, west of the Black Sea. The Getae had achieved a
reputation as a half-mythical race with superhuman strength, whose renown
in warfare was sometimes explained as a result of their descent from Mars,
Amazons, Bellona, and other strong warriors.’® According to Leake, the
Geatas in Beowulf do not therefore represent a ‘historical’ Germanic people,
but a supra-national race of brave warriors that lived in the legends of Latin
manuscripts.

Leake’s argument has not won general acceptance, but it has attracted a
few recent supporters.’’ An objection to Leake’s theory turns on the ques-
tionable linguistic validity of her argument. OF Geatas (with a long diph-
thong) is not a cognate of the Latin Gétae (which has a short root vowel).
But this objection is probably invalid when considering how medieval schol-
ars liberally forged etymological connections based on often dubious lin-
guistic resemblance. A reading of Isidore’s hugely influential Etymologies
will reveal this — for example, when Isidore relates the Getuli to the Getae
(9.2.118) because of the resemblance in name, or his claim that the Goths
descended from the biblical Magog ‘because of the similarity of the last syl-
lable’ (9.2.89).%8

The focus in this chapter is on the OF Bede, and the oldest manuscript ver-
sion of this text shows that the translator vernacularizes Latin names for ethnic
groups. That is to say, their Latin forms are retained, but declined in accor-
dance with the principles of Old English (Mercian) grammar. For example,
Romani falls into an i-stem class, and Huni is treated as a u-stem noun.>” It is
therefore possible that Geatas is also a hybrid form that treats a Latin noun as
an Old English form. Through a linguistic sleight of hand, the (G)eotas from
Jutland become akin to the Getae associated with Gothic legend.

If we consider the evidence, we may first look at the wider culture-political
context. The reign of King Alfred, when the OE Bede was most probably
composed, was characterized by an eagerness for constructing past ethnic
connections for the English. It was during this time when especially geneal-
ogy was stretched to include legendary and biblical ancestors. As Craig Davis
observes, other texts from the late ninth century provide a surge of imagina-
tive reconstruction of ancestral legend unparalleled both before and after this
time.?® The OE Bede may be seen to participate in this reinvention of the
past — in which case, the translator would probably have tweaked the name
form *Eotas to make it Geatas in order to shore up ideas of noble ancestry.

It would not be entirely unexpected if a willing attempt to create a link
between English history and the Goths was on the agenda in England in the
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late ninth century. The interest in a past Gothic imperium had grown during
the ninth century, first surfacing in Frankish, then subsequently in English
writing.®! Both reverence paid to the Goths and a desire to link them to
Anglo-Saxon ancestors are found in the poem Widsith, which John Niles
interprets as a story of an Anglian princess marrying King Ermanric: ‘to raise
the status of the Angles by marrying them into the Goths’.?> M. R. Godden
shows that the Goths’ sack of Rome in 410 was linked to the end of Roman
rule in Britain in a number of Anglo-Saxon texts. When the Goths took
Rome, they (symbolically) paved the way for a translatio imperii, and - by
analogy — also Anglo-Saxon hegemony in former Roman Britain.®® Perhaps
most importantly, a juxtaposition of the Gothic raid of Rome and Roman
retreat from Britain is found in Bede (HE 1.11). To claim that a Gothic-
related tribe should also have help to defeat the Romanized Britons may
have been a suggestive influence for the translator of OE Bede. In rela-
tion to this translation, Godden notes that the symbolism of the Goths’
attack on Rome is further accentuated through omission: ‘The departure of
Roman troops from Britain is thus never mentioned, and the Gothic success
becomes the only possible explanation for the cessation of Roman rule in
Britain’.%* In summary, the beginning of Anglo-Saxon Britain seems to have
been tied in with the ascendancy of the Goths in the understanding of the
time. Thus, an incentive to relate the Anglo-Saxon ancestors to the Gothic
warriors was perhaps irresistible.

One place where this comes close to the surface is in the OE translation
of Orosius. The Latin original is one of many classical texts that explicitly
claim the Getae later became the Goths.® The translation contains an inter-
esting divergence from the original; the translator introduces a statement
which is not in the original: da Gotan coman op paem hwatestan monnum
Germania (the Goths came from the bravest men of Germania), and were
known for hiera creeftum 1 for hiera hwetscipe (for their strengths and for
their bravery).®® In the Latin original, the Goths are firmly placed in south-
eastern Europe, a region separate from Germania. But the translator’s phras-
ing appears to parallel — if not actually replicate — Bede’s statement that the
invading Angles, Saxons, and Jutes came from the strongest of peoples in
Germania.®’ The idea of the Getae/Goths deriving from the pagan North of
the continent seems to show influence from the iconic legend of migration
from the North in Jordanes’ history of the Goths. After all, Jordanes traces
the proto-Gothic Getae to Scandza, conceptualized as a huge island in the
‘Germanic Sea’ (Germanicum mare) (Get. 18).

However, to suggest that Jordanes is the origin of this idea can be chal-
lenged on the grounds that no copy of Jordanes’ text is known from Anglo-
Saxon libraries.®® However, Frankish scholars knew Jordanes’ text well.
As we saw in Chapter Two, Freculph, the Bishop of Lisieux, provided an
alternative to the standard myth of the Franks’ lineage from Troy in his
Historiae (c. 830). He allows for the possibility that the Franks had their
origins on the isle of Scandza, the womb/sheath of nations, ‘from which the
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Goths and the other Germanic nations went forth’.®” It is important to note
that Jordanes’ Gothic legend is here recalibrated to serve as an origin leg-
end for all Germanic nations. Since Alfred’s court was palpably influenced
by Carolingian Francia, striving to emulate its intellectual achievements, a
transfer of such ideas is highly possible.”’ The scholar Alcuin (who travelled
between England and Charlemagne’s court), indicates in a letter from 801
that he was partly acquainted with the contents of Jordanes’ work.”! Alcuin
could have been one of the conduits for Frankish learning into England and
perhaps also for Jordanes’ migration legend. Another channel could have
been Asser, Alfred’s court biographer. In his vita of Alfred, Asser uses sev-
eral words peculiar to Frankish Latin sources, which has led to speculation
that he was either educated in Francia, or he could have learned his trade
from Frankish scholars associated with Alfred’s court, such as Grimbald, the
Benedictine monk from Saint-Omer.”?

An attempt to directly connect Anglo-Saxon kings and the Goths is found
in the opening chapter of Asser’s vita. Alfred’s maternal genealogy is here
traced to Oslac (his grandfather), who is said to have come from the Isle of
Wight, one of the places where the Jutes settled, according to Bede. Oslac
is described as Gothus erat natione; ortus enim erat de Gothis et Jutis.”>
In Simon Keynes and Michael Lapidge’s modern English version, this line
is translated: ‘Oslac was a Goth by nation, descended from the Goths and
Jutes, particularly from the seed of Stuf and Wihtgar’.”* However, this trans-
lation introduces a redundancy into Asser’s statement: to be a Goth, one
must derive from a Goth. So, to make sense of the statement, we need to
analyze its constituents individually.

Gothus is an adjective that means ‘Gothic’ and was pronounced with
a velar (hard) /g/. The intention is clear: Asser claims for Alfred a familial
connection to the noble Goths of legend. To back up this statement, Asser
sees a connection with the adjective Gothis. He knew that Jutland was
spelled Gotland (in OE Orosius); thus, he adopts the spelling Gothis as a
cognate of the ON Jo¢i [Jute]. The pronunciation would be with a palatal
8, since that would make it phonologically similar to the Latin Iutis, the
term Bede used for the Jutes. Asser either perceives Gothis and Jutis as syn-
onyms or sees them as two closely related peoples. On the backdrop of this
alleged connection between Jutes and Goths, as well as (possibly) direct or
indirect knowledge of Jordanes’ Gothic migration legend, the translator of
Bede’s ecclesiastical history would have felt justified in aligning the Jutes
with the Goths. With his strange vernacularizing form, Geatas, the transla-
tor of the OE Bede seems to indicate that the Getae had sprung from the
land of the Jutes (OE Eotas).

The attempt to use classical sources to illuminate contemporary events
and the nations involved led to much confusion. In the beginning of the
Latin version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the tenth-century ealdorman
Athelweard writes about the northern invaders infesting English shores: the
Dani, Northmanni, and Suevi (1.4). Suevi must mean ‘Swedes’ (who were
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also known as Sueones in Latin). But this rather unusual name form is con-
nected with a quote from the Roman poet Lucan’s first-century poem, Phar-
salia, on how a river fundit ab extreme flauos aquiline Suevos (pours forth
the fair-haired Suevi from the North).”> The river alluded to in the poem is
the Elbe, and the context for the passage is how barbarians warring with
Rome (Dacus, Massagetae, Getae, and Suebi) found strength in their cruel
gods of war to rush forth. But, Athelweard’s reading is false, as Lucan is not
referring to the Swedes but to the Suebi, a more southerly Germanic tribe.
It is likely that Athelweard was confused about the identity of the Suebi by
Isidore of Seville, who quotes this very line from Lucan, after remarking that
the Suevi (i.e. a misnaming of the Suebi) were a segment of the Germanic
nations in fine septenrionis (on the northern frontier) (9.2.98).7° But the
frontier to the pagan North had moved considerably since Lucan’s time and
was now drawn at the entry to the land of the Danes.

Jutes, Geatas, and Goths

That Geatas was chosen as a name in order to link English ancestors with
Goths is, in my assessment, the most probable explanation for the anoma-
lous form in the OF Bede. This grafts an ‘out-of-Scandinavia’ tale notion
onto English legend. However, an explicit reference to Jordanes’ Getica can-
not be found until the early twelfth century. In William of Malmesbury’s
Gesta rerum Anglorum, Bede’s Jutes are named Gothos, followed by an
explicit reference to the legend of the Goths in Jordanes writing. William
proceeds to place the Anglo-Saxon ancestor Scyld in Slaswic/Haithebi,
which are two names for the well-known trading station in Jutland.”” It is
evident that William amalgamated Jordanes’ origin tale of the Goths with
Anglo-Saxon ancestral history.

As an addendum to the discussion of perceiving and misperceiving name
forms, it should be mentioned that the impulse to connect Goths, Getae,
and Jutes was repeated in several antiquarian works. The Danish historian
Saxo reworks the fourth-century Ostrogothic King Ermaneric (who is also
known from Anglo-Saxon legend) as a Danish king in Book 8 of Gesta Dan-
orum. larmericus, as Saxo calls him, is given a recognizable Viking career
of adventures at sea against foes that were considered to be the traditional
enemies of the Danes.”® Probably, the use of the name Dacia (originally,
an area of classical geography north of the Black Sea), to replace Dania
(Denmark) was at this time so well established that Saxo felt entitled to
include legends of the Goths’ adventures in his history of the Danes. The
link between the Dacians and the Goths can be found in Isidore’s Etymolo-
gies, in which we are told that the ‘Dacians were the offspring of the Goths,
and they think they are called Daci ... because they were created from the
family of Goths’. To which a statement of their northern heritage is added:
‘about them someone says [i.e. Paul in Acts 17]: “You will go far up to the
northern Dacians™ (9.2.90).”° Saxo undoubtedly finds authorization for his
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linking of the Danes and the Dacians in Dudo’s history of the Normans (to
which he also refers) since Dudo uses the terms Daci and Dani interchange-
ably throughout his work.5°

The confusion of such renaming of the Jutes as ethnical Goths is also
found in Icelandic writing of the thirteenth century. Jutland is described
here as formerly called by another name. In Snorri Sturluson’s ‘Prologue’ to
the Prose Edda, we hear that Odinn and his men arrive in a land ‘that now
is called Jutland, but once was called Reidgotaland’.3! However, the same
place is used to refer to the territories of the Ostrogoths in southeastern
Europe in Hervarar saga (13th cent.) and other Icelandic texts.®? Snorri
appears to have been familiar with texts that used <Gotland> or a similar
form about what he knew as Iotland.

In later historical writing of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries,
the confusion between the peoples of Roman geography and Scandinavia
proliferated. One example is provided by the Italian scholar Polydore Vir-
gil, who became court historian to Henry VIIL. In Anglicae historia libri
XXVI (Twenty-six Books of English History) (1534-1555), he notes that
the Danes who had ruled in Britain named their country either Dacia, or
Denmarcke, but that this people was first ‘called Gothes, yet, bie reason that
of owlde historiens they weare som time called Getes, somtime Danes’.%3
William Lambarde, in A Perambulation of Kent (1576), identifies Iutes with
the synonyms, Gutes and Gottes.®* Another example is William Camden’s
famous Britannia (1586; Eng. trans. 1610), in which the Jutes are fully syn-
onymized with the names, ‘Gutes, Getes, or Gothes’.3 In the first Old Eng-
lish dictionary, Dictionarium Saxonico-Latino-Anglicum (1649), William
Somner lists under Geatar the simple line of identification: Jutae, Getae,
and Gothes.3¢ A further contribution to the confusion was provided by the
Cambridge linguist Robert Sheringham in De Anglorum gentis origine (The
Origin of the English People), published in 1670. Sheringham sees the ethnic
names Jutes, Getae, and Goths as synonymous.®” The antiquarian Aylett
Sammes similarly identified Jutes, Getes, and Goths as variant names of the
same people.®® Eighteenth-century scholarly editions of Bede’s texts contin-
ued to identify the Jutes with the Goths.?” But what are we to make of the
appearance of the Geatas in Beowulf? The present discussion would seem
incomplete without at least grappling with the use of the name in this poem.

The Geatas seem unknown in other Anglo-Saxon legendary connec-
tions. Although they are mentioned as a tribe in Widsith (1. 58), where they
are placed between Swedes and South-Danes, no heroes’ names or events
are otherwise attributed to this name in legendary sources. That the Gea-
tas were Jutes (i.e. they lived north of the South-Danes in what Ohthere
called Gotland) is a theory supported by a number of nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century critics. As early as 1839, the German historian, Heinrich
Leo, made this claim.”® However, his findings were attacked already the
following year by Ernst Moritz Ludwig Ettmiiller, who cast his vote for
the Geatas as identical with the Gautar.”' In 1884, the Swedish historian,
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Pontus Fahlbeck, put forward the Jute-thesis again, this time with more
momentum.”” In turn, Fahlbeck’s article was also attacked, and a number
of scholars took up the debate with much fervour. In a 1959 review of the
debate, Raymond W. Chambers practically put the Jute-thesis to bed. His
attempts at finding alternative explanations in favour of the Gautar were,
however, often laboured and relied on special pleading.”® Nonetheless, his
admirable rigorousness gave the intervention an air of definitiveness. As the
critical tide was turning against single-tracked interest in the ethnic dimen-
sion of Beowulf, no serious contender picked up the gauntlet at this time.
It was not until 1986 that the Swedish scholar Lars Gahrn provided an
updated review of the Jutes vs. Gautar debate. As his investigation was car-
ried out under the heading ‘the early history of Sweden’, sympathy for the
Gautar-theory was a foregone conclusion.”* Only in recent years has John
D. Niles vocally objected to the identification of Geatas with Gautar.”®

If we look at the geographical information given in the poem, the Geatas
must seek the Swedes ofer s (across the sea) (1. 2374), ofer s side (across
the wide sea) (. 2394), ofer wid water (across the wide waters) (l. 2473),
and ofer beafo (across the sea) (1. 2477). The Jute-theorists made the claim
that this meant that the Geatas could not inhabit the same landmass as
the Swedes, but had to undertake a journey over the Sund from Sweden to
Jutland. Chambers claims to overthrow this deduction with the argument
that the water boundary alluded to the great lakes in southern Sweden.”®
Arguably, this is an imaginable way to stretch the term s, but it is special
pleading.

The problem is that both camps base their arguments on a modern sense
of geographical mapping, of which the poet was either unaware or seems to
ignore. The references to water are more sensibly explained as coordinates
on a fictive and poetical mind-map which prescribed that all Scandinavians
were seafaring peoples. As Ermold the Black says in his poem to Louis the
Pious (on the occasion of Harald Klak’s baptism), the Danes were a people
who sought food by their sails and dwelled on the sea.’” The Geatas are
depicted as living near the coast, but this is most likely dictated by narrative
requirements, such as the need for pushing the dragon over the sea-cliff in
the final showdown (1. 3131-3), or that Beowulf’s burial-mound should be a
spectacular monument visible to passing seafarers (1. 2802-8, cf. 3156-62).

As with the other tribal names in the poem, the Geatas played the part
of creating a believable ethnological image of the continent centuries ago.
In this respect, Walter Goffart has convincingly argued that the poet had
scoured continental manuscripts when digging up the obscure ethnonyms,
Hetware and Hugas.”® The existence of the same name in OE Bede and
Beowulf (in both texts referring to a Northern people) would be a strange
coincidence. One must therefore assume that one of the texts learned from
the other, or they both relied on a common precursor text. However, it is
important to note that there are no explicit links made between the Geatas
and Goths in Beowulf.
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Presumably, the Beowulf-poet chose the name, Geatas (like other
names in the poem), for its poetic ambience, not its historicity. Geatas
was a name that signalled a northern heroic people, which was part of
the stock from which the English understood themselves to be descended.
It is a name perhaps best seen in terms of what Claude Levi-Strauss
has called a ‘floating signifier’, representing ‘an undetermined quantity
of signification, in itself void of meaning and thus apt to receive any
meaning’.”” If we compare this with the hero, Beowulf, it has been sug-
gested that the name was chosen as a generic ‘northern’ name that could
be applied to a hero. There is another Danish hero called ‘Beowulf’ in
the poem (l. 18), just as there is a hero called ‘Hengest’ (first occur-
rence at . 1083), which is a name also known from Bede’s account of
the Jutish invasion of Kent (HE 1.15). The hero, Beowulf, may be an
amalgam of several heroes known from legendary narratives, perhaps
each participating in one of the three battles, which the poem rewrites.
To the poet, the Geatas were perhaps likewise a poetic licence, a name
taken up to find a focus for a compendium of legendary tales about the
heroic North.
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Ethnogenesis 12-15, 53, 125; in
Northumbria 130-6

Eusebius of Caesarea 80

Ferocity (as a barbarian characteristic)
32,53,123,137-8

Finland/Finns 33,1835; see also Lapps

Fortunatus, Venantius 41, 93

Franks 1, 4, 7, 16, 37, 50, 54, 55, 59,
60-1, 73, 94, 96-7, 100, 122, 137,
168, 194; northern origins of 63-5;
dealings with the Danes 161-2

Freculph 64-5, 194

‘Fredegar’, chronicles of 55, 156

Frisia and Frisians 90-1, 92-3, 98-9,
100, 156, 161, 187

Gaul 3,4, 52, 55,60-3,81,119, 123,
133,137,170

Gautar 33, 39,190, 197-8

Geatas philological considerations
190-2; in legend 192-6; connection
with Jutes 197-9

Geoffrey of Monmouth 16

Gepidae 36

Genealogy 85, 152-3; see also Odin
and Scyld/Scef

Genesis, use of 17, 58, 59, 85, 126, 133,
134; see also Noah

Germania 2, 3,4, 36,55,57,59, 65,
80-1, 98, 100-101, 137, 164, 191,
194

Getae 33, 66,193,194, 196, 197

Gildas 52, 83-5, 89, 98,102, 131

Godan (pagan god) 56, 59

Goffart, Walter 20, 34, 128, 198

Goths 6, 14, 17,28-43, 54, 57-8, 64,
67,82,85,165,168,170, 192-3,
195, 197-8; archaeology 30; see also
Jordanes

Gotland 89, 191, 195,197

Gray, Thomas 18

Gregory L, Pope 1, 6,7, 96, 116-38;
see also Vita S. Gregorii and Bede —
anecdote of the Angli in Rome

Gregory of Tours 100

Grimm, Jacob 19

Guthrum 160-1

Hair (of the barbarians) 54-6, 132-5,
156,196

Harald Klak 5, 161, 198; see also
Vikings — christening

Haithaby 5, 89-90, 104, 166

Hard primitivism 34-5, 41, 51; see also
primordialism

Heilsgeschichte 51, 59, 84, 87, 100,
122,136-8

Hengist/Hengest 88-9, 97, 123-4, 165,
167-8,199

Herodotus 36

Heruls 33, 39-40, 57

Hesiod 6, 17

Hild, Abbess 127-8, 130

Historia Brittonum 88-9, 124, 131,
153,154

Historia de Sancto Cuthberto 159-60

Historia Langobardorum codicis
Gothani 60

Homer 36, 37, 88

Huns 37, 55, 56, 98, 99, 100, 137, 193

Idealtypen 154

Ingeld 188

Isle of Wight 83, 93-5, 97,122, 191,
192,195

Isidore of Seville 35, 36, 57,62, 67,
122-3, 163; definitions of ethnicity
13,15, 16-17

Japhet 16-17, 67, 85, 163-4

Jeremiah 1

Jordanes 3, 6, 54, 55,57, 62, 63, 64,
65, 66, 68,69, 81, 82,85, 165-6,
168,170, 185,187,192, 194-5, 196;
life 28, 31, 59; sources used 30-3;
classical notions of the North 34-8;
context of Getica 38-43; see also
Goths

Josephus 16

Justinian, Emperor 34, 38, 40

Jutes 7, 80-7, 90, 98, 126, 165, 167,
181, 190-3, 194, 195, in sources
Bede knew 91-7; connection with
Geatas 196-9



Jutland 3, 4, 32, 33, 52, 88, 89-90, 155,
189, 191; abandoned land 90-1; the
inhabitants of 86-7

Kent, kingdom of 83, 91, 94-7, 119-20,
124, 127, 135, 154, 168, 191, 192,
199

Langobards (Lombards) 4, 43, 54-61,
63,156,169, 170

Lapps 33, 57

Legends of origin, taxonomy of 15-19

Lebor Gabdla Erenn 17

Lex Salica 164

Liber Historiae Francorum 64

Louis the Pious 1, 161, 198

Lucan 44, 52, 196

Marcellinus, Ammianus 61
Mela, Pomponius 35, 137
Migration Period, concept of 19

Nerthus (pagan god) 86

Noah 16, 17, 67, 85, 131, 152, 1634,
166,168,192

Normans 4, 37, 168; northern origins
of 66-8

Northumbria 116, 120, 121, 124-5,
127-30, 131, 152, 154-5, 159-60;
see also Bernicia, York and Whitby

Norway 3, 5, 155,157,167

0din/Odinn 7, 16, 167, 197; associated
with Scandinavia 152-8

Ohthere 5, 89, 165,191, 197

Orality vs. written tradition 21-22, 31

Origin legends 15-19; see also entries
for individual ethnonyms

Origo gentis Langobadorum 4, 55-6,
57

Orosius, Paulus 5, 33, 61, 89, 191 (see
also Ohthere).

Passio sancti Sigismundi 61

Paul the Deacon 54, 56-61, 120, 156,
169

Picts 82, 84, 126,155,170

Pliny, the Elder 3, 57, 81, 86-7

Plutarch 32

Pohl, Walter 20, 99

Portsmouth 97

Primordialism 13, 18, 50; see also hard
primitivism

Procopius 39-40, 57, 92-3, 96, 135

Ptolemy 3, 31, 32, 52

Index 213

Ravenna Cosmography 3-4, 5, 82,
187

Regino of Prum 13

Roman Empire 2, 14, 17, 31, 34, 35,
38-42,55,63-4,67,84,97,100;
anti-Roman ideology 38, 51, 63, 65;
classification 14

Roman mission 84, 120-21, 1234,
128, 132, 136; see also Augustine
and Gregory |

Rudbeck, Olof 52, 170

Sagas (Icelandic) 62, 162,165, 167,
188,189,197

Saxnot (pagan god) 155

Saxo Grammaticus 168-70

Saxons 36, 60, 80-3, 85, 97-8, 100,
122, 125, 126, 134, 136, 137, 170,
188, 191, 194; northern origins of
52-4; home of 86, 87, 89, 90, 91, 92,
95; as a term for ‘English’ 98, 125;
see also West Saxons

Scandinavia (as a place of origin) 3,
30, 34, 37, 56, 60, 61, 66, 80-2,
92,154-6, 165, 169, 185, 194; as
a geographical concept 2-6, 29, 31,
185

Schleswig 68, 88, 90

Scotti 82,122,126

Scyld/Scef 7,17, 153, 158-60; as
an English ancestors 160-3; later
development of legend 163-6; in
Scandinavian tradition 163-70

Scyldingas 158-60, 167

Scythia and Scythians 2, 3, 29, 35, 36,
66, 81-2, 87, 89

Seneca, Lucius Annaeus 137

Skaane (Sconeg) 165

Skjoldungar see Scyldingas

Slavs 69

Snorri Sturluson 16, 157-8, 167-6,
169, 190, 197

Strabo 3, 33, 55

Swabians 68

Sweden 5, 39, 53, 69, 157, 165, 169,
170, 185, 190, 198

Swedes 33, 69, 154

Swiftness 1, 36, 161, 187

Tacitus 3, 32,42, 52, 55, 85, 92,153

Textualization 31, 182

Teutons 31, 34

Theodore, Archbishop 53, 118, 120,
125,127

Theodoric 14, 28, 29, 35, 40, 42



214  Index

Thule 30, 39, 82

Thucydides 38

Traditionskerne 20

Tribal Hidage 86

Troy (legend of) 6, 16, 23,29, 30, 55,
66, 168

Vagina nationum 3, 37-8; see also
Scandinavia

Vandals 56, 57, 120

Vikings 1, 5, 155, 159, 169, 181-4,
183, 186, 188, 196; christenings of
5,160-3

Virgil, 15, 16, 30, 40, 66, 170

Vita S. Gregorii 116-38

Weapons (associated with the
barbarians) 36-7, 131, 164

Welund 189

Wenskus, Richard 20, 30

West Saxons 17, 65, 83, 93-4, 97,
152-3,154-6, 158, 162-3, 164-7,
168,183,192

Whitby 116-18, 124, 127-30

Whiteness (metaphor) 133-6

Widsith 88,125,163, 188,194

Widukind of Corvey 53, 69

William of Jumieges 67

William of Malmesbury 158, 159, 1635,
196

Winnili 4, 56-7, 59, 60

Woden/Wotan, see Odin

Wolfram, Herwig 20, 59

Wulfstan §

York 118, 119, 124, 194
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