The Seasons in Old English Poetry


Old English literature is rife with passages testifying to the appreciation of the sterner mood of nature, a cognizance of her wintry phenomena, her rigors of land and sky and water.  It is only on the side of warmth and bloom and fragrance that the poetry is so woefully lacking in expression, so insensitive to loveliness and joyance.�





So said Richard Burton in 1894, and many critics have agreed with him. In fact, I think it would be fair to say that most readers would expect a paper on the seasons in Old English poetry to focus on depictions of winter rather than on any other season, since most find descriptions of spring “conventional and lifeless”, and references to summer “equally slight and unsatisfactory”.� The power of a winter storm, on the other hand, is seen to have inspired Old English poets to their best efforts. The particular focus on winter has even been considered a reflection of an original, native mind-set which was gradually lost with the growing influence of Christianity.�


	Although our general inclination is to reject the “unenlightened” views of earlier critics, Old English poetry does tend to focus primarily on the grimness of winter rather than the delights of summer. Part of my aim in this paper is to consider why. In the past it has been suggested that the character of Old English poetry was fixed by the experience of the harsh conditions on the Baltic and North Seas during the Migration of the Germanic peoples.� Modern research into climate change� suggests that the Anglo-Saxons may indeed have suffered more winter than we do now—that they experienced more cold and snow and sleet and hail, and that the dominance of winter in their poetry reflects reality.


	I would like to begin our consideration of the seasons in Old English poetry with this possibility—that seasonal imagery merely reflects reality. We might then reconsider the method of reckoning the passing of time in terms of “winters” rather than years. Take, for example, the description of Hrothgar’s suffering of Grendel’s raiding in Beowulf:


	Wæs seo hwil micel;�XII wintra tid   torn geþolode �wine Scyldinga,   weana gehwelcne, �sidra sorga.  (Beowulf 146b-9a)�





Perhaps Hrothgar’s twelve winters are not a metaphor for twelve years without hope; perhaps the poet was imagining twelve years of weather so bad that one winter passed into the next without a recognisable spring or summer. If this were true, we would have to look no further to account for the dominance of winter in Old English poetry, and I would have little more to say about the seasons depicted therein.


	Of course, the Anglo-Saxons did have seasons; however bad the climate was, the ice melted every year, crops were grown, and, as The Seafarer notes, the cuckoo was heard in the land. I have raised the reductive and unlikely idea that the Beowulf-poet’s descriptions of winter are literal rather than literary in the hope of disturbing the familiarity associated with this imagery, for, just as it is too simplistic to see literary descriptions as reflections of reality, it is too easy to characterise the Anglo-Saxons as “naturally” inclined to descriptions of winter, too easy to forget that this imagery can be used for more than pathetic fallacy—i.e. for mirroring human emotions in the landscape. In this paper I hope to show first, that the Anglo-Saxon concept of the seasons is not without complications, and second, that the use of seasonal imagery in Old English poetry may reveal neither external reality nor a primitive “Germanic” mind-set, but rather a learned if no less gloomy expectation of the imminent apocalypse.


	The first thing to consider is the language used to describe the seasons, for this language in itself shows that our modern assumptions can be misleading. In a recent conference paper and upcoming article,� Earl Anderson argues that Old English literature maintains two different, co-existing frames of reference for the seasons of the year. That is, in addition to the four-season system of spring, summer, autumn, and winter that seems so natural and inevitable to us now, the Anglo-Saxons inherited a two-season system. This latter system, with its terms for winter and summer—winter and sumer—was native to Old English; that is, it came down to the language from its Germanic roots. The four-season system arrived later, along with literacy, Latin, and Christianity. Anderson notes that the words for spring and autumn were linguistically peripheral in Old English; we might also note that these words—lencten and hærfest—did not last and were replaced with “spring” and “autumn” in the sixteenth century.� Anderson demonstrates that, although the learned, Latin frame of reference eventually superseded the Germanic one, the older two-season system is evident in Beowulf and The Seafarer, as well as in some Middle and early Modern English literature.


	Anderson’s discussion seems persuasive. A two-season system makes the description of The Seafarer’s cuckoo as sumeres weard ‘guardian of summer’ (54a), for example, entirely appropriate: the cuckoo lives in England for five months, from April to August, and so its presence can truly be seen as a marker of a season extending over half the year.� Yet at the same time, the apparently secondary, imported four-season structure cannot be ignored, for it seems to have commanded considerable interest in Anglo-Saxon England. The nature of this interest may lead us to believe that the four-season system was a comparatively unknown thing: glossaries and other apparently educational texts expound on the names and characteristics of the four seasons at length, as if it were necessary to instruct readers not only in the Latin vocabulary for this subject but also in the concepts themselves.� Thus there is a short tract, now called “On the Number and Names of the Seasons”, which sets out the system quite explicitly:


On ðære sunnan geare sindon feower tida, þa syndon on leden gecwedene, Uer, Aetas, Autumnus, Hiemps, and on englisc, Lenctern and Sumor, Hærfest and Winter....�





This careful delineation of terms is not unusual; in addition to the many occurrences of the names of the seasons in the glossaries, similar lists occur in Byrhtferth’s Enchiridion, Ælfric’s De temporibus anni, the Old English Prognostics, and the Martyrology. Not all of these are concerned only to present the bare fact of four seasons, however; some provide astronomical indicators of the beginning of spring and autumn, the number of days in each season, and the dates of the solstices and equinoxes. That is, however new the four-season system may have been for some Anglo-Saxons at some point in their history, there is ample evidence that others possessed fairly sophisticated, scientific knowledge regarding the four-season structure. As will be discussed further below, the learned measuring of time, initially important primarily for observing the events of the church calendar, was also used to pinpoint secular events in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. However widely it was known, it is clear that the four-season system was not limited to books; it played a part in the Anglo-Saxons’ experience of time.�


	At the same time, however, it is difficult to isolate a word for “season”, even in the glossaries. Lists of the four seasons, like the one quoted above, describe them as tida and tima, both of which primarily mean ‘time’ rather than ‘season’; tid, for example, glosses the Latin word for ‘hour’ (hora). The same lack of specific terms for seasons is also evident in poetry: words which could refer to the concept of ‘season’, such as mæl and sæl, mean ‘time’, particularly in the sense of an ‘appointed or ordained time’. Of course, a season could be thought of as essentially an event that comes at an appointed time: Alfred’s Metres of Boethius, for example, describes the passing of the seasons as the result of God’s explicit command.� Yet mæl and sæl are never clearly identifiable as seasons and normally are quite obviously something else: for example, drinks are served to Beowulf at the right mæl—that is, ‘in due course’, not ‘in the correct season’.


	In fact, we seem to have linguistic evidence in Old English for two seasons, four seasons, and no seasons (in the sense of abstract periods of time). As a result, there is a great deal of ambiguity surrounding seasonal words and concepts, and the terms identified as the names for seasons may not always be what they seem to be. When we find the word hærfest in a text, for example, we cannot be sure that this is evidence of the four-season structure, since it may refer to the yearly event of bringing in the crops rather than the season. In the same way, lencten is most often mentioned specifically in terms of the events of the church calendar (rules for fasting, for example) and so may mean Lent in the modern sense, rather than the “new” Latin season of spring.� Similarly, the “seasonal” tags used in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to mark points within years are not always easily interpreted�: when an army arrives and ravages during lencten or Hlafmæss (the celebration of St Peter’s release from prison on 1 August), it is clear when the event happens, but when the army arrives in “early summer”, the month could be April, if the author were using Anderson’s two-season system, or June, if the author were using the imported, four-season system.


	Often it is only context that can remove the uncertainty. Thus in the Chronicle we can be fairly certain that the authors used a four-season system because they also use the kalends and ides—elements of the Latin calendar—to specify dates.� Similarly, the initial ambiguity regarding the meaning of tid can perhaps be eliminated through its context in Genesis B, where, after Satan has been dramatically expelled from heaven and confined to hell, he jealously describes the present good fortune of the human race and fantasises about what he would do if he had his hands free for just one moment, just ane tid ‘one period of time’.


	Þæt me is sorga mæst, �þæt Adam sceal,   þe wæs of eorðan geworht,�minne stronglican   stol behealdan, �wesan him on wynne,   and we þis wite þolien, �hearm on þisse helle.   Wa la, ahte ic minra handa geweald�and moste ane tid   ute weorðan,�wesan ane winterstunde,   þonne ic mid þys werode—�Ac licgað me ymbe   irenbenda,�rideð racentan sal.   Ic eom rices leas....  (Genesis B 364b-72)�





This tid could easily be either one hour or one season. In the next line, however, the uncertainty seems to be removed, since the moment is called a winterstund ‘a winter-hour’ (370a)—apparently a short hour like those constituting the abbreviated daylight time in winter. Old English dictionaries, however, remain uncertain regarding the meaning of winterstund, which occurs nowhere else in Old English poetry, and they define it as both ‘winter-hour’ and ‘year’.�


	Regardless of its meaning in this context, winterstund cannot remove the ambiguity surrounding words like tid in other contexts. This ambiguity, however, may serve a useful purpose for modern readers, for, as the discussion above has shown, in Old English poetry the four seasons are not the self-evident structure that we take for granted now. Having destabilised our expectations of seasons, we may be able to re-evaluate some traditional interpretations of Old English poetry.


	Old English poetry often appears to depict events as not only transitory but typical and repeatable. This kind of cyclical movement is succinctly described in the refrain of the elegiac poem, Deor, which states repeatedly that þæs ofereode, þisses swa mæg ‘that passed away, this may likewise’. A similar repetitive structure appears to underlie Beowulf: the rise and fall of Scyld Scefing in the first fifty-two lines of the poem provide a model for the rise and fall of the following kings, Hrothgar and Beowulf.� The similarity in the descriptions of the three kings not only allows readers (or listeners) to compare and contrast each to the others, but also to see each one as elaborations or examples of a type. A king rises from obscurity to power, performs well, and dies. Another king rises to power, performs well, and dies. In the same way, a people, the Scyldings, languishes in lordless misery, gains a lord and prosperity, but will eventually, the poem asserts, revert to turmoil, just as the Geats, having prospered under Beowulf, will descend into misery following his death. These events follow one after the other in a seemingly inevitable cycle.


	The same kind of cyclical pattern can be seen in Genesis.� The archetypal course of events is the story of the creation of the angels. God creates and raises up his creatures, whereupon some become proud and fall while others remain loyal and are rewarded. Throughout the rest of the poem these two possible cycles are repeated again and again. Thus Hagar, Sarah’s slave, hire mod astah ‘exulted in her mind’ (2237b) and lustum ne wolde / þeowdom þolian ‘would not willingly endure servitude’ (2241b-2a), just like Satan almost 2000 lines earlier (264b-268a). Both suffer a similar result: a long sið ‘journey’ into exile (68b and 2267b).


	The idea of cyclical progress is not, of course, found only in Old English poetry.� It may not even have been a “native” idea.� Yet it is so well integrated into both Beowulf and Genesis A that it would be difficult to argue that it is not a part of Old English poetic tradition. It would seem logical if not inevitable that the seasons would be used in illustration of this idea of cyclical progress in Old English poetry, for the cycle of the seasons is probably the archetypal source of the idea in the first place. This expectation is taken to its most extreme conclusion in Karl Müllenhoff’s interpretation of Beowulf as an allegory of the seasons. According to this view, Beowulf’s overpowering of sea-monsters in the swimming contest with Breca indicates spring; victory over Grendel and his mother represents summer floods in the Low Lands; Beowulf’s death by the fire-dragon marks the end of autumn and the beginning of winter.�


	Such an interpretation is, of course, an extreme; no one would argue that Beowulf is a straightforward allegory of anything anymore, and certainly not an allegory of the seasons.� Yet even in this extreme interpretation there is something that should be noted, and that is that this apparent allegory of the cycle of the seasons is not cyclical. Unlike the cycle of kingship and cultural history described earlier, Beowulf’s life does not go around, does not start again; his progress through the “seasons” of his life is progress from a beginning to a very final end.


	Although Müllenhoff’s idea of the meaning of Beowulf may seem far from the mark, his description of the “course of the seasons” in Beowulf is a curiously accurate reflection of the use of seasonal imagery in Old English poetry, for seasonal imagery does not, in fact, conform to the logical, apparently inevitable expectation that seasons indicate a cyclical passage of time. Instead, it tends to denote a linear progression, from beginning to end. More particularly, it illustrates the progression from creation to doomsday.


	Having made this sweeping generalisation regarding the linear nature of seasonal imagery in Old English poetry, I hasten to add that this is not always true. There are Old English poems that describe a cycle of seasons. For example, Maxims I states:


Forst sceal freosan,   fyr wudu meltan,�eorþe growan,   is brycgian,�wæter helm wegan,   wundrum lucan eorþan ciþas.�An sceal inbindan forstes fetre   felameahtig god;�winter sceal geweorpan,   weder eft cuman,�sumor swegle hat,   sund unstille.  (Maxims I, 71-4)�





One might also note the image of melting ice in Beowulf, which serves as a simile to describe the melting of the giant sword in Grendel’s blood (1607-11). In fact, Beowulf does not offer good illustrations of the theory of non-cyclical seasons, and its Finn episode (1071-1159a) provides one of the best examples of cyclical rather than linear progress. It not only describes the change from winter to spring; it uses this description of the changing season to provide an image of the inevitable, cyclical progression of human affairs in a revenge-driven society. Thus Hengest suffers under the constraints of his agreement all winter until:


	...oþer com�gear in geardas,   swa nu gyt deð,�þa ðe syngales   sele bewitiað,�wuldortorhtan weder.   Ða wæs winter scacen,�fæger foldan bearm.  (Beowulf 1133b-7a)�





At this point, as the earth comes to life again, Hengest rises up and wreaks his revenge. As many critics have noted before, these images of the external world reflect the internal state of the protagonist.� Similar uses of the external world occur in The Wanderer and The Wife’s Lament and have been commented upon too many times to be repeated here, especially since the imagery, though usually wintry, is not particularly concerned with the phenomena of seasons as such. The pathetic fallacy, however, did not exhaust the uses to which Old English poets could put seasonal imagery.


	The Seafarer, for example, contains some famous descriptions of winter which appear to illustrate the speaker’s state of mind: the surging waves and freezing rain mirror his tormented thoughts. Just as there are seasons other than winter in this poem, however, there is more to be said regarding seasonal imagery than that it reflects the speaker’s thoughts. Consider, for example, the description of the arrival of spring:


Bearwas blostmum nimað,   byrig fægriað,�wongas wlitigað,   woruld onetteð; �ealle þa gemoniað   modes fusne �sefan to siþe,   þam þe swa þenceð �on flodwegas   feor gewitan.  (The Seafarer 48-52)�





The changing season does not, in fact, reflect a change in the speaker’s mind. Instead, it causes one, and it affects him in a very particular way. It is not simply that the Seafarer cannot bear to be comfortable and prefers icy fetters over blossoms, but rather that the phenomena he observes ‘remind’ and ‘admonish’ him to act. At the heart of the matter lies the much disputed phrase, woruld onettað ‘the world hastens’ (49b). This phrase may simply mean that the world “quickens” with life in spring.� It may also, as Anderson argues, reflect an Old English poetic idiom, in which the seasons change quickly and “come to town” in haste, as the months are said to do again and again in the Menologium.� But it may also mean that the world is hastening to its end.� This interpretation is supported by a passage later in the poem:


	Dagas sind gewitene, �ealle onmedlan   eorþan rices; �næron nu cyningas   ne caseras �ne goldgiefan   swylce iu wæron, �þonne hi mæst mid him   mærþa gefremedon �ond on dryhtlicestum   dome lifdon. �Gedroren is þeos duguð eal,   dreamas sind gewitene, �wuniað þa wacran   ond þas woruld healdaþ, �brucað þurh bisgo.   Blæd is gehnæged, �eorþan indryhto   ealdað ond searað, �swa nu monna gehwylc   geond middangeard. �Yldo him on fareð,   onsyn blacað, �gomelfeax gnornað,   wat his iuwine, �æþelinga bearn,   eorþan forgiefene.  (The Seafarer 80-93)�





Although this particular passage does not actually mention the seasons, it is closely related to the contemplation of them. In fact, it is the contemplation of the changing seasons that inspired it, I believe, for the connection made in this passage between the world deteriorating and losing its strength and the individual man deteriorating and losing his strength is part of a larger idea that was often tied to the seasons.


	This idea is the medieval commonplace of the intimate connection between the microcosm and the macrocosm. Man, the microcosm, is seen as having a structure, and, most importantly, a fate, which finds exact parallels in the world, the macrocosm.� Thus, as in the passage from The Seafarer above, the world grows old and will come to an end just as human beings do. In fact, the Seafarer’s description of the world hastening appears to reflect Wulfstan’s famous declaration in his Sermo lupi ad Anglos that ðeos worold is on ofste, and hit nealæcð þam ende ‘this world is in haste, and it draws near to its end’.� The important point for the present discussion is the fact that the stages of the ageing microcosm and macrocosm could also be linked with the seasons. Thus in his Enchiridion Byrhtferth links the four stages of life (childhood, youth, maturity, old age) with the four elements, the four humours, and the four seasons (tima)�. Similarly, Blickling Homily X contrasts the present world, in which all things are dirty, ruined, and perishing, with the world at its beginning, its springtime, in which all things were blooming with fertility and beauty.� Another homily states that the present time is plagued by diseases, storms, and bad weather—all the accoutrements of winter—because the world is hastening toward its end.�


	At this point it should be noted that the Anglo-Saxons were preoccupied with doomsday, which some confidently expected at the turn of the Millennium in the year 1000. This preoccupation grew more intense as the millennium approached, and it is at this time that most of the Old English poetry we have was being written down;� ideas regarding the end of the world may never have been far from the surface of any of these poems.� We cannot know all the effects that living with such an expectation might have had, but it certainly had an impact on the Anglo-Saxons’ reckoning of and approach to time: at least one scribe writing after the momentous non-event dates his text not with the year 1007, which was an impossibility from his point of view, but with a composite date: XM bisque quinis septenis ‘990 and two times five and seven’, that is 990 + 17 years.�


	Although the examples from Beowulf and Maxims I above demonstrate that seasonal imagery can have aims incompatible with such ideas, raising the idea of the ageing world when analysing descriptions of the seasons in Old English poetry can often aid in interpretation. For example, assuming that a description of the passing seasons would summon up the inevitable approach of the end of the world helps to explain why the cuckoo, the sumeres weard, announces sorrow rather than pleasure in The Seafarer. It also helps to explain why the description of ruined buildings in The Ruin (1-5) and The Wanderer (73-7) are covered in frost: once a scene of desolation has raised the idea of the end of the world, winter cannot be far behind. Of course, it is not necessary to over-interpret seasonal imagery to arrive at appropriate and sensitive interpretations of these poems. It is possible to dismiss the frost in The Ruin as an unimportant detail—it is only one word, after all. Yet The Wanderer specifically says that þes middangeard / ealra dogra gehwam dreoseð ond fealleþ ‘this middle-earth weakens and fails every day’ (62b-3) and later adds:


...þas stanhleoþu   stormas cnyssað, �hrið hreosende   hrusan bindeð, �wintres woma,   þonne won cymeð, �nipeð nihtscua,   norþan onsendeð �hreo hæglfare   hæleþum on andan.�Eall is earfoðlic   eorþan rice, �onwendeð wyrda gesceaft   weoruld under heofonum. �Her bið feoh læne,   her bið freond læne, �her bið mon læne,   her bið mæg læne, �eal þis eorþan gesteal   idel weorþeð! (101-10)�





This description of winter is so closely connected with the image of the world winding to a halt that I hesitate to reject even brief references to the seasons as meaningless without at least considering the possibility that they might summon up ideas of doomsday.


	This is not to say that all references to seasonal imagery are allegorical indicators of the apocalypse, but rather that, like the image of the ring-giver in the hall, descriptions of seasons, particularly winter, were emotionally charged and could carry quite complex, extended associations in very few words. These associations may underlie one of the exchanges between Solomon and Saturn in their eponomously-named dialogue:


Saturnus cwæð:   �“Ac hwæt is ðæt wundor   ðe geond ðas worold færeð, �styrnenga gæð,   staðolas beateð, �aweceð wopdropan,   winneð oft hider? �Ne mæg hit steorra ne stan   ne se steapa gimm,�wæter ne wildeor   wihte beswican, �ac him on hand gæð   heardes and hnesces, �micles and mætes;   him to mose sceall �gegangan geara gehwelce   grundbuendra, �lyftfleogendra,   laguswemmendra,�ðria ðreoteno   ðusendgerimes.”�Salomon cuæð:   �“Yldo beoð on eorðan   æghwæs cræftig; �mid hiðendre   hildewræsne, �rumre racenteage,   ræceð wide, �langre linan,   lisseð eall ðæt heo wile.�Beam heo abreoteð   and bebriceð telgum, �astyreð standendne   stefn on siðe, �afilleð hine on foldan;   friteð æfter ðam �wildne fugol.   Heo oferwigeð wulf, �hio oferbideð stanas,   heo oferstigeð style,�hio abiteð iren mid ome,   deð usic swa.” �Saturnus cwæð:   �“Ac forhwon fealleð se snaw,   foldan behydeð, �bewrihð wyrta cið,   wæstmas getigeð, �geðyð hie and geðreatað,   ðæt hie ðrage beoð �cealde geclungne?   Full oft he gecostað eac �wildeora worn,   wætum he oferbricgeð, �gebryceð burga geat,   baldlice fereð....”�Saturnus cwæð:   �“Nieht bið wedera ðiestrost,   ned bið wyrda heardost, �sorg bið swarost byrðen,   slæp bið deaðe gelicost.” �Salomon cwæð:   �“Lytle hwile   leaf beoð grene; �ðonne hie eft fealewiað,   feallað on eorðan �and forweorniað,   weorðað to duste. �Swa ðonne gefeallað   ða ðe fyrena ær �lange læstað,   lifiað him in mane, �hydað heahgestreon,   healdað georne �on fæstenne   feondum to willan, �and wenað wanhogan   ðæt hie wille wuldorcining, �ælmihtig god,   ece gehiran.” �Saturnus cwæð:   �“Sona bið gesiene,   siððan flowan mot �yð ofer eall lond,   ne wile heo awa ðæs �siðes geswican,   sioððan hire se sæl cymeð, �ðæt heo domes dæges   dyn gehiere.”  (Solomon and Saturn 282-307, 312-26).� 





Without knowledge of the associations that the seasons have with old age and the end of the world, this long passage seems to be an almost unconnected series of questions and answers. An Anglo-Saxon audience, however, would presumably be unsurprised to see the conversation turn from old age to winter to the devil, from the devil to night, fate, sorrow, sleep, and death, and from the image of the falling leaf to domesdæg ‘doomsday’. We might note also that the falling leaf passage does not illustrate a cyclical, seasonal year but rather the idea of the sinner’s inevitable reward (314-22). The seasonal images, both the falling leaf and the snow, refer to endings, specifically to The End, the final end of the cyclical year and all processes.


	In this context, it does not matter whether there are two or four seasons, and it is not terribly important to know whether the weather was significantly worse than it is now. What is important is to recognise that Anglo-Saxon poets had available to them a flexible literary structure with which to convey the sophisticated, complex, and extremely topical topic of the end of the world. I suggest that the preoccupation with this topic helps to account for both the oddly uncyclical nature of the seasons and the overwhelming attention paid to winter in Old English poetry.

















Dr. Jennifer NEVILLE


Cambridge University


� Richard BURTON, “Nature in Old English Poetry”, Atlantic Monthly (1894), 476-87: 476-477.


� Elizabeth Deering HANSCOM, “The Feeling for Nature in Old English Poetry”, Journal of English and Germanic Philology 5 (1903-5), 439-63: 440.


� Frederic W. MOORMAN, The Interpretation of Nature in English Poetry from Beowulf to Shakespeare, Quellen und Forschungen zur Sprach- und Culturgeschichte der germanischen Völker 95, Strassburg: Karl J. Trübner, 1905, 40.


� BURTON, “Nature in Old English Poetry”, 478.


� See, for example, C. J. E. SCHUURMANS and Hermann FLOHN, “Climate Variability and its Time Changes in European Countries, Based on Instrumental Observations”, in The Climate of Europe: Past, Present and Future. Natural and Man-induced Climatic Changes: A European Perspective, eds. Hermann Flohn and Roberto Fantechi, Dordrecht: Reidel, 1984, 65-117; H. H. LAMB, Climate, History and the Modern World, London: Methuen, 1982; H. H. LAMB, “Climate in the Last Thousand Years: Natural Climatic Fluctuations and Change”, in The Climate of Europe, 25-44; Christian PFISTER, “The Little Ice Age: Thermal Wetness Indices for Central Europe”, in Climate and History: Studies in Interdisciplinary History, eds. Robert I. Rotberg and Theordore K. Rabb, Princeton, NJ: Princeton UP, 1981, 85-116; J. L. ANDERSON, “History and Climate: Some Economic Models”, in Climate and History: Studies in Past Climates and their Impact on Man, eds. T. M. L. Wigley, M. J. Ingram, and G. Farmer, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1981, 337-355.


� ‘That was a long time; the friend of the Scyldings suffered misery, every woe, vast sorrow, for a time of twelve winters’. Quotations in Old English are taken from The Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records, eds. G. P. Krapp and E. V. K. Dobbie, 6 vols, New York: Columbia University Press, 1931-42, or Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, ed. Frederick Klaeber, 3rd ed., Lexington, MA: Heath, 1922, unless otherwise noted.  Translations are my own.


� Earl R. ANDERSON, “The Seasons of the Year in Beowulf and The Seafarer”, conference paper, Modern Language Association, 29 December 1996. A longer form of this article, entitled “The Seasons of the Year in Old English Language and in Old English Literature”, will appear in Anglo-Saxon England 26.


� John AYTO, Dictionary of Word Origins, New York: Arcade, 1990, 44 and 496.


� ANDERSON, “Seasons of the Year”.


� Cf., however, Kenneth HARRISON, who argues that the Latin calendar was known throughout England by the middle of the seventh century. See The Framework of Anglo-Saxon History to A.D. 900, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1976, 12.


� ‘In the solar year there are four times, which in Latin are called “Ver”, “Aestas”, “Autumnus”, and “Hiemps”, and in English, Spring and Summer, Autumn and Winter’. Text is taken from Heinrich HENEL, ed., Studien zum altenglischen Computus, Beiträge zur englische Philologie 26, Leipzig: Bernhard Tauchnitz, 1934, 67.


� For further discussion of the Anglo-Saxon measuring of time, see HARRISON, Framework of Anglo-Saxon History, 1-13.


� Meters of Boethius 29.55-66.


� Note, however, that AYTO maintains that Lent is a prehistoric West Germanic compound, *langgitinaz ‘long days’—i.e. spring, when the days become longer (Dictionary of Word Origins, 321); in his view, lencten gained the idea of Lent as a church event over time, while the secular, seasonal sense died out in the 13th century. The OED (s.v. Lenten) notes that cognates of “lent” in other Germanic languages merely mean spring. These factors weigh against spring being an imported concept.


� The beginning and end points of the years are also not easily determined; the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle shows evidence for a year beginning at Christmas, on 23 September, and in spring. See Two of the Saxon Chronicles Parallel with Supplementary Extracts from the Others, ed. Charles PLUMMER, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1899, vol. 2, cxxxix-cxliid.


� Note also that ‘Midsummer’ occurs on the 23rd or 24th of June, and so is consistent with a four-season system. See the calendar of dates mentioned in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle in Two of the Saxon Chronicles, vol. 2, cxlix.


� ‘To me that is the greatest sorrow, that Adam, who was made out of earth, should possess my strong throne, be in joy, while we suffer this torment and harm in hell. Alas, if only I had the power of my hands and might for one time be out, for a single winter-time, then I with this troop—but ironbonds lie around me, a collar of chain chafes me. I am deprived of the kingdom’.


� See J. R. Clark HALL, A Concise Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching 14, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1894, 4th ed. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1960, and Joseph BOSWORTH and T. Northcote TOLLER, An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary, Oxford: Oxford UP, 1898, repr. 1989.


� Cf. Edward B. Irving, Jr, A Reading of Beowulf, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968, 44-45.


� L. N. McKill, “The Artistry of the Noah Episode in Genesis A”, English Studies in Canada 13 (1987), 121-135:134; cf. also Peter J. Lucas, “Loyalty and Obedience in the Old English Genesis and the Interpolation of Genesis B into Genesis A”, Neophilologus 76 (1992), 121-135.


� Boethius’ De consolatione Philosophiae, for example, contains a very famous image of cyclical progress in its image of the Wheel of Fortune (II prose ii).


� Cf., however, Paul C. BAUSCHATZ, The Well and the Tree: World and Time in Early Germanic Culture, Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 1982, who argues that Germanic myth is fundamentally cyclical.


� Karl MÜLLENHOFF, ‘Der Mythus von Beowulf’, Zeitschrift für Deutsches Altertum und Deutsche Literatur 7 (1849), 419-441 and Beovulf: Untersuchungen über das angelsächsische Epos und die älteste Geschichte der germanischen Seevölker, Berlin: Weidmannsche Buchhandlung, 1889.


� In fact this theory was refuted long ago—see W. W. LAWRENCE, Beowulf and Epic Tradition, Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1928, 144-60.


� ‘Frost must freeze, fire melt wood, the earth grow, ice make a bridge, water wear a covering, wonderfully lock the seeds of the earth. Almighty God alone must unbind the frost’s fetter, winter must be thrown off; the weather must come again, summer be hot with sun, the sea restless’.


� ‘Another year came into the enclosures, as it now yet does, when the gloriously bright weather always observes its time. Then winter had glided away, and the bosom of the land was fair’.


� Cf. the points and critics discussed by ANDERSON, “Seasons of the Year”; cf. also Robert B. BURLIN, “Inner Weather and Interlace: A Note on the Semantic Value of Structure in Beowulf”, in Old English Studies in Honour of John C. Pope, eds. Robert B. Burlin and Edward B. Irving, Jr., Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1974, 81-89: 81-83


� ‘The groves take bloom, the town grows fair, the fields become beautiful, the world hastens; all these admonish the one eager in his mind to the journey of the spirit, him who thus thinks to travel far on the ocean’s ways’.


� See, for example, Dorothy WHITELOCK, “The Interpretation of The Seafarer”, in Old English Literature: Twenty-two Analytical Essays, eds. Martin Stevens and Jerome Mandel Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1968, 198-211: 203.


� ANDERSON, “Seasons of the Year”. Cf. The Menologium 75b, 77a, 90b-1a, 130b, 193b-4.


� G. V. SMITHERS, “The Meaning of The Seafarer and The Wanderer (continued)”, Medium Ævum 28 (1959), 1-22: 7; N. F. BLAKE, “‘The Seafarer’, Lines 48-49”, Notes & Queries 207 (1962), 163-164.


� ‘The days are gone, all the pride of the kingdom of the earth; now there are neither kings nor caesars nor gold-givers like there were once, when they could perform famous exploits amongst themselves and live in the most noble glory. This noble troop has completely perished, joys are gone; weaker ones inhabit and possess the world and partake of it through labour. Splendour is bowed down, the glory of the earth ages and withers, as now each man does throughout middle-earth. Age overcomes him, his face turns pale, the grey-haired one mourns, knows that his friends of old, the sons of princes, have been given up to the earth’.


� James E. CROSS, “Aspects of Microcosm and Macrocosm in Old English Literature”, in Studies in Honor of Arthur G. Brodeur, ed. Stanley B. Greenfield, Oregon: University of Oregon Books, 1963, 1-22.


� The Homilies of Wulfstan, ed. Dorothy BETHURUM, Oxford: Clarendon, 1957, 267.


� Byrhtferth’s Enchiridion, eds. and trans. Peter S. BAKER and Michael LAPIDGE, Early English Texts Society ss 15, Oxford: Oxford UP, 1995, 12.


� The Blickling Homilies, ed. R. MORRIS, Early English Text Society os 58, 63, and 73, London: Oxford UP, 1874-8, 115.


� Sermon 50, in Wulfstan: Sammlung der ihm zugeschriebenen Homilien nebst Untersuchungen über ihr Echtheit, ed. A. NAPIER, Sammlung englischer Denkmäler in kritischen Ausgaben 4, Berlin: Weidmann, 1883, 273.


� Cf. Hugh MAGENNIS, Images of Community in Old English Poetry, Cambridge Studies in Anglo-Saxon England 18, Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996, 3-15.


� Hugh KEENAN, ‘The Apocalyptic Vision in Old English Poetry,’ dissertation, University of Tennessee, 1968, 7-11, cited in John Miles FOLEY, “‘Riddle I’ of the Exeter Book: The Apocalyptical Storm”, Neophilologus 77 (1976), 347-357: 352.


� See S 917, from Burton Abbey. Charters are cited by their number in Anglo-Saxon Charters: An Annotated List and Bibliography, ed. P. H. SAWYER, Royal Historical Society Guides and Handbooks 8, London: Offices of the Royal Historical Society, 1968.


� ‘The storms strike against the rocky cliffs, the attacking snowstorm binds the earth, the howling of winter. Then the darkness comes; the night-shade grows dark and sends a fierce hailstorm from the north in enmity against men. All is full of hardship in the kingdom of the earth; the nature of fate changes the world under the heavens. Here wealth is only loaned, here the friend is loaned, here the man is loaned, here the kinsmen is loaned. This frame of the earth will become completely empty!’


� ‘Saturn said: “But what is the wonder that travels through the world, goes inexorably, beats against the foundations, awakens tears, often rages hither? Neither star nor stone nor brilliant gem, neither water nor wild beast can escape it at all, but into its hand goes hard and soft, great and small; every year must three times thirteen thousand ground-dwellers, air-flyers, and sea-swimmers go as food to it.” Solomon said, “Age on earth is powerful over all; it reaches widely with a plundering battle-fetter, a broad chain and long rope, and subdues all that it wills. It destroys the tree and breaks its branches to pieces, moves the standing trunk on a journey, fells it to the ground; after that it devours a wild bird. It conquers the wolf, it outlasts stones, it overcomes steel, it bites iron with rust, and does the same to us.” Saturn said, “But why does snow fall, hide the earth, cover the seeds of plants, tie down fruits, crush them and press them, so that they are sometimes withered with cold? Very often it also challenges the numbers of wild beasts, over-bridges water, breaks the gates of towns, travels boldly.” Saturn said, “Night is the darkest of weathers, need is the hardest of fates, sorrow is the heaviest of burdens, sleep is most like death.” Solomon said, “For a little while the leaf is green; then it grows yellow again, falls on the earth and withers, turns to dust. Thus they will fall then, those who previously performed crimes for a long time, lived in crimes, hid a rich treasure and eagerly held it in the fortress to the joy of enemies, and, thoughtless, expected that the king of wonder, almighty god, will always hear them.” Saturn said, “That will be immediately visible, after the  wave is allowed to flow over the all the land; it will not ever abandon the journey after the time comes that it hears the sound of doomsday.”’





�PAGE  �18�








�PAGE  �20�














� PAGE �1�











