b) The Life of Cædmon

(Book 4, Chapter xxiv)

In this abbess’s monastery was a certain brother made especially famous and honoured with a divine gift, because he was accustomed to producing suitable poetry which pertained to religion and piety, such that, whatever he learned from divine scriptures through scholars, he was able to transpose into poetry after a short period of time adorned with the most sweetness and inspiration, and to produce it well made in the English language. And because of his poetry, the minds of many men were often inspired towards contempt of the world and towards the joining of the heavenly life. And also, similarly, after him, many others among the English began to compose pious poems; but, however, none of them was able to do it like him, because he was not taught the poetic skill that he learned from men or by anyone at all, but he was divinely aided and received his skill at recitation through a gift of God. And because of this, he would never create fables or worthless poetry, but only that which concerned piety, and that was suitable for his pious tongue to sing.


He was established in the secular order until a time when he was advanced in years, and he had never learned any poetry. And he was often in the drinking party, when there was decreed, as a cause for joy, that they should all sing in turns to the accompaniment of the harp. When he saw the harp approach him, he rose up for shame from that feast and went home to his house. On a certain occasion when he did just that, he left the building of the drinking party, and went out to the animal shed, the care of which had been given to him that night. Then, in due time, he got himself settled himself in rest and slept, and a man stood before him as if in a dream and called him and greeted him and spoke to him by his name: ‘Cædmon, sing me something.’ Then he answered and said: ‘I cannot sing; and therefore I left the party and came here, because I am not able to sing anything.’ Again, the one who was speaking with him said: ‘Nevertheless, you can sing something for me.’ Then Cædmon said: ‘What shall I sing?’ He said: ‘Sing to me about creation.’ When he got this answer, he began to sing straightaway in praise of God the Creator, in verse and words that he had never heard, of which the arrangement is:

Now praise the Guardian of the heavenly kingdom,

the might of the Creator and his conception,

the work of the glorious Father, as he established the beginning, 

eternal Lord, of each of the wonders.

He first created for the children of earth

heaven as a roof, holy Creator;

then the middle-earth, the Guardian of mankind,

eternal Lord, afterwards adorned

the world for people, the Lord almighty.

Then he arose from sleeping, and all that he had sung while sleeping was secure in his memory, and immediately he added many words in the same metre to the words of the worthy poem to God. In the morning, he came to the estate’s reeve who was his superior; he told him about the gift that he had received. And straightaway the reeve led him to the abbess and he informed and told her. Then she instructed that all the most learned men and students should be gathered together, and she asked Cædmon to tell them his dream and sing the poem, so that all of them who were selected might judge what the poem was and where it came from. And they all said, just as it was the case, that it seemed that he had been given a heavenly gift from God Himself. When they narrated and told him a holy story and words of divine instruction, they asked him to turn it into harmonious poetry, if he was able. When he had absorbed that information, he went back to his house, and returned again in the morning and sang them the most ornate poem and by that, gave back what had been asked of him.


Then the abbess began to embrace and love God’s gift in that man. And she advised and instructed him to leave the secular order and take up a monastic life; and he consented to do that. And she received him and all his possessions into that monastery, and he was joined with the community of God’s servants, and she instructed him to learn the sequence of holy history and all its stories. And everything that he was able to learn by listening, he ruminated upon, just as an innocent animal chewing the cud, and turned into the sweetest poetry. And his songs and poems were so joyful to hear that the self-same men who were his teachers wrote down what came from his mouth and studied it. 

First he sang of the creation of this middle-earth and of the beginning of humanity and all that story of Genesis: that is, the first book of Moses. And afterward he sang about the Israelites journey out of Egypt and entry into the promised land, and about many other sacred stories written in the canonical Book. And he composed about Christ’s incarnation, and about His suffering and His ascension to Heaven, and about the advent of the Holy Ghost, and of the Apostles’ teaching; and afterward, he composed many others about the future Day of Judgement, and the horror of tormenting punishment, and the sweetness of the heavenly kingdom. And likewise, he composed many others about divine benefits and judgements. In all his poetry he eagerly took care to draw men away from the love of sin and wickedness, and to arouse them towards love and desire of good deeds; this was because he was a very pious man, humbly devoted to monastic discipline. And to those who wished to act in other ways, he was very fervently inspired in his zealous aim. And therefore, he concluded and finished his life with a good death.

Thus, the time of his death and going forth drew near, when for fourteen days previously, he was physically oppressed and weighed down with infirmity, but in such a way that he could at all times both speak and walk. Nearby, there was a house for sick people, into which it was their custom to bring the infirm and those who were near to death, and to care for them there. Then he asked his servant on the evening of the night when he would be going from this world to get a place ready for him in that house, so that he might stay there. The servant wondered why Cædmon asked this, for it did not seem to him that his death was so near; even so, he did as he had said and asked. And with that he went there to rest, and, rejoicing in mind, he was talking and laughing about things together with those who were already there. Then just after midnight, he asked whether they had any consecrated bread and wine there. They answered him and said: ‘Why do you have need of the Eucharist? Your departure cannot be so near, now that you are speaking so cheerfully and happily to us.’ So he said once again: ‘Bring me the Eucharist.’ Then when he had it in his hand, he asked whether they all had a peaceful and friendly mind without any complaint against him. And they all answered and said that they had nothing to complain of about him, but they all felt very peaceably towards him. And they asked him in turn if he felt happy with all of them. Then he answered them saying: ‘My brothers, my dearest men, I feel very contented towards you and towards all men of God.’ And so he was strengthened with the heavenly viaticum,
 and prepared himself for entry into another life. And still he asked how soon would it be time for the monks to rise to celebrate God’s love and to sing their matins.
 And they answered: ‘It isn’t long until then.’ He said: ‘Oh well, let us bide the time well.’ And then he prayed and crossed himself with the sign of Christ’s cross, and laid his head on the pillow, and within a short time, he fell asleep. And thus with peace his life ended. And thus it happened that just as he had served God with a pure mind and innocent and serene devotion, so he was likewise released from this earth with a serene death, and came to His sight. And his tongue that had composed so many salutary words in praise of the Creator, likewise spoke its last words in His praise, as, crossing himself and commending his spirit into His hands, he died. So, similarly, it can be seen from what we have now heard said that he was aware of his own death.
� The viaticum is the Eucharist given to those who are about to die: effectively, the last rites.


� Matins is the first service of prayer in the monastic daily office occurring at 6am in the winter, and 3.30 or 4am in summer.





