The Old English Translation of Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum
a) The Settlement of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes

b) The Life of Cædmon

During the reign of King Alfred (871-99), Bede’s Ecclesiastical History was translated into Old English as part of Alfred’s programme of educational reform outlined in his own Preface to Gregory’s Pastoral Care. Scholars agree that Alfred did not translate this version of Bede himself, partly because of the occurrences of Anglian dialectal forms in the text, but it is possible that one of Alfred’s circle of advisors and scholars was responsible for it. There are five extant manuscripts of the work in varying states of completeness: Oxford, Bodleian Library, Tanner 10, dated to the first half of the tenth century, and from which the story of Cædmon; Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, 41, from the first half of the eleventh century; the burnt manuscript, London, British Library, Cotton Otho B. xi (mid-tenth century); Oxford, Corpus Christi College, 279, part II (beginning of the eleventh century); and Cambridge University Library Kk. 3. 18, from the second half of the eleventh century, and from which ‘The Settlement of the Anglo, Saxons and Jutes’ is edited. The Old English version of the text abbreviates Bede’s original to concentrate on matters specifically relevant to the English, and it tends to focus on the miraculous and religious events of Bede’s original. The syntax of the translation is occasionally convoluted, as the first fifteen or so lines of the account of Cædmon below amply show, but it is also often clear and relatively poetic in its diction. The first text edited here is extracted from the Ecclesiastical History, Book 1, chapter xv, and recounts the arrival of the Anglo-Saxon settlers in the fifth century. Bede’s account is one of the most important for this period of history. 

The second extract, the story of Cædmon (who died c. 670) is told as an important incident in the narration of Abbess Hild’s life (Book 4, Chapter xxiv. See Colgrave and Mynors, ed., Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, pp. 414-21). Printed as the first text in this volume is the eighth-century Northumbrian version of the poem for comparison. This incident in the narration of Hild’s life is usually provided in anthologies because of the information the story provides about the first named Old English poet, and the methods of oral poetic composition that can be inferred from it. 

a) The Settlement of the Angles, Saxons and Jutes 

(Book 1, Chapter xv)

Ða wæs ymb feower hund wintra and nigon and feowertig fram ures Drihtnes menniscnysse þæt Martianus casere rice onfeng and vii gear hæfde. Se wæs syxta eac feowertigum fram Agusto þam casere. Ða Angelþeod and Seaxna wæs gelaðod fram þam foresprecenan cyninge, and on Breotone com on þrim myclum scypum, and on eastdæle þyses ealondes eardungstowe onfeng þurh ðæs ylcan cyninges bebod, þe hi hider gelaðode, þæt hi sceoldan for heora eðle compian and feohtan. And hi sona compedon wið heora gewinnan, þe hi oft ær norðan onhergedon; and Seaxan þa sige geslogan. Þa sendan hi ham ærenddracan and heton secgan þysses landes wæstmbærnysse and Brytta yrgþo. And hi þa sona hider sendon maran sciphere strengran wihgena; and wæs unoferswiðendlic weorud, þa hi togædere geþeodde wæron. And him Bryttas sealdan and geafan eardungstowe betwih him, þæt hi for sibbe and for hælo heora eðles campodon and wunnon wið heora feondum, and hi him andlyfne and are forgeafen for heora gewinne.

Comon hi of þrim folcum ðam strangestan Germanie, þæt of Seaxum and of Angle and of Geatum. Of Geata fruman syndon Cantware and Wihtsætan; þæt is seo ðeod þe Wiht þæt ealond oneardað. Of Seaxum, þæt is, of ðam lande þe mon hateð Ealdseaxan, coman Eastseaxan and Suðseaxan and Westseaxan. And of Engle coman Eastengle and Middelengle and Myrce and eall Norðhembra cynn; is þæt land ðe Angulus is nemned, betwyh Geatum and Seaxum; is sæd of ðære tide þe hi ðanon gewiton oð todæge þæt hit weste wunige. Wæron ða ærest heora latteowas and heretogan twegen gebroðra, Hengest and Horsa. Hi wæron Wihtgylses suna, þæs fæder wæs Wihta haten, ond þæs Wihta fæder wæs Woden nemned, of ðæs strynde monigra mægða cyningcynn fruman lædde. Ne wæs ða ylding to þon þæt hi heapmælum coman maran weorod of þam þeodum þe wæ ær gemynegodon. And þæt folc ðe hider com ongan weaxan and myclian to þan swiðe þæt hi wæron on myclum ege þam sylfan landbigengan ðe hi ær hider laðedon and cygdon.

Æfter þissum hi ða geweredon to sumre tide wið Pehtum, þa hi ær ðurh gefeoht feor adrifan. And þa wæron Seaxan secende intingan and towyrde heora gedales wið Bryttas. Cyðdon him openlice and sædon, nemne hi him maran andlyfne sealdon, þæt hi woldan him sylfe niman and hergian, þær hi hit findan mihton. And sona ða beotunge dædum gefyldon; bærndon and hergedon and slogan fram eastsæ oð westsæ, and him nænig wiðstod. Ne wæs ungelic wræcc þam ðe iu Chaldeas bærndon Hierusaleme weallas and ða cynelican getimbro mid fyre fornaman for ðæs Godes folces synnum. Swa þonne her fram þære arleasan ðeode, hwæðere rihte Godes dome, neh ceastra gehwylce and land wæs forheriende. Hrusan afeollan cynelico getimbro somod and anlipie, and gehwær sacerdas and mæssepreostas betwih wibedum wæron slægene and cwylmde; biscopas mid folcum buton ænigre are sceawunge ætgædere mid iserne and lige fornumene wæron. And ne wæs ænig se ðe bebyrignysse sealde þam ðe swa hreowlice acwealde wæron. And monige ðære earman lafe on westenum fanggene wæron and heapmælum sticode. Sume for hungre heora feondum on hand eodon and ecne þeowdom geheton wið ðon þe him mon andlyfne forgeafe; sume ofer sæ sorgiende gewiton; sume forhtiende on eðle gebidan, and þearfendum life on wuda westene and on hean clifum sorgiende mode symle wunodon.

