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ABSTRACT 

The focus of the thesis is on maxims and gnomes in Old English 

poetry, but the occasional occurrence of these forms of expression in Old 

English prose and in other Old Germanic literature is also given attention, 

particularly in the earlier chapters. 

Chapters 1 to 3 are general, investigating a wide range of material to 

see how and why maxims were used, then to define the forms, and distinguish 

them from proverbs. The conclusions of these chapters are that maxims are 

`nomic', they organise experience in a conventional, authoritative fashion. 

They are also `proverbial' in the sense of being recognisable and repeatable, 

but they do not have the fixed form of proverbs. 

Chapters 4 to 7 are more specific in their focus, applying techniques 

from formulaic theory, paroemiology and the sociology of knowledge to the 

material so as to better understand how maxims are used in their contexts in 

the poems, and to appreciate the nature and function of the Maxims 

collections. The conclusions reached here are that the maxims in Beowulf 

183b-88 are integral to the poem, that maxims in The Battle of Maldon show 

how the poet manipulated the social functions of the form for his own 

purposes, that there is virtually no paganism in Old English maxims, and that 

the Maxims poems outline and illustrate an Anglo-Saxon world view. 



Abstract V 

The main contribution of the thesis is that it goes beyond traditional 

commentary in analysing the purpose and function of maxims. It does not 

merely focus on individual poems, but attempts to deal with a limited aspect 

of the Old English oral and literary tradition. The primary aim is to 

understand the general procedures of the poets in using maxims and compiling 

compendia of them, and then to apply insights gained from theoretical 

approaches to the specifics of poems. 
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PREFACE 

INTENTIONS 

Work on Old English maxims has reached a certain stasis. From 

Blanche Colton Williams's edition of the Maxims poems in 1914, ' through 

to the more recent edition of Poems of Wisdom and Learning in Old English 

by T. A. Shippey, ' the work of Elaine Tuttle Hansen bringing a wisdom 

literature perspective, ' and Carolyne Larrington bringing a perspective from 

Old Norse wisdom, ' the emphasis has been on commentary. Commentary 

uses traditional literary techniques and has traditional literary preoccupations: 

theme, structure, aesthetic effectiveness. But if literary history teaches us 

anything in relation to maxims, and the Maxims poems in particular, it is that 

literary techniques fail as adequate tools for the analysis of these poems. 

Larrington's comments on The Wife's Lament typify the tiredness of 

commentators. Referring to lines 42-50a, she writes: 

What is the purpose of this apparently arbitrary comment? The 

movement of thought seems to be as follows: the speaker 

considers the qualities desirable in a young man under all 

circumstances, and then, in the syntactically parallel pair of 

clauses introduced by `sy' 
... 

'sy', contrasts the `geong mon' 

who is able to find happiness in the world through his own 

efforts, with the lot of the man exiled and unhappy, like the 

speaker's `freond', a transition from gnomic generalization 

back to the individual only made with difficulty. Conceivably 
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the tradition of gnomic reflection in lament had become so 

conventional that it was felt a moral had to be tacked on 

somewhere, contextual incongruity notwithstanding. 

The poem concludes with another gnome: `Wä bio kam 

pe sceal I of langope leofes äbidan. ' (52b-53: Woe is it for 

that person who must experience longing for a loved one. ). 

(pp. 187-88) 

xi 

Once we have told the story, analysed the syntax, disparaged the taste and 

ability of the poet, and observed the obvious, some traditional commentary at 

least is at the limit of its resources. 

Another indicator of limitation, if not failure, in the enterprise of 

analysis of maxims in Old English is the establishment and general acceptance 

of what I shall call the Third Law of Gnomo-dynamics. Scholars are by now 

properly familiar with the Second Law of Runo-dynamics which states of a 

runic inscription that `if you don't understand it it must be magic'. I The 

Third Law of Gnomo-dynamics is practically the inverse of this, and in my 

formulation, it states of gnomic verse, `if it is obvious what it means, it must 

mean something else, probably magic'. The last two chapters of the thesis 

deal with some examples of criticism which embody this as a presupposition. 

Scholar after scholar has admitted defeat confronted by the habit of Old 

English poets of generalising, and of valuing generalisation to the extent that 

they compiled lists of generalisations. This thesis is born of the attempt to 
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understand this particular aspect of the Anglo-Saxon mind. My aim has been 

to examine the questions of the purpose, effect and value of maxims in Old 

English poetry and society. I have considered the question of why as well as 

how maxims are used. I have sought to integrate traditional literary concerns 

with theoretical perspectives from within the discipline and from outside, 

focusing on certain aspects of oral-formulaic theory, on proverb performance 

theory and on the sociology of knowledge. In each case, I have brought the 

theoretical perspective back to the text, or a particular text, with a view to 

applying insights for the better understanding of poems as poems. All such 

attempts are partial, and I make no claim to solving all problems relating to 

maxims in the poetry, but I believe that the results are suggestive of an 

underlying congruity between my hypotheses and what we might call an 

Anglo-Saxon poetic. The more theoretical and exciting approaches are 

detailed in the later chapters, while in the earlier chapters I attempt to ground 

understanding of maxims in a survey of both prose and poetry, and in 

adequate definition. For all the work on maxims, there has been little real 

attempt at definition rather than descriptions of the term or classification of 

forms. 

My two main sets of texts have been The Anglo-Saxon Poetic 

Records' and the Biblia Sacra Latina. ' I have always doubted that the aim 

of Old English poets was to cram as much of the Patrologia Latina into their 

work as possible, but that many of the poems are deeply Christian and heavily 

influenced by the Bible seems self-evident. For the Old English texts, I have 
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attended to manuscript readings but have generally dealt with the accepted 

edited text, and followed Krapp and Dobbie and other editors in silently 

expanding contractions; all translations are my own except, and that very 

seldom, where noted. Every Anglo-Saxonist is indebted to the standard works 

of Bosworth-Toller and the Microfiche Concordance to Old En llish. 8 

References to the poems follow the titles established by Krapp and Dobbie, 

and abbreviated titles are those of the Concordance to the Anglo-Saxon Poetic 

Records. ' These and the other principal primary and secondary texts are 

abbreviated either by short title or according to the forms set out in the table 

of abbreviations (pp. vi-ix above). Translations of Norse and Saxon texts are 

mostly my own, though I have opted for the comparative safety of Dronke's 

translations for quotations from the Poetic Edda. 1° I have left biblical 

quotations untranslated, but have given my own versions of non-biblical Latin. 

I have drawn on my own work previously published, in the section 

entitled `The maxim and the formula' in Chapter 2, and that entitled `A pre- 

Christian expression' in Chapter 6; and also to a very limited extent on my 

University of Hull M. Phil. `Gnomic Poetry in Old English' (1983), at various 

points. But the substance of all the present work is new and has been 

produced under the supervision of Professor Christine Fell. 

I would like to thank colleagues in the English Department at the 

University of Nottingham for encouragement, for helpful comments and for 

creating an environment in which scholarship is important; the Arts Faculty, 
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for permission to complete this work in three rather than four years; the 

Hallward Library for their consistent efficiency; my family for their love and 

patience. My greatest debt as a student and as an academic is to Professor 

Fell, the most generous of scholars. Any errors, inconsistencies or absurdities 

in the thesis are mine; that there is a thesis at all, is due largely to her. 
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CHAPTER 1 

IMPRESSIONS 

`Every man who has seen the world knows that nothing is so useless 

as a general maxim' , wrote Lord Macaulay in 1827.1 The poets of The 

Wanderer, The Seafarer, and Widsith, to mention only three, might well 

disagree. Macaulay continues: 

If it [sc. the general maxim] be very moral and very true, it 

may serve for a copy to a charity-boy. If, like those of 

Rochefoucault, it be sparkling and whimsical, it may make an 

excellent motto for an essay. But few indeed of the many wise 

apophthegms which have been uttered, from the time of the 

Seven Sages of Greece to that of Poor Richard, have prevented 

a foolish action. We give the highest and the most peculiar 

praise to the precepts of Machiavelli when we say that they 

may frequently be of real use in regulating conduct, not so 

much because they are more just or more profound than those 

which might be culled from other authors, as because they can 

be more readily applied to the problems of real life. 

In Macaulay's view, outlined here, maxims are essentially for the purpose of 

regulating conduct by preventing foolish action, but do not often work, and 

only good ones (and not necessarily those that are `very moral and very true') 

readily apply to real life. It is not quite clear whether Macaulay makes any 

distinction between 'maxim', 'apophthegm' and 'precept' , 
but his preference 
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for sharp, witty and relevant maxims as against bland generalisations seems 

clear enough. Presumably he would regard his own generalisation, quoted in 

the first sentence above, as one of the preferable sort. But Macaulay' s 

imperialistic assumptions are evident at every turn: `the man who has seen the 

world' is the one who has the wealth to travel, as against the charity-boy who 

can be fobbed off with second-hand maxims for his copy-book. `General 

maxims' are for the education of the masses and might occasionally prevent 

folly, while gentlemen are engaged in writing essays, and especially in `real 

life', whatever that might be. 

The decline in fortunes of the proverb and maxim is observable 

throughout much of post-medieval literature. Lord Chesterfield, as T. A. 

Shippey notes, 2 remarked that `a man of fashion never has recourse to 

proverbs' . 
Jane Austen exploits the maxim to ironic effect when she 

introduces Pride and Prejudice with the words, `It is a truth universally 

acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune must be in 

want of a wife', and, of course Catherine Morland's maxims culled from the 

poets hardly prepare her for `real life' (Northanger Abbey, Chapter 1). The 

growth of the association of proverbs and maxims with things and persons 

humorous, vulgar and undiscriminating-charity-boys, perhaps, or before 

them, Pandarus and Polonius-is not something to be enlarged upon here, but 

it is all part of a world view which has changed dramatically since Anglo- 

Saxon times. 
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The Anglo-Saxon world view is pre-theoretical, and the passage from 

Macaulay shows very clearly the disdain that theoretical thought generally has 

for pre-theoretical thought. Theoretical thought is literate, formally educated, 

analytical, empirical. Pre-theoretical thought is what Walter J. Ong calls 

`oral' :3 communal, conventional, experiential. It is important to grasp this 

point, because as I shall show, theoretically-based disdain (though in differing 

forms) is still prevalent among critics of the Old English corpus of maxims. 

For the theoretically educated mind, proverbs and maxims are, as Macaulay 

shows, for ornament or amusement. The maxims at the end of The Wanderer 

and The Seafarer, and in the Maxims poems themselves are neither 

ornamental nor amusing. From our theoretically educated perspective we can 

scarcely imagine that poets could put such banality in their poems, and so we 

construct hypothetical contexts, stories or backgrounds to give the maxims 

more meaning than they would otherwise have. But in pre-theoretical thought, 

maxims are a way of preserving truth, a way of `thinking memorable 

thoughts' (Ong p. 34), the very stuff of knowledge, replete with communal 

values. They are the axioms and derived experiential propositions of a pre- 

theoretical, but not unsophisticated, philosophy. They are not there for the 

purpose of deterring foolish behaviour, they are there because they are what 

people believe, and hence the expression of a corporate reality in which 

socially approved (or otherwise) behaviour takes its natural and significant 

place. 

The term 'gnomic', with its roots in an Indo-European verb of 
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knowing, and its more recent borrowing in the nineteenth century from Greek 

, yvw-, has served well as a descriptive term for the type of poems that contain 

maxims. They are statements of knowledge, of what is understood and 

believed in the society that produces them. The recent trend to embrace 

within the `gnomic' concept the notion of 'gnostic'; that is, to assume pagan 

or esoteric knowledge in the Old English gnomic poems, is regrettable because 

it marginalises them. The poets do not marginalise maxims, they punctuate 

their discourse with such observations, they have their characters use them, 

they collect and compile them in various forms. 

What I would like to suggest in this chapter is that a more accurate 

term than either gnomic or gnostic for these expressions and the poems in 

which they are collected, is 'nomic'. For the loss of a consonant (and that 

one not often pronounced in English), and the change in vowel quality, much 

is gained. For the word vöµoc, Liddell and Scott include such definitions as, 

`any thing assigned or apportioned [... 1, a usage, custom [ 
... 

], a law, 

ordinance [ ... 
], a received opinion', and by extension 'conventionally'. 4 Thus 

(g)nomic poetry assigns names, apportions place and value, outlines what is 

acceptable and customary; it prescribes and proscribes; it encompasses popular 

belief and conventional understandings. Sociologists have used the word 

nomic' to describe the essential `ordering' of thought and experience by 

means of a belief system. ' This captures well the underlying nature of the 

expressions and poetry that have hitherto been called gnomic: they structure 

reality as perceived by a society, and in turn, construct the reality the society 
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perceives. This is examined in more detail in relation to the Maxims poems 

in Chapter 7. Here, though, I will briefly illustrate the nomic character of 

maxims and gnomes by showing how they organise thought and experience, 

society and its ethics, and literature; then I will show that there are indications 

that the linguistic neighbours of the Anglo-Saxon understood and used them 

in similar ways. 

ORGANISING THOUGHT AND EXPERIENCE 

Language is the primary means of structuring and expressing thought. 

Gnomes and maxims are linguistic moulds into which observation, experience 

and thought can be poured in order to clarify, solidify and preserve them. 

Gnomes and maxims are structured forms of language which organise thought 

into conventional patterns. They are very widespread forms of expression in 

Old English, particularly in poetry, but also in prose. For the time being, I 

define the gnome as a linkage of a thing and a characteristic, so in Maxims 

II we find `winter byd cealdost' (5b, winter is coldest); a maxim I define as 

a sententious generalisation. 

In the Laws of Ine, LXXXVII (Liebermann I, p. 108), 6 fire-raising or 

burning wood in someone's forest carries a 60 shilling fine as against stealing 

wood by chopping which carries a 30 shilling fine for each of the first three 

trees, but no more, because ̀ fyr bib peof' (fire is a thief), but `sio aesc bib 

melda' (the axe is a tell-tale). These gnomes rather neatly reverse the notion 

that chopping someone else's wood is a much worse form of theft than 
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burning it: fire is the real thief, and initially the more secretive, whereas 

chopping is a give-away, and the owner must take some responsibility for the 

loss. Ine needs say no more as the gnomes summarise the whole process of 

reasoning about wood, theft and responsibility which underlies the different 

penalties. 

In the poetry, there are isolated examples of gnomes, for example 

`Dom bib selast' (glory is best) in Maxims I 80, but mostly they are found in 

catalogues: the characteristics of a wise man in The Wanderer, or things that 

are transitory in that poem; the names of the runes with their effect on human 

beings in The Rune Poem; in Maxims II, the catalogue of superlatives and the 

locations of kings, fish, dragons and others; sum catalogues detailing fates or 

trades; the characteristics of old age in Solomon and Saturn. There is an 

obvious educational intention behind these, and in some cases, the forms were 

probably used as mnemonics to help people remember the rune names or other 

lore. There is an element of truism about each individual gnome: possessions 

are transient (Wan 108a), ice is extremely cold (Run 29a), halls have doors 

(Mx2 36b), age outlasts even stone (SnS 300a). But there are two kinds of 

structuring at work in these passages: in the gnome itself there is identification 

or congruity between the parts, often a typical or conventional relationship; 

and in the catalogue there is the organising of the gnomes into a larger 

pattern. The larger pattern does not have to be sequential, and in fact often 

has no other apparent device to signal unity than the constant of the gnome, 

NO, -ost, sceal on, or the present-tense verb. The significance of the 
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catalogue is rather that it indicates what knowledge is like-diverse but 

assimilable into categories. The list of gnomes orders and contains the infinite 

variety of phenomena. 

One further example will suffice to show how the Anglo-Saxon mind 

turned to the gnome when there was a list to be made: St Paul's `Unus 

Dominus, una fides, unum baptisma; Unus Deus et Pater omnium, qui est 

super omnes, et per omnia, et in omnibus nobis' (Ephesians 4.5-6) becomes 

in the Homiletic Fragment II, 

An is geleafa, an lifgende, 

an is fulwiht, an faeder ece, 

an is folces fruma, se pas foldan gesceop, 

duguöe and dreamas. (8-1 la) 

(Faith is one, the Living God is one, baptism is one, the 

Eternal Father is one, the Creator of people is one, who made 

the earth, good things and joys. ) 

As with the gnomes in other catalogues, the intention here is to express the 

uniqueness and particularity of each item in a structure which allows almost 

infinite extension but which creates, and in this case explicitly states, overall 

unity. 

The best known maxims are those in Beowulf which express the basics 

of the heroic code: 

Selre bio xghwxm 
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k et he his freond wrece ponne he fela murre. 

(13 84b-5) 

(It is better for anyone that he avenge his friend than mourn too much. ) 

or: 

Deaö bio sella 

eorla gehwylcum ponne edwitlif. (2890b-91) 

(Death is better for any warrior than a life of shame. ) 

Comparing the two, it is apparent that vengeance is a social responsibilty for 

anyone, whereas the high code of honour embraced by the eorl (noble man, 

warrior) makes death preferable to shame: this is a social distinction in the 

heroic code that also appears in the maxims of The Battle of Maldon, which 

I consider further in Chapter 5. But both maxims focus on what is the better 

course in typical situations, and so orders experience in ethical terms. 

In Maxims I, it is humanity's first (crest) responsibility to praise God 

(4a), and the king and queen's, to be generous (82b-83a). There are 

numerous things known only to God ('God ana wat', see Chapter 2). There 

are things which happen frequently (oft) or seldom (seldan), things which 

apply to everyone (monna gehwylc, aeghwxm), to many (fela) or only a few 

(fea). There are things which must, should, ought to, and do happen (sceal 

and present tense verbs), things which are and will be (biO, is), things that can 

or cannot happen (m e. All these typical gnomic features are also 

fundamentally nomic, arranging thought and experience into hierarchies, 

probabilities and patterns. 
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ORGANISING SOCIETY 

9 

Already in the two maxims from Beowulf we have observed a social 

distinction in heroic responsibilities. Heroic maxims in poetry tend to 

encapsulate what might be called the `trade rules' of the retainer. But in Old 

English prose, maxims frequently encapsulate more general trade rules, which 

define and categorise the functions, qualities and practices of people in 

different social roles. 

In the dialogue of IF-Ifric's Colloquy, the interviewer says to the 

huntsman who has related how he speared a boar: `Swiöe dyrstig ware pu ka' 

(You were very brave then! ). The hunter replies, `Ne sceal hunta forhtmod 

beon' (A huntsman must not be frightened). ' An extended passage in 

IElfric's second Pastoral Letter shows marked similarity with the Colloquy in 

giving details of the trades. ' The purpose here is to compare the vocation of 

the priest with secular trades, urging the clergy that they be as diligent in their 

calling as the workman is in his. In the process, IElfric briefly sums up the 

characteristic tools of the trades in maxim form: 

Se smib him begyt slecge and anfylte and tangan and bylias and 

ge-hwylce tol. 

Se tryw-wyrhta eac whxe and nafegar and ealle Pa tol, Pe to 

trywe gebyriaö . 

Se fiscere and se hunta fore-sceawiao him mid net. 

And ealle woruld-craeftige men wyrcaÖ hira tol. 

And se eorOlingc ne erat, butan he erigan cunne. 
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(166-70, p. 128) 

(The smith gets for himself a sledgehammer and anvil. tongs 

and bellows and suchlike tools. The carpenter also gets an axe, 

an auger and all those tools which are appropriate to carpentry. 

The fisherman and the huntsman provide themselves with nets, 

and all tradesmen acquire their own tools. And the ploughman 

does not plough unless he knows how. ) 

10 

Then he moves on to maxims for the guidance of the priest, often expanded 

by apodictic cases: 

Lange sceal leornian se-j e heran sceal [... ] 

Se maesse-preost sceal mannum bodian pone sopan geleafan and 

hym lar-spel secgan. (172, 175, p. 130) 

(Those who teach must study long and hard 
... 

The mass- 

priest must preach the true faith to people and deliver 

homilies. ) 

And finally in the section where maxims are used, IElfric lists (in a manner 

reminiscent of The Wanderer) those things which a priest should not be or do: 

Ne mot nan preost beon mangere opke gerefa. 

Ne drincan xt wynhuse, ne druncen-geore beon. 

Ne modig, ne gylpende, ne on his gyrlum ranc, ne mid golde 

geglenged ac mid godum peawum. 

Ne he sacful ne beo. Ne he ceaste ne astyrige. Ac he sceal pa 

sacfullan gesibbian, gif he mxg. 

Ne mot he waepnu werian ne to ge-feohte faran. 
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(185-89. P. 134)9 

(No priest may be a merchant or reeve, nor may he drink at 

the tavern and get drunk; nor should he be headstrong or 

boastful, nor showy in his dress. adorned not with gold, but 

rather with virtues. He should not be quarrelsome, nor a 

stirrer-up of quarrels, but he must rather reconcile the 

quarrellers if he can. He may not bear weapons, nor go to 

battle. ) 

11 

In his rather expansive style, Byrhtferth gives us a maxim for a 

teacher: 10 

Gerysenlic pas ping byö kam lareowe P wt he na forhele his 

hlosnere pmt riht Pe he on Pam crefte can. 

(1.2.232-33, p. 38) 

(It is a fitting thing for a teacher that he not conceal from his 

pupil the truth that he knows about a science. ) 

/Elfric speaks of the duties and responsibilities of the teacher and the student 

in the preface to his Grammar: " 

jungum mannum gedafenaö, Ixet hi leornjon sumne wisdom and 

Oam ealdum gedafenao, pwt hi taecon sum gerad heora 

junglingum, foröan öe Ourh lare byö se geleafa gehealden. 

(pp. 2-3) 

(For young people it is fitting that they learn wisdom, and for 

the old it is fitting that they teach good sense to their children, 
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because the faith is maintained through teaching. ) 

And he finishes the preface with a plaintive appeal to the scribe to copy 

accurately, closing with the statement: 

micel yfel ded se unwritere, gyf he nele his woh gerihtan. 

(P" 3) 

(The careless scribe does great wrong if he will not correct his 

mistakes. ) 

The mere circumstances of a maxim's survival testify to a kind of 

value in the mind of the scribe. In a tenth century Latin grammatical 

manuscript, Leningrad, Public Library, Lat. 0. v. XVI. t, a scribe wrote 

among `contemporary Latin scribbles and incomplete repetitions of the same 

Old English words in the blank space on 15r', 

A scxl gelwred smiö swa he gelicost maeg be bisne wyrcan 

butan he bet cunne. 12 

(The learned smith must always follow his exemplar as closely 

as possible, unless he knows better. ) 

There is no obvious connection between the maxim and the contents of the 

rest of the manuscript, and to the modern mind gelxred and smiö seem 

incongruous; but I presume the manuscript was written for a monastic house, 

where it would be possible for a smith" to be a monk or priest, and for this 

maxim to catch his eye. The characteristics of the maxim, with forceful 

statement followed by concession, and an association with trades or classes are 

clearly present. The incongruities of the maxim in this context point to the 
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attractiveness of the form and the importance of the ideas. 

13 

There are also maxims in the legal tract Gerefa (Liebermann I. pp. 

453-55). '4 which lists duties, seasonal preoccupations and other 

responsibilities of the reeve. And H Edmund 7 (Liebermann I. pp. 188-90) 

gives the responsibilities of parties in a feud: 

Witan scylan faehöe sectan: wrest aefter folcrilite slaga sceal his 

forspecan on hand syllan, 7 se forspeca magum, pwt se slaga 

wylle betan wiO mwgöe. 

(Counsellors must settle feuds. First of all, according to 

common law, the slayer must give to his advocate, and the 

advocate to the kinsmen [of the slain]. a pledge that he intends 

to make reparation to the [slain person's] family. ) 

Again, there are clear and straightforward social categories with specific 

responsibilities attached to them. 

From even such a small sample as this, it is clear that gnomes and 

maxims were traditional and conventional ways of expressing fundamental 

truths about life in society. The nomic function of the forms is to typify roles 

and specify the socially approved actions which attach to those roles. What 

originates in habit and custom becomes institutionalised through maxims. 

CODIFYING ETHICS 

The majority of maxims in poetry are broadly ethical. The form, with 
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its lack of personal comment, lends itself to generalising in an apparently 

objective fashion on ethical matters. Two of the earliest extant pieces of Old 

English verse are maxims, Bede's Death Song and A Proverb from W infrid' s 

Time: 

Fore them neidfaerae naenig uuiurthit 

thoncsnotturra than him tharf sie 

to ymbhycggannae aer his hiniongae 

huaet his gastae godaes aeththa yflaes 

aefter deothdaege doemid uueorthae. 

(MS. St. Gall 254) 

(Before that inevitable journey [or onset] no one grows wiser 

in thought than he has need in order to consider before his 

departure what may be the judgement, good or bad, upon his 

soul after the day of his death. )" 

Oft daedlata dome, foreldit, 

sigisitha gahuaem, suuyltit thi ana. 

(The man slow in action generally puts off glory, puts off 

every victorious exploit; therefore he dies alone. Stanley, p. 

122. ) 

The need for being prepared for death is quite prominent in Old English 

literature, finding a place in parallel maxims in The Seafarer 106 and Maxims 

I 35, where it is the stupid man who dies unprepared. This compares with 

Bede's insistence that the greatest wisdom is necessary to prepare for death, 

and incidentally, the conviction that CuÖbert and his companions had that 
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Bede knew when he would die, a hagiographical motif. 16 And as Stanley 

comments on the Proverb from Winfrid's Time, `the proverb provides a terse 

summary of the Germanic heroic ideal: The coward may live longer, but he 

will die alone' (p. 122). 

The poem Resignation ends on a truly resigned note: 

Giet bid pwt [selast], konne mon him sylf ne mxg 

wyrd onwendan, pwt he ponne wel polige. 

(11'7-18) 

(It is still the best thing that when a man cannot change the 

way things are, he puts up with it. ) 

Widsith has a maxim about the behaviour of princes: 

Sceal peodna gehwylc peawum lifgan [... ] 

(11) 

(Every prince ought to live virtuously. ) 

And the translator of the Meters of Boethius adds to his source a maxim about 

pride: 

Ne pearf eac hwlepa nan 

wenan pxs weorces, pact he wisdom mxge 

wiO ofermetta xfre gemengan. (7.6b-8) 

(No hero need ever expect to be able to hold both pride and 

wisdom together. ) 

The list of ethical maxims could be extended greatly, but a final 
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example demonstrates the authority of the form in ethical matters. In the 

Metrical Psalms, the translator baulked at the idea of dashing children against 

rocks that he found in his source, and rather urged his audience to educate: 

Eadig byö se pe nimeö and eac seteö 

his agen beam on pone #elan stan. 

(P136.9) 

([Beatus qui tenebit, et allidet parvulos tuos ad petram! ] 

Blessed is the man who takes his own child and establishes him 

on that noble rock. ) 

1Elfric had similar scruples about the interpretation and translation of the Old 

Testament, though he did not feel free to paraphrase outright. " Here, 

depending on the typology, the rock could be Christ, or through a multilingual 

pun on Peter, petra, the Church. '8 Most interesting is the fact that although 

it is common for the Fathers to read the verse allegorically, where the 

Babylonian children are sins and the Rock is Christ (I Corinthians 10.4), it 

is not that interpretation that the poet uses. In the maxim, the translator's 

substitution seems to depend on a rough equivalence of significance, with the 

maxim having a similar kind of authority as Holy Writ; hence the writer could 

perhaps view the maxim as not departing from the spirit of scripture. He 

clearly felt uneasy about allying the maxim with outright barbaric behaviour: 

the nomic function of the maxim should only be used to reinforce desirable 

actions. 
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STRUCTURING LITERATURE 

17 

Maxims are used rhetorically and structurally particularly in poetry-. 

but relatively little in prose. Wulfstan occasionally ends his homilies with 

eschatological maxims, but there are relatively few prose narratives in Old 

English to parallel the Icelandic saga, and those that there are, do not tend to 

use maxims. The `saga' of Cynewulf and Cyneheard in the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle is almost too breathless to use the reflective medium of maxims; 

and at the other end of the spectrum, the romantic story of Apollonius is too 

close to its source, and almost too urbane, to use them either. And while 

there are plenty of stories in Bede's History and Gregory's Dialogues, and 

other saints' lives, the translators of those works seem rather to be struggling 

with an authoritative tradition, and a difficult language, than thinking of 

naturalising the structure. Just two exceptions to this pattern in Old English 

prose are particularly worth mentioning . 

A charter (Robertson XCI, pp. 174-79), 19 tells the story of a dispute 

between Abbot 1Elfstan of St Augustine's Canterbury and the monastic 

community of Christchurch over tolls from Sandwich, which AElfstan wanted 

to 'share'. When the Abbot, having been refused point blank either tolls or 

permission to build an alternative wharf, tries to make a shipping channel, the 

writer comments, 

ac him ne speow nan pingc pxron. forpam he swinge eall on 

idel ke swincÖ ongean X es willan. 7 se alet hit eall Pus. 

(p. 178) 
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(but it was an utter failure, for he who labours against the will 

of Christ labours in vain. Then the abbot let the matter drop. 

Robertson's translation, p. 179. ) 

The maxim has biblical overtones, echoing Psalm 126.1, 'nisi Dominus 

wdificaverit domum, in vanum laboraverunt qui wdificant eam', and comes at 

the climax of the story. It is followed by a summary of the position as it 

remained: the community kept the tolls, and the Abbot never tried to get the 

third penny again. As Stenton remarked of the vernacular charters, `the finest 

documents in this class have a vividness of detail which entitles them to rank 

as literature. As a whole, they are remarkable as pieces of free composition 

in English prose' . 
"0 The maxim contributes to the narrative flow by 

emphasising the conclusion that the community could draw from the episode: 

the abbot, for all his eminence, was obviously going against the will of Christ 

in this particular instance. No more conclusive judgement could be made. 

In a rather different mode iElfric, retelling Bede's life of King Oswald, 

adds a lesson of his own by means of a maxim. 21 Writing of the miracles 

performed by Saint Oswald's relics, he relates the story of an Irishman of 

careless life who was brought low by illness. Realising he needs the 

intercession of a saint, the man pleads for some relic of Saint Oswald and is 

given scrapings from the stake on which Oswald's head had been impaled, in 

water to drink, and is instantly healed. The man amends his life and tells of 

the miracle wherever he goes. And ýElfric comments, 

For-py ne sceall nan mann awxgan pxt he sylfwylles behaet 



Chapter 1: Impressions 

kam xlmihtigan gode . 
ponne he adlig biO 

ýe lays ýe he sylf losige 
. gif he alihO Gode ixt. 

(269-71) 

(Therefore no one should renege on what he voluntarily 

promised to Almighty God when ill, lest he lose his very self 

if he denies God that. ) 

19 

Aware that he has departed somewhat from his text, AElfric continues with one 

of Bede's own comments, originally attached to a different story (Historia 

Ecclesiastica III. 13): 

Nu cwaeö se halga Beda Pe Oas boc gedihte . 

pxt hit nan wundor nys . 
ixt se halga cynincg 

untrumnysse gehagile nu he on heofonum leofaö 
. 

for Öan pe he wolde gehelpan pa Pa he her on life wies . 

pearfum and wannhalum . and him bewiste syllan . 

(272-76) 

(Now the holy Bede, who composed this book, says that it is 

no wonder that the saintly king heals sickness now that he lives 

in heaven, because while he was alive here he wished to help 

the poor and sick and give them succour. ) 

In conclusion 1Elfric mentions how Cuöbert saw Aidan's soul carried to 

heaven by angels, and the removal of Oswald's bones to Gloucester. This 

rounds off the story with information from sources other than the Historia: 

CuObert's vision presumably from Bede's Life22 and the translation to 

Gloucester from (relatively) recent history. Thus 1Elfric brings the anecdote 
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of the Irishman to a close with a maxim of his own, and adds Bede's more 

general lesson to summarise the matter of the homily. 

In verse, maxims are often put in positions of significance at the 

beginning or end of a speech, a fitt or verse section, or poem. About ten 

maxims have this function in Beowulf. The wa / wel maxims of Beowulf 

183b-88 occur at the end of fitt II (as numbered in the manuscript); the Danish 

coastguard's famous maxim, 287b-89, heads his reply to Beowulf; Beowulf's 

own maxim, `Gaeö a wyrd swa hio scel' (Things go as they must, 455b) ends 

fitt VI; a series of maxims bridges the relation of the reward given to Beowulf 

and his followers and the Finn Episode (1057b-62); after the brief exhortation 

to HroOgar, `Ne sorga, snotor guma' (Do not mourn, wise warrior), 

Beowulf's `Selre bib xghwxm' (It is better for every man ... 
) maxim heads 

a sententious passage at the beginning of fitt XXI; Beowulf's farewell speech 

ends with a maxim (1838b-39); fitt XXXV ends with a maxim (2600b-601) 

and Wiglaf's `dead biO sella' (death is better 
... 

) brings to a close both his 

speech and fitt XXXVIIII; he uses another in beginning his speech to the 

Geats (3077-78). 

This is not a peculiarity of Beowulf. The seventh fitt of Christ and 

Satan closes with a maxim (362b-64), as do the first of Andreas (120b-21), 

and the first of Guthlac B (890b-93); the precisely parallel expressions in 

Christ (1079b-80) and The Phoenix (516b-17) bring to a conclusion fitts XII 

and IV of those poems respectively. In the dialogue between St Andrew and 
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Christ in Andreas, three speeches end with maxims (313b-14,425b-26,458- 

61). Fitt X of Christ begins with a maxim at line 779, as does one of the long 

elegiac speeches of GuOlac's servant at line 1348. 

Several shorter poems begin and end with maxims. The Wanderer, for 

instance, starts with a maxim, 

Oft him anhaga are gebideö [ ... 
] (1) 

(Often the solitary man experiences mercy... ) 

and closes with one which echoes the keyword ar: 

Wel bio Pam pe him are seceö, 

frofre to fader on heofonum, 

stondeO. 

per us eal seo fwstnung 

(114b-15) 

(Well it is for the one who seeks for mercy, consolation from 

the Father in heaven, where for us all security remains. ) 

Soul and Body II begins and ends with maxims. The little poem Alms-Giving 

begins with a biblical maxim, and The Wife's Lament and Resignation end 

with maxims. 

A maxim explains the allegory in The Whale, and thus provides a 

bridge between the image and the allegory : 

Swa NO scinna peaw, 

deofla wise, Pxt he drohtende 

ýurh dyrne meaht duguOe beswicaö [ 
... 

] 

(31b-33) 
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(That is the way it is with demons, the habit of devils-by 

deceitful power they lead astray those living in virtue. ) 

A maxim that occurs in The Dream of the Rood makes a similar bridge 

between the different movements of the poem. Lines 1-77 are the dream 

frame and vision; lines 78-94 detail the significance of the Cross in Christian 

worship and iconography; lines 95-121, the significance of the Christ's death 

on the Cross; and lines 122 to the end, the response of the Dreamer and his 

incorporation into the community of the blessed. 23 The last words spoken 

by the Cross are a maxim that rounds off the increasing generalisation of tone: 

[... ] Öurh Oa rode sceal rice gesecan 

of eorowege aeghwylc sawl, 

seo ke mid wealdende wunian kenceö. 

(119-21) 

(... but every soul that intends to live with the Lord must seek 

the kingdom from the earth by means of the Cross. ) 

Interesting here is the fact that the Cross generalises to such an extent that the 

discourse changes from an intensely first-person narration to an impersonal 

mode where it now refers to itself in the third person. 

It is noticeable in some of the shorter poems that this desire to round 

off on a solid sententious note has a tendency to encourage the poet to draw 

out the ending; other shorter poems like The Gifts and The Fortunes of Men, 

Maxims I and Maxims II are made up almost entirely of maxims. But this 

should not obscure the fact that maxims are used emphatically and 
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prominently throughout the corpus of native Old English poetry. The function 

of the maxim in the longer poems is something like the rhymed couplet at the 

end of scenes in Shakespeare's blank verse plays: it frequently marks a 

division, and constitutes an aural signal of punctuation. 24 

What is clear throughout these examples is that `nomic' is a preferable 

epithet than `gnomic' for the gnomes and maxims, because it relates to more 

than just the nature of the expressions: it also captures the essence of their 

functions, mental, social, ethical and rhetorical. 

MAXIMS IN THE OLD GERMANIC LANGUAGES 

In her recent study, A Store of Common Sense, Carolyne Larrington 

has given considerable attention to the Norse gnomic poems. Inevitably, with 

a focus on mainly the wisdom poems, she cannot do justice to the wealth of 

material that Old Norse literature presents us with, and in an even briefer few 

paragraphs, I can add little. However, I have chosen the short Eddic poem 

Hamöismäl and the relatively short Hrafnkels Saga to illustrate what I think 

are fairly typical uses of the maxim in Norse. 

Hamöismä125 

In Ursula Dronke's edition and interpretation of the poem, there are 

several maxims and proverbs. The first stanza Dronke believes to be a 

`baroque ornament' (p. 182) added by a later writer. But she finds thematic 

reasons for not regarding the stanza as 'otiose and trivial' (p. 182). In 
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addition to these reasons, it appears that the redactor had a sense of structure, 

as this stanza strikes the elegiac note that balances the fatalistic note of the 

penultimate stanza, and generalises Guörün's plangently expressed feelings at 

the unavenged loss of Svanhildr: 

Ar um morgin 

manna bQlva 

sütir hveriar 

sorg um kveykva. (st. 1) 

(At early dawn every pain that can be felt for human ills 

kindles grief. ) 

The poem allows no resolution of the grief, since revenge for Svanhildr is 

gained only by the loss of the brothers, and the dawn of misery is only 

exacerbated by the evening of the Norns' decree. 

Hambir answers his mother's incitation in anger and blames her for the 

whole train of events that her actions and previous incitement have already 

caused. His speech ends with the cutting maxim, 

Svä skyldi hverr Qörom 

veria til aldrlaga 

sveröi särbeito 

at ser ne striddit. (st. 8) 

(One should encompass another's death with wound-cutting 

sword without hurting onself. ) 

He means to suggest that GuOrün's encompassing of deaths so far has been as 
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much to her own hurt as it has been to those she has sought revenge upon, 

and also that this particular project will be no different. At this stage of the 

narrative the irony of the maxim in that his and SQrli's killing Erpr is to their 

own ultimate destruction, is not apparent. But it becomes so to SQrli. and 

finally to HamÖir, later. 

Erpr attempts to join the two as they set off on their journey. Hamöir 

and SQrli ask dismissively what help he can give, and the poem reports his 

proverbial reply: 

Svaraöi inn sundrmoeÖri, 

svä kvaz veita mundo 

fulting frxndom, 

sem fötr Qörom. (st. 13) 

(He answered-son of a different mother-said that he would 

give help to his kinsmen as one foot to another. ) 

To which the brothers reply, 

Hvat megi fötr 

fceti veita, 

ne holdgroin 

hQnd annarri? (st. 13) 

(How can a foot help a foot, or a hand grown from the body's 

flesh help a hand? ) 

The Volsunga Saga makes a great deal of this, and stresses the brothers' 

misunderstanding of this proverb rather than their misinterpretation of Erpr's 



Chapter 1: Impressions 26 

second maxim or proverb. Rather laboriously, the saga shows the 

implications by having the brothers steady themselves with hand and foot. 

adding to the detail of the poem which shows them later dismembering King 

IQrmunrekkr (cap. 44, pp. 77-78). 26 But Erpr's pride and his intellectual 

superiority is what angers the brothers and they misinterpret his reply, 

Illt er blauöom hal 

brautir kenna. (st. 14) 

(No good comes of showing a coward the way. ) 

Undoubtedly the intention of this proverb is wittily to say that if they cannot 

see the obvious meaning of the last proverb, having him explain it will do 

them no good. They choose to take the wit as an insult, and as the poem 

laconically says, 6 cut their strength by a third'. 

In the fight with IQrmunrekkr, Hamöir taunts the king as he throws his 

hands and feet into the fire, and the taunt stirs IQnnunrekkr to tell his men 

how to overcome the brothers. SQrli reproaches his brother for the taunt, and 

for his impetuosity. In Dronke's text, he twice faces Hamoir with his own 

reproach, reinforced each time with a maxim, in two short strophes: 

BQl vanntu, brööir, 

er pü Dann belg leystir, 

opt ör rauöom belg 

bQ II raO koma 
. 

Hug hefÖir pü. HamOir, 
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of pü hefÖir hyggiandi: 

mikils er a mann hvern vant, 

er manviz er. (st. 26-27) 

(You ruined us, brother, when you unloosed that bag-from a 

bleeding bag often bold counsels come. 27 

You'd have had a brave heart, HamOir, if you'd had a wise 

one: a man lacks much when he lacks a brain. ) 

27 

HamOir realises his mistake in relation to Erpr, seeks reconciliation 

with SQrli, and finally reconciles himself to his fate with the last maxim of the 

poem: 

Gobs hQfom tirar fengit 

kött skylim nü ecöa i gwr deyia. 

Kveld lifir maOr ekki 

eptir kviö norna. (st. 30) 

(We have got good fame whether we die now or another day. 

No man outlives the evening after the Norns' decree. ) 

Several brief points can be made about the use of maxims here. 

Firstly, they are used by the characters to emphasise and reinforce what they 

are saying: the maxims represent the motivations and moral judgements of the 

characters. Secondly, the poet uses them with a fine sense of dramatic irony, 

exposing flaws in the characters, particularly HamOir, but also Erpr: this irony 

tests without invalidating the authority of the maxims. Thirdly. the maxims 
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maxims are used in a structured fashion. Each of the brothers is given two 

maxims or proverbs: Hamöir's two give closure to his two main speeches in 

response to his mother and his fate; Erpr's together, laconic and biting, sting 

HamOir and SQrli into their decisive mistake in killing him; SQrli's together, 

rebuke Hamöir for his stupidity and bring him to realisation of his fault. Not 

only is the main part of the narrative framed by Hambir's two maxims, but 

HamOir's final maxim, with its terminal kveld, echoes the misery of the 

mom in the first strophe. Thus despite the problematical state of the text, 

and the need for reconstruction of, particularly, SQrli's first maxim, it is clear 

that poet and redactor had some sense of the overall structure of the poem and 

used maxims to indicate and emphasise that structure, as well as for basic 

narrative purposes. 

Hrafnkels Saga28 

Some of the maxims in the saga are labelled or otherwise indicated to 

be sayings: `(pat er) forn orÖskviör' (it is an old maxim, twice), `er Pat satt 

[ 
... 

]' (it is true ... 
), and a combination of the two, `satt er Hest pat, er 

fornkveöit er [ ... 
]' (it is often true, what they used to say ... 

) 
. 

Others are not 

so labelled. In all, there are ten, and eight of these are given in direct speech 

where they serve to prompt, restrain from, or comment on, action. Half of 

them relate directly to Hrafnkell. 

Having taken his great oath to Freyr that he will kill anyone who rides 

Freyfaxi, Hrafnkell gives Einarr solemn warning and reinforces the solemnity 
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with the proverb `eigi veldr sä, er varar annan' (he is not to be blamed who 

gives warning, cap. 3, p. 102). By making his oath public in this way, and 

using the maxim to give public sanction to his entirely private decision, 

Hrafnkell effectively brings about the rest of the action in the saga. At the 

same time the hard edges of Hrafnkell's character appear: having made the 

oath and given the warning he cannot be deflected from the path he has laid 

out for himself. He admits as much to Einarr before he kills him, and the 

authorial maxim which follows emphasises the inflexibility of his character: 

`Par munda ek hafa gefit per upp eina sQk, of ek hefOa 

eigi svä mikit um milt, en pö hefir Pu vel viO gengit. ' 

En viö kann ätrünaö, at ekki veröi at keim mQnnum, er 

heitstrengingar fella a sik, pä hljop harn of baki til hans ok hjo 

hann banahQgg. 

(cap. 3, p. 105) 

('I would have forgiven you a single offence if I had not said 

so much about it, and when you have candidly confessed. ' 

And with the belief that nothing [good] will come to those who 

draw down a curse on themselves for breaking oaths, he got off 

the horse, ran at him, and struck him his death blow [my 

emphasis]. ) 

The main change in Hrafnkell's character is described in cap. 7, when 

Hrafnkell gives up his allegiance to Freyr, and becomes a milder and more 

reasonable man. But it is his humiliation that starts the process, and in 



Chapter 1: Impressions 30 

Sämr's hands he makes choices: not only to live, and that not only for the 

sake of his sons, but also against his former way of life and the code of 

honour which he formerly espoused. Echoing Wiglaf's maxim, `deaO biO 

sella / eorla gehwylcum ponne edwitlif', (death is better than a life of shame 

for any noble man) and indeed a remark of Adam of Bremen in relation to the 

Zealanders, 29 Hrafnkell comments on the choice offered him by Sämr of life 

and deprivation of all his authority, or death: 

MQrgum mundi betr Pykkja skjOtr dauöi en slikar 

hrakningar. (cap. 5, p. 121) 

(To many a quick death would seem better than such 

humiliation. ) 

But against the judgement of the heroic maxim, and even against his earlier 

pleading, `Undan hrakningum maelumk ek' (I ask to be spared humiliation, 

cap. 5, p. 120), Hrafnkell chooses life. 

The common judgement on Hrafnkell's fate is couched in the form of 

the proverb `skQmm er ohöfs mvi' ('the career of anything beyond the mean 

is short', 30 cap. 5, p. 122). But this is subtly undermined, as the land and 

the little farm that Hrafnkell buys, and which gives rise to the murmurings 

and rememberings of the populace, turn out to be fruitful and productive. 

Finally, as in many of the sagas, the revenge is prompted by the taunts 

of a woman. Hrafnkell has apparently let things pass, and has become 

comfortable, and there is no indication that he contemplates vengeance. The 
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appearance of Eyvindr Bjarnason with all the trappings of youth, wealth and 

breeding seems to spark off Hrafnkell's serving woman: 

`Satt er flest pat, er fornkveöit er, at svä ergisk hverr 

sem eldisk. Verör sü litil viröing, sem snimma leggsk ä, of 

maör betr sioan själfr of meO ösöma ok hefir eigi traust til at 

reka kess rettar ngkkurt sinni [... ]' 

(cap. 8, p. 126-27) 

(What the old saying says is most true, that `the older, the 

more cowardly'. Honour diminishes that was early acquired, 

if the man later behaves shamefully and has no confidence to 

take the opportunity of vengeance... ) 

Hrafnkell immediately prepares for the battle with Eyvindr, kills him, and 

subsequently catches Sämr unprepared. Contradicting the serving woman's 

proverb, but fulfilling the maxim, Hrafnkell retains his honour: `Hrafnkell sat 

i büi sinu ok helt virOingu sinni' (Hrafnkell lived at his farm and retained his 

honours, cap. 10, p. 133). 

The remaining proverbs and maxims in the saga take their place in the 

development of the other side of the story. Bjarni refuses to help his brother 

PorbjQrn against Hrafnkell because he knows that he is no match for him, `er 

patt satt, at sä er svinnr er sik kann' (that is true, that the wise man knows 

himself, cap. 3, p. 106). This opens the way for the involvement of the 

Ijostarssons in the case, because they are a match for Hrafnkell, and also 

provides proleptic comment on Sämr, who clearly fails in self-knowledge. 
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While a proverb is used to enable Bjarni to back out of the case, 

maxims are used by Porkell both to persuade himself to support Sämr, and to 

draw Porgeirr into supporting him. These are an interesting illustration of the 

way maxims and proverbs can be manipulated to support the individual's 

personal preferences. Porkell promises to be on Samr's side in the court, 

`meö kvi at mer pykkir cerin nauÖsyn til at mwla eptir näskyldan mann' 

(inansmuch as it appears to me that it is entirely obligatory to take up the 

prosecution for [the death of) a near relative, cap. 4, p. 112). Once again 

there are echoes here of Beowulf's maxim, `selre bio aeghwxm f pxt he his 

freond wrece, ponne he fela murne' (it is better for every man that he avenge 

his friend than mourn too much), and the underlying obligation of the heroic 

society to avenge the death of kin. Porkell works this maxim into his speech 

to Porgeirr later when he explains PorbjQrn's motives to his brother: `Er 

honum petta nauösyn, en eigi seiling, po at hann mwli eptir son sinn [... ]' 

(For him it is obligation not greed, that he takes up the prosecution for his 

son..., cap. 4, p. 114); and Porgeirr himself disclaims responsibility initially 

when he says he can understand why others have refused their support to 

PorbjQrn and Sämr, `Get ek of pvi fiesta menn ofdsa til, Da sem engi nauösyn 

dregr til' (I suppose that [humiliation at Hrafnkell's hands] is why most men 

are unwilling to be involved who have no obligation to compel them, cap. 4, 

p. 114). 

Porkell begins the assault on his brother's unwillingness to be involved 

not only by the brutal expedient of having PorbjQrn wrench Porgeirr's foot. 
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but also with the apparently unassailable logic of maxims, the first followed 

closely by two versions of another: 

En mgrgum teksk verr en viii, ok verör pat mQrgum, at 

pö fä eigi ails gxtt jafnvel, er honum er mikit 1 skapi [ ... 
], ok 

er at at vänum, at sä maör gxti eigi ails vel, er mikit byr i 

skapi. (cap. 4, p. 113-14) 

(With many, things turn out worse than intended, and it 

happens with many a man that he cannot take care of 

everything as well [as he would like] when he has a lot on his 

mind... , and it is to be expected that a man with a lot on his 

mind will not take as much care of everything. ) 

Porkell's aim in this episode seems to be to have Porgeirr transfer his 

pity from himself to PorbjQrn, by blaming his clumsiness on age, distraction 

and disability; and to transfer his anger from PorbjQrn to the ultimate source 

of the pain, the person who killed the old man's son. Then he portrays the 

doddering PorbjQrn as one who nevertheless takes his family obligations 

seriously, and it is only when Porgeirr hears that the suit is against Hrafnkell 

that he objects to being involved. At this point Porkell argues that if he were 

the chieftain, he would very likely be just as cautious, but that in this case 

there is much to be gained and little to lose: `Hefir sa ok jafnan, er haettir' 

(nothing venture, nothing win, cap. 4, p. 115). Even so, Porgeirr is unwilling 

to take the risk until Porkell threatens to go off in a huff. 
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The prosecution goes ahead and lrafnkeli is outlawed. Sämr's 

jauntiness reasserts itself, and instead of taking the advice of the Pjöstarssons, 

he allows Hrafnkell to live. With this in mind, the Pjostarssons give Sämr a 

piece of parting advice: 

Gettu nu vel til, ok vertu vary um pik, of Pvi at vant er 

viÖ vändum at sjä. (cap. 6, p. 123) 

(Watch out now and beware for yourself, because it is 

necessary to be vigilant against the wicked). 

Sämr turns out to be neither vigilant enough, nor lucky enough to make the 

most of the position he gains from Hrafnkell. 

In the saga, then, there are maxims used in many of the ways they are 

used in Old English poetry: maxims expressing the heroic code, maxims 

commenting on and evaluating character and action, maxims used for the 

purpose of affecting the behaviour of other characters. The nomic style with 

its sense of being received opinion, fits well with the `objectivity' of the saga 

narrative. It is not difficult to see the art of a Christian redactor in the early 

part of the story: the cause of Einarr's death, and of Hrafnkell's later 

humiliation, is Hrankell's oath to Freyr, and his rigid commitment to an 

unchristian code of conduct (explicit in his refusal to forgive the offence). 

The code is simplified and distilled into the two maxims invoked by Hrafnkell, 

firstly as warning (he is not to be blamed 
... 

), and secondly as an 

objectification of Hrafnkell's basis of belief (nothing good will come from 

oathbreaking). The three other maxims relating to Hrafnkell are all, in the 
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event, proved invalid. Hrafnkell chooses temporary humiliation rather than 

death, and although he is an outstanding man, his career is not short, and he 

does not become more cowardly with age. While the maxims used in the 

telling of the other part of the story are more straightforwardly used for 

comment or effect, this ambiguity of maxims in relation to Hrafnkell is not 

unlike that which has been discerned in Beowulf. There are limitations to the 

value and validity of heroic maxims which a Christian audience might be 

expected to understand and appreciate. 

The main point to be made about the use of maxims in Old Norse 

literature, particularly the narrative literature, is that it shows a high level of 

sophistication in the employment of traditional sayings. The same is true of 

Old English heroic poetry, which I examine in more detail in Chapter 5. B. 

J. Whiting calculated that Grettis Saga has 57 proverbs or maxims, and shows 

that these are distributed between the hero (approximately half) and the rest 

of the characters (the other half, excluding the six used by the saga author in 

propria persona. 31 This tells us very little about how they are used, but a 

reading of the saga shows that the maxims indicate the motivations and beliefs 

of the characters, they prompt action, they define roles and the behaviour 

appropriate to them, they occur at critical turns of the story. The author of 

Nils Saga32 is perhaps more sparing in his use of the maxim, but Gunnarr's 

last speech to the unforgiving HallgerOr is unforgettable, and in its way a 

proper epitaph: 'Hefir hverr til sins ägaetis nQkkut' ('everyone does something 

for his own glory', cap. 77, p. 189). 
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Another epitaph: so far as I am aware, the Norse runic inscription 

from Kirk Michael on the Isle of Man, (Kirk Michael III) raised apparently 

by a Celt, Mallymkun, in memory of his foster-mother, 33 is the only early 

epigraphical maxim: 

[b]etra: es: laifa: fustra: kuoan: pan: son: ilan + 

(It is better to leave a good foster-son than a bad son. )" 

As in so many of the inscriptions, remembrance of the dead is only part of the 

function, and building the reputation of the living is another part. This 

inscription gives a fascinating insight into the perception that an ethnic Celt 

had of the role of maxims in Norse society, and it reinforces the notions that 

have been drawn from Eddic poetry and saga: maxims are memorable, 

forceful, authoritative and full of significance for those who will attend them. 

For the Norse, nothing is so useful as a general maxim. 

OLD SAXON AND OLD HIGH GERMAN 

The literature in these closely related languages is very different from 

that found in Norse, though fragmentary as it is, it has many similarities with 

Old English. The chief early monuments are the Hildebrandslied, The Old 

Saxon Genesis, Muspilli and the Heliand. 3s 

The Hildebrandslied is fewer than 70 lines long as it has survived, yet 

it has a maxim. When Hildebrand tries to give his son a ring so as to prevent 

the challenge fight, Hadubrand responds, 

Mit geru scal man geba infahan 
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ort widar orte. (37-38) 

(A man should receive a gift with the spear, point to point. ) 

Dickins cites parallels to the action described here as heroic protocol from the 

Chronicon Novaliciense and Egils Saga. 36 What is perhaps more interesting 

is the way that, with a deft turn of phrase, the poet portrays Hadubrand as 

rather a prig, and a loquacious one at that, whose concern with the niceties 

will cost him his life. 

The case of the Old Saxon Genesis is especially interesting for two 

reasons: first, as Sievers demonstrated a century ago, it forms the basis of the 

Old English Genesis B; and secondly, T. A. Shippey has shown that within 

Genesis B, the use of maxims by the translator is in some ways eccentric 

('Maxims', pp. 36-39). He comments : `Far from scrutinizing traditional 

sayings to see how they might be deepened [ 
... 

] he showed himself unable to 

criticize them at all, still less to resist them! ' (p. 37). In a later article, I tried 

to show that the Genesis B maxims are actually translations of Old Saxon 

expressions, not merely inapposite additions from the Old English 

translator. 37 

There are many parallels between the Old English and Old Saxon 

poems in the maxims they use. R. L. Kellogg argued for formulaic studies 

to take the continental material into consideration, 38 and Roland Zanni has 

investigated a range of words and verse formulas. 39 In this connection it is 

interesting to note the following: 
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Fader uuet it eno 

helag fan himile: elcur is it beholen allun, 

quikun endi dödun, huan is kumi uueroad. 

(4305b-07) 

(The Father alone knows, the Holy One in heaven; it is hidden 

from everyone else, living or dead-when his coming will be. ) 

38 

Here the Heliand poet is dealing with the apocalyptic passage Matthew 24.36, 

and does so also with maxims in Heliand 2639b-41. The phrasing is very 

similar to that of Old English `God ana wat' series of maxims discussed in 

Chapter 2. Similarly, another commonplace, the wa / wel types discussed at 

length in Chapter 4, occur in Heliand, Old Saxon Genesis and Muspilli: 

SO is thena liudio uue, 

the sö undar thesumu himile scal herron uuehslon. 

(Hel 4626b-27) 

(Woe to those people who change lords under heaven. ) 

This follows Judas's betrayal of Christ, and comes at the end of fitt LV. 40 

Another follows reference to Seth's godly disposition: 

SO thana is manno uuel, 

thie io miö sulicaro huldi muot Mrron thionun. 

(OSG 112b-13) 

(Well it is with the person who with such a disposition of grace 

constantly serves his lord. ) 

And an antithetical pair (compare Beowulf 183b-88) occurs in Muspilli: 

uue demo in uinstri scal sino uirina stuen, 
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prinnan in pehhe: daz ist rehto paluuic dink, 

daz der man haret ze gote enti imo hilfa ni quimit. 

(Mus 25-28) 

(Woe to the one who must in darkness pay for his crimes, burn 

in hellfire: that is a truly baleful thing that a man should call 

out to God, and no help comes. ) 

39 

Pidiu ist demo manne so guot, denner ze demo mahale quimit, 

daz er rahono uueliha rehto arteile. 

(Mus 63-65) 

(Therefore it is well with the man to whom the judgement 

comes that his former deeds are judged just and right. ) 

At the close of fitt XLIX, the Heliand poet takes the opportunity 

offered by the story of the raising of Lazarus to generalise about how God 

saves and helps people in trouble: 

SO mag hebenkuninges, 

thiu mikile maht godes manno gehuilikes 

ferahe giformon endi uuiö fiundo Mid 

helag helpen, so huemu so he is huldi fargibid. 

(4114b-17) 

(Thus can the King of heaven, the mighty power of God, 

protect the life of any person, anyone to whom he grants his 

favour, and help the holy one against the malice of enemies. ) 

This too, is closely parallel to the Beowulf poet's maxim, 
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Swa maeg unfxge eaÖe gedigan 

wean and wrxcsiö se öe waldendes 

hyldo gehealdep. (2291-93a) 

(Thus can the undoomed one, the one who is kept by the 

Lord's favour, easily survive trouble and misery. ) 

or indeed to one in Guthlac, 

Swa dryten maeg, 

ana xlmihtig, eadigra gehwone 

wiö earfekum eaöe gescildan. (554b-56) 

(Thus the Lord, alone almighty, can easily protect each of the 

blessed against miseries. ) 

40 

Like Bede in his Death Song and the poets of Beowulf and the Wanderer, the 

poet of the Heliand is concerned to warn his audience to be ready for death 

and the judgement that follows: 

Aftar thiu scal sorgon er 

allaro liudeo gehuilic, er he thit lioht afgebe, 

the than egan uuili alungan dir, 

höh hebenriki endi huldi godes. (2617b-20) 

(Everyone of the human race should be concerned about this 

before he leaves this light, everyone who wishes to obtain 

eternal glory and the favour of God, the high heavenly 

kingdom. ) 

Finally, at the start of fitt LX, the Heliand poet generalises about boasting 

from Peter's rash promise in the gospel story, once again in a manner 
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reminiscent of the Wanderer beginning at line 70, 

Be thiu nis mannes bag mikilun bitherbi, 

hagustaldes hröm. [... ] 

Bethiu ni scoldi hromien man 

to suiöo fan imu selbon, huand imu thar suikid oft 

uuän endi uuilleo, of imu uualdand god, 

her hebenkuning herte ni sterkit. 

(5039-40a, 5046b-49) 

(Therefore a man's boasting is not very useful, the boasting of 

the serving-boy ... 
Therefore no-one should take too much 

pride in himself as both hope and will often forsake him unless 

God the Ruler, the high King of heaven strengthens his heart. ) 

41 

This is something of a preoccupation of the Heliand poet, as Carroll E. Reed 

shows. 41 

This is a mere selection of the maxims found in Old Saxon poetry. I 

have noted some of the points of overlap with Old English poetry; Christine 

Fell also notes resemblances between the elegiac tone and expression of one 

or two Latin letters of BerhtgyÖ, of the Bonifatian mission in Germany, and 

the Old English elegies. 42 It is difficult to know what the implications of 

these similarities might be in view of a fairly considerable intercourse between 

religious in England and on the Continent. Laistner asserts that the Old Saxon 

poet of the Heliand 'must [... ] have been familiar with some of the Old 

English religious poetry of the eighth century', " and Timmer contends that 
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the poems are `modelled upon Old English religious poetry'. 44 Neither of 

them quite specifies what the implications might be for Old Saxon verse. 

Certainly the sources of the Heliand included Bede's gospel commentaries and 

Alcuin (Behaghel, p. xxvi), but the closest parallels to Old English poetry that 

I have found in the maxims suggest only a similarity of alliterative form and 

traditional expression. 

Both H. M. Chadwick45 and D. H. Green46 point to the progressive 

generalisation of the heroic vocabulary for `man, men, people' in Old Saxon, 

and even in the small sample I have given, it is clear that Old Saxon man is 

the most popular term used. It is an interesting fact that outside of the 

Maxims poems, relatively few Old English maxims use mon. Given the 

demands of alliterative poetry one would expect a variety of terms to be used 

in Old Saxon as in Old English, but the range is limited, and by the time of 

Otfrid, `we are left with three only (thegaan, man and gomo)' (Green, p. 326). 

This is just one area where the Old Saxon tradition is different from the Old 

English. 

All the Heliand maxims I have quoted, except the `Fader uuet it eno' 

passage, are generalisations arising from a consideration of the application of 

the biblical material; they are not directly derived from the biblical material 

or from Tatian. 4' They show not only the ability of the poets freely to 

expand and comment on their material as the Old English poets do, but also 

their awareness of the rhetorical value of maxims emphatically to close a ritt 
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or begin one. I do not believe that this constitutes what Timmer calls 

`modelling', but is rather due to a long tradition of maxim use which shows 

itself in Norse, Old English and Old Saxon independently. 

SUMMARY 

Maxims and gnomes have recognisable functions in Old English 

literature: they organise things and people into categories, cataloguing trade 

rules, listing things as diverse as skills, fates and rune names. In narrative, 

they are used to characterise and make explicit the motivations of the 

protagonists, and to make value judgements and generalisations about things 

that happen. Beyond this, they have a structural function, marking emphatic 

and climactic junctures in the story. In all this there is a considerable overlap 

between the extant literatures of Old Norse, Old Saxon and Old High German: 

throughout, these expressions are nomic, ordering, structuring and 

categorising, as well as gnomic, expressing what is commonly known and 

understood. 
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CHAPTER 2 

DEFINITIONS 

So far, I have suggested that maxims and gnomes are traditional forms 

of expression used for particularly nomic purposes in Old English and other 

Old Germanic literatures. Many writers have come to the same conclusion, 

and have attempted some kind of description of the forms. In this chapter, I 

will briefly review proposed descriptions and definitions of the forms before 

proposing my own. 

TOWARDS A DEFINITION 

Blanche Colton Williams wrote in 1914: `we may say, in general, a 

gnome is a sententious saying; in particular, it may be proverbial, figurative, 

moral' (p. 3). Later she goes on to say that in her study, 

the word `gnomic' is synonymous with 'sententious'. [... ] 

The adjective is applied to a generalization of any nature 

whatsoever. Such generalization may or may not be 

proverbial; it may express a physical truth, announce a moral 

law, or uphold an ethical ideal. The language may be literal or 

figurative. (P. 8) 

While most Old English gnomes and maxims are sententious, that 

sententiousness tends to be a very obvious surface feature and few if any are 

figurative as far as we can tell. J. W. Rankin, in his review of Williams. 

objected to the notion of `sententious generalization' as a definition with the 
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remark that phrases like `Forst sceal freosan' (frost freezes) are sententious 

`only on the assumption that much more is meant than meets the ear'. ' This 

idea of sententiousness, that it is by definition not a surface feature, and must 

therefore reside in figurative or other `deeper' interpretations, simply does not 

match the Anglo-Saxon corpus, though it has given rise to a variety of 

interpretations of the Maxims poems (below, Chapter 7). 1 attempt to make 

some finer distinctions between maxim and proverb in the next chapter, but 

here it is sufficient to note that the figurative aspect of proverbs seems to be 

a late development, principally in Old English prose, and it is doubtful that 

maxims are in this sense proverbial. But the category of `sententious 

generalisation' is a useful one which I intend to adopt. 

Like Williams, H. M. and N. K. Chadwick, in defining gnomes and 

maxims, started from Aristotle: 

a gnome is a statement not relating to particulars [... ] but to 

universals; yet not to all universals indiscriminately, as e. g. 

that straight is the opposite of crooked, but to all such as are 

the objects of (human) action and are to be chosen or avoided 

in our doings. (p. 377)2 

They go on to observe that `the word [gnome] is commonly applied, for 

example, to Anglo-Saxon sayings of a kind which are expressly excluded by 

Aristotle's definition' (p. 377), and this enables them to distinguish two 
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which are characterised by verbs in the imperative (p. 382). 

54 

The Type I is gnome is concerned with human action: it has to do with 

morals, advisability, and physical and magical actions (p. 377). Type II: 

relates to the properties or characteristics not only of mankind 

in general and of various classes of mankind, but also of other 

beings, objects, natural phenomena, etc. The gnomes of this 

type may in general be regarded as the results of observation, 

and are not capable of being converted into precepts. Under 

this type it will be convenient to distinguish gnomes relating to 

(a) human activities or experience in which no choice or 

judgment is involved, (b) the operations of Fate (death) and the 

gods, (c) all other gnomes belonging to this type-the 

characteristics of beings, etc. other than human. Our reason 

for treating (b) as a distinct variety is that gnomes of this kind 

sometimes occur where other varieties are wholly or almost 

wholly unknown. (pp. 377-78) 

They summarise their definition by observing, `Type I may be regarded as the 

beginning of ethical literature, and Type II as the beginning of scientific 

literature in general' (p. 378). 

In the course of their discussion, the Chadwicks make some useful 

observations about the use of verbs: 

As regards form-both the present indicative (especially 
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biO) and sceal with the infinitive are very common in gnomes 

of Type II. After sceal the infinitive is very frequently 

omitted. In gnomes of Type I sceal is almost universal. 

(p. 382) 
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Broadly, the Chadwick Type I gnomes are what I will call 'maxims', and the 

Type II forms are what I will call 'gnomes', and the definition is helpful in 

calling attention to one of the observable distinctions in the Old English 

corpus. But as the Chadwicks themselves acknowledge (p. 378), there are 

problems with the categorisation, namely that of overlapping and indistinct 

categories. Is Wiglaf's `Dean biO sella / eorla gehwylcum, bonne edwitlif 

(death is better for every warrior than a life of shame) an ethical and moral 

statement about human action (Type I), or is it an observation about death and 

glory or life and shame (Type II)? Maxims are rarely abstract, and 

generalisations about the nature of God or death seldom appear without 

implying an appropriate human, ethical response. On the other hand, gnomes, 

as I define them (below), are perhaps more abstract, though they imply an 

interested observer who has a particular moral, social or religious point of 

view. Further, one of the reasons for seeing gnomes and maxims as part of 

the same continuum is that the ethical type of maxim is presented as an 

objective fact, a simple observation, in the same kind of fashion as the 

gnomes. The particular distinction made by the Chadwicks between the 

advisable and the observable is one which was not perhaps so important to the 

Anglo-Saxons as to those concerned with definitions. 



Chapter 2: Definitions 56 

More recently, Elaine Tuttle Hansen has given an exhaustive 

descriptive account of the maxim as it features in Beowulf. ' Hansen's 

paragraph is worth quoting in full: 

It has long been recognised that many of the two dozen 

or so gnomic sayings in Beowulf come from a traditional Old 

English gnome-hoard with numerous analogues in Old English, 

Old Norse, Old Welsh and Old Irish, and all of the gnomic 

passages are readily identifiable by those formal and thematic 

characteristics which, in accord with what we know from other 

extant works, conventionally signal the gnomic mode. 

Formally the sayings in Beowulf depend on a conventional 

gnomic vocabulary and syntax: the specialized use of the verb 

forms sceal, biO and mae , organizing experience into what is 

and what ought to be; the adjectives gedefe and gemet, 

designating what is proper or fitting, and the comparative selre 

and the superlative selast, pointing out what is better or best; 

adverbs of generalization and frequency, such as a, oft, oftost 

and hwaer; and the se be or se aem construction, used to 

invoke the unspecified and representative individual. 

Thematically the gnomic sayings in Beowulf share proverbial 

and sententious concerns found repeatedly in gnomic matter in 

Old English and elsewhere, including the celebration of heroic 

virtues such as generosity, courage and loyalty; the 

condemnation of cowardice, indiscretion and treachery; and the 
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acknowledgement of the power of God or fate, on the one 

hand, and of the limits of human knowledge on the other. 

Underlying the gnomic world view in Beowulf, as in all 

wisdom literatures, is a bipolar view of the moral universe: 

experience offers us wel and wa (183b-8), leof and lab (1061a), 

Rod oboe yfel (Precepts 45b); consequently the ability to 

distinguish wisely in words and to act on the perception of 

differences is imperative. (p. 55) 
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Of course this description is impressionistic and deals with the typical rather 

than the essential, but some maxims have none of the linguistic characteristics 

listed, yet are nevertheless sententious generalisations. For all its length, 

Bede's Death Song manages to be a maxim without any of the items of 

`conventional gnomic vocabulary and syntax' listed by Hansen, though it does 

reflect, or at least imply, both the bipolar view of the moral universe and the 

limitations of human knowledge. 

More recently still, Carolyne Larrington has discussed the gnome, 

proverb, precept, maxim and others in relation to dictionary definitions (pp. 

1-13) 
. 

The limitations of such an approach are evident from the fact that 

Larrington concludes: 

`Gnome' and ̀ maxim' are more-or-less interchangeable 

in meaning. [... ] `Aphorism' and `apophthegm' are not 

distinguished from `maxim' in usage. [... ] `Sententia' [... ] is 

defined as a `thought or reflection' by the OED; it is usually 
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employed in literary discussion interchangeably with `gnome' 

and 'maxim'. (P. 5) 
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`Proverb' is a distinct form, `but how is "common currency" proved in [ 
... 

] 

Old English? ' asks Larrington (p. 4). `Precepts' are definable as ̀ admonitions 

relating to human conduct [... ] typically expressed in the imperative' (p. 5), 

as has been observed many times before. And Larrington adds that `gnome' 

is `characteristically though not exclusively used to denote observations about 

the natural world' (p. 5). Thus, in terms of definitions relating to actual 

usage of the forms in Old English, we are very little further forward. 

VERBS IN THE GNOME AND MAXIM 

Larrington's discussion of `the sceal / bid problem' (pp. 6-9) focuses 

on one of the more contentious areas of discussion. The verbs are 

characteristic of the gnomic mode, and the `problem' seems to be to locate 

their precise meaning. After a brief discussion, Larrington concludes, 

BiO is invariably used where the subject of the gnome 

is God: `God üs ece bib' (God is eternal for us) Exeter 

Maxims 8b). Possibly the overtones of obligation which sceal 

carries are inappropriate to a human comment on the Divine. 

Bich with the implication `is essentially' tends to be found where 

natural processes are involved, as in the Cotton Maxims series 

(5b ff. ) but there is no consistency of usage even in this 

context. 

Sceal and NO then tend to be distributed according to 
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context; human activity will usually be expressed by sceal, 

while bic is more likely to be found in relation to God or the 

natural world. (F. 8) 
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Just two examples from the poems she refers to will show that the positive 

statement is wrong, and make necessary some more adequate, and less 

definite, account of how the verbs function. In the Exeter Maxims I: 

An sceal inbindan 

forstes fetre, felameahtig god. (74b-75) 

(Almighty God alone has the power to unlock the fetter of frost), 

and in the Cotton Maxims II: 

God sceal on heofenum 

daeda demend. (35b-36a) 

(God, the judge of actions, lives in the heavens). 

Plainly in the first quotation, sceal has more than `overtones of obligation': 

God must do it because only he can. And equally plainly in the second 

quotation, sceal has no such overtones: God just happens to live in the 

heavens for reasons which are as obvious or obscure as those which explain 

why the dragon lives in a burial mound. The essential distinction between bid 

and sceal is that bid relates to being, whether present or future, and sceal 

relates to doing, whether by choice, nature, habit, necessity or obligation, 

present or future. Consequently biO is more frequently used in gnomes, and 

sceal in maxims; but as the Maxims II quotation shows, there is no absolute 

division between them. As Nicholas Howe concludes from a study of Maxims 

II: 
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To insist upon an invariable sense for sceal deprives the 

poem of its interest and its value. Although these maxims do 

employ a regular syntax, this frame allows for significant 

variation in meaning. And it might be argued that in this fact 

lies the true wisdom of the poem: through its syntactic 

regularity it teaches one to draw significant parallels, but in its 

use of the gnomic verbs, it also warns that parallelism does not 

inherently reflect correspondence. It is a lesson in difference 

as much as it is a lesson in similarity. (p. 164)4 
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While discussion of these distinctively gnomic verbs is useful, it 

disguises two facts: firstly, almost any verb can be used in a maxim, and it 

is the tense that is significant; secondly, the verbs are set in contexts which 

indicate degrees of relevance from the almost total (a, xghwylc, and so on), 

to the narrowly restricted (in gnomes, dragons or God; in maxims, the wise, 

or the eorl, for example). This second fact means that the maxim or gnome 

can remain true even where the proposed or ideal action does not take place. 

The form is stylistically adapted to cope with aberrations, incongruities and 

singularities. The use of quantity adjectives (e. g. fela and frequency adverbs 

(e. g. oft) characteristic of maxims, make them function as probability 

statements, and the essential nature of probability statements is that they can 

'never be strictly contradicted by experience%5 and thus they retain their 

validity as rules of thumb. On the other hand, when statements are more 

direct, when Wiglaf says `deaö NO sella / eorla gehwylcum donne edwitlif' 
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(death is better for every warrior than a life of shame) for example, we do not 

have to find a meaning for the gnomic verb which will accommodate the fact 

that Beowulf's select band apart from Wiglaf has just run away at the prospect 

of death (say, `is normally' or `ought to be'); rather there is a clear 

implication that the status of those men as eorlas, is in question. A value 

judgement is made on those who appear to be one thing but act differently. 

Since death is better for every noble warrior, and these men have run away, 

they can hardly be truly noble or proper warriors .6 

In gnomes, if the thing does not follow the characteristic pattern, it 

raises similar problems of definition: if a dragon does not live in a mound, old 

and proud of its treasures, you can hardly be sure it is a dragon. All the 

same, that does not exhaust either its being or its habits. In this latter case 

sceal has no necessary connotations of `ought always' , 
`ought' and `is 

appropriately' (Larrington, p. 7), since the Anglo-Saxons knew that dragons 

flew around. The gnome is as much about draconitas as anything: it is a loose 

association of ideas relating to a given subject. Similarly, it would be 

pressing the sense of sceal to see particular obligation in the list of fates 

described in The Fortunes of Men. To attempt to generalise about the 

meaning of the verbs here is both to mistake the form and to ignore the 

context. More precise gnomes and maxims are easily generated by using 

other present-tense verbs and adverbs of frequency such as a and nxfre 

(though even these, it seems to me, are at the extremes of a probability scale 

rather than being intended as absolutes). The fact that sceal and biO are 
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normally unstressed in the verse, whereas the adverbs of frequency, and other 

present-tense verbs (for example, urfan, witan, and indeed *ma an not 

infrequently carry stress, underlines this point. Sceal and bid are intended to 

be susceptible to a wide range of interpretation, hard to pin down, even 

deliberately ambiguous, precisely because experience suggests that 

generalisations about nature and habits so often come unstuck. I do not mean 

to deny that sceal can convey a sense of obligation or necessity: plainly it can 

('Ure aeghwylc sceal ende gebidan', each of us has to experience the end of 

life, Bwf 1386); nor that these gnomic verbs are so characteristic of the form 

that they practically define it; but that they are what Marie Nelson calls `the 

center of the gnomic sentence' ("Is" and "Ought"', p. 120), ' even in Maxims 

I, 1 doubt, because their meaning depends so entirely on the other elements. 

Marie Nelson writes of the problems experienced in translating sceal 

and bi : 

For one thing, sceal must sometimes be translated `shall 

be, ' which leaves unanswered the question of whether futurity 

or necessity is implied. For another, one sceal may state the 

obvious, while another sceal asserts an obligation. 

Furthermore, both bid and sceal perform certain descriptive 

functions, and each verb also performs an evaluative function. 

Finally, sceal alone carries the full weight of moral obligation. 

("'Is" and "Ought"', p. 110) 

If Nelson were writing about maxims instead of verbs, there would be little 
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to disagree with in this paragraph. As it stands, it reveals the potential for 

ambiguity in both maxims and the verbs used in them, but makes unnecessary 

distinctions. In terms of ambiguity, there are perhaps three principal axes on 

which the verbs in maxims can be located: 

present-future. This ambiguity is inherent in the Old English 

verb system, not just sceal. The present-tense verb can usually 

mean something between does and will do, is and will be. It 

is surely part of the point of the maxims `wa biO [... ]' and `wel 

bib [... ]' (woe to ... 
it is well with) as used by the Beowulf 

poet (183b-88) and others, that we cannot say for certain 

whether the beatitude or woe is a present or future condition, 

or both. 

condition-obligation. This is the axis which represents the is 

and ought to, does and should / must do ambiguity. Poets 

sometimes intensify the moral obligation factor by using 

subjunctive forms and frequency adverbs or generality 

adjectives, `a scyle [... ]', `scyle monna gehwylc [... ]' (must 

always ..., every person should ... 
) because of this ambiguity. 

Death is a condition, a necessity, an obligation indeed in one 

sense, of human existence, ̀ Ure xghwylc sceal ende gebidan 

/ worolde lifes' (Each of us has to experience the end of life in 

the world, Bwf 1386-87a, where ure functions as a generalising 
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pronoun rather than a specifying one); whereas faithfulness is 

an obligation, a necessity, for personal relationships in a 

different, moral, sense, represented by the same verb, `Wif 

sceal wip wer were gehealdan' (A woman must keep faith with 

her man, Mxl 100). 

generality-particularity. Verbs in maxims can both generalise 

and particularise, often at the same time. If it is characteristic 

of a certain class of entities that they behave in a certain 

fashion, then all entities in that class customarily behave like 

that, or they do not fit into the class. At the other end of this 

axis, and using the same verbs in Old English, it is possible to 

say that pnly a given class of entities will behave in the 

specified fashion. Failure to observe this ambiguity in the 

verbs leads to absurdity. Nelson ("'Is" and "Ought"', p. 111) 

takes Greenfield and Evert's translation of sceal8 further than 

they perhaps intended by translating `seo sceal in eagan' (Mxl 

122a) as `sight is typically in the eye': this expression must be 

placed somewhere near the opposite end of the axis, because 

sight (or perhaps more accurately, the pupil) is particular to the 

eye not typical of it. But in a similar way, the range of 

generality to particularity (and the other ranges of meaning 

detailed above) is found in the sceal on catalogue in Maxims II, 
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discussed by Greenfield and Evert, but translated each time 
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`(is) typically' (p. 347 f. ). 
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Later, I will discuss an approach to maxims which discerns affective 

and evaluative functions in them. But here I must disagree with Nelson's 

argument ("'Is" and "Ought"', pp. 112-13) that `bib performs an evaluative 

function'. I can discover no essential difference between the verb in `pmt is 

rice god' (that is the powerful God, Mx1 133b), `pxt is meotud sylfa' (that 

is the Creator himself, Mxl 137b) and `ofost is selost / selest' (haste is best, 

And 1565b, Bwf 256b). Once again, it is not the verb form, but the maxim 

or gnome itself, which `in expressing an evaluative judgment (which in this 

case [ie. the two expressions from Mxl takes the form of a respectful 

verbalization of what everyone knows to be true) bit functions in the 

performance of an obligation' . 
The parallel with `Daet wies god cyning' (that 

was a good king) in Beowulf, suggested by Nelson ("'Is" and "Ought"', p. 

112) is a good one, and the expressions from the Maxims are possibly 

calqued; but the evaluative judgement is a function of the gnome as a whole, 

and also the metrical and syntactic form, the `parenthetic exclamation' as it 

has been called, 9 and not the verb alone. 

This discussion leaves translation of the verbs sceal and biO in maxims 

more ambiguous than many scholars feel comfortable with, because no rigid 

consistency of translation is possible. Even in the same sentence, the same 

verb can imply different things; indeed there is constant interaction between 

observation and obligation, as Nelson and others have noted. But it seems to 
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me that it is characteristic of maxims that there is space for ambiguity, 

sophistry and casuistry, as well as definiteness, dogmatism and certainty. In 

Beowulf, maxims are undoubtedly expressed in `the authenticating voice"', 

but just as certainly, there is `gnomic indirection. There is no necessary 

contradiction between these: they are different ways of viewing the same 

things, different ways of relating the maxims to their context. 

A WORKING DEFINITION 

Some of the limitations of a descriptive definition of gnome and maxim 

have already been noted: overlapping categories and impressionistic views. 

Definitions that represent the categories as they appear in Old English 

literature, and which are economical and reasonably comprehensive seem still 

to be lacking. I have already suggested that `sententious generalisation' is a 

basic description of the maxim, and that `linking of a thing with a defining 

characteristic' is a basic description of a gnome. The gnome or maxim must 

have the elements of a complete sentence, whether embedded in a longer one 

or not; if it uses comparatives or superlatives, the basis of comparison may 

not always be explicit ('Dom bip selast' [Glory is best, Mxl 80b]). To these 

I would like to add prescriptive limits: 

1. The gnomic verb, the main modal or lexical verb in the 

expression, must be in the present tense. 

2. The subject of the gnomic verb can be God or fate or 

the devil or a natural phenomenon or a class of human 

beings, but not a specified individual person. 
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3. There must be no deictic reference to specify the 

particular situation. 
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The thrust of these prescriptive limits is that the expression must be 

generally true, viewed from the Anglo-Saxon perspective; that the statements 

may specify various agents, including the relatively abstract 'death', `fate' and 

so on, but the working of such agents must apply generally within the 

categories specified by the poet; and that the expression must be a 

generalisation, not attached to one situation. Strictly applied, these criteria 

would mean that one or two expressions which in every other way would pass 

as maxims would need to be described as `applied maxims' . 
So for example, 

the two maxims in Byrhtwold's speech in The Battle of Maldon are `applied 

maxims' because of their deictic reference: 

Hige sceal Pe heardra, heort Pe cenre, 

mod sceal pe mare, pe ure maegen lytlaÖ. 

Her lio ure ealdor eall forheawen, 

god on greote. A mxg gnornian 

se pe nu fram pis wigplegan wendan penceö. 

(312-16) 

(Resolve must be so much the firmer, heart so much the 

bolder, courage so much the greater, in proportion as our 

strength diminishes. Our lord lies dead here, the good man in 

the dirt. The man who now intends to turn away from this 

battle-play will always have reason to regret it. ) 
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The applied maxims here contain the deictics ure, nu and is. In Chapter 5 

below I discuss the implications of this, because it seems to me that the poet 

was quite deliberately specifying the application of maxims to the particular 

battle, at a particular time, for good reasons. Similarly, some of the wa / wel 

types of maxim discussed in Chapter 4 add the time adjunct bonne to specify 

the eschatological future, and these too, must be considered applied maxims. 

These features I have outlined for the maxim, together with the 

`conventional gnomic vocabulary' discussed by Hansen, constitute what might 

be called `recognition signals'. They are stylistic features which mark the 

form and give it the conventional functions which were discussed in the first 

chapter. There may have been suprasegmental means for a poet or reader to 

indicate further that what was being said was a maxim, and to be taken 

especially seriously, but we cannot know this. The form in its syntax and 

style presents itself as what Michael Polanyi calls `a fiduciary act', a statement 

of belief (p. 28). The briefer the form the more memorable, but in itself it 

claims axiomatic status. 

THE MAXIM AND THE FORMULA 

Although the Maxims poems display certain metrical peculiarities, 12 

they, and verse maxims more generally, share the common characteristics of 

Old English poetry: the alliterative line, formulaic patterns of language, and 

variation. Variation, in particular, is a feature that does not accord well with 

proverbs, but is one that maxims frequently have, and this means that from 



Chapter 2: Definitions 69 

a gnomic core, the maxim can grow to diffuse lengths. Again, the briefer the 

maxim the more memorable, and it is observable that maxims in Beowulf 

contain less variation than maxims in other poems. Cynewulf begins the last 

fitt of his poem Christ with gnomic emphasis: 

Ne pearf him ondrxdan deofla strelas 

wenig on eorOan w1da cynnes, 

gromra garfare, gif hine god scildep, 

duguöa dryhten. (779-82b) 

(No-one on earth of humankind need fear the arrows of devils, 

the attacks of the hostile, if God, the Lord of Hosts, protects 

him. ) 

Here each of the main actors in the psychomachia is amplified by variation in 

some way: humans, devilish attacks, and God. Nothing is lost in the 

variation, and indeed much is gained: there is stress on the applicability of the 

maxim to all; the hostility suffered may be devilish or from other sources; and 

it is good for the potentially fearful to know that God is not only God, but 

also Lord of legions, God of hosts. It is a procedure that draws on the 

formulaic resources of the Old English tradition. The phrases w1da cynnes 

and duguOa dryhten can be found respectively in Guthlac 755b (where 755a 

is `wenig ofer eorOan'), 821b, Phoenix 546b and in Elene 81a, Phoenix 494a. 

Many other examples which use a variant term in the respective formula 

systems can be found for these half-lines. It is clear, then, that the maxim 

readily adapts itself to the style of Old English verse, but the formulaic style 

does not in this case define it. 
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There are, however, cases where a defining feature of the maxim can 

be discerned to be formulaic. 13 Until relatively recently, the formulaic 

nature of Old English verse, the defining of formulas and formula systems, 

and the extension of formulaic studies to `composition by theme' was much 

under discussion, as was the oral and / or literate nature of poetic production. 

In 1985, Anita Riedinger developed a new and productive approach to the 

formula, by defining what she calls 'sets', and analysing the thematic function 

of such sets in the poems. 14 Her ideas relate very closely to some recurring 

formulas in maxims: these formulas, usually occurring at the beginning of a 

maxim, can be seen to generate expectations as to what will follow, and the 

formulas in some sense define the maxim. While Riedinger's definitions are 

complex, her work brings a degree of clarity and rigour to Old English 

formulaic analysis, and adds a subtle appreciation of the thematic role of 

formulas in the verse. Here, I will apply the ideas briefly to the `God ana 

wat' (God alone knows) maxims, which are: 

a. God ana wat 

hu he pxt scyldige werud forscrifen hefde! 

(XSt 32b-33) 

(God alone knows how he condemned that guilty band. ) 

b. God ana wat 

cyning aelmihtig, hu his gecynde bio, 

bb. wifhades pe weres; Pxt ne wat wenig 

monna cynnes, butan meotod ana, 

hu pa wisan sind wundorlice, 
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faeger fyrngesceap, ymb paes fugles gebyrd. 

(Phx 355b-60) 

(God, the almighty King, alone knows its gender, whether it be 

male or female. No-one of all humankind knows, but only the 

Creator, what the miraculous circumstances, the wonderful 

dispensation of old, may be concerning the birth of the bird. ) 

c. God ana wat 

hweet him weaxendum winter bringaÖ! 

(FtM 8b-9) 

(God alone knows what the years will bring to the growing 

child. ) 

d. Meotud ana wat 
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hwxr se cwealm cymep, pe heonan of cyppe 

gewitep. (Mxl 29b-30) 

(The Creator alone knows where the plague goes when it leaves 

our land. ) 

e. god ana wat 

hwa pwre wwlstowe wealdan mote. 

(Mld 94b-95) 

(God alone knows who will control the battlefield. ) 

f. Meotud ana wat 

hwyder seo sawul sceal syÖÖan hweorfan, 

and ealle pa gastas Pe for gode hweorfaÖ 

wfter deabdaege, domes bidaö 
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on fwder faeöme. Is seo forögesceaft 

ff. digol and dyrne; drihten ana wat, 

nergende faeder. (Mx2 57b-63a) 

(The Creator alone knows where the soul will go afterwards, 

and all the spirits who go before God after the day of death to 

await judgement in the bosom of the Father. The future is 

hidden and secret; the Lord alone knows these things, the 

saving Father. ) 
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Comparing these passages, it is clear that the determinative formula 

regularly occurs in the second half-line of verse. But the maxims have more 

in common than a formulaic style, distinctive though that is. Four of the 

maxims consist of a line-and-a-half; the other two, longer, examples remind 

the audience of the maxim form. In the Maxims this is done by reiterating the 

formula with a variant for God; in the Phoenix example the form is 

foregrounded by paraphrase (`pact ne wat xnig / monna cynnes', no human 

being knows it) and repetition of the keyword ana. This shows a strong sense 

of the maxim as a traditional expression with a discernible shape and relatively 

fixed components. 

These maxims form part of what Riedinger calls a 'set'. Her definition 

of a `set' is: `a group of verses usually sharing the same function and system 

in which one word, usually stressed, is constant, and at least one stressed 

word may be varied, usually synonymously, to suit the alliterative and f or 
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narrative context' (p. 306). Here the system is x ana x with the constant ana; 

the formula is x ana (witan); the synonymous terms, God / Meotud / Drihten; 

and the function is to signify `knowledge limited only to one person' ; and the 

theme of the `set' is God's exclusive knowledge of why, when and how death 

will come, and what will happen afterwards. 

Not all examples of the `x ana wat' formula are maxims. Two variants 

shed light on how Riedinger's definition of a set, and my prescriptive limits 

for the maxim significantly coincide. 

Ic ana wat ea rinnende 

k er Da nygon nxdran nean behealdao. 

(MCh2 59-60) 

(I alone know the flowing river where the nine serpents keep 

close guard. ) 

and 

Pu bxt ana wast, 

mihtig dryhten, hu me modor gebaer 

in scame and in sceldum. (P50 6lb-63a) 

(You alone know, mighty Lord, how my mother bore me in 

disgrace and guilt. ) 

The charm is unique in two ways: it uses the formula in the first half-line, and 

it does not have God as the subject of the sentence. It claims occult 

knowledge for the reciter, and by extension, power; whereas the maxim set 

emphasises God's knowledge and the limitations of human power. The 
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Metrical Psalm, rendering the Latin text `Ecce enim in iniquitatibus conceptus 

sum, et in peccatis concepit me mater mea' (Psalm 50.7), uses the formula 

in an entirely different way. There is no notion of knowledge in the Latin. 

and the rather literal-minded poet is perhaps struggling to cast a veil of 

spiritual respectability over the implied slur on the psalmist's mother, making 

it a mystery which only God can understand. This is much closer than the 

charm to the theme of the set as I have expressed it, and with the example 

from The Phoenix, may indicate a secondary theme such as God's exclusive 

knowledge of the mysteries of birth as well as death. But for the phoenix, 

birth and death are closely related, and the Old English poet skilfully adapts 

his source to exploit this paradox. 

Lactantius, the main source for the poet, uses the indeterminate gender 

of the bird as the text for a homily denigrating sexual relations: 

0 fortunatae sortis felixque volucrum, 

Cui de se nasci praestitit ipse deus. 

Femina seu sexu seu masculus est seu neutrum: 

Felix que Veneris foedera nulla colit. 

Mors ille Venus est, sola est in morte voluptas: 

Vt possit nasci, appetit ante mori. (161-66)' 

(To this most happy and fortunate of birds, God has granted 

the power of being self-born. Whether female, male or neuter 

sexually, she is happy because she has nothing to do with 

Venus and her unions; her Venus is death; her only pleasure is 
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in death. )16 
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The Phoenix poet is intrigued rather by the philosophical problem of the bird's 

origins. But building on the god ana wat maxim formula, he picks up 

Lactantius' allegorical point about death leading to fuller life, by making a 

subliminal reference to the Day of Judgement: 

De die illa et hora nemo scit (pwt ne wat wnig [... ]), neque 

angeli caelorum, nisi Bolus pater (butan meotod ana). 

(Matthew 24.36) 

In The Battle of Maldon, the maxim serves to emphasise Byrhtnoö's 

piety as he takes the step of faith which throws the outcome of the battle into 

doubt. The collocation of welstowe and wealdan is just as traditional as the 

god ana wat formula, occurring twice in Beowulf, and being a common 

circumlocution for victory in The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. Yet in all its uses, 

there is a grimness about the phrase which recognises the cost of any victory 

in terms of men killed. The Maldon poet draws on this grimness to emphasise 

the potential cost of ByrhtnoÖ's decision, to the hero himself as much as 

anyone. Then with hammering alliteration on w, and repetition of wael, he 

pictures the bloodthirsty vikings hurrying across the causeway to take 

advantage. The theme of death is further, if indirectly, elaborated by the use 

of the verb murnan to convey the vikings' disregard of the water 

God ana wat 

hwa Caere walstowe wealdan mote. 

Wodon pa waelwulfas (for wxtere ne murnon) 
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wicinga werod, west ofer Pantan, 

ofer scir wTter scydas wegon, 

lidmen to lande linde baron. 

(Mid 94b-99) 

('God alone knows who will control the battlefield. ' Then the 

wolves of slaughter advanced west over the Pante, the band of 

vikings cared nothing for the water; the sailors carried their 

shields, bore their linden shields, over the shining water to 

land. ) 
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The contrast between Byrhtnoö's faith and the savagery of the vikings could 

hardly be more pointed, whatever the poet may have thought of the wisdom 

of Byrhtnoö's action. 

The other maxims in this set have this same concern with death, 

including the one from The Fortunes of Men, which, following the maxim, 

proceeds to list not so much the fortunes but the misfortunes of men, and a 

wide variety of means of death. Thus the set in this case coincides with the 

maxims; formula, system, theme and function together determine the set and 

the set is a gnomic one. The way the formula is used in the charm highlights 

different, though not unrelated concerns, since even the charm is broadly 

about health. 

Another set might be the following: 
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a. swa biO geoguöe peaw, 

k er pays ealdres egsa ne styreÖ. (Glc 419b-20) 

(That is the way it is with novices, where there is no fear of 

the abbot. )17 

b. swa NO feonda ýeaw 

ponne by soöfestra sawle willaö 

synnum beswican and searocrx um. 

(Glc 566b-68) 

(That is the way it is with devils, when they want to deceive 

the souls of the righteous with sins and treacheries. ) 

c. Swa biO scinna peaw, 

deofla wise, beet he drohtende 

purh dyrne meaht duguÖe beswicaÖ. 

(Whl 31b-33) 

(That is the way it is with demons, the habit of devils-by 

deceitful power they lead astray those living in virtue. ) 
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Here once again the general outlines of the set are clear enough: eaw is the 

constant, the variant terms, eg oguÖe, feonda, scinna relate to causers of 

trouble (the novices turn to idleness and vanity where there is no fear of the 

abbot, the poet of Guthlac tells us), and the theme and function of the set is 

to demonstrate `the deleterious habits of the given class of beings. There is 

a related formula in Beowulf: 

d. Ne bio swylc cwenlic peaw 

idese to efnanne. peah be hio wnlicu sy, 
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pkette freoöuwebbe feores onsxce 

after ligeorne leofne mannan. (1940b-43) 

(That is not at all the queenly way, what a lady should do-that 

a peace-weaver, however beautiful she may be, should demand 

the life of dear man because of an imaginary injury. ) 
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Here, to fit with the `deleterious habits' theme, the poet uses a negative 

construction, effectively contrasting nature (cwenlic, ides), appearance (aenlic 

and role (freoöuwebbe) with what PryÖ actually did. A similar formula in 

Andreas reveals the difference between what constitutes a member of the 

maxim set, and expressions sharing the same formula: 

Swa is xere menigo peaw 

paßt hie uncuöra engum ne willaÖ 

on kam folcstede feores geunnan, 

syppan manfulle on Mermedonia 

onfindan feasceaftne. (177b-81a) 

(That's the way it is with that lot-they do not allow anyone 

they do not know to live, when they, the wicked, discover such 

a wretch in their land. ) 

Interestingly this passage, while drawing on the `deleterious habits' theme, 

uses the slightly different is form of the verb as well as the demonstrative 

acre to indicate that this is a description of a specific people, not a 

generalisation. The set therefore retains its gnomic coherence here as well as 

in 'god ana wat'. 
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There are other sets of maxims which could be treated in the same 

way, and in Chapter 41 will use this notion of the set to explore a larger 

group of maxims; but enough has been said here to show that the poets used 

the tradition in a creative way to give expression to their own concerns and 

interests. Not only that, but it is clear that the relationship between the poets 

and their material was a dynamic one, and at the same time can be shown to 

be a thematically coherent one. They used traditional forms, but they also 

poured new material into established moulds, thus recreating the tradition. By 

a process of incremental repetition, each use of the maxim form explores new 

aspects of its significance and adds new resonance to the inherited expression. 

Two rather similar maxims in Beowulf will serve to illustrate the 

difference between maxims which are alike and those which form a set. 

Wyrd oft nereö 

unfxgne eorl, ponne his eilen deah. 

(527b-8) 

(Fate often spares the undoomed warrior when his courage 

holds out. ) 

and 

Swa mxg unfxge eaOe gedigan 

wean and wraecsiÖ se De waldendes 

hyldo gehealdep. (2291-93a) 

(So the undoomed man, upheld by the Lord's mercy, can easily 

survive woe and misery. ) 
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The two expressions are maxims and most editors give them as cross- 

references. Significant similarities include the fact that the only examples of 

the adjective / substantive use in Beowulf occur in these maxims; the 

verbs deah and edi an are related etymologically; and wird and God seem 

to have similar functions, as Klaeber noted. 18 But the construction and 

phrasing of the maxims is quite different, and there is no maxim formula 

common to both. 

SUMMARY 

In my review of earlier analysis of the gnome and maxim, I have 

shown the limitations of purely descriptive and classifying definitions, and that 

there is a place for a clear and economical prescriptive account of the forms. 

The focus on the verbs in these expressions has indicated that while sceal and 

bio are characteristic, they are also extremely flexible and leave open a wide 

range of translation and interpretation. Indeed, I suggest that a salient feature 

of the form is ambiguity. Having given what I believe to be an adequate 

definition of the gnome and maxim, I have shown how recent developments 

in formulaic theory can highlight the fact that some maxims were of relatively 

fixed form and had closely definable functions. The notion of a set, a 

formulaic construct which gives attention to both relative fixity of form and 

flexibility of content, when applied to the maxims is found to reflect real 

patterns within the Old English corpus. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE MAXIM AND THE PROVERB 

In the preface to his `unpretentious volume', Early English Proverbs: 

Chiefly of the Thirteenth and Fourteenth Centuries, ' Skeat remarks, 

I can find no clear proof that the bulk of [the proverbs] 

or even a large number of them, were already familiar to our 

ancestors in the days before the Norman Conquest. Indeed, 

most of our Old English writings contain nothing of the kind. 

On this point the reader may consult Kemble's work entitled 

`Solomon and Saturn, ' in which the subject is considered; at p. 

257, we read that `proverbs, strictly so called, are very rare in 

Saxon books, their authors being for the most part more 

occupied with reproducing in English the wisdom of the Latins, 

than in recording the deep but humorous philosophy of our own 

people. ' (pp. v-vi) 

One of the difficulties in paroemiology is what exactly `proverbs, 

strictly so called' might actually be. Defining the proverb has, over the years, 

practically defeated all who have attempted it. 2 With this difficulty in 

defining the proverb goes a further problem, which is distinguishing the 

proverb from the maxim. I will briefly outline some of the means of 

identification that have been used for proverbs, and then discuss the proverb 

in actual usage. 
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In relation to the Old English corpus there seem to be three main lines 

of interpretation. Firstly, there are those who take the etymological meaning 

of `proverb' to be definitive: a proverb consists of a form of words which was 

already in existence, a pre-formed saying. Quoting F. Mone, Williams was 

of the opinion that `through dissemination [... ] gnomic sentences may become 

proverbs' (p. 7); similarly, quoting Heusler, Larrington suggests a criterion 

of `common and recognised use' along with style of `wording or metaphorical 

nature' (p. 5). But the criterion of dissemination, while it has some bearing 

on the matter, is not crucial: dissemination tends to fix the terms of an 

expression, and a fixed form is distinctive, but the formulaic maxims 

beginning `God ana wat' examined above are both widely disseminated and 

of relatively fixed form, but are not proverbs. In the next chapter I discuss 

highly distinctive sets of formulas, some of which have a consistency of 

terminology and theme, but which cannot be proverbs in the strict sense 

because of such features as flexibility of word order, variation, and simply the 

length of the different expressions. 

The second line of interpretation is to take the metaphorical nature of 

proverbs as definitive. This will not cover all proverbial expressions, but it 

is arguably a property of `proverbs, strictly so called'. T. A. Shippey sees 

the distinction between proverb and maxim as `the latter being general and 

literal, the former particular but metaphorical' (PWL, p. 12). Later he 

observes 'if "Licgende beam lasest growep" , 
`The fallen tree grows least, ' 

[Mxl 158] does not have a proverbial implication, it is virtually meaningless' 
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(p. 13). The first statement may be generally true, but there is not very much 

evidence for metaphorical application of proverbs in common Old English 

usage, as the quotation from Kemble implicitly admits. Moreover, Bede, and 

Donatus before him, would have regarded paroemia (proverb) in the 

metaphorical sense as a trope, sententia (maxim) as a scheme. ' 

Nigel Barley sees the characteristic feature of the proverb as its 

essentially metaphorical nature: it is a `standard statement of moral or 

categorical imperatives in fixed metaphorical paradigmatic form. It deals with 

fundamental logical relationships' (p. 741, Barley's emphasis). 4 Barley 

analyses some of the Durham Proverbs and shows how the paradigmatic 

relationships might function. For example `A entails opposite of A' in 

Durham Proverb 29, `Ne wat swetes öanc se Pe biteres ne onbyrgeÖ' (the 

person who has not tasted the bitter cannot appreciate the sweet) or `concern 

for A implies no concern for means B' in Durham Proverb 41, `Ne sceall se 

for horse murnan se pe wile heort ofaernan' (the one who wants to run down 

the hart should not care about the horse). Barley gives what he calls maxim 

paraphrases which generalise the particulars of these expressions ('he who has 

not experienced the bad cannot appreciate the good' and `a man with a goal 

must not care about those he uses to achieve it' sic ), without perhaps 

recognising that they are already maxims, and that the metaphorical aspects 

he discerns are in fact his own construction, reasonable though they are. ' As 

Shippey observes, `proverbs in the end consist of "statement + context", and 

once the context is lost the point is also' (PWL, p. 13). 6 This remark is 
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applied by Shippey to the Old English Maxims poems, where there is no real 

reason to believe that the expressions are proverbs (see below, and Chapter 

7). It has much more relevance to a collection like the Durham Proverbs: 

here, it would be context which finally proved any metaphorical sense, and 

these proverbs have no context. 

The third line of approach is my own, and that is to examine those 

expressions which are called something equivalent to `proverb' in their context 

in order to deduce the typical features, and observe any differences of the 

form from that of the maxim. Proverbs or sayings that are labelled as such, 

with terms like word, biword, bispell, cwide, wordcwide (all approximately 

`saying'), swa hit gecweden is (as it is said), are found in various Old English 

prose sources (in verse they tend to mean `speech'). The labelling in prose 

presupposes the first proverbial criterion mentioned above: these are 

identifiably current sayings, though we do not always have evidence other than 

the labelling to prove their currency in Old English. 

In the AElfredian translation of Boethius's Consolatio Philosophiae, 

there are several proverbs which appear to be added to, or changed from, the 

source, two in chapter 14 and one in chapter 41: ' 

1. Se ealda cwide is swipe sop De mon gefyrn cwaep, wette pa 

micles bepurfon Pe micle agan willap, 7 pa purfon swipe lytles 

pe maran ne willniap ponne genoges. (21-23, p. 31) 

(The old proverb that used to be said is very true, that they 
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need much who desire to possess much, and they need little 

who ask for no more than enough. ) 

2. [ 
... 

] bone ealdan cwide pe mon gefyrn sang, bet se nacoda 

wegferend him nanwuht ne ondrede. (13-14, p. 33) 

(... the old proverb that used to be sung, that the naked 

traveller fears nothing. ) 

3. [... ] se cwide öe he cw#, swa mon ma swincp, swa mon 

maran mede onfehp . 
(14-15, p. 143) 

(... the proverb that he [God] said, "the more a man works, the 

greater the reward he receives". ) 
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The first two of these can be paralleled from many sources, medieval and 

later. The first is proverb M790 in Bartlett Jere Whiting's Proverbs, 

Sentences and Proverbial Phrases From English Writings Mainly Before 

1500,8 where the ultimate source seems to be Boethius, but the proverb is 

given an authentic English form; the second is from Juvenal's tenth Satire, 19- 

22, and has various Early Modern parallels as listed in The Oxford Dictionary 

of English Proverbs, p. 554.9 The third appears to be a version of some 

biblical passage such as I Corinthians 3.8, `unusquisque autem propriam 

mercedem accipiet secundum suum laborem'. Only the second of these invites 

a metaphorical interpretation, and even that is literal in the original context. 

A proverb occurs in the annal for 1003 in the Anglo-Saxon 

Chronicle, 10 only in the Laud MS, though there are parallels elsewhere for 

the saying which the writer uses. 



Chapter 3: Maxim and Proverb 

4. Da sceolde se ealdorman iElfric lwdan pa fyrde. ac he teah forO 

Pa his ealdan wrenceas. Sona swa hi waeron swa ge hende pet 

aegber heora on ocher hawede. pa ge braed he hire seocne. 7 

ongan hine brecan to spiwenne. 7 cweö pet he ge siclod wwre. 

7 swa bwt folc beswac Ixet he laedan sceolde swa hit ge cweöen 

is. Donne se heretoga wacaö porn bib eall se here swiOe 

gehindred. (I, p. 135) 

(Ealdormon IElfric had to lead the army, but he showed his old 

wiles. As soon as the armies were close enough to see each 

other, he pretended to be ill, and made himself retch, and said 

that he was taken ill, and thus betrayed the army that he ought 

to have led. As the proverb has it, `when the leader is 

cowardly, then all the army is greatly set back'. ) 
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Plummer notes a parallel from Alcuin, `Si dux timidus erit, quomodo 

saluabitur miles? ' (II, p. 183), and to that should be added Durham Proverb 

31, `Fall here byp hwxt ponne se lateow byp hwaet' ('all the army is brave 

when its general is brave', Arngart [19811, p. 288). Here, as before, the 

proverb is applied purely in a literal sense. 

Rather later in the Chronicle, 1130, the writer comments on his own 

monastery's independence of Cluny despite intrigues: 

5. man seiö to biworde, hege sitteÖ pa aceres dxleth. 

(there is a proverb which says, `Hedge abides that fields 

divides'). " 
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In this biword, the metaphorical application in the original context is a 

relatively unusual, and perhaps novel, feature. The late date of the expression 

may be significant. 

Another proverb so called in the text is found in the Old English Dicts 

of Cato, 29: 12 

6. Donne pu geseo gingran mann bonne öu sie, 7 unwisran 7 

unspedigran, ponne gepenc öu hu oft se ofercymö oOerne, Öe 

hine wr ofercom: swa mann on ealdum bigspellum cwiö, O wt 

hwilum beo esnes tid, hwilum oöres. 

(When you see a younger, less wise and less wealthy person 

than yourself, think then how often one overcomes something, 

after having previously been overcome by it. As the old 

proverb says, `now it is the young man's opportunity, now 

anther's. ') 

The proverb is added to the paraphrase of the Latin text, and because of the 

archaic features of the language, Cox believes it is a genuinely old proverb (p. 

21). Bosworth-Toller Supplement, s. v. esne notes the meaning `young man' 

in gospel glosses for adolescens and juvenis, which might mark the usage as 

early, since elsewhere it normally means `servant' 
. 

There seems to be no 

metaphorical application here. 

In an expression of ByrhtferÖ's, metaphorical application is explicit: 

7. pet wat eall ceorlisc folc paet grene latucas beoO bitere, swa 
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synt pa rican men to preagenne. (III. I, 77-79, p. 126) 

(All rustic people know that green lettuce is bitter, as rich men 

are bitter to chastise. ) 

It is difficult, despite the reference to rustic people and the parallelism, to 

know whether this is a genuine proverb or just a fanciful illustration in 

ByrhtferÖ's exposition of the Passover meal, where lettuce is the equivalent 

to the `bitter herbs'. At any rate, if the expression is a proverb, ByrhtferO 

could not rely on his audience to make the metaphorical connection for 

themselves. 

There are many proverbs in Old English prose which draw particularly 

on biblical, patristic and classical sources. I do not include these here because 

they are not always fully naturalised, and cannot be used as sources from 

which to deduce the characteristics of native proverbs. Two proverbs are 

mentioned by Bede, 13 and they must be of popular origin, even if there is no 

untranslated vernacular parallel for the first. Of the peaceful days of King 

Edwin Bede writes, `sicut usque hodie in prouerbio dicitur, etiam si mutier 

una cum recens nato paruulo uellet totam perambulare insulam a mari ad 

mare, nullo se ledente ualeret' (as it is said in the current proverb, if a lone 

woman with a new-born child travelled the island from one coast to the other, 

no harm would come to her, HE II, 16); and of the saintly Oswald, `Deus 

miserere animabus, dixit Osuald cadens in terram' ('God have mercy on 

[their] souls' , said Oswald as he fell to the earth, HE III 
, 

12), which is a kind 

of early Wellerism known to iElfric. AElfric's version in Skeat, Lives of the 



Chapter 3: Maxim and Proverb 92 

Saints, II, p. 136, `[... ] and pus clypode on his fylle 
. 

God gemiltsa uruni 

sawlum' (... he cried thus as he died, `God have mercy on our souls'), might 

indicate a deliberate change of focus in the pronoun he employs, or perhaps 

that proverbial variation has occurred in repeated tellings. And there is a 

proverb in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, anno 81, about Titus, `seile swede Pxt 

he pone dxg forlure pe he noht to gode on ne gedyde' (who said that he lost 

the day on which he had done no good), from a classical source. 14 These 

last two are `quotation proverbs', but none of these has a specifically 

metaphorical application. 

Perhaps the most interesting use of proverbs, in terms of any 

distinction between them and maxims, are two found in Wulfstan's homily De 

Septiformi Spiritu (Bethurum IX), parts of which are found in a composite 

homily from Corpus Christi College Cambridge 419 / 421.15 Wulfstan 

outlines some of the ways that Antichrist deceives people, and then goes on 

to put in the Antichrist's mouth, as it were, some popular sayings, which the 

homilist subsequently refutes: 

8,9and10. 

[Antecrist [... ] and pa peodlogan] cwepaö P wt to worde pmt se 

biO on gepance wwrast 7 wisast se Öe oÖerne can raOost 

asmeagan 7 oftost of unwxran sum Öing geraecan. Cwepaö eac 

to worde pa Öe syndan stunte, jt micel forhefednes lytel 

behealde, ac jxt mete ware mannum gescapen to oam anum 

pmt men his scoldan brucan, 7 wimman to haemede kam Öe pxs 
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lyste. (p. 190) 

([Antichrist and great liars] say as a proverb that he is sharpest 

and wisest of mind who can most readily contrive and most 

often deprive the unwary of something. The foolish also say 

as a proverb that asceticism is of little importance, but that 

food was made for the sole purpose that people should eat it, 

and woman for the purpose of sexual intercourse for those who 

desire it. Proverbs emphasised. ) 

Wulfstan quotes these sayings as proverbs, and they may have been 

genuinely popular. The last proverb has a sixteenth-century parallel, `All 

meats to be eaten, and all maids to be wed,. 16 Wulfstan's haemed is 

ambiguous, referring either to sexual intercourse or to marriage, and it might 

be further observed that this last proverb shows a misogynistic tendency, 

which by the sixteenth century has been toned down somewhat, but which 

remains characteristic of the genre. None of the proverbs is metaphorically 

applied, though the last could be applied to many situations where appetite and 

morality or convention were at odds. 

But as Wulfstan goes on to say, 

And soö is pxt is secge, mid eal swylcan laran Antecrist 

cwemeÖ 7 laÖlice forlxreö ealles to manege. ForOam nis xfre 

Wenig lagu wyrse on worulde ponne hwa folgie eallinge his luste 

7 his lust him to lage sylfum gesette. [... ] Ac se bio gesxlig 
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se Öe gewarnaö hure hire sylfne be xnigum daele. 

(pp. 190-91) 
. 

(But the truth is, as I say, that by means of all such teachings, 

Antichrist entices and hatefully leads astray all too many. For 

never in the world is there any worse law than that someone 

should entirely indulge his inclination, and set his own 

inclination up as law for himself 
... 

But he is blessed who 

looks to himself to any degree. ) 

Wulfstan acknowledges the persuasiveness of such popular proverbs, and the 

tendency for them to become, in the popular mind, guides to action, rules of 

thumb, approved principles. The disparagement of proverbs among the 

educated noticed in Chapter 1 seems to be present even in Wulfstan. He 

wishes to stress that to use proverbs in this way is to establish as law for 

oneself something that is not based on truth, and is ultimately from the 

Antichrist. He resists the rhetoric of form in the proverb, of rhyme, contrast 

and parallelism, and commends self-suspicion by means of direct and 

unambiguous statement in the form of maxims. 

There is a verse maxim in Genesis B which makes the same point as 

Wulfstan's last maxim in a negative form: 

Bich barn men full wa 

Pe hine ne warnaö ponne he geweald hafaö! 

(634b-35) 

(Great woe it is to the man who does not take warning when he 
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can. ) 

Shippey has explored the proverbial development of this maxim (`Maxims', 

pp. 37-38) and many other maxims of this general kind exist. But the point 

remains that Wulfstan can be seen to be countering what he considers to be 

unchristian popular proverbial rhetoric with a plain and explicitly Christian 

rhetoric in the maxims. 

I have given a small corpus of what appear to be genuine Old English 

proverbs, numbered 1-10 above, as used by writers who are not (in most 

cases) specifically collecting proverbs, and who give some indication in the 

context that they are quoting. There may be others, but the corpus is 

sufficient to make some generalisations moderately safe. Of the ten, only the 

Middle English one in the Chronicle (5) has a direct metaphorical application 

without explanation, suggesting perhaps that the metaphorical dimension is a 

late development. All are in prose. All have distinct rhetorical patterning, 

whether in concepts, sounds, or structure. This last feature is worth 

illustrating at greater length. 

In proverb 1 there are two parts linked by the verb urfan, and in the 

first part there is parallelism, micles, micle, in the second contrast, llytles, 

maran. Proverb 2 has alliteration for the two main concepts, nacod and 

nanwuht. Proverb 3 has syntactic parallelism and repetition, swa mon ma ... 

swa mon maran. Similarly, proverb 4: Donne 
... 

Öonne. Proverb 5 is less 

obviously patterned, though there is conceptual opposition and similar present- 
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tense verb endings in the verbs sitteÖ and dwleth. Proverb 6 has parallelism 

of syntax, hwilum 
... 

hwilum. In 7, the repetition of biter is implied by the 

phrasing. In Wulfstan's proverbs 8 to 10, there are two sets of rhyming 

superlatives -ast and -ost, and contrast between the wagre and the unwaere in 

the first expression; a precise quadripartite structure with contrast in `micel 

forhxfednes lytel behealde', more literally translated `great abstinence little 

avails'; and conceptual and syntactic parallelism in the different saying which 

Wuifstarl has associated with the proverb disparaging asceticism, which has 

the paradigmatic stucture `as A is the proper object of action X, so B is the 

proper object of action Y'. In this last case the paradigmatic relationship 

between the elements is clearer than the linguistic patterning. 

It is the structural taxonomy of the proverb that Alan Dundes believes 

to be definitive of the form. " The conclusion he arrives at is as follows: 

The proverb appears to be a traditional propositional statement 

consisting of at least one descriptive element, a descriptive 

element consisting of a topic and a comment. This means that 

proverbs must have at least two words. Proverbs which 

contain a single descriptive element are nonoppositional. 

Proverbs with two or more descriptive elements may be either 

oppositional or non-oppositional. `Like father, like son' would 

be an example of a multi-descriptive element proverb which 

was nonoppositional; `Man works from sun to sun but woman's 

work is never done' would be an example of a multi-descriptive 
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element proverb which is oppositional (man / woman; finite 

work / infinite or endless work). Non-oppositional multi- 

descriptive element proverbs emphasize identificational 

features, often in the form of an equation or series of equal 

terms; oppositional proverbs emphasize contrastive features 

often in the form of negation or a series of terms in 

complementary distribution. Some proverbs contain both 

identificational and contrastive features. 

(p. 115, Dundes' hyphenation) 

The application of this description to the Old English proverbs needs little 

demonstration. Proverb 1 is a multi-descriptive element proverb that is 

oppositional, as are 5 (possibly), 6 and 9. Proverbs 3,4,7,8 and 10 are 

multi-descriptive non-oppositional proverbs. Proverb 2 seems to be a single 

descriptive element proverb, though it might be read as multi-descriptive and 

non-oppositional (no clothes: no fear). 

Dundes' description is essentially paradigmatic, and can easily be 

translated into Barley's terminology. The non-oppositional proverb in the 

Chronicle, 4, can be paradigmatically described, `when the most important of 

the group is lacking, then the group suffers'. Similarly with the others: 'great 

desire-great need: little desire-little need' (1), and so on. The potential for 

metaphorical application in proverbs is at least in part a result of this 

paradigmatic aspect of the form. Once it is recognised that there is some 

underlying pattern in the expression, a pattern that exists independently of the 
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specificities, then the saying can be applied in a metaphorical sense to an 

analogous situation. But it should be emphasised again that the Old English 

writers do not apply their proverbs in this way. 

`PROVERBIALITY' AND MAXIMS 

There is a wide assumption that gnomes, maxims and proverbs are all 

basically similar. There are indeed areas of overlap: the fundamental 

similarity between them is that they employ descriptive strategies. Gnomes 

tend to be shorter, with minimal syntax, whereas maxims are longer and more 

complex syntactically, but like gnomes, work at a literal level. Proverbs may 

be either literal or metaphorical or both, mapping one set of descriptive 

categories onto another in a paradigmatic relationship. I would like to retain 

the notion of `proverbiality' for maxims and gnomes, that is, that they would 

be recognisable to the audience, and perform certain functions by virtue of 

their form. 

Some maxims fulfil the criterion of dissemination that was proposed 

by other writers as definitive of the proverb above. There are parallel maxims 

in Old English verse and other sources we have no substantial reason for 

thinking to be directly related, and the degree of similarity is one which goes 

well beyond the formulaic. T. A. Shippey coins the term 'proverb iousnessI 

for this similarity, and discusses it in relation to The Wanderer and The 

Seafarer, pointing out the following parallels: '8 

Dol biO se Pe his dryhten nat, to 1s oft cymeö deaO 
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unhinged. (Mxl 35) 

(He is foolish who does not know his Lord; death often comes 

suddenly to such. ) 

and 

Dol biO se pe him his dryhten ne ondredeÖ; cymeö him se 

deaÖ unhinged. (Sfr 106) 

(He is foolish who does not fear his Lord; death comes 

suddenly to him. ) 

Then: 

Styran sceal mon strongum mode. (Mxl 50a) 

(One steers [rules] by means of a strong mind. ) 

and: 

Stieran mon sceal strongum mode. (Sfr 109a) 

(A headstrong spirit must be controlled. )" 

He also notes the similarity of The Wanderer's lines (65b f., especially 68a) 

on the wise man and Durham Proverb 23, `Ne sceal man to wr forht ne to er 

faegen' (No one must be too quickly frightened, nor too easily pleased). 

Beyond the lyrics in which Shippey was particularly interested, there 

are other parallels which might be mentioned. For example, concerning the 

Last Judgement, Christ has: 

Wel is Pam Pe motun 

on pa grimman tid gode lician. 

(1079b-80) 
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(It is well with those who are able to please God in that 

dreadful time. ) 

and The Phoenix has : 

Wel bio bam be mot 

in ka geomran tid gode lician. 

(516b-17) 

(It is well with the one who is able to please God in that 

sorrowful time. ) 

100 

Also from Maxims I is a passage strongly similar to the opening of The 

Fortunes of Men: 

Tu beoö gemaeccan; 

sceal wif and wer in woruld cennan 

beard mid gebyrdum. (Mxl 23b-25a) 

(Two are mates: by birth a woman and a man bring children 

into the world. ) 

and: 

Ful oft }yet gegongeö, mid godes meahtum 

Pxtte wer and wif in woruld cennaÖ 

beam mid gebyrdum. (FtM 1-3a) 

(It happens very often by God's power that a man and a 

woman bring children into the world by birth. ) 

These parallels all occur in the pages of the Exeter Book. But there 

are two copies of a little poem called Latin-English Proverbs in the Krapp- 
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Dobbie collection, a parallel line to which appears in the Riming Poem 67, 

`searohwit solap, sumorhat colaÖ' (bright whiteness gets dirty, the heat of 

summer cools), 2° and compare also Judgment Day I 37b, `hat bik acolod' 

(the heat has cooled). The Latin-English Proverbs are used in a somewhat 

developed form in the Middle English poem The Owl and the Nightingale: 21 

Ardor frigesscit, nitor squalescit, 

amor abolescit, lux obtenebrescit. 

Hat acolaÖ, hwit asolaö, 

leof alaöap, leoht aÖystraö. 

Senescunt omnia que eterna non sunt. 

iEghwaet forealdab Pxs Pe ece ne byO. 

(Heat grows cold, white becomes dirty, the beloved becomes 

hated, light becomes dark. Everything which is not eternal 

decays with age. ) 

These lines become: 

Nis pout so hot at hit nacoleb, 

Ne nogt so hwit at hit ne solep, 

Ne nogt so leof pat hit ne alokep, 

Ne nogt so glad pat hit ne awropep: 

Ah eauere euh Ding at eche nis 

Agon schal, & al pis worldes blis. (1275-80) 

(There is nothing so hot it does not grow cold, nothing so 

white it does not become dirty, nothing so loved it does not 

become hated, nothing so cheerful it does not get angry. But 
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everything that is not eternal shall pass away, and all this 

world's joy. ) 

It is interesting that the Middle English poet converts the Old English gnomes 

into maxims in the course of his expansion. The poet of The Owl and the 

Nightingale also knew a prose proverb occurring in the Cotton Faustina 

manuscript of the Latin-English Proverbs, as it appears as lines 135-38 of his 

poem, and, as Stanley notes (p. 107), in Marie de France. 22 In the Royal 

manuscript of the Latin-English Proverbs, there are two proverbs which are 

also collected in the Durham Proverbs. 23 

It may be significant that of the parallel phrases noted above, it is the 

ones with Latin accompaniment that survive into Middle English and later, not 

the obviously Old English maxims. While I maintain that there is a distinction 

between maxims and proverbs, these parallels in verse point to the traditional 

nature and the occasionally fixed form of some gnomes and maxims, features 

shared by proverbs. Greater fixity of form is characteristic of proverbs; 

relative variability within limits, formulaic, syntactic, and indeed semantic, is 

characteristic of maxims, as has already been seen in Chapter 2. 

What is clear from maxims generally is that the paradigmatic relation 

between the terms is not one that immediately gives rise to metaphorical 

application. If we were to put a typical maxim into paradigmatic terms, it 

would immediately appear less tightly structured and lacking the transferable 

parallelism of the Old English and other proverbs. Compare `A entails 
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opposite of A' (Barley's paradigm for Durham Proverb 29, as above) or `as 

A is for B, so C is for D' (Wulfstan, proverb 10 above), with `A always / 

often / never happens when / if condition B obtains, or `A is (the same as) 

/ better than / worse than B', or `people are foolish / blessed / wretched if 

they do X/ do not do Y'. The maxim, then, formally, linguistically and 

paradigmatically is a literal rather than a metaphorical expression. Its 

taxonomic features are different from those of the proverb in Old English. 

To return to Shippey's statement that `if "Licgende beam pesest 

growep", `The fallen tree grows least, ' [Mxl 158] does not have a proverbial 

implication, it is virtually meaningless' (PWL, p. 13), in which assertion he 

is joined by Sarah Lynn Higley, `as literal statements they are bafflingly 

obvious' (p. 150): the example chosen is one of many maxims that approach 

tautology, without being in the least metaphorical, or having a `proverbial 

implication'. The effectiveness of this type of maxim based on observation 

is that it is a complete and irrefragable statement of fact. I argue in Chapter 

7 that gnomes and maxims form the basis of a world view, and are, in the 

aggregate, epistemological and axiomatic statements. Philosophically 

speaking, the most effective proposition takes the form of a logical tautology, 

because it cannot meaningfully be contradicted. I take `licgende beam lasest 

growep' to be that kind of statement. 

PROVERBS IN THE MAXIMS 

There are proverbs from various sources in Maxims I: 
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efenfela bega 

peoda and peawa (17b-18a) 

(as many customs as there are tribes), 

of which Skeat remarks, `this is [... ] well known in most of the European 

languages, [... ] in more than sixty forms' (Early English Proverbs, p. vii); 

B1ipe sceal bealoleas heorte (39a) 

(happy is the innocent in heart), 

from Matthew 5.8, `Beati mundo corde'; 24 

Lef mon heces behofaö (45a) 

(the sick person needs a doctor), 

from Matthew 9.12, `Non est opus valentibus medicus, sed male 

habentibus' ; 25 

Mxg god syllan 

eadgum wehte and eft niman (155b-56) 

(God can give possessions to the blessed, and take them back), 

which probably derives from `Dominus dedit, Dominus abstulit', Job 1.21 

(Williams, p. 142 note); 

Swa monige beop men ofer eorpan, swa beop modgeponcas 

(167) 

(so many people on earth, so many minds), 

probably ultimately from Terence, `Quot homines, tot sententiae' (Williams, 

p. 143 note, and Oxford Dictionary of English Proverbs, p. 525). There are 

some elements of parallelism in these, particularly the first and last, but they 

are recognisable as proverbs principally because they are from other sources 
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in which there are parallels. 

Other expressions in Maxims I have been thought to be proverbial. 

For example: 

God bio genge and wip god lenge. 

(121) 

(good prevails and lasts before God. )26 

Here there is rhyme and punning. Nelson, "'Is" and "Ought"', p. 114, 

suggests 103b-104a, 

a mon sceal sepeah leofes wenan, 

gebidan pies he gebwdan ne maeg 

(a person must always be in expectation of the loved one, 

waiting for what cannot be compelled), 

adducing the wordplay. And lines 54-56, 

Swa bip sw smilte 

ponne by wind ne weceö; 

swa beop peoda gepwaere, ponne by gepingad habbaO. 

(Just as the sea is calm when the wind does not stir it, so also 

the peoples are at peace when they have negotiated together. ) 

Though these lines are somewhat laborious, they are also notable in that they 

are an extended simile, at least partly in the form of a lj66ahättr strophe 

(Williams, p. 134, note to line 55 f. ), and show comprehensive parallelism. 

If this was not a proverb, it was a good attempt at making one like the 

example from ByrhtferÖ, 7 above. 
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Karl Schneider has attempted to refine the notion of proverbial 

parallelism by suggesting that proverbs were coined in rhythmical units which 

can be notated in musical fashion in measues and bars. 27 This is not 

fundamentally implausible, as the frequent parallelism of the native proverbs 

has already been observed. But when applied to the poetry, where the theory 

fits, the measures correspond to half-line metrical units; and where the theory 

does not fit, Schneider appears to make the verses up: 

Some OE proverbs are arranged in a four-line stanza, the 

Ljo6ahatt-stanza, with the line bar-structure 4-3-4-3, thus in 

Maxims I, 66f.: 

Sceomiande man sceal in sceade hweorfan, 

scir in leohte scriöan. 

Hxlende hond sceal heafod inwyrcan, 

hord mid hordum bidan. 

Here each line contains one proverb. Another example is 

Maxims I, 22f.: 

Rwd sceal mid snyttro, riht mid wisum, 

til sceal mid tilum beon. 

Sceal wif and wer in worold cennan 

bearn mid strongum gebyrdum. 

Here the stanza contains three proverbs: a 4-bar, 3-bar and 

(4 + 3)-bar proverb. ýp 
. 

31)28 

There is no meaningful way of referring to these 'proverbs', interesting 

though they are, as from Maxims I. In the last example, it would be difficult 
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to suggest a sensible meaning for strop ug m, but it would also be unnecessary. 

as it does not occur in the manuscript. Where proverbs occur in verse, it is 

generally the fact that a source can be found for them that reveals their 

proverbial nature; otherwise the crafting and parallelism merges into the poetic 

background. 

SUMMARY 

Scholars have often been content to accept that maxims and gnomes are 

proverbial types of utterance, and have relied on the fact that they have `the 

ring of proverbial wisdom'. 29 What I have tried to show in this chapter is 

that there is, nevertheless, a distinction between gnomes and maxims on the 

one hand and proverbs on the other. Proverbs are used as pre-formed 

sayings, they develop metaphorical applications, they fit the structural 

description of Dundes, particularly in having oppositional or non-oppositional 

parallelism, and they have a paradigmatic transferability which allows them 

to be used metaphorically. The vernacular proverbs examined earlier 

demonstrate these features. 

Some maxims are pre-formed, but for the most part they are variable 

and flexible combinations of formulas. I strongly doubt that they are intended 

metaphorically, and there is little evidence for it; they do not generally 

develop the structural parallelism, and they do not show the paradigmatic 

transferabilty that we find in proverbs. But the impression we have of 

maxims being traditional is not merely instinctual. Certainly the form was not 
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unique to the Anglo-Saxons, and other Germanic peoples recognised its value 

and utility, and expressed similar kinds of ideas in similar ways. Some Old 

English maxims became relatively fixed expressions. This suggests that they 

were not the exclusive preserve of one or two poets, but reflected a wider 

popularity. And the relative frequency of maxims occurring at junctures 

where an impression of authority, or rhetorical impact, were required, 

indicates that the poets could rely on their audience recognising and 

understanding the form as a kind of emphatic discourse marker. In all, this 

argues that the form was distinct, recognisable and functional. Maxims are 

proverbial but not proverbs. 
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Omnis inuocans cupit audiri. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A GNOMIC FORMULA 

The closing lines of The Wanderer and The Seafarer, with their 

gnomic and homiletic formulas were often supposed to be interpolations or 

additions by early editors. Of the latter poem from line 103 onwards, Anne 

L. Klinck observes, 

The commencement of a new gathering here, along with the 

mediocre quality of the rest of the poem and the high 

proportion of hypermetric lines - including this one [ 103] - 

led some earlier scholars to believe that lines 103-24 were not 

originally part of the same text. (pp. 142-43)' 

Dorothy Whitelock's Fifteenth Edition of Sweet's Anglo-Saxon Reader' still 

omits lines 109 to the end, thus retaining one echo of Maxims I in line 106, 

while excising the other echo in line 109. While most scholars now accept 

both The Wanderer and The Seafarer as unitary, if in places difficult to 

interpret, the same kind of gnomic and homiletic formulas occur in Beowulf 

at the end of the third fitt (fitt II in the manuscript marking), and there 

remains doubt in the minds of many scholars whether the condemnation of the 

Danes, lines 175-88, culminating in the wa / wel formulas, is not extraneous. 

I do not claim there is an easy answer to this issue, but I believe some of the 

difficulties scholars have in accepting the lines can be diminished, and I will 

return to a consideration of this particular Beowulf passage at the end of the 

chapter. 
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THE FORMULA 

The chapter focuses on the `gnomic formula' as it is called by Haruko 

Momma, 3 the sets of maxims that feature wa / wel / eadi / dol and other 

headwords, as in Beowulf 183b-88. The formula itself raises questions of 

metre and syntax which have occupied different scholars, but it is not 

principally these matters in which I am interested here. Rather, I intend to 

consider the functions, contexts and sources of these expressions in their 

related sets, in order to understand better when, why and how the poets used 

such maxims. 

The forms considered here consist of the structure: 

interjection, adjective or adverb headword 

+ unstressed present tense verb (sometimes omitted) 

+ demonstrative or personal pronoun in the dative, with or 

without a noun for `person' 

+ relative particle (sometimes omitted) 

+ complement or adjective clause 

This description is looser than Momma's because it is intended to include 

expressions which fit the formulaic characteristics of the `set' in Riedinger's 

analysis, not just Momma's metrical criteria. There are many variations on 

the basic pattern: some examples invert parts of the pattern (not infrequently 

for good reasons) but keep the same elements of formal structure. I 

distinguish the different sets according to the headword, as it most often is, 

though at the end there is a group which fits the general structural criteria, but 
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contains miscellaneous headwords. Throughout, I include `applied maxims' 

in square brackets: these most frequently have deictics such as time adverbs 

or second-person pronouns. 

The metrical problem in relation to these expressions is explored in 

Momma's article. Bliss remainders many of the expressions because he 

cannot find a suitable metrical configuration for them. ' He argues against 

Klaeber (p. 136) and Popes when they suggest stressing aem in Beowulf 

183b and 186b to give a Sievers Type E, but Momma (pp. 425-26) argues 

against Bliss's assumption that they could not be Type B because they contain 

too many unstressed syllables before the second stress. I do not pretend to be 

able to resolve this particular issue: its relevance here is that it bears on 

Riedinger's theory of sets of formulas, the analysis of which is based on 

patterns of stressed words. 

Riedinger's theory is that `the repetition of one general concept + one 

system + one function = one formula' (p. 305). She continues, 

A system is a group of verses usually sharing the same 

meter and syntax in which one word, usually stressed, is 

constant and the other stressed word or words may be varied 

to suit the alliterative and/or narrative context. [... ] A `set' 

may be defined as a group of verses usually sharing the same 

function and system in which one word, usually stressed, is 

constant, and at least one stressed word may be varied, usually 
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synonymously. to suit the alliterative and/or narrative context. 

(pp. 305-306) 

In relation to most Old English formulas this schema works well, as has been 

seen in Chapter 2. In these verses we have what is undeniably a formula, but 

one that does not so readily fit the standard metrical criteria. Riedinger 

admits the possibility that the constant of a formula may be unstressed, and 

that would allow the group of copula (where present), pronouns and particles 

to function as the constant, and give a pattern like `x (biö) km pe x'. There 

is not only some metrical difficulty here in terms of a Sievers analysis, but 

also the fact that poets seem to have sensed a metrical problem with the form. 

The formula is quite frequently spread over two or more half-lines by the 

insertion of nouns or adverbials, which give both more marked stresses and 

fewer unstressed syllables in a position between the stresses. There are 

expressions (translated in sets below) like Beowulf 186b, `Wel bio b em Pe 

mot [... ]', a half-line, and `and wel is Pam öe xet wyrcan mote' (XSt 364), 

`Wel biO Pam eorle Pe him on innan hafaO [... ]' (Alm 1), or `Eadige beoO 

swylce, ka pe a wyllaO [... ]' (P118.2), which contain similar elements spread 

over a whole line. Since the function of the formula is to specify the kind of 

person or people who qualify for beatitude or woe, or merit the description 

of blessed, miserable or stupid: and since the theme in the sets with this 

particular function is most often generalising about the specifically spiritual 

or eschatological state of these people, it seems to me reasonable to stretch 

Riedinger's definition to include the possibility of the formula extending over 

a whole line. So here, the formula is not invariably bounded by the half-line. 
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The stressed variant in the formula is wa, wel, eadig, earm or dol for 

the first five sets listed below. The syntax of the system if it were 'wel x x' 

might include such lines as Christ 3,551, `Wel ke geriseö [ ... 
]' (It befits you 

well ... 
) 
, 

'Wei Ixet gedafenaö [ ... 
]' (It is thoroughly suitable ... 

) 
. 

But such 

lines lack the constant, the collection of unstressed syllables, the copula, 

personal or demonstrative pronouns and the relative particle, which defines the 

formula. This leaves the second main stress the other variable: often it is verb 

(sceal, mot), sometimes it is a noun (mon, eorl) sometimes in the genitive 

(eawes, geweorkes). The word-order is occasionally reversed, so we have 

`se biO eadig se pe [... ]' or `pxt biO eadig mann, pe [... ]' as well as `eadig 

biO se pe [ 
... 

]' 
.6 

In all, there is a great deal of flexibility within the 

formulaic structure, and I take the clear evidence of the formulaic nature of 

the type of expression as licence to interpret formulaic theory with flexibility. 

THE SETS 

The following are two closely related sets. 

Set 1 

a. Bip Pam men full wa 

Pe hine ne warnap ponne he geweald hafaö! 

(Gen 634b-35) 

(Great woe it is to the man who does not take warning when he 

has the power to do so. ) 

b Wa him f xs peawes, 

sippan heah bringaö horda deorast, 
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gif hi unrxdes er ne geswicap. (R11 8b-10) 

C. 

(Woe to them for that habit when they bring the dearest of 

treasures [i. e. the soul] on high, unless they desist from that 

folly beforehand. ) 

Wa biO kam Pe sceal 

of 1angobe leofes abidan. (WfL 52b-53) 

d. 

(Woe to the one who has to wait in longing for a loved one. ) 

Wa bio bem öe sceal 

kurh shone niO sawle bescufan 

in fyres faepm, frofre ne wenan, 

[e. 

wihte gewendan. (Bwf 183b-86a) 

(Woe to the one who through persistent enmity has to thrust his 

soul into the embrace of the fire, without expectation of 

consolation or anything changing. ) 

118 

Wa biO Donne Oissum modgum monnum, Dam cue her nu mid 

mane lengest 

lifiaö on bisse 1 nan gesceafte. (SnS 327-28a)] 

[f. 

(Woe then to these proud people who live longest here and now 

in this transient world in criminal ways. ) 

Wa Pe nu, Pu Pe peowast pissere worulde, 

and her glad leofast on galnysse 

and Pe mid stiÖum astyrest sticelum pis gxlsan! 

(JD2 178-80)] 

(Woe to you, now, you who serve this world, and live here 
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cheerful in frivolity, and incite yourself in such wantonness 

g. 

with strong goads. ) 

wa him pare mirigöe, 

borne he Oa handlean hafaö and sceawaö, 

bute he des yfeles er geswyce. (Pra 13b-15) 

(Woe to him for that pleasure when he possesses and sees his 

reward, unless he desists from that evil earlier. ) 

Set 2 

a. Dam biO heleOa well 

ke para blissa brucan moton. (And 885b-86) 

b. 

(It is well with those heroes who can enjoy those pleasures. ) 

[... ] wel is pam öe pwt wyrcan mote. 

(XSt 364) 

C. 

(... it is well with the one who can do that [i. e. obey God]) 

Wel is kam pe motun 

on pa grimman tid gode lician. (Chr 1079b-80) 

d. 

(It is well with those who are able to please God in that 

dreadful time. ) 

Wel bip Pam Pe mot 

in Pa geomran tid Bode lician. (Phx 516b-17) 

(It is well with the one who is able to please God in that 

sorrowful time. ) 

119 

e. Wel biO lam pe him are seceO 
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frofre to faeder on heofenum. paer us eal seo fxstnunC7 stondeO. 

(Wan 114b-15 ) 

(It is well with the one who seeks mercy, the consolation of the 

Father in heaven, where for us all security remains. ) 

f, Wel bio pam eorle pe him on innan hafaO, 

repehydig wer, rume heortan. (Alm 1-2) 

(It is well with the noble person, the zealous man, who has 

within himself a great heart. ) 

g. wel biO k em Pe mot 

efter deaÖdxge drihten secean 

and to fwder fekrnum freoöo wilnian. 

(Bwf 186b-88) 

(It is well with the one who can seek the Lord after his day of 

death, and ask for protection in the embrace of the Father. ) 

h. Wel bib Oam Pe wyrcö willan pinne! 

(LP2 17) 

(It is well with one who does your will. ) 

j. wel hym paes geweorkes, 

öonne he Oa handlean hafaö and sceawaö, 

gyf he ealteawne ende gedreogeö. (Pra 18b-20) 

(It is well for him because of that action when he possesses and 

sees his reward, if he endures a good end. ) 

The reason for considering these sets together is that the formulas are 11 
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antithetically opposed in Beowulf and A Prayer (ld. and 1g., 2g. and 2i. ). 

Other related forms show a similar tendency towards antithetical structure (see 

sets 3 and 4 below), and lines 11-20 of A Prayer depend entirely on these 

forms to express the marked contrast between the fate of those who behave in 

a Christian fashion and those who do not. The theme of the two sets is, with 

one exception, quite clear. They deal with spiritual well-being or its opposite, 

in a Christian sense. Most of the expressions are explicitly eschatological in 

force or occur in an eschatological context. The obvious exception is lc., 

from The Wife's Lament, which is apparently an entirely secular poem, 

unusual in that it has no overt Christian reference at all. The defining formula 

of the expression, `Wa bio pam pe sceal [ ... 
]', is the same as that in the 

Beowulf example, suggesting that the poet was at least drawing on the same 

resources as the Beowulf poet. 

The form has, moreover, a function in the overall construction of the 

poems. All but three of the examples which are maxims (le., 2b. and 2f. ) 

begin in the b-verse. Two of these begin new sections of verse: the poem 

Alms-Giving begins with the form; and it opens one of Solomon's speeches 

in Solomon and Saturn. ' The remainder of the examples, with the exception 

of numbers la. and 2a., end verse sections marked off in the text. The 

complete manuscript of A Prayer, Cotton Julius A. ii, has `coloured large 

capitals" to indicate divisions after number 1g., at line 16; and after 2i., at 

line 21 (among others). The Lord's Prayer II, line 17 (2h. ), also comes at the 

end of a section of the poem which expands the phrase `qui es in celis' . 
The 
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Beowulf forms function as an antithetical unit, so I consider them both as 

ending the verse section. 

The exceptions to the rule that these expressions mark sectional 

divisions in the poems, la. and 2a., are notable for the fact that they eschew 

the traditional syntax by making wa or wel the second stressed element in the 

half-line, not the headword. In Chapter 1,1 noted examples from the Heliand 

and the Old Saxon Genesis where uuel and uue occur at the end of the line, 

so this most likely explains the Genesis B example. Andreas has an 

antithetical unit, `k m biO wraecsiO witod' (wretchedness is appointed for 

them, 889a), parallel in syntax and opposite in meaning to `Dam biO hwleOa 

well' , and it may be that the poet wished to draw on the eschatological theme 

but was deliberately avoiding a closing formula. 

These two sets, then, are remarkably consistent. In Riedinger's terms, 

the theme is the beatitude or woe which is the present or future result of 

different kinds of behaviour; and the structural function is to round off or 

commence a section of verse emphatically. This observation concerning the 

structural function of the maxims serves to reinforce the general point that fitt 

divisions are usually the work of poets rather than scribes, and that such 

divisions are an integral part of poetic structure which should be indicated in 

texts. 9 

Though it is obvious that these maxims are primarily eschatological, 
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some further comment is appropriate on the content and context of at least 

some of them. The similarity of 2c. and 2d. has already been noted, but the 

similarity of 2e. from The Wanderer and 2g. from Beowulf, is also quite 

marked, particularly the concepts of God as Father, whose protection or help 

is to be sought. Cynewulf uses similar expressions in a homiletic formula at 

the end of the tenth fitt of Christ: 

utan us to faeder freopa wilnian 

biddan beam godes and pone bliOan gist 

paet he us gescilde wiö sceakan wxpnum, 

lakra lygesearwum, se us lif forgeaf, 

leomu, lic and gast. Si him lof symle 

purh woruld worulda, wuldor on heofnum. 

(773-78) 

(Let us ask the Father for protection, entreat God's Son and the 

kind Spirit that he who gave us limbs, life and spirit, shield us 

against the weapons of enemies, the deceitful wiles of hateful 

ones. To him be glory in the heavens, world without end. ) 

In The Wanderer, the poem is framed by the extended envelope pattern of 

reference to God's mercy, first experienced by the lonely man, then sought 

by the one who begins to see beyond his suffering to the spiritual nature of 

things. His security is to be found in God, not in possessions or friends or 

martial prowess. For Cynewulf, God's protection is to be sought against the 

devices of the devil, and he expresses the thought in the homiletic `utan us' 

(let us) formula, with a Trinitarian reference and a doxology. Though it has 



Chapter 4: A Gnomic Formula 124 

few of the particular associations of these two passages. the Beowulf wa / wel 

antithesis unquestionably derives from the same thought world. 

The similarity of line 13b of A Prayer, 1g. and Riddle 11 8b, lb., was 

noted by Dobbie. Together with the applied maxim from Judgment Day II. 

lf., these three warn against improper enjoyment, levity and drunkenness. 

The riddle and prayer share a repentance or restoration formula also found in 

laws, charters and homilies. The emphasis in the laws and charters is on 

restitution as evidence of a change of heart, hence the use of verbs like 

gebetan (make amends for) and geecyrran (turn from) 
. 
10 The homilies of 

Wulfstan, for example, often combine geswican (desist from) and e betan, 

the two most important aspects of the medieval doctrine of penance (e. g. 

Bethurum VI, p. 148 line 90, VII, p. 163 line 136). Like the homilies and 

charters, the maxims emphasise the judgement context, though in nothing like 

the graphic detail that the former genres employ. 

Though the detail is not there in the Prayer, the judgement context 

may provide some explanation for the peculiar expression the poem repeats, 

'ponne he pa handlean hafaö and sceawaO' (when he possesses and sees his 

reward, lines 14 and 19). The poem is not notable for its originality and 

variety. Lines 11-20 are made up entirely of variants on the maxim formulas 

that are the subject of this chapter, and the whole poem is a tissue of 

commonplaces and repetitions. Hence this expression habban and sceawian 

could be dismissed as a line-filler. It is however interesting to note that the 
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only other example of the formula in verse is found in The Metrical Preface 

to Weerferth's Translation of Gregory's Dialogues: 

Bidep Pe se bisceop, se pe teas boc begeat 

pe ku on pinum handum nu hafast and sceawast, 

cwt pu him to Peossum halgum helpe bidde. 

(16-18) 

(The bishop who provided this book that you have in your 

hands and are looking at now, asks that you pray on his behalf 

to these saints for help. ) 

Similarly, the only other use in Old English verse of the word ealteawe 

(perfect, good) in Prayer line 20, is in the Preface, line 9, aeltowe; otherwise 

the word is commom in the iElfredian prose translations. This suggests that 

the Sitze im Leben of the two poems might be similar. If that is so, the 

Prayer may simply be sharing the liking for doublets of the Mercian 

translators . 
11 But whereas the holding in the hands and reading of a book 

warrants an expression like habban and sceawian, this does not so readily 

apply to the recompense of an individual in the afterlife. But there is in the 

1Elfredian works a concept that may explain the formula in A Prayer, and that 

is the notion of the wicked and the righteous, the saved and the damned, being 

mutually visible from their very different positions in the eschatological 

topography. The origin of the idea is the parable of Dives and Lazarus in 

Luke 16, taken further by Gregory the Great in his popular Fortieth Homily 

on the Gospels. It appears in the Old English version of the Dialogues thus: 

hi [sc. unrihtwisan men] byrnaö to on hwxthwugu, paet Pa 
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rihtwisan ealle geseon in Gode Oa gefean, pe hi onfengon, 7 

eac sceawian on barn arleasum pa witu. pe hi him sylfum 

beburgon. 11 

(they [the unrighteous] burn that bit more in that the righteous 

see in God all the joys that they have received, and also look 

on the torments of the wicked, that they have saved themselves 

from. ) 

The verb sceawian is actually used by WxrferO, and thus this formula and the 

judgement context in the Prayer lead us to one of the more peculiar topoi of 

medieval eschatology . 

All the expressions comprising these two sets deal with the same theme 

of pleasing and obeying God, and being blessed, or bearing the consequences 

of doing otherwise: all except lc., from The Wife's Lament. The maxim is 

a fully-integrated and fitting conclusion to the poem with its emphasis on 

longing (lon a etc. ) and the dreariness it imparts to the human psyche. At 

the literal level, the maxim plays its part in the effective depiction of the state 

of mind of the woman. However, Michael Swanton has suggested that The 

Husband's Message and The Wife's Lament may be allegorical, a view of the 

former which is supported for different reasons by Margaret Goldsmith. 13 

Swanton does not consider the implications of this maxim formula in any 

detail, but its conformity to the pattern of style and function that has been 

observed above, might support a reading which is not allegorical, but is not 

only literal. This maxim at the end might be seen as an invitation to the 
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thoughtful listener or reader to explore the possibilities of spiritual reading: 

the female persona might be a well-known character of legend, but she might 

also be seo sawol or seo cirice, waiting for the eschatological return of her 

lover and husband. 14 

Another two sets bear comparison, though they are very different in 

their attestation. Set 3 consists of the formulas with the headword or stressed 

element eadig, set 4 those with earm in 
. 

Expressions with the two 

headwords are linked together only in Maxims I and A Prayer. The majority 

of set 3 consists of the Metrical Psalms, so I have grouped these as one, and 

listed the others separately. Once again, I have included applied maxims in 

square brackets for completeness. 

Set 3 

a. He weoröeÖ eadig, se pe hine ece god 

cystum geceoseO and hine claene hafaO, 

and on his earduncgstowum eardaO syööan. 

(P64.4) 

(Beatus quern elegisti et assumptisti! inhabitabit in atriis tuis. ) 

Eadige weoröaö, Pa Pe eardiaO 

on pinum husum, halig drihten. (P83.4) 

(Beati qui habitant in domo tua, Domine. ) 

Pet byö eadig wer, se De him oöerne 

fultum ne seceO nympe feine god [ 
... 
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(P83.5) 

(Beatus vir cujus est auxilium abs te. ) 

pxt bio eadig mann, se pe him ecean godes 

to mundbyrde miht gestreoneÖ. (P83.12) 

(Domine virtutum beatus homo qui sperat in te. ) 

p wt biO eadig folc 

pe can naman öinne neode herigean. 

(P88.13) 

(Beates populus qui scit jubilationem. ) 

[k wt bib eadig mann, Pe pu hine, ece god, 

on pinre soöre ac sylfa getyhtest. 

(P93.11)] 

(Beatus homo quern tu erudieris, Domine, et de lege tua 

docueris eum. ) 

Eadige beoO xghwaer, pa öe a willaö 

soÖe domas sylfe efnan, 

on ealle tid aeghwaes healdan 

heora soöfaestnysse symble mid daedum. 

(P105.3) 

(Beati qui custodiunt judicium, et faciunt justitiam in omni 

tempore .) 

Eadig byO se wer se Pe him ege drihtnes 

on feröcleofan feste gestandeÖ, 

and his beod healdeö bealde mid willan. 
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P111.1) 

(Beates vir qui timet Dominum, in mandatis ejus volet nimis. ) 

Eadige beop on wege, pa pe unwemme 

on hiora dryhtnes w deore gangaö. 

(P118.1) 

(Beati immaculati in via; qui ambulant in lege Domini. ) 

Eadige beoö swylce, pa Pe a wyllaO 

his gewitnesse wise smeagan, 

and hine mid ealle innancundum 

heortan hordcofan helpe biddaö. (P118.2) 

(Beati qui scrutantur testimonia ejus, in toto corde exquirunt 

eum. ) 

Eadige syndon ealle pe him ecne god 

drihten ondredaö, and his gedefne weg 

on hyra lifes tid lustum gangaO. (P 127.1) 

(Beati omnes qui timent Dominum, qui ambulant in viis ejus. ) 

Eadig byö se pe nimeö and eac seteö 

his agen bearn on pone epelan stan. 

(P136.9) 

(Beatus qui tenebit, et allidet parvulos tuos ad petram. ) 

Eadig bid bet folc, odre hataO, 

Pe him swa on foldan faegre limpeo; 

eadig biO pet folc pe elmihtig wile 

drihten god dema weorOan. (P143.19) 
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(Beatum dixerunt populum cui haec sunt; beatus populus cujus 

b. 

Dominus Deus est. ) 

Forbon se biro eadig se öe xfre wile 

man oferhycgen meotode cweman 

C. 

synne adwwscan. (XSt 303-305a) 

(He is blessed, therefore, who always desires to despise 

wickedness, to please the Lord and to douse [the fires of] sin. ) 

130 

Eadig bip se ke eapmod leofap; cymep him seo ar of 

heofonum. (Sfr 107) 

d. 

e. 

(Blessed is the one who lives humbly: mercy from the heavens 

comes to him. ) 

Eadig bio se pe in his ekle geýihO. (Mxl 37a) 

(Blessed is the one who prospers in his homeland. ) 

Se byö eadig, se ke on eorÖan her 

dhiges and nyhtes drihtne hyreo 

and a hys willan wyrcö. (Pra 16-18a) 

(He is blessed who day and night here on earth obeys the Lord 

and always does his will. ) 

Set 4 

a. Earm biO se Pe wile 

firenum gewyrcan, Pxt he fah scyle 

from his scyppende ascyred weoröan 

wt domdage to deaOe niker. (Chr 1615b-18) 
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(Wretched is the one who wishes to practise wickedness. so 

that he must be separated from his Creator on the Day of 

Judgement, [go] down to death. ) 

b. earm se him his frynd geswicaö. 

(Mxl 37b) 

(Wretched is the one who is deserted by his friends. ) 

c. Earm bip se Pe sceal ana lifgan. (Mxl 172) 

(Wretched is the one who has to live alone. ) 

d. Se byö earming pe on eoröan her 

daeiges and nihtes deofle campaö 

and hys willan wyrcO. (Pra 11-13a) 

(He is a wretch who day and night here on earth fights for the 

devil and does his will. ) 

These two sets need relatively little commentary, beyond what is given 

below on the sources. The collocation of earm and eadig is common enough 

in poetry and homily (Chr 1496,1553a, JD2 163a and the parallel in Napier 

XXIX, p. 138 14-16,15 Run 76a, MCh2 40a). In the expressions that do not 

derive from the Psalms there is, as in sets 1 and 2, an emphasis on Christian 

behaviour (or the lack of it) and the consequences in eschatological terms. 

The Psalms lack the eschatological dimension, as do the passages from 

Maxims I. and for the same reason: they derive from the Old Testament (see 

below). Nevertheless, the theme of God's favour resulting in blessedness for 

the good person, which runs through the Psalms, led to the translator giving 
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a delicate non-translation of the imprecatory part of Psalm 136.16 
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The next set of maxims also has a consistent theme: folly which results 

in death. 

Set 5 

a. Dol bib se be him his dryhten ne ondr dep: cymeb him se 

deaö unpinged. (Sfr 106) 

(Foolish is the one who does not fear his Lord: unexpected 

death comes to such. ) 

b. Dol bik se pe his dryhten nat, to paes oft cymeO deaö unhinged. 

(Mxl 35) 

(Foolish is the one who does not know his Lord, often 

unexpected death comes to such. ) 

c. Dol him ne ondrxdeÖ öa deaösperu, 

swylteö hwxbre, gif him sock meotud 

on geryhtu purh regn ufan 

of gestune lxteÖ strxle fleogan, 

fierende flan. (R3 53-57a) 

(Foolish is the one who does not fear the deadly spear; he dies 

nevertheless if the true Lord releases a missile to fly directly 

through the rain from the clamour above, a terrifying dart. ) 

d. Dol NO se Oe gw6 on deop water 

[ 
... 

] huru se godes cunnaÖ 
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full dyslice, dryhtnes meahta. (SnS 225-29) 

(Foolish is the one who goes into deep water: ... 
indeed, he 

foolishly tests God, the powers of the Lord. ) 

The similarity of 5a. and 5b. has already been observed, and the 

regular occurrence of the formula in the a-verse reinforces the sense that it 

had a particular metrical function. Interesting here is the fact that the folly 

always has some relation to God, whether it is ignorance, failure to fear him, 

or putting him to the test. And since the result may be death, this set 

becomes an extension of the eschatological theme present in the previous sets. 

The remaining set is a group of maxims with various headwords. 

Set 6 

a. Wis bio se pe con 

ongytan pone geocend, Pe us eall good syleö 

Pe we habbab penden we her beoö. 

(Aza 87b-89) 

(Wise is the one who is able to discern the Saviour who gives 

us all the good things that we possess while we are here. ) 

b. Tl bip se ýe his treowe gehealdeb. (Wan 112a) 

(Good is the one who keeps his faith. ) 

c. Gifre bip se Pam golde onfehb [... ] 

(Mx l 69a) 
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(Avid is the one who receives the gold ... 
) 

d. Seoc se bip pe to seldan ieteö. (Mxl lila) 

(The one who eats too seldom is sick. ) 

e. Bald biO se Oe onbyregeO boca craeftes. 

(SnS 243) 

(The one who gets a taste for the power of books is confident. ) 

f. Unlade biö and ormod se de a wile 

geomrian on gihöe; se biO gode fracoöast. 

(SnS 351-52) 

(The one who wishes to keep on mourning in his grief is 

wretched and spineless: he is most hateful to God. ) 

6a. is an intriguing addition to the Song of Azarias, prompted 

apparently by `Benedicite, omnes spiritus Dei Domino', Daniel 3.65, and 

goes on to remind the reader that God promises more good things after the 

separation of the soul from the body. Thus, once again, an eschatological 

context is found for this particular formula; but the others have no obvious 

eschatological significance. 

There are in excess of forty examples of the variants of this formula. 

The majority show a preoccupation with death, judgement, heaven and hell, 

and consequently are underpinned by a Christian theology. Momma writes, 

Since the structure of the formula unmistakably resembles the 

Beatitudes, it might be named the `Beatitude formula'. In Old 
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English prose translations and glosses, the Latin Beatitudes are 

often rendered into forms very similar to the gnomic formula: 

for example, gebletsod sy se Oe com on drihtnes naman (Luke 

[CCCC 140] [... ] 13: 35 [... ]); eadge bison öa Öe oehtnisse hea 

ge6olas fore soöfxstnisse [ 
... 

) (The Lindisfarne Gospels Mt 

5: 10 ![... 1). It is very tempting to assume that the formula 

ultimately came from Latin (in which case the formula is 

Christian in origin); on the other hand, the vernacular origin of 

the formula cannot be entirely rejected since the formula often 

appears in poems not particularly religious, such as Beowulf, 

The Wanderer, and The Wife's Lament. (pp. 424-25, note 8) 

The argument here for a vernacular origin of the formula is only the very 

feeblest, and the question of sources and analogues needs to be given further 

consideration. 

SOURCES 

The starting-point for a consideration of sources might well be the 

Metrical Psalms, since every occurrence of the blessing formula in Psalms 50- 

150 where beatus and beati are used, is translated in the Old English version 

by eadi e. The Old English Psalms follow the source closely, translating vir 

as wer, homo as mann, pop__ ulus as folc, and supplying the verb which the 

Latin texts lack. There is no real question of the direct relation between any 

of these terms, especially eadig and beatus, as far as the translator was 

concerned. But it is quite clear that there is no such direct relationship 
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between the beatitude formula and the Old English formula `eadig biO se pe 

[I '. The poet uses other syntactic arrangements (`pact byÖ eadig [... j'), an 

alternative verb like weoröan (to become), and the only time he uses the 

actual formula verbatim is when in Psalm 136 he diverts considerably from 

his source. And in set 2, the Wei formula of Alms-Giving has been seen as 

a version of Psalm 40.2, `Beatus qui intelligit super egenum et pauperem', " 

which explains the non-eschatological character of the formula, and indicates 

the availability of different ways of expressing biblical formulas in Old 

English ones. 

For some of the other ea dig / earm expressions there are biblical 

sources: below, in Chapter 7,1 suggest that 4c. derives from Ecclesiastes 4. 

10, `Vae soli'. The other Maxims examples (3d. and 4c. ), the antithetical 

pair, are probably a version of Proverbs 19.4, `Divitiae addunt amicos 

plurimos; a paupere autem et hi quos habuit separantur'. Here the poet 

exploits the ambiguity of the Old English word eadig: in the Psalms it mostly 

refers to spiritual prosperity and blessing, here, it has the sense of temporal 

prosperity. The `Dol bip' and `Eadig biO' lines from The Seafarer (106-107) 

follow each other and also make an antithetical pair, drawing on a proverb 

ultimately deriving from the Septuagint version of Proverbs 3.34, recorded 

in I Peter 5.5 and James 4.6 as ̀ Deus superbis resistit, humilibus autem dat 

gratiam'. This provides some motivation for the variation between the 

versions of The Seafarer and the Maxims in the dol formula: for the poet of 

The Seafarer the problem is not ignorance rat , 
but the pride which has no 
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fear (ne ondraede) of God. These examples of the eadig formula, though 

they derive from biblical sources, weaken the direct association of eadig and 

beatus made by the Psalm translator; and not only by him, but also by the 

glossators and translators of the Gospels. It is remarkable that no extant 

example of the eadig formula in poetry can traced to the quintessential 

beatitudes of Matthew 5 and Luke 6. 

Klaeber observed of the wa / wel passage in Beowulf, `Latin influence, 

it may be briefly mentioned, is perceptible in the figure[... ] of antithesis, 183 

ff. [... ]' (p. lxviii). Certainly there is a patterning of beatitudes and woes in 

Luke 6 (beatus-vae), blessings and cursings in Deuteronomy 28 and Jeremiah 

17 (benedictus-maledictus). But none of these provide anything but the 

loosest of analogies for the Beowulf passage, and of course the argument itself 

is flawed. It is because of their eschatological content that these formulas 

show Latin influence, not their antithetical structure. The antithetical series 

in A Prayer (1g., 2i., 3e. and 4d. ), lines 11-20, might be loosely modelled on 

Isaiah 3.9-11: 

[... ] Vae animae eorum, quoniam reddita sunt eis mala. 

Dicite justo quoniam bene, quoniam fructum adinventionum 

suarum commedet. 

Vae impio in malum: retributio enim manuum ejus fiet ei. 

If this is the case, the Old English verse greatly magnifies and sharpens the 

oppositions by repetition and the antithetical pairing of earming and eadig, wa 

and wel. The Latin phrase manuum ejus might further explain the Old 
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English word handlean (reward in the hand) in the Prayer, and the rather 

concrete notion of the recompense both blessed and wretched receive in that 

poem. 

But despite both the etymological link between vae and wa, and the 

fact that the Gospel translators, followed by Wulfstan ('Vae pregnantibus' in 

Mark 13.17, for example, becomes `Wa öam wifum pe ponne tymaö', 

Bethurum V, p. 134 lines 5 and 12-13), regularly correlate the words, there 

is again a remarkable gap in the extant poems where we might expect wa 

formulas to translate the many biblical woe oracles. Wulfstan seems to have 

been particularly fond of the woes, selecting those from Isaiah and Jeremiah 

for translation and comment (Bethurum XI), perhaps `because they offered 

him both a subject in which he was interested and an opportunity for an 

exercise in rhythmical composition' (p. 332), rather than as a complete homily 

in themselves. When Wulfstan warms to the eschatological theme in his 

homilies, however, he uses vernacular versions of the formula, `Wa kam ke 

k er sceal wunian on wite' (amongst others) to refer to the woes of the damned 

in several different homilies (Bethurum III, p. 126 lines 68-69, VII, p. 162 

line 124, XII, p. 224 lines 87-88). The Blickling homilist also uses the 

formula: 

Wa bip ponne paem mannum Pe ne ongytap pisse worlde 

yrmpa, Pe he to gesceapene beop, & hie nellap gemunan pone 

deg heora forpfore, ne pone bifgendan domes daeg, ne hie 

gelyfap on jaet ece weldor xes heofenlican rices. 
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(Morris, p. 61) 

(Woe to those men, then, who do not understand the miseries 

of this world to which they are destined, and have no wish to 

remember the the day of their death, nor the terrible Day of 

Judgement, nor believe in the eternal glory of the heavenly 

kingdom. ) 

The patterns established by the overall use of these formulas in poetry 

give no real support to the notion that they derive from Latin. The anomalous 

ones in set 6 show the co-existence of a non-eschatological tradition with the 

eschatological. Taken with the examples given in Chapter 1 from the Old 

Saxon Genesis and Heliand, and from Muspilli, some of which are 

eschatological, some not, but for none of which there are direct Latin sources, 

the evidence suggests that the formulas are vernacular in origin, but that they 

quickly adapted to express particularly the alternatives of a Christian 

eschatological world view. 

BACK TO BEOWULF 

Dorothy Whitelock demonstrated the full integration of Christianity in 

the poem. 18 But she, and others, remained puzzled at the lack of clear New 

Testament doctrines in the poem. Patrick Wormald writes: 

The poet possesses, and assumes, a considerable knowledge of 

the obscure corner of Genesis describing the descent of the 

giants and monsters from Cain and their destruction by the 
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flood. After the flood we hear no more: no Moses, no Isaiah, 

no Christ, no Paul. Clark Hall's famous remark that there was 

little in the poem to offend a `pious Jew' has often been quoted 

[... ]. It seems almost as though there were a conscious 

avoidance of New Testament doctrines, like redemption. Any 

positive impact that the biblical references might otherwise 

have is therefore diminished by their limited range. 

(P 
_ 

4a)" 

Fred C. Robinson explains this by extending his notion of the `appositive 

style' to Christian references: when the characters speak they do so from a 

`Noachian' point of view; whereas the poet can express more obvious 

Christian truths, or at least expect his vocabulary to be understood as carrying 

fully Christian meaning. 2° This is an acute observation and gives a rationale 

for the apparent lack of New Testament doctrine (p. 43). But others still see 

lines 175-88, or more particularly lines 179-83, as the most difficult passage 

in the poem, and most likely to be an interpolation. Thomas D. Hill, for 

example, argues specifically against Robinson that `the discrepancy betweeen 

the poem as a whole and the condemnation of the Danes' idol worship is 

absolute' and the result either of a slip on the part of the poet, `or someone 

else added that passage to the poem' (p. 69). 21 He concludes, `this 

condemnation of the idol worship of the Danes [ 
... 

] can be dealt with by the 

simple assumption that the text of Beowulf is corrupt at this point' (p. 69). 

The maxims which conclude the passage in question are replete with 
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New Testament doctrine. The grim play on the word fee m, for example, 

which contrasts the embrace of the Father with the embrace of the fire 
. 

Whatever its ambiguity in a non-Christian context, the Fatherhood of God in 

a personal Christian sense is a New Testament concept. In the Old Testament 

God is Father-by-creation of the nation of Israel (Jeremiah 31.9). This 

develops more personally in the intertestamental literature (Ecclesiasticus 23. 

1,4). The embrace of the Father enjoyed by the souls of the blessed is an 

extension of the intimacy enjoyed by Christ himself, `qui est in sinu patris', 

John 1.17-this is the only reference to the embrace of the Father in the New 

Testament. The embrace of the fire is likewise New Testamental. 22 It does 

not exist in the Old Testament, but the apocalyptic literature of the 

intertestamental period, Judith 16.21 and II Esdras 7.36, for example, 

develops the idea of punishment by fire. In Matthew 25.41 and elsewhere, 

the fire is eternal, hence the hopelessness and changelessness of those who 

suffer it. The stark contrast between the two states is characteristic of the 

New Testament: the popular notion of hell as alternately hot and cold, perhaps 

deriving ultimately from the Visio Pauli, " and consistent with the dread of 

cold in Germanic culture generally, finds no place here. Neither is there any 

apparent knowledge of purgatory (Caie p. 77), which other poets like Dante 

used as a way of preserving some of those who did not know the gospel from 

the full rigours of eternal damnation. 

With these maxims, the Beowulf poet brings to a close the part of the 

poem which sets the scene of the action. Within the three introductory fitts 
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the poet has established a sympathetic view of the characters, but he has also 

acknowledged their ignorance of God. He condemns their idolatry and goes 

on to generalise from their situation to the contemporary one in explicit New 

Testament terms in the wa / wel maxims. It is this explicit condemnation of 

the Danes in one place, alongside the consistent sympathy of the rest of the 

poem, that has given rise to critical disquiet, and parallels have been sought 

particularly in Celtic literature for the `pagan sympathy' . 
24 Anthony 

Faulkes's essay with that title examines the phenomenon in Snorri Sturluson's 

Prose Edda. 25 The main criticism I have of these explorations of how 

Christians regarded their recent pagan ancestors is that they do not give 

sufficient attention to the locus classicus on the salvation of the good pagan, 

the first two chapters of St Paul's Epistle to the Romans: Faulkes mentions 

Romans 1.20 as part of the argument for natural revelation (p. 291), 

Robinson puts it in a footnote (p. 93, n. 31), and the Dronkes do not use the 

passage at all. I cannot comment here on Snorri, yet Romans does seem to 

hold out the hope that there will be a favourable judgement for the righteous 

heathen whose consciences, like Beowulf's (in some respects at least, 2736b- 

43a), are clear, Romans 2.14-16. 

There are a great many simple parallels between the Beowulf prologue 

(the introduction, and manuscript fitts I and II) and Romans 1 and 2. Romans 

1.19-20 speaks of God revealing himself through created things: 

Invisibilia enim ipsius, a creatura mundi, per ea quae facta 

sunt, intellecta, conspiciuntur; sempiterna quoque ejus virtus, 
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et divinitas. 

And in Beowulf, the scop sings a song of creation, 90b-98: 

Saegde se pe cupe 

frumsceaft fira feorran reccan, 

cw eö ixet se aelmihtiga eoröan worh[te]. 

(90b-92) 

(He who knew how to tell it, told of the creation of people 

from far back, said that the Almighty created the earth. ) 

In Romans, knowledge of God was lost, and people turned to worship idols, 

1.21,23,25: 

Quia, cum cognovissent Deum, non sicut Deum glorificaverunt, 

auf gratias egerunt; sed evanuerunt in cogitationibus suis [... ]. 

Et mutaverunt gloriam incorruptibilis Dei, in similitudinem 

imaginis corruptibilis hominis, et volucrum, et quadrupedum, 

et serpentium. 

The Danes in their extremity turned to idol worship and lost knowledge of 

God (ne cu on, ne wiston, ne cu on 180-183a. To the heathen in Romans, 

idolatry seems like wisdom, 1.22, `dicentes enim se esse sapientes, stulti facti 

sunt'; to the Danes, idolatry is both rwd (counsel) and hyht (hope), 171b-79a. 

After his discourse the apostle directs his attention to his audience and warns 

them that they who pass judgement on the heathen are without excuse, and 

will be judged themselves 2.1-11: 

Propter quod inexcusabilis es, o homo omnis, qui judicas; in 

quo enim judicas alterum, teipsum condemnas, eadem enim 
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agis quae judicas. {. 
.. 

] 

Secundum autem duritiam tuam, et impoenitens cor, thesaurizas 

tibi iram in die irae, et revelationis justi judicii Dei, 

Qui reddet unicuique secundum opera ejus, 

Iis quidem, qui secundum patientiam boni operis, gloriam, et 

honorem, et incorruptionem quaerunt, vitam aeternam; 

Iis gutem, qui suet ex contentione, et qui non aquiescunt 

veritati, credunt gutem iniquitati, ira et indignatio. 

Tribulatio et angustia in omnem animam hominis operantis 

malum [ 
... 

]; 

Gloria autem, et honor, et pax omni operanti bonum. 

The Beowulf poet also turns to his audience and generalises, 183b-88, warning 

them of the future. He knows, and his audience know, the truth which the 

Danes did not-it is well for the one who is able to (mot) seek the embrace 

of the Father, and terrible for the one who has to (sceal go to hell. In 

Romans, there is a contrast between those who do good and those who do not, 

and their respective fates, eternal life and wrath, 2.5-11; the same typology 

underlies the maxims in Beowulf. Those in Romans who are ex contentione 

are subject to wrath, 2.8; in Beowulf, the damned thrust their souls into the 

fire through persistent enmity (`purh shone niO' 184a). Those in Romans who 

seek (uaerunt glory find it, and those who seek (secean the peace of the 

Father's embrace, find it. 

There are differences between the Romans passage and Beowulf, but 
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they are such as might rather confirm the paradigmatic relationship than 

otherwise. In Romans the first step towards depravity is failure to give thanks 

to God, 1.21, `cum cognovissent Deum, non sicut Deum glorificaverunt. auf 

gratias egerunt', whereas in Beowulf, the characters consistently give thanks 

to God, as Klaeber (p. xlix) and many others observe. In Romans 1.26-32. 

Paul lists the particularly sexual sins committed by those who lost the 

knowledge of God, whereas in Beowulf the Danes fall only into idolatry. The 

rationale behind these two differences is the same: the poet wishes to maintain 

the sympathy of the audience for the characters, wishes to portray them as 

good in their own terms, even to suggest that by doing what God requires 

without direct knowledge of him, they are a law to themselves and have the 

law written on their hearts, Romans 2.14-15: 

Cum enim gentes, quae legem non habent, naturaliter ea quae 

legis sunt faciunt, ejusmodi legem non habentes, ipsi sibi sunt 

lex; 

Qui ostendunt opus legis scriptum in cordibus suis, testimonium 

reddente illis conscientia ipsorum, et inter se invicem 

cogitationibus accusantibus, auf etiam defendentibus. 

Moreover, the poet was well aware that the sexual proclivities of the ancient 

Orient and Mediterranean were not those of the Dark Age north, and to 

transfer that detail from the biblical account to his poem would be introducing 

a red herring. 

The Romans parallel makes sense of the Beowulf passage in various 
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ways. The phrase `purh sliOne niÖ', 184a, has been translated `through fierce 

hostility', which Klaeber took issue with, suggesting ̀ in dire distressful wise' 

(p. 136). Bradley translates `because of cruel affliction'. 26 Klaeber's 

translation nearly contradicts the vigourous verb bescufan, `thrust'; Bradley's 

is a non sequitur-how does cruel affliction impel a person to thrust their soul 

into the fire? Brodeur suggested that `it was the cruel ravages of Grendel 

which imperiled both the bodies and souls of the Danes', but that hardly 

answers the objection. 27 My translation, `through persistent enmity or 

hostility', picks up the theme of idolatry and ignorance of God in the lines 

preceding, and implies `through enmity against God in idolatry' 
. 

It thus 

contrasts with those who seek refuge in God in lines 186b-88, and incidentally 

with the general picture of the Danes throughout the poem as people of good 

will. Independent of the Romans context, I think this makes better sense of 

the lines; but the biblical reference to the contentious receiving anguish, and 

the good receiving peace, Romans 2.8-10, adds to the point. 

Read through the filter of the Romans passage, the condemnation of 

the idolatry of the Danes is not discrepant, nor extraneous, as Hill would have 

it. It fits with incidental details of the first three fitts of the poem, and gives 

some purpose to Beowulf's self-exculpation towards the end of the poem. The 

condemnatory lines are necessary, for no Christian would imagine idolatry to 

be acceptable; but also ambiguous, because the same Danes who practise 

idolatry are otherwise portrayed as wise and good. The combination of 

condemnation and ambiguity is apparent in Romans, and the same demand that 



Chapter 4: A Gnomic Formula 

Christians beware for themselves. 

147 

As has been seen, the wa l wel formulas are emphatically conclusive 

in both content and structural use. The Beowulf poet has put on record the 

idolatry of the Danes, unambiguously condemned it, and also has warned his 

audience of the penalty attached to persistence in it. The formulas have 

briefly set out the eschatological alternatives that are found in Romans and 

throughout medieval Christian doctrine. The poet thus sets out his credentials 

as a Christian. But the use of these particular formulas also implies that that 

topic is finished, there is nothing more to say on the matter, and the poet can 

move on to the action of the story. He can move on from the immutable 

eschatological world where there is no hope of change ('frofre ne wenan / 

wihte gewendan' 185b-86a), to contingent circumstances which can change 

even if hope has flagged ('ne mihte snotor hxleÖ / wean onwendan', the wise 

hero [Hroögar] could not change his suffering, 190b-91a). 

SUMMARY 

Despite the variety of metrical shapes in which they are found, the sets 

of formulas which have been examined in this chapter are remarkably 

homogeneous. While there is evidence that the form is vernacular in origin, 

and not calqued on Latin, it was nevertheless most often used to convey 

Christian, and specifically eschatological, doctrine. The wa / wel types 

moreover took on a structural function, that of beginning or concluding a 

section or poem in emphatic style. When the general evidence is applied to 
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the particular instances of the formulas in Beowulf, it becomes clear that the 

poet's use of the formulas was motivated by three purposes: one, to 

acknowledge and condemn the idolatry of the Danes; two, to generalise from 

that to a statement of Christian biblical belief about judgement, applicable to 

both the Danes and his audience; and three, to make an emphatic closure to 

that particular incident and its implications. 
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NOTES TO CHAPTER 4 

1. The Old English Elegies: A Critical Edition and Genre Study (Montreal 

& Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1992). 

2. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967). 

3. `The "Gnomic Formula" and Some Additions to Bliss's Metrical System', 

Q, 234 (1989), 423-26. 

4. A. J. Bliss, The Metre of Beowulf (Oxford: Blackwell, 1967), §§ 86,110- 

11, pp. 77-78,96-97. 

5. John Collins Pope, The Rhythm of Beowulf: An Interpretation of the 

Normal and Hypermetric Verse-Forms in Old English Poetry, rev. edn (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 1966), p. 371. Pope's footnote says ̀ there is 

no such possibility' against these forms as Type E, and refers the reader to his 

1966 Preface, p. xxxi, where I can find nothing germane. 

6. Donald K. Fry, `Old English Formulas and Systems', English Studies, 48 

(1967), 193-204, argues that a system is `a group of half-lines [... ] related in 

form by the identical relative placement of two elements, one a variable word 

[... ] and the other constant word [... ]' (p. 203). Riedinger's definition is 

slightly different (p. 305). 1 want to suggest that the criterion of `identical 

relative placement' is unimportant in the particular case and that, for example, 

`se bio eadig se pe [... ]' is not a different system or formula from `eadig biO 

se Pe [. 
. .1', 

but basically the same one. 


































































































































































































































































































































