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Fall 2025



Quiz #1
1. When the Angles, Saxons, and Jutes first came to Britain, where did 

they come from?
2. After the Anglo-Saxons settled in England, what were their 

relations like with the Vikings?
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What We’ll Cover
1. Quiz #1
2. Early Days of Post-Roman England (Reading Review)
3. Old English Orthography
4. Some Old English Texts
5. For Next Time

3



Early Days of
Post-Roman England
• When was Old English spoken?
• Who were the Anglo-Saxons?
• Who were the Vikings?
• Who were the Scandinavians?
• Who spoke Old English?
• Who spoke Old Norse?
• What is “mutual intelligibility”?
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“The Scandinavian tongues of those days were enough like Old 
English to make communication possible between the English and 
the Danes who were their neighbors. […] Old English and Old Norse 
(the language of the Scandinavians) had a whole host of frequently 
used words in common, among others, man, wife, mother, folk, house, 
thing, winter, summer, will, can, come, hear, see, think, ride, over, under, 
mine, and thine.” (p.84)



• Who was Alfred the Great?
• What was the Danelaw?
• Where was the Danelaw?
• Why there?
• What was Beowulf?
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Early Days of
Post-Roman England

Silver penny showing Alfred 
the Great, c.875–880 AD

Map of England, including the Danelaw, in 886 AD



• Who was Bede?
• Why were monasteries the great centers 

of learning in England?
• How many dialects of Old English were 

there, and what were they?
• In which of these were most manuscripts 

(and virtually everything with any 
literary merit) written?
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Early Days of
Post-Roman England

The venerable Bede as depicted 
in a 12th-century manuscript



Old English Orthography
• Your reading for next week goes into this in more detail, but you need 

some information now to be able to engage with primary texts.
• Four letters that we don’t use in Modern English that you must know – 

with images from the Beowulf manuscript – and one symbol:
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Called “ash,” this 
represented the sound 
of the ‘a’ in ‘cat.’

Æ, æ[æ] 

The letter “eth” was 
the ‘th’ sound in either 
‘then’ or ‘thin.’

Ð, ð[ð] or [θ] 

Taken from Futhorc, 
“thorn” represented 
the same sounds as eth.

Þ, þ[ð] or [θ] 

Also from Futhorc, 
“wynn” represented 
the ‘w’ sound in ‘wood.’

Ƿ, ƿ[w] 

And this one meant 
“and,” like the 
ampersand does today.

⁊[and] 



• Wynn and p can be distinguished by how the 
curve connects to the stem.

• And both can be distinguished from thorn, 
which has a very long ascender and descender.
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“wop”
weeping

“tha wit”
as we (two)

ƿpþ



Insular Hand
• Other letters were shaped differently from those we’re now familiar 

with. More on this next week, but some stuff you’ll see before then:
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‘g’ had a flat top

lowercase t did not 
have a tall stem

lowercase s was long, like a 
lowercase f without the line

lowercase r descended 
below the line, like p

æfter ‘after’

sweorde ‘sword’

It could look 
like a long 
lowercase r
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Hrothgar cwen cniht

queen knight

fyrst

first

Beowulf

‘bee-wolf’

‘glory-spear’

beore druncen

‘beer-drunk’



Caedmon’s Hymn

• The earliest poem in Old English, Bede reports that an illiterate cow-
herder named Caedmon wrote this hymn some time between 658 and 
680 AD.

• It is alliterative rather than rhyming, like much early Germanic 
poetry.
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Caedmon’s hymn in the West Saxon dialect, in an early 11th-century manuscript



Caedmon’s Hymn
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“The story goes that Caedmon, who was employed 
by the monastery of Whitby, invariably fled when 
it was his turn to sing during a merry social feast. 
He was ashamed he had never had any songs to 
contribute. But one night a voice came to Caedmon 
in a dream and asked him to sing a song. When 
Caedmon responded that he had no idea how to 
sing, the voice commanded him to sing about the 
source of all created things (“Sing to me the 
beginning of all things”). “Thereupon,” as the 
monk known as the Venerable Bede tells it in his 
Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731), 
“Caedmon began to sing verses which he had 
never heard before in praise of God the creator.”
— Edward Hirsch, Image 96 [source]

The ruins of Whitby Abbey, in Northumbria, 
where Caedmon once tended the animals.

https://imagejournal.org/article/caedmons-hymn-the-first-english-poet/


Activity!
• Break up into four groups. You and your groupmates will work 

together on the reading assignment for next time. You will also work 
together for most in-class assignments.

• Let’s do line 1 of the activity sheet all together.
 Nu ƿe ſculon heꞃian heoꝼon ꞃiceſ ƿeaꞃꝺ
 Nu we sculon herian heofon rices weard
• Now, work with your groups to transcribe the rest of Caedmon’s 

Hymn.
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Nu ƿe ſculon heꞃian heoꝼon ꞃiceſ ƿeaꞃꝺ
meꞇuꝺeſ mẏhꞇe ⁊ hiſ moꝺ ᵹeþanc
ƿuꞃc ƿulꝺaꞃ ꝼæꝺeꞃ ſƿa he ƿunꝺꞃa ᵹehƿilc
ece ꝺꞃihꞇen  oꞃꝺ aſꞇealꝺe.
He æꞃeſꞇ ᵹeſceop ẏlꝺa beaꞃnum
heoꝼon ꞇo hꞃoꝼe haliᵹ ſcẏppenꝺ
miꝺꝺan ᵹeaꞃꝺe man cẏnneſ ƿeaꞃꝺ
ece ꝺꞃihꞇen .  Æꝼꞇeꞃ ꞇiꝺa
ꝼiꞃum on ꝼolꝺum ꝼꞃea ælmẏhꞇiᵹ
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Now we should praise  Heaven-Kingdom’s guardian
maker’s might   and his mind’s thoughts
work of the glory father as each of his wonders
eternal Lord   established a beginning.
He first shaped  for the children of men
heaven as a roof  the holy maker
middle-earth   mankind’s guardian
eternal Lord   after made
solid ground for men  Lord almighty.

Which of these Old English words seem 
like their Modern English descendants?

Nu we sculon herian heofon rices weard
metudes myhte & his mod gethanc
wurc wuldar faeder swa he wundra gehwilc
ece drihten  ord astealde.
He aerest gesceop ylda bearnum
heofon to hrofe halig scyppend
middan gearde man cynnes weard
ece drihten .  Aefter tida
firum on foldum frea aelmyhtig



Nu ƿe ſculon heꞃian heoꝼon ꞃiceſ ƿeaꞃꝺ
meꞇuꝺeſ mẏhꞇe ⁊ hiſ moꝺ ᵹeþanc
ƿuꞃc ƿulꝺaꞃ ꝼæꝺeꞃ ſƿa he ƿunꝺꞃa ᵹehƿilc
ece ꝺꞃihꞇen  oꞃꝺ aſꞇealꝺe.
He æꞃeſꞇ ᵹeſceop ẏlꝺa beaꞃnum
heoꝼon ꞇo hꞃoꝼe haliᵹ ſcẏppenꝺ
miꝺꝺan ᵹeaꞃꝺe man cẏnneſ ƿeaꞃꝺ
ece ꝺꞃihꞇen .  Æꝼꞇeꞃ ꞇiꝺa
ꝼiꞃum on ꝼolꝺum ꝼꞃea ælmẏhꞇiᵹ
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Now we should praise  Heaven-Kingdom’s guardian
maker’s might   and his mind’s thoughts
work of the glory father as each of his wonders
eternal Lord   established a beginning.
He first shaped  for the children of men
heaven as a roof  the holy maker
middle-earth   mankind’s guardian
eternal Lord   after made
solid ground for men  Lord almighty.

Which of these Old English words seem 
like their Modern English descendants?

Nu we sculon herian heofon rices weard
metudes myhte & his mod gethanc
wurc wuldar faeder swa he wundra gehwilc
ece drihten  ord astealde.
He aerest gesceop ylda bearnum
heofon to hrofe halig scyppend
middan gearde man cynnes weard
ece drihten .  Aefter tida
firum on foldum frea aelmyhtig

nu we heofon myhte his wurc

faeder wundra He heofon hrofe

halig man cynnes Aefter

aelmyhtig
(and more…)



Activity!
• Wonders of the East is a 

marvelous work of 
misinformed travel literature 
that appears in the Nowell 
Codex along with Beowulf.

• In your groups, now do 
question 2 on your sheets.
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Þonne ıſ eaſꞇ þær beoð men acende 
þa beoð on ƿæſꞇme ꝼıꝼꞇẏne ꝼoꞇa 
lanᵹe ⁊ x on brade. Hẏ habbað mıcel 
heaꝼod ⁊ earan ſƿæ ꝼon. Oþer eare 
hẏ hım on nıhꞇ underbredað, ⁊ mıd 
oþran hẏ ƿreoð hım. Beoð þa earan 
ſƿıðe leohꞇe ⁊ hẏ beoð ſƿa on lıc 
homan ſƿa hƿıꞇe ſƿa meolc. Ᵹẏꝼ hẏ 
hƿılcne mannan on þæm lande 
ᵹeſeoð oðþe onᵹẏꞇað, þonne nẏmað 
hẏ hẏꞃa eaꞃan hım on hand ⁊ ꝼleoð 
ſƿẏðe, ſƿa hꞃædlece ſƿa ıſ ƿen þæꞇ 
hẏ ꝼleoᵹen. 

Going east from there is a place 
where people are born who are in 
size fifteen feet tall and ten broad. 
They have large heads and ears like 
fans. They spread one ear beneath 
them at night, and they wrap 
themselves with the other. Their 
ears are very light and their bodies 
are as white as milk. If they see or 
perceive anyone in those lands, they 
take their ears in their hands and go 
far and flee, so swiftly one might 
think that they flew.
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Medieval Medicine
• From the Classical era up to the 17th century, Europeans 

believed in humoralism, a system of medicine that 
prioritized balance between the body’s four humors, i.e. 
bodily fluids.

• Each humor had an associated organ, temperament, 
season, and element. Astrology was part of this too.

• If the humors fell out of balance, disease would result.
• This form of medicine predominated throughout the 

Islamic world as well, through Avicenna’s The Canon of 
Medicine (1025).

• We didn’t know how diseases really spread until very 
recently, and there’s plenty we still don’t understand.
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From the National Institute 
of Health, based on Opticke 
Glasse of Humors by Thomas 
Walkington (1639).



• Most medieval medical treatises were written 
in Latin. Why?

• That said, there were a number of important 
ones written in English, including Bald’s 
Leechbook, Leechbook III, and the Lacnunga.

• The English ones contain recipes for medicines 
and salves, as well as a few magical charms, 
which reveal a lot about the pagan beliefs of 
the Anglo-Saxons.

• We’ll work with a couple of these in class next 
week.
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Bald’s Leechbook
(mid-10th century)
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A page from the table of 
contents of Bald’s Leechbook

Leeches today

Leeches then

Old English læce ‘physician, healer’
from Proto-Germanic *lēkijaz ‘doctor’



• Bald’s Leechbook is more cosmopolitan and 
less folklore-infused than the Lacnunga.

• From the British Library, “Bald’s Leechbook 
contains some of the best Mediterranean 
medicine from the 3rd to the 9th centuries, 
so the learning was by no means isolated. 
While some of the herbs mentioned in the 
texts were only available around the 
Mediterranean, there are directions for the 
use of materia medica traded from distant 
areas, frankincense, pepper, silk, ginger 
and myrrh.”

Bald’s Leechbook
(mid-10th century)
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A page from the table of 
contents of Bald’s Leechbook
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LÆCEDOMAS ǷIÐ
eallum unꞇꞃymneꞅꞅum heaꝼꝺeſ
[…]

Leechdoms against
all infirmities of the head

LAECEDOMAS WITH
eallum untrymnessum heafdes

leechdom = medical remedy



Activity!
• In groups, do activity 3 on your sheets.
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Ƿyꞃc eaᵹꞅealꝼe ƿıþ ƿænne
ᵹenım cꞃopleac ⁊ ᵹaꞃleac
beᵹea em ꝼela
ᵹecnuƿa ƿel ꞇoꞅomne
ᵹenım ƿın ⁊ ꝼeaꞃꞃeſ ᵹeallan beᵹea 
em ꝼela
ᵹemenᵹ ƿıþ þy leace
ꝺo þonne on aꞃꝼæꞇ
læꞇ ſꞇanꝺan nıᵹon nıhꞇ
on þam aꞃꝼaꞇe
aƿꞃınᵹ þuꞃh claþ
⁊ ᵹehlyꞇꞇꞃe ƿel ꝺo on hoꞃn .
⁊ ymb nıhꞇ ꝺo mıꝺ ꝼeþeꞃe
on ꝥ eaᵹe ſe beꞇꞅꞇa læceꝺom.

Work an eyesalve for a wen
take cropleak and garlic
of both equal quantities
pound well together
take wine and bullock’s gall
of both equal quantities
mix it with the leek
put this then into a brass vessel
let it stand nine nights
in the brass vessel
wring through cloth
and clear well put into a horn .
and around night apply with feather
on the eye the best remedy
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Ƿyꞃc eaᵹꞅealꝼe ƿıþ ƿænne
ᵹenım cꞃopleac ⁊ ᵹaꞃleac
beᵹea em ꝼela
ᵹecnuƿa ƿel ꞇoꞅomne
ᵹenım ƿın ⁊ ꝼeaꞃꞃeſ ᵹeallan beᵹea 
em ꝼela
ᵹemenᵹ ƿıþ þy leace
ꝺo þonne on aꞃꝼæꞇ
læꞇ ſꞇanꝺan nıᵹon nıhꞇ
on þam aꞃꝼaꞇe
aƿꞃınᵹ þuꞃh claþ
⁊ ᵹehlyꞇꞇꞃe ƿel ꝺo on hoꞃn .
⁊ ymb nıhꞇ ꝺo mıꝺ ꝼeþeꞃe
on ꝥ eaᵹe ſe beꞇꞅꞇa læceꝺom.

Work an eyesalve for a wen
take cropleak and garlic
of both equal quantities
pound well together
take wine and bullock’s gall
of both equal quantities
mix it with the leek
put this then into a brass vessel
let it stand nine nights
in the brass vessel
wring through cloth
and clear well put into a horn .
and around night apply with feather
on the eye the best remedy
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In short: the remedy you just read really works, as long as the instructions in the Leechbook are followed.
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Your readings for the next couple 
of weeks will include excerpts 
from a modern (19th-century) 
transcription and translation of 
Bald’s Leechbook by Rev. Oswald 
Cockayne. The work uses facing-
page translations.



For next time
• Read pp.86–96 in the Algeo textbook.
• There will be a quiz on this reading at the start of our next class on 

September 29th.
• Read from Cockayne as follows:
• Group 1: pp.50–59 (leechdoms VI through XV)
• Group 2: pp.58–67 (leechdoms XVI through XXV)
• Group 3: pp.110–121 (leechdoms XLIV through XLVII)
• Group 4: pp.120–129 (leechdoms XLVIII through LVIII)
• You’ll discuss your reading with the class. What diseases are treated here? 

As you read, identify five Old English words that are recognizable to you. 
In what ways have they changed from Old English to today? 
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If you don’t like the 
downloadable file, try this link: 
https://archive.org/details/leech
domswortcun02cock/

https://archive.org/details/leechdomswortcun02cock/
https://archive.org/details/leechdomswortcun02cock/
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