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Old English, or Anglo-Saxon, is the name given the period 
from roughly 500 to 1066 (the date of the Norman 
Conquest). Four major books of poetry survive from that 
period: Cotton Vitellius A. xv, the Junius Codex, the Vercelli 
Book, and the Exeter Book. There are hundreds of other 
manuscripts, but it is in these 4 that the majority of Old 
English poetry is found. The Exeter Book contains most of 
the poems we will be reading—the manuscript may have been 
used as a cutting block at one point! It was produced at or 
near Exeter Cathedral in southeastern England, and donated 
to its library by Exeter's Archbishop Leofric (d. 1072). 

These codices (or codexes, meaning bound manuscript 
volumes) were written by men and women in religious orders 
(usually Benedictine). For the most part, monasteries were the 
only schools, and the only places you would find libraries of 
any significance. Most Old English prose is religious in 
nature, and most of the poems contain some allusion to 
Christian spirituality. 

The poetry is modeled on Anglo-Saxon oral traditions. 
Storytellers would study for years, travel from court to court 
and from town to town, and entertain people for a living. 
These storytellers were called scops—perhaps from the Old 
English word scieppan, meaning to create, shape, or make. 
One poem, “Widsith,” tells the story of the life of a fictional 
scop as he made his way through Europe. 

Formally, Old English poetry is very complex. Each line is 
divided in half by a cæsura, or pause. On either side of the 
cæsura there are two stressed syllables and a varying number 
of unstressed syllables. One of the stressed syllables in the first 
half must  
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alliterate with a stressed syllable in the second half. Beyond 
this, there may or may not be formal rules of meter (or 
rhythm—no one is sure). A number of theories abound, but I 
would recommend giving top consideration to professor 
Geoffrey Russom's more recent theories. 
 
Old English poetry reuses a number of motifs, which will 
become recognizable once you read a few poems. They are 
called formulæ (formula, singular). The poetry has been 
described as melancholy, stoic, and stately. It is highly 
allusive, and takes as its referents both Germanic myth and 
Latin literature. Latin saints and Norse monsters are equally 
welcome. The mixture of the profane and sacred in monastic 
contexts led Charlemagne's greatest scholar, the 
Yorkshireman Alcuin, to write to his English brethren, “What 
does Ingeld [ancient Germanic chieftain] have to do with 
Christ?” This question still occupies scholars of Old English 
today.
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