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ABSTRACT

The image of the serpent is pervasive in the art and literature of Anglo-Saxon England.
In Old English medical literature the serpent is by far the most frequently represented
animal, often as an adversary of humans and human health. In poetry, too, the serpent
appears often; although it is primarily about the exploits of its outlandish hero, Beowulf
1s littered with serpentine adversaries, including the dragon of the poem’s conclusive
battle. In scriptural poetry, the Anglo-Saxon understanding of the biblical serpent is
lluminated and elaborated upon, and in exegesis the serpent plays a key symbolic role
as tempter, diabolical agent and heretic. Anglo-Saxon visual art is populated by a
multitude of serpentine creatures, ranging from the snake-like zoomorphic interlace to
the winged dragons of the Sutton Hoo helmet. It is generally agreed upon that the
image of the serpent is symbolically charged, and there has been scholarly speculation
on how the image of the serpent operated symbolically in each of these contexts.
However, there has been no single study of the image across genres and across media.
This thesis aims to survey and interpret the symbolic role of the serpent in a number of
different, clearly defined contexts and look for common associations and continuities
between them. In finding these continuities, it will propose a underlying, fundamental
symbolic meaning for the image of the serpent in Anglo-Saxon England. It will argue
that this fundamental meaning is death; the transience of mortal life, physical decay
and transition.
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INTRODUCTION

1. The snake and the eagle: gold and the grave

In 2013, two thematically similar yet contextually very different items came to light.
The first was an item discovered on 25th August at Dean and Shelton in Bedfordshire
and reported to the Portable Antiquities Scheme.! It was a tiny gilded silver mount,

probably dating to the sixth century (fig. 1).

1
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Figl: Eagle and Snake Mount, discovered at Dean and Shelton, Bedfordshire, sixth century.
Portable Antiquities Scheme: WMID-E4F0C)5, © Creative Commons CC-BY 2.0

The object depicts a highly stylised bird in profile, the curve of its arched body

culminating in a large, hooked beak. In its one visible talon, the raptor grips what

1 PAS Unique ID: WMID-E4F0C5; see: PAS, finds.org.uk [accessed 4™ September 2015].
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appears to be a piece of simple twist interlace, typical of the period, signifying a serpent
about to be devoured. The animal imagery exemplifies Bernhard Salin’s Style 11
classification of Anglo-Saxon animal art, the prevalent form of zoomorphic
ornamentation in northwestern Europe in the sixth century.? The mount’s exact
function is uncertain; on the one hand, there is a clear parallel between this mount and
the eagle mount discovered at Sutton Hoo, found in-situ as decoration for a shield.> On
the other hand, Dickinson has drawn attention to the possibility of such mounts being
used as belt fitting decorations.* In either case, like so much surviving Anglo-Saxon
metalwork, it is highly probable that this object derives from a masculine, martial
context.

The second item was announced by the Museum of London in the same week
that the first was entered into the Portable Antiquities Scheme’s database. It was an
exceptional piece of stonework discovered at Minories, near the Tower of London (fig.
2). The statue, which is thought to date from the first to the second century, depicts an
eagle with wings slightly raised, in the act of swallowing a snake. Like the Anglo-Saxon
mount, it is hypothesised that the statue was made for a wealthy man; unlike the Anglo-
Saxon mount, the object was made as part of the ornamentation of a mausoleum.?

The two objects raise several questions about the shared motif. Is the later
object, the mount, an unconscious copying of what the maker knew to be a Roman
artistic motif? Or is this an example of cultural continuity from Roman to early Anglo-
Saxon England? Did such Roman influences come directly from Romano-British
culture, or were they later reintroduced to Anglo-Saxon England from the continent?
Could the two objects, made from different materials in different times and for different
purposes, possibly share a symbolic meaning? If so, what meaning could possibly be

appropriate in the context of both war gear and a mausoleum? If common to two such

2 Salin, B., Die altgermanische thierornamentik (Stockholm, 1904).

3 Bruce-Mitford, R., The Sutton Hoo Ship Burial Volume 2: arms, armour and regalia (London, 1978),
pp. 95-63; Fig44 p. 54.

+T. M. Dickinson, ‘Symbols of Protection: The significance of animal-ornamented shields in
Early Anglo-Saxon England’, Medieval Archaeolology 49 (2005), pp. 109-163; T. M. Dickinson, C.
Fern, and A. Richardson, ‘Early Anglo-Saxon Eastry: Archaeological evidence for the
beginnings of a district centre in the kingdom of Kent’, Anglo-Saxon Studies in Archaeology and
History 17 (2011), pp. 1-86.

5 MOLA team, Pristine Roman Sculpture Discovered by MOLA, MOLA Blogs (29t October 2013),
http://www.mola.org.uk/blog/pristine-roman-sculpture-discovered-mola [Accessed 27th
October 2016].
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diverse objects, could such a meaning be transferable to other serpents in Anglo-Saxon

symbolism? In short, what did the mount mean to its maker, owner, and audience?

Fig2: Roman Eagle Sculpture, discovered by MOLA archacologists at Minories, London,
first to second century. Museum of London Archaeology: MNR12 [569] <118>, © MOLA.

The study of the motif of the serpent in Anglo-Saxon England engages with
these questions. The serpent has a complex existence in Anglo-Saxon animal
symbolism; its image carries with it a symbolic meaning that draws on scripture,
Romano-British culture and pre-Christian Germanic ideas intertwined. Hawkes has

acknowledged Anglo-Saxon culture as being ‘transitional’ in the sense that Geertz
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coined the term.5 It was a society that made the fundamental shift from a pre-
Christian, oral culture to a Christian literate culture. The study of Anglo-Saxon
symbols 1s the study of an ever-changing synthesis of ideas. The ability of Anglo-Saxon
culture to incorporate new ideas into existing cultural practice is attested in Jolly’s study
of folk belief and popular religion in Anglo-Saxon England.” Jolly’s focus, is the
synthesis of liturgy and folk charms, but the image of the Anglo-Saxon serpent also
exemplifies this synthesis of old and new ideas from a range of different origins with a
range of different applications, interlaced around an elusive but nonetheless central
pattern of meaning. This thesis will unravel the meaning of the serpent as a motif'in the
complex landscape of multiple cultures and influences that existed in Anglo-Saxon

England.

2. The Serpent as a Symbol

The search for meaning in art or literature is a search fraught with difficulty.
Meaning, or the signified counterpart to the image or sign, is an elusive and often
multivalent concept, and must be approached with extra caution when dealing with
cultures such as those of Anglo-Saxon society. The Anglo-Saxon riddling culture
extends far beyond the composition of Old English riddles; scripture, history, and the
universe itself was understood in terms of typology, symbolism and divine signs with
multiple layers of significance for those who had the code to read them.? The Anglo-
Saxon period spanned centuries and included within it the widespread conversion of
the English people to Christianity — a fundamental influence in the way that people
thought about life, death and symbolism itself. Searching for a uniform significance for
a single motif over this entire span would surely produce a meaning so multivalent as to
render it meaningless. On the other hand, too much specificity could be equally
distorting; looking at too limited a group of examples denies the existence of the overall
context of the period and the evolution of the symbol. There is a balance to be struck.
As Hawkes has pointed out, when looking for the meaning of any given motif, ‘it is

likely that no single explanation can be provided; the likelihood that we are dealing

6 J. Hawkes, ‘Symbolic Lives: The Visual Evidence’, in J. Hines (ed.), The Anglo-Saxons from the
Migration Period to the Eighth Century: An Ethnographic Perspective (Woodbridge, 1997), p. 311;
Geertz, C., The Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays (London, 1973), p. 150.

7K. Jolly, Popular Religion in Anglo-Saxon England: Elf Charms in Context (Chapel Hill NC, and
London, 1996).

8 L. Webster, Anglo-Saxon Art (London, 2012), p.34; Hawkes, Symbolic Lives, pp. 314-15.



17

with a diversity of meanings, each of which may be both specific and multivalent, must

be accepted’.”

2.1. Approaches to the motif of the serpent

Unsurprisingly, art historians have driven the study of motifs and their symbolic
meanings in the early medieval period. Zoomorphic art from the Anglo-Saxon period
was first comprehensively addressed and categorised by Bernhard Salin in 1904.10 His
categorisation of early medieval zoomorphic style in northwest Europe was seminal,
and forms the foundation on which the majority of subsequent studies are based. By
cataloguing features of animal ornament in Germanic art such as heads, hips, and feet,
Salin was able to distinguish three categories, each following on and evolving from the
last. The dating of these styles and the relationship between them has been questioned
and refined considerably since he wrote, but Salin’s terminology has persisted,
particularly the categorisation of Style I and Style II.!! Salin’s Style I was roughly dated
by him to the fifth and sixth centuries, and was characterised by zoned or divided
bodies, inspired by earlier Saxon Relief styles and the Romano-British Quoit Brooch
Style. Style II, he argued, dates to the late sixth and seventh centuries, and is
characterised by interlace, showing sinuous bodies with or without limbs in interlocking
patterns. The chronology of Styles I and II was and continues to be a subject of

enquiry.'> Most depictions of serpents are found in Style II artwork. This is probably

9 Hawkes, Symbolic Lives, p. 317.
10 Salin, Die altgermanische ‘T hierornamentik.

1 In the years following Salin, discussion of Germanic style and ornament continued to be
undertaken mainly by Scandinavian academics such as Aberg in the 1920s (N. Aberg, Die
Franken und Westgoten in der Volkerwanderungszeit (Stockholm, 1922); idem, Den Nordisk Folk
vandringstidens Kronologi (Stockholm, 1924) and Holmqvist in the 1950s (W. Holmqvist, Germanic
Art During the First Mullenium AD (Stockholm, 1955)). The most notable British contribution was
from Kendrick, who attempted to reform both the terminology and chronology of Anglo-
Saxon style study (T. D. Kendrick, Anglo-Saxon Art to A.D. 900 (London, 1938); idem, ‘Style in
Early Anglo-Saxon Ornament’, Ipek 9 (1934), pp. 66-76). However, his attempts were largely
disregarded. See: G. Speake, Anglo-Saxon Animal Art and its Germanic Background (Oxford, 1980),
pp. 18-21.

12 See particularly: K. Heilund Nielsen, ‘Style IT and the Anglo-Saxon élite’, Anglo-Saxon Studies
in Archaeology and History 10 (1999), pp. 185-202; Ibid, ‘Style II and all that: the potential of the
hoard for statistical study of Chronology and geographical distributions’ in Geake (ed.), Papers
Jrom the Staffordshire Hoard Symposium (London, 2010), https://finds.org.uk/staffshoardsymposium
[Accessed May 24t 2015]; See also Webster’s concise summary of the chronology of Anglo-
Saxon Style: L. Webster, ‘Style: Influences, Chronology and Meaning’ in H. Hamerow, D. A.
Hinton and S. Crawford (eds), The Oxford Handbook of Anglo-Saxon Archaeology (Oxford, 2011), pp.
460-500.
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due to the fact that the shape of the serpent lends itself to zoomorphic interlace, which
is the dominant form of decoration in Style II.

Building on the work of Salin, Speake’s Anglo-Saxon Animal Art approached issues
of style as well as iconography.!3 Speake applied an interpretative approach to animal
iconography, including a section on the image of the serpent.!* His methodology seeks
to reconcile instances of a symbolic image separated by time and even by location,
pulling together a general set of connotations from individual examples. Speake’s
speculation on the meaning of the serpent is brief, constituting just one section of his
final chapter. However, his analysis 1s dense with examples of the image of the serpent
in Anglo-Saxon literature and in analogous cultures from the Germanic world.
Speake’s conclusion is succinct: ‘the snake or serpent, apparently at home both on the
earth and underground, affords a link between the world of the living and the
underworld’.!®

The work of scholars like Hicks, Wickham-Crowley, and Stevenson takes a
more interdisciplinary approach, seeking to use relevant literary sources to support
their interpretations of visual media.!® It is within this context that Thompson
approaches the matter of Anglo-Saxon animal symbolism, and specifically the motif of
the serpent.!” She looks at a specific aspect of the motif of the serpent — the wyrm — as it
appears on gravestones in both art and literature, using a holistic methodology that
draws on examples from a range of visual and literary sources to explain the link
between the gravestone and the image of the wyrm. Like Speake, Thompson comes to
the conclusion that there is an intimate connection between the serpent and Anglo-
Saxon concepts of death and the grave. Rauer’s purely literary contribution to the
study of the symbolic meaning of the Anglo-Saxon serpent also uses a broad range of
examples to illuminate one specific relationship; this time between dragon fights in epic

poetry and in hagiography. Her examination looks at the formulaic similarities between

13 Speake dedicates his book to Salin, and expressed his debt to the latter in his introduction: G.
Speake, Animal Art, p. 1.

14 Speake, Animal Art, pp. 85-92.
15 Speake, Animal Art, p. 92.

16 C. Hicks, Animals in Early Medieval Art (Edinburgh, 1993); R. B. K Stevenson, “The Hunterson
Brooch and its significance’, Medieval Archaeology 18 (1973), pp. 16-42; K. Wickham-Crowley,
“The Birds on the Sutton Hoo Instrument’, in R. Farrell and C. Neuman de Vegvar (eds),
Sutton Hoo: Fifly Years After (Oxford, OH, 1992), pp. 43-62.

17 Thompson, V., Dying and Death in Later Anglo-Saxon England (Woodbridge, 2004), pp. 132-169.
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the dragon fight in Beowulf and a multitude of hagiographical confrontations with
dragons or monstrous lizards. Whilst differences in the way that the dragons are
defeated are noted, Rauer’s overall conclusion is that the dragon represents an enemy
of society and all mankind in both epic and hagiographic contexts, and that the hero’s
virtue is key to his victory.

In her cross-disciplinary study of early medieval Insular art, Hawkes coined the
term ‘symbolic lives’ to refer to ‘those views of life and death apparently current among
the Anglo-Saxons in England which are revealed symbolically in their visual arts’.!®
Hawkes’ methodology reads the visual art of a culture, looking for patterns and points
of comparison with other visual and literary sources, cautiously reconstructing a
symbolic language of images that are used again and again.!® With regard to the motif
of the serpent, Hawkes makes reference to the probable protective function of its use on
personal items and items that were worn, stating that, ‘it is hard to imagine what
symbolic function other than apotropaism the serpent-motif could have had in these
contexts’.?? She also identifies instances in which the serpent is associated with
thresholds and transition, which she acknowledges links the motif to death, rebirth and
rites of passage.?! Finally, Hawkes identifies a biblical connotation for the motif, in
which she addresses the symbolic snake trampled beneath the feet of David in the
eighth-century Durham Cassiodorus.?? This, she suggests, exemplifies the image of the
serpent as a representative of both evil and death, as well as the ancient apotropaic

function of the symbolic serpent being stamped out.

2.11. Approaching meaning

To date, there has been no study dedicated to the motif of the serpent across

genres and media. The subject is vast; the Anglo-Saxons were, as Speake noted in

18 Hawkes, Symbolic Lies, p. 311.

19 For an example of the application of this approach, see the analysis of the ‘symbolic life” of
birds in Anglo-Saxon England by J. Ramirez, “The Symbolic Life of Birds in Anglo-Saxon
England’ Ph.D thesis (University of York, 2006).

20 Hawkes, Symbolic Lives, p. 323.
21 Hawkes, Symbolic Lives, p. 325
22 Hawkes, Symbolic Lives, p. 326; Durham, Dean and Chapter Library, B. II. 30, f. 172v.
23 Hawkes, Symbolic Lives, p. 326.
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1980, a ‘snake conscious’ culture.?* Anglo-Saxon art throngs with snakes and
serpentine shapes. In literature the wyrm appears in poetry and prose, from medical
texts to charms, elegies to scriptural poetry, and fables to exegesis. The serpent literally
looms large in the form of a dragon in the only Old English epic poem, Beowulf- This
present study does not claim to be exhaustive. Rather, it aims to look at the image of
the serpent in a number of very different contexts: medicine; poetry; exegesis; and
metalwork. Unlike the carved stone serpent and the grave, or Beowulf and hagiography,
these contexts have little or no generic connection to one another. This study
approaches the motif of the serpent by testing for correlation and analogues across a
range of genres and media. The aim is not so much to fix a single meaning behind
every use of serpent imagery rather to look for a common and perhaps underlying
factor that may link instances of serpentine symbolism in different contexts. This
common factor will not constitute ‘the meaning’ of the motif of the serpent in Anglo-
Saxon England. Instead, it will be the overall theme around which the individual
examples of image and meaning, sign and signified, are arranged. In a sense, this thesis
envisages the four individual contexts mentioned above as individual threads, each
separate but interlaced with the others. Viewing these interlaced genres from a wider
field of vision, the overall pattern of the threads, the underlying theme behind them all,
can be observed.

An examination of the motif of the serpent across genre and media will do two
things. Firstly, by looking at how and where the motif is applied across a range of
contexts, a common set of meanings can be observed, and an underlying theme of
meaning for the motif of the serpent can be posited. Of course, the specific imagery,
application and context of each image will be different, and indeed the precise meaning
of each example will also vary accordingly. However, this thesis will argue that behind
this is a broad and pervasive association of the serpent with Anglo-Saxon concepts of
death and transition, and that this is present in the subtext of the serpent motif across
genre and media. Secondly, it will show by example how the Anglo-Saxon motif of the
serpent draws on a range of influences and reconciles these within the context of the

image, creating meaningful symbols.

24 Speake, Animal Art, p. 87.
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3. The Old English wyrm: what makes a serpent?

The Modern English term ‘serpent’ is usually used to encompass a range of
animals, both real and imaginary, which possess certain physical qualities. These
qualities include a long, sinuous body with or without limbs, often with scales and
usually reptilian.?> The Anglo-Saxons, too, grouped animals together by appearance
and physical qualities, and there certainly is a clear correspondence between the group
of animals defined by the Modern English ‘serpent’ and those found under the
umbrella of the broadly applied Old English term wyrm. However, there are some
subtle differences.

The Old English term wyrm is used to describe various animals. The word is
extremely general, and refers to a variety of crawling or creeping animals, both real
and imaginary, throughout the Old English corpus. Bosworth and Toller’s An Anglo-
Saxon Dictionary gives the meaning ‘serpent, reptile’.?6 This is by far the most common
and obvious use of the term, as is evinced by the compilation of instances of the word
in the Dictionary. However, the range of animals to which the term is applied is more
varied than might be imagined. In Beowulf, the term wyrm is used alongside the term
draca to refer to the huge, venomous dragon of the poem’s final act; it is also applied
retrospectively to the dragon that fought with the hero Sigmund.?’ In Soul and Body, on
the other hand, wyrmm is used to refer to the various small animals and organisms that
consume a corpse in a grave.?® In one instance, the compound term ‘moldwyrmas’ is

used, bringing together Old English molde [mould, dust, sand, earth] and wyrm.?? The

25 The Oxford English Dictionary prioritises limbless animals in its definition of ‘serpent’,
definition l.a being: ‘Any of the scaly limbless reptiles regarded as having the properties of
hissing and ‘stinging”’. However, the secondary definition, 1.b, suggests ‘A creeping thing or
reptile’, and references animals with limbs. See: The Oxford English Dictionary Online (Oxford
University Press, 2017), ‘serpent’ [accessed September 18t 2017].

26 Bosworth and Toller, An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary Online, ‘wyrm’.
http://www.bosworthtoller.com [Accessed 5 July 2015] .

27 Sigmund’s dragon is described as both ‘wyrm’ and ‘draca’: F. Klaeber ed. Beowulf and the Fight
at Finsburg (Toronto and London, 4t edition, 2008), 1. 891/2, p. 32; Wyrm terminology is used
to describe Beowulf’s dragon in: 1. 2287, p. 79; . 2307, p. 79; 1. 2316, p. 80; 1. 2343, p. 80; L
2348, p. 81; 1. 2400, p. 82; 1. 2519, p. 86; 1. 2567, p. 88;1. 2629, p. 90; 1. 2669, p. 91; 1. 2705, p.
92; 1. 2745, p. 93; 1. 2759, p. 94; 1. 2771, p. 94; L. 2827, p. 96; 1. 2902, p. 99; 1. 3039, p. 403; 1.
3132, p. 106. There is also on oblique reference when the dragon’s hoard’s quality is described
in terms of ‘wyrmhorda craeft’ [craft of the wyrm-hoards]; 1. 2221, p. 75.

28 D. Moftat (ed.), The Old English Soul and Body (Woodbridge, 1990), 1. 22, pp.50/1; L. 25, pp.
50/1;1. 71, pp 54/5; 1. 83, pp. 56/7; 1. 111, pp. 60/1; 1. 116, pp. 60/1; 1. 122, pp. 60/1;1. 124,
pp.- 60/1.

29 Bosworth and Toller, Dictionary, ‘wyrm’, ‘molde’, ‘moldwyrm’.
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word molde 1s often associated with the grave, being found also in the compound words
moldern [an earth-house, a grave] and moldgref [a grave].30 The ‘moldywyrmas’ in Sou/
and Body are translated by Moffatt as ‘earthworms’,3! but whether the audience is to
imagine this animal as a worm, a maggot or even an insect is indeterminable. In the
medical text Medicina de Quadrupedibus there is a remedy against ‘hnite and wyrmas’ [nits
and wyrmas] on children. The remedy could have been co-incidentally efficacious
against two, but the fact that the wyrm is being treated alongside these insectiform
parasites hints again at its own parasitic nature, and perhaps even an association
between the two types of animal.3? In another medical text, the Herbarium of Pseudo
Apulewus, the word wyrm 1s used to describe creatures called spalangiones, a venomous
spider.33 There is also a possibility that the word could refer not to an animal but to an
invisible agent of decay. In the medical texts, the wymm appears as an embodiment of
disease itself, and is strongly associated with the invisible, ‘onflyge’ [onfliers, flying
venom].3*

Neville has observed that the meaning of the word wyrm is very broad and even
‘imprecise’, drawing attention to the fact that this imprecision is also reflected in early
medieval Latin usage of vermis and serpens.3> Rather than being an obstacle to this thesis,
the elasticity of the term wyrm illuminates the study of the motif of the serpent in Anglo-
Saxon England. By looking at the range of animals that share this term, much can be
extrapolated about how Old English speakers viewed the serpent. Thompson has
reflected on the imprecision of the word wyrm noted by Neville, concluding that the
wyrm may be described as having the qualities of ‘poisonousness, an intimate
relationship with human flesh, a taste for the same, an uncanny way of moving

(creopende), the ability to disappear underground, and a closeness to the dead’.3¢ This is a

30 Bosworth and Toller, Dictionary, ‘moldern’, ‘moldgref’.
31 Moftat, Soul and Body, 1. 71, p. 54.
32 Cockayne, Leechdoms, Vol.I, ‘Quadrupedibus’, Ch. ix.13, p. 364; trans p. 365.

33T. O. Cockayne, Leechdoms, Wortcunning and Starcraft of Early England, 3 vols (1864-66, repr.
London, 1961), I Herbarium, Ch. xc.13, pp.196-8; Ch. c.4, pp. 214-15; Ch. cxxxix.4, pp. 258-9;
Ch. clxxiv.2, pp. 306-7. See Chapter 1, 5.1.

3¢ This is most notable in the Lay of the Nine Herbs and Lay of the Nine Twigs of Woden (Cockayne,
Leechdoms, 111, Lacnunga, 45.(1) p 32; 45.(11) p. 32; 45.(iv), p. 32; 45.(vi), p. 34; 45.(viil, ix), p. 37;
45.(vii1, ix), p. 37.) See: Chapter 1, 5.viL

35 Neville draws particular attention to the use of these terms in the works of Isidore of Seville.
See: J. Neville, Representations of the Natural World in Old English Poetry (Cambridge, 1999), p.108.

36 V. Thompson, Dying and Death, p. 132; “(creopende)’ [‘creeping’] is Thompson’s own insertion.
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good working definition to start out with. As will be demonstrated in the case studies
here, it is primarily this ‘uncanny’ movement or creeping motion, both in physical
reality and in a metaphorical sense, that ties this group of animals together in the
Anglo-Saxon mind. The concept of uncanniness is borrowed from psychoanalytical
theory: although he by no means invented the term, Freud defined it as the feeling
produced by viewing something that is simultaneously familiar and unsettlingly
unfamiliar.3” In this way, the word wyrm occupies a semantic space comparable to that
which the infantile term ‘creepy crawly’ occupies in Modern English. With regard to
this thesis, it would be obtuse to try to examine only the wymm that fits the modern
English view of what is serpentine. Instead, the case studies will include the full range of
Old English wyrm-like creatures, looking at the features they share and using these
features to illuminate what it meant for a creature to be serpentine in Anglo-Saxon

England.

4. The Snaca: A notable absence

It 1s worth making note of the rarity of the Old English word snaca. Bosworth
and Toller translate the term as ‘a reptile, a snake’. 3 However, despite the large
number of serpentine animals present in the Old English corpus, the word snaca is a
rarity. A simple search for the element snac in the Dictionary of Old English Corpus
brings up thirteen results that are pertinent, and of these eleven are direct glosses of
Latin coluber, also meaning ‘snake.’ 39

Of the remaining two, one appears in 7he Herbarium of Pseudo Apulewus, a text also
translated and adapted from a Latin original. Here, the remedy describes a herb that is
useful if someone steps on ‘snacan 0d0e nadran’ [snakes or adders], clarifying the term
by using it alongside the far more common nedre [adder, snake].* Another is from an
Old English version of the Gospel of Luke found in Cambridge, Corpus Christi
College, MS. 140. Again it 1s a translation from Latin and again appearing alongside

nedre in Luke 10:19: °...nu ic sealde eow anweald to tredenne ofer needdran &

37 8. Freud, ‘Das Unheimliche’, in J. Strachey (ed.), Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological
Works of Sigmund Freud, vol 17 (London, 1919, reprinted 2001) pp. 219-252.

38 Bosworth and Toller, Dictionary, ‘Snaca’.

39 A. diPaolo Healy et al (ed.), Dictionary of Old English Web Corpus,
http://tapor.library.utoronto.ca.ezproxy4.lib.le.ac.uk/doecorpus/simple.html [accessed 9th
January 2017].

40 Cockayne, Leechdoms, Vol. 1. Herbarium, p. 152.
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snacan...” [Now I give you the power to tread upon adders and snakes].*! Interestingly,
the wording used in the Vulgate is ‘serpentes et scorpiones’ [serpents and scorpions]
and not ‘serpentes et colubri’ [serpents and snakes|, suggesting that the word snaca, like
wyrm, may have had a broader meaning that could encompass the scorpion. However,
it is impossible to know for certain what the wording of the Latin source for the West-
Saxon translation was, and there is no further evidence for such a translation in the
Old English corpus.

It 1s likely that the word snaca was not in common usage during the Anglo-
Saxon period. However, just because the Old English ancestor of Modern English
‘snake’ 1s a rarity does not mean that there are scarce references to true snakes in the
Old English corpus. In fact, there are hundreds. The word that is used most often to
denote a true snake is nedre. As demonstrated in Chapter 1, London, British Library,
Cotton Vitellus C.ii1 makes it particularly clear that the word nedre refers to a true
snake, both by the context of the remedies in the Herbarium of Pseudo Apuleius and the
illustrations that accompany the text in that manuscript.*? The word nedre, in contrast
to snaca, appears in the Dictionary of Old English Corpus 532 times when the spelling
variants ned- neddr- nedde- are searched. It seems that, in extant Old English at least, a
snake 1s most often referred to as a nedre and the rare snaca is used to translate Latin
coluber. Perhaps this could indicate that a specific kind exotic or non-native snake is
being referenced, one that was not a nedre, but that required more specificity than the
generic term wyrm. Equally possible is that the w§ord was far more common in dialects
less well-represented in the extant corpus than West Saxon. However, it is enough to
mention here that there is very little evidence of the word snaca, and due to that fact it

will be absent in the remainder of this thesis.

5. Key influences: some exemplary serpents

Serpents proliferate throughout Anglo-Saxon art, literature and imagination,
but there are a few examples of serpents that stand out as being particularly influential.
When thinking about the serpent in the early medieval period, ideas of damnation and
diabolical influence come to mind; the serpent appears both as the agent of the Fall of

Man in the biblical book of Genesis (3:1-24) and as a manifestation of Satan’s will in

41 Skeat, W. (ed.) The Gospel according to Saint Luke in Anglo-Saxon and Northumbrian versions
(Gambridge, 1874) p. 108.

42 Chapter 1, 5.11.
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Revelation (12:1-14).43 However, there are a few more nuanced general cultural and
religious factors that influence the general connotations of serpentine animals in Anglo-

Saxon England.

5.1. Pre-Christian influences

It is far easier to trace the symbolic life of the serpent in Christian mythology
than in pre-Christian. Evidence of pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon belief is scarce; after all,
pre-Christian Anglo-Saxon England was a largely illiterate, oral culture. Speake’s work
touches on the image of the serpent in other pre-Christian art in the early medieval
period, but Anglo-Saxon examples of the pre-Christian symbolic serpent are extremely
limited.** Two possible textual sources for interpreting a pre-Christian, Anglo-Saxon
serpent motif (if such a thing can be postulated) are Beowulf and the folkloric charms
found in London, British Library, Harley 585 known as 7he Lay of the Nine Herbs and
The nine twigs of Woden.*> Both texts include serpents in a secular context; however, both
texts include Christian elements and survive only in a literate, Christian world. The fact
that all of the textual evidence we have for pre-Christian Germanic belief comes from a
Christian, Latin-influenced culture of literacy presents a problem for the study of
symbols; survivals of pre-Christian symbolism are complicated by both the modern
reader’s assumptions about religion and belief as well as the medieval writer’s. As Hines
has pointed out, ‘we may only be able to recognise as religion what is substantially
similar to religion as we know it’.#6 The search for pre-Christian serpent symbolism in
Anglo-Saxon England is not the same as the search for pre-Christian religion.
However, symbolism and religion are similarly affected in this respect. Any seemingly
pre-Christian serpentine symbolism in literature had probably already been informed
by Christian tradition at the time of its codification; without any direct evidence for
what these beliefs were, modern readers invariably interpret this symbolism through

the lens of Christianity.

5.11. The biblical serpent: positive and negative

# See discussion of Bede’s commentary on Revelation, Chapter 4, 6.
# Speake, Animal Art, pp. 85-92.
# Chapter 1, 5.vil.

46 J. Hines, ‘Religion: the limits of knowledge’ in J. Hines (ed.), The Anglo-Saxons from the Migration
Period to the Eighth Century: An Ethnographic Perspective (Woodbridge, 1997), p. 377.
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By far the most obvious and influential example of Christian serpent symbolism
comes from the Bible, perhaps the most fundamental text in shaping the Anglo-Saxon
post-conversion world-view. Early in the book of Genesis a serpent appears as an agent
of Satan’s will and causes the Fall of Man. This serpent represents the first and most
explicit association between the serpent and the Devil in the Bible. This story also
incorporates the origin of the limbless true snake. As the story defines what the snake is,
it also sets the tone and context for what its image will come to mean in Christian
symbolism. In a culture such as Anglo-Saxon England, in which the majority of the
written corpus derives from a Christian literate elite, the serpent of Genesis surely had
great influence on the meaning of the animal’s image in other areas too. The serpent of
the book of Genesis is an influential model for the meaning of the serpent in Anglo-
Saxon England. Thompson points to Augustine’s analysis of the relationship between
God, man and biblical serpent in his commentaries on the psalms, and goes so far as to
suggest that ‘the struggle between humanity and the serpent is the Leitmotif of the fallen
universe’.*’ Indeed, the identification between the serpent and death is neatly
encapsulated in the Christian tradition; a tradition in which one of the central dramas
is the transcendence of death and the achievement of eternal life. The serpent is the
agent of the Devil that causes human mortality to become a reality; Man is made from
dust and returns to dust (Gen 3:19) and the serpent is condemned to eat dust (Gen
3:14). The symbolic implications of this are made physical in the poem Soul and Body in
which the wyrm actually consumes the mortal remains of a man in his grave (see above,
Intro 2). Salvation comes in the form of eternal life in which the soul 1s saved from the
body’s fate. The struggle between mortal man and death is epitomised in the enmity
between mankind and the serpent, vividly described in Genesis where this conflict is
espoused in the voice of the divine (Gen 3:15).

Although the link between the serpent and the Fall of Man is strong, the image
of the serpent does not invariably carry negative connotations in scripture. In Matthew

10:16, Jesus advises his disciples to emulate the serpent (see also Chapter 5, I11.4):

47 Thompson, Dying and Death, p. 134; Augustine, Exposition on Psalm 104, ed. J. P. Migne, PL 37
(Paris, 1386); see also: Augustine, Ennarationes in Psalmos CI-CL eds E. Dekkers and J. Fraipont,
CCSL 40 (Turnhout, 1956).
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Ecce ego mitto vos sicut oves in medio luporum estote ergo prudentes

sicut serpentes et simplices sicut columbae.*®

Behold, I send you as sheep in the midst of wolves. Be you therefore as

prudent as serpents and as simple as doves.

Admittedly, there is a contrast between the two animals that was probably intentional;
the serpent and the dove are diametrically opposed animals in terms of Christian
iconography, one representing diabolical influence and the other representing the Holy
Spirit, one third of the tripartite divinity in Christian cosmology. However, the
scripture here indicates that it is not the quality of serpentine prudence or cunning in
itself that is negative. The positive aspect of this serpent-like prudence is also
acknowledged by Augustine, who repeats Jesus’ advice in his De Doctrina Christiana. *°
Elsewhere in the same text, Augustine elaborates on the ways in which snakes provides
a positive example of wisdom by pointing to their natural behaviour: Snakes, Augustine
notes, shed their skin by moving through a narrow gap, thus mirroring Christ in its
rebirth and renewal by suffering.’® They also protect their heads by sacrificing the tail,
demonstrating another way that Christ would wish his followers to be ‘prudent as
serpents™!. The reference to Matthew 10:16 appears again in the mid-eighth-century
Regula Canonicorum of Chrodegang; the advice to be like both the serpent and the dove,
here directed to the archdeacon and the primericus, appears in the original rule, the
enlarged rule and in the Old English translation of the enlarged rule.5? The Regula
Canonicorum 1s by its nature a pragmatic text, providing a rule for the lives of canons in

the burgeoning early medieval Church. The appearance of Matthew 10:16 here

48 Unless otherwise stated, all biblical quotations are taken from the Vulgate (R. Weber and R.
Gryson (eds), Biblia Sacra Vulgata (1994), https://www.academic-
bible.com/en/home/scholarly-editions/vulgate/[Accessed 9t February 2015]).

49 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, ed. and transl. R. P. H. Green (Oxford, 1995), book II, 60,
pp. 82-4.

50 Augustine, Doctrina, book II, 80, P. 166.
51 Augustine, Doctrina, book II, 80, P. 166.

52 In the original Rule: Chrodegang, Regula Canonicorum, (ed. and trans), J. Bertram, The
Chrodegang Rules: The Rules for the Common Life of the Secular Clergy from the Eighth and Ninth Centuries.
Critical Texts with Translations and Commentary (Aldershot, 2005), p. 42; trans p. 71. For the
reference in both the Latin and Old English Enlarged Rule see, B. Langefeld (ed. and transl.),
The Old English Version of the Enlarged Rule of Chrodegang: together with the Latin text and an English
Translation (Munich, 1985), ch. VIII, p. 189 and transl. p. 364.
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suggests a real world relevance for the motif of the prudent serpent. The connection
between the serpent and prudence is probably informed by the semantic congruence
that exists between the word serpens [serpent] and sapiens [wisdom] in Latin. Augustine
uses the two words side by side when he describes the salvation of mankind in his De
Doctrina Christiana, saying ‘serpetis sapienta decepti sumus, dei stultitia liberamur’ [we
were trapped by the wisdom of the serpent, we are freed by the foolishness of God].%3
In this instance, not only 1s are the terms sapiens and serpens adjacent to one another, but
the idea of wisdom itself is turned on its head as Augustine presents it negatively in
contrast to the humility and self-sacrifice of God. Howen addresses the ambigious
attitude that medieval thinkers had towards the cunning serpent, and suggests that it
was one of many Christian images that could be both good and bad depending on its
context.>*

In the majority of cases, the image of the serpent as it is found in Anglo-Saxon
England is negative; nevertheless it is worth noting that the serpent is a multivalent
image in Christian symbolic tradition — both scriptural and patristic. It’s relationship to
wisdom and prudence makes it a complex symbol capable of being both positive and

negative, depending on its context.

6. Serpents in the Anglo-Saxon landscape

The presence of real snakes that lived in the Anglo-Saxon landscape must surely
have been another influence on the Anglo-Saxon perception of the serpent. They likely
existed in greater numbers than today due to less habitat disturbance. Three species of
snake are native to the British Isles. These are the adder (Vipera berus), the grass snake
(Natrix natrix) and the smooth snake (Coronella austriaca).> Also present is the slow worm
(Anguis fragilis), which is in fact a limbless lizard, not a true snake.’® Of these, only the
adder is venomous. Despite this, as we will see in Chapter 1, the Old English medical

texts mention snakes and snake-bite frequently.>” Whilst the Anglo-Saxon propensity

53 Augustine, De Doctrina Christiana, ed. and transl. R. P. H. Green (Oxford, 1995), book I, 27, p.
25.

5 Howen, L., Animals and the Symbolic in Medieval Art and Literature (Groningen, 1997), p. 11.
% See: L. G. Appleby, British Snakes (London, 1971).

56 H. W. Parker and A. G. C. Grandison, Snakes: a natural hustory (London, 2nd edition, 1977), p.
11.

57 Chapter 1, 5.11.
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for the form and symbolism of the serpent does seem to be disproportionate to the
number of actual serpents in their reality, there is evidence that they were aware of

serpents in their everyday landscape.

6.1. Written Evidence: The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is a series of annals composed in Old English. It
provides a useful textual source to examine the relationship between Anglo-Saxons and
serpents in their everyday environment. Whilst the reliability of any historical
document may be debated, the Chronicle deals mostly in what were — or were
perceived as — real world events, particularly events affecting the elite of society.”® The
annals also include auspices and omens with very little commentary, perhaps the most
famous being the sighting of what is now known as Haley’s Comet in the year 1066.5
Serpents also feature amongst these significant events. In the year 774, the Chronicle
mentions serpents as it notes a plague of ‘wundorlice naedran’ [wondrous adders] in
Sussex.50 This reference to many serpents in the area is recorded alongside a battle
between the peoples of Mercia and Kent, as well as a ‘read criste’ [red cross] that
appeared in the sky after sunset at an unspecified location. It is possible that this is an
example of intentional parataxis, and the large number of adders was meant be read as
a sign by virtue of the fact that it occurs alongside the appearance of the red cross. Of
course, on the other hand, the event may have been recorded simply for the
environmental disruption that it caused. In either case, the Anglo-Saxons of mid-
eighth-century Sussex were sharing their landscape with snakes and were aware of a
sudden swell in the population when it occurred.

The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle includes another mention of serpentine imagery
which is more obviously to be read as an omen in the entry for 793; the entry records

‘fyrenne dracan’ [fiery dragons] seen in the sky.®! The reference might be to a number

58 Brooks, N., P., “Why is the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle about kings?’, Anglo-Saxon England 39
(2010), pp. 43-70.

59 O’Brien O’Keefte, C. (ed.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: a collaborative edition, volume 5, MS. C
(Cambridge, 2001), p. 120; Cubbin, G. P. (ed.), The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: A Collaborative Edition,
volume 6, MS. D (Cambridge, 1996), p. 79.

60 O’ Brien O’ Keefte, Chronicle MS.C, p. 49; Cubbin, Chronicle MS.D, p. 15; Irvine, S. (ed.), The
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: a collaborative edition, volume 7, MS.E (Cambridge, 2004), p. 40; Baker, P.S.,
The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: a collaborative edition, Volume 8, MS.F (Cambridge, 2000), p. 52.

61 Gubbin, Chronicle MS.D, p. 17; Irvine, Chronicle MS.E, p. 42; Baker, Chronicle MS F, p.55.



30

of astrological phenomena, but Ellis Davidson suggests that the reference actually
describes the aurora borealis.%? The undulating, snake-like patterns that occur in the
aurora borealis could certainly call to mind a serpentine form. Although in the second
example, the fiery dragons are certainly metaphorical, both of these instances are
examples of the motif of the serpent impacting everyday life and the real world

environment of Anglo-Saxon England.

6.11. Archaeological Evidence

Looking for physical evidence of serpents in the Anglo-Saxon landscape is
difficult. There have been many studies that examine the distribution of animal
remains in Anglo-Saxon England in order to understand habitats, farming and hunting
practices, and the animal populations of the period.5®* However, the extent of the
presence of true snakes in Anglo-Saxon England is difficult to estimate by this method.
Skeletal records are lacking. Unlike some domestic or wild mammals, the British snake
has no significant value as a food source, and is therefore not likely to be represented in
manmade deposits. It also has an extremely delicate skeletal structure that does not
survive well over time. There have been some limited finds; for example, O’Connor
notes some serpentine finds from the excavation at Fishergate in his study of the
economy and environment of York in the eighth to eleventh centuries.®* He notes that
‘a number of specimens of slow worms (anguis fragilis) and of an unidentified small snake
were recovered’.%> However, finds such as this are quite rare and are not sufficient to
speculate on snake populations in a broader sense. The eel 1s different from other

serpents in this regard. As a staple food source their remains have been deliberately

62 Ellis Davidson, H. R., Gods and Myths of Northern Europe (Harmondsworth, 1964), p. 160.

63 There are a number of essays on environmental archaeology in: J. Rackham (ed.), Environment
and Economy in Anglo-Saxon England (Y ork, 1994). Notable recent contributions to the
zooarchaeology of England in the period include: B. Coles, Beavers in Britain’s Past (Oxford,
2006); A. Pluskowski, Wolves and the Wilderness in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge, 2006); A.
Pluskowski, “The Archaeology of Paganism’ in H. Hamerow, D. Hinton and S. Crawford (eds),
The Oxford Handbook of Anglo-Saxon Archaeology (Oxford, 2011), pp. 764-78; N. Sykes, ‘Deer, Land,
Knives and Halls: social change in early medieval England’, The Antiquaries Journal 90 (2010),
pp- 175-93; N. Sykes, ‘Woods and the Wilds’, in H. Hamerow, D. Hinton and S. Crawford
(eds), The Oxford Handbook of Anglo-Saxon Archaeology (Oxford, 2011), pp. 327-45.

64 O’Connor, T., ‘8th-11th century economy and environment in York’, in J. Rackham (ed.),
Environment and Economy in Anglo-Saxon England (York, 1994).

65 O’Connor, 8%-11% century, p. 142.
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preserved in several cases. For example, eels were discovered coiled in a basket and

deposited as grave goods at a seventh-century cemetery in west Cambridge.%6

6.111. Place-Name Evidence

Place-names can also yield evidence of how people in the Anglo-Saxon period
interacted with and related to the natural world around them. The subject of animals
in place-names has been of interest to onomasts such as Aybes, Yalden and Gelling, but
so far studies have concentrated mainly on birds and mammal names.®’ In a recent
study, Poole has examined place-names as evidence of how much the native fauna of
Anglo-Saxon England affected the lives and occupied the minds of its inhabitants.5® His
study focused on badgers and foxes, and takes archaeological as well as place-name
evidence into consideration. Poole’s conclusions note the increase in the trapping and
control of wild mammal populations later in the Anglo-Saxon period and the effect this
had on both wild populations and the practices of humans. Of course, these
conclusions are centred on mammal populations and are not readily applicable to
snakes. However, Poole’s method of observing people’s awareness of wild animals
through the lens of place-name evidence is relevant. Poole concludes that, ‘In contrast
to the dearth of foxes and badgers in faunal assemblages, place-names are rich with
their presence. These data indicate that people living in Anglo-Saxon England had a
great deal of knowledge about the habitats of badgers and foxes, and inform us about
the ways in which differences in behavior between these species filtered into human
perceptions’.5?

Whilst serpentine remains in archeological deposits are scarce, serpentine
elements do appear in English place-names. A majority of these are listed in the

English Place-Name Society’s county volumes, with the major names searchable via the

66 N. Dodwell, S. Lucy and J. Tipper, ‘Anglo-Saxons on the Cambridge Backs: the
Criminology site settlement and King's Garden Hostel cemetery’, Proceedings of the Cambridge
Antiquarian Society 93 (2004), p. 95-124; Chapter 5, 5.iib.

67 Aybes, C. and Yalden, D. W., ‘Place-name evidence for the former distribution and status of
wolves and beavers in Britain’, Mammal Review 25, Vol. 4 (1995), pp. 201-226; Gelling, M.
Place-Names in the Landscape (London, 1984).

68 K. Poole, 'Foxes and Badgers in Anglo-Saxon Life and Landscape', Archaeological Journal 172
(2015), pp. 389-422.

69 Poole, ‘Foxes’ (2013), p. 416.
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University of Nottingham’s Key to English Place Names online resource.’” Searching the
corpus of major place names yields a sampling of results that are determined by the

English Place Name Society to derive from the Old English word wyrm.

Name Key to English Place Names Meaning
Worminghall, Uncertain. ‘Wyrma’s nook of land’ or ‘snake nook of land’
Buckinghamshire?!

Wormbhill, ‘wyrma’s hill’

Derbyshire’?

Wormington, farm/settlement connected with Wyrma’
Gloucestershire’3

Wormsley, Uncertain, ‘Wyrma’s wood/clearing’ or perhaps ‘snake
Herefordshire’ wood/ clearing’

Wormbridge,”> ‘worm brook bridge’

Herefordshire

Wormley, ‘snake wood/clearing’

Hertfordshire’®

Wormegay, ‘Wyrma’s Island’, less likely ‘island of Wyrma’s people’.
Norfolk’’

70 Rey to English Place Names (University of Nottingham Insitiute for Name Studies, Rey to English
Place Names, http:/ /kepn.nottingham.ac.uk [accessed 2nd July 2015]. The Key draws on the
ongoing survey of English place names in the English Place Name Society’s county volumes,
ed. A. H. Smith (et alia), English Place Name Society, vols (CGambridge, 1926-present). The relevant
volumes for each place-name is given below in the footnotes.

I Mawer, a. and Stenton, F. M., The Place Names of Buckinghamshire, Eng. Place-Name Soc.,
Vol.ii (Cambridge, 1925), pp. 129-30.

72 Cameron, K., The Place Names of Derbyshire, Eng. Place Name Soc., Vol. xxvii (Gambridge,
1959), p. 179.

73 Smith, A. H., The Place names of Gloucestershire: Part 11, The North and West Cotswolds, Eng. Place-
Name Soc., Vol. xxxix (Cambridge, 1964), p. 40.

"+ Watts, Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names (Cambridge, 2003), p. 701.
75> Watts, Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names (Cambridge, 2003) p. 700-1.

76 A. Mawer and F. M. Stenton, The Place-Names of Hertfordshire, Eng. Place-Name Soc., Vol. xv
(Gambridge, 1938), pp. 233-4.

77 Watts, Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names (Cambridge, 2003) p. 701.
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There are two reasons that a place might be named after a wyrm evident in this small
group of geographically scattered examples: that the place is associated with a
serpentine animal or that it is associated with a person named after a serpentine
animal. In the majority of cases, it is not clear which of these was the original meaning
of the place-name. However, both possibilities are of interest; if indeed the places are so
named due to the number of animals in that area, then this evidence could point to an
awareness of the habitats and movements of snakes; a conclusion similar to that drawn
by Poole.”® Worminghall (Bucks) and Wormsley (Here) are both determined to be
‘uncertain’, while Wormbridge (Here) and Wormley (Herts) are determined to relate to
the animal in the landscape rather than a person.

Wormbhill (Derbs), Wormington (Glos) and Wormegay (Norf) are all determined
to be associated with a person with the name Wyrma. The implications for this word as
a personal name are manifold. Though there are, as discussed above, some positive
aspects of the serpent, the majority of associations with the animal(s) denoted by the
word wyrm are mostly negative. It may seem surprising at first that the name should be
applied to a person. However, the entry for Worminghall in the English Place Name
Society’s county volumes speculates that ‘there must have been OE names Wurma, and
with mutation of the stem-vowel, Wymma, although the only OE name on record with a
Wurm-element is Wurmhere’.”® The Old English wurma is also a word on its own, and can
either be a variant of wyrm or a type of shellfish, or the purple dye which can be
extracted from that shellfish.8% It is possible that the Old English name Wyrma derives
not from Old English wyrm but from Old English wurmm, meaning purple.?! However,
the existence of the analogous Old Norse name Ormr, derived from the Old Norse ormr

also meaning serpent, suggests that serpentine words were indeed used as names.5? In

78 Poole, 'Foxes’ (2015), p. 411; 416.

79 A Mawer and F. M. Stenton, The Place Names of Buckinghamshire, Eng. Place-Name Soc., Vol.ii
(Gambridge, 1925), pp. 129-30.

80 Bosworth and Toller, Dictionary, ‘wurm’.
81 Bosworth and Toller, Dictionary, ‘wurm’.

82 A similar pattern occurs with place-names beginning with ‘Orm-’". Ormskirk, Lancashire
(Watts, Cambridge Dictionary of English Place-Names (Cambridge, 2003), p. 452.), Ormside,
Westmorland (A. H. Smith, Place-Names of Westmorland: Part II, Eng. Place-Name Soc., Vol. xliii
(Gambridge, 1967), p. 89), Ormesby in Yorkshire (Smith, A. H., Place-Names of the North Riding of
Yorkshire, Eng. Place-Name Soc., Vol. v (CGambridge, 1928), p. 157.) and Ormesby St. Margaret
and St. Michael in Norfolk (Sandred, K. I., and Lindstrém, B., The Place-Names of Norfolk: Part
1I, Eng. Place-Name Soc., Vol. Ixxii (Cambridge, 1996), p. 13) are all judged by the Place-
Name Society to derive from the personal name Ormr.
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any case, both the place- and personal names are evidence of the presence of the wyrm
in everyday Anglo-Saxon life across a wide geographical area, whether in the form of
real animals inhabiting the landscape or imaginary, symbolic animals that nonetheless
come to represent real people. Both are examples of how the serpent was present in the

Anglo-Saxon mind beyond explicit references in exegesis, poetry or art.

7. Methodology

The aim of this thesis is not to survey all mentions or depictions of serpents in
Anglo-Saxon sources. Such a survey would be well beyond the limits of its capacity.
Instead, this thesis looks to examine how the image of the serpent is used in several
different genres of literature and visual media. The process of doing this can be likened
to archaeological practice. Instead of attempting to excavate and lift out the entirety of
serpentine imagery in the Anglo-Saxon mind, this study chooses case studies as test pits.
Each case study is based on a particular type of evidence. If there is commonality
between the representations of serpents in all five ‘test pits’, then an overall meaning of
the serpent across the entire field of Anglo-Saxon symbolic thought can be proposed.
This thesis will not reach the stage of excavating that entire field, but it can suggest a
pattern of meaning across media from Anglo-Saxon England.

Chapter One looks at the role of serpentine animals in medical texts; here
snakes are particularly prolific, and occur frequently in a small corpus of Anglo-Saxon
medical texts. The Old English medical texts will be examined as a case study, with
their relationship to Latin traditions acknowledged. The medical texts are particularly
pertinent to this study since, of all Old English texts in the extant corpus, they are by
far the most dense with references to serpents. Chapter Two analyses the literary role
of the serpent in the Old English epic Beowulf; this chapter is followed by a second
literary case study in Chapter Three, which examines the serpent in the Old English
scriptural poetry of a single manuscript, Oxford, Bodleian Library Junius XI (hereafter,
Junius XI). These case studies were chosen for two reasons: firstly, both Beowulf and the
poems of Junius XI contain an unusually high number of references to serpentine
creatures. Secondly, whilst the focus of Beowulf 1s secular poetry and the focus of Junius
X1 is religious poetry, both come from manuscripts compiled with a particular theme in
mind, and both demonstrate a development of the image of the serpent in various
different contexts, making them highly comparable. Chapter Four deals with serpents

in historical and exegetical texts, taking its lead from the scriptural poetry dealt with in
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Chapter Three and using three works of Bede as case studies; these are, Libri quatuor in
principum Genesis, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum and Explanatio Apocalypseos. Bede’s
extensive body of work is well represented in the extant corpus and contains references
to serpents in a variety of different contexts, making for another useful case study.
Finally, Chapter Five examines the image of the serpent in a visual context, taking the
metalwork of the Staffordshire hoard as a case study and looking at how it relates to
that most central of Anglo-Saxon social and economic practices — war.

The choice of case studies covers the religious and the secular, poetry and
prose, image and text, orthodox and popular, the educated elite and the commonplace.
By examining the usage, connotations and symbolic value of the serpent in each of
these diverse examples, the thesis examines how the underlying association between the

serpent and death pervades the use of this motif.
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CHAPTER 1
The Serpent in the Old English Medical Texts

1. Introduction

Old English medical literature is preoccupied with serpents. Serpents and serpentine
creatures are the focus of many Old English remedies, appearing abundantly as real
animals responsible for bites, afflictions and infestations, and ranging in kind from true
snakes to intestinal worms. However, central as they are to the genre, these real
creatures are only part of the whole picture. Sometimes serpentine creatures appear as
scapegoats, blamed for afflictions of the eye, ear, or teeth in cases where the presence
of any actual wyrm is unlikely. Sometimes serpentine terminology is used to refer to
other small creatures, particularly those that are venomous or parasitic in some way.
In other cases it seems the invisible serpent is used even more broadly as a metaphor
for infection and infected matter, or even the adversary of disease itself. Whilst the
identity of some of these serpents is ambiguous, the Old English medical texts reveal
much about what the image of the serpent meant in Anglo-Saxon England. In all its
various guises, the serpentine presence in the medical texts 1s insidious by nature; it is
unseen, hidden or invisible, and seeks to consume, break down or parasitize the

human body.

2. The Texts

There are four Old English medical texts that deal extensively with serpents.!
These are: The Herbarium of Pseudo-Apulewus (hereafter, Herbarium); Medicina de
quadrupedibus (hereafter, Quadrupedibus); Bald's Leechbook (hereafter, Leechbook); Lacnunga
[Recipes]. These fall into two groups: those texts that are Old English translations of
Latin originals, and those that were originally composed or collated in Old English.
Herbarium and Quadrupedibus are of the former group; Leechbook and Lacnunga are of the

latter.

LA fifth text, the Peri Didaxaeon, contains one remedy against the ear wyrm (Cockayne,
Leechdoms, Vol. 111, ‘1TEPI AIAAEQN’, Ch XII, p. 90). However, this remedy is the text’s only
reference to serpentine animals and the remedy is extremely similar to those ear-wyrm
remedies found in the Herbarium. For these reasons it is not included among the texts in this
chapter.
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2.1. Translations from Latin: The Herbarium of Pseudo-Apuleius and Medicina De

Quadrupedibus

The most extensive of the two translated texts is the Herbarium, which consists

of medicinal remedies that utilise plants. It has a close relationship with the shorter
Quadrupedibus; both are extant in the same three manuscripts (see below) and in all
three cases Quadrupedibus follows Herbarium.? Quadrupedibus comprises remedies that can
be derived from animals rather than from plants. The quadrupeds covered by the text
range from animals that would have been commonplace to Anglo-Saxon England,
such as the bull or the hart, through to lions and elephants.

As 1s suggested by the title, The Herbarium of Pseudo-Apuleius, the text is
erroneously attributed to someone named Apuleius.? At first glance, it might be
assumed that the name is an attempt to attribute the original work to the Platonic
philosopher Lucius Apuleius of Madaura (born c. AD 125). However, as there is no
evidence that the text was composed before the fourth century, the possibility of the
work ever having had its origins in the second century is now regarded as erroneous
by scholars such as Voigts, De Vriend and Van Arsdall.* Instead, Voigts has argued
that the name Apuleius is a derivative of the Latinized Greek name Aesculapius, the
Greek God of medicine.® In fact, the most complete manuscript version of the text
begins with a full-page illustration of three figures, clearly labelled ‘Escolapivs’
[Aesculapius], ‘Plato’ and ‘Centaurus’.

The vast majority of the remedies found in the Herbarium are unlikely to have
originated in Anglo-Saxon England. The Latin text from which the Old English
version was translated is lost. However, there have been several scholarly speculations
on its sources, and all agree that it must have drawn on knowledge from diverse

locations across Europe. De Vriend asserts that both Herbarium and Quadrupedibus

2 In the case of Harley 585, Quadrupedibus is unfinished.

3 The attribution appears in a title page in London, British Library, Cotton Vitellius C.iii, f.
19v; see also Gockayne, Leechdoms, Vol. 1, p.1.

+ 1. E. Voigts, "The significance of the name Apuleius to the Herbarium Apulet', Bulletin of the
History of Medicine Baltimore, Md 52, no. 2 (1978), pp. 217-219; H. J. de Vriend, The Old English
Herbarium an.d Medicina de Quadrupedibus, Vol. 286 (Oxford, 1984); A. Van Arsdall, Medieval
herbal remedies: the Old English herbarium and Anglo-Saxon medicine (New York and London, 2002),
259.

5 Voigts, ‘Significance’, pp. 217-219.
6 London, British Library, Cotton Vitellius C.iii, f.19r
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probably draw on a variety of Late Antique and early medieval sources.” He also
suggests that both Herbarium and Quadrupedibus would have reached a substantial
audience during the early medieval period. The existence of vernacular translations is
evidence that the text was perceived to be useful, and the three extant copies of the
work show that this perception was not limited to just one scribe.® In fact, scholars
such as Voigts and Van Arsdall speculate that the texts are part of a pan-European
tradition of medical lore, drawing on Late Antique knowledge in Northern Italy.?
The Old English Herbarium exists in three manuscripts: London, British
Library, Cotton Vitellius C.1ii1 (hereafter Vitellius C.u11); London, British Library, Harley
585 (hereafter Harley 589); and Oxford, Bodleian Library, Hatton 76 (hereafter Hatton
76). The manuscripts all date from the late Anglo-Saxon period, the earliest being
Harley 585, which Ker dates to the turn of the eleventh century or the early half of it;
Vitellius C.11z 1s similarly dated to the first half of the eleventh century and Hatton 76,
the latest according to Ker, dates from the middle two quarters of the eleventh
century.!” Some material from the Herbarium appears in a fourth, later manuscript,
London, British Library, Harley 6258b. This is a late twelfth-century manuscript in
which the Herbarium has been re-ordered and merged with other medical texts.!!
Vitellius C.auz 1s particularly notable for the fact that it is illustrated, making it the only
Old English medical text to contain drawings alongside the remedies. Hatton 76
contains spaces for illustrations that correspond with those in Vitellius C.112, but they
were never filled in. The three differ ‘only slightly, either because of the translator,
because of omissions, or because pages were misplaced while the manuscript was

being rebound’.!? De Vriend even asserts in the introduction to his edition that the

7 De Vriend, The Old English Herbarium and Medicina de Quadrupedibus pp. v-1xviii.
8 Ibid., pp. xi-lv.

9 L. E. Voigts, ‘A New Look at a Manuscript Containing the Old English Translation of the
Herbarium Apulet’, Manuscripta 20, no. 1 (1976), pp. 40-60;Van Arsdall, Medieval herbal
remedies: the Old English herbarium and Anglo-Saxon medicine, pp.259.

10 Ker, N. R., Catalogue of Manuscripts Containing Anglo-Saxon (Oxford, 1957), Harley 585, no. 231,
p- 305; Cotton Vitellius C.iz, No. 219, p. 284; Hatton 76, no. 328, p. 388.

11 British Library, ‘Harley MS 6258B°, Dugitised Manuscripts
http:/ S www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay. aspx?ref=Harley MS 6258 b [accessed June 2015];
Harley 6258B also contains the only extant copy of the Peri Didaxaeon (see Chapter 1, footnote

1).
12 Van Arsdall, Herbal Remedies, p. 259.
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agreement indicates a single exemplar for all three.!3 All three texts also share several
additional remedies that have, in the past, been attributed to Dioscorides. These
additional sections are the reason that the Herbarium has elsewhere come to be referred
to as the Enlarged Herbarium.'* However, Dioscorides’ work, De Materia Medica, is not
the direct source of these appended remedies in the Old English Herbarium.'> The
attribution is probably due to the fact that De Materia Medica had a far-reaching impact
on herbal medical texts in classical literature. Arber argues that it was widely copied
across the continent and would have been ‘accepted as the most infallible authority’ in
early medieval Europe.!'® The attribution of the appended remedies in the Old
English Herbarium to Dioscorides could, then, have imbued them with a certain
authority by association.

Like all of the texts here, Herbarium and Quadrupedibus are practical reference
works. Their remedies often assume prior knowledge of certain plants and actions, no
measurements are included and there is no elaboration on how or why the remedies

work. As Van Arsdall has noted, the texts seem to be intended for someone already

skilled in healing.!”

2.11. Old English Compositions: Bald’s Leechbook and Lacnunga

The Leechbook 1s an Old English compilation of remedies that exist in only one
manuscript, London, British Museum, Royal 12.D. xvii (hereafter Royal 12.D). In
Ker’s estimation it slightly predates those manuscripts containing the Latin texts (see
above), probably originating in the middle of the tenth century.!® The Leechbook is
organised into three books, each containing mainly plant-based remedies. The first
two books are arranged by affliction, moving down the body from head to foot,
dealing with remedies for ailments of the head first and so on. Book Three 1s

organised by ailment, and this book in particular contains remedies that are

13 Thid., pp. xi-lv.

14 Gneuss, H., and Arizona Center for Medieval and Renaissance Studies, Handlist of Anglo-

Saxon manuscripts: a list of manuscripts and manuscript fragments written or owned in England up to 1100,
Vol. 241 (Tempe, AZ., 2001), p. 188.

15 Gunther, R. T., The Greek Herbal of Dioscorides (New York, 1968) p. 323.
16 Arber, A., Herbals: their origin and evolution (Cambridge, 1938). p.16.

17 Van Arsdall, Herbal Remedies, p. 259.

18 Ker, Catalogue, no. 264, p. 332.



40

accompanied by the recitation of various liturgies and the performance of rituals.
These curative rituals combine physical plant remedies with medico-magical
elements. This 1s in contrast to the Herbarium and Medicina de Quadrupedibus that are
restricted exclusively to the application of physical remedies. Like both the Herbarium
and Quadrupedibus, the Leechbook contains remedies that are vague in their instruction.

For example, the entirety of Remedy xlix in Leechbook Book I reads:

Wip pam smalan wyrme. Wiperwindan twig foreweard and pa fealwan
doccan nes pa readan and pis greate sealt gebeaten togedere swide

smale and lytel buteran.!”

For the small wymm. Forepart of a withewind twig and the fallow dock,
not the red, and this coarse salt beaten together very small and little

butter.

There 1s a lack of specific instruction, suggesting that like the other two texts, the
Leechbook 1s meant primarily to serve as a reference book for someone already skilled in
the minutiae of making and applying remedies. The simple brevity of the Old English
used also points to the practical purpose of the text. The text’s common name, Bald’s
Leechbook, comes from the colophon at the beginning of Book III, that includes the
words: ‘Bald habet hunc librum cild quem conscribere 1ussit’ [Bald owns this book,
which be ordered Cild to write].?0 Although ‘conscribere’ is best translated as to write,
it has been noted by both Wright and more recently by Nokes that the Leechbook, like
Herbarium and Quadrupedibus, was probably a compilation of existing material rather
than an original composition.?! The extant manuscript, Royal 12.D, is not the original
book mentioned by the colophon. It is a copy of some, or all, of that book, including
the colophon, as well as some other added material. This is evident in the way that the

three books of the Leechbook have been copied and bound together. It seems that at

19 Cockayne, Leechdoms, Vol. 2, ‘Leechbook I, ch. xlix, p. 122.

20 London, British Library, Royal Royal 12.D. xvii, f. 109r; transcribed in: R. S. Nokes, R. S.
“The several compilers of Bald's Leechbook’, Anglo-Saxon England 33, (2004), p. 53

21 Wright, C. E., Bald’s Leechbook: British Museum Royal Manuscript 12.D.xvii (Copenhagen, 1953).
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some point Books I and II were a single text, and Book III, the book with the
colophon, was, as Nokes puts it, ‘tacked on by the scribe.??

The Lacnunga are a selection of miscellaneous remedies also extant in only one
manuscript; they follow and are contemporary with the Herbarium and incomplete
Quadrupedibus in Harley 585.2° However, the Lacnunga are quite different in tone and
content to the translated texts they now accompany. The remedies, composed in Old
English, are organised by ailment, and like those in the Leechbook contain charms and
charm-like elements. In fact, of all the Old English medical texts, the Lacnunga uses
incantations, singing and ritual elements most often. Amongst the recipes are five
metrical galdra [songs, charms], two of which are of particular interest to the study of
the serpent in Anglo-Saxon medical thought; the Lay of the Nine Herbs and the Nine
Tuwigs of Woden (see below).2*

3. The ‘Dark Age’: Knowledge, Superstition and Modern Scholarship

It was in the mid-ninteenth century that the Reverend Thomas Oswald
Cockayne initially compiled transcribed and translated the Old English medical texts
in one vast edition, Leechdoms, Wortcunning and Starcraft of Early England.?® To this day his
edition remains useful in a cross textual study such as this one, since a high degree of
editorial consistency is assured across all five texts.? However, it should be noted that
the archaic mood set by the title of Cockayne’s edition is often continued in the tone
of his translations, written alongside the text in facing-page format. He also makes

some editorial choices that are no longer appropriate, such the translation of some of

22 Nokes, The Several Compilers, p. 52.
23 Ker, Catalogue, ‘Harley 585°, no. 231, pp. 305-6.

24+ Cockayne, Leechdoms, Vol. 3, ‘Recipes’ ch. 45, pp. 31-7. The given titles of these two
metrical charms are those used in: Jolly, Popular Religion, pp. 125-7. However, there is some
debate about whether the two charms are in fact separate entities, or whether they are part of
the same compliation. Pettit’s 2001 edition treats the verses as a single charm. See: E. T.
Pettit, Anglo-Saxon Remedies, Charms and Prayers_from British Library MS Harley 585, 11 vols (New
York, 2001).

25 Cockayne, Leechdoms.

26 Since Cockayne’s edition, there have been a number of other editions that are worthy of
note and which have been useful to this thesis. See in particular: De Vriend, H. J., The Old
English Herbarium and Medicina de Quadrupedibus (Oxford, 1984); E. T. Pettit, Anglo-Saxon Remedies,
Charms and Prayers from British Library MS Harley 585, 11 vols (New York, 2001); J. H. G.
Grattan, and C. Singer, Anglo-Saxon magic and medicine: tllustrated specially from the semi-pagan text
"Lacnunga™ (1952, repr. Norwood, 1976).
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the gynaecological remedies into Latin instead of Modern English.?” Cockayne also
took up the prevailing view of his time that medicine and learning had been in steep
decline throughout the Anglo-Saxon period. He wrote, ‘It will be difficult for the
kindliest temper to give a friendly welcome to the medical philosophy of the Saxon
days.”?® From Cockayne’s day onward, medical knowledge from the period then
known as the Dark Ages has suffered from a number of prejudices.?” Two
presumptions made by editors and scholars bear mention here: the idea that the
translated texts were unintelligible to the Anglo-Saxon healer, and the idea that there
are discernible Christian and ‘pagan’ elements in the texts.

Despite the current shifts in medieval scholarship away from the idea of a
Dark Age and towards a more relativist approach to issues of science and philosophy,
the legacy of these early editors is evident even today. As late as 1992, organic
pharmacology professor John Mann made the statement that ‘...during the Dark Ages
in Europe, pharmacy, superstition and magic became inextricably inter-twined’.3
Mann’s phraseology sums up much of past scholarship on the medical texts.
Cameron’s 1993 book on Anglo-Saxon medicine, compliled from his series in the
journal Anglo-Saxon Medicine, 1s more sympathetic, but still maintains that the magical
elements of the charms would have been a last resort for people for whom rational
medicine had failed or was unavailable.3! These patterns of interpretation are being
overturned in more recent scholarship: Van Arsdall, for example, has done much to
counterbalance to this way of thinking.3? She argues that the Anglo-Saxons would
have understood the medical texts fully, contrary to Singer’s view that texts such as
the Herbarium and Quadrupedibus would have only ever served the Anglo-Saxons as

scribal exercises.?? Indeed, there is no evidence that the Anglo-Saxons did not

27 For example, see: Cockayne, Leechdoms, Vol. 1, ‘Medicina de Quadrupedibus’ ch. V.11, p.
351.

28 From CGockayne’s introduction to Vol. 1 of Leechdoms; none of Cockayne’s introductory
material appears in the 1961 reprint, replaced instead by Charles Singer’s introduction to the
three volumes. Cockayne’s introduction is included in the Kraus reprint: Cockayne, Leechdoms,
Wortcunning and Starcraft of Early England, (1864-66, rep. New York, 1965) p. 1.

29 Van Arsdal’s 2003 edition of the Herbarium catalogues a range of unjust treatments of the
texts by modern scholarship. See: A. Van Arsdall, Herbal remedies, Ch. 2.

30 Mann, J., Murder, Magic and Medicine (Oxford, 1992) p. 35.

31 Cameron, M. L., Anglo-Saxon Medicine (Cambridge, 1993) p. 158.
32 Van Arsdall, Herbal Remedies.

33 Singer, Magic to Science, p. 24; Van Arsdall, Herbal Medicine, p. 49.
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understand the efficacy of the remedies. She also argues convincingly that the
Herbarium (and by implication all of the medical texts) is part of a pan-European
medical tradition in which medical knowledge was shared over vast distances by way
of textual transmission as well as being altered and passed on in local oral traditions.3*
If so, the Old English medical texts need to be viewed not as Anglo-Saxon attempts to
appropriate late classical learning, but as scientific (and cultural) productions of their
own time.

Until recently, scholarship has taken a similar view of Christian and non-
orthodox elements in Anglo-Saxon medicine. Just as the texts integrate Classical and
Anglo-Saxon medical sources, they also integrate orthodox Christian practices with
non-orthodox or folk-belief practices. In the past, this has been viewed as further
evidence that the texts represent a Dark Age of superstition and a lack of learning.
Grattan and Singer, in the introduction to their noteworthy edition of Lacnunga, state
that the modern reader will ‘find himself contemplating two utterly different worlds’
one based on Christian prayer and one based in folk-belief.3> This is a view that has
been refuted in recent years by Jolly, who argues that the users of the medical texts
would have made no such distinction, and that they represent a window into the
synthesis of Christian orthodoxy with the lives of ordinary people.3¢ Pettit’s edition of
Lacnunga in 2001 takes a more balanced view than that of Grattan and Singer,
acknowledging, like Jolly, that the text is a nuanced creation of the time in which it
was compiled rather than a patching up of gaps in knowledge with invention and
superstition.?” The attempt to pull apart the Christian from the pagan, and the
classical from the Germanic, blinds the modern medievalist to the interwoven nuances
of the text. Anglo-Saxon society and ‘Anglo-Saxon’ people were not divided neatly
into these categories and nor are the extant texts which they produced. What must be
read here is not a clumsy fitting together of elements but an organised synthesis to

produce a new text that is whole in its own right.

3¢ Van Arsdall, Herbal Remedies, ch. 3.
35 Grattan and Singer, Anglo-Saxon Magic, p. 15.
36 Jolly, Popular Religion.

37 Pettit, Anglo-Saxon Remedies.
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Bartlett’s work on medieval attitudes towards nature has shown that natural
philosophy in the early Middle Ages was characterised by a sense of wholeness.?8 All
of creation, the understood and the mysterious, was part of one divinely created
plan.?® The grand pattern of the universe was present in the macrocosmic structure of
the heavens and the microcosmic structure of the body. Everything, therefore, was
imbued with power and properties beyond the scope of human learning. It would not
have been considered superstition to pray over a herb before applying it, since the
qualities which it possesses were created in it by God, and like God might be called
upon verbally or by actions. Jolly stresses that this kind of practice, often referred to as
magic, is not at odds with or even separate from accepted Christian practice or the
physical processes of herbal medicine.*? Of course, there was tension surrounding the
use of magic in late Anglo-Saxon England. In his sermon on the Octaves and
Crrcumeision of our Lord, /Elfric decries ‘wigelunga’ [sorceries] and writes that they are
both futile and of the Devil.*! However, he goes on to qualify this by saying that it is
true that trees felled on the full moon are stronger than those felled under a waning
moon, and that this is ‘@fter gecynde on gesceapenysse’ [according to nature in
creation].*> Whether an extra-orthodox ritual was un-Christian or not depended on
whether the magic drew on God’s created natural world or on an unnatural — and
therefore diabolical — source. Alfric, summarises this point when he asserts that all of

the animals and plants were made by God, but:

Wa pam men pe brycd godes gesceafta buton his bletsunge mid

deofelicum wiglungum.*

Woe to the man who uses God’s created (creatures) without His blessing

with devilish sorceries.

38 Bartlett, R., The Natural and the Supernatural in the Muddle Ages (Cambridge, 2008).

39 This is the so-called Augustinian worldview discussed by Jolly: Jolly, Popular religion, see ch 3.
40 Jolly, Popular religion, see especially ch. 4.

1 FElfric, Homailies, ed. P. Clemoes, ALlfric’s Catholic Homalies, (Oxford, 1997) pp. 229-230.

42 Elfric, Homilies, ed. P. Clemoes, ALlfric’s Catholic Homilies, (Oxford, 1997) p. 230.

B FElfric, Homilies; ed. P. Clemoes, ALlfric’s Catholic Homulies (Oxford, 1997), p. 230.
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For the Anglo-Saxon healer, the distinction between this kind of sorcery and
legitimate healing lay in where the power came from, and whether the ritual had
God’s blessing. Again, this draws back to the point that it is important to see the
medical texts as coherent wholes rather than attempting to dissect the remedies into
Christian and magical elements, orthodox and unorthodox, or attempting to discern
the pre-Christian separately from the Christian. The presence of rituals and
incantations does not necessarily make the charms un-Christian or deviant from the

norm of Anglo-Saxon belief.

4. Medicine in Anglo-Saxon England

In Modern English, ‘medicine’ is an umbrella term. It encompasses the
application of healing techniques, the study of the human body and the organisms
that affect it, as well as pharmaceutical knowledge. The term is similarly broad when
applied to Anglo-Saxon England, but with a few variances. Faith Wallis has identified
two distinct branches of ‘medicine’ in Anglo-Saxon England. She terms these medicina
and physica.** According to Wallis, medicina refers to the practice of healing or effecting
cures, whereas physica 1s a branch of natural philosophy which modern western society
refers to as science. Whilst the first applies to accumulated knowledge and application,
the second applies to observation and the written word. Wallis then notes that the
practice of these two branches divides the medieval period chronologically into two
ages. The first of these stretches from the beginning of the medieval period up to the
intellectual renaissance of the twelfth century, and is characterised by the dominance
of medicina. The second spans the period from then until now, and is characterised by
the dominance of physica. *5

In no way does Wallis suggest that there 1s a definite line between the two ages
or the two practices, and indeed there is substantial overlap. However, the distinction
is useful in defining a medical text. The texts included in this study are extant from the
middle of Wallis’ ‘age of medicina’, and are in fact good examples of exactly what she
defines medicina to be.*® All of the texts are practical handbooks rather than fully

explained treatises. They contain no rationale about why certain herbs work in certain

W Wallis, F. (ed.) Medieval Medicine: A Reader (Toronto ONT, 2010) p. xxi.
¥ Wallis, Medieval Medicine, pp. xxi-vviv.
46 Wallis, Medieval Medicine, p. xxi.
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ways, how charms are effective, or the nature of the animals referred to. Instead, the
texts are instructive, stating a desired effect and how to achieve it using the properties

of the natural world.

5. Serpents in the texts

Taken together, serpents and serpentine animals constitute the largest group of
animals found in any of the Old English medical texts, as well as all of the texts taken
together. However, in all of the texts only two words are used to describe all of the
serpentine animals: wyrm and nedre. The applications of the two terms are very
different. Wyrm is used to refer to a broad range of animals and afflictions, from actual
parasites to invisible agents of infection and even symbolic personifications of disease.
Nedre on the other hand is most often used to describe a true snake. Obviously, there
are further nuances in the ways the serpent appears in the texts and the role it plays in

each.

5.1. The Wyrm in the Herbarium: an internal threat

The Herbarium contains a large number of remedies that deal with the wyrm
and nedran, with the latter being far more common than the former. The Herbarium’s
185 chapters contain 18 separate instances of the term wyrm.*” The number of

references to nedran is much higher, with 68 instances throughout the text.*®

47 Cockayne, Leechdoms, Vol. 1. ‘Herbarium’, Ch II.10, p. 82; Ch V.2, p. 94; Ch xxxvi.7 p.
136; Ch xxxvi.8 p. 136; Ch xIvi.3 p. 148; Ch Ixv.0 p. 168; Ch xcii.1 p. 200; Ch xcvii.3 p. 210;
Ch. c.4