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Cædmon's Hymn

Now shall we praise  the Prince of heaven,

   The might of the Maker  and his manifold thought,

   The work of the Father:  of what wonders he wrought

   The Lord everlasting,  when he laid out the worlds.

   He first raised up  for the race of men

   The heaven as a roof,  the holy Ruler.

   Then the world below,  the Ward of mankind,

   The Lord everlasting,  at last established

   As a home for man,  the Almighty Lord.




Account of the Poet Cædmon (from the Old English version of Bede's Ecclesiastical History, Book IV, ch. 24)

In the monastery of this abbess [Hild] was a certain brother especially

distinguished and gifted with the grace of God, because he was in the

habit of making poems filled with piety and virtue. Whatever he learned

 of holy writ through interpreters he gave forth in a very short time

in poetical language with the greatest of sweetness and inspiration, well

wrought in the English tongue. Because of his songs the minds of many men

were turned from the thoughts of this world and incited toward a

contemplation of the heavenly life. There were, to be sure, others after

him among the Angles who tried to compose sacred poetry, but none of them

could equal him; because his instruction in poetry was not at all from

men, nor through the aid of any man, but it was through divine

inspiration and as a gift from God that he received the power of song.

For that reason he was never able to compose poetry of a light or idle

nature, but only the one kind that pertained to religion and was fitted

to the tongue of a godly singer such as he.

This man had lived the life of a layman until he was somewhat advanced in

years, and had never learned any songs. For this reason often at the

banquets where for the sake of merriment it was ruled that they should

 all sing in turn at the harp, when he would see the harp approach

him, he would arise from the company out of shame and go home to his

house. On one occasion he had done this and had left the banquet hall and

gone out to the stable to the cattle which it was his duty to guard 

that night. Then in due time he lay down and slept, and there stood

before him in his dream a man who hailed him and greeted him and called

him by name: "Cædmon, sing me something." Then he answered and said: "I

can not sing anything; and for that reason I left the banquet and

came here, since I could not sing." Once more the man who was speaking

with him said: "No matter, you must sing for me." Then he answered: "What

shall I sing?" Thereupon the stranger said: "Sing to me of the beginning

of things." When he had received this answer he began forthwith to

sing, in praise of God the Creator, verses and words that he had never

heard, in the following manner:

Now shall we praise     the Prince of heaven,

      The might of the Maker     and his manifold thought,

     The work of the Father:     of what wonders he wrought,

      The Lord everlasting     when he laid out the worlds.

      He first raised up     for the race of men

      The heaven as a roof,     the holy Ruler.

      Then the world below,     the Ward of mankind,

     The Lord everlasting,     at last established

      As a home for man,     the Almighty Lord.

Then he arose from his sleep, and all that he had sung while asleep he held fast in memory; and soon afterward he added many words like unto them befitting a hymn to God. The next morning he came to the steward who was his master and told him of the gift he had received. The steward immediately led him to the abbess and related what he had heard. She bade assemble all the wise and learned men and asked Cædmon to relate his dream in their presence and to sing the song that they might give their judgment as to what it was or whence it had come. They all agreed that it was a divine gift bestowed from Heaven. They then explained to him a piece of holy teaching and bade him if he could, to turn that into rhythmic verse. When he received the instruction of the learned men, he departed for his house. In the morning he returned and delivered the passage assigned him, turned into an excellent poem.

Thereupon, the abbess, praising and honoring the gift of God in this man, persuaded him to leave the condition of a layman and take monastic vows. And this he did with great eagerness. She received him and his household into the monastery and made him one of the company of God's servants and commanded that he be taught the holy writings and stories. He, on his part, pondered on all that he learned by word of mouth, and just as a clean beast chews on a cud, transformed it into the sweetest of poetry. His songs and poems were so pleasing that even his teachers came to learn and write what he spoke. He sang first of the creation of the earth, and of the origin of mankind, and all the story of Genesis, the first book of Moses; and afterwards of the exodus of the Children of Israel from the land of Egypt and the entry into the Promised Land; and many other stories of the Holy Scriptures; the incarnation of Christ, and his suffering and his ascension into heaven; the coming of the Holy Ghost and the teaching of the apostles; and finally he wrote many songs concerning the future day of judgment and of the fearfulness of the pains of hell, and the bliss of heaven; besides these he composed many others concerning the mercies and judgments of God. In all of these he strove especially to lead men from the love of sin and wickedness and to impel them toward the love and practice of righteousness; for he was a very pious man and submissive to the rules of the monastery. And he burned with zeal against those who acted otherwise. For this reason it was that his life ended with a fair death.




Glossary

Old, rare, and literary words used in this text, with short plain-English meanings from the Classics Reference Library glossary.


	bade verb

	told or commanded; also said, as in a greeting (past tense of bid) (archaic)

	forthwith adverb

	immediately; at once

	grace noun

	God's free and undeserved favor and help; also, a prayer of thanks before a meal (theology)

	monastery noun

	a place where monks live, work, and pray together (history)

	Moses proper noun

	Hebrew prophet who led Israel out of Egypt and received God's law at Mount Sinai (Bible)

	piety noun

	devotion to God and religious duty; also dutiful respect for parents (theology)

	Scriptures proper noun

	the holy writings of the Bible (Bible)

	unto preposition

	to (archaic)

	virtue noun

	moral goodness or a good quality; "in virtue of" means because of (philosophy)

	whence adverb

	from where; from which; also, as a result of which (archaic)
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