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Abstract

This thesis examines the eschatological thought of Bede (673-735). Relevant content is
drawn from a wide range of Bede’s exegetical and non-exegetical works. The world
ages analogy, crucial to Bede’s perception of time, chronology and eschatology, is
discussed in the first four chapters. These chapters explain the significant changes that
Bede made to the analogy following an allegation of heresy that arose in 708. Chapters
five, six and seven outline Bede’s beliefs regarding key eschatological concepts such
as: Antichrist, the day of judgement and the post-judgement afterlife. Bede’s
‘eschatological perspective’ is the final major theme to be considered. Bede’s perceived
proximity to the end of time is shown to be a variable factor that changed according to
time and circumstance. The thesis reveals that Bede was an innovative scholar who re-
worked the traditional theoretical models that he inherited from earlier Christian
theologians. Bede is shown to be a commanding scholarly authority who played an
important role in defining the eschatological beliefs of his contemporaries. Finally, this
thesis distinguishes aspects of Bede’s early eschatological thought from his beliefs in
the mature stages of his authorial career. This has implications for the dating termini of

several texts.
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Abbreviations and Conventions

All translated excerpts are my own, unless otherwise indicated. Anglo-Saxon personal
names are reproduced in accordance with the conventions established by the online

Prosopography of Anglo-Saxon England database (http://www.pase.ac.uk).

Biblical citations and references follow the language and numbering conventions of the
New International Version unless stated otherwise. Scriptural citations in Latin are
taken from the Clementine Vulgate. For further details regarding the editions of the
Bible used in this study see the bibliography, p. 362.

The following abbreviations are used throughout the course of this study:

AD Annus Domini

AM Anmus mundi

CCSL Corpus Christianorum Series Latina
MGH Monumenta Germaniae Historica
PL Patrologia Latina

All secondary works are referred to in full on the occasion of their first use and
abbreviated accordingly thereafter. Full details of each cited work can be found in the
bibliography.
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Prologue

The following passage attests to the importance that eschatological themes held

in an environment that Bede would have been familiar with:

Fifthly, he brought back many holy pictures of the saints to adorn
the church of St Peter he had built: a painting of the Mother of
God, the Blessed Mary ever-Virgin and one of cach of the twelve
apostles which he fixed round the central arch on a wooden
entablature reaching from wall to wall; pictures of incidents in the
gospels with which he decorated the south wall and scenes from St
John’s vision of the apocalypse for the north wall. Thus all who
entered the church, even those who could not read, were able,
whichever way they looked, to contemplate the dear face of Christ
and His saints, even if only in a picture, to put themselves more
firmly in mind of the Lord’s Incarnation and, as they saw the
decisive moment of the last judgement before their very eyes be

brought to examine their conscience with all due severity."
This 1s an excerpt from Bede’s Hisioria abbafum, a historical account of the lives of the
abbots of Monkwearmouth and Jarrow. The Historia abbatum records the early history

of the twin monastic foundation and it offers a detailed account of the life of Benedict

Biscop, the founder and first abbot of Monkwearmouth.” The excerpt cited above

' Bede, Historia abbatum, chapter 6: ‘Quintum, picturas imaginum sanctarum quas ad ornandam
aecclesiam beati Petri apostoli, quam construxerat, detulit, imaginem videlicet beatae Dei genetricis
semperque virginis Mariae, simul et duodecim apostolorum, quibus mediam eiusdem aecclesiae
testudinem, ducto a pariete ad parietem tabulato praecingeret; imagines evangelicae historiae quibus
Australem aecclesiae parietem decoraret, imagines visionum Apocalipsis beati Iohannis, quibus
septentrionalem aeque parietem omaret, quatinus intrantes aecclesiam omnes etiam litterarum ignari,
quaquaversum intenderent, vel semper amabilem Christi sanctorumque eius, quamvis in imagine,
contemplarentur aspectum; vel dominicae incarationis gratiam vigilantiore mente recolerent; vel extremi
discrimen examinis, quasi coram oculis habentes, districtius se ipsi examinare meminissent’. Cited in
translation from: Farmer, D. H. and Webb, J. F. 1998, trans. The Age of Bede {l.ondon), pp. 192-3.

* The life of Benedict Biscop is covered in chapters 1-13 of the Historia abbatum. See also: Historia
ecclesiastica, 4.18, 519 and Homiliarum euangelii libri 11, 1.13. Benedict was born to a noble



describes the return of Benedict Biscop from one of his many visits to Rome, an event
that occurred circa 679-680. In addition to the pictures described here, Bede tells us that
Benedict brought a great number of books and relics back from Rome, as well as a
choirmaster named John and a papal privilege granted by Pope Agatho. The church
described in this passage 1s St Peter’s Monkwearmouth. St Peter’s had been constructed
a few years prior to the events described here, with the help of glaziers and stonemasons
imported from Gaul.” Bede’s description of the paintings brought back to adorn the
newly-built church provides an appropriate starting point for this study. Images of the
last judgement, based upon the book of Revelation, were given a prominent position on
the north wall of St Peter’s Church. * Bede comments that the images inspired thoughts
of repentance in those who looked upon them, and he clearly considered the pictures to
be valuable tools for the education of the illiterate. Bede may have looked upon these
images innumerable times throughout the course of his lifetime. He might have first

gazed upon them as a child, before he was literate himself.

Northumbrian family. He temporarily served as abbot of SS Peter and Paul, Canterbury before founding
Monkwearmouth in the early 670s. On his life and career, see: Wormald, P. 1976, 'Bede and Benedict
Biscop', in G. Bonner (ed.), Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of
the Birth of the Venerable Bede (London), pp. 141-69; Fletcher, E. 1981, Benedict Biscop (Jarrow
Lecture, Jarrow).

3 Historia abbatum, 5.

* Several scholars have commented upon Bede’s description of the apocalypse paintings in St Peter’s
Church. For example, see: Bonner, G. 1966, Swini Bede in the Tradition of Western Apocalyptic
Commentary (larrow Lecture; Jarrow), pp. 11-12; Henderson, G. 1980, Bede and the Visual Arts (Jarrow
Lecture; Jarrow), pp. 13-15; Ward, B. 1990, The Venerable Bede (I.ondon), p. 45. On the form and style
of the pantings themselves, see: Meyvaert, P. 1979, 'Bede and the Church Paintings at Wearmouth-
Jarrow', Anglo-Saxon England 8, 63-77, Kitzinger, E. 1993, 'Interlace and Icons: Form and Function in
Early Insular Art', in R. M. Spearman and J. Higgitt (eds.), The Age of Migrating Ideas: Early Medieval
Awrt in Northern Britain and Ireland (Edinburgh), pp. 3-15, at pp. 6-8.



Introduction

From childhood onwards, Bede lived as a monk at Wearmouth-Jarrow until his
death in 735.° Bede became the most learned scholar of his age, benefiting from the
substantial library assembled by Benedict Biscop and Ceolfrith (a close companion of
Benedict’s who became the first abbot of Jarrow).® Bede’s best known work is the
Historia ecclesiastica gentis anglorum, an account of the conversion of the Anglo-
Saxons to the Christian faith. At the end of this work, Bede includes an
autobiographical account of his own life.” Bede tells us that he was born within close
proximity to Wearmouth-Jarrow.® and that he entered the monastery at the age of seven
to be educated by Benedict and Ceolfrith.” Bede was ordained as a deacon aged
nineteen and he was made priest at the canonical age of thirty (circa 703).'° In a famous
sentence, Bede attests to the pleasure that he has derived from the three main activities
of his life: ‘It has always been my delight’, he writes, ‘to learn or to teach or to write”."!

The Historia ecclesiastica ends with a detailed list of Bede’s Latin works. This
extensive catalogue is dominated by several biblical commentaries, but it also contains

contributions to a wide variety of disciplines and genres. Bede compiled a variety of

hagiographic, historic, poetic and educational works, as well as several letters and a

’ For the date of Bede’s death, see below note 692.

® Ceolfrith assumed joint control of Monkwearmouth and Jarrow upon the death of Benedict Biscop in
689. For a discussion of Ceolfrith’s life, career and legacy see Wood, [. N. 1993, The Most Holy Abbot
Ceolfrid (Jarrow Lecture; Jarrow).

7 Historia ecclesiastica, 5.24.

® Though little is known about Bede’s family, it has recently been suggested that he was of noble descent.
See: Campbell, J. 2004, 'Bede!, in H. C. G. Matthew and B. Harrison (eds.), The Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography, vol. IV (Oxford), pp. 758-65. For further comment, see the views of Thacker
discussed below at p. 53, note 199.

° Bede’s entry into the monastery would have been roughly contemporaneous with Benedict Biscop’s
retum from Rome with the apocalypse paintings for St Peter’s Church (circa 679-680).

19 On the date of Bede’s ordination to the priesthood, see below note 73.

! Historia ecclesiastica, 5.24: *... semper aut discere aut docere aut scribere dulce habui’.



martyrology.'> Though a small number of compositions that are known to be authentic
are not included in Bede’s autobiographical list, the list gives a reasonably
comprehensive overview of Bede’s body of work."® The collection of Latin texts listed
in the final chapter of the Historia ecclesiastica will be the primary focus of the present
study. The theme of eschatology will be traced through this large group of source
materials in order to reconstruct several different aspects of Bede’s eschatological
thought. In basic terms, the predominant research questions that are to be considered
can be summarised as follows: what did Bede think would happen at the end of time,
why did he think it would happen that way, and when did he expect it to occur?

Before these questions can be addressed, it is first necessary to clarify the
meaning of the term ‘eschatology’. Because the increased prominence of eschatological
themes is a comparatively recent academic development, scholars are vet to agree on
consistent definitions of key terms. Adjectives such as ‘apocalyptic’ or ‘eschatological’
might have very different meanings in the works of two different scholars.” Such
problems are compounded by the variety of interpretations attached to other, more
specific terms such as ‘millenarianism’. With this in mind, the present study employs
the term ‘eschatology’ in a wide sense (other terms such as ‘millenarianism” will be

defined clearly whenever there is reason to use them). Eschatology encompasses all

2 For an up to date list of Bede’s works, see: Gorman, M. 2001, 'The Canon of Bede's works and the
World of PS. Bede', Revue Bénédictine 111, 399-445, at 402-5. Gorman lists each work by number,
alongside information regarding the most up to date editions and bibliographic references. Note though
that Gorman’s list is not completely comprehensive. He expressly avoids ‘the problem of poems and
pravers which were attributed to Bede’. Gorman’s list is superior to the one offered in the most recent
edition of the Clavis patrum latinorum index, which includes a number of inauthentic works alongside
genuine ones: Dekkers, E. and Gaar, H. 1995, eds. Clavis patrum latinorum: qua in Corpus
christionorum edendum oplimas quasque scriptorum recensiones a Tertulliano ad Bedam (Turnhout), pp.
444-58. Though the nauthentic works, such as the anonymous Viie Ceolfridi and Vita Cuthberti, are
labelled as such, their inclusion amongst the genuine works is confusing at first glance.

3 Bede’s De locis sanctis is quoted, in abbreviated form, in Historia ecclesiastica, 5.17 but it is not listed
in 5.24. Other works not listed include De ocio guaestionum liber and Bede’s letters to Albinus and
Egbert (both of which post-date the completion of the Historia ecclesiastica).

4 Useful discussion of the terms ‘eschatology’, ‘apocalypse’, “apocalypticism’ and ‘millenarianism” can
be found in: Emmerson, R. K. 1999, 'The Secret', dmerican Historical Review 104, 1603-14, at 1610-13.



aspects of Bede’s beliefs relating to: the end of time, the last judgement, and the terrors
and hopes of Christ’s second coming. The wide scope of this term is appropriate for an
analysis of Bede, as it allows us to focus on several different yet interconnected aspects
of his thought. In using this label to categorise a specific area of Bede’s thought and
group together a number of interrelated concepts, it is important to acknowledge that
this term was never actually employed by Bede himself.

It is necessary to stress, at the outset of this investigation, that Bede’s
eschatological thought i1s a multi-faceted fusion of several different elements. Bede
gradually established a clear vision for the end of time over the course of his authorial
career. In constructing his eschatological vision, Bede brought together a diverse range
of ideas from a variety of source materials. Several different influences are considered
in this study, including: the works of earlier Christian theologians, oral traditions that
were circulating in eighth-century Northumbria, and near-contemporary Anglo-Saxon
literature. The Bible is, of course, the most important influence upon Bede’s vision for
the end of time, and it is important to acknowledge the diverse nature of the
eschatological material that it contains. The Scriptures offer no coherent, singular vision
of the last days; the various aspects of biblical eschatology are scattered throughout the
Old and New Testaments. Bede made significant use of prophetic material from several
different parts of the Bible, including (but not limited to): the synoptic Gospels, the
books of Revelation, Daniel and Isaiah, and the Petrine and Pauline epistles. Concepts
that form an integral part of the eschatological vision promoted in one of these
scriptural source texts can often contradict material from the others. The important
eschatological concept of the day of judgement offers a suitable example of this. This

topic enjoys considerable prominence within Bede’s vision for the end of time but the



Scriptures did not transmit a coherent and complete picture of the last judgement to
Bede. His vision of the world’s final act was constructed from a range of biblical
material. A very short judgement scene is outlined in Revelation 20.11-15 in the context
of a description of the general resurrection of the dead. Christ often speaks of the last
judgement in the Gospels, but the synoptic accounts of the Olivet discourse (the most
significant eschatological passages to be found in the Gospels) make no mention of an
act of judgement."” In Revelation, the judgement scene is the culmination of a lengthy
drama that follows the thousand-year reign of the saints (Revelation 20.4-6). In
contrast, the synoptic accounts of the Olivet discourse stress that the end of time will
come quickly and unexpectedly. It is not necessary to outline the several other
paradoxes that are found amongst the various prophetic parts of the Bible. It will suffice
to note that in constructing his master narrative for the end of time, Bede was required
to fuse a wide range of disparate scriptural passages together in order to create a single

eschatological vision.

Medieval eschatoloey and the weak thesis

Eschatological topics have experienced a remarkable growth in popularity in the
previous three decades of academic study.'® This boom in interest has been evident in
several humanities subjects and other related disciplines, such as: history, theology,
literature, sociology and the history of art. This developing interdisciplinary field of
research has produced a wide range of scholarship. The general growth of academic

research into eschatological topics has had an impact upon the various medieval studies

"> Matthew 24; Luke 21; Mark 13.

6 The establishment of the Centre for Millennial Development under the directorship of Professor
Richard Landes at Boston University reflects the growth of academic interest in eschatological themes
and topics. The existence of such a research centre in a large American university would have been
considered unlikely 30 years ago. A much smaller centre {the Hope Centre for Millennialism Studies) has
been established in the United Kingdom at Liverpool Hope University.



disciplines. A series of publications by Bernard McGinn and Richard Emmerson have
contributed a great deal to our understanding of medieval eschatology,17 culminating in
a 1992 collected volume of essays entitled The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages for
which they collaborated as editors.'® More recently, the passing of the year 2000
inspired a selection of medieval conferences and seminar programmes to adopt time,
eschatology or apocalyptic belief as an overarching thematic strand."® The end of the
second millennium has fuelled great interest in the period circa 1000 AD. Many
scholars have attempted to assess medieval reactions to the passing of this temporal
milestone, and a number of collaborative volumes have appeared in the early years of
the twenty-first century.?’ The millennium-inspired boom in interest has facilitated an
increased appreciation for the influence that eschatological beliefs can have upon the

mentality of an individual, or the actions of a community or religious group.

" In 1979, Bernard McGinn published the monograph Visions of the End: Apocalyptic Traditions in the
Middle Ages (New York). This landmark publication was soon joined by Richard Emmerson’s full-length
study of medieval perceptions of Antichrist: Emmerson, R. K. 1981, Antichrist in the Middle Ages: a
Study of Medieval Apocalypticism, Art, and Literature (Manchester). Emmerson and McGinn both
contributed to a volume of conference proceedings published in 1988: Verbeke, W., Verhelst, D. and
Welkenhuysen, A. 1988, eds. The Use and Abuse of Eschatology in the Middle 4ges (Leuven).

% Emmerson, R. K. and McGinn, B. 1992, eds. The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages (Ithaca). This volume
features contributions on eschatological topics from Emmerson, McGinn and several other leading
scholars such as Robert Lerner, Paula Fredriksen and E. Ann Matter. Another important collection, which
contains essays on a variety of eschatological topics, was published in the vear 2000: Walker Bynum, C.
and Freedman, P. H. 2000, eds. Last Things: Death and the Apocalypse in the Middle Ages
{Philadelphia).

' The International Medieval Congress in Leeds adopted ‘time and eternity” as its special thematic strand
in the year 2000. A volume of papers read at the conference has been published: Jaritz, G. and Moreno-
Riano, G. 2003, eds. Time and Eternity: the Medieval Discourse (Turnhout). In the same year, the annual
Harlaxton symposium focused its attention upon eschatological topics: Morgan, N. J. 2004, ed. Prophecy,
Apocalypse and the Day of Doom: Proceedings of the 2000 Harlacton Symposium (Donington). The
York Medieval Seminar series of 1999 centred upon the use and representation of time in the medieval
world, yielding a collected volume of essays: Humphrey, C. and Ormrod, W. M. 2001, eds. Time in the
Medieval World (Woodbridge). The introduction fo this volume makes it clear that the theme of the
seminar series was mnspired by the impending approach of the third millennium (see the introduction by
Chris Humphrey, p. 1).

* Tn particular, see: Frassetto, M. 2002, ed. The Year 1000: Religious and Social Response fo the Turning
of the First Millennium (New York), and Landes, R., Gow, A. C. and Van Meter, D. C. 2003, eds. The
Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious Expectation and Social Change, 950-1050 (Oxford). For a discussion
of the latter volume, see: MacLean, S. 2007, 'Review article: Apocalypse and Revolution: Europe around
the year 1000, Early Medieval Europe 15, 86-106, especially 96-106.



Most importantly, the many conferences and collaborative volumes of the past
decade have started to encourage a synthesis of ideas and methodologies. The most
notable example of this can be seen in the recent collected volume of essays; The Year
1000: Religious and Social Response to the Turning of the First Millennium, edited by
Michael Frassetto. This book contains a contribution by Edward Peters which offers a
survey of historians’ responses to the passing of the year 1000.*) Many prominent
nineteenth century academics, such as the French historian Jules Michelet, emphasised
the importance of the so-called ‘terrors of the year 1000° by employing the works of
writers such as Abbo of Fleury and Rodulfus Glaber.** Peters describes this position as
the ‘strong thesis of the terrors’. The ‘strong thesis’ proposed that the year 1000 was
met with widespread fear and panic across Europe. It follows that the milestone’s
uneventful passing inspired relief, and that this relief subsequently influenced many
aspects of medieval life in the post-millennium period. These notions were later
challenged by a ‘strong counter thesis” which successfully discredited the ideas
associated with Michelet, arguing that the sources cited in support of the ‘terrors thesis’
were representative of a small clerical elite.” It is this counter position, Peters suggests,
that tends to dominate mainstream historical analyses to this day.

Against this backdrop, Peters coins the term ‘the weak thesis’, to characterise a
new, more subtle approach to the study of eschatological belief in the Middle Ages

which is now starting to emerge. The weak thesis marks an attempt to move away from

! Peters, E. 2002, "Mutations, Adjustments, Terrors, Historians, and the Year 1000', in M. Frassetto (ed.),
The Year 1000: Religious and Social Response to the Twrning of the First Millenmium (New York), pp. 9-
28.

*2 For an overview, see Peters, E. 2002, ‘Historians and the Year 1000', pp. 13-15. Michelet expressed his
belief in the “terrors of the year 1000 in several works (for example, see the 1981 reprint of Le moyen Age
{Paris), pp. 229-30). For further comment on Michelet, see: Landes, R. 2003, 'Introduction: The Terribles
espoirs of 1000 and the Tacit Fears of 2000', in R. Landes, A. Gow and D. C. Van Meter {eds.), The
Apocalyptic Year 1000: Religious Expeciation and Social Change, 950-1050 (New York), pp. 3-15.

= Peters, E. 2002, ‘Historians and the Year 1000, pp. 16-18.



the previous tendency to discuss the existence or non-existence of the ‘terrors of the
year 1000°. It seeks to move the historical debate on from simplistic questions such as
“did people believe that the world was going to end?’ Rather, we are encouraged to
appreciate the importance of eschatological belief in the medieval period, whilst always
considering the historical context of the sources under consideration. The weak thesis
has enabled historians to emphasise the important role that eschatological beliefs played
in the lives of medieval individuals and societies, but they are now able to do so from a
sound theoretical standpoint. Frassetto endorses the weak thesis in his introduction to
The Year 1000, and the principles established by Peters are adopted by many of the
volume’s contributors.”® The movement towards a weak thesis of medieval
eschatological thought is a promising development. Its principles have been applied to
discussions of Wulfstan, Ademar of Chabannes and several other figures that lived in
Europe in the period circa 1000 AD.”

As a result of the recent flurry of activity inspired by the passing of the year
2000, the collected body of medieval eschatological scholarship now has a rather
imbalanced feel. A large number of studies have focused upon the passing of the first
millennium, but comparatively little interest has been shown in the earlier Middle Ages.
This imbalance inadvertently serves to create the impression that the period circa 1000
AD was something of a historical one-off, a case of heightened interest in

eschatological ideas because of a unique quirk of the calendar. The concentrated focus

* Frassetto, M. 2002, 'Introduction’, in M. Frassetto (ed.), The Year 1000: Religious and Social Response
to the Turning of the First Millenmium (New York), pp. 1-7.

** Tn addition to the essays in The Year 1000 (which cover Wulfstan, Ademar of Chabannes and Thietmar
of Merseburg, as well as more general themes and topics), the principles of the weak thesis lie behind an
earlier article by Frassetto: Frassetto, M. 2001, "The writings of Ademar of Chabannes, the Peace of 994,
and the '"Terrors of the Year 1000", Joumal of Medieval History 27, 241-55. A similar methodology
underpins several of the essays mn Landes, R, Gow, A. C. and Van Meter, D. C. 2003, eds. The
Apocalyptic Year 1000. In particular, see Daniel Verhelst’s study, 'Adso of Montier-en-Der and the Fear
of the Year 1000', at pp. 81-92.



upon the year 1000 is particularly notable in studies of Anglo-Saxon England. For the
most part, the study of Anglo-Saxon eschatology is limited to the period immediately
before and after the passing of the first millennium. Malcolm Godden has published an
important discussion of the later Anglo-Saxon period. Godden considers the expression
of apocalyptic sentiments in sermons compiled around 1000 AD in light of the
continuing Viking invasions.”® Some scholars have not defined their historical focus as
clearly as Godden; other recent studies of Anglo-Saxon eschatology do not discuss
source materials from before the tenth celrl‘[ury.27

The present study seeks to take the study of medieval eschatology onto fresh
ground. Bede is an ideal subject for an extended consideration of the importance of
eschatological thought in the earlier Middle Ages. The autobiographical list of works
appended to the Historia ecclesiastica offers the benefit of a clearly defined canon.
Bede composed commentaries upon many of the most significant eschatological parts
of Scripture, including the book of Revelation, but one Bedan work deserves a special
mention here. De temporum ratione is a comprehensive manual of time reckoning.”®

The tract covers all aspects of time, from its smallest divisions through to its largest

* Godden focuses his attention upon the homilies of Wulfstan and ZElfric: Godden, M. 1994, 'Apocalypse
and I[nvasion in Late Anglo-Saxon England’, in M. Godden, D. Gray and T. Hoad (eds.), From Anglo-
Saxon to Early Middle English: Studies Presented to E. G. Stanley (Oxford), pp. 130-62. Another essay
by Godden also focuses upon the later Anglo-Saxon period: Godden, M. 2003, 'The Millennium, Time,
and History for the Anglo-Saxons', in R. Landes, A. Gow and D. C. Van Meter (eds.), The dpocalyptic
Year 1000: Religious Expectation and Social Change, 950-1050 (New York), pp. 155-80.

¥ Carruthers, L. 1998, 'Apocalypse Now: Preaching and Prophecy in Anglo-Saxon England', Etudes
anglaises 51, 399-410; Bremner jr, R. H. 2003, 'The Final Countdown: Apocalyptic Expectations in
Anglo-Saxon Charters’, in G. Janitz and G. Moreno-Riano (eds.), Time and Eternity: the Medieval
Discourse (Tumhout), pp. 501-14.

*® De temporum ratione is published as CCSL volume 123B. This is a reprint of Jones’s edition of
chapters 1-65 (Jones, C. W. 1943, ed. Bedae Opera de temporibus (Cambridge), pp. 175-291) combined
with an amended version of Mommsen’s edition of chapters 66-71 (Chronica minora 111, MGH Auctores
Antiquissimi 13 (Berlin, 1898), pp. 247-327). A translated edition of De temporum ratione has been
published: Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Bede: the Reckoning of Time (Liverpool). Wallis offers a translation of
the entire text, along with numerous useful appendices, a comprehensive introduction and an nsightful
chapter by chapter commentary.
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cyeles.”” De temporum ratione was immensely popular in the years following Bede’s
death, and it became an influential educative text that was widely used in Carolingian
classrooms.*® Bede offers a clear exposition of the structure of universal history and he
outlines his vision for future time and the end of the world in its final five chapters.”’
De temporum ratione preserves an accurate record of Bede’s eschatological beliefs at a
mature stage of his life and career. It was completed and dedicated to Abbot Hwaetberht
in the year 725, ten vears before Bede’s death.’”

Eschatology intersects with the known events of Bede’s life on a number of
occasions, yet a full survey of this topic has never been produced before and there are
few obvious precedents for the task ahead.” Some of the most significant episodes in
Bede’s career can be linked to contemporary eschatological beliefs, such as the heresy
allegation directed against him in 708. Bede also engaged in a debate concerning the
nature of the post-judgement afterlife, and one of his exegetical works tackles
problematic contemporary notions of a thousand-year judgement day. In covering such
issues, this study will adopt the weak thesis approach pioneered by scholars such as

Frassetto and Peters to offer a full reappraisal of Bede’s eschatological thought. When

¥ After four chapters of introductory material, De temporum ratione begins with chapters on day and
night. From there, the text progresses through larger units such as weeks and months, before covering
larger temporal cycles (the paschal table, six ages of world history). The structural format of De
tempaorum ratione emulates that of Bede’s earlier tract De temporibus.

% Jones’s hand-list contains 245 manuscripts of De temporum ratione. Many of these preserve the
complete text: Jones, C. W. De temporum ratione liber, CCSL 123B (Turnhout, 1977), at pp. 242-56.

! De temporum ratione, 67-71.

2 Tor 725 as the date of completion see De temporum ratione, chapters 49, 52 and 58 (where 725 is
given as the present vear and used in three calculations). Wallis demonstrates that chapter 11 must have
been composed in 722, see Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 43, note 121.

3 Very little has been written on Bede’s vision for the end of time. Bede’s thoughts on Antichrist, the day
of judgement and the post-judgement afterlife are covered in depth for the first time in chapters 5-7 of
this study. Jan Davidse and William McCready have both considered the issue of where Bede perceived
his own era to be in relation to the end of time, but there is considerable scope for the revision of their
ideas. In both cases, the eschatological dimension of Bede’s thought 1s a peripheral issue to the main
focus of the study in question: Davidse, J. 1982, '"The Sense of History in the Works of the Venerable
Bede', Studi Medievali 23, 647-95, at 662-70;, McCready, W. D. 1994, Miracles and the Venerable Bede
{Toronto), pp. 89-104. The views of Davidse and McCready are considered in the analysis of ‘Bede’s
eschatological perspective” carried out in chapters 8-10, below.
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charting the development of Bede’s eschatological beliefs, the specific context of each
work will be considered with reference to the events of Bede’s lifetime and the

development of his authorial career.

Innovation. tradition and the new Bede

In studying Bede in the twenty-first century, scholars now have access to wide
variety of resources that were not available to a previous generation. Computerised
databases such as the CETEDOC Library of Christian Latin Texts allow citations and
sources to be traced with relative ease.”® Though a small number of Bede’s minor
exegetical works are only available in outdated Patrologia Latina volumes,” workable
modern Latin editions of most of Bede’s texts have now been published in Corpus
Christianorum Series Latina volumes 118 to 123.°° English translations of many of

Bede’s non-historical works have been produced, and new editions are currently in

* The searches carried out in the present study employ version 6 of the CETEDOC Library of Christian
Latin Texts (2005). This database has an impressive coverage of Latin literature from the late-second to
the fifteenth century and it contains computerised versions of the vast majority of Bede’s exegetical and
educational works. However, the CETEDOC library is not without its flaws for the Bede scholar. Certain
Bedan texts are omitted from the electronic library, most notably the hagiographical works (Fita metrica
Cuthberti, Vita Sancti Cuthberti prosaica, Vita Sancti Felicis, Vita Sancti Anastasii) and the major
historical works (Historia ecclesiastica, Historia abbatum). The exclusion of the Historia ecclesiastica is
particularly frustrating for scholars wishing to detect linguistic resonance between Bede’s theological
work and his historical masterpiece.

¥ De mansionibus filiorum Israel and De eo quod Isaiah ait are currently only available in PL 94. De
VIII quaestionibus does not feature in a CCSL volume, but the PL edition of this work has been revised
by Michael Gorman (see below, note 613). Bede’s Collectaneum of extracts from Augustine on the
Pauline Epistles is the only exegetical work not to have been printed in a modern Latin edition, though
several medieval manuscripts of this compilation are extant It has not experienced total neglect,
however, as a translated edition has been published in the Cistercian Studies series: Hurst, D. 1999, trans.
Bede the Venerable: Excerpts from the Works of Saint Augustine on the Letters of the Blessed Apostle
Paul (Kalamazoo).

% The CCSL volumes of Bede’s works are produced to varying standards of critical scholarship and
many have drawn dissatisfied comments. However, for the most part, these volumes are produced to a
much higher standard than the unreliable PL editions that a former generation of scholars were dependent
upon. Laistner’s edition of FExpositio Actuum apostolorum and Gryson’s edition of FExpositio
Apocalypseos are often singled out for praise: Sharpe, R. 2005, '"The Varieties of Bede's Prose’, in T.
Reinhardt, M. Lapidge and J. N. Adams (eds.), dspects of the Language of Latin Prose (Oxford), pp.
339-55, p. 343; DeGregorio, S. 2006, trans. Bede: on Ezra and Nehemiah (Liverpool), p. xiv, note 2;
Lapidge, M. 2006, The Anglo-Saxon Library (Oxford), pp. 35-6, note 25.
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progress.”’ These translated editions have helped to bring Bede’s lesser-known works
to a new audience, and they have stimulated interest in Bede’s activities as a scriptural
exegete or compiler of educational materials. Further breakthroughs are imminent; a
new critical edition of the Latin text of the Historia ecclesiastica has been prepared by
Michael Lapidge (though at the time of writing only the first volume, containing books
one and two, had appeared in print).*®

The major developments in the historiographical reception of Bede can be
measured by referring to three significant volumes of collected essays. In 1976, Gerald
Bonner edited a collaborative volume entitled Famulus Christi: FEssays in
Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth of the Venerable Bede.” The
majority of the contributions to this collection were first read at a conference held at
Hatfield College in Durham in 1973. Famulus Christi was a conscious attempt to
produce a successor volume to an earlier collection of essays, Bede, His Life, Times,
and Writings, which had been published in 1935 to mark the twelfth centenary of
Bede’s death.*’ The 1935 collection featured papers from several notable Bede scholars
of the time, including Max Laistner, Bertram Colgrave and Wilhelm Levison. Famulus

Christi reflects the scholarly trends of its era, and a comparison of the two volumes

7" Many of Bede’s exegetical and educational texts have been published in English translation in the
Translated Texts for Historians series (Liverpool University Press), the Cistercian Studies series
{Cistercian Publications) and a variety of other formats. A new translation of Expositio Apocalypseos is
being prepared for publication by Faith Wallis, though it was yet to appear at the time of writing.

7% The first instalment of a three-volume series has been published in which Lapidge’s revised edition of
the Latin text is accompanied by a parallel translation of the Historia into Italian by Paola Chiesa:
Lapidge, M. 2008, ed. Beda: Storia Degli Inglesi. Testo Latine a Fronte. Vol [1: Libri I-II (Milan). As
Lapidge’s revised text of the Historia ecclesiastica 1s not yet fully-available, this study uses the standard
edition by Colgrave and Mynors for the Latin text of the Historia ecclesiastica: Colgrave, B. and Mynors,
R. A B. 1969, eds. Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English people (Oxford).

¥ Bonner, G. 1976, ed. Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the
Birth of the Venerable Bede (1.ondon). The volume’s title derives from a form of self-address which 1is
often employed by Bede. Bede frequently styles himself as famufus Christi (servant of Christ”), fomulus
Dei (*servant of God”) or similar.

* Hamilton Thompson, A. 1935, ed. Bede, His Life, Times, and Writings: Essays in Commemoration of
the Twelfth Centenary of his Death (Oxford).
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reveals the arcas in which Bede scholarship had developed since the pre-war years.
Many of the contributions to Famulus Christi attempt to consider Bede in a European
context (this point is highlighted in Bonner’s introduction to the collection).* Henry
Mayr-Harting noted a second major development in a contemporary review of the
volume. Mayr-Harting highlighted the growing scholarly awareness of the importance
of Bede’s activities as a scriptural exegete.*? Particularly notable in this regard is Roger
Ray’s essay, ‘Bede the exegete as historian’, which considers the Historia ecclesiastica
within the context of Bede’s theological Wri‘[ings.43 Before Ray’s essay, Bede scholars
tended to separate different aspects of Bede’s scholarly output and study them in
isolation of each other.” Ray’s essay was one of the first studies to demonstrate the
value of an intertextual approach to Bede’s works. " This methodological development
had a profound impact upon subsequent scholarship and it continues to influence the
field of Bede studies to this day.

Though other collected volumes have been published since 1976, a recent

publication stands out as a worthy successor to Famulus Christi. Three decades on from

" See Bonner’s comments at Famulus Christi, pp. 2-4 and note 4.

2 Mayr-Harting, H. 1978, (Review Article) 'G. Bonner, Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of
the 137 Century of the Birth of the Venerable Bede (1976Y, Journal of Ecclesiastical History 29, 363-5.

# Ray suggests that Bede’s biblical commentaries and the Historia ecclesiastica are ‘inseparable’ and he
encourages the reader to approach them as products of the same scholarly enterprise: Ray, R. D. 1976,
'Bede, the Exegete as Historian', in G. Bonner (ed.), Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the
13" Century of the Birth of the Venerable Bede (London), pp. 125-40.

“ As Davidse points out ('Sense of Iistory', 647-8), Ray’s consideration of the Historia within the
context of Bede’s work as an exegete can be contrasted with the essays in Bede, His Life, Times, and
Writings where these aspects of Bede’s canon were dealt with separately (Levison wrote on ‘Bede as
Historian™ and Jenkins contributed an essay entitled “Bede as exegete and theologian’).

¥ Campbell’s classic essay of 1966 had also stressed the need to consider the Historia ecclesiastica
within the context of the rest of Bede’s canon: Campbell, I. 1966, 'Bede', in T. A. Dorey (ed.), Latin
Historians (London), pp. 159-90, at p. 159.

% Houwen, L. A. I. R and MacDonald, A. A. 1996, eds. Beda Venerabilis: Historian, Mownk and
Northumbrian (Groningen); Lebecq, S., Pernin, M. and Szerwiniack, O. 2005, eds. Béde le Vénérable:
entre tradition et postérité / The Venerable Bede: Tradition and Posterity (Lille). Hach collection
contains a selection of useful essays, though neither has had a profound effect upon Bedan scholarship
comparable to that of Bede, His Life, Times, and Writings or Famulus Christi: Several papers on Bede
have also been published n: Farrell, R. T. 1978, ed. Bede and Anglo-Saxon England: Papers in Honour
of the 1300th Anniversary of the Birth of Bede, given at Cornell Universily in 1973 and 1974 (Oxford),
and Hawkes, I. and Mills, S. 1999, eds. Northumbria's Golden Age (Stroud).
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Bonner’s volume, Scott DeGregorio has edited a collection entitled [nnovation and
Tradition in the Writings of the Venerable Bede."” At the time of writing, another
collaborative volume is due to be published in the near future, the forthcoming
Cambridge Companion to Bede."® The publication of two major volumes of collected
essays in quick succession is testimony to the health of Bede studies as a discipline in
the early twenty-first century. Several of the papers in [mnovation and Tradition
concern Bede’s exegetical commentaries, mirroring the general rise in interest in Bede’s
wider canon of works that has been evident in the thirty years since Famulus Christi
was published. The intertextual method that defined Ray’s contribution to Famulus
Christi 1s developed in many of the contributions to [nnovation and Tradition. But
whilst the ultimate aim of Ray’s 1976 essay was to further our understanding of Bede’s
historical works by reference to the exegesis, the essays in Innovation and Tradition
demonstrate that scholars no longer need to make Bede’s wider body of work
subservient to the Historia ecclesiastica. The volume contains studies dedicated to the
commentaries on Genesis, 1 Samuel, Ezra, and the Song of Songs, as well as a
discussion of Bede’s homiletic writings. The growth of interest in Bede’s wider
scholarly output is also evident in Faith Wallis’s consideration of Bede’s scientific
writings, Ray’s analysis of Bede’s perception of himself and Alan Thacker’s essay on
Bede’s educative programme. Only one contribution, that of Walter Goftart, adopts the

Historia ecclesiastica as its immediate focus.

* DeGregorio, S. 2006, ed. Imnovation and Tradition in the Writings of the Venerable Bede
{Morgantown). The majority of the contributors to this volume were regular attendees of a series of
sessions on Bede, coordinated by DeGregorio, for the “Sources of Anglo-Saxon Literary Culture’ strand
of the yearly International Medieval Congress in Kalamazoo, Michigan.

*® Two roundtable sessions at the 44™ International Medieval Congress, Kalamazoo (May 2009) marked
the forthcoming publication of the Cambridge Companion fo Bede. The volume 1s due to be published by
the Cambridge University Press.
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At the outset of Innovation and Tradition, DeGregorio talks of a “fundamentally
changed world of Bedan scholarship’.49 His comment does not just refer to the
increased tendency for scholars to concern themselves with Bede’s non-historical
works. It also encompasses new theoretical approaches to the study of Bede that have
become prominent in recent years. In the volume’s introduction, DeGregorio explains
that the majority of the contributions to Innovation and Tradition are underpinned by a
set of shared principles. Two developments set this volume aside from the scholarship
of a previous generation. First, the volume proposes a radical reassessment of Bede’s
perception of his own standing as a scholarly authority. Also, the collection offers a
reconsideration of the nature of the relationship between Bede and the theoretical
traditions of the Church fathers. Both of these notions are important developments, and
they will each be referred to throughout the course of this study. Both ideas merit
further consideration here.

The Imnovation and Tradition collection offers a fresh reappraisal of Bede
which stands in stark contrast to traditional perceptions of his character. This notion is
reflected in the subheading attached to DeGregorio’s introductory essay: ‘the new
Bede’. Several of the volume’s essays style Bede as a commanding scholarly presence.
Where there was once a tendency to emphasise his humility and modesty, Bede is now
reckoned to be a scholar who was aware of the magnitude of his own importance to the
development of Christian thought. Ray’s contribution to the /nnovation and Tradition

collection suggests that Bede saw himself as a worthy successor to the Church fathers.”

* DeGregorio, S. 2006, Tntroduction: The New Bede', in S. DeGregorio (ed.), Innovation and Tradition
in the Writings of the Venerable Bede (Morgantown), pp. 1-10 (quotation taken from p. 9).

*0 Ray, R. D. 2006, '"Who Did Bede Think He Was?' in S. DeGregorio (ed.), Innovation and Tradition in
the Writings of the Venerable Bede (Morgantown), pp. 11-36. At p. 32, Ray comments: ‘Bede wrote as 1f
he thought he was working at the top of the field, among the other builders of Christian Latin culture,
both in contents and style’.
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Alan Thacker endorses this view, commenting that Bede thought of himself as ‘the
Augustine of his age’.51 Even Bede’s oft-quoted statement that he was ‘following the
footsteps of the fathers (patrum vestigia sequens)’ has now been subjected to a radical
reappraisal.”” No longer taken as a statement of modesty indicative of Bede’s perceived
inferiority to his predecessors,53 the phrase is interpreted as rhetorical device employed
by Bede to establish himself as one of their equals.™

Similar themes run through many of the essays in the lnnovation and Tradition
volume, particularly those that concern Bede’s activities as a scriptural exegete. Many
of the essays discuss notions of innovation and tradition in Bede’s thought in order to
explain the nature of his debt to the Church fathers. As a whole, the collection stresses
the originality of Bede’s thought and it emphasises the importance of his contribution to
the development of Christian theology in the Middle Ages. It therefore breaks with
previous assessments of Bede’s exegetical work which defined Bede’s theological
thought as a traditional (and, by extension, largely unoriginal) synthesis of the ideas of

others. Such notions were advanced in Jenkins’s contribution to Bede, His Life, Times,

*! Thacker, A. 2006, Bede and the Ordering of Understanding', in S. DeGregorio (ed.), Innovation and
Tradition in the Writings of the Venerable Bede (Morgantown), pp. 37-63. The quotation cited above is
found on p. 63. At pp. 43-6, Thacker suggests that Bede thought of himself as a doctor, a word for
teacher that carries “distinctly elitist implications’.

*? Variations of the phrase ‘patrum vestigia sequens  are employed by Bede on several occasions to
describe his own scholarly endeavours. For a list of examples, see Meyvaert, P. 1976, 'Bede the Scholar’,
in G. Bonner (ed.), Famulus Christi: Essays in Commemoration of the Thirteenth Centenary of the Birth
of the Venerable Bede (London), pp. 40-69, at pp. 62-3, note 7.

* TIn Famulus Christi, Meyvaert interpreted the phrase ‘patrum vestigia sequens’ as an expression of
Bede’s humility (see 'Bede the Scholar', p. 42). Meyvaert’s assertion that ‘Bede had a very modest
opinion of himself”, 1s representative of the traditional position commonly stated by Bede scholars
throughout the twentieth century.

* The notion that ‘patrum vestigia sequens’ is a rhetorical device is expounded forcefully in Ray’s
contribution to the Innovation and Tradition volume, '"Who Did Bede Think He Was?' (see in particular
pp. 19-24). A similar line of interpretation 1s put forth in the essay by DeGregorio, 'Footsteps of His
Own: Bede's Commentary on Ezra-Nehemiah', at pp. 143-68. Also, see the comments in DeGregorio’s
introduction to the Innovation and Tradition volume: 'New Bede', pp. 6-10.
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and Writings,” and they were often restated in subsequent appraisals of Bede’s
activities as an exege‘[e.56 The recent surge in interest in Bede’s commentaries has
inspired a complete revision of these long-held views, and a new appreciation for
Bede’s achievements as a theologian has developed in recent years.”’ This shift in
perception 1s fully realised in the /mnovaiion and Tradiiion collection. The essays
discuss Bede’s debt to patristic authorities such as Gregory the Great, Augustine and
Jerome, but they also detect strands of originality in Bede’s exegetical interpretations.
Bede’s theological thought must be considered within the context of previous
developments in Christian theology, but it is incorrect to assume that Bede contributed
little or nothing of substance. Even on the occasions when Bede was acting as a
synthesiser of the ideas of others, the reader is urged to appreciate the important role
that Bede played in transmitting the ideas of the past to the contemporary Anglo-Saxon
world.”®

It will become clear in the course of this study that the historiographical shifts
outlined in the /nnovation and Tradition volume offer productive ways to approach the
study of Bede and his world. In considering how Bede refined, adapted and developed
ideas inherited from his Christian predecessors regarding the end of the world, this
study will frequently have cause to reflect upon the way in which innovation and
tradition dynamically interact in his work. So often, Bede’s thought can be

characterised as a process of innovation within a tradition, and this is especially true

* Jenkins, C. 1935, Bede as Exegete and Theologian', in A. Hamilton Thompson (ed.), Bede, His Life,
Times, and Writings: Essays in Commemoration of the Twelfth Centenary of his Death (Oxford), pp. 152-
200. At p. 167, Jenkins describes Bede as ‘modest and humble-minded’ and he remarks that “originality
seems to him to be of quite secondary importance’.

6 The comments of Campbell, J. 1966, Bede', p. 159 can be considered typical. Encyclopedia entries
often style Bede as a transmitter of the ideas of others. For example, see: Lienhard, J. T. 2000, 'Bede the
Venerable', in P. W. Carey (ed.), Biographical Dictionary of Christian Theologions (London), pp. 61-2.
*" The new-found appreciation for the originality of Bede’s thought mirrors the reappraisal of scholarly
perceptions of Gregory the Great which occurred in the last two decades of the twentieth century.

*% DeGregorio, S. 2006, New Bede', pp. 8-9.
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with regards to his eschatological thought. This study will also lend great support to
DeGregorio’s notion of a ‘new Bede’. Bede should no longer be thought of as an
unassuming soul who was satisfied to restate the theological ideas of the Church
fathers. Rather, he should be regarded as a key figure in the intellectual environment of
his day who engaged with and was influenced by the society in which he lived.

This study will adopt the methodological principles that are prominent in
contemporary Bedan scholarship and pursue an intertextual approach. Eschatological
themes permeate a wide range of Bede’s works and it is vital to consider each text in
concert with the others. Many of the contributors to the mnovation and Tradition
volume demonstrate the value of such an approach, but there is still scope for their work
to be developed. Bede’s historical and exegetical works have benefited from an
integrated approach, but some areas of Bede’s canon are still very much neglected. For
example, the wider body of Bede scholarship rarely mentions Bede’s poetic works,
even though they can offer a unique insight into his character. One of Bede’s letters to
Bishop Acca is a critically-important source for the purposes of the present study, yet
almost nothing has been written about it in contemporary scholarship.” This study will
seek to bring lesser-studied works such as these into a sharper focus. In doing so, it will
demonstrate the value of further widening out the intertextual approach which has come

to define Bedan scholarship in the twenty-first century.

* The letter in question, Bede’s De eo quod Isaiah ait, is discussed at length in chapter 7 below, pp. 225-
232. A short introduction precedes Holder’s translated edition of this text: Trent Foley, W. and Holder, A.
G. 1999, trans. Bede: a Biblical Miscellany (Liverpool), pp. 35-8. With the exception of Holder’s brief
introduction, De eo quod Isaiah ait has rarely received any attention at all from contemporary Bede
scholars.
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Structure of the present studv

The ten chapters of the present study are organised into three main thematic
groups: the world ages framework, Bede’s eschatological vision and Bede’s
eschatological perspective. Bede’s eschatological thought is closely linked to his views
on chronological periodisation, and this topic is the immediate focus for the first four
chapters of the present study. De temporibus, Bede’s first treatise on time-reckoning, is
considered in chapter one. Bede’s earliest thoughts on time were firmly rooted in a
theoretical tradition associated with Augustine of Hippo and Isidore of Seville, vet De
temporibus caused considerable controversy and led to an allegation of heresy. Chapter
two considers the nature of this allegation and proceeds to discuss Bede’s immediate
response in the Epistola ad Pleguinam. Chapter three sets Bede’s early eschatological
thought within a wider context, by considering the alternative system of temporal
division promoted in the Laferculus Malalianus (a chronological text circulating in
Anglo-Saxon England in Bede’s era). Chapter four concerns Bede’s longer term
response to the heresy allegation, with particular focus upon his attempt to justify,
confirm and further develop his theory of time-reckoning in works compiled after the
Epistola ad Pleguinam.

The second major theme to be explored in the present study i1s Bede’s vision of
what is expected to happen at the end of time. This aspect of Bede’s eschatological
thought is ultimately defined by Scripture, but a variety of Church fathers exert an
influence over Bede’s perception of the last days, most notably: Jerome, Augustine and
Gregory the Great. Chapters five, six and seven aim to reconstruct Bede’s
eschatological vision, focusing upon the sequence of events leading up to the day of

judgement (chapter five), the day of judgement itself (chapter six), and the expected
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nature of the post-judgement afterlife (chapter seven). In a sense, chapters five, six and
seven of this study can be regarded as extended commentaries on the topics covered in
the final five chapters of De temporum ratione.*

The third major theme to be addressed in the present study is Bede’s
eschatological perspective (the issue of where Bede perceived his own era to be in
relation to the end of the world). It is possible to trace the changes in Bede’s
eschatological perspective and set them within the context of the major events of his life
and the progression of his authorial career. Chapters eight, nine and ten explore the
nature and extent of Bede’s debt to textual authorities, beginning with a discussion of
the relationship between the eschatological perspectives of Bede and Gregory the Great
(chapter eight). Chapter nine focuses upon the eschatological sentiments expressed in /n
primam partem Samuhelis, a work written during a crisis period in Bede’s life. Chapter
ten sets the findings of chapter nine within the wider context of Bede’s authorial career

and it proceeds to consider the development of Bede’s eschatological perspective as he

advanced into old age.

8 After the Chronica maiora of chapter 66, an eschatological treatise follows in chapters 67-71. These
chapter cover: the eschatological events that are to precede the end of the world, the day of judgement
and Bede’s vision for the post-judgement kingdom of heaven.
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Chapter 1: De temporibus

Introduction

De temporibus has been described as ‘a concise and focused course in basic
computistics’.®! It is an introductory text, designed to give the reader a grounding in the
methods of calculation employed in reckoning the date of Easter. The work also
explains the various units of time, the calendar and the structure of universal history.
The preface to De temporum ratione states that De temporibus was compiled for the

benefit of Bede’s own pupils:

Formerly, I composed two small books in a summary style that I

deemed necessary for learners: on the nature of things (De natura

rerum) and the reckoning of time (et ratione temporum).”*
Though Bede’s Latin refers to the earlier work as ‘[De] ratione temporum’, it became
known by the title ‘De temporibus’.* Bede’s description of the work as being written
‘in a summary style (stricto sermone)’ is apt: the chapters of De temporibus are
constructed from sentences that are noticeably short. “ Bede clearly appreciated that the

tricky subject of Paschal calculation required straightforward and concise exposition.

® Wallis, T. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 1xv (see also appendix 4 ‘a note on the term computus’ at
pp. 425-6). The standard edition of De temporibus is found in pp. 585-611 of CCSL volume 123C. This
is a reprint of the edition of chapters 1-16 from Jones, C. W. 1943, ed. Bedae Opera de temporibus, pp.
161-7, combined with Mommsen’s edition of the world chronicle (chapters 17-22). The world chronicle
was originally printed in Chronica minora III, MGH Auctores Antiquissimi 13, pp. 247-317. Mommsen
reproduces the world chronicles from De femporibus and De temporum ratione in a parallel edition. The
chronicle from De temporum ratione is found in the top portion of each page, with corresponding
passages from De temporibus below.

82 De temporum ratione, preface, lines 1-3: ‘De natura rerum et ratione temporum duos quondam stricto
sermone libellos discentibus ut rebar necessarios composui’.

8 The title ‘De temporibus’ derives from Bede’s description of the work in Historia ecclesiastica, 5.24. Tt
distinguishes the early tract from the later, more comprehensive text De temporum ratione.

% In a recent assessment of Bede’s prose style, Richard Sharpe demonstrates that the average length of a
sentence in De femporibus is shorter than in many other Bedan works: Sharpe, R. 2005, 'The Varieties of
Bede's Prose’, pp. 351-3. Sharpe admits that his data are somewhat crude, but his calculations of average
sentence length are a useful guide for comparing Bede’s works against each other. De femporibus 1s said
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De temporibus was completed in the year 703. Chapter fourteen explains how to
calculate the number of years which have elapsed ‘since the Incarnation of the Lord (ab
Incarnatione Dominiy’.*° In doing so, Bede calculates the present year, the fifth year of
Tiberius IIL as 703.% In the final chapter, chapter twenty-two, Bede once again refers
to present day as being in the fifth year of Tiberius,”” but a curious discrepancy with the
number given in chapter fourteen exists in some manuscripts. Two of the earliest
manuscripts of De temporibus state, in chapter twenty-two, that 709 years have thus-far
elapsed in the sixth age,68 whilst others omit the number altogether. % The reference to
the year 709 has traditionally been interpreted as a scribal error,”® though an alternative
theory, that the text was altered by computists in Gaul, has recently been proposed.”
Whether the internal discrepancy in these manuscripts is a result of editorial
manipulation, scribal mishap or an alternative reason, * the correct date of composition

for De temporibus is undoubtedly the year 703 (the correct date for the fifth year of

to have an average of 9 words per sentence. In contrast, De natura rerum has 16, De temporum ratione
23 and In Ezram et Neemiam has 40.

% Bede played a crucial role in popularising this method of dating; he used it as the chronological
framework for the Historia ecclesiastica and gave the system prominence in his Easter tables. On the
origins of the AD system of dating see McCarthy, D. P. 2003, 'The Emergence of 4nno Domini', in G.
Jaritz and G. Moreno-Riano (eds.), Time and Eternity: the Medieval Discourse (Turnhout), pp. 31-33.

% De temporibus, 14, lines 1-7.

5 De temporibus, 22, lines 79-80.

% De temporibus, 22, line 1: ‘Sexta aetas continent annos praeteritos DCCVIIID. The year 709 is given in
Berlin, Staatsbibliothek, 128 (Phill. 1831) and Vatican City, Bibliotheca Apostolica Vaticana, pal. lat.
1448. These two manuscripts were chosen as the basis of the text of the Chronica minora by Mommsen.
% The number is omitted in manuscripts E, H, and M as listed in Mommsen’s edition: Einsiedeln,
Klosterbibliothek, 167; St Gall, Stiftshibliothek, 251; Paris, Bibliothéque nationale, lat. 4860.

" Plummer, C. 1896, Venerabilis Baedae Opera Historica, vol. T (Oxford), p. exlvi.

" Masako Ohashi suggests that the discrepancy may be due to computists in Gaul amending the text of
chapter 22 to fit a Victorian chronology. As there was a discrepancy of 6 years between the Victorian
chronology and the Dionysian reckoning followed by Bede, the number may have been altered to fit the
Victorian date for the fifth-year of Tiberius (709). Ohashi, M. 2003, "Sexta aetas continel annos
praeteritos DCCVIIT (Bede, De temporibus, 22): a Scribal Error?' in G. Jantz and G. Moreno-Riano
{eds.), Time and Eternity: the Medieval Discourse {Turnhout), pp. 55-62. Ohashi does not explain why
the figure in chapter 14 was not also amended.

™ The manuscripts containing the figure 709 in chapter 22 could derive from a copy (or copies) which
had been emended at Wearmouth-Jarrow in the course of classroom teaching by Bede or a colleague.
Alternatively, the manuscripts could derive from a copy sent to Bishop Acca, Wilfrid's successor at
Hexham, soon after his accession.
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Tiberius III) as given in chapter fourteen. This places the work near the beginning of
Bede’s authorial career, and it would more or less have been contemporaneous with his
ordination to the priesthood.”

The completion of De femporibus almost certainly coincided with that of
another work; De natura rerum. De natura rerum provides an introduction to the study
of the natural world and it had many precedents in classical and post-classical literature.
The text was very popular in the centuries following Bede’s death, with well over one-
hundred medieval manuscripts surviving. ™ De natura rerum itself contains no explicit
clues regarding its date of composition. The main body of the work is prefaced by four
lines of verse which are preserved in numerous manuscripts under the title ‘verses of
Bede the priest’ (Versus Bedae Presbiteri). The reference to Bede’s priestly status
would seem to imply that the work was composed after Bede’s ordination (circa 703).
However, as no autograph manuscript of De natura rerum has survived, the title of the
quatrain may not have originated with Bede himself. It would be unwise to put too

€

much faith in the title’s reference to Bede’s status as ‘presbiter’ (the title could have
been an introductory label added by a later scribe). Though Bede scholars have usually

accepted it as an early work, there is no general consensus about the date of De natura

rerum. Many have chosen to see this text as contemporaneous with De femporibus, but

7 Bede declares that he was ordained priest by John of Beverly at the age of 30 in Historia ecclesiastica,
5.24. Though he does not mention the year he was born, he states that he was currently in the 59™ year of
his life. If Bede was 58 when he completed the Historia in 731, it follows that he was borm n 673 and
ordained circa 703.

™ The most comprehensive list of manuscripts is provided by Jones, C. W. De natura rerum liber, CCSL
123A (Tumhout, 1975), pp. 174-84. This list 1s intended to supplement that of Laistner, M. I.. W. and
King, H. H. 1943, 4 Hand-list of Bede Manuscripts (Ithaca). Though the earliest manuscripts of De
natura rerum date from the Carolingian era, the work was known and used in the pre-Carolingian period:
King, V. 1993, 'An Unreported Early use of Bede's De natura rerum ', Anglo-Saxon England 22, 85-91.
King demonstrates that De natura rerum was the source for two passages in the eighth-century revision
of the Aratus Latinus.
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Plummer did not consider this to be a safe assumption.” C. W. Jones, who edited the
Corpus Christianorum Series Latina edition of De natura rerum, was confident that the
text was one of Bede’s earliest compositions.’® In contrast, Richard Sharpe has recently
classified De natura rerum as a middle career work.”’

It seems sensible to follow Jones and consider De natura rerum as an early
work. Several chapters indicate that Bede’s mind had not yet achieved the sophisticated
level of scientific understanding that is evident in De temporum ratione, a work which
displays significant advances in certain fields such as tidal ‘[heory.78 Bede’s willingness
to use sources that he later came to mistrust is another indication of an early date. His
liberal use of Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae and De natura rerum (the latter of which
probably suggested the title of Bede’s work to him)79 is particularly illuminating. Bede
cited Isidore less frequently as he advanced in age,® and it seems that his attitude
towards the bishop of Seville cooled considerably in his later years. A dismissive

comment in De femporum ratione suggests that Bede did not consider Isidore to be a

7 Plummer, C. 1896, Venerabilis Baedae Opera Historica, vol. I, p. exlix.

® Jones, C. W. De natura rerum liber, CCSL 123A, p. 174. See also the comment that De natura rerum
is “at least as early as De temporibus and probably earlier’ in Jones, C. W. 1937, ™Manuscripts of Bede's
De Natura Rerunt, Isis 27, 430-40, at 438. This view is echoed by: Bolton, W. F. 1967, 4 History of
Anglo-Latin Literature, vol. 1 (Princeton), p. 157; Stevens, W. M. 1985, Bede's Scientific Achievement
{Jarrow Lecture, Jarrow), p. 4; Brown, G. H. 1987, Bede the Venerable (Boston), p. 37.

" Sharpe classifies De natura rerum in the same bracket as In Marci evangelium expositio. The
commentary on Mark was composed after In primam partem Samuhelis (which itself was completed
circa 716-717). Sharpe, R. 2005, 'The Varieties of Bede's Prose', p. 352.

™ In De natura rerum, 39, Bede describes an S-year tidal cycle which is based upon book 2, chapter 99 of
Pliny’s Historia naturalis. In De temporum ratione, 29, Bede rejects the 8-year cycle and replaces it with
a more sophisticated 19-year cycle. The acceptance of the B-year cycle in De natura rerum is a
significant factor in Jones’s argument for assigning the work an early date: Jones, C. W. De natura rerum
liber, CCSL 123A, p. 174. For more on Bede’s innovative tidal theory, see note 526 below.

" Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 1xxex. Bede would also have known Isidore’s De natura
rerum by its altemative title “Libri rotarum’. This title refers to the illustrative diagrams of concentric
circles that often featured in medieval manuscripts of Isidore’s work. The Epistola Cuthberti de obitu
Beda refers to Isidore’s work using the alternative title, see: Colgrave, B. and Mynors, R. A. B. 1969, eds.
Ecclesiastical History, pp. 582-3. There 1s no evidence to suggest that Bede included diagrams in his De
natura rerum, though some do appear in a limited number of manuscripts. These diagrams are often
copied from Isidore and occur most often in manuscripts of English origin from the post-Conquest
period: Jones, C. W. De natura rerum liber, CCSL 123A, p. 186.

¥ Bede became much less dependent on Isidore as his career progressed; De temporum ratione borrows
far fewer passages from Isidore than De natura rerum, despite the former work being a great deal longer.
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particularly reliable authority.®' Cuthbert’s Epistola de obitu Bedae indicates that Bede
was thoroughly dissatisfied with Isidore’s De natura rerum shortly before his death.®?
A strong case can be made for seeing De natura rerum and De temporibus as
companion pieces. The two works are referred to together in De temporum ratione and
the Historia ecclesiastica, suggesting that Bede considered them to be a pair.83 De
temporibus does not have its own preface, but Faith Wallis has suggested that the
preface to De natura rerum may well have been intended for both works.® Wallis
states that the prefatory quatrain, reproduced below, does not seem appropriate for De

natura rerum alone. It would, however, fit a hypothetical fusion of the two works:

I, Bede, servant of God, have summarised in brief chapters
the various natures of things and the broad periods of the
fragile age. You who read the stars, I beseech you, look with
fixed mind above to the everlasting day.85
De natura rerum does not discuss the ‘broad periods of the fragile age (labentis ..

aeui ... tempora lata)’ and it contains very little that is relevant to the wider topic

of time. The reference to ‘broad periods’ seems to be a far more appropriate

1 De temporum ratione, 35, lines 38-44. The comment concerns Isidore’s dating of the beginning of the
four seasons. On this passage, and for insightful comments regarding Bede’s attitude towards Isidore in
general, see Meyvaert, P. 1976, 'Bede the Scholar', pp. 58-60.

* Cuthbert relates that Bede was preparing a revised edition of Isidore’s De natura rerum shortly before
he died. Regarding Isidore’s work, Cuthbert quotes Bede as saying: ‘T cannot have my children learning
what is not true, and losing their labour on this after I am gone (Nolo ut pueri mei mendacium legant, et
in hoc post meum obitum sine fructu laborent) . Extract and translation taken from Colgrave, B. and
Mynors, R. A B. 1969, eds. Ecclesiastical History, pp. 582-3.

8 De temporum ratione, preface, lines 1-3 (see above, note 62). Historia ecclesiastica, 5.24: “Two books,
one on the nature of things and the other on chronology (De natura rerum, el de temporibus, libros
singulos)’.

¥ Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 1xvi.

8 De natura rerum, preface: ‘Naturas rerum uarias labentis et acui / Perstrinxi titulis, tempora lata
citis, / Beda Der famulus. Tu fixa obsecro perennem / Qu legis astra, super mente tuere diem’.
The authenticity of the prefatory quatrain is thought to be ‘beyvond question’, Jones, C. W. 1937,
"Manuscripts of De Natura Rerunt, 436.
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description of De temporibus, particularly the world chronicle of chapters

seventeen to twenty-two.

The world ages and the ages of man

The world chronicle that occupies the final chapters of De temporibus is often
referred to as Bede’s ‘lesser chronicle” or ‘Chronica minora’. The chronology is based
upon a six-part method of temporal division. It is preceded by chapter sixteen (‘De
mundi aetatibus™) which outlines the six-fold scheme. Bede describes universal history
as being split into six world ages, with each age being defined by well known biblical
events. The Flood provides the splitting point for ages one and two, and the divisions
for ages three to six derive from the genealogy of Jesus Christ in the Gospel of

Matthew.® The ages are reckoned as follows:

Prima aetas Adam to Noah

Secunda aetas Noah to Abraham

Tertia aetas Abraham to David

Quarta aetas David to the Babylonian Exile
Quinta aetas The Exile to the Incamation of Christ
Sexta aetas Incarnation to the death of the world

World Age divisions: De temporibus, 16

Chapter sixteen of De femporibus represents Bede’s earliest discussion of the world

ages doctrine, but the theme recurs time and time again throughout his works.®” The

% Matthew 1.1-18. Bede cites Matthew as the source for the reckoning of ages three to six in De
temporibus, 16 and again in Episiola ad Pleguinam, 2.

¥ Though the world ages theme permeates a great number of Bede’s works, the most important
discussions are found in: In Genesim, De temporum ratione, Homiliarum euangelii libri 11, 1.14 and the
Hymnus de opere sex dievum primordialium et de sex aetatibus mundi.
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importance of the world ages scheme to Bede’s thought has long been appreciated.®® C.
W. Jones stressed the importance of this theme to Bede’s educational programme,
suggesting that the doctrine intersects with almost all of Bede’s identifiable interests as
a teacher.” Several secondary works have commented upon the prevalence of the world
ages theme in Bede’s works,” and it has been referred to as his favourite doctrine.”
There can be little doubt that the world ages scheme was a fundamentally important
aspect of Bede’s world-view. It provided a historical framework for the biblical and
post-biblical events of the past and it also defined Bede’s perception of the present.
According to the scheme set forth in De temporibus, the present day fell within a sixth
and final age of historical time which would end with the death of the whole world.”
The origins of the world ages doctrine lie in the Judaic hexaemeral tradition.”
The theme became common amongst early-Christian writers and the association of
universal history with a six-part scheme of division can be traced back at least as far as
s 94

the second-century ‘Epistle of Barnabas’.”" The six world ages are primarily associated

with Augustine of Hippo. Augustine played a prominent role in developing and

% Plummer, C. 1896, Venerabilis Baedae Opera Historica, vol. I, p. xli-xlii.

¥ Jones, C. W. 1970, 'Some Introductory Remarks on Bede's Commentary on Genesis', Sacris Erudiri 19,
115-98, at 191-8. Earlier in his career, Jones suggested that the world-ages doctrine was ‘fundamentally a
teaching device’ for Bede which had little connection to historical reality: Jones, C. W. 1946, 'Bede as
Early Medieval Historian', Medievalia et Humanistica 4, 26-36 at 31-2. As Wallis points out, Jones’s
comments in his 1970 article suggest that he modified this belief later in his career (Wallis, F. 1999,
trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 362, note 219).

% See, for example, Mayr-Harting, II. 1991, The Coming of Christianity to Anglo-Saxon England
{London), p. 45.

! Kendall, C. B. 2007, trans. Bede: on Genesis (Liverpool), p. 97, note 129.

2 De temporibus, 17, lines 20-2.

% See: Ladner, G. B. 1959, The Idea of Reform: Its Impact on Christian Thought and Action in the Age of
the Fathers (Cambridge), p. 224; Burrow, I. A. 1986, The Ages of Man: a Study in Medieval Writing and
Thought (Oxford), p. 81. Burrow points out that St Augustine alluded to the Jewish origins of the six-age
tradition i De Genesi contra Manichaeos, 1.23-4.

* On the Epistle of Barnabas see Landes, R. 1988, 'Lest the Millennium be Fulfilled: Apocalyptic
Expectations and the Pattern of Western Chronography 100-800 CE', in W. Verbeke, C. Verhelst and A.
Welkenhuysen (eds.), The Use and dbuse of Eschatology in the Middle Ages (l.euven), pp. 137-209, at
pp. 141-4 and Jones, C. W. 1970, 'Bede's Commentary on Genesis', 192. As Jones notes, the concept of a
six-age world had evidently been developing for many years before the Epistle of Barnabas was written.
A modern edition of the Epistle 1s available in the Sources Chrétiennes series: Prigent, P. and Kraft, R. A.
L épitre de Barnabé, Sources Chrétiennes 172 (Paris, 1971).
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popularising the six-age model. He referred to it in several works including (but by no
means limited to) De civitaie Dei, De diversis quaestionibus IXXXIII, De (zenesi contra
Manichaeos, and De catechizandis rudibus.” The divisions that Bede proposed for the
six ages of historical time, as reproduced in the table above, are entirely traditional and
derive directly from Augustine.

Augustine based the world ages scheme upon two principal analogies: the days
of creation and the ages of man.”® For Augustine, the six ages of universal history
correspond to the six days in which God created the world. For example, the fourth day
of creation, on which God adorned heaven with lights, is related to the fourth age when
the glory of David shone forth in the world.”” In later works, notably De temporum
ratione and the commentary on Genesis, Bede explored the parallels between the days
of creation and the world ages at length but the creation week analogy is entirely absent
from De temporibus.”® The discussion of the world ages in De temporibus instead
focuses on Augustine’s other favoured comparison; the ages of historical time and the
ages of man.

Various conceptions of the human life-cycle were developed throughout the

medieval period.99 Augustine equated the six ages of history with six stages of life, and

% De civitate Dei, 22.30; De diversis quaestionibus LXXXIII, 58, De Genesi contra Manichaeos, 1.23-4;
De catechizandis rudibus, 22.39. This is a brief and incomplete list. See further Ladner, G. B. 1959, The
Tdea of Reform, p. 225, note 13.

% The world ages, primordial days and ages of man are all woven together in De Genesi contra
Manichaeos, 1.23. On the world ages theme in Augustine’s works, see Tristram, H. L. C. 1985, Sex
aetates mundi: die Weltzeitalter bei den Angelsachsen und den Iren: Untersuchungen und Texte
{Heidelberg), pp. 22-4.

¥ De Genesi contra Manichaeos, 1.23.38.

% De temporum ratione, 10, 66. The world ages are a prominent theme throughout I Genesim but see in
particular: book 1, lines 1093-224. Bede’s fondness for the world ages and creation-week analogy 1s also
evident in the hymn that he composed specifically on this theme. On the Hymnus de opere sex dierum
primordialium et de sex aetatibus mundi, see below pp. 133-135, and appendix 2, p. 334.

* Two monographs on the Ages of Man have been published: Burrow, J. A. 1986, 4dges of Man and
Sears, E. 1986, The Ages of Man: Medieval Interpretations of the Life Cycle (Princeton). See also the
lengthy discussion in Ladner, G. B. 1959, The Idea of Reform, pp. 222-38, and the wide ranging study,
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his scheme enjoved extraordinary success throughout the Middle Ages.'®

According to
Burrow, the two Augustinian works which were cited most frequently by medieval
authors on the ages of man were De diversis quaestionibus LXXXIII and De (Genesi

. 101
contra Manichaeos.

In the former work, Augustine defined the six stages of human
life as infantia, pueritia, adolescentia, iuventus, gravitas and senectus. Isidore of Seville
played an important role in popularising Augustine’s six ages of man and transmitting
them to later scholars.'™ Isidore incorporated a discussion of the theme into his
Etymologiae and he reproduced the Augustinian terminology for each stage of the life-
cyele.!®

Bede’s treatment of the ages of man and world ages analogy in De temporibus is
indebted to Augustine’s theoretical model, though it must be noted that he adopts a

104

different term for the sixth stage of human life.”™ This is a subtle, but significant

adaptation of the received terminology, the full significance of which will be discussed

later in the present s‘[udy.105

For now it is sufficient to note that Bede, even at a very
early stage in his authorial career, was prepared to make alterations to a well-defined

theoretical tradition. This example of Bede’s willingness to adapt an established model

supports the recent historiographical developments in Bede scholarship outlined in

which surveys the tradition through to the modern era, by Archambault, P. 1966, 'The Ages of Man and
the Ages of the World: a Study of Two Traditions', Revie des Etudes Augustiniennes 12, 193-228.

19 1t has been suggested that; ‘most, if not all of the medieval writers who made use of the metaphor did
s0 in imitation or under the inspiration of Augustine’, Archambault, P. 1966, 'The Ages of Man and the
Ages of the World®, 206.

U Burrow, J. A. 1986, Ages of Man, pp. 80-1. The relevant passage from De diversis quaestionibus
LYXXIIT, 58, is reproduced by Burrow in an appendix, pp. 199-200. De Genesi contra Manichaeos, 1.23-
4, contains a more elaborate exposition of the analogy, on which see Ladner, G. B. 1959, The Idea of
Reform, pp. 232-7 and note 96 above.

192 Tsidore of Seville’s role in popularising the ages of man doctrine and transmitting it to later writers is
discussed by Sears, E. 1986, Ages of Man, pp. 59-63 and Burrow, J. A. 1986, Ages of Man, pp. 82-3.

18 Tsidore of Seville, Ftymologiae, 11.2. Isidore does not explore the relationship between the ages of
man and the six world ages. The discussion in Efymologiae 11 concerns the ages of man alone.

104 Augustine associates the sixth world age with a human state of ‘senectus’ (old age), but Bede defines
the sixth age as a “decrepit age (aetas decrepita)’ . De temporibus, 16, lines 20-2.

193 See chapter 8, below pp. 247-252.
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DeGregorio’s introduction to the Innovation and Tradition volume.'*® Though indebted
to the traditional doctrine of his predecessors, it is clear that Bede felt no obligation to

follow them without question.

Alternative frameworks of temporal division in Bede’s works

In basing the Chronica minora upon a six-age framework, Bede was endorsing
the world ages scheme as a legitimate model for reckoning universal history. The
divisions between each age, in Bede’s mind, represented separate eras with distinct
characteristics. The first world age perished in the flood, just as infancy (infantia) ought
to be drowned in forgetfulness. The Hebrew language was discovered in the second
world age, and so this age corresponds to childhood (pueritia), the second stage of the
life-cycle when a human learns to speak.'”” The Augustinian world ages were
undoubtedly a historical reality for Bede, and he was to use the framework as the
backbone of a second world chronicle in De temporum ratione.'”™ On occasion,
however, Bede alludes to other schemes of temporal division. These alternative
frameworks, which were intended as theorctical concepts rather than serious
chronological frameworks, merit consideration here.

The scheme of temporal periodisation which Bede alludes to most frequently
(aside from the world ages framework) involves a three-part division of time. The three
cras are: two periods of Old Testament history, divided in relation to the establishment
of the Mosaic law, and a third period of grace inaugurated by the coming of Christ into
the world. The division of historical time into periods anfe legem, sub lege, and sub

gratia, 18 a common patristic theme. A similar idea is prevalent in the works of

198 DeGregorio, S. 2006, New Bede'.
Y7 De temporibus, 16, lines 1-9.
198 De temporum ratione, 66.
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Augustine, though he also describes a fourth age of peace.'” Bede’s tripartite scheme
is, as DeGregorio has observed, closer to the three-part figure expounded by Gregory
the Great in his homily on the parable of the fig tree.!!® Isidore also makes a clear
reference to a tripartite scheme in book six of his Etymologiae.'’' Bede consistently
refers to the three periods using the non-specific Latin term ‘fempora’ (which in this
context can be translated as ‘times’ or ‘eras’).''* The tripartite division of time features
in De temporibus, and it is referred to in several other works including [/ primam
partem Samuhelis, In Fzram et Neemiam, and Bede’s homily on the wedding feast at
Cana.'?

A notable reference to the three eras is found in chapter sixty-four of De
temporum ratione. This reference adequately sums up the way in which the tripartite
scheme of temporal division is employed by Bede. The scheme is alluded to in a
discussion of the allegorical interpretation of Easter. Jesus is said to have come in the

world’s third era (‘fertio tempore saeculi ’).114

This aptly corresponds to the resurrection
of Christ on the third day after the crucifixion. Bede refers to three tempora: a first era

of natural law, a middle era under written law and a final period after the advent of

% For example, see De diversis quaestionibus LXXXIII, 66.3, which describes four periods (ante legem,
sub lege, sub gratia and in pace). On Augustine’s four-part concept, which derives from Paul’s epistle to
the Romans, see Fredriksen, P. 1991, 'Apocalypse and Redemption in Early Christianity: from John of
Patmos to Augustine of Hippo', Vigiliae Christianae 45, 151-83 at 163-4 and 180, notes 70-1.

"% Gregory the Great, Homiliae in Evangelia, 2.31, lines 24-7 (on Luke 13.6-13). See DeGregorio, S.
2006, trans. Ezra and Nehemiah, p. 147, note 4. DeGregorio’s footnote is misleading with regards to
Isidore; the reference cited refers to a three-part scheme, rather than the fourfold division implied.

M Tsidore of Seville, Efymologiae, 6.17. ‘Primum enim tempus est ante legem, secundum sub lege,
tertium sub gratia; ubi iam manifestatum est sacramentum prius occultum in prophetico aenigmate’.

12T ewis, C. T. and Short, C. 1879, 4 Latin Dictionary (Oxford), pp. 1851-2.

B De temporibus, 15, lines 7-13; In primam partem Samuhelis, 2, lines 634-8; In Ezram et Neemiam, 2,
lines 1845-9; Homiliarum euangelii libri 11, 1.14, lines 45-53. Compare In Cantica canticorum, 4, lines
396-402.

" De temporum ratione, 64, lines 24-5. See also, a second reference to Christ coming in the third age
{again using ‘fertio tempore saeculi’) at line 103. Compare De temporibus, 15, lines 7-13.

32



divine grace.'"” The tempora are defined loosely and they are not assigned specific
dates. Their significance is subsidiary; they are intended to facilitate an allegorical
interpretation of the celebration of Easter. The tripartite scheme is not emploved as a
method of chronological division in the same way as the six world ages are used to
provide a framework for the Chronica maiora of chapter sixty-six. In De temporum
ratione, as in De temporibus, the two alternative schemes sit side by side in the same
work, but only one of them is employed as a serious framework for the reckoning of
universal history. e

In his compilation of commentaries on the seven Catholic Epistles, Bede makes
reference to another traditional model of temporal periodisation. Commenting on the
first epistle of John, Bede interprets the pericope ‘Dear children, this is the last hour*"”
by relating it to the parable of the workers in the vineyard from the Gospel of Matthew.
In the parable, men are hired to work in a vinevard at the first, third, sixth, ninth and

18 In the

eleventh hours, though each receives an equal wage at the day’s end.
commentary on 1 John, Bede relates each of these hours to an era of the world (“tempus
saeculi’). In doing so, he alludes to a fivefold division of world time in which each hour
marks the commencement of a new era. Those hired at the first hour are related to the
people who lived at the beginning of the world. The third hour is equated with an era

that began with Noah and the sixth hour is similarly reckoned in relation to Abraham.

Those who lived under the Mosaic Law are said to have lived from the ninth hour, and

3 De temporum ratione, 64, lines 27-30: “Prima namque saeculi tempora lege naturali per patres, media
lege literali per prophetas, extrema charismate spiritali per seipsum ueniens illustrare dignatus est’.

116 Both schemes also feature in Inn primam partem Samuhelis and In Fzram et Neemiam. In Bede’s
homily on the wedding feast at Cana, the three tempora are discussed alongside a lengthy exposition of
the six world ages: Homiliarum euangelii libri 11, 1.14.

"71 John 2.18.

"¥ Matthew 20.1-16.
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the eleventh hour is equated with a present era during which Christ came into the
world.""”

The fivefold scheme shares some similarities with the world ages doctrine. The
era which began at the eleventh hour is equivalent to the sixth world age, as both begin
with Christ and finish at the end of the world. Similarly, Noah and Abraham are used as
dividing points in both systems, though the five-part scheme gives prominence to

120

Moses where the Augustinian world ages framework does not.” = Bede’s source for the

five-part division of universal history is Gregory the Great’s homily on the parable of

the workers in the vineyard.'!

Gregory’s homily compares the five horae of the
parable with five ages of man, as well as the five eras of historical time. Gregory’s
homily is an important influence upon Bede’s eschatological perspective, and it will be
considered in full later in this study (see chapter eight). For now it is sufficient to note
that the fivefold scheme, which Bede took from Gregory for his interpretation of the
first epistle of John, was not used by either scholar as a legitimate chronological
framework. The scheme held only symbolic significance for Gregory. He defined the
five eras in general terms and he did not attempt to use them in a chronological context.
The commentary on 1 John marks Bede’s only full explanation of the relationship
between the five horae and tempora. The analogy is only used in this instance in order

to offer an allegorical interpretation of the pericope in question, and it appears that Bede

became less sympathetic to the fivefold scheme in his later exegetical works.'? Like

Y9 In episiulas septem catholicas, In epistolam I Iohannis, 2, lines 214-26. Compare Expositio Actuum
apostolorum, 3, lines 1-7.

120 Sears, E. 1986, Ages of Man, pp. 83-4.

2! Gregory the Great, Homiliae in Evangelia, 1.19. Burrow notes the influence of Origen upon Gregory’s
interpretation of the parable, Ages of Man, pp. 60-71. See also Sears, H. 1986, Ages of Man, pp. 79-88.

122 Bede alludes to the five Aorae of the parable in his commentary on Acts, though he does not explain
the analogy n detail nor refer directly to historical periods: Expositio dctuum apostolorum, 3, lines 1-7.
The commentary on 1 John and Fxpositio Actuum apostolorum were composed early on in Bede’s
exegetical career. Both works were sent to Acca relatively soon after 710. The absence of the five-part

34



the tripartite division of time into periods ante legem, sub lege, and sub gratia, Bede did
not attempt to use the fivefold scheme as the basis for any serious chronological
calculations.

A third alternative system of temporal division appears in De tabernaculo. This

123

text is an extended allegorical interpretation of the Tabernacle of Moses. In

commenting upon the Tabernacle’s golden lampstand, Bede relates the lampstand’s six

124

branches to six temporal periods.”~ Bede develops a novel interpretation which is not

repeated in any of his other works. The description of the lampstand in Exodus is very
precise: ‘Six branches are to extend from the sides of the lampstand. Three on one side
and three on the other”.'” The division of the six branches into two threes forms the
basis of a system which has three periods before the Incarnation of Christ and three

more after it (see appendix one for a illustration of this). Bede explains:

That there were three cups, bowls, and lilies for every branch
signifies the three divisions of time (ternas temporum differentias)
in which the elect lived devotedly for God, both before and after
the Lord's incarnation. For there were righteous persons before the
law (ante legem), as there were under the law (sub lege), and as
there were in the time of the prophets; likewise, after the Lord's
ascension the primitive Church was gathered from Israel, now it is
gathered from the Gentiles, and at the end of the world it will be

gathered from the remnants of Israel.'*®

scheme from Bede’s later exegetical works suggests that he became less sympathetic to this analogy as
his authoral career progressed. On the date of Expositio Actuum apostolorum, see below p. 122. For the
commentary on 1 John see pp. 103-105.

3 De tabernaculo is a verse by verse commentary on Exodus 24.12 to 30.31.

24 The golden lampstand is described in Exodus 25.31-6.

'* Exodus 25.32.

126 De tabernaculo, 1, lines 1110-18. ‘Quod autem per singulos calamos tres fuere scyphi sperulae et lilia
significat ternas temporum differentias quibus electi et ante incarnationem dominicam et post deo deuote
uixerunt. Fuerunt etenim 1usti ante legem f{uerunt sub lege fuerunt temporibus prophetarum, item post
ascensionem dominicam congregata est ecclesia primitiua de israhel congregatur nunc de gentibus
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The terminology employed in this passage is loose, with Bede referring to ‘three
divisions of time (fernas temporum differentias)’. The first two divisions employ
similar terminology to the tripartite division of time discussed above, with the addition
of a third pre-Incarnation ‘time of the prophets’. The three post-Christ periods, which
correspond to the entire sixth aefas in the world ages framework, reflect a three-stage
model of redemptive history. The relationship between the Jews and the Gentiles
outlined in the passage cited above is the key dynamic in Bede’s perception of the
history of salvation. Bede relates that the Church originated amongst the Jews before
spreading to the Gentiles. At the end of the world the Jews will be reconciled with the
Church in a final stage of salvation history. This three-part pattern for salvation is a
major motif in Bede’s exegesis, and it is a theme which has significant bearing on his
conception of eschatological time. It will be considered again in the subsequent
chapters of this study.

In addition to the differentiae temporum outlined above, De tabernaculo also
makes reference to the regular world ages framework.'*” The world ages framework
was the sole system that had any significance for Bede with regards to time reckoning
and chronological calculation. Like the tripartite and five-fold systems discussed above,
Bede did not attach anything more than symbolic significance to the ‘two times three’
scheme outlined in De tabernaculo. Whenever Bede discussed historical events in
relation to their chronological context, whether in works of chronology, poetry or
exegesis, he always did so in relation to the six world ages. In terms of chronological

calculation there was no room for flexibility. Flexibility was, however, afforded to

congreganda est in fine mundi de reliquiis israhel’. Translation cited from: Holder, A. G. 1994, trans.
Bedz: on the Tabemacle (Liverpool), p. 36.
27 De tabernaculo, 2, lines 424-36 and 2, lines 967-75.
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interpretations of scriptural passages that lent themselves more readily to alternative
schemes of temporal division. The presence of alternative schemes in Bede’s works 1s
indicative of his exegetical method as a whole. The way in which Bede interpreted
biblical literature could be fluid, and he often adapted his exegetical interpretations in
order to fit specific pericopes. 128

In each of the alternative frameworks for temporal division alluded to by Bede,
his use of non-specific terms such as ‘tempora’ or ‘differentiae temporum’ can be
contrasted with the precise terminology associated with the world ages doctrine. In De
temporibus, the world ages are described as ‘aefates mundi’, and they are alternatively
labelled as ‘aefates saeculi’ in many of Bede’s other works. These terms are
synonymous and interchangeable, though ‘aetas saeculi’ is the term most commonly
used to describe an individual world age.'® Bede never uses ‘aetas saeculi’ or ‘aetas
mundi’ to refer to a period defined by any of the alternative frameworks discussed
above. These terms have a precise meaning which is exclusively attached to the six-age
system of chronological division. Bede inherited his terminology for the world ages
doctrine from Augustine and Isidore. His deployment of the terms ‘aetates mundi’ and
‘aetates saeculi’ 1s entirely in line with a predefined theoretical tradition. 130 Though the

theoretical basis for Bede’s world chronicle in De temporibus was entirely traditional, it

will become clear that his implementation of the world ages model was not.

28 Tolder, A. G. 1991, 'The Venerable Bede on the Mysteries of our Salvation', dmerican Benedictine
Review 42, 140-62. At 152, Holder demonstrates that the precise delineation of the stages of Christian
salvation differs from one Bedan work to the next depending on the biblical verse in question. The same
1s true of Bede’s allusions to alternative systems of temporal division.

12% The frequency with which each of these terms appears in the Epistola ad Pleguinam is illustrative of
Bede’s usage overall. The Epistola uses both terms, but refers to the ‘aetates mundi’ just once (at line 54
where Bede 1s citing his own work De temporibus). This can be compared to several references to the
“aelates saeculi’ (at lines 9, 20, 26-7, 269 and 290).

3% Both terms are used frequently by Augustine; they have a specific association with the six-part scheme
of periodisation. Isidore also employs both terms interchangeably and associates them exclusively with
the sixfold model.
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A brief survev of Christian chronology before Bede

The notion of reckoning dates relative to the Incarnation of Christ did not
become popular until after Bede’s lifetime (indeed, Bede is credited with playing a
significant role in popularising the system of dating which is readily familiar to us
today)."*! In the early-Christian period, dates were commonly reckoned in terms of the
total number of years that were thought to have ¢lapsed since the beginning of time.
This method of calculation dates events by assigning them to a year of the world, or
‘annus mundi’ (commonly abbreviated to “AM”). The world chronicle in De temporibus
was Bede’s first attempt to calculate the duration of world time by providing a
framework for universal history which ran from creation to the present day. In creating
his Chronica minora, Bede was following in a tradition of Christian chronology that
had been established over several centuries. In order to fully understand the significance
of Bede’s contribution to this field, it is first necessary to examine the background by
looking at the works that had been produced before the early eighth century. The
following analysis of early-Christian perceptions of chronology presents a somewhat
simplified appraisal of an extremely complex field, and it draws upon Faith Wallis’s
masterful survey of the topic in her translated edition of Bede’s De tfemporum
ratione."** Due to the constraints of this project, it has been necessary to focus attention
upon the major writers that are directly relevant to the study of Bede’s chronological

work: Fusebius of Caesarea and Isidore of Seville.

31 On Bede and the AD method of dating, see above, note 65.

132 Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time. See the Introduction, pp. 1xviii-1xxi and the commentary to
chapter 66, pp. 353-66. Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', an important article which 1s
regularly cited by Wallis, also provides a thought-provoking survey of the sources under discussion here.
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Fusebius of Caesarea was a pioneer in the field of Christian chronography.'*
He produced two chronological works, the Chronici canones and the Chronographia.
These volumes were intended to be companion texts. The Chronographia was a
preliminary volume to the Chronici canones and contained regnal lists from several
prominent kingdoms. No copy of the original Greek version of the Chronographia has
survived.'** In the Chronici canones, Eusebius synchronised chronological data in

135
numerous parallel columns.

Eusebius presented the historical data from pagan
kingdoms alongside events from biblical history. Eusebius’s chronology was based
upon extensive calculation. He principally relied upon the Septuagint for his biblical
data, as he considered this to be the most reliable edition of the Scriptures.'*® The
Chronici canones was a comprehensive chronological study, and it achieved an
unprecedented degree of accuracy. The original Greek version of the Chronici canones
has also failed to survive, but this work had an enormous impact upon Christian
perceptions of time through St Jerome’s Latin translation."’ Early in his authorial
career Jerome edited the work and added his own continuations.'*® This revised edition

of Eusebius’s work became very popular (Bede had access to a complete edition)."”

133 Rusebius lived circa 260-340 CE. On Eusebius’s life and career see Wallace-Hadrill, D.S., Eusebius of
Caesarea (Oxford, 1960).

B4 Burgess, R. W. and Witakowski, W. 1999, Studies in Eusebian and post-Eusebian Chronography
(Stuttgart) pp. 21-2 and 31-2, note 11.

% For a survey of modern scholarly opinion regarding the Chronici canones, see the article by Burgess,
R. W. 1997, 'The Dates and Editions of Eusebius’s Chronici canones and Historia ecclesiasticd', Journal
of Theological Studies 48, 471-504.

U6 Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', p. 151.

137 Regarding Eusebius’s impact upon the chronographic tradition, see: Mosshammer, A. A. 1979, The
Chronicle of Eusebius and Greek Chronographic Tradition (Lewisburg), Croke, B. 1983, 'The Ongins of
the Christian World Chronicle', in B. Croke and A. M. Emmett {eds.), History and Historians in Late
Antigquity (Oxford), pp. 116-31.
3¢ Jerome’s Latin edition of Eusebius’s Chronici canones is available in an edition by Helm, R. W. O.
Die Chronik des Hieronymus: Hievonymi Chronicon, Die griechischen christlichen Schriftsteller der
ersten Jahrhunderte 47 (Berlin, 1956).

3% Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, pp. 354-6. The copy that Bede had access to contained
further continuations by Prosper and Marcellinus Comes.
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Jerome dated the Incarnation of Christ to awnnus mundi 5199, and this became the
traditional date for the Incarnation in the West."*"

St Augustine pioneered the notion that universal history can be split into six
world ages, but it is important to note that Augustine did not concern himself with
chronological calculations. Augustine was not interested in defining the world ages
chronologically and he spoke of their length in broad terms.'*! Augustine wavered
between the Incarnation and the start of Christ’s ministry as the point at which the sixth
age began, and he was aware of, but largely unconcerned by the inconsistencies in
chronological data that existed in the various editions of the Bible.'** For Augustine,
the world ages were a generalised theoretical framework for world history. His interest
in the world ages centred upon the multi-layered symbolic comparisons that the model
facilitated, such as the analogies with the ages of man and the days of creation.

Isidore of Seville was the most significant immediate influence upon Bede’s
first attempt to develop a framework for universal history in De femporibus. Isidore
produced a world chronicle, known as the Chronicon (or Chronica maiora) which

143

extends to the early-seventh century. ™ In addition, a short world chronicle features in

144

the Etymologiae.” In both works, Isidore fused Fusebius’s chronological data with the

Augustinian world-ages model. This was a significant innovation on Isidore’s part.'*

M0 Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, pp. 354-6.

M1 In his response to question 58 of De diversis quaestionibus LYXXIII, Augustine speaks of the number
of generations that make up each age, but he does not attempt to assign a set number of vears to each
generation. The first two world ages consist of 10 generations each. Ages three, four and five each
contain 14 generations. The number of generations assigned to the sixth age is unknown.

12 For example, see: De Civitate Dei 18.43.

8 A new edition of the Chronicon has recently been published: Martin, J. C. Isidorus Hispalensis
Chronica, CCSL 112 {Tumhout, 2003). On the Chronicon, see the study by Bassett, P. M. 1976, '"The
Use of History in the Chronicon of Isidore of Seville', History and Theory 15, 278-92.

14 Isidore of Seville, Efymologiae, 5.39.

% On Isidore’s role in developing the chronological tradition, see: Tristram, H. L. C. 1985, Sex aetafes
mundi, pp. 24-5; Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 357, Kleist, A. J. 2003, 'The Influence of
Bede's De temporum ratione on Alfnic's Understanding of Time', in G. Jaritz and G. Moreno-Riano
{eds.), Time and Eternity: the Medieval Discourse (Tumhout), pp. 81-97, at pp. 86-7.
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Isidore charts the progress of world time through six clearly defined world ages and the

oy . .. 146
familiar points of division are used.

Each world age is explicitly labelled (*prima
aetas,” ‘secunda aetas’ and so on). Bede knew the Efymologiae well and he often used
it as a reference tool, particularly in the early vears of his authorial career.'"” Several
key aspects of Bede’s Chronica minora are directly influenced by Isidore.""® Both
chronicles are very short, and are aptly referred to as each writer’s ‘Chronica minora’
(Bede, like Isidore himself, would also produce a more comprehensive world chronicle

S 149
later on in his career).

Bede adopts Isidore’s policy of dating reigns in relation to
their closing year. It is also likely that the use, in De temporibus, of the label ‘aetates
mundi’, rather than the more common ‘aetates saeculi’, is a direct emulation of the
terminology employed in the Etvmologiae.

To summarise, Bede’s most significant predecessors in the field of
chronological study were Eusebius of Caesarea and Isidore of Seville. Isidore’s world
chronicles were based upon a fusion of the Augustinian world ages with chronological
data derived from the Septuagint, as used by Eusebius in the Chronici canones. Though
Isidore’s was by no means the only chronological framework in circulation (it will
become clear below, that less-sophisticated alternatives were circulating in Anglo-
Saxon England) his world chronicles set significant precedents that were replicated in

Bede’s Chronica minora. The world chronicle in De femporibus owed much to the

structure pioneered by Isidore, but Bede made a significant revision that was to have

146 The first age runs from Adam to Noah, the second from Noah to Abraham, the third from Abraham to
David, the fourth from David until the exile, and the fifth age runs {rom the exile until Christ.

147 On Bede and the Efymologiae see Laistner, M. L. W. 1935, 'The Library of the Venerable Bede', in A.
Hamilton Thompson (ed.), Bede, his Life, Times, and Writings (Oxford), pp. 237-66, at pp. 256-7. See
further note 81, above.

148 WWallis points out that several of Isidore’s innovations were taken on by Bede: Wallis, F. 1999, trans.
Reckoning of Time, pp. 356-7.

19 De temporum ratione, 66. Bede’s second world chronicle, commonly referred to as his ‘Chronica
maiora’ 1s several times the length of the world chronicle in De femporibus.
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major repercussions for his reputation amongst his contemporaries in early-eighth-

century Northumbria.

Datine the world ages in De temporibus

The fundamental difference between Bede’s Chronica minora and the world
chronicle presented in Isidore’s Etymologiae is the scriptural basis for the chronological
data employed in either text. Bede’s exegetical works reveal that he had several
different versions of the Bible at his disposal, and he was keen to point out variant
readings and engage in textual criticism of the editions that he had access to."** A
profound difference exists between the chronological data in the various editions of the
Bible, and Christian scholars had long been aware of these discrepancies.’”’ The major
differences relate to the number of years assigned to several Old Testament patriarchs,
some of whom are conventionally assigned huge life spans.152 In matters of chronology,
Bede strongly believed that the Vulgate was the most reliable authority because for the
most part it is a direct translation of the original Hebrew codices.'”> Bede never
wavered from this conviction; he often referred to the Vulgate translation as the
‘Hebrew truth (Hebraica veritas)’.

Bede employed the Hebrew data presented in the Vulgate as the basis for his
Chronica minora. This represented a significant revision of the existing chronological

orthodoxy and it resulted in a reduction of the length of the first and second world ages.

® This is particularly evident in Bede’s commentary on Acts. See: Laistner, M. L. W. 1937, 'The Latin
Versions of Acts Known to the Venerable Bede', The Harvard Theological Review 30, 37-50.

1! For example, see Augustine, De civitate Dei, 15.13-14; 16.10.

132 Augustine argued that these large numbers ought to be seen as legitimate in De civitate Dei, 15.14.
Bede cites an extract from this chapter of De civitate Dei in De temporum ratione, 37.

133 The Vulgate is a translation of the Bible into Latin from the original languages and it was mostly the
work of St Jerome. The term ‘Vulgate” post-dates Bede (it became popular in the later Middle Ages).
Jerome worked on the project between 383 and 405 CE at the request of Pope Damasus. See Browning,
W. R.F. 1996, The Oxford Diciionary of the Bible (Oxford), p. 390. In the preface to his translation of
the book of Chronicles, Jerome explains that the Septuagint version had become corrupt (see PL 28, cols.
1325-6). Bede cites a passage from Jerome’s preface to Chronicles in the Episiola ad Pleguinam, 9.
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Bede presented the alternative figures alongside each other in his first world chronicle,
but he did not discuss the chronological discrepancies in any detail. In contrast, when he
came to compose his second world chronicle, the Chronica maiora, Bede offered an

extensive justification of his preference for the Hebrew data.'™

In De temporibus, each
world age 1s dealt with in a separate chapter, and each chapter begins with a summary
of the total number of years in each age. Chapter seventeen begins with the statement:
‘The first age contains 1656 years according to the Hebrews and 2242 years according
to the Seventy Translators”. " Chapter eighteen concerns the second world age, and it
begins in much the same way, highlighting a 650-year discrepancy between the two sets

of data.'*®

No further discrepancies are noted, except for one regarding the calculation
of the fourth age (which in Bede’s reckoning is twelve years shorter than the Septuagint
figure).!”” Bede’s preference for the Hebrew figures radically altered the total amount
of time considered to have c¢lapsed since the creation of the world. Bede dated the
Incarnation to 3952 AM; a significant revision of the traditional date, which the
Eusebian-Septuagint chronology had placed near the beginning of a sixth millennium of’
world history.

Richard Tandes, in his article exploring the correlation between apocalyptic

expectation and chronological revisions, has labelled Bede’s new chronology as the

" See the preface to De temporum ratione, lines 13-37. The Chronica maiora itself contains several
references to the scriptural discrepancies. Bede offered detailed explanations of the contentious dates but
followed the data contained within the Hebraica veritas without fail. For an example, see the entry on the
Flood (De temporum ratione, 66, sub anno 1656), though note that discrepancies between the different
scriptural editions are highlighted in almost every entry for the first and second world ages. The extensive
justification of the Hebrew data 1s a response to the criticism that Bede received following the publication
of De temporibus.

1% De temporibus, 17, lines 1-2: ‘Prima ergo aetas continet annos iuxta Hebreos IDCL VI, fuxta LXX
interpretes [ICCXLIT.

1% The second age has 292 years according to the Hebrews and 942 years in the Septuagint. With the
addition of the generation of Camnan (which Eusebius had discounted) the Septuagint figure 1s 1072. De
temporibus, 18, lines 1-2. On the generation of Cainan and the calculation of the second age, see below,
note 239

Y7 De temporibus, 20, lines 1-2.
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‘AM III” system.'”® Landes demonstrates that Bede’s chronology was the second major
revision of the annus mundi system of chronological reckoning in the western Christian
tradition. Bede’s system followed Fusebius’s AM II, which was itself’ a modification of
the original annus mundi chronology associated with earlier scholars such as

Hippolytus and Julius Africanus.”™

Landes states that Bede’s AM III system was
largely unsuccessful. He argues that it was not widely adopted by later writers, and that
the advent of AD dating ultimately rendered it redundant anyway.'®® Landes discusses
Bede within the context of a lengthy article which sweeps forward through several
centuries. His purpose is to detect a pattern in the way in which western scholars
adapted their chronological systems in order to respond to and diffuse contemporary
apocalyptic expectation. Bede’s restructured chronology is viewed in the same context
as previous revisions, that is: as a reaction to contemporary speculation regarding the
end of time. Landes talks of Bede following in the footsteps of previous scholars to
exploit a ‘safety valve’ which was available to a trained elite of specialist
chronographers. In Landes’s view, Bede restructured world history as a way of
countering a notion, which existed amongst his contemporaries, that the year 6000
annus mundi could be associated with the apocalypse.161 The apocalyptic expectations
present in Bede’s Northumbria will be considered in full shortly, but for now it is

necessary to briefly consider the implications of Landes’s thoughts on Bede with

specific reference to De temporibus. Can the implication that Bede was consciously

%8 Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', pp. 174-8.

1% Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', pp. 144-9.

160 7 andes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations’, p. 178. For a different perspective see Wallis, F. 1999,
trans. Reckoning of Time, pp. 362-3. Wallis points out that the AM Il framework was adopted in a
selection of Carolingian and post-Carolingian sources.

16! Tandes suggests that the restructured framework, first developed in De femporibus, was a conscious
attempt to counter contemporary belief in the approaching year 6000. He states; “And, just as in the
sixtieth century AM 1, the anti-millenarian expert [1.e. Bede] in the last century of AM II changed the
date’, Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', p. 176.
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restructuring the annus mundi chronology in order to counter contemporary apocalyptic
speculation be sustained?

Landes implies that Bede’s AM III system was designed to counter
contemporary apocalyptic belief, but this seems to be a flawed way of approaching the
first manifestation of the revised chronology in De temporibus.162 Apocalyptic
expectation became a prominent theme after the publication of Bede’s first world
chronicle but there is no evidence to suggest that Bede’s concermns with his
contemporaries” thought pre-dated the Chronica minora. Wallis reaches an appropriate
middle ground in her discussion of these issues. Her commentary to the translated
edition of De temporum ratione considers Bede’s later works within the context of
contemporary eschatological thought, though it is made clear that the chronological
revisions of De temporibus were made ‘in the interests of what he [Bede] saw as
historic accuracy’.'® Wallis thus demonstrates that different motivations lay behind
Bede’s first attempt to restructure world history and his subsequent attempts to justify
the innovative new framework (a subtlety of analysis not evident in Landes’s article).

Bede chose to use the Hebrew data as the basis for the Chronica minora because
he was convinced that the Vulgate was the superior scriptural authority. The shortened
duration of world time was a by-product of Bede’s choice, rather than a motivating
factor behind his decision to jettison the Septuagint data. Bede’s faith in Jerome’s
translation was unwavering, and this remained his favoured edition of the Scriptures

throughout his career. No further evidence is needed for the high regard in which the

162 T,andes’s methods have drawn criticism from other scholars. See, in particular, the excellent critique
by Robert Markus: Markus, R. A. 2001, '"Living Within Sight of the End’, in C. Humphrey and W. M.
Ommrod (eds.), Time in the Medieval World (Woodbridge), pp. 23-34, at pp. 27-30.

163 Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 361. A similar interpretation of Bede’s first attempt at
chronological revision 1s put forth by Blair, P. H. 1970, The World of Bede (L.ondon), pp. 265-8. Blair
suggests: ‘his own standards of scholarship persuaded him that it was better to go back to primary
sources, 1n this case the Latin translation of the Hebrew Bible, rather than to accept without questioning
figures derived at third or fourth hand’.
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Vulgate text was held at Bede’s monastery than the Codex Amiatinus, one of three

164
In a sense,

magnificent pandects produced at Wearmouth-Jarrow in Bede’s lifetime.
Bede’s decision to use the Hebrew data was pre-empted by Augustine, who argues in
De civitate Dei that where the Septuagint and Hebrew data differs, the latter ought to be

preferred in matters of Chronology.165

Augustine’s view represents an important
scholarly premise that would be fully realised in 703 when Bede produced De
temporibus. Once Jerome’s Vulgate became readily available and an established
scriptural authority in the West, the decision to incorporate its data into a world
chronicle was a natural development. The resulting chronology was seen as radical by
some of Bede’s contemporaries, but basing a world chronicle upon the ‘Hebrew truth’,
rather than the textually-corrupt Septuagint, would have seemed like a logical
progression to Bede. Any impact that Bede’s AM III chronology had in countering
existing popular eschatological belief was, at least when it was initially conceived,
largely unintentional on his part. The chronological revisions of De temporibus should
be considered as a manifestation of two of Bede’s scholarly concerns: an interest in

reckoning time, combined with an unwavering belief that Jerome’s Vulgate was the

most accurate scriptural translation available.

1 As the oldest extant complete version of the Latin Vulgate, the Codex Amiatinus is an important
witness to the Vulgate text. It was one of three editions of the complete Bible commissioned by Abbot
Ceolfrith. The Codex Amiatinus was produced at Wearmouth-Jarrow and it was intended to be a gift for
Pope Gregory II. The format and layout of the Codex Amiatinus was evidently modelled on the now-lost
Codex Grandior (a complete version of the Vetus Latina edition of Bible that was closely associated with
Cassiodorus). On the Codex dAmiatinus, see: Meyvaert, P. 1996, Bede, Cassiodorus, and the Codex
Amiatinus', Speculum 71, 827-83; Bruce-Mitford, R. 1.. S. 1967, The Art of the Codex Amiatinus (Jarrow
Lecture, Jarrow). On the relationship between the Codex Amiatinus and the Codex Grandior, see
Lapidge, M. 2006, Anglo-Saxon Library, pp. 28-9.

163 Augustine, De civitate Dei, 15.13: ‘T should be in no way right to doubt that, when some divergence is
found as between the two versions such that they cannot both be a true record of established fact, we
should believe the original language rather than versions made by translators into another tongue’.
Passage cited in translation {rom: Dyson, R. W. 1998, trans. dugustine: The Cily of God Against the
Pagans (London), p. 659. Bede twice draws upon this chapter of De civitate Dei in defence of his revised
chronology: Epistola ad Pleguinam, 10, De femporum ratione, 66, lines 135-44.
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Chapter 2: The Epistola ad Pleguinam

Introduction

The final line of De temporibus is a brief statement concerning the amount of
time left in the sixth world age: “The remainder of the sixth age is known only to
God’.' This remark is entirely in line with traditional Christian thought; statements of
this nature had been made by many of the Church fathers.'®” Bede did not discuss
future time or the end of time in De temporibus, though he would come to provide an
extended discussion of these themes in the final five chapters of De femporum
ratione.'®® The short statement cited above is the only reference to future time in De
temporibus, aside from a similar comment in chapter sixteen that the sixth age is not
fixed according to any number of times or generations.'® The four-line poetic preface
to De natura rerum, which should be considered as applicable to De temporibus as
well,' could also be relevant in this context. In the final part of the quatrain, the
reader is urged to focus upon the heavenly kingdom when studying ‘the broad
periods of the fragile age’: ‘You who read the stars, I beseech you, look with
fixed mind above to the everlasting day”.'”" Bede was concerned by those who

sought to predict fate according to the stars, and his direct plea against this

practice here echoes the frequent warnings about astrologers (‘mathematici’) that

196 De temporibus, 22, line 80: ‘Reliquum sextae aetatis Deo soli patet’.

157 The final line of De temporibus corresponds closely to closing remarks in both of Isidore of Seville’s
world chronicles (it is particularly close to the final line of Isidore’s own Chronica minora). Isidore of
Seville, Etvmologiae, 539, Chronicon, 418.

168 De temporum ratione, 67-71. It is likely that Bede’s ideas concerning the future dimension of the
world ages model were not fully developed by the time he published De temporibus in 703, this aspect of
his thought was only fully formulated in the years after the Plegwine controversy. This theory is
developed later in this study (see chapter 4).

1% De temporibus, 16, lines 20-3: “Sexta quae nunc agitur, nulla generationum uel temporum serie certa’.
7 See the discussion above, p. 26.

" De natura rerum, preface, lines 5-6: “Tu fixa obsecro perennem / Qui legis astra, super mente
tuere diem’. For the full quatrain, see above p. 26.
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172 The prefatory quatrain provides a strong hint

are found in later Bedan texts.
that Bede may have anticipated the future misuse of his work.

Bede’s concems about the reception of his text were well grounded; his
statement that the remainder of the sixth age is known only to God needed to be
forcefully reiterated just five years after the publication of De temporibus. The
Epistola ad Pleguinam, a letter which Bede wrote in response to criticism of the
Chronica minora, reveals a great deal about Bede’s eschatological thought. It
also presents an insight into the eschatological beliefs of Bede’s contemporaries and
it is a useful illustration of the intellectual environment that Bede was working in. The
editors of the Epistola for the modern Latin and translated editions have each produced

173 Nevertheless,

valuable discussions of the circumstances surrounding its composition.
there is scope for further insights to be made in this area. The Epistola ad Pleguinam
attests to a number of significant traditions relating to eschatology, time and chronology
that were circulating in Bede’s day, and these are worthy of a full analysis in the current

chapter. It is necessary to reconstruct the events that prompted Bede to compose the

Epistola, and consider Bede’s immediate response to the criticism that he received.

Origins of the heresv allegation

Following the publication of De femporibus in 703, Bede was subjected to an

allegation of heresy. The circumstances surrounding this allegation must be

' Tor example, see De temporum ratione, 3, lines 34-42. On mathematici who seek to predict fate
according to the position of the stars, Bede states: “Let us see to it that these things are avoided, because
such observance 1s futile and alien to our faith (Quae, quia uana et a nostra fide aliena est obseruaiio,
neglecta ea uideamus”).

3 Jones’s edition of the Fpistola ad Pleguinam is published in CCSL volume 123C (Tumhout, 1975),
pp. 612-6. This is a reprint of the text from Jones, C. W. 1943, ed. Bedue Opera de temporibus, pp. 307-
15. See pp. 132-5 and 171-2 of the latter edition for discussion of the Episiofa {though see note 178
below on an error in Jones’s account). Jones also comments on the Episiola ad Pleguinam in his article of
1970, 'Bede's Commentary on Genesis', at 194-5. An English translation of Bede’s letter 1s published as
appendix 3 in Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, pp. 405-15. For comment, see her introduction,
pp. soex-xxx1 and the notes to chapter 66, pp. 353-66.
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reconstructed from the Epistola ad Pleguinam, a letter written by Bede in defence of his
orthodoxy which survives in five medieval manuscripts. " The Epistola informs us that
Plegwine was a monk who was connected in some way to Bishop Wilfrid.'” The
opening words of the Epistola explain that a messenger from Plegwine’s monastery had
recently visited Bede. The messenger had informed Bede of an allegation of heresy that
had been made against him in Plegwine’s presence. The allegation was connected to the
chronological framework of the Chronica minora, Bede was accused of denying that

Christ had come in the flesh in the sixth age. 176

The date of this episode 1s firmly fixed
to the year 708, as Bede relates that De temporibus had been written five years
previously.'”

It is not known precisely who was behind the heresy allegation. In the letter’s
closing paragraph, Bede asks Plegwine to present the FEpistola to a common
acquaintance of theirs named David, so that David may present his case before Bishop

7% but the

Wilfrid. David’s role in the controversy has sometimes been misunderstood,
final paragraph of the Epistola makes it clear that he was not responsible for the heresy

allegation. Bede wants David, who is referred to as ‘our religious and most learned

"™ The most up to date list of manuscripts of the Epistola ad Pleguinam can be found in Stevens, W. M.
1985, Bede's Scientific Achievement, p. 36. The three earliest manuscripts were consulted by Jones for his
Latin edition of the text.

' This is made clear in the letter’s final paragraph, where Plegwine is urged to petition a certain David
to present Bede’s case before Wilfrid, Epistola ad Pleguinam, 17.

' Epistola ad Pleguinam, 1, lines 8-10.

"7 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 3, lines 32-3. On the date of De temporibus, see above p. 23.

% Jones originally thought that David was Bede’s accuser: Jones, C. W. 1943, ed. Bedae Opera de
temporibus, pp. 132-5. This mistake has been repeated in some subsequent scholarship, notably: Bolton,
W. F. 1967, Anglo-Latin Literature, vol. I, p. 150; Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', p. 175.
The confusion surrounding David’s role in the Plegwine episode was cleared up in a short essay by
Schaller, D. 1973, Der verleumdete David: Zum Schubkapitel von Bedas Epistola ad Pleguinam', m A.
Onnerfors, T Rathofer and F. Wagner (eds), Liferaiur und Sprache im europdischen Mitlelalier:
Festschrift fiir Karl Langosch zum 70. Geburtstag (Darmstadt), pp. 39-43. For the correct interpretation,
see further: Stevens, W. M. 1985, Bede's Scientific Achievement, p. 36, Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning
of Time, p. 415, note 46.
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brother (religioso ac doctissimo fratri nostro)’, to assist in clearing his name.'” The
link between the heresy allegation and Bishop Wilfrid is intriguing. Though it would be
unwise to follow Jones’s suggestion that Wilfrid himself might ultimately have been
behind the allegation,'® some historians have wondered whether the Plegwine episode
coloured Bede’s portrayal of Wilfrid in the Historia ecclesiastica.'®" This is not the
place to discuss such matters, and it will suffice to note that the accusation was
originally made in Wilfrid’s presence without apparently receiving censure or
correction from the bishop. 182

It has often been assumed that the Epistola ad Pleguinam was directed towards
Hexham,'®® but this assumption is not necessarily secure. The letter itself does not
mention Hexham. All that is certain is that Bede expected his addressee to have access
to David, and that David would have the opportunity to present Bede’s case to Wilfrid.
Nothing is known about David or Plegwine aside from what can be gleaned from
Bede’s letter, so it is not possible to link these names to a particular monastic
foundation. By 708, Wilfrid had links in numerous different areas of Anglo-Saxon
England which he had formed during his turbulent career and various periods of

184

exile.”” That said, the allegations against Bede probably originated in Northumbria.

Wilfrid spent his final years in the kingdom acting as bishop of Hexham and abbot of

' Epistola ad Pleguinam, 17, lines 309-10.

' Tones raises this idea in 'Bede's Commentary on Genesis', at 195.

1 For example, see: Campbell, J. 1966, Bede', pp. 177-9.

182 Bede makes it clear that the heresy allegation was originally made in Wilfrid’s presence, Epistola ad
Pleguinam, 17, lines 312-3.

8 The frequent repetition of the idea that Plegwine was a monk of Hexham in secondary scholarship
derives from Plummer’s account of the Epistola in Venerabilis Baedae Opera Historica, vol. 1, p. exlvi.
Tristram assumes that Plegwine 1s ‘einen Monch zu Hexham’®, Tristram, H. L. C. 1985, Sex aetates
mundi, p. 27. See also: Bolton, W. ¥. 1967, Anglo-Latin Literature, vol. 1, p. 150, Blair, P. H. 1970,
World of Bede, p. 267, Brown, G. H. 1996, Bede the Educator (Jarrow Lecture; Jarrow), p. 10.

% The Vita Wilfridi reminds us that Wilfrid possessed monasteries in Mercia right up until his death,
Stephen, Vita Wilfridi, 64. Wilfnd had also founded a monastery at Selsey (Historia ecclesiastica, 4.13).
On the life and career of Bishop Wilfrid, see the various contributions to the volume edited by Kirby, D.
P. 1974, Saint Wilfrid at Hexham (Newcastle upon Tyne).
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Ripon. By 708 Wilfrid was an old man (he died shortly after the Epistola ad Pleguinam
was written). It seems likely that Wilfrid would have spent most of his old age in the
monasteries of Hexham and Ripon after these foundations had been returned to him at
the Synod of Nidd in 706.'%

Either one of these communities are plausible locations for the origin of the
defamatory remarks made against Bede. Stephen of Ripon’s Vita Wilfridi gives the
impression that Wilfrid spent a great deal of time at Ripon shortly before his death. It is
entirely logical that this hagiographical text, produced at Ripon to promote Wilfrid’s
cult, would emphasise the subject’s links with the author’s home community in the final
years of his life.'® Nevertheless, the evidence of the Vita Wilfiidi is strong. When
Wilfrid falls ill shortly before his death, Stephen relates that the bishop’s most faithful
friends were summoned to Ripon rather than Hexham for a meeting.'®” After
concluding this meeting, Stephen states that Wilfrid immediately set off for his final

188

journey (Ripon is therefore the implied departure point). ™ Furthermore, Wilfrid’s body

189 The case for Hexham is

is returned to Ripon after his death en route to Rome.
supported by Bede’s subsequent attempts to develop the eschatological dimension of
the world ages doctrine in works dedicated to Acca, Wilfrid’s successor as bishop of
Hexham. This will be discussed in detail in chapter four, below, but for now it is
sufficient to note that an expanded world ages framework features in several biblical

commentaries which were composed for Acca in the years following the Plegwine

controversy. Bede’s expansion of the controversial chronological framework in the

183 Stephen, Vita Wilfridi, 60.

% On the contrasting accounts of Wilfrid’s life by his biographer and Bede, sece: Kirby, D. P. 1983,
'Bede, Hddius Stephanus and the Life of Wiltnid', The English Historical Review 98, 101-14; Goffart, W.
1988, The Narrators of Barbarian History (4D 550-800): Jordanes, Gregory of Tours, Bede, and Paul
the Deacon (Princeton), pp. 235-328.

187 Stephen, Vita Wilfridi, 63.

188 Stephen, Vita Wilfridi, 64.

1% Stephen, Vita Wilfridi, 66.
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years after 708 might be seen as a conscious attempt to justify his theory and
disseminate it amongst the Hexham community. This could, in turn, lend support to the

notion that the heresy allegation originated there.

Bpistola ad Plecuinam: tone and stvle

De temporibus represents a rare (though not unique) example of a Bedan work
which was met with resistance in his own lifetime. Evidence of the contemporary
reception of Bede’s work comes through in the Retractatio in Actuum apostolorum,
where Bede responds to criticism directed at his first commentary on Acts.’”® A climate
of debate regarding the fate of the damned after the day of judgement is evident in the

short tract De eo quod Isaiah ait.””!

Furthermore, the interpretation of the evangelist
symbols that Bede put forth in Expositio Apocalypseos is known to have been
challenged.192 These examples concern points of detail or interpretation, and they are
not comparable to the heresy allegation of 708. The unnamed accuser had disputed the
theoretical basis of the Chronica minora and directly undermined Bede’s orthodoxy.
The allegation was an extremely serious matter for Bede. Needless to say, he was
infuriated by the suggestion that his chronological framework was heretical.

The Epistola ad Pleguinam is written in a direct manner which does little to

conceal Bede’s anger. His furious reaction to the heresy allegation is evident throughout

%0 For example, see Bede’s exegesis of Acts 13.2 in Retractatio in Actuum apostolorum, 13, lines 14-19.
Here, Bede takes care to explain that Paul was appointed as apostle in the 13™ year after the Passion.
Bede is defending his earlier exegesis of the same verse: Expositio Actuum apostolorum, 13, lines 1-7. As
Martin has noted, Bede’s comment in the Retractatio suggests that the interpretation put forth in the
Expositio had been criticised: Martin, L. T. 1989, trans. The Venerable Bede: Commentary on the Acts of
the Apostles (Kalamazoo), p. 122, note 1.

1 For a full discussion of De eo guod Isaiah ait and the issues that it raises, see below, pp. 225-232.

192 Bede associated Luke with an Ox, John with an Eagle, Mark with a human and Matthew with a lion:
Expositio Apocalypseos, 5, lines 62-79. The preface to In Lucae evangelium expositio 1s made up of two
letters; one from Acca to Bede and another which contains Bede’s response to his bishop. Acca’s letter
reveals that Bede’s interpretation had prompted criticism, specifically regarding the symbols assigned to
Mark and Matthew. Bede’s response offers a defence of his position in which he explains that he had
taken his symbolic associations directly from Augustine. In Lucae euangelium expositio, preface, lines
68-75 and 123-217. See Jenkins, C. 1935, 'Bede as Exegete and Theologian', pp. 168-9.
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this deeply personal letter. No other work from Bede’s entire corpus comes close to
achieving a similar tone. The uncompromising prose style of the Epistola has been

compared by some scholars to the forceful tone evident in several of St Jerome’s

193

works.”” In the opening paragraph, Bede describes his reaction at hearing of the

accusation against him. He remarks: ‘I confess 1 was aghast (exhorrui);, blanching
(pallens), T asked of what heresy I was accused’.'™ Bede was anxious to clear his name.

He wrote to Plegwine just two davs after he had heard about the heresy allegation from

195

the unnamed messenger. ~ Bede’s anger is evident in the harsh vocabulary employed

throughout the letter. Though he is courteous to Plegwine, addressing him with due

196

reverence throughout, ” Bede does not hide his contempt for the unnamed accuser.

Bede states that he has fallen victim to the abusive talk of the foolish.'”’

He urges
Plegwine to encourage David to expel the ‘madness of spirit (fitrorem spiritus)” from
the brother responsible for the allegation.'”®

Alan Thacker has suggested that Bede’s incensed tone in the Epistola ad

Pleguinam might be explained by his high social status.'®

This is certainly an
interesting way of approaching the letter. Thacker’s representation of Bede as a socially

grand figure fits the newly devised concept of the ‘new Bede’, the case for which is

' Roger Ray has compared Bede’s style in the Epistola ad Pleguinam with Jerome, see: Ray, R. D.
1987, 'Bede and Cicero', Anglo-Saxon England 16, 1-15, at 9-12. The comparison with Jerome is also
suggested by Brown, G. H. 1996, Bede the Educator, p. 10, and Sharpe, R. 2005, 'The Varieties of Bede's
Prose', p. 354.

4 Epistola ad Pleguinam 1, lines 7-8; ‘Exhorrui, fateor, et pallens percunctabar, cuius hereseos
arguerer’.

19 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 1, line 1.

1% Bede addresses Plegwine as his ‘dearest brother’ several times throughout the letter. See Epistola ad
Pleguinam, 1, line 1 (“fratri dilectissimo”), 14, hne 239 (“dilectissime frater’) and 16, line 286
{“dulcissime frater”).

Y7 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 17, line 313.

198 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 17, lines 312-17. As Wallis notes, Bede is making an allusion to the biblical
David’s ability to calm King Saul: Reckoning of Time, p. 415, note 47.

% Thacker, A. 2006, 'Ordering of Understanding', pp. 37-64 at p. 40. Thacker refers to Bede’s close
connection with Ceolfrith and speculates about a possible familial link with Benedict Biscop. He states:
‘Bede was not a humble or a modest figure. He was probably socially very grand’.
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made by Thacker and his co-contributors to the /nnovation and Tradition volume edited

by DeGregorio. 200

Whatever the reality of Bede’s social status, it is likely that the mere
suggestion that his chronology was heretical would have been enough to fill Bede with
indignant rage. In his commentary on 1 Samuel, Bede explicitly styles himself as a
defender of the faith whose responsibilities include countering heretical doctrine and
keeping the Church free from error.””’ Bede’s exegetical works contain innumerable
references to various heresies, several of which were unlikely to have been live issues
in the contemporary Anglo-Saxon Church. To question his orthodoxy would have been

the gravest insult that anyone could have directed towards Bede, a scholar who was

wholeheartedly committed to the observance of correct doctrine.

Backeround to the heresy allegation: the millennial week

The main point of dispute in the Epistola ad Pleguinam centres upon the
chronological framework that Bede had proposed in De femporibus. Bede was charged
with denying that Jesus had come in the flesh in the sixth age.?”* This is a surprising
allegation considering the prominence that was given to the Incarnation in the Chronica
minora;, Bede had employed the coming of Christ into the world as the starting point for
the sixth world age. This point is made explicitly clear in chapter sixteen of De
temporibus, and again in chapter twenty-tw0.203 The accusation is clearly based upon a

misrepresentation of Bede’s chronological framework, but how could such a basic point

*% The ‘new Bede’ theory is discussed in the introduction to this study, pp. 14-18.

0 See In primam partem Samuhelis, 3, lines 1019-41, where Bede refers to battles against heresy in
commenting upon Goliath’s decapitation by his own sword (1 Samuel 17.50-1). Bede styles himself as
being amongst those who actively counter heretical doctrine, using the personal pronoun ‘ros” and verbs
in the first person plural (‘comnuincimus™, ‘deicimus™). An analogous, and even more personal passage
from the Samuel commentary is highlighted by Thacker, A. 2006, 'Ordering of Understanding’, pp. 44-5.
Thacker comments upon In1 primam partem Sanuthelis, 3, lines 2493-7, where Bede refers to the role that
he has performed in restraining the Church from 1dolatry and vice in the present day.

202 Enistola ad Pleguinam, 1, lines 8-10.

* De temporibus, 16, lines 16-17; 22, lines 2-6.
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of dispute have arisen? To understand the allegation, and Bede’s response to it, the
Epistola ad Pleguinam must be appreciated within the wider context of contemporary
thought regarding time, chronology and eschatology. In dismantling the charge against
him, Bede highlights erroneous views that he supposes are held by his unnamed
accuser. A variety of interesting eschatological ideas are mentioned, and these merit
close analysis. Before considering them in detail, it is first necessary to sketch the
background to the beliefs that Bede vehemently refutes.

Bede’s accuser has often been referred to as a ‘millenarian” in contemporary

204

scholarship.™" This 1s a problematic term which should not be used without some

attempt to clarify its meaning. A wide body of scholarship now exists to cover

2% The contributors to this

apocalyptic and eschatological belief in the Middle Ages.
relatively new field are yet to establish consistent agreed meanings for key words such
as ‘millenarianism’ or associated terms such as ‘chiliasm’. The variety of definitions
emploved in different scholarly works can be confusing for students, teachers and
scholars alike. Some attempts have been made to rectify this problem. Richard Landes
defines a number of key terms in the appendix to his 1988 essay ‘Apocalyptic
Expec‘[::l‘[ioms’.206 Paula Fredriksen, another leading contributor to this field, does
likewise in an article published in 1991 (Fredriksen bases her definitions on those

proposed by Landes).””” However, not all scholars provide specific definitions in the

manner of Landes and Fredriksen. It is important to offer a clear and concise definition

4 For a recent example of this see Ray, R. D. 2006, "'Who Did Bede Think He Was?', pp. 20-1.

* For an overview of recent scholarship in this field, see the Introduction to this thesis, above pp. 6-12.
% T,andes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations’, pp. 205-8. See also Landes, R. 2000, 'The Fear of an
Apocalyptic Year 1000: Augustinian Historiography, Medieval and Modemn (Examining the Dynamics,
Power and Emotional Impact of Eschatological Fervor in Western European Chronography Y, Speculum
75, 97-145 at 101.

7 Fredriksen, P. 1991, 'Apocalypse and Redemption’, 168, note 3.
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of a term such as ‘millenarianism’ so that it can be used in a consistent manner
throughout the remainder of this study without causing confusion.

For Landes and Fredriksen, ‘millenarianism’ has specific connotations with an
anticipated period of joy on earth. Though the term implies a thousand-year period of
heavenly reward, 2% g0 far as these scholars are concerned the most important aspect of
millenarianism is that heavenly rewards will be received on earth by humans living in
the flesh.”™ This is an important theoretical tradition which derives from the account of
the thousand-year reign of the saints in Revelation 20.1-6. Bede does not explicitly
discuss the concept of an earthly kingdom of the saints in the Epistola ad Pleguinam. If
the definitions of Landes and Fredriksen are followed strictly, then we cannot be
entirely confident of labelling the anonymous accuser a millenarian. Of course, the
person behind the allegation may well have been sympathetic to such notions, but it is
impossible to establish this by using the evidence of the Epistola ad Pleguinam alone.

Two major theoretical traditions need concern us here: the ‘millennial week’
and the ‘sabbatical millennium’. The millennial week is a significant tradition which
became part of popular religious folklore in the early Christian and medieval periods.”"

The concept derives from mutated interpretations of two biblical passages. The first

passage is found in Psalm 90. It describes how for God a thousand years pass like a day:

*% The term ‘millenarianism’ derives from ‘mille’, the Latin word meaning ‘thousand’. Similarly,
‘chiliasm’ derives from the Greek word for ‘thousand’. St Augustine, in De civitate Dei, 20.7, uses the
terms ‘millenarian’ and ‘chiliast’ interchangeably: Kleist, A. J. 2003, 'Influence of Bede's De temporum
ratione on Alfric', pp. 88-9, notes 34-5.

* Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', p. 206: ‘By millenarianism I mean a belief that the final
events will usher in a reign of Peace, Justice and Plenty here on Earth and that salvation for the Just will
be collective and its rewards experienced while living in the flesh’. Landes uses ‘chiliasm’ to denote
forms of millenarianism that are specifically linked to thousand-year kingdoms. Compare: Fredriksen, P.
1991, 'Apocalypse and Redemption’, 168.

% The term ‘millennial week’ is employed throughout Landes’s article 'Apocalyptic Expectations’,
though see especially pp. 143-4.
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‘For a thousand years in vour sight are like a day that has just gone by.”*'' An
analogous passage is found in the second epistle of Peter: “With the Lord a day 1s like a
thousand years, and a thousand vyears are like a day’.”’* The idea of a day being the
equivalent of a thousand years in the sight of the Lord became attached to the creation
story, in which God made the world in the course of a single week. The result was a
belief that can be termed the ‘millennial week” whereby world time is equated with six
millennia. If each day of God’s labour is equivalent to a thousand years then the world
can be expected to last for a total of 6000 years.

The sabbatical millennium is an important concept which is closely connected to
the millennial week. It is a form of millenarianism in the specific sense defined by
Landes and Fredriksen. The sabbatical millennium associates the seventh day of
creation, God’s day of rest, with an extended period of rest for mankind on earth. St
Augustine is known to have favoured this belief early in his career but he came to drop
the scheme entirely and mount a forceful campaign against it.** The sabbatical
millennium is not amongst the beliefs that Bede counters in the Epistola ad Pleguinam,
though he does address the issue in chapter sixty-seven of De temporum ratione.”™
Bede introduces his critique of the sabbatical millennium by using past tenses to refer to

those who adhered to the doctrine.?'* In contrast, he refers to the millennial week in the

! Psalms 90.4.

2122 Peter 3.8.

*B For Augustine’s early belief in the sabbatical millennium, see Sermo 259 (composed circa 393 CE),
and the comments of Cranz, F. E. 1954, 'The Development of Augustine's Ideas on Society before the
Donatist Controversy', The Harvard Theolagical Review 47, 255-316, at 271-2. Augustine refers to his
former belief in the sabbatical millennium in De civitate Dei, 20.7. Augusting’s change of heart was
inspired by his revulsion at the contemporary practices of the Donatists. His main objections to the
concept were: the emphasis that it placed on earthly, as opposed to spiritual rewards and the materialistic
nature of the speculation that it encouraged. For further discussion, see: Ladner, G. B. 1959, The Idea of
Reform, pp. 224-5; Fredriksen, P. 1991, 'Apocalypse and Redemption’, 160-8; Kleist, A. 1. 2003,
'Influence of Bede's De temporum ratione on Alfric', pp. 88-91.

4 De temporum ratione, 67, lines 34-52. Bede states that the sabbatical millennium is a dangerous
concept and he maintains that such beliefs are “heretical and frivolous (heretica ... et frivola)’.

3 De temporum ratione, 67, lines 34-9.
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same chapter as if he perceives it to be a live contemporary issue (Bede uses a number
of verbs in the present tense to warn that no one should pay attention to those who
advance such a theory).”!® Chapter sixty-seven of De temporum ratione suggests that
contemporary belief in a millennial week was a live issue in Bede’s lifetime, something
which is not necessarily also true of the sabbatical millennium.

For the time being, it will suffice to limit ourselves to the specific theoretical
tradition which has relevance for Bede’s response to the heresy accusation of 708. The
rather rudimentary notion of a millennial week dates back as least as far as the Epistle
of Barnabas. The Epistle 1s a tract written in Greek which was widely circulated in the
carly years of the Church. It hovered on the edge of the New Testament canon but never

became fully accep‘[ed.217

The author proposes a simplistic notion that the world will
endure for 6000 vears based upon an amalgamation of the scriptural passages cited

above:

Attend, my children, to the meaning of this expression, ‘He
finished in six days’.”'® This implies that the Lord will finish all
things in six thousand years, for a day is with Him a thousand
years. And He Himself testifies to this, saying, ‘Behold, today will
be as a thousand years’. Therefore, my children, in six days, that

is, in six thousand years, all things will be finished.*"”

The concept of the millennial week is based upon a crude equation of historical periods
and millennia, yet simplicity was its greatest asset. One might assume that the advent of

more sophisticated chronological studies would have discouraged the linking of

118 De temporum ratione, 67, lines 23-34.

7 Browning, W. R. F. 1996, Oxford Dictionary of the Bible, p. 36.

U8 Thig is an allusion to Genesis 2.2.

119 Epistle of Barmabas, 15.4. Translation taken from Lake, K. 1912, trans. The Aposiolic Fathers, vol. T
{London), pp. 395-7 (with slight modification of Lake’s archaic English).
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historical periods with thousand-year eras. However, as Landes demonstrates, the works
of the earliest Christian chronographers only served to encourage this theoretical
tradition.”*® For example, the Eusebian AM II chronology dated the Incarnation of
Christ to the early years of the sixth millennium (the date popularised by Jerome was
annus  mundi 5199).221 When combined with a six-part model for historical
periodisation such as Augustine’s six world ages, legitimate works of chronology such
as Eusebius’s Chronici canones could easily (if unintentionally) fuel belief in a
millennial week. If the Incarnation of Christ, the starting point for the sixth historical
period, can be dated to the early sixth millennium, then it is not difficult to appreciate
how orthodox texts might have been misinterpreted to endorse the concept of the
thousand-vear age.222

Bede stood accused of denying that Jesus had come in the flesh in the sixth age.
If the chronological framework of the Chronica minora is considered within the context
of a millennial week, then it is possible to see how such an allegation came about. This
criticism of the Chronica minora makes sense if the accuser’s perception of
chronological time was rooted in a belief that each era of history must last
approximately 1000 vears. It is worth reconsidering the radical nature of Bede’s AM III
chronology. Bede shaved over 1200 years off the total amount of time that was thought
to have elapsed since the creation of the world. The Incarnation of Christ was given a
revised annus mundi date of 3952. Bede’s revolutionary new framework for world

history shattered the notion of the thousand-year age. By placing the Incarnation at the

end of a fourth millennium of historical time, Bede, in the mind of his critics, had

0T andes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', pp. 141-4.

! See the discussion of Eusebius and Jerome above, pp. 39-40.

2 Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 359: “‘when the schema of the six ages is laid over this
[ammus mundi] chronology, 1t immediately suggests that each of the six world ages 1s about 1000 years
long’.
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effectively denied Christ’s coming in the sixth historical era. It is known that like Bede,
the seventh-century writer Julian of Toledo was also engaged in debates concerning
chronology and eschatology. Julian was compelled to respond to Jewish criticisms of
his work, and C. W. Jones has drawn parallels with the situation that Bede found
himself’ in when facing the heresy allegation of 708.7% Though Julian and Bede’s
situations are not entirely comparable, it seems that both men encountered resistance
primarily because of an enduring association of historical eras and millennia in the
minds of their contemporaries.

So far as Bede was concerned, the objections to his chronological framework
were a result of the fanciful traditions of the uneducated. Bede considered himself to
have been slandered ‘by lewd rustics (a lascivientibus msﬁc;is)’.z24 The Episiola ad
Pleguinam offers an extended justification of the Chronica minora which draws upon
several patristic authorities. In doing so, Bede makes reference to a number of
eschatological traditions that were circulating amongst his contemporaries. These will
be considered in detail below, but it is important to note that one of the traditions that
Bede refers to is a “vulgar opinion’ that the apocalypse will come in the vear 6000.**
Bede evidently believed that this notion was closely connected to the anonymous
accuser’s criticism of the Chronica minora. If the orthodox AM II date for the

Incarnation is added to the 708 years that had ¢lapsed since Christ, the year 6000 was

reckoned at being less than a hundred years away from the present at the time when the

3 Jones, C. W. 1970, 'Bede's Commentary on Genesis', 194. See also Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic
Expectations', pp. 171-4.

4 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 1, line 6. Bede again refers to ‘rustici’ in the Epistola ad Pleguinam, see
paragraph 15, line 262. The term rustici 1s discussed below, pp. 70-71.

2 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 14, lines 238-41: “On the subject of times and years, I warn your simplicity,
dearest brother, lest seduced by vulgar opinion you should expect that this present world will endure 6000
years, as it were (Haec inter ea quam de temporibus et annis sermo est, tuam simplicitatem, dilectissime
Jfrater, admoneo ne opinione uunlgari seductus quasi sex annorum millia speres saeculum praesens esse
duraturum)’. Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 412.
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heresy allegation was made.””

Of course, Bede’s detractors might not have been skilled
chronographers and they may have been entirely ignorant of Eusebius’s chronological
framework. Their criticism of Bede could have arisen from a simplistic understanding
of the millennial week. To those who believed that the apocalypse could be expected to
arrive around annus mundi 6000, whether they had a sophisticated appreciation of the

AM II chronology or not, Bede’s chronological revisions effectively moved the present

day more than a thousand years away from the all-important target year.

Bede’s defence of the AM III chronology

As Bolton has noted, the Epistola ad Pleguinam itself is almost as long as De

temporibus, the tract that it defends.”’

Bede begins by repeating exactly what he had
written concerning the world ages five years previously in De femporibus. He
reproduces the entirety of chapter sixteen (De mundi aetatibus) and he cites the figures
for each world age as they were given in the Chronica minora. ™™ Bede proceeds to
discuss Fusebius’s chronological work. Bede refers to Fusebius respectfully, calling
him ‘erudite’ and “worthy of praise’.229 Despite this reverence for his predecessor, Bede
offers a critical appraisal of Eusebius’s work. According to Bede, Eusebius used the

Hebrew data to correct the number of generations in his chronology but he did not also

amend the number of years. Bede concludes his appraisal of Eusebius with a succinct

% Landes, R. 1988, 'Apocalyptic Expectations', pp. 174-8. Jerome popularised 5199 AM II as the
traditional date for the Incarnation in the West. 708 years had elapsed since Christ when the heresy
allegation was made. The sum of these two figures is 5907. The year 6000 AM II was thus expected to
fall within the next century or so.

7 Bolton, W. F. 1967, Anglo-Latin Literature, vol. T, p. 151.

28 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 4-5.

*¥ Epistola ad Pleguinam, 6, lines 98-102: ‘Haec sunt quae iuxta fidem sacrae historiae mihi meis que
rogantibus strictim et simpliciter ut credidi et sensi abbreware curaw, nequaquam chronographo tam
erudito tantis que laudibus digno contradicens in his dumtaxat in quibus ipse diuinae scripturae contrarius
non est”. Bede does not directly refer to Eusebius by name here, but it 1s clear that Bede is discussing his
work. Bede offers further comment on Husebius in Episiola ad Pleguinam, 16, lines 303-8. Bede
commends Eusebius’s rhetorical abilities and refers to him as a ‘praiseworthy man (laudabilem virum)’.
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critical remark: ‘Thus observing neither road, he proceeded by the way he wished”.”’

Bede is making the point that Fusebius did not follow the Septuagint or Hebrew figures
faithfully. In contrast, his own chronology was based on a policy of unwavering
adherence to the Hebrew Truth. It is clear that that the Chronica minora was the
product of a great deal of chronological research. The Latin edition of Eusebius’s
Chronici canones had evidently received close scrutiny in the course of its preparation.
Many of the principles of the ‘new Bede’ theory are apparent in Bede’s critique

. 231
of the Chronici canones.

Bede is challenging Eusebius, a well established Church
father whose chronological work was further legitimised in the medieval west through
the weighty endorsement of St Jerome. When criticised by his contemporaries, Bede’s
reaction was to undermine the theoretical basis of Eusebius’s chronological calculations
and staunchly defend his own. This is all the more significant when one considers that
the Plegwine controversy arose relatively early in Bede’s authorial career. By 708 Bede
had produced a very small portion of the extensive catalogue of works that would
establish his reputation as the leading theological authority of his era. The completed
versions of the overwhelming majority of Bede’s exegetical works can be dated with

confidence to the period after 710.7?

This was the year in which Acca, the dedicatee for
several Bedan texts, was ordained as bishop of Hexham following the death of

Wilfrid.*** The critique of Fusebius demonstrates that Bede’s self-confidence as a

20 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 6, lines 105-10: *Sic que neutram uiam obseruans ipse qua uoluit incessit’.

1 On the ‘new Bede’ theory see the introduction to this study, pp. 14-18.

B2 Fxpositio Apocalypseos 1s almost certainly a significant exception. This work is traditionally assigned
an early date, based upon a reference to it as already completed in the preface to Fxpositio Actuum
apostolorum. For further comment see p. 116 of this study. /n Cantica canticorum, In prouerbia
Salomonis and Expositio in Canticum Abacuc prophetae contain no explicit clues regarding their date.
These works can only be assigned to the period before 731 (on the basis of their inclusion in Bede’s
autobiographical list of works, Historia ecclesiastica, 5.24). There 1s no compelling stylistic reason to
allocate any of them to the pre-708 period of Bede’s career.

3 Wilfrid is often said to have died in 709 but Alan Thacker has demonstrated that this should almost
certainly be revised to 710: “In pre-conquest England, Wilfrid was commemorated by two feasts, 12

62



scholarly authority (at least in matters relating to time and chronology) was established
relatively early on in his career.

The Epistola ad Pleguinam proceeds to cite a variety of authorities in support of
Bede’s position. In paragraphs seven to nine Bede draws upon Jerome to explain the
dating discrepancies between the Vulgate and Sep‘[uagin‘[.234 Two citations from a tract
by the Jewish historian Josephus are also referenced in support of Bede’s
chronology.” Bede invokes the authority of St Augustine by reproducing two lengthy
excerpts from De civitate Dei and a citation from one of Augustine’s epistles.236 All of
these authorities serve the same purpose in Bede’s letter, that is: to validate his decision
to favour the Hebrew data over the Septuagint figures. A succinct summary of Bede’s

justification for the revised chronology is offered near the end of the Epistola:

For you know ... by what authority I build the assertion of my
computation: namely by the Hebrew Truth, recorded by Origen,”’
published by Jerome, praised by Augustine, confirmed by
Josephus. I have found none more learned in such matters than

238
these.

October and 24 April. In 709 neither date was a Thursday, the death-day which Stephen of Ripon
expressly says was kept as Wilfrid's feast. Although the October date has traditionally been regarded as
the main commemoration, marking Wilfrid's death or deposition, the April feast is in fact earlier - it alone
occurs in the eighth- and ninth-century calendars; 24 April was a Thursday in 710, and is therefore
probably the date of Wilfrid's death’. Thacker, A. 2004, "Wilfrid [ St Wilfrid] (c.634 - 709/10), m H. C. G.
Matthew and B. Harrison {eds.), The Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford).

54 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 7-9. Wallis points out that portions of the text cited by Bede in this section of
the Epistola are actually adapted from Augustine’s De civitate Dei: Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of
Time, pp. 410-12, especially notes 17-19.

3 Epistola ad Pleguinam, 8, lines 129-46. Bede includes two excerpts from Josephus’s treatise Confra
Apionem. On Bede’s knowledge and use of Josephus, see Laistner, M. L. W. 1933, 'Bede as a Classical
and a Patristic Scholar', Transactions of the Royal Historical Society 16, 69-93 at 78.

6 Enistola ad Pleguinam, 10, 11, 13.

57 This is a reference to the work carried out by Origen in compiling the Hexapla, an edition of six
ancient versions of the text of the Old Testament arranged in parallel columns.

8 Episiola ad Pleguinam, 16, lines 297-302: ‘Agnoscas etiam ... qua ipse auctoritate assertionem meae
computationis astruam: hebraica widelicet veritate, per originem prodita, per hierommum edita, per
augustinum laudata, per iosephum confirmata’. Wallis, F. 1999, trans. Reckoning of Time, p. 414.
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Bede was confident that his theoretical position had substantial patristic backing and he
was convinced that his innovative chronological framework was entirely justified.
Following the lengthy justification of his position in the Epistola ad Pleguinam,
Bede continued to support the AM III chronology throughout the remainder of his
authorial career. Bede refers to chronological issues at opportune moments in several
exegetical works. For example, in his commentary on the Gospel of Luke, Bede

239 .
In this case,

reminds the reader of his 292-year calculation for the second world age.
Bede also includes the Septuagint figure alongside his revised calculation (just as he
had done in De temporibus).**® Bede employed the Hebrew data as the basis for a
second, much larger world chronicle in chapter sixty-six of De temporum ratione. The
preface to De temporum ratione contains an explicit justification of this policy.241 Bede
informs the reader that his chronicle reproduces the Septuagint data alongside the

Hebrew figures so that the reader can follow whichever they prefer. Nevertheless, Bede

firmly pushes the Hebrew data as correct:

It is my firm judgement (which I dare say is not countered by any
of the wise) that, just as the most reverend translator of this