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An article appearing in the science section of the New York Times a fow years ago owr-
lined a simple chemical procedure for refining gold." In this procedure a gold alloy is
dissolved in molten antimony sulphide. The antimony sulphide reacts with the base
metals of the alloy, converting them to an casily removed sulphide scum. When this
scum is removed, the remaining metal is purified gold.

This, ar any rate, is the gist of the process as it has been rranslared by modern his-
torians of science. In is original form — a3 a copperplate illustration to @ sevenreeth-
cenmury book of alchemical emblems (plate 1) — the process was explained in terms far
less recognizable to the modern reader. In the foreground ro this illuserarion we see a
grey wolf {antimony sulphide} scavenging the body of a dead king (the gold alloy); in
the background, the same wolf can be seen burning on a flaming pyre — modern lab
technicians prefer a Bunsen burner — while the king, now representing refined gold,
walks away revivified.

The procedure 1 have just outlined is interesting neither for whar ir tells us abour
the state of Renaissance alchemical knowledge, nor for the fact thar it demonstrares
that Renaissance alchemists, whose ranks included such now-famous ‘men-of-science’
as Roberr Boyle and Isaac Newton, were interested in serious chemisery alongside cheir
more casily satirized rigmarole about ‘piss and eggshells, ... chalk, merds, and clay'.” As
recent historical research has shown, the recipe is only one of a number of similarly
eryptic (to us) descriptions of legitimare chemical procedures found in sixteenth- and

1 ?.‘u__.._v.__q._ W _.aq_.u.____..__n. ._.__ .m_.__.__ﬂ_.___u_.u. ......“___j.. n....__._n.n. [{&] Mlowdern __..n..n.m_..___.._.... M Fowlh T, |_.:ﬂ..._ux_.. ...___.._1_
10, 1950, p. C1. The research discussed in the arricle has since been __.____E:—Kn_. See Lawrence M., Principe,
“Rabver _._._n.___._n.,, Alchemical Secrecy: Codes, _".”:.___ﬁh.. and Concealments, Amdic 39 (19921, 6374, and
Mewly Discovered Boyle Documents in the Royal Sociery Archive: Abchemical Tracrs and his Student
Morehaok”, Nater and Recomb of the Bopal Saciaty 49 (1995), 57-70. [ am graveful to LA B Houwwen, Jim
Marchand, and Lawrence M. Principe for their babliographic belp with this article, and o Fred . Boban-
o and —_u_m._.. Genee for thelr cemmens on earlier deafts,
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seventeenth-century alchemical norebooks.* Racher, whart is interesting abour the pro-
cedure is the face that it needs to be translared ac all: che facr char modern audiences —
chemists, historians of science, and lay readers of the Mew York Timer — are able o
appreciate the legitimacy of the science involved only after it has been translated from
an allegorical illustration into something more approximating the kind of prose we
tend to associate with a first-year chemistry text. For while few modern newspaper
readers are themselves chemists, nearly all know how medern chemistry should sound.
And newspaper readers know thar real chemistry involves dissolving gold alloy in
molten antimony sulphide (though few, perhaps, will have much of an idea what this
second substance is) and not flammable grey wolves with a raste for dead kings. Whar
is interesting abour this illustration is the face that its failure wo meet our generic expec-
tations for how science should sound makes the science it actually contains almose
completely unusable without translarion,

[ bring up this piece of scientific trivia because | believe the process ir illustrares
helps explain another case of generic ranslation which has proved remarkably trouble-
some to modern critics — the relationship berween the Old English Phoenix poem and
its late classical Latin source in Lactantius’s De ave phoenice. Read as a simple transla-
tion, the Old English Phaenix is a surprisingly difficult rext vo understand. A relatively
faithful reproduction of Lactantiuss poem for its first 380 lines, the Old English text
closes with an apparently original Chrstian allegory of nearly the same length again, In
Christianizing his translation, moreover, the Old English poer does a surprisingly
uneven job, While he removes or adaprs many of Lactantius’s references wo pagan
_._._.._...qr.n_”__..u_.ﬁ_..' he also leaves some intact and fails 1o use in his ...__._._.._.,.__.....__.:u_.__” u.:n_.h?ﬂ._._. a mum-
ber of symbols he does go to all the trouble of Christi;

But it is also possible to read the Old English Phoenix poem as a generic translation,
In the D¢ ave phoenice, the Old English Phoenix poet discovered a Latin text that
described the habits and fearures of the phoenix in a comprehensive but hopelessly out
of dare fashion. Like the historians of science described in the New York Times artcle,
he therefore was forced to seck a generic model for his mranslation in order to make it
intelligible as narural history to contemporary readers, It is only by discovering chis
model and reading his translation in its light thar we can hope o understand the
nature and goals of the Phoenix poet's work.

iy,

*  For a discussion and recent bibliography on cthe relation beracen Renaissance chemistry and
alehenmy, se William K. Newman and Lawrence M. Prancipe, Akchemy vi Chemisiry: The Erymological

."u___m..__._“ of a Imun_u:_.‘ﬂ;_v.._:.. Sliseake”, ._....._....._._. Fedpnp and Medécrne 3 {1998), 321-65.
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The problematic relationship between the Old English Phoenix and Lactantiuss De ave
phoenice is well known. On the one hand, there can be lictde doubt thae the Old Eng-
lish poet ser our. on at least one level, to translate Lacrantiuss rext. Both poerms begin
with a brief description of the paradisal Eastern garden in which the phoenix lives {Lac-
tant.Phoen, 1-30; Phoen 1-84).° Both then go on o describe the bied's habits and
appearance. The phoenix — neither poet is sure of its sex {Lactant.Phoen. 163; Phoen
355h=37a) — lives in joy in is garden for a thousand years, during which time its
principal activities consist of saluting the sun each morning and warching it set each
night (Lactant.Phoen. 33-58; Phoen 90-152). At the emd of the millennium, the bird,
now heavy with age, leaves its homeland and flics to Syria where it builds a nest in a
palm tree from a variery of sweer-smelling herbs. The suns rays ser the nest on fire and
the bird is immaolated (Lactane,Phoen, 59-98; Phoen 133-222a). After a brief period,
the phoenix is reborn from its ashes, gathers together the remains of its former incar-
nation, and, accompanied by a troop of lesser birds, begins the long flight home, dis-
posing of its ashes along the way (Lactanc.Ihoen. 99-158; Phoen 222b—46a). It arrives
alone again in its Eastern garden, and the cycle begins anew (Lacrant Phoen. 158-70;
Phoen 346b-80).

But while the Old English Phasmix poer follows the gist of Lactantius’s description
fairly closely, it is also clear thar he intended his version to funcrion as something more
than a mere ‘Englishing’ of the Latin original. For while it is possible, as Mary Cletus
Fitzparrick has argued, to discern ‘traces of distinetly Christian ideas’ in Lacrantius’s
account of the phoenix’s behaviour and habitat despite its many references o classical
mythology and Egyptian Sun worship,” it is impossible to mistake the solid — one is
rempred 1o say stolid — Christianity of the Old English poet's translation. If nothing
else, there is the long allegorical discussion he appends to its end. Where Lactantius
closes his account with a brief ode o the phoenix's chastity, the Old English poer con-
tinues for another 297 lines {or abour forty percent of his poem's total length) of

Feferences o the rext of the D ave phosmice are 1o the edition of Mary Clerus Fieparrick, Lectans de
apy plavaice, 'hT) Dhss, University af Pennsylvania _“___...__n.n_n__.u_..:n. 1933]1; the Cild _..”_.._w_.w_.__ ._...H__u._..a._...a.“_.__ﬁnﬂ s
cited from the vext af Gearge Philip Krapp and Elliot Wan Kirk Dobbie, The Eveter Somk, ASPR 3 (New
York, 19341, pp. ®=113. Old English and Lacin texes are cited according o the shore ricles and edicions
listed in Anconeree di Paolo Healey and Richard L. Yenerky, A Micrefiche Concerdlance to Qi Erglich: The
Lint af Texes ana funfex of Eelisions (Toronm, 19805 rev. 1997%: and Dvcrisarry sf Ola’ Ergplish : Abbresiations
Jor Larin Seurces and Stblesgraphy of Edvrenz, compibed BA. Thompsen (Torenm, 1992; rev. 1995).

5 Lactanty o ave pheemice, ed, Fiepatrick. p, 35, Fiegparrick supports her arpument by pointing to scrip-
tural reminiscences of the ‘Garden of Eden and Pounmain of Life’ in the Latn poems opening lines, toa
referemos 1o the _.nmmu._ of death’ Munc m_nm_" hiune orbem, mars whi Tepna tenet, Gd) and o an ﬂ_..__”_”._u._m.mm.a
chastiry in the chosing lines. 3ee alsn JLE. Cross, “The Concepeion af che Obd English Shoeniy’, in O Fug-
lish Foesry: Fiffeen Ewaps, od. Robert B Croed (Provsdence, 1969, pp. 129-52, at 130 and . 7.

]
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apparently original exegesis — based in part on Ambrose's Hexameron — on the bird's
habits.”

But even in the first half of the poem, where he is sull largely following Lactantius's
original text, the Old English Phoenix poer quite freely adapts and alters the derails of
his source in order to bring them into line with a Christian perception of the world. As
O.F Emerson has pointed our, the Anglo-Saxon poer simply omits 2 number of Lac-
rantiuss most incractable references to pagan mythology and religion.” Where Lactan-
tius portrays the phoenix as a conscious votary of the sun, ‘venerating' the fiery head of
Phoebus each evening, and presenting the ashes of its former incarmation in aede sacra
{Lactant.Phoen. 51-54 and 121-24), the Old English poct presents the bird in the
more ‘rationalized” form of an animal wisely impressed by the majesty of God's cre-
ation; instead of worshipping the sun as it passes, the Old English phoenix is instead
inspired to silent meditarion, powncer pleae ‘good in is thoughes' (Fhoen 144a). And in
disposing of its ashes, the Old English poet has his phoenix skip over its excursion 1o
the sun’s temple altogecher, preferring instead to fly to the mnbeorhs gesenw sunbright
seat” {278a) of its epeflomd "homeland” (279a).

Less unambiguously pagan references are also often subtly Christianized. The lush
edenic garden in which the phoenix lives in Lactanriuss poem, for example, becomes
Eden itself in Old English, defended by the might of the (Christian) God who created
it (1-14a, especially 5b-6), And as ].E. Cross has pointed our, where Lactantius
describes how this deens felic had remained inviolate in the face of both the ‘fires of
Phasthaon' and the Aoods of Deucalion {11-14), the Old _...bm_mu_._ poet — whi, as a
Christian, does not believe in a bisorical grear fiee — recondles the Latin poet’s
mythology to the truth of Christian revelation by advancing the tense of the original
reference to make the lines conform o the predictions of Revelation 20:9:%

Cum Phaethoneeis agrasser ab ignibus axs,
illz locus Hammis inviolars erar,
et cum diluvium mersisser fluctibus orbem
Deucalioness exsuperavit aquas. (Lactane.Phoen. 11-14)

¢ Mo single source has been found for the poems exegetical section, although, as Jeanne Spencer
Kanrrowitz has shown, the poets allepory is deeply nested in conremparary exegetical thought, Ses “The
Anplo-Saxon Mhosmie and Traditien', P2 43 (1964). 1-13. The relationship to Ambrases Hesesenon bk
v, chs 79-B, is discussed, along with ather posible sources, in The Phoemiv, od. N.E. Blake, 08d and
Middle English Texts [Manchester, 1964; rev, edn 1990), p. 19-22. The connection was first made by
H, Gashler, 'Ueher dic Aurarschaft des angelsaechsischen Gedichtes vom Phoenix’, Anglia 3 (1880),
A8E=G20.

7 DM_E Farrar Emersan, “Originality in Old English Poemny’, 8ES 2 (1926), 1831, especially 20-23.
8 Cross, "The Conceprion of the Old English Mhoeni', pp. 133-34,
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When the sky had blazed with the fires of Phasthon thar spor was unharmed by the
flames; and when the flood had overwhelmed the world with its waves it overcame the
waters of Deucalion.®

nafre brosniad

ne him lig sceped
erjon edwenden
worulde peweorde.  Swa iu watres prym
calne middangeard  meveflod peahre,
corhan ymbhwyrit,  |a s apela wong,

leal’ under lyie,
afre o ealdne,

sghwes onsund,  wid yifare
gehealden stod  hreora wiega,
eadig, unwemme,  puch ese godes;

bided swa geblowen o haeles cyme,
dryhines domes,  ponne deadreced,
helepa heolstorcofan,  onhliden weorhad, (Phoen 38b—49)

The leaves under the m.__.ru.1 shall never wacher Away, naor the fire ever do them hoart, before
a change comes over the world, When long ago the torment of warer, the sea fHlood
whelmed all the world, the circuir of the carth, then by God's grace the noble field stood
secure from the rush of wild waves, no whit harmed, happy, undefiled, Thus it shall bide
in blosom el the coming of the fire, the judgment of God, when the graves, the tombs
of men, shall be tarmnm .;m___.._.._.__“_

In reading the Old English Phocrix poem in this light — as a Christian adaptation
of a work employing a much larger number of references to pagan mythology — 1
am, of course, relying heavily on the work of earlier Phoenix scholars. For while it has
not often been the source of intense critical debare, the Phoeniv has done relatively
well by those critics who have devored much artention to it The extent o which the
OId English poet has Christianized or omitted Lactantiuss references to pagan
mythology was pointed out by Emerson in his important, if now somewhar darted,
article on "The Originality of Old English Poerry’. The extent to which this Chiris-
manizarion is related o the poet’s subsequent alleporization of the bird’s habis is the
subject of N.E Blake’s essay "Some Problems of Interpreration and Translation in the
Old English Phoemix'."! The extent to which this reworking of Lactantiuss marerial
allows the poet to make his source ‘fit Christian reality and to place the Phoenix story

*  Tramslations from the De ave phoemice are from Fieparrick’s editian.

" Translations of extended passages of Old English are from AngloSicor Poeery, tans. RE. Gordan
(London and Mew York, 1959), Ghlosses of individual Old English words and phrases in the body of this
ESSZY AFE M0 PWTI.

" Argiaa BO [1962], 50-62. See also The Phoenix, ed. Blake, pp. 53-55,
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within a Christian historical context” has been demonstrated by Cross and Joanne
Spencer Kantrowitz,'

And yer, despite the success of their more detailed explicarions of how the Phoenix
poct adapted his source, | believe critics have on the whole been less successful — par-
tially as a result of their common failure o find a suitable generic model for the poem
— in their attempts to explain by he would choose to adape the texe the way he does
in the first place. Emerson’s original discussion of the Christianization and expansion
of Lactantius’s poem, concerned as it is with demonstrating the ‘power and personaliry’
of the Old English poer through a siraigheforward catalogue of the alterarions he inero-
duces,” never really manages ro address the end to which these changes were accom-
plished. Blake, in emphasizing the extent to which the Old English poet’s alterations ro
Lactantius help prepare the reader for the allegorical exegesis which follows, falls in the
end into a rather forced reading of the rexr's ostensible subject as a mere means o the

translator’s ‘real’ allegorical ends:

It seems to me wrong therefore to stress the great beaury of the descripeions of the
phoenix as some critics do. For the poet the phoenix was merely 2 means o an end,
and ro praise the poetic descriptions of the phocnix in their own right is likely 1o
lead o a distorted view of the poem. It all oo quickly degenerares into seeing the
poem as a beauriful narural descripion o which an allegory was unformnarely
appended. '

And even Cross, whose reading of the poem as a 'poetic homily’ based on Lactantius's
Lie ave phoenice as ‘the fullest and most suitable historical description’ of the bird comes
closest 10 my own approach,” nevertheless finds himself faced with the difficulty of
trying to explain why his Old English “homilist” would on the one hand neglect some
of the most easily allegorized elements in his source, and, on the other, fail to incorpo-
rate into the allegory many of the details he in fact does adape:™®

Mow it is of no account that the Old English poer omis Latin idess such as the fountain
of life, which could have easy Christian application, o that additions are made such as

"* Cross, “The Conception of the Old English Phaenix’, p, 139, Kantrawite, "The Angho-Saxon Mhoeniy

and Tradition’, pasiem, Kantrowite's detailed essay mentions the Pleyssolagr tradivion as 2 possible paral-

lel to cervain elements in the O1d English Mhoeriv-poem (see particulardy pp. 6-7). She does not men-

M._u_.._ the scrong scructural influesee of the Physiolsgwer on the Old English poem discussed in chis Y,
CWEVET,

' Emersen, "Originality in Old English Poery’, p. 18.

" Blake, “Some Problems of Interprecation and Translarion’, p. 56,

"' Cross, The Conceprion of the Ol English Phosmix’, p. 137.

* Smanley B, Greenfield, foterpresarion of (g Englih Frems (London, 19720, pp. 14145, has alsa eriti-

cized Crosss reading of 2 “clear line of demarcarion’ between the four levels of allegory in che Ploswix,
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the second thowsand-year cpcle of life for the Phoenix ... Within his own Christian
rerms, the Old English poer is free to write a historical description as he wishes; o
extend, change. or omit material from Lactannius; even to anticipate his own interpreta-
tion. But there is no need for him o interpret every detail that he has presented in thar
historical deseriprion. In Cassian's classic case, to illustrare the fourfold method of inter-
pretation, Jerusabem ‘historically’ is a city of the Jews, bur in the “allegorical” interpreta-
tion, when Jerusalem represents the Church of Christ on earth, no one would ask openly
whether the Jews should not be Christians.'”

But it is here, | believe, thar it is helpful to keep in mind my analogy with mod- |

ern artempts at translating allegorical alchemical recipes. For the Old English poet
has donc more than merely Christianize Lacrantiuss poem. On the one hand, he
would almaost certainly have considered the phoenix to be an accepred fact of natural
history: belief in the bird can be found throughour classical and medieval literature,
including the Church Fathers.'® At the same time, however, it is equally certain thar,
as an Anglo-Saxon Christian who believed thar all creation served o reflect the divin-
ity se hit on frympe gescop’, "who created it in the beginning’ (84b}), he would not
have mistaken Lactantius's porteait of the phoenix as true narural history. At best, the
Latin poet’s use of pagan mythology and his representation of the phoenix as a sun-
worshipper would have seemed an egregious and distasteful example of poetic
wadcreft (see especially 546—48a); at worst, it would have seemed the grossest of hea-
then errors.'? The Old English poet is as interested in the phoenix as a phenomenen
of natural history as he is interested in it a5 a fir subject for Christian allegory.
homiletic exegesis, or demonstrating how original he can be. He adaprs Lacrantius’s
descriprion of the bird’s habitat, behaviour and appearance to make them fic con-
remporary Anglo-Saxon generic expectations for how such natural history should
sound, In removing his source’s references to overt and conscious pagan behaviour on
the part of the _ur_un:mx_ in Christianizing the more ambiguous references he rerains,
and in appending an allegorized and explicitly Christian exegesis of the bird's behav-
iour, the Old English poct takes as his model the characteristic formart and style of

I¥ Cross, “The Concepricn of the Old English Praenix’, pp. 13940,

18 Tl point is a commenplace. See Kantrowice, “The Anglo-Saxon P and Tradivion', po 1; Cross,
“The Conceprion of the Old English Mhasmix’, p. 190, fn. 38; and The Proroir, od. Blake, pp. 8—13 A use-
ful index of passapes concerning the phoenix legend in dasscal and patristic authors appears in Firzgpatrick
on pp 12-15.

19 Oy similar hesitarions abour and omissions of pagan praciee in Anglo-Saxon lieeratune, see Seth Lerer,
Lireraey and Power in Anglo-Siccon Enpland (Lincoln, 19911, pp. 38-39 [Hirerds seelmiasrniva), and Fred C
Fohinson, Beowsll and she Appornre Sple (Kocaville, 1985 po 11 [(Beowedf. A recent discission of
Anglo-Saxon atarudes wowards pagan licerary culture can be found in William D, McoCready, Miwncler ama
e Virpermdle Bede, Srudies and Texes 118 (Toronmo, 19%94), especially pp. 93,
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the Physislogus, an increasingly common and popular contemporary work of natural
history. "

At a strucrural level, the poer's debr to the Phywsioforns is obvious, even if its generic
significance has gone largely unremarked upon in the critical literature, In dividing his
material into two parts, the first devoted to an account of the phoenix’s behaviour and
habitat, the second to its Christian significance, the Phoerix poet is simply mirroring

the organizarion of the archerypal Plysiolegus encry as described by ERLM. Dieksora:

The .._[entries] have a very simple schema; a first passage, occasionally preceded by a
uotatica from the Bible, contzins the natural historcal informarion, nearly always intro-
duced by Physilogus has said”. Then the Christian moralisanon follows, endorsed with
Bible quorarions,**

The same can be sid, moreover, for the poer’s use of Ambrose’s work in his allegorical
section. The Hewmeren was commonly used as a source of additonal marerial in adap-
tations of the Mhysialagus,™ and, indeed, is likely itself indebted to earlier recensions of
the narural history.™

Other, potentially confusing. aspects of the Old English translation are clarified
through a comparison with the Physiolagns tradition. In contrase 1o Lactantius who
once addresses Phoebus directly (58) and rarely refers o external authorities in the
course of his poem,™ the Old English poer follows the standard Physiologus pracrice of
stressing the debr he owes o others for his informarion. Where Lacrantius begins his
poem with a forthright statement of the location of the phoenix’s home ("Est locus in

M Recent general discussions of the Pl ad e descendent wradicions can be found in LAJR
Howwen, ‘Besazarien’, in Mesefalver Myehen 20 Ddimien, Moriven, Fabeloaer, ed, LI Midller and W Whan-
deetich (St Gallen, 1999), pp. 59-75; Debra Hassig, Midiewl Bersiarier: Texs, Image, Tdoolory (Canbridige.,
1995], especially pp. 1-28; Willene B, Clark and Meradich T, Mchfunn, Beacrs awd Sinde of o Ml
Agei: The Bestary amed st Legacy (Philadelphia, 1989), pp. 1-7 and Appendis: and BN M, Dicksces, “The
Plepriodogar, the Bestiaries, and Medieval Animal Lore’, Nee 6% (1385), 14255, See abso Florence MoCul-
loschts semimal work in Medfevall Lavin and French Secriavies, rev. edn (Chapel Hill, 1962), especially pp.
21—44. TPhysivlogus' and “Bestiary’ are often used inrerchangeably in medieval book lisss and modern
schalarship, This paper follows the waditional use af “Physiclegus' in Anglo-Saxon studies o describe ver-
necular manifestatons of e bestary tradirion and s saurce. For a brief disoussion of the rerminolegical
prablem, see Clark and Mebdunn, Beaer ana Bind of she Midale Ager, pp. 2=3.

I Dhekstra, “The Plorislsgus, p 144,

' For an example, see MeCullachs discussion of the owelfth-century “Second Family’ Bestiary in Medfeal
Lavis and Frenel Beriaries, pp. 34-38.

N Bee MeCulbach, Mediene! Latin and Fremcly Bestirries, po 20,

H The only exceprion is his citaton of general opimon i explaining e worm thar grows ot the
phoenix’s ashes in lines 101-02: "Hine animal primuam sine membris ferrur oriri! sed ferner vermi lacreas
esse cobor’, Men say that From it a living thing wichoar limbs firse arises; bus the worm, chey say, is milky-
white in colar’,
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primo felix oriente remotus’, “There lies a spor, blessed, in the farthest East’, 11,5 for
example, the Old English Phoenix poet qualifies bis opening with the explanation thar
he has ‘learned’ abour its location {la). Later, he mwice adds more specifically that his
knowledge comes from those who geusitmon gecypad, ‘'make known through writing’
(30h, 332b). This is a rare collocation found in only two other texts in the exeant Old
English poetic corpus: Cynewult's Elene {326b, 1255b} and, significantly, The Panther,
one of the rwo surviving Old English Physiologns poems (14b).%

The Physivlagns tradition also provides an appropriate model for Cross’s observarion,
quoting Emerson, that the changes introduced by the Old English poet ‘were not made
merely to "Christianize ... the source before him” ..." but to “[adapt] the Latin poem
to fit Christian reality and 1o place the Phoenix story within a Chrisnan historical con-
text’.”” As Cross and Emerson have noted, the Old English Pheenis poer accepts a
number of potentially Christian symbols from Lactantius and adapts a number of other
non-Christian elements in the first part of his poem — only to ignore them in his sec-
ond, explicitly  allegorical, section.  Examples indude the fountin of life
{Lactant.Phoen. 25; of. Phoen 63b—64a); the phoenix’s sojourn in the wilderness with
his followers (Lactant.Phoen. 155-58; cf. Phoen 158b—67a and 335b-56a); and the
confusion over whether the bind carries his remains to the sun witch his “feet” as in Lac-
tantius and the first part of the Old English poem (Lacrant.Phoen. 121; TPhoen
276-77, 578a) or his wings as in the allegorical section (Phoen 652-53) and, as Cross
notes, Physiolagns twadition,™

This failure to exploit significant and potendally Christian symbolism from the
poem’s first half in the subsequent allegory raises difficulries if the Old English poer is
understood 1o be following a primarily homiletic or exegeric generic model as Blake
and Cross suggest, But it is perfectly in keeping with contemporary developments in

5 Transhathon sdapted from Lackans de s phosmice, ol. Fizpardck,

B The Plysialopur pocms, like the Phesriz, were once countad ameng Cynewulfs poems. although schol-

arly opinion e does not Fvour this acdbution. See Sanley B, Greenfield and Draniel Calder, A Mew

Critical Hissory of Ol Englivk Literature (Mew York, 1986), p. 249, and The Phoeiv, ed. Blake, pp. 22-23,

[n additicn o this phrase, the Plprsdeme poems and the Praadie alse share ar least one other unususl

word: wodereff This s found in Old English ealy in the Phaswis and the Wk, In res owr of the chree

examples, the poetis) use the term e deseribe their own sonvities (Pheen 548a, Whale 2a); in the thind,

it describes the phoenins song (Phoen 12730, All szamples are drawn fram The Compilere Corpr aff (O

Enplish im Machine Readadle Form (TEI comparible version), ed. Antoneme di Paolo Healey, second TEIL-

conformane edn (Onafard, 199:4], I
? Cross, "The Conception of the Old English Phasmix’, p. 134, |
** For this last poin, see Cross, “The Conceprion of the Old English fhoerie’, p. 133, On the pos's fil-

ure b inclisde Christian or poenially Christian demls from the deseription of the phoenx i his allegory,

see Croas, "The Conceprion of the Old English Pleesis’, pp. 13940, and Emerson, “Originaliry in CHd

English Poetry’, pp. 2829,
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the Plysiologus eadivion. For while, as Dickstra points out, the most important orga-
nizing feature of the early Christian Physiologns was not so much is narural history as
its Christian symbolism,™ later developments placed an increasing emphasis on the
narural hiseory: Latin recensions of the wradition begin to acquire narural historical lore
from other sources before the end of the Anglo-Saxon period; by the thirteenth cen-
tury, adaptations such as Bartholomaeus Anglicuss D proprictacibus rerum radically
reorganize the order of animals and, in some cases, drop the allegorical material alto-
gether. ™

The maost important objections to this reading of the Old English Phoenix as a
Christianized work of natural history based on the generic model of the Physiodogus
have been raised by Blake, who insists thar ‘the phoenix was for ... [the Old English
poet] nothing more than a symbol and the phoenix story was of little interest to him
in itself”.*" In the first place, Blake points to what he believes to be the poet’s failure w
distinguish between the phoenix’s cremarion and the inhumarion of human remains in
lines 267 and 270:

oo IF the .u‘.m.h._..a_.n ar T Phoenie 1207 should be ranslated out of the grave, It means
thar the poct has here confused inhumation with cremation, This must be because the
poet wanted to stress the parallel between the phoenix and mankind, The phoenix’s bones
are of course not buried in any grave in Syna (where the action of IL267-9 akes place),
and there 15 no question of the phoenix being resurrected from the grave ... Thus when
the poet writes of greode in his descripion of the rebirh of the phoeniz, there can be lit-
tle douba thar he means us ro have the allegorical interpreration in mind. We are 1o rel-
ize thar the phoenix is only a symbol. To fail tw see thar there is a reference 1o the grave
here weakiens the poem, for the grave plays an important past in the poet's belief ...

The same confusion berween cremation and inhumation is found a few lines lager in
the same passage. The word .w._..____.._.Ea._._..n_. in L2700 bar .Hm.h_q.p_._.__._..u.n_. affer balfrace means
decayed, _u:.wﬁ_m.._..u__m.. and is normally used in OF with reterence to the putrefacton of the
body in the grave or the decay of buildings no longer in use ... Once again it must be
that the poet had 1in mind the pusrefaction of human bones in the grave in the long wair
berween death and Dioomsday (439901 ... The word gebromad does not refer w the
speady destruction by fire of the phoenixs bones; it points o the alleponcal interpreca-
tion.

But while the use of such sepulchral imagery cerrainly does seem o be ar odds with
the myth of the ‘speedy destruction by fire of the phoenixs bones’, it is not nearly as

2 Diekstra, “The Prrebgwr, p. 143,

A Digksrra, “The Sl p. LG,

Blake, ‘Bame Problems of Incerpresacion and Translaton’, p. 56.
Bake, "Some Problems of Interpreacion and Tanslation’, pp. 51-53.
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incompatible with either Lactantius’s original poem or an interest in the phoenix as a
phenomenon of natural history as Blake suggests. The phoenix’s nest is frequentdly
referred to in both the Hexameron and later examples of the Latin Physiologus tradition
as 4 theca — a word that can be used for ‘coffin’ or ‘sepulchre’ in medieval Larin* The
bird's use of sweet smelling herbs in the construction of its nest is likewise seen as a
method of covering up the odour of its decomposition — an association made explic-
itly, indeed, in a owelfth-century Latin Bestiary preserved in Cambridge University
Library, M5 li.4.26:

Quis igitur huic annuntiar diem moris wr faciar sibi thecam et impleat @am bonis
odoribus arque ingrediasur in cam et moriarur illic ubi odoribus grartis feror funens pos-
sir abnoleri?

Wha tells the simple Phoenix the day of its death — so thar it makes its coffin and flls
it with fine spices and gess inside and dies in a place where the stink of corruprion can

be effaced by agreeable smells i

Perhaps more importantly, both images also appear in Lactantius’s original poem.
Thus after its immolation and resurrecrion, the phocnix rolls its remains into a ball,
anoints them, and deposits them obsequially in the sun’s sacred emple:*

Anre tamen, progns quidguid de corpore restar,
osszque vel cineres exuviasgue suas

unguine balsames myrmaque e ture Sabaeo
condit e in formam conglobar ore pin,

Quam pedibus gesrans contendic Solis ad arus
inque ara residens ponic in aede sacra, (117-212)

et first, wharever remains of her own bady, bones or ashes and her own shell, she covers
with balsam ointment, myreh, and Sabasan incense, and rounds it into shape with her
loving beak. Carrying it in her daws, she hastens to the Sunnse, and alighting on the
alear, places it in the holy fane.

* RE Latham, Revissd Medenal Latin Word-Liss from Brieid and Frinh Seurces sl Supplermers (Oraford,
1994), 5w, e,

#  Quemtions from this manuscripe ane from the Facsimile, The Seriary, o, MR, Jumes (Ouford, 1928),
f. 37". The manslacion = thar of TH. “Whire, whoe bases his work an the same manuscripr, See The Beriagy.
A Beak of Beertr (Mew Yock, 19541, p. 127, 5 abso MoCulloch, Medienad Lavin amd Srerch Seriavivs,
pe 36, CUL, ms 10426 is a “second Family” bessiary, 3 member of a rexcusel growp thar developed in the
course of the reedfth cenmary (MoCulloch, p. 34} The manuscripe is being cived as evidence of an anala-
gous develapment in the credition rather than & texrual seurce for the Ol English Mhormir poet. See
Kancrowiz, “The Anglo-Saxcn oty and Tradien’, For a justification of this approach.

1 Blake cives lines 117-20 but conirs the deposition of the remains in the temple in loes 121-22 (*Same
Problerns af Interpresation and Translation’, p. 511
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In an earlier passage describing the nest’s construction, morcover, the connection
between nest and grave is made explicicly:

Comatruit inde sibi sew nidum sive sepulchrum;
nam pent, ur vivar .., (77-78)

She next builds herself 2 nest, or if you will, a romb, for she dies char she may live ...
Blake’s second objection to the idea thar the Old English poet was interested in the

phoenix as a fearure of natural history in its own right rather than simply as a subject
for allegorical exegesis involves the poer’s chiastic use of anthropomorphic and animal
symbolism to unify the owo parts of his cranslarion:

It is evidenr ... thar the OE poer altered his Latin source in order to pave the way for the
allegory which is 1o follow. Another method of accomplishing this thar the poet uses is a
distinct rendency wo anthropomorphize the phoenix in the fiest half and 1o give the bird
characteristics which are more appropriate to men and heroes. The reverse of chis is
refer inn the second half to the blessed and Christ in terms which are mare fitting for the
phoenix. Yetr although we accepr quire readily references to the blessed as birds, we have
maore difficulry accepring the anthropomorphic nature of the phoenix, despire the Face
that this is merely the same process in reverse 3

But such chiastic anthropomorphism is also a fearure of the Physinfogns, the texe of
which is filled with animals whose behaviour is described in human terms — from
the astronomer ostrich to the evil-minded lynx. Indeed, vestiges of this anthropo-
morphism are preserved right through into encyclopaedic. non-allegorical adapta-
tions of the work in the later Middle Ages.*” Thus, Barcholomaeus Anglicus’s non-
allegorical De propricsatibus rerum preserves both the tradition thar elephants
habitually eat mandrake before copulation, a habit linked to original sin in allego-
rized versions of the story, and the curious face that large elephants can only be lifeed
by little ones, a device used in earlier versions of the Plysiofogus 1o allow for the
allegorization of the litde elephane as Christ and the New Testament.® Closer o
home, the author(s) of the Excter Book Plysiologns poems the Pantber and the Whale
describe their subjects in language remarkably similar to thar used by the Old Eng-
lish Phoenix poer: where the Old English phoenix is described as being Aeaparaf
‘famed in war’ {228a) and beadicrafiy ‘skilled in barle’ (286a) and is said o receive
eaidardem ‘dominion’ [138k) over the lesser birds, the Old English panther is affen-

%
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Blake, “Some Problems of lncerprecation and Translation', p. 53.
See Dieksira, “The Phmofopes’, po 14

o mu.m Dicksrra, “The Mrardgnr’, pp 143 and 144 {on the allegonscal implications of mandrake con-
sumngeion) and p. 143 {an Christ and the lide elephanc).
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rof “famed for courage” (Pan 40a) and a pesdiwiga “grear warrior’ (Pan 38a), and the
Old English whale, wione ‘proud’ (Whale 50a) and a mereweard ‘sea-guardian’
Whale 532)" — descriptions which in chis lase case might equally well have been
applied by the Beownlf poet to Hrodigar's coastguard. Explicitly allegorized versions
of the Physiologns, moreover, also make heavy use of animal symbaolism in their alle-
gorical sections: the Latin Physiolagns text of the rwelfth-century CUL, w5 1i.4.26
discussed above, for example, describes Christ as the perns pantera ‘the true panther
in its panther entry,*” while its Old English poetic counterpart, the Physiolagrs Lan-
ther poem, compares the devil to a dragon, taditionally the sole enemy of i
friendly and sweet-smelling subject:!

Sw is dryheen god,  dreama raedend,
eallum eademede  oprum gesceafrum,
dugnda gehwylere,  buran dracan anum,
arrres ordfruman. Pt is se calda feond,
pone he geselde  in susla grund,

ond geferrade fyrnum reagum,

bipeahoe preanydum ... (Pan 55-61a)

Thus the Lord God, the Ruler of joys, is benignant o all other crearures, o every
man, except one n_.Em,_uF. the author of venomous evil; thar is the ancient fiend whom
He bound in the abyss of tormenes, fertered with Gery chaing, laid under dire con.
straing ...

And so it turns out that the Old English Phoeniv poet is like bosh the historians of .

science described in the New York Timer piece with which [ began this article and their
subject, the Renaissance alchemists whose jottings we now find so hard vo understand
in their original form. Like the alchemists, the Phornix poet does not share modern
audiences’ preoccupation with separating science from are, For him natural history
could be poetic as well as prossic and a creature like the phoenix perfectly capable of
functioning as both a specracular fact of ‘true’ narural history and evidence for the per-
fection of God's creation. Bur like modern historians of alchemy, the Old English poet
alse recognized the extent o which ‘scientdfic’ informarion from one rime must be
rranslared 1o fir the generic expectations of another if it s to be wuly understood. See-

¥ Ciacians from the Parsher and the Whate are froem Thv Everer Bapd, ed. Krapp and Dabhbée, pp. .

16974,

N The Beviiary, ed. James, £ 5"

A Sew [hekizra, “The Pljaalapu’, p. 145,

2 Tramslation adapred from AsgleSwon Paectry, trans. Gordon, po 253, For dragon’ (araees 3700, Gor-
don reads ‘monsrer’.
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ing in Lactantiuss De ave phoenice both a handy descripion of an intrinsically interest-
ing animal, and the raw marerial for demonscrating the wruth of Christian revelation as
he understood it, the Old English Phoenic poet turned to the Physislogus to provide
him with the most suitable generic model for his translation. Only when we under-
stand the influence of this model can we hope to understand his goals in making the
translation in the firse place.



