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3 Hebraeam scire linguam: Bede’s Rhetoric

of the Hebrew Truth

DAMIAN FLEMING

The traditional perception that Bede’s biblical commentaries are largely
derivative can be traced to a face-value reading of his own frequent claim
that he 1s merely patrum nestigia sequens (tollowing in the footsteps of
the fathers).! Despite this apparent humility, however, he advanced to his
readers his conception of the Hebraic source of scripture and the imphi-
cations of this idea, even going so far as to determine a new age for the
world. Of course, he quotes extensively from the writings ot his patristic
predecessors; a superficial reading of Bede’s texts might view them as a
scholastic catena, a mere string of others” words. Bede nevertheless often
uses patristic quotations to articulate unprecedented arguments. An ex-
amination of two of Bede’s works demonstrates his strikingly modern an,d
philologically responsible understanding of Hebrew: he afivances Jerome’s
idiosyncratic insistence on the primacy of the Hebrew Bible but d,oes not
hesitate to disagree with Jerome when he feels 1t 1s necessary. Bede’s Com-
mentary on Genesis reveals his controversial innovations and deft rhetorll-
cal posturing as he establishes himself as a scholar. of He:brew compara? e
to Jerome, and his Letter to Plegwine defends his original argument for
the age of the world by distinguishing himself and Oth?r sgholars }\:’1_10_3[?'
preciate the importance of Hebrew from the sadly misguided Christians

and even Jews who fail to do so.

1 See Ray, “Who Did Bede Think He Was
scholars (see, for example, the essays in the same co%
Image. See in particular DeGregorio, “Introduction:

urrent Bede

» d other ¢ ‘
>”. the work of Ray and © 1 to fight this

lection) has done muc
The New Bede,” 6-9.
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64 Damian Fleming

meanings of hundreds of Hebrew proper names and dozens of comments

about the structure, orthography, and even paleography of Hebrew texts.*
Most importantly, Bede takes from Jerome the idea that Hebrew deserves
primacy as the language that contains the oldest record of salvation his-
tory, and thus, the language from which translations are made.$

Before the time of Bede, the importance of Hebrew in the Christian
world was primarily advanced by Jerome, who devoted his life to trans-
lating the Old Testament from Hebrew to Latin and to crafting a body of
commentaries and letters that justified his project. Bede follows Jerome,
accepting his philological argument for a return to the Hebrew text of
the Old Testament — the “Hebrew Truth” — as the ultimate source of the
biblical text. We perhaps take it for granted that Jerome’s translation ac-
cording to the Hebrew — what we call the Vulgate — was then the foremost
medieval Latin text of the Bible, but that was not a given 1n Bede’s day.
Jerome’s translation competed for centuries with the Old Latin transla-
tions based on the Greek Septuagint, which were well established and

2 Sutcliffe, “The Venerable Bede’s Knowledge of Hebrew.”
Scheil, The Footsteps of Israel, 7.

4 Dionisotti, “On Bede, Grammars, and Greek”; Lynch, “The Venerable Bede’s
Knowledge of Greek.”

> In addition to the examples below, see Sutcliffe, “The Venerable Bede’s Knowledgc?
of Hebrew,” 304; he notes “the care with which Bede collected scraps of information

about Hebrew ... and enables us to Judge how eagerly he would have embraced
the study of the language had he had any opportunity of doing so.”

6 The importance of Hebrew rests then on tts historical role in the transmission of
scripture, not on any mystical or “sacred”

nature that set it apart from other languages.
See Dekker, “Pentecost and Linguistic Self-Consciousness,” 352.
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Bede’s Rhetoric of the Hebreyw Truth 5

continued to be known as the texts cited

: , _ y Latin patristic authors be-
fore Jerome.” Jerome’s Latin translation w

as not officially declared the

urch enth century.® Bede, however,
was part of a cultural milieu in seventh- and erghth-century Northumbrig

that strongly supported the Vulgate. Christopher de Hamel notes the
special attention paid to textual considerations of the Bible in Bede’s
world, which ultimately “played a remarkable part in the dissemination
of Jerome’s translation. It is tempting to see the Venerable Bede, Doctor

of the Church, like Saint Jerome, as having a role too in completing the
publication of the Vulgate.”

Bede’s frequent and vocal advocacy of the importance of the Hebrew
basis of biblical translation had led nineteenth- and carly twentieth-century
scholars to believe that he possessed some independent knowledge of
Hebrew."° Bede often follows closely the footsteps of Jerome, not only bor—
rowing from him many facts about the Hebrew language but also a point-
ed rhetorical stance that was originally born out of the hostlhty,]ergn!e
taced during his own lifetime because of his translation. Jerome’s bibli-
cal prefaces, commentaries, and letters bear witness to his lifelong strug-
gle — most famously with his contemporary Augustine - to repla‘cel.thfl:
Greek Septuagint with the Hebrew Bible as the starting point for bli Ica
translation. Jerome dubs his source text the hebraica ueritas, the Hel retlx;
Truth,” a loaded term which weds his access to Hebrevslfl with truth itse
and conversely casts suspicion on any other source text.

ld

7 De Hamel, The Book: A History of the Bible, 25-30; Marsden, The Text of the O
Testament in Anglo-Saxon England, 8-11. e

8 Surtcliffe, “The h?ame ‘Vulgate’”; Marsden, The Text of the Old Testament in Anglo
Saxon England, 8.

9 De Hamel, The Book: A History of the Bible, 34. ) o on s such
10 Sutcliffe, “The Venerable Bede’s Knowledge of Hebrew,” 302, who cites sc

. ' e of Hebrew

as J.A. Giles, S.A. Hirsch, and Charles Singer attributing gen;:m(e) ::f;::igﬁgﬂg nd
to Bede; see also Stinson, ““Northernmost Israel’: Engla”}d’ the s owing to the easy
the Hebraic ‘Veritas® as Seen by Bede and B Pams Pe}x;a: I]?sedc knew Hebrew has
availability of nineteenth-century texts on-line, the not;O'nhttt fersrabritannia.con/
te-emerged in popular online references; see for exam;})] e: /slz:bede-episcopal' church-
bios/bede.html and http://www.stbeclie;plsflopalchurc .0rg
St-pete-fl-33704-st-bede-the-venerable.html. :

11 Kal;nesar, Jerome, Greek Scholarship, and the Hebrew Bible, 4
of Jerome, 54.

2-9; Cain, The Letters
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66  Damian IFleming
Bede Supports Jerome’s logie d ref |
e fupport > OBICand refers 1o him 5 noster iy Bede’s Rhetoric of g1 H
ranal.ltgr — I contrast to the LXX interpretes of the Sepr CTpres (ouy | chrew Truth ¢
ransilat é > ) o i - 49 ' '
transtation as the hebyaicg “eritas. In transferrine Jemnﬁ S48INt) ang his Hebrew Questions on Genesis.s The Casualness ik 1
Heber source to the resultant translation_ B do gCQt ¢S term for the | references to the spcllmg of words in the Hebye lW ich Bede makes
the Hebrew text on Jerome’s translation Bede is o Ot‘gb th uthorypy gests a personal knowledge of ¢h, Materi] Comm“; iphabet vividly gy
SRR . , ' e . - ok, ntin -
authority of Jerome himself eftortlessly discuss; €N to 3¢t With th, a gencalogical list at Genesis 10 7, “Fili; Regma: Sabya et %0(31 arl”c]ernem "
the Hebrew Trygh compared with the Septuagy ng ]';l BIVeN reading from i notes that two occurrences of 4 Seemingly identic,] 3 an,” Bede first
These are the types of co AZINt or the “o14 translatign sent two different words when written ; Heb vord actually r¢pre-
, . mments that or ginally fuelled h ' ings, “Hji . A Hedbrew and thyg have diff
that Bede hims elf could read Heh -, 4 the specyy, | meanings, “Hic Saba per SIN litteram serihy erent
ad Mebrew, Qyr modern indey . lon | ( CHDIUL, supra yerg per SAMECH
tuse the force of these statemengs by pointing d fontium may de. | ... Interpretatur ergo unc Saba Arabia” (Th;s >aba is written ik
source, usually Jerome and many s g 1rectl}3r to Bede’s imme diaee | letter SIN, but above with the letter SAMECH therefore re1n wlst bthe
S ’ rint such verh ( interpreted Arabia). Th h oW Saba 1s
entrely in italics as if 1o r p 1M quotay ! . Then he makes refere i
< emind us that this is 1l lons l hich . . 7¢€ 10 a separate verse in the
to beware, however ( : Ot req y Bede 13 We 5 psalms which - again, when read in Heb -d
Ol di ught I€W — demons
simply because we c. d TISSING comments made by Bede 4 irreley tion between the two words trates the distinc-
sion of drpe € can source them; Bede’s COmmentarjes give the im o
194
ngagement with, and wholehearted su - | Nam in septuagesimo [
language. Given his complete ma t f - PPOrt of, the Hebrew ' b digh- Lok e, b nos tabemus feges Arabum e
IMproving knowle dge of Greek s :{’r})l’ of classica] Latin, his continually -. Sava munersa offerent, in Hebraeo CTIPTUm est Reges Sabg ot Sap, primum
and his : i nomen per ’
It would not be Surprising if m,anv medconiern }‘:’lth llanguage generally, | perSIN, secundum per SAMECH 43¢ nostrae litterae simylis egy 16
: 5 : eval authors, ik |
ones, believed thar B d > 1K€ some moder
’ ¢de could actual . For, in th _
career Bede himgelf developed ly read Hebrey Although late in s (For, in the seventy-firs Psalm, where we have the kings of Arabia and Saby
these were re " Oped a novel System of mdlcatmg his sources: Off ered gifts, in Hebrew It 15 written Rings of Saba and Saba: the first name
appear in his ky angnderstood and muscopied by scribes and do not ' Ve SIN, the second with >AMECH, which issimilar to ouy letter.)"”
o Wlofrt 3 lzinder consideration here 14 And though most of hie 1
On 1s hited direct Althoy
ductions ahygu, e Rt lyl from Jerome, Bede also makes otiginal de. | oo eh almost a!l of.thls 1s borrowed verbatim from Jerome’s comments
Hebrew tq di 'W language and uses his own understanding of inf ©oame verse in his H ebrew Questions in Genesis, Bede presents this
Sagree with Jerome. ormation as part of his own running pr ith ibution. eivi
Al arge number f the ' & Prose without attribution, gIving
found in Bed. Ol comments Concerning the | ebrew lan | tmpression that he knows about the spelling of these words In the
In Bede’s Commentary o, G . guage are
Y on Genesis, which drayys heavily on Jerome’s |
12 Kend AL, trans Bede: O . éntary on Genesis was written during two separate pertods in his career:
13 See, Jenki- “.],3 o O Genegs, 56, 81Ves a number of examples the second half was completed some years after the first. A consideration of the de-
. > Pedeas Exegete and Theologjan » | P | velopment of this biblical commentary 1s outside the scope of this article though 1t i
®SITES 10 establish the c ' 51an,” 163, who challenges “anyone who worth not; e ocri
e . ontention that Bede | fotng that almost all of Bede’s ceations from Jerome's Hebrew Questions appear
Idence for i which , Was a student of Hebrew to produce any in the | . - '
authogs » “annot be explajned as being taken from the we': P £ oth ¢ latter }?alf of the commentary. Further study of Bede’s entire corpus might reveal
14 Laistner, «g — " om the writings of other Fhe‘ diachronje development of Bede’s appreciation of Jerome’s work and his attendant
> ArCe-marks 1 Bed » NSistence on the i ] . Bede:
Chapter Division iy, Bede’s Oni nI:Ie;l‘iuscrlpts 350-4; Gorman, “Source Marks and | On Genesis 40f51;n portance of the Hebrew Truth. See Kendl e
Problematic nqpyye of Ty on Luke,” 246_9¢, Gorman points out the
eSB o many of the twentieth P
Specially r €garding the ndey o

16 JOnes, ed., L

Ismabel;s 4
17 Al trans]

tbyi guatuor in principium Genesis usque ad natiuitatem Isaac et eiectionem
dnotationum (hereafter Bede, In Gen.); 144,

aUONS are my own unless otherwise noted.




68 Damian Fleming

Hebrew alphabet.!® Bede also leav'es his own mar k ,i,n the.comment. on the
letter SAMECH: “quae nostrae litterae s1m111§ est (V»fthl:l letter is sim;.
lar to ours), adding a level of personal immedlacy .Wthh Is not found iy
the passage from Jerome’s Hebrew Questions. This addlt}onal comment
is ultimately derived trom Jerome’s commentary on Ezekiel.!? Bede pulls
together disparate information about the Hebrew language and redeploys
1t 1n his own works, thus bestowing upon himself the authority of the
Hebrew language.

Bede’s confidence in his control of the Hebrew language is even more

unpressive when he uses it to disagree with or even correct Jerome. As
noted above, Bede is an avid supporter of Jerome’s transl

agrees with his decision to prioritize the Hebrew text ov
But in at least one occurrence, Bede uses his own understanding of Hebrew
paleography to prefer reading from the Septuagint over the reading cho-

sen by Jerome. In explicating the descendants of Noah at Genesis 10, Bede
notes the following: |

ation project and
er the Septuagint.

Dodanim Rhodii: melius enim legitur Rhodanim sjye Rhodim, ut septua-
gt Interpretes transtulerunt, et in |

ter interpres posuit; similitudo enim |
Hebreos saepe facit errorem, ut aj

ibro Hebreorum nominum etiam nos-

itterarum DALETH et RES hunc apud

1a legitur pro alja 20

gesima primo psalmo, ubj nos habemus
4€0 scriptum est reges Saba et Saba:
CH,” De Lagarde, ed., §. Hieronymi

. Jeneseos (hereafter Hebreyy Questions),

ritten with the leger SIN, but above [where Saba s

‘ unera offerent, in heby
Primum nomen per SIN secundum per SAMF

pres‘{n’teﬂ hebraicae quacstiones in libro Gepes
12:. Here [in Hebrew) Saba is w

interpreted Arabia. For : SAMECH ... therefore this occurrence of Saba is
o bt - Xor, in the seventy-first psalm, where we have the ki f Arabi
9a Offf’?’ed gtfts, In Hebrew it 1S wr: : ¢ Rings of Aravia

1t SIN, the second with SAMECE o ¥85 Of Saba and Saba: the fcst name

Hebrew ”. “ . Jerome’ 1ati
¢W”; Barr, “St. Jerome and the Soq J e’s Pronunciation of

19 “In Psalmis, yb; SCr

nds of Hebrew,”

offerent tibi, in
§ -~ quorum una ‘Saba’ per ‘sen’
quae nostrae fitrerge snulis est,” Glorie, ed.,

T4man Hiezechielen, libri xiv, 376; “In the Psalms,

- -
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Bede’s Rhetoric of the Hebrew Truth 69

(The Dodanim are the people of Rhodes: 1t is better to read Rhodanim or
Rhodim, as the Septuagint translated, and our translator put in the Book of
Hebrew Names; tor the similarity of the letters DALETH and RES often cre-
stes this mistake among Hebrews, as the one is read for the other.)

The core of his commentary - Fhat the Dodanim are the people of Rhodes
and this is what the Septuagint says — comes trom Jerome’s Hebrew
Questions; the rest of the passage is unsourced.? Bede does not merely
note that these two words refer to the same people but suggests a POs-
sible emendation to the Vulgate text: that we should read Rbodanim in
place of Dodanim. Naturally, in suggesting a change to the text of Jerome’s
translation, Bede has to look elsewhere for his Justification, hence the un-
usual appeal to the authority of the Septuagint. He also uses another text
ot Jerome’s as evidence (“as our translator puts in the Book of Hebrew
Names ...”), but fails to mention that, although Rhodim is included in
Jerome’s Book of Hebrew Names, Dodanim is as well 2 Strikingly, Bede
gives the impression of knowing the Hebrew language at the level of spell-

Ing - paleography even - noting the common confusion of the letters dalet:
1and 7esh: 1 in the present tense (“facit errorem”), as if this

take he himself has witnessed Hebrews making. Bede’s awareness of this
potential letter confusion also derives from Jerome but not in reference
to this text; in fact, to make this connection, Bede synthesized informa-
tion from two separate references in Jerome’s commentary on Ezekiel.2?

were a mis-

—_— -
Dodanim Rhodii: ita enim LXX

interpretes transtulerunt,” Jerome, Hebrew Questions, 12.
Lagarde, ed, iber mterpretationis hebraicorum nominum, 64, 70.

&K oy ae ] . . \ . . -
Filsy Dadan negotiatores tuj: Pro quo, nescio quid uolentes, Septuaginta filios
Rhodiorum Interpretati sunt, nisi forte primae litterae falsi similitudine, ut pro Dadan

legerunt Raday . sed melius est Dadan alterius loci nomen accipere, et ut 1n hebraico

 Glorie, ed., 368, “The sons of Dadan were thy mer-
d"mt{'  For this, I don’t know what they were wishing, the Septuagint translates ‘sons of
odians,” unless by chance they were deceived by the similarity of the first letter, so that
I ead' Radan for Dadan . but it is better to accept Dadan as the name of the other

Syrus 1 the | W and among the other tran:?lators.” “Syrus negfytm?r tuus:
Septuagesima o o Tyri, pro quo in hebraeo positum est aram in cuius loco
itter arim a honunes mtefpl‘.ﬂfltl'sunt., pro aram legentes adam:‘ et RES et DALETH |
Syrus wie Sllcm Supra, decepti similtudine,” Glonfe, ed., 369-70, ‘Syrus"was tby merchant.
of whick, t]? S(S) the merchant for Tyrus, for whom 1n the HeE)rew‘ it has, aram'’ n place
deceiveq | ¢ “Ptuagint has translated ‘men,’ reading ‘adam’ for ‘aram,” having been

€A by the similarity of the leteers RES and DALETH, as above.”

22
23
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70 Damian Fleming

Bede shows himselt here to be comfortable drawing upon djvers
even conflicting texts, and ultumately deciding issues for himself He’ -
his own knowledge of Hebrew - though derived from Jerome _ toe 8es
far as to make an argument that corrects Jerome’s translation of the E%ISO
The overall impression of the passage leaves one with the teeling that I;ede.
is sympathetic, or perhaps even patronizing, towards what he charactere
1zes as a mustake by Jerome: “It’s okay Jerome, sometimes even the -
get this wrong.”

There are other passages within Bede’s Commentary on Genesis that
lack an immediate source, yet present the appearance of direct knowl-
edge of Hebrew, as in the following example, in which Bede comments
on God’s seemingly unusual syntax. In reference to Genesis 4:7, God’s
rebuke to Cain following the rejection of his offering, “Sed sub te erit ap-

petitus e1us, et tu dominaberis illius” (but the lust thereof shall be under
thee, and thou shalt have dominion over it), Bede explains:

Jews

luxta 1dioma linguae hebreae indicativum modum pro imperatiuo posuit,
qualia habes innumera: Diliges Dominum Deum tuum, Diliges proximum
tuwm, Non fornicaberis, Non furtum facies, Non falsum testimonium dices,
pro eo, ut diceretur, “Dilige,” “Et ne occidas,” “Ne forniceris,” “Ne furtum
facias,” “Ne falsum testimonium dicas.”?

(Following Hebrew usage [God] uses the indicative mood in place of the im-
perative; you have many examples, Thou shalt love the Lord your God, Thou
shalt love thy neighbour, Thou shalt not fornicate, Thou shalt not steal, Thon
shalt not speak false testimony, as if it should say, “Love!,” “And do not kill,”
“Do not fornicate,” “Do not steal,” “Do not speak false testimony.”)

No source has been identified for this comment, though Jones® suggests
comparing a line from Jerome’s translation of Origen’s homily on the Song
of Songs, which reads, “Moris est scriprurarum, imperatiuum modum pro
optatiuo ponere” (It is the custom of scripture to put the imperative moqd
in place of the optative). This comment locates the unusual syntax 1n

24 Bede, In Gen., 75.
25 Ibid.

26 Vallarsi, ed. Sancti Eusebii Hieronymi Stridonensis presbyteri operum, tomus tertins,
col. 506.
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the context of scripture, ix? general, rather than the Hebrew language, and
addresses the use of the imperative and the optative a Opposedth) 1}1]
imperativ§ and indicative. Expressions Qf the type “mos scripturarum” ;r:
common 1n jerome and Bf:de to explain unusual grammatical construc-
tions, but that 1s not what 1s at issue here. Bede is not talking about scrip-
tural usage but Hebrew.usage. The phrase “iuxta idioma hebreae linguae”
is also not uncommon in Jerome, but he never suggests that in Hebrew
the indicative is used for the imperative. The statement as a whole repre-
sents an original induction on the part of Bede, who has drawn his own
conclusion about the Hebrew language by combining his knowledge of
Latin grammar and the text of the Vulgate, which he knows is very of-
ten derived from Hebrew usage.” We can only imagine the impact such a
statement could have had on Bede’s readers: because he presents seemingly
new information about Hebrew usage as compared with Latin usage, one
might conclude that Bede himselt had knowledge of Hebrew. The fact that
Bede makes such a statement based on personal observation demonstrates
his comfort discussing Hebrew on his own authority; he likely believed
he had some knowledge of Hebrew as he did in the case of Greek. This
brief overview shows why Bede’s readers — from the eighth to the nine-
teenth century — could easily suppose that Bede had a real knowledge of
Hebrew. Bede felt comfortable enough in his knowledge of Hebrew to
refer to it throughout his commentaries, drawing together often dngparate
comments from Jerome, making original observat:ions3 and even dls_senlf-
ing from Jerome. The full force of his confidence in his unc.lerSta~ndmg L
seen when someone dared to challenge his conclusions derived from his
understanding of Hebrew. | .
Perhaps the most significant and pointed rhetorical use of Hebrew ;n
the writings of Bede concerns the age of the world. Bede s claim to mere ly
follow in the footsteps of the fathers 1s most suspect in the case of chronol-
0gY, as few .of his patristic predecessorf wrote alnzl,td o o d caleula-
Lacking a direct model to follow, Bede’s original deducti Eonre
tions in his works on time and the calendar led him to suggest 2 ne“{)l_ blfgd
for the age of the world; he was thus perceived as undermining establis

——

o fac the Greek New
27 As Kendall points out, some of Bede’s ex?mples are in fact ::r:; rdpserrie
Testament, “But, of course, the phrasing in Greek of Aram

i . 5, 143).
idiom of the Old, which is Bede's point (tr ani- Bede;ic-)’;lycf;?e;zzoning of Time.
28 Wallis, “Bede and Science” and “Introduction” to Beae.
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72  Damian Fleming

eschatology. Although he draws upon the work of a number of
he follows none of them directly and ulumately rests his authorit
Hebrew Truth itself in direct opposition to the Septuagint, which i hi
context he debases as an inaccurate, Jewish text. Bede is so confident int }:S
foundation of the Hebrew Truth that he departs from the work of Jero "
Augustine, and others, only to turn around and line those same authorirtt']e’
up behind his own view. .
In addition to Bede’s role as biblical commentator, he was also the fore.
most authority on the calendar in the Middle Ages. His decision to em-
ploy Dionysus Exiguus’s dating scheme starting at the birth of Christ
established the use of anno domini as the norm for dating years in Western
Europe, and his comprehensive Reckoning of Time served as the foun-
dational work on the Laun calendar until the Renaissance.?” Early in his
career, Bede sought to fill a gap in the corpus of Christian learning by
writing a concise 1ntroduction to the calendar, On Times.* This short
computistical manual would allow clerics to understand the reasoning
behind the dating of Easter' At the end of this highly influential text,
Bede appended a short Chronicle, which traces the highlights of world his-
tory from creation to his own time.”? This Chronicle begins with an over-
view of the six ages of the world, the sixth and current age having begun
at the Incarnation, a concept not original to Bede. Like so many of Bede’s
works, this Chronicle represents a synthesis, modelled in great part on
the .fourth-century Chronicon of Eusebius of Caesarea as translated 1nto
Latin by Jerome, combined with the chronicle found in Isidore of Seville’s
Etymologies — which itself combined Eusebius’s dates with Augustine’s
scheme of six ages of the world.* The numerical figures in both Eusebius-
]Frome and Isidore are based on the Septuagint; Augustine does not par-
ticularly care about literal dates. Bede’s innovation in his Chronicle was
recalcula.tmg the individual years that made up the dates leading to the
Incarnation based solely on the information found in Jerome’s translation

fathers,
Y on the

29 Wallis, “Bede and Science”; Declercq, Anno Domini, 169.

30 Both of Bede’s treatises on time . , .
! are pub bus,
reprinted in CCSL 123B. published in Jones, ed., Bedae opera de temporitx

31 Wallis, trans., Bede: The Reckoning of Time, Ixiv.

32 Mommsen, ed., in MGH AA '
~ AR 13 (Berlin, 1898). 22 - this 1 ' | nes’
CCSL edition of Bede's works on time. h223-354; this s reprmted s

33 Wialls, Ixin-Ixxi; Darby, Bede and the End of Time, 17-34
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of the Bible - the Hebrew Truth.** As a result of recalculating these fio-
ares, Bede offered a new age for the world. Where the Eusebius-]cront\)e
Chronicon placed the Incarnation at anno mundi 5199, Bede’s calculation
placed it at 3952; he removed 1247 years from the traditionally accepted
age of the world.

Bede’s radical reconfiguration, produced out of strict reverence for the
Hebrew text of the Old Testament, was apparently not well received by
some. The popular opinion had developed that each of the ages of the
world was roughly a millennium long, based on the fact that Augustine
outlined six ages of the world and that in the established chronicles Christ
was born in the sixth millennium. Bede’s new figure of Christ’s birth in
3952 seemed to suggest that the Incarnation did not occur 1n the sixth age
of the world, and therefore, might seem to undermine the six-age scheme
altogether. As a result of his recalculations, Bede was apparently accused
of heresy in England; all that remains of the controversy 1s Bede’s heated
letter to one Plegwine responding to the charge, in which he concisely
outlines his logic and reckoning for his figures.”

This letter represents one of the clearest moments showing Bede com-
ing into his own as an authority and church father in his own right, ve-
hemently defending his original work where he has clearly departed from
the footsteps of the fathers.* He opens the letter by questioning how on
earth he could be charged with heresy or be said to deny that the Incar-
nation occurred in the sixth age. He channels the spirit of Jerome here,
asserting his own authority because of its base 1n the .chrew Tth, de-
riding those whose linguistic abiliies are inferior to his, and cquating the
Septuagint with its dubious Jewish translators in contrast to Jerome, ~our
Christian translator.”

34 Daniel McCarthy has recently argued that Bede in fact borrowed these figures fronllt
Adomnan’s copy of the Iona Annals. McCarthy’s article came to my attention t(;o daei
to be given full consideration here; nevertheless, if McCarthy's t.hesw iS .coTrfgt,d;S
rhetorical posturing which I outhne below becomes even more Impressive; L€
Primary Source for the Vulgate Chronology.” ‘ |

35 Wallisf):‘ Bede anfioScience,”gl 20-1. Wallis igsyskeptical as to the senousneis of t}}:: :il;;ge
of heresy; the only evidence we have of it is Bede’s own letter. Neverthde esSs,et e
mence with which Bede attacks the charge shows 1ts 1mportance to Bede. 5¢ v,
Bede and the End of Time, 35-64. | |

36 Ray, Bede, Rhetoric, and the Creation of Christian Latin Culture;
Bede.”

ibid., “Cicero and
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In quo annorum series juxta hebraicam ueritate
longe breuior habetur, erat annotata, 1ta ut usqu

e ad Aduentum Saluatoris
In carne nec quinque annorum mjl

leta. Suadebamque i fry-

lia sint comp
itu ut Scriptyrae Sacrae pogy

Be
de also lea}med from Jerome that one “annot completely deniorate
the Jews if one 1s to re| h l ot & :
: ’ cly on d fity of the Hebrew text Bede quotes
erome’s rommentary on [sa;a}, ¢

Hebrew books were falsified later on by the
they begrudge authority to us, deprive themse
listen to Origen ...), who demonstrates that thi
cites the Jewish historian Josephus, who ver; nologi-
cal figures and the fact that the Jews did not fal<:

“Audiat beatum Hieronimum quod non Heh
cat esse falsatos” (Let him listen to the blessed Jerome whe says that the
Greek, and not the Hebrew Manuscripts are false). Finally, Bede directly
mvokes the trials Jerome sutfered as a result of hig translation from the
Hebrew as a model for himself-

niandi pro
ablata; a Latinis autem quod noua eis et ing
Ingererentur et solits.*2

mendosis occasio foret
olita tam etsi melior, pro ueteribus

(Indeed, on account of such a necessary

Uerome] was pelted with stones by both the

at the same time ~ by the Hebrews, becayse
nity to mock and revile the Christians on a

by the Latins because he had introduced
things in place of o}d and familiar ones, )

translation of Holy Scriptures,
Latins and the Hebrews, almost
he robbed them of the opportu-
ccount of their fallacious books,
new and unfamiliar, albejt better,

ere in the writings of
Sten to what St Augustine says, ‘It 15 necessary

» Walhs, trans., Bede: The Reckoning of Time, 409.
Pleguinam, 621 Wallis, trans., Bede: The Reckoning of Time, 410.
ad Pleguinam, 633,

» Bede: The Reckoning of Time, 412.

Cde, EPiStOIa ad
+2 Bede, Epistol,
allis, trans.
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that many men make many books ....””* When discussing
of world chronology, Bede is forced to acknowledge the
undertaking, which he justifies by citing his adherence to
tradition — even the well-worn path of the fathers — cann
when 1t 1s shown to be erroneous.

In the Letter to Plegwine, Bede is further able to muster Augustine
support of his case. Quoting The City of God, Bede makes the reasonablcn
philological claim that when disagreement is found between twe texts “c;
linguae potius credatur unde est in aliam per interpretes facta translatio”
(greater faith should be put in [the version] in the language from which the
translation was made into another language by translators).** Although in
principle Augustine supported the Septuagint over Jerome’s new transla-
tion, he had to admit that in a case of disagreement, the text in the origi-
nal language should be preferred.* This concession on Augustine’s part is
significant because the Septuagint carried the weight of tradition and, in
some circles, divine inspiration. Over the course of his writings, Augustine
generally sides with the Septuagint. Bede, however, is able to cherry-pick
evidence to obscure the division on this issue between two of the most
important Latin Fathers and use both in support of his own argument.

In the letter, Bede builds a rhetorical tour-de-force in defence of the
Hebrew Truth and his reliance on it. He concludes by placing himselt
among the noble crowd of authorities whom he has cited to support his

reliance on the Hebrew and rhetorically brackets this list with the words
“Hebrew Truth” and “Hebrew language” (in bold):

his CoOnception
neéwness of the
the truth, Tp,
ot be fOllOch

Agnoscas etiam ... qua ipse auctoritate assertionem meae computationis as-
truam: hebraica uidelicet, ueritate, per Originem prodita, per Hieronymum
edita, per Augustinum laudata, et per losephum confirmata. Quibus ego 1n
rebus talibus non ullos inuenio doctiores. Neque autem mirandum, lauda-
bilem uirum Eusebium, quamuis miro sapiendi dicendique ingenio testam

44 Wallis, trans., Bede: The Reckoning of Time, 4; “Si quem sane uel illud offendit cur
aliquid de huiusmodi negotio temptare praesumpserim, quare de his quae sparsim in
ueterum scripuis inueniri potuerant tpse nouum opus condere studuerim, audiat dicente
sancto Augustino quia ideo necesse est plures a pluribus fieri libros...” De temporum
ratione, ed. Jones, 265.

45 B‘ede, Egisrola ad Pleguinam, 622; Wallis, trans., Bede: The Reckoning of Time, 410.
46 Goodwin, Take Hold of the Robe of a Jew, 78-94.
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ferrumque, ut dicitur, conglutinare ualeret, non yal

didicerat, hoc est, hebraeam scire linguam.¥

(For you should know ... by what authority I build the assertion of my com-
putation: 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 these. Nor is it to be wondered at that
that praiseworthy man, Eusebius, although he was able, as they say, to bind
iron and brick by his marvelous talent in speaking and thinking, nevertheless
could not do what he had not learned to do, that is, to know the Hebrew
language.)*

Bede places himself among this group of “the most learned on these mat-
ters” who support the Hebrew Truth, a group of scholars he ranks more
highly than Eusebius, excluded for the singular reason that he did not
know Hebrew. The rhetorical implication looms large that the other schol-
ars, including Bede, know Hebrew so that their opinions concerning the
Old Testament carry much more weight. The charges of heresy brought
against Bede, such as they were, are wrong-headed because they are due to
ignorance of the Hebrew language. Of course, when we think of eighth-
century Northumbria — or all of Western Europe, even — we generally
imagine that ignorance of Hebrew was widespread, if not universal. This
is not how Bede imagines the situation. Like Jerome, Bede is confident
enough in his understanding of Hebrew, and its special claim to truth, to
draw a line in the sand: he places himself squarely on one side, backed up
by Jerome, Augustine, Origen, and Josephus, in opposition to the praise-
worthy — though ultimately misguided - Eusebius, the Jews who trans-
lated the Septuagint, and the foolish monk who accused Bede of her.es,\('i

It has long been established that Bede’s knowledge of .Hebrew 1s de-
rivative and that all his information can be traced primarily to the Latin
texts of Jerome. Sourcing passages, however, should not be an end 1n 1t-
selt. The fact that the question of Bede’s knqwledge of Hebrew was e\'rflll'
raised is suggestive of the historical perception of his acquamtancee“;lr )
Hebrew and how deep and frequent his borrowings frolr)n JTrO?:% ¥ as.
Furthermore, not all of Bede’s references to Hebrew can be class

47 Bede, Epistola ad Pleguinam, 625. |
48 Wallss, trans., Bede: The Reckoning of Time, 414.
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simply derivative. Most of Bede’s information originates with J

he uses it to make his own observations about the Bible on the gm-m " bl.lt
understanding of the Hebrew language. A modern Conceptjo; SleOf -
constitutes knowledge of a language ought not to obscure the valu0 Vthat
texts examined here as evidence for language contact by medieval : Od .y
Bede, following Jerome, insists on the importance of Hebrew in beiab]?rs.
study; in doing so, he presents Hebrew as accessible even in the fartlical
corner of the earth. But in addition to following and proclaiming the i:;t
portance of Jerome’s translation, Bede was also a trailblazer himself A;
recent scholarship has shown, the old image of Bede — which origin.ates
with Bede himself — merely following in the footsteps of the fathers must
be taken with a healthy grain of salt. The fact that Bede made a point of
engaging with texts and subjects i a way no previous church father had

shows he was not simply a compiler. This 1s patently clear when consid-’
ering the role of Hebrew in his exegesis and 1ts importance in his study
of the calendar. Standing on Jerome’s shoulders and waving the flag of
the Hebrew Truth, Bede traced new paths of Christian scholarship, even
proposing a new date for the age of the world. And he could dismiss those
who disagreed with him because they were 1ignorant of Hebrew.

~not only “a deep geographical setting

4 Building Anti-Semitism in Bede

———
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KATHY LAVEZZO

As Nicholas Howe has observed, despite Bede’s fame as a writer deeply
invested 1n questions of time gnd date, “throughout Bede’s writing there
~uns an abiding concern with ideas of place.”! The Northumbrian scholar
famous for his contributions to caleulating the date of Easter, chronicle
writing, and the adoption of the anno domini method, also emphasized is-

sues of geography and location.? For example, Bede’s work on dating had a

crucial spatial dimension: the computus mapped the communal idenuity of
of Easter throughout Chrisuian ter-

the-faithful via its shared observance . s’
ritories.’> And, in Bede’s renowned chronicle, the marginal positioning O
Britain “on the mental map of Christendom™ m the Ecclesiastical History

of the English People (hereafter EH) performs a key .structural role in .hIS
account of historical action, shifting the vantage point of one SUrveyuis

Christendom from a Roman gazing upon the giistant northern lm:id ;)(f tmhg
Britons to an Anglo-Saxon “looking from the island south towards £t0

’ . 94
and the remains of the old empire.
For Howe, Bede’s cultural geograp
its emphasis on natural spaces, on landscapes an

posed to man-made p
of English landscape in the EH, Howe sh

hy 1s particularly nOtevErorthy for
d topographies, as OF”
.n extended discussion
e offers his readers
- ion” but also

e —

! Howe, Writing the Map, 126.

2 Ihid,

3 On the computus see also Edson,
4 Howe, Writing the Map, 133.

Space.

Mapping Time and




