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The recent publication of The Cambridge Companion to Medievalism under 
the editorship of Louise D’Arcens marks a crowning moment in the history 
of a discipline whose institutional backing has not always been so strong.1 For 
some time now, medievalism studies have been enjoying increasing respect 
for the insights that they can offer into matters ranging from periodization, 
colonization, and nationalism, to the potentially mutual imbrication of good 
scholarship and good fun.2 Since the majority of the contributors to the new 
Cambridge Companion work both in what we might call traditional medieval 
studies as well as in medievalism studies, the volume also serves as evidence 
for the rapprochement between these two fields. A significant facilitating 
factor in this regard has been a willingness shared across the disciplines to 
conceive of time not solely in linear terms. Researchers in both camps have 
met over the recognition that the present, in Carolyn Dinshaw’s words, “is 
not a singular, fleeting moment but comprises relations to other times, other 
people, other worlds.”3 Viewed from this perspective, the procedures of both 
medieval and medievalist texts can be seen to correspond, and the distinc-
tion between what is medieval and what comes afterwards is blurred. 

These intertwining ideas have a rich history of their own. Even in 
their earliest iterations, medievalism studies highlighted the extent to which 
paying attention to the Middle Ages retrospectively is always a creative act, 
not only for participants in popular culture but also for academics.4 For their 
part, medieval historians such as Jacques Le Goff have elucidated the plu-
rality of the medieval understanding of time.5 Throughout his career, Le 
Goff also argued for a reconceptualization of the Middle Ages that stretched 
the period chronologically into the eighteenth century and beyond.6 Build-
ing on these traditions, this essay extends the field of enquiry to include 
consideration of the ways in which understandings of the Middle Ages are 
produced not only with hindsight but also concurrently within the period 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/jmems/article-pdf/49/2/209/572372/0490209.pdf
by Universitaetsbibliothek Bern user
on 17 May 2019



210 Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies / 49.2 / 2019

itself. The argument focuses on one Old English poem, The Ruin, offering 
a new reading of this familiar text that explores its deliberate disposition of 
time alongside its specific cultural attachments to the past. In so proceeding, 
I aim to show how The Ruin exemplifies the Anglo- Saxons’ interest both in 
preparing their reputation for posterity and in thinking about the possible 
futures of their history.  

My broader theme, “medieval medievalisms,” is ripe for examina-
tion. The fitness of the term for discussions of later medieval culture has 
already been demonstrated by John Hines, who discusses archeological and 
textual evidence showing a desire “to make both material and manifest a 
memorial version of the period’s social and spiritual values.”7 More recently, 
in a study treating texts ranging chronologically from Beowulf to Othello, 
Andrew James Johnston has shown how the Middle Ages “actively contrib-
utes to the production of [the] nostalgic myths on which are founded so 
many of the notions that constitute the ‘typically medieval.’ ”8 The poten-
tial productivity of the notion of “medieval medievalisms” is also suggested 
in individual contributions to The Cambridge Companion to Medievalism. 
Thus Chris Jones calls attention to the representation of the Anglo- Saxons’ 
legendary Germanic past in Beowulf, which, he argues, “ ‘medievalises’ the 
culture of a continental heroic age out of which it imagined itself as having 
evolved.”9 

Like Beowulf, and like so much Anglo- Saxon poetry, The Ruin is 
infused with a desire for the past that exceeds the representational possibili-
ties of linear time. Like a mirage, the dilapidated structure described by the 
poem’s speaker shimmers between its past and present states. What distin-
guishes The Ruin is its direct implication in Roman history. The building 
whose dilapidation is described is identifiable as a Roman bathing complex; 
its particular characteristics have been found to match the Roman baths 
at the English town of Bath.10 In this essay, I contend that the overlaying 
of projections from the Roman and legendary Germanic past in The Ruin 
enabled the poem’s Anglo- Saxon audiences to develop a sophisticated con-
ception of their destiny as the inheritors of Rome. 

The argument starts by following the order of the poem in a line- by- 
line reading. I begin by showing how the manipulation of the Old English 
tense system in the text’s opening section establishes a mobile timeframe for 
the whole work. While there is a tradition of imputing a nostalgic impulse to 
The Ruin, I suggest that the poem’s situation of its audience at an indetermi-
nate point of intersection between the past, the present, and the future of its 
speaker engages consideration not only of the good that went before but also 
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of the good that might be yet to come. This dual perspective — backward- 
looking on the one hand, forward- looking on the other — is characteristic 
of Anglo- Saxon writing on the history of Rome, particularly that produced 
in the vicinity of the kingdom of Wessex during and just after the reign 
of King Alfred (871 – 99). I argue that the treatment of the Roman inheri-
tance in The Ruin parallels that found in the Alfredian works and that the  
poem can fruitfully be read alongside them as the product of a broader 
Alfredian milieu. 

My overarching aims are to demonstrate the deliberate, historically 
situated work that goes into the construction of the legendary Germanic 
past in The Ruin and to think about how this legendary past intersects with 
other imagined pasts, in this case, that of Rome. As Roberta Frank pointed 
out some time ago, the Anglo- Saxons “tried harder and harder with each 
passing century to establish a Germanic identity,” but modern ideas about 
the Anglo- Saxons’ legendary Germanic past have more often been “ours, not 
theirs.”11 Since this holds true as much for popular as for academic under-
standings of early medieval English culture, it is especially important always 
to be ready again to listen to Anglo- Saxon voices when we can catch them 
attempting to negotiate history. 

The organization of time

The opening lines of The Ruin are all about time: 

Wrætlic is þes wealstan —  wyrde gebræcon,
burgstede burston; brosnað enta geweorc. (1 – 2)

[Wondrous is this masonry — fate shattered / the city, broke it to 
pieces; the work of giants crumbles.]1

The speaker describes a derelict urban vista from three clearly defined tem-
poral positions. We are told of the wondrous effect that the scene has on the 
speaker while the speaker is speaking; we are told of the past actions of fate, 
which shattered the city and broke it into pieces; and we are told something 
of the moral import of the ruined structure: “brosnað enta geweorc” [the 
work of giants crumbles] is a gnomic statement that draws us into the eternal 
present of that which is always true — terrestrial wealth is unstable and fleet-
ing.13 The poem’s opening gambit places The Ruin in the orbit of the Old 
English elegies, a group of poems whose unifying feature has traditionally 
been thought to be their expression of “the transitory nature of the pleasures 
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and security of this world.”14 As the speaker becomes increasingly absorbed 
by the scene described, however, grayer temporal zones are opened up, and 
the moral meaning of the poem detaches from this initial snapshot. 

In the lines directly following the opening just cited, the speaker of 
The Ruin develops the description of the dilapidated structure, adding an 
account of the demise of those who made it: 

Hrofas sind gehrorene, hreorge torras,
hrungeat berofen hrim on lime,
scearde scurbeorge scorene, gedrorene,
ældo undereotone. Eorðgrap hafað
waldendwyrhtan forweorone, geleorene,
heardgripe hrusan, oþ hund cnea
werþeoda gewitan. (3 – 9)

[Roofs are fallen in, towers ruinous, / the barred gate destroyed, 
rime on mortar, / gaping buildings rent, collapsed, /  
undermined by age. The grip of the earth has / the king’s  
builders, perished, departed, / the hard grip of the earth, until  
a hundred generations / of peoples depart.]

There seems to be a deliberate attempt here to shade in the gaps left between 
the distinct temporal positions defined in the poem’s opening sentence. The 
possibilities afforded by the Old English tense system are deployed to par-
ticularly subtle effect. Where at the opening of the poem the speaker moves 
deliberately between the simple present and the simple past, this passage 
abounds with the compound tenses available in Old English to describe past 
actions in terms of their present effects. The first sentence tips between past 
and present time, pivoting on the verb sind. This form would usually be 
translated as “are,” as it is in my translation, but unlike Modern English are, 
Old English sind could be used to form both present passive and present per-
fect active tense forms.15 My translation of “hrofas sind gehrorene” as “roofs 
are fallen in” attempts to capture the indeterminacy of sind but it relies on an 
anachronism: in earlier Modern English, forms of the verb to be could still 
be used to conjugate the present perfect where now we use to have.16 Where 
Modern English is stretched thin in my translation, Old English shows its 
flexibility. 

In lines 3 – 6 of The Ruin, sind has a lot of grammatical work to do. 
It is the sole finite verb connecting a series of quickly drawn impressions: col-
lapsed roofs, ruinous towers, a broken gate, mortar covered in rime, decay-
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ing structures open to the elements and undermined by age. It is heard only 
once; the audience of the poem must supply it mentally in other instances in 
order for the speaker’s vision to take shape.17 In five cases, sind functions as 
an auxiliary verb, building forms of the present perfect active (“sind gehro-
rene,” “[sind] gedrorene” [have fallen in, have collapsed]) and of the present 
passive (“[sind] berofen,” “[sind] scorene,” “[sind] undereotone” [is destroyed, 
are rent, are undermined]); in two other cases, it functions by implication in 
the present simple (“hreorge [sind] torras,” “hrim [sind] on lime” [towers are 
ruinous, rime is on mortar]).18 The supple extension of temporal perspectives 
offered by the speaker in these lines continues into the poem’s next sentence, 
whose main clause describes the fate of the king’s builders in the present but 
whose syntactic structure replicates that of the present perfect in its combi-
nation of “hafað” [has] with two past participles, used here as postmodifiers: 
“forweorone,” “geleorene” [perished, departed]. 

At this point in The Ruin, the poem’s speaker is already exercising 
the Old English tense system to a degree that is unusual.19 In the final “oþ” 
[until] clause, linear time breaks down entirely. One might expect to meet a 
form of the present indicative at the end of the last line of the passage, which 
would be gewitað. This is the form rendered in my translation, “until a hun-
dred generations / of peoples depart.” The present subjunctive (gewiten) 
or the past indicative (gewiton), might also have been possible, both forms 
communicating a sense of the future viewed from the past (i.e., “will have 
departed”). Instead we are faced with the timeless, untranslatable infinitive, 
“gewitan” [literally, to depart]. At this point in the poem, it is unclear where 
the speaker stands in history vis- à- vis the ruin. Have one hundred genera-
tions since the departure of the king’s builders already passed? Are they in 
process? Or are they still to come?20 

The difficulties inherent in any attempt to interpret the Old English 
tense system at a one-thousand-year remove no doubt contribute to the 
impression of temporal confusion in these lines. As Bernard Muir points 
out, appreciation of Old English poetry must take into account the peren-
nial problems of scribal miscopying and of the leveling of unstressed end-
ings in late Old English.21 Nevertheless, it seems sensible to view the mobile 
timeframe of The Ruin as a consciously developed textual feature given  
the otherwise intricately wrought structure of the poem, which is rich in 
double alliteration, interlinear alliteration, rhyme, and other artificial 
effects.22 The immediate mimetic aim of lines 3 – 9 of the text appears to be 
to reproduce the experience of being drawn into thinking about the ruin, of 
letting one’s gaze drift over its uneven surfaces, and of considering in various 
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combinations its past, present, and future forms — it would surely be hard to 
think of a more determined attempt to represent the “heterogeneity of the 
present” adduced by Dinshaw.23 As an introduction to the work, the impact 
of lines 1 – 9 is in equal measure arresting and disorienting. This opening 
does more than simply encourage identification with the text’s speaker; it 
repositions the audience at the speaker’s shifting temporal viewpoint. 

The Roman past and the Anglo- Saxon future

In a thoroughgoing reevaluation of the role of the past in Old English poetry, 
Kathleen Davis has pointed out the limitations inherent in approaches that 
concentrate uniquely on the nostalgic, backward- looking tendencies in the 
verse. Instead, Davis suggests, a focus on the “finely calibrated sense of mul-
tiple temporalities” elaborated in Old English poems can clarify their open-
ness to a world beyond regret in which the lessons of the past might be incor-
porated into the production of a better future.24 In The Ruin, the mobile 
timeframe established at the outset of the poem so orients the work that the 
audience can access a perspective on the future as well as on the past of its 
speaker. Thus in the subsequent description of the technical achievements of 
the ruined building’s makers, at the same time as the speaker wonders at the 
work of dead men, there is an excitement attached to the observation of their 
skill. It is as if these objects, as well as being Roman remains, might also be 
relics from an Anglo- Saxon future in which such craftsmanship is equaled. 
The walling of the ruin is singled out for special praise:

 Oft þæs wag gebad
ræghar ond readfah rice æfter oþrum,
ofstonden under stormum; steap geap gedreas.
Worað giet se[. . . . .]num geheawen
felon [. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .] 
grimme gegrunden [. . . . . . . . . .
. . . . . .] scan heo [. . . . . . . 
. . . . . . .]g orþonc ærsceaft [. . . .
. . . . . . . .]g[.] lamrindum beag
mod mo[nade m]yne swiftne gebrægd
hwætred in hringas, hygerof gebond
weallwalan wirum wundrum togædre. (9 – 20)

[Again and again this wall survived, / lichen gray and red- stained, 
one kingdom after another, / remained standing under storms; 
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steep, curved, it decayed. / Molders still the . . . gashed / per-
sisted . . . / harshly ground . . . / . . . shone the . . . / . . . skill 
ancient building . . . / . . . ring with a clay coating / the mind 
instigated a purpose, wove together, / one determined and resolute 
bound in rings / the wall braces with wires together wonderfully.]

Burn damage to the late tenth- century manuscript preserving The Ruin, 
the Exeter Book, has rendered these lines difficult to read.25 It is apparent, 
however, that the speaker moves from a consideration of the damage done 
to the ruin by the elements and by the passing of time to an appreciation of 
the persistence of the structure and of the skill with which it was originally 
made. Particular attention is afforded to an iron wall brace that has strength-
ened the building and to the human mind under whose instigation the work 
was done.26 Jeffrey Jerome Cohen writes eloquently of how, across the Ger-
manic literatures, the evocation of “the work of giants” serves to recall “a joy-
ful proximity never to be regained” between the more- than- human builders 
thus evoked and humankind.27 But the motif is susceptible to alternative 
deployment and interpretation. In The Ruin, the speaker seems to entertain 
the aspiration that the breach between giants and men — and between the 
past and the future — might be mended by the Anglo- Saxons’ renovation 
and recreation of their predecessors’ wonderful work. 

The budding enthusiasm captured in these lines blossoms in the 
poem’s next, richly alliterative section, in which the speaker imagines the 
glory days of the ruin and its marvelous inhabitants: 

Beorht wæron burgræced, burnsele monige,
heah horngestreon, heresweg micel,
meodoheall monig mondreama full. (21 – 23)

[Bright were the city- dwellings, many halls with running water, / 
high gables, martial sound, / many a meadhall full of the joys  
of men.]

Then the poem turns on a line — “oþþæt þæt onwende wyrd seo swiþe” 
[until fate the mighty changed that] (24) — and this image fades out of view. 
The speaker considers the destruction of the place by pestilence, and the 
decrepit state of the once noble structure again comes into the foreground: 

Crungon walo wide cwoman woldagas,
swylt eall fornom secgrofra wera;
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wurdon hyra wigsteal westen staþolas,
brosnade burgsteall. Betend crungon
hergas to hrusan. Forþon þas hofu dreorgiað,
ond þæs teaforgeapa tigelum sceadeð
hrostbeages rof. Hryre wong gecrong
gebrocen to beorgum. (25 – 32)

[The slain fell broadly, days of pestilence came, / death took off 
all the famous warriors; / their fortresses became waste places, / 
the city crumbled. Rebuilders fell, / a multitude of them, to the 
ground. So these courts collapse / and this curved red roof sheds 
its tiles, / this vaulted roof. To ruin the place fell / shattered in 
heaps.]

But the idea of the ruin’s original state proves irrepressible. The 
speaker goes on to recall a contrasting scene: 

  þær iu beorn monig
glædmod ond goldbeorht gleoma gefrætwed,
wlonc ond wingal wighyrstum scan;
seah on sinc, on sylfor, on searogimmas,
on ead, on æht, on eorcanstan,
on þas beorhtan burg bradan rices. (32 – 37)

[. . . where once many a man, / cheerful and shining in gold, 
adorned with splendor, / proud and flushed with wine, gleamed in 
war- trappings, / gazed on treasure, on silver, on strange gems, /  
on riches, on property, on the precious stone, / on this bright city 
of a broad kingdom.]

The combination of these contrasting visions gives the text a holographic 
quality. The poem tips this way and that, revealing now one aspect of the 
ruin, now another, but always keeping both perspectives in view by virtue 
of its perpetual motion. Some readers have inferred a causal relationship 
between the downfall of the city in “woldagas” [days of pestilence] and the 
scenes of revelry described in lines 21 – 23 and 32 – 37. This is the interpreta-
tion of the text developed by James F. Doubleday, who reads The Ruin along-
side a selection of patristic and historiographic texts in which the connection 
between high living and urban destruction is more clearly marked.28 Others 
have highlighted the lack of an obvious attempt on the part of the speaker 

Downloaded from https://read.dukeupress.edu/jmems/article-pdf/49/2/209/572372/0490209.pdf
by Universitaetsbibliothek Bern user
on 17 May 2019



Critten / Medieval Medievalisms 217

of the poem to extract any particular moral meaning from the description 
of the decaying structure. This is an aspect of The Ruin that distinguishes 
it from the parallel texts treated by Doubleday and from other analogous 
works, such as The Wanderer, Alcuin’s De clade lindisfarnensis monasterii, 
and Venantius Fortunatus’s De excidio Thoringiae.29 In Alcuin’s poem and in 
The Wanderer, the contemplation of a destroyed structure leads outward to 
reflections on the inevitable transience of worldly happiness; in Venantius’s 
letter, a description of the ruination of Thuringia functions as a prelude to a 
more elaborate exposition of the pain caused to its ventriloquized author by 
her separation from her lover and her family.30 

By contrast, no definite use is found for the ruination observed in 
The Ruin. Indeed, as Anne Thompson Lee has pointed out, the poem might 
be thought to have more in common with the classical genre of the poem 
praising a city, the encomium urbis, than with any of the more traditionally 
cited analogues.31 Lee’s point draws strength from the closing of The Ruin, 
in which the speaker’s final words are given over to an expression of renewed 
admiration for the architectural mastery of the building’s makers. The place 
was once provided with waters: 

Stanhofu stodan, stream hate wearp
widan wylme; weal eall befeng
beorhtan bosme, þær þa baþu wæron,
hat on hreþre. Þæt wæs hyðelic [þing].
Leton þonne geotan [. . . . . . . .]
ofer harne stan hate streamas
un[. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .]
[o]þ þæt hirngmere hate [. . . . . . .
. . . . . . . .] þær þa baþu wæron.
Þonne is [. . . . . . . . . . . . . .
. . . . . .]re. Þæt is cynelic þing — 
hu s[e. . . . . . . . . .] burg [. .]. (38 – 49)

[Stone courts stood, a stream spouted hotly / in a broad surge; a 
wall contained everything / in its bright bosom: there the baths 
were, / hot at their heart. That was a convenient thing. / They 
then let pour . . . / over gray stone, hot streams / . . . / until that 
round pool, hot . . . / . . . There the baths were. / Then is . . . / . . . 
That is a royal thing —  / how the . . . city . . .]  
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Damage to the manuscript again vexes interpretation here, but the final tone 
appears to be one of approval. A legible portion of the text’s penultimate line 
reads, “Þæt is cynelic þing” [That is a royal thing] (48). Though the identity 
of the þing referred to is no longer clear, the sense of admiration is palpable.32

The positive tones with which The Ruin concludes have been heard 
by most recent readers, including those whose focus has fallen on the nos-
talgic and backwards- looking quality of Anglo- Saxon poetry.33 The poem’s 
wonder- filled ending reflects back on the descriptions of the ruin’s erstwhile 
inhabitants, who, like the well- made structure itself, are presented as at once 
gone and yet still there, as a cause for regret and for celebration. This real-
ization is all the more important because the vision of the ruin’s glory days 
implicates the poem’s Anglo- Saxon audience directly. Despite the structure’s 
Roman connections, the speaker of The Ruin imagines its former occupants 
filling the place with the martial noise, the meadhalls, the drinking, and the 
riches of a legendary Germanic tribe: there is not a toga in sight. As if to 
spotlight the incongruity of the situation, the runic symbol ᛗ (mann) is intro-
duced in the manuscript copy of the poem to form the compound transliter-
ated by modern editors as mondreama in the phrase “mondreama full” [full 
of the joys of men] (23). The deployment of the rune at this juncture recalls 
the past of the Anglo- Saxons before their arrival in England, where they were 
converted, and where they adopted the Roman alphabet. It also encourages 
the forging of a mental connection between the Anglo- Saxons’ Continental 
ancestors and the martial celebration among men described in the poem.

Runes continued to be deployed in Old English writing throughout 
the Anglo- Saxon period.34 Nevertheless, the potential thematic import of 
the scribe’s choice of script here makes that choice seem a deliberate anach-
ronism. This impression is compounded by the literary connections of the 
passage as a whole. The language used to describe the former inhabitants of 
the ruin and the situations in which they appear are familiar stereotypes in 
Old English poetry. In The Seafarer, the formulaic expression “wlonc ond 
wingal” [proud and flushed with wine] (29) is also used to evoke a feasting 
scene, and the meadhall celebrations in The Ruin are loosely paralleled at 
numerous moments in Beowulf, such as when Beowulf ’s arrival is celebrated 
at Heorot (491 – 98) or when the damaged hall is decked out for the feast-
ing that follows the fatal injury of Grendel (1011 – 19).35 In combination, the 
runic symbol and the literary connections of the hall joys described in The 
Ruin make it unlikely that medieval audiences of the poem perceived in its 
description of the revelers a straightforward mirroring of their own contem-
porary customs and attitudes any more than did the medieval audiences of 
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The Seafarer and Beowulf. Indeed, in The Ruin, it is as if the same historical 
heroes described in the epic poem have been recalled for a repeat perfor-
mance of their festivities not in old Scandinavia but in Roman Britain.

In a frequently cited article treating the sense of the past in early 
medieval England, Michael Hunter traces the Anglo- Saxons’ debts to the 
Germanic and the Roman traditions, which he sees as being so thoroughly 
intermingled as to obviate the possibility of distinguishing one from the 
other. Anglo- Saxon England was aware of its inheritances from Rome and 
from Germania, Hunter argues, “but it was not fully conscious of the dif-
ference between them.” The Anglo- Saxons respected and copied both these 
models, he concludes, “without conceiving them as separate.”36 By contrast, 
I suggest that the early audiences of The Ruin were well aware of the over-
laying of their Roman inheritance with their projected Germanic past in 
the poem, and that they were capable of perceiving this superposition as 
a challenge to complex historical thought. The intrusion of the Germanic 
revelers at the poem’s midpoint transforms The Ruin into a laboratory for the 
Anglo- Saxons’ examination of their own legendary history.37 The perspec-
tive offered in the poem is split between contemplation of what has been 
lost and what might be won again. On the one hand, the speaker alludes to 
the fading of the Roman imperium and of the Anglo- Saxons’ pagan attach-
ments. Here the expectations raised by the poem’s opening lines are fulfilled: 
the speaker has addressed the transitory nature of worldly success. This 
aspect of the poem is real and frightening. In her reading of the poem, Irina 
Dumitrescu points out the semantic breadth of the text’s opening word, 
wrætlic, which, as well as connoting wonder, as per my translation, also con-
notes horror. Most importantly, however, as Dumitrescu goes on to explain, 
wrætlic “represents a mixture of horror and admiration that provokes reflec-
tion.”38 In The Ruin, the shifting temporal viewpoint afforded to the poem’s 
audience allows for consideration of the Anglo- Saxons’ prospects, which can 
be viewed both from the perspective of the first Germanic tribes who settled 
in England in the middle of the fifth century and from the perspective of the 
speaker of the poem, who lays out its consecutive visions in a later Anglo- 
Saxon present. In this regard, The Ruin offers a striking reflection on the 
process of translatio imperii whereby it was thought throughout the Middle 
Ages that power moved westward as successive empires waxed and waned.39 
The varying significances of Rome thus coincide with the poem’s particular 
organization of time. The city could be viewed not only in retrospect, as a 
reminder of the decay of empires, but also in advance, in a spirit of aspira-
tion, as a harbinger of cultural evolution and future prosperity. 
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Rome and The Ruin in an Alfredian milieu

The complex of attitudes to Rome manifested in The Ruin did not evolve 
in isolation; to allude to the city in Anglo- Saxon England was to engage a 
rich tradition of thinking about Rome’s implications for the Anglo- Saxons’ 
cultural identity. Throughout the early Middle Ages, English art, archi-
tecture, literature, and liturgical practice developed under the influence of 
Rome, connections with the Continent being fostered by frequent traffic 
for the purposes of diplomacy, trade, and pilgrimage.40 As Nicholas Howe 
has shown, moreover, Rome loomed large in Anglo- Saxon England as an 
idea, as a point of orientation for the English, who inherited their geographi-
cal consciousness from the Latin authors.41 Rome also offered a pattern for 
thinking about history. M. R. Godden has demonstrated the major contri-
bution made to thinking along these lines early in the Anglo- Saxon period 
by Bede.42 In the Historia ecclesiastica (731), Bede became the first English 
historian to make a link between the sacking of Rome by the Goths in 410 
and the end of Roman Rule in Britain: 

Fracta est autem Roma a Gothis anno millesimo clxiiii suæ con-
ditionis, ex quo tempore Romani in Brittania regnare cesserunt, 
post annos ferme quadringentos lxx ex quo Gaius Iulius Caesar 
eandem insulam adiit. Habitabant autem intra uallum, quod 
Seuerum trans insulam fecisse commemorauimus, ad plagam 
meridianam, quod ciuitates farus pontes et stratae ibidem factae 
usque hodie testantur; ceterum ulteriores Brittaniae partes, uel 
eas etiam quae ultra Brittaniam sunt insulas, iure dominandi 
possidebant. 

[Now Rome was taken by the Goths in the eleven hundred and 
sixty- fourth year after its foundation; after this the Romans 
ceased to rule in Britain, almost 470 years after Gaius Julius 
Caesar had come to the island. They had occupied the whole 
land south of the rampart already mentioned, set up across the 
island by Severus, an occupation to which the cities, light- houses, 
bridges, and roads which they built there testify to this day. 
Moreover they possessed the suzerainty over the further parts of 
Britain as well as over the islands which are beyond it.]43

Previous accounts of the sack of Rome had stressed the continuity of the 
empire despite the Gothic incursion. In his Historiae adversum paganos (417), 
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Paulus Orosius presents the advent of the Goths as a setback that was quickly 
overcome and that left few traces on the public consciousness. Although the 
memory of the event is fresh as he writes, Orosius states, “tamen si quis ipsius 
populi Romani et multitudinem uideat et uocem audiat, ‘nihil factum,’ sicut 
etiam ipsi fatentur, arbitrabitur” [if anyone were to see the great numbers of 
Rome’s population and listen to them, he would think, as they themselves 
say, that “nothing had happened”].44 Orosius’s view reflects his take on the 
brief that he had received from Augustine, which was to write a history dis-
proving claims that Rome’s downfall was due to the adoption of Christian-
ity.45 It also reflected the self- confident perspective of a historian who was  
necessarily unaware of the final collapse of the western empire. Writing after  
that collapse, Bede could reconceive the sack of Rome as a moment of rupture. 

Bede’s innovation is paralleled in The Ruin, whose speaker aspires 
to inherit a tradition the originators of which have long since decayed and 
departed. It directly influenced subsequent treatments of Roman history 
by Anglo- Saxon writers. In particular, a group of annalists and translators 
associated with the court of King Alfred enhanced Bede’s account of the 
sack of Rome or developed it in new directions.46 In the Old English ver-
sion of the Historia ecclesiastica, the departure of the Roman troops, implied 
in Bede’s original, is absent, making the sack of Rome the only available 
cause for the end of Roman rule in Britain; in the Anglo- Saxon Chronicle, 
the story is fleshed out by the addition of a detail in the annal for 418 about 
the Romans’ burial of treasure before their departure for Gaul; in the Old 
English Orosius, the story told in the Latin original is cut short so that it 
ends with the sack of Rome, after which the Goths are said to enter into an 
alliance with the Romans before settling permanently in Italy; and in the 
Old English Boethius, the Goths are shown settling in Italy after conducting 
a successful military campaign.47 As Godden concludes, the subtle and not 
so subtle alterations to source materials that these texts effect bear witness to 
an “ambivalent view of the Goths and the Romans in the Alfredian world.”48 

The Anglo- Saxons were well used to deploying Roman precedent 
as a means of shoring up the authority of their rulers or of understanding 
moments of crisis in their own times.49 For the readers of the Alfredian prose 
texts, a range of approaches to the intertwined histories of the Romans and 
the Goths were available. The experience of the Goths might be understood 
to parallel that of the Anglo- Saxons; the adventus Saxonum could be com-
pared with the Goths’ settlement of Italy, either by negotiation or force. The 
sack of Rome could be viewed either as the event that left England open for 
the Anglo- Saxons’ ancestors to settle, or as a minor upset in a much longer 
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imperial history: the late Latin text of Orosius’s Historiae, which enjoyed a 
healthy circulation in Anglo- Saxon England, offered a vision of the continu-
ous dominance of Christian Rome.50 This was a vision in which the Anglo- 
Saxons might have taken comfort during Alfred’s reign, when they were 
facing pagan incursions of their own from Viking quarters.51 As Mary Kate 
Hurley points out, a split perspective on the Roman example is especially 
evident in the Old English Orosius, in which the work’s translator system-
atically uses the tag “cwæð Orosius” [Orosius said] in order to make clear 
that the text’s confident statements about Rome’s endurance are the Latin 
author’s, not his.52 Indeed, the organization of time in this text, which is 
situated at a liminal position between the past of its late antique source, the 
present of its translator, and the future of its readers, makes it an engaging 
companion piece to The Ruin.

The decision to depict a Roman ruin in The Ruin is significant. The 
early medieval English landscape was strewn with monuments that might 
have been chosen for representation. Many of these belonged to the Brit-
ish past, such as the stone circles at Stonehenge and Avebury and the chalk 
image of the White Horse of Uffington.53 Later in the period, the Anglo-  
Saxons’ own stone constructions, fallen into disuse, might likewise have pro-
vided a setting for the scene described in The Ruin.54 The choice to represent 
a Roman ruin in the poem bespeaks the Anglo- Saxon fascination with the 
city, a fascination that was felt particularly strongly in the cultural milieu 
with which the work can most confidently be associated. While the origins 
of The Ruin are shrouded in mystery, study of the stylistic affiliations and 
dialect of its one surviving copy in the Exeter Book (ca. 965 – 75) suggests 
that at the latest by the first half of the tenth century it was available in a 
West- Saxon context.55 It thus seems likely that the poem circulated in the 
same milieu as the Alfredian prose works just discussed and that one fac-
tor motivating its copying there was its engagement with later Roman his-
tory.56 What the poem demonstrates, then, is the complementarity of poetry 
and historiography in a broadly defined Alfredian and immediately post- 
Alfredian milieu that was thoroughly concerned with the example of Rome’s 
success and failure and with what these might mean for the Anglo- Saxons, 
who saw themselves as the city’s inheritors. Both historiographic and poetic 
texts could organize time in a nonlinear fashion in order to explore the prob-
lems and the opportunities inherent in the Roman example. It was in the 
midst of one such exploration that the Anglo- Saxons were invited to recall 
their legendary Germanic past in The Ruin.  
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The legendary Germanic past

It is often remarked that the burn damage to the Exeter Book that destroyed 
a significant portion of the text of The Ruin installs the modern reader of 
the work in a position relative to the poem that mirrors that of the poem’s 
speaker vis- à- vis the crumbling Roman baths.57 Like the speaker of The 
Ruin, modern readers are faced with the partial remains of a bygone culture 
whose fullness can only be recreated in their own imaginations. Here, then, 
is a situation in which the overlap between medieval studies and medievalist 
practice becomes particularly clear. The early editorial history of the poem 
offers telling insight into the forms that such medievalist practice could take. 
As María José Mora has shown, the hunt for manifestations of an early Ger-
manic Volksgeist throughout nineteenth- century Europe led not only to the 
invention of the Old English elegy as a generic category but also shaped 
the understanding of texts such as The Ruin on the level of the line.58 In 
their early editions of the poem, both the Conybeare brothers and Benja-
min Thorpe read an allusion to old Germanic rulers in its description of 
the durability of the structure’s walling, “oft þæs wag gebad / ræghar ond 
readfah rice æfter oþrum” (9 – 10). It is now common to interpret “ræghar” 
and “readfah” as color words; following other modern translators, I have 
rendered lines 9 – 10 as “again and again this wall survived, / lichen gray and 
red- stained, one kingdom after another.” Writing in 1826, the Conybeares 
assert that these lines “appear to mention Ræghar or Rægnar and Read-
fah as ancient kings of the city”; and Thorpe, in 1842, translates them “oft 
this wall withstood / Rægar and Readfah, / chieftain after other.”59 The 
Conybeares also construe “undereotene” in line 6, which modern translators 
have seen as the past participle of the verb underetan (undermine), as “under 
Eotene,” that is, “under the Jutes.” This prompts them to make a connection 
between the city described in The Ruin and the town depicted in The Fight 
at Finnsburg, since “both cities were under the dominion of the Jutes, and 
both appear to have perished by a similar catastrophe.”60 

The “desire for origins” that has shaped both medieval scholarship 
and its representation of the objects of its attention was elucidated some time 
ago by Allen Frantzen.61 More recent work by scholars such as Dorothy Kim 
and Helen Young has highlighted the ways in which the medieval past con-
tinues to be used to support nationalist and white supremacist dogma inter-
nationally, even from within the academy.62 This essay has shown just how 
far back the clock might be turned in enquiries into the ideological uses 
of the medieval past. The Ruin demonstrates that the work of medieval-
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ism is not an entirely postmedieval affair as is sometimes claimed.63 This 
brief poem allows us to see in miniature that the idea of the Anglo- Saxons’ 
legendary Germanic origins was already being embroidered and adapted 
in the Anglo- Saxon period itself, long before its appropriation by modern 
culture and scholarship. Specifically, it demonstrates the intercultural and 
cross- temporal contexts in which this imagining took place, in this case, 
via Rome, a city whose example could provoke horror and hope simultane-
ously.64 In its careful interweaving of Roman history, the legendary Ger-
manic past, and Anglo- Saxon hopes for the future, The Ruin vitiates the case 
of any twenty- first- century commentator who might wish to claim for the 
Anglo- Saxons an original status, as yet “uncompromised” by multiple cul-
tural contacts. To deny the existence of medieval medievalisms such as that 
elaborated in The Ruin is thus not only to obfuscate the role that medieval 
people played in the preparation of their own future receptions; it is also 
to cordon off an archive of materials in whose study fresh histories of self- 
perception in the West might be rooted. Marked by the publication of the 
Cambridge Companion to Medievalism, the current atmosphere of détente 
between proponents of medievalism studies and traditional medieval studies 
seems propitious for this new historiography. 

•

Notes

This essay grew out of a class that I taught at the University of Bern in the spring 
semester of 2016. I am grateful to my students and to my former colleagues at Bern 
for many stimulating conversations relating to the ideas presented here. I am grateful, 
too, to Arthur Russell, who provided helpful feedback on an early draft of this piece, 
and to Irina Dumitrescu, who shared her monograph typescript with me prior to its 
publication. I owe a special debt of gratitude to my anonymous reader at JMEMS. 
His or her generous and actionable critique of my work has helped me considerably to 
sharpen my argument.
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