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THE EARLIEST SURVIVING HOMILY IN ENGLISH

In an important contribution to Anglo-Saxon England Donald G. Scragg recently identified
the palimpsest in Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Digby 63(= Arch. F. e. 6), fol. 9r, lines 1–2,
as the earliest surviving traces of an Old English homily, which can be dated to between 844
and 867 AD and associated with Northumbria.1 Neil R. Ker had recorded these remnants of
writing as a scribble reading ‘[...]gað monn on ðissum bocum þæt ure […]as’, already
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noticing the characteristic sound of a homiletic opening.2 Scragg’s demonstration of how the
Digby 63 palimpsest echoes the beginning of Vercelli homily XV (‘Men þa leofestan sægð us
on þyssum bocum hu se halga Thomas [...]’) is convincing, while it confirms Ker’s suggestion
of a pastoral address.3 There is not only a notable similarity in the wording of these clauses,
but also in the single capital <M> combined with a macron as abbreviation for Men þa
leofestan at the beginning, which the Digby homily may have shared with the group of
Vercelli homilies XV–XVIII.4 Using a set of multispectral images of Digby 63, fol. 9r Scragg
expands Ker’s reading of this fragmentary homily’s beginning to:

1

[Men þa leofestan] sagað monn on ðissum bocum þæt ure

2

[…] f[…]wias. […].5

Scragg’s conjecture on line 2 showing the third person present indicative form frætewias of
the OE verb (ge)fræt(e)wian (‘to adorn, to ornament’), which he corrects to frætwias in the
final footnote of his article, takes the –as ending as a marker of the Northumbrian dialect.6
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However, neither form is a tenable reading. Digital image manipulation of the multispectral
images reveals that the palimpsest in fact reads:7

Table 1: Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Digby 63, fol. 9r (detail, multispectral image). © The
Bodleian Library, University of Oxford

1

[Men þa leofestan] sagað monn on ðissum bo[c]um þæt ure

2

he[a]hfederas. […].

Of the word heahfederas in line 2 the limbs of both <h> are clearly visible, the second <h>
showing the prominent spatula leaning to the left that is typical of this hand, which is
probably identical with the main hand that wrote the Canterbury Computus over the erased
text.8 We may therefore assume an English origin for this scribe, regardless of where this
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person was working.9 The letter <e> is raised by this scribe in all three instances of
heahfederas. The round shape of <d> can be discerned without difficulty. What Scragg
misreads as the combination <ƿi> is in fact an <r>, which shows a wide funnel throughout the
entire manuscript (see for example ure in line 1) and is generally very inconsistent in the
length of its descender.10 It is usually ligatured with the preceding raised <e>.11
The reading heahfederas also makes sense within the context of this opening clause, in
which homilies frequently refer to an authoritative source, often biblical.12 Ure heahfederas is
a plausible collocation found elsewhere in homilies and it is unlikely that a word is missing
between the two in Digby 63.13 Instead, we may assume that the space to the left of
heahfederas was occupied by the capital <M> of the Men þa leofestan-abbreviation, a letter
which may therefore have been at least two lines in height, on top of which the still visible
macron was placed.14 This capital would have indented the beginning of line 2 accordingly.
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The use of this capital <M> with macron is remarkable because it indicates that a routine
form of abbreviation for the common homiletic address in Old English (similar to the widespread Latin fratres karissimi) was established by the mid-ninth century. This may hint at
least at a few years of previous codification of Old English homilies.15
The Northumbrian association of Digby 63 has been pointed out on account of the
inclusion of the northern saints Cuthbert, Wilfrid, John of Beverley, and Oswald in the
calendar, who are specially marked with a cross.16 While, as seen above, Scragg’s
reconstruction of a Northumbrian –as verb-inflection cannot be retained, the spelling
heahfederas nevertheless supports an Anglian origin, with the form feder frequently occurring
in the contemporary Vespasian Psalter gloss.17 I therefore agree with Scragg to the extent that
we can almost certainly ‘exclude the possibility that this sheet [fol. 9r] at least – and
presumably the whole of the book – was written on the Continent.’
It is difficult to speculate about the contents of this lost homily, but the reference to
the patriarchs (e.g. Adam, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, or Moses) at least implies that this early
pastoral address in the English language did not expound a pericope, but treated one or more
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catechetical topics, the first of which referred in some way to the Old Testament or its
apocrypha.18 Its scribe began this vernacular piece on a fresh quire and was then perhaps
ordered to abandon the task to reuse the gathering for the more prestigious Latin computus.
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An Old English homily that opens with a direct reference to the patriarchs is Blickling homily IX, a short

piece on the meaning of Christ’s coming into this world, sometimes associated with Tuesday in Rogationtide
(the rubric in the manuscript has been erased); see The Blickling Homilies of the Tenth Century, ed. R. Morris,
EETS os 73 (London, 1880), p. 105: ‘Men þa leofestan, we gehyrdon oft secggan be þam æþelan tocyme ures
Drihtnes hu he him on þas world þingian ongan, þæt heahfæderas sægdon & cyþdon, þæt witigan witigodan &
heredon, þæt sealmsceopas sungon & sægdon, þæt se wolde cuman of þam cynestole & of þæm þrymrice hider
on þas world […].’

