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Two Compounds in the Old English and Old 
Norse Versions of the Prose Phoenix

T he presence o f N orse-derived term s in O ld English texts, especially 
those w ritten  during th e  late ten th  or eleventh centuries, is no thing 
extraordinary . It has been know n for a long tim e  th a t th e  sim ilarity  
b e tw een  th e  tw o languages and th e  close contact in A nglo-Saxon 
England b etw een  O ld  English and O ld N orse speakers allow ed for a 
significant im pact of th e  la tte r on th e  former, even though  its m ost 
in teresting  effects may no t be visible un til th e  early M iddle English 
p eriod .1 However, w hen a late O ld English te x t records tw o N orse- 
derived com pounds w hich are also a tte s ted  in an O ld  Norse version of 
th e  te x t th ings stop  being so sim ple and fu rth e r  answ ers are needed. 
Such is th e  situation  of OE carlfugol /  O N  karlfugl ‘m ale b ird ’ and OE 
cwenfugol /  O N  kvennfugl ‘fem ale b ird ’, w hich are a ttes ted  in th e  O ld 
English and O ld  N orse versions of a te x t w hich Blake (1964) baptised  
as th e  Prose Phoenix on th e  basis of its sim ilarity  w ith  th e  O ld  English 
poem  know n as The Phoenix. However, as no ted  by a recent com m enta­
tor, th e  relationship  betw een  th e  O ld English and O ld N orse versions 
has been “all b u t ignored” in th e  last decades (K abir 2001: 167), w ith  
the  im p o rtan t exception  of Yerkes’s (1984) work. T he presen t article

1 For an analysis o f the N orse-derived term s in O ld English, see Ffofmann (1955) and 
Peters (1981). 1 am currently working on a project aim ing to update and supplem ent 
these studies.
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aim s at palliating (even if only partially) th is situation and offering 
some ten tative answers to  th e  puzzle w hich these tex ts  presen t schol­
ars with.

1 The manuscript contexts of the texts

T he O ld English version of th e  Prose Phoenix is recorded in fols. 374v~77r 
of Cam bridge, C orpus C hristi College MS 198, w hich belong to  a sec­
tion  from  th e  second h a lf of th e  eleventh cen tury  w ritten  at W orcester 
(Ker 1990: no. 48); and fols. i6 6 -6 8 r  of London, British Library, MS 
C otton  Vespasian D.xiv, a m anuscrip t from  th e  m id -tw elfth  cen tu ry  
w ith  southern  (probably south-eastern , possibly R ochester or C an te r­
bury) origin (K itson 1992: 43 n. 116, Laing 1993: 83, w ith  references, 
T reharne 2000: 31-34 and Irvine 2000: 48-54). T he tw o m anuscrip ts 
are not unrelated . T he collection of tex ts  in th e  V espasian m anuscrip t 
relies, at least partially, on th a t in th e  C orpus m anuscript, th e ir  re la­
tionship being particu larly  clear as far as th e  tex ts  belonging to Æ lfric's 
First Series of Catholic Homilies are concerned (Irvine 2000: 49-50). 
In the  O ld English version, the  narrative on th e  phoenix  and its abode 
is incorporated  in to  an anonym ous hom ily on St John. T he saint is 
taken  by an angel to  paradise, w hich is described as the  dw elling-place 
of good souls w aiting for Doomsday, angels and th e  phoenix. Kabir 
(2001: 171) specifies th a t th e  abode described in th e  te x t is an “in terim  
paradise”, w hich is ne ither th e  G arden  of Eden nor heaven. T he C o r­
pus version incorporates a final allegorical in te rp re ta tion  of th e  te x t 
w hich is lacking from  th e  Vespasian version, m uch in keeping w ith  th e  
tendency of th e  la tte r collection tow ards sim plification and abridge­
m ent (Irvine 2000: 50).

T he O ld N orse version of th e  te x t is recorded on fol. ir of C open­
hagen, A rnam agnæ an In stitu te , MS 764 4to, a m anuscrip t w rit­
ten  ca 1375 in Skagafjprður, N orth ern  Iceland, “probably in or for 
th e  B enedictine convent at R eynistaður” (Svanhildur Ó skarsdó ttir 
2004: 2, cp. 2000: 53-57); and on fols. 7 -8 r  o f C openhagen, A rnam ag­
næan Institu te , MS 194 8vo, a m anuscrip t w ritten  in 1387 in w estern  
Iceland (K ålund 1908: ii and Svanhildur Ó skarsdó ttir 2004: 8). T he 
account of th e  phoenix  and its dwelling-place in the  O ld Norse tex ts  
is incorporated  in to  encyclopaedic narratives. In AM  764 4to it appears 
after an explanation on Asia w hich is p a rt o f a b rief description of 
th e  world; in its tu rn , th e  descrip tion o f th e  world is incorporated
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into th e  larger fram e of th e  aetatis m undi or ages o f the world, w here 
biblical and non-biblical m aterial are closely in te rtw in ed  (Svanhil- 
du r Ó skarsdó ttir 2000 and 2004). In AM  194 8vo; th e  narrative on 
paradise and th e  phoenix  is p resented  together w ith  th e  pilgrim age 
itinerary  of A bbot N ikulás Bergsson of M unkþverá in Eyjafjprðr, 
n o rthern  Iceland (d. 1159) (K ålund 1908: xix).2 T he account on the  
phoenix  and paradise in AM  194 8vo is divided into tw o parts. T he 
first p a rt is in troduced  by "Hoc dicit Moyses de Paradiso” ‘thus says 
Moses abou t parad ise’ (K ålund 1908: 1); th is  p a rt is also found in 
A M  764 4to. T he second p a rt is in troduced  by "Hoc dicit Iohan- 
nes apostolus de Paradiso” 'thus says John th e  A postle about para­
dise’ (K ålund 1908: 5); th is  part, w hich explains how  th e  phoenix  
is reborn ou t o f its ashes (and records th e  com pounds O N  karlfugl 
and kvennfugl), is no t included in AM  764 4to (Sim ek 1990: 164 and 
Svanhildur Ó skarsdó ttir 2004: 8). Svanhildur Ó skarsdó ttir (2000: 70 
and 2004: 8) explains tha t, even though  it is clearly not th e  case th a t 
th e  A M  764 4to account derives d irectly  from  th a t in AM  194 8vo 
because o f th e  date of th e  m anuscripts, th e  tw o  accounts are likely 
to  share a com m on source.3

2 Relationship between the Old English and Old 
Norse texts

W hile  th e  existence o f th e  O ld English te x t seem s to  have passed 
generally unno ticed  by scholars w orking prim arily  on th e  O ld Norse 
tex ts  (it is no t m entioned  by K ålund 1908, Sim ek 1990 or Svanhildur 
Ó skarsdó ttir 2000, 2004), th e  relationship betw een  th e  tw o versions 
has received occasional a tten tion  from  scholars focusing on O ld  Eng­
lish tex ts. T he  debate about the ir relationship is closely associated w ith  
th e  question of th e  origin of th e  O ld  English tex t. In an article on the 
contents o f th e  Vespasian m anuscript, Förster (1920: 64 and n. 1), who 
notices th e  existence o f th e  O ld N orse version in AM  194 8vo w ith o u t 
fu rth e r  com m ent, suggests th a t th e  O ld  English Prose Phoenix is likely 
to  be a translation  of a lost Latin paraphrase of L actan tius’s Carm en de 
ave phoenice, th e  source of th e  O ld  English poem  The Phoenix. Kabir

2 On this trip and the identification o f  the pilgrim, see further H ill (1983, w ith  refer­
ences) and Sim ek (1990: 264 -80).

3 For a list o f  the recent ed itions o f the Old English and O ld N orse versions, see  
Yerkes (1984: 24-25).



1 4 0  Sara M . Pons-Sanz

(2001: 169), w ho decides not to  explore the  relationship betw een  the  
O ld English and O ld  N orse versions in detail (b u t see below), rejects 
th is hypothesis as "som ewhat im plausible” on the  basis th a t it can­
not satisfactorily account for "the m any sim ilarities o f vocabulary and 
phrasing w hich ex ist betw een  The Phoenix and th e  ‘Prose Phoenix’”. 
She (2001: 171) prefers to  see instead  th e  O ld English prose te x t as the  
resu lt o f th e  au th o r’s “un fe tte red  reassem bling of phrases, descriptive 
techn iques and even ideas originally from  The Phoenix’’ th rough m em ­
ory.4 However, F ö rsters  suggestion cannot be so easily discarded: if th e  
au tho r of th e  hypothesised  Latin  rew orking of L actan tius’s work was 
an A nglo-Saxon, b o th  s /h e  and th e  O ld  English prose-au thor are likely 
to  have know n and have been influenced by th e  O ld English poem .5 
F urtherm ore, the  existence of th e  Latin original w ould explain the  
presence of L atinate te rm s in th e  vernacular tex ts  (see below); o th er­
wise, they  have to  be understood  as som ew hat strange exam ples of 
code-sw itching.

T he question  th a t needs answ ering is, therefore, w hether th e  O ld 
English and O ld  N orse versions of th e  te x t could have arisen (at least 
partially) independently  from  each o ther on th e  basis of a shared 
(Latin) source or w hether th e  sim ilarities be tw een  th em  m ake this 
possibility  untenable. E ither option could account for th e  fact th a t 
bo th  th e  O ld English and th e  O ld  N orse tex ts  have L Radionsaltus 
/  Radiansaltus as th e  nam e of a “fæger w u d eh o lt” /  “fagr skogr" in 
paradise (cp. “w uduho lt w ynlic” in The Phoenix 34). Kabir (2001: 174) 
explains th e  term  as “a garbled recollection o f th e  L phrase radi­
ans saltus, ‘shining valley’, w hich could have been a phrase th a t had 
rem ained  in th e  au th o r’s m ind  because o f its learned so u n d ” (the Old 
English version in the  C orpus m anuscrip t does po in t ou t th a t such is 
th e  nam e “in b o cu m ”). T he author m entioned by Kabir could easily 
refer to  th e  au thor of th e  Latin paraphrase hypothesised by Förster 
ra ther th an  to an au thor working in the  vernacular, who could have 
m ain ta ined  a learned term  s/h e  found  in h is /h e r exem plar because of 
lack o f understanding. T he garbled te rm  could, o f course, also have 
developed at som e stage in the  transm ission of th e  hypothesised Latin 
paraphrase.

Blake (1964: 97) supports th e  independent rendering of th e  tw o ver­

4 O n  the relationship betw een  the Prose Phoenix and the Old English poem , see 
further C ook (1919: 128-32).

5 O n  other tex ts w hich  are likely to have been influenced by the poem , see Kolbing
(1877)-
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sions on th e  basis th a t th ere  is no t “sufficient correspondence betw een  
th e  vocabulary of PP [Prose Phoenix] and th a t of th e  O N  versions”. H e 
brings forw ard the  fact th a t “w here b o th  OE MSS read crystal, bo th  
O N  MSS have th e  L atinate form  kristallus" as evidence in support of 
his argum ent. Blake’s refusal to see a connection betw een  th e  tex ts  is 
com m ented  on by G rinda (1966: 413), w ho dismisses th e  im portance 
of th is  difference by suggesting th a t the  non-L atinate form  in th e  O ld 
English te x t could sim ply represen t a later rew orking of th e  tex t; and by 
Kabir (2001: 169), who, similarly, rem arks th a t “th e  difference betw een  
these tw o renderings of crysta l’ is no t as great as are th e ir  sim ilarities, 
and [ ...]  th e  overall verbal correspondences betw een  th e  O ld  Norse 
and O ld  English versions are, in fact, qu ite  rem arkable”.

It is im portan t, then , to  establish w hether th e  general lexical and 
syntactic  sim ilarities o f th e  tw o versions are rem arkable enough to  sup­
p o rt a d irec t derivation. As a way o f establishing w hat one could expect 
from  an O ld  English and an O ld N orse te x t independently  translated  
from  a L atin  source, th e  tw o vernacular versions of th e  Prose Phoenix 
(from  th e  V espasian and AM  194 8vo m anuscripts, as ed ited  by W arner 
1917: 146-48 and K ålund 1908: 3 -6 , respectively) are here com pared 
w ith  th e  late O ld English (or early M iddle English) and O ld Norse 
versions o f th e  Elucidarium sive Dialogus de sum m a totius christianae 
theologiae, com posed in th e  late eleventh cen tu ry  or early tw e lfth  cen­
tu ry  by H onorius A ugustodunensis (Patrilogia Latina, hereafter PL, 
172, cols. 1109-1176). T here  is no know n relationship betw een  th e  tw o 
translations o f H onorius’s te x t (b u t see below ).6 T he earliest English 
rendering of th e  te x t can be found in Vespasian D.xiv, w hich includes 
tw o transla ted  fragm ents (see Förster 1920: 63 and H andley 1985: 329); 
th e  fragm ent reproduced  below belongs to  W arner’s (1917: 145) H om ­
ily x l v i .  T he earliest m anuscrip t recording the  O ld N orse version is 
C openhagen, A rnam agnæ an Institu te , MS 674a 4to, from  1200 or ear­
lier (Firchow  1992: x) and th e  te x t reproduced below  has been copied 
from  Firchow ’s (1992: 42) e d itio n / T he Latin te x t can be found on cols. 
1127-28 in PL 172.

(> Firchow (1992: vi) explains that it is not clear w hether the translation into Old 
N orse w ould have been  undertaken in Norway or in Iceland.

' On the O ld English version o f the Elucidarium  see further H ollis and Wright 
(1 9 9 2 : 77- 86).

8 T his te x t  should not be confused  w ith  the O ld Norse Lucidarius, a translation o f a 
la te-tw elfth -cen tury  G erm an work based on H onorius’s treatise (see Hansen 2000).
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Prose Phoenix 

PP.i
O E N eorxenew an g is feow ertig  fed m e herre þ on e N o es flod wæs.

O N  Paradisus er X L  m ilna hærri en  N oa  flod vard.

PP. 2

O E A nd h it hangeð b e tw o n en  heofone  and eorðen  w underlice, swa h it se  

Eallw aldend gesceop .

O N  H ellder er hann i m id io  lo p te  iam næ r h im n i ok iordu, swa sem  hon var 

sett a f gudi.

PP-3
O E A nd h it is eall efen lang and efenbrad.

O N  Paradisus er 9II iam lpng ok iam breid.

PP. 4

OE Sunne þær sc ineð  seofen  siðe brihtlycor þ on e on þissen  earde. 

O N  Skinn sol þar vii h lu tu m  biartari en i þ essu m  heim .

PP.5
OE A n d nan m an ne w at hw eðr h it is þe karlfugel þe cw en efu gel, bu te  G o d  

ane.

O N  Enn eingi m adr veit hvort hann er karllfugl eda kvenfugl nem a gud  

einn.

Elucidarium

E .i

L A scen d it solus?

O E Steah he ane in to  heofene?

O N  Steig hann ein n  vpp  til h im ins?

E.2

L Q u i cu m  eo  surrexerunt, cum  eo  etiam  ascenderunt.

O E Ealle, þa þa o f  d eaðe aræred w æ ren, astugen m id  him .

O N  M eð h on om  stigo  vpp þeir er m eð  h on om  risv vpp af dauða.
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E.3
L Q ua form a ascendit?

O E O n h w y lcen  h eo w e  steah  he up?

O N  M eð hverri asýn steig  hann vpp?

E -4
L U sque ad nubes ea form a quam  ante passionem  habuit: su ceptu s autem  a 

nubibus, ea qua in m on te  apparuit.

O E O n þan h eow e, þe he hæ fde beforan his þrow unge, he steah up oð  þa 

w olcnen , 7 þa þa he co m  bufen  þan w olcnen , þa genam  he sw ylc  h eo w  

sw ylc  he  hæ fde on þan m un te Thabor.

O N  M eð slikv  sem  hann hafde fýrir p isl sina ok hann hafde a fialli þa er hann  

vitraðez p o sto lo n  sinum .

Yerkes (1984: 25) argues in favour of th e  d irec t relationship betw een  
th e  tw o Phoenix versions because Latin, “w ith  its u n -G erm anic fadung", 
could no t have given rise to  “such syllable-by-syllable correspondence” 
as in th e  passages copied above, a view  w hich he shares w ith  Larsen 
(1942) and G rinda (1966). Yet, it should be no ted  th a t th e  translations 
of th e  Elucidarium  (particularly  E.i and E.3) also achieve a high level of 
sim ilarity .9 A dm ittedly , th e  preposition  used to  render th e  Latin abla­
tive in E.3 is different in th e  tw o texts; however, d ifferent prepositions 
are also found  in passages of th e  Phoenix versions w hich o therw ise 
rem ain fairly close (e.g. PP. 4). T he  Elucidarium  translations are also 
separated  by d ifferent syntactic s truc tu res (E.2 and E.4) and additions 
(E.4). Yet, th e  sam e could be said about PP.2, w here the  O ld English 
te x t exh ib its a subord inate  clause in th e  active voice, w hile the  subor­
d inate  clause in th e  O ld Norse te x t is in th e  passive voice; and w here 
th e  O ld N orse te x t adds a reference to  the  fact th a t paradise is in the  
m iddle o f th e  sky, equ id istan t from  heaven and earth  (not ju st betw een  
them ). O n e  should also notice some differences in th e  pronom inal uses 
of the  tw o Phoenix tex ts. O n  th e  one hand, as exem plified by PP.3, in 
th e  O ld English version paradise is referred to  as hit, a neu ter form, 
w hile in th e  O ld  N orse version it is referred  to  as hann, a m asculine 
form , probably because of th e  influence of th e  m asculine ending in

11 The prepositional verb used to render L ascendere in the O ld Norse version o f E.i 
is a loan-translation based on OE stïgan üp (Thors 1957: 393-94)- Thors (1957: 394) 
explains that in O ld East N orse texts the more com m on term  to render the Latin verb is 
upfara, w hich is likely to be a loan-translation based on other W est Germ anic languages 
(cp. O H G  ûffaran).
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Paradisus (OE neorxnawang  ‘parad ise’ is, however, also a m asculine 
noun). Notably, th e  loanw ord O N  paradis is a fem inine noun (Cleasby 
and Vigfusson 1957: s.v. paradis; cp. T hors 1957: 446).10 O n th e  o th er 
hand, bo th  th e  O ld  English and th e  O ld N orse versions refer to  th e  
Phoenix w ith  m asculine pronouns (he/hann , respectively);11 however, 
in th e  con tex t w here th e  gender of th e  b ird  is discussed (PP.5), th e  O ld 
N orse version sticks to  its com m on pronom inal choice, w hile th e  O ld 
English version prefers a neu te r pronoun, probably to  em phasise th e  
u ncerta in ty  surrounding th e  m atter. It is therefore  not absolutely clear 
th a t one vernacular te x t m ust be a translation  of th e  other, even w hen 
Larsen’s (1942: 84) argum ent against a d irec t relationship betw een  th e  
ex tan t O ld  English and O ld N orse m anuscrip t w itnesses is taken in to  
consideration. A fte r all, th e  tw o  languages shared a com m on lexical 
stock and th e ir  syntactic differences could have been w atered  dow n by 
th e  influence of a Latin exem plar.

N onetheless, despite th e  doubts w hich th e  com parison exercise 
has cast onto th e  vernacular d irec t translation  hypothesis, th e  a tte s ­
ta tion  of four com pounds could, adm ittedly, m ake it very tem pting. 
T he com pounds, as noted  by Yerkes (1984), are O E efenbm d  /  O N  jafn- 
breidr 'as broad as long’, OE efenlang/  O N  jafnlangr ‘equally long’, OE 
carlfugol /  O N  karlfugl ‘m ale b ird ’ and OE cw enfugol/ O N  kvennfugl 
‘female b ird ’.

2.1 T h e  efen-/jafn- c o m p o u n d s

Even though it is in teresting to  see th a t th e  tw o vernacular versions 
have chosen com pound adjectives in th e  sam e contex t (see above, 
PP.3), th e  possibility th a t they may have developed as independent 
translations of a Latin te rm /p h rase  cannot be discarded. A dm ittedly, 
as far as these com pounds in particu lar are concerned, they may have 
been m ore com m on in O ld N orse th an  in O ld English: w hile O E 
efenbmd  is only recorded in th e  Prose Phoenix and OE efenlang is only 
recorded in one m ore con tex t (R iddle 44 in th e  Exeter Book; K rapp 
and D obbie 1936: 204), Yerkes (1984: 25) points ou t th a t Cleasby and

10 T he loanword in Old Swedish seem s to have been a neuter noun, possibly sug­
gesting the influence o f  continental W est G erm anic languages (cp. O H G  paradis(i)-, 
see Thors 1957: 446).

11 Cp. he in the O ld English poem  The Phoenix (e.g. 11. 142, 145, 148; Blake 1964: 4 8 -  
49) and hann in the phoenix section  o f the O ld Icelandic version o f  the Physiologus (D el 
Z otto Tozzoli 1992: 66). O n the gender o f  the phoenix, see further M ermier (1989: 71) 
and Ausman (1995).
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Vigfusson (1957: s.v. jafn) record tw o o ther contex ts for O N  jafn- 
breibr and ha lf a dozen for O N  jafnlangr. Yet, as Yerkes (1984: 25-26) 
h im self notes, com pounds w ith  th e  dete rm in an t efen-/jafn- are not 
uncom m on in e ither O ld  English (cp. D O E  1986-: s.v. efen-) or O ld  
N orse tex ts.

2.2 T h e  carl-/Inari- a n d  cwen-/kvenn- c o m p o u n d s

It has long been  agreed th a t OE carlfugol and cwenfugol in th e  Prose 
Phoenix are likely to  be N orse-derived term s (see e.g. Björkm an 1900- 
02: 215, C arr 1939: 28, G rinda 1966: 413 and Yerkes 1984: 26-27). Indeed, 
th e  d e te rm in an t in O E carlfugol is a clear po in ter in th e  d irection  of 
N orse influence because th e  native equivalent is OE ceorl ‘layman, 
peasant, husband, m an ’. T h a t th e  com pound should be understood  as 
a loan-blend and no t as a hybrid new -form ation fully a ttribu tab le  to  
th e  w ord-form ation tendencies of O ld  English speakers is suggested 
by th e  fact th a t th is  com pound type  is no t very com m on in O ld  or 
early M iddle English (cp. O E carlmann  ‘person of m ale gender’ in th e  
E -tex t o f th e  A nglo-Saxon C hronicle s.a. 1086 < O N  karlmadr, Irvine 
2004: 97). O ld  English tex ts  only record four com pounds w ith  O E ceorl 
as th e  de te rm in an t and in th ree  o f th e  four cases O E ceorl is used as 
a te rm  of social sta tus ra ther th an  as an indicator of m asculinity: O E 
ceorlborn ‘low -born, no t noble’, ceorlfolc ‘com m on peop le ’, ceorlmann 
‘m an w ith  th e  rank  o f a ceorl’ and ceorlstrang ‘strong like a m an’.12 As 
far as O E cwen-com pounds are concerned, OE cwenfugol can only be 
com pared  w ith  O E cwenhirde, w hich glosses L eunuchus ‘eu n u ch ’ in 
th e  te n th -cen tu ry  A ldredian glosses to  th e  L indisfarne G ospels (Skeat 
1871-87: M t 19.12). T his com parison is not beyond doubt, though, 
because it may be th e  case th a t th e  dete rm in an t of th e  com pound is 
actually O E cwên ‘queen’, as suggested by C lark H all (i960: s.v. cwen­
hirde; cf. D O E  1986-: s.v. cwen-hyrde). T he w ritten  records suggest 
th a t, w hen they did not use a d ifferent te rm  to  d ifferentiate gender 
(e.g. O E bicce ‘b itc h ’ vs O E hund  ‘dog’, O E w ylf ‘she-w olf’ vs O E w ulf

12 More com m on is the use o f  OE wcëpned- to create com pounds referring to the  
m ale sex, e.g. OE wœpnedbearn  ‘m ale ch ild ’, wœ pnedcild  ‘male ch ild ’ and wœpnedmann  
‘m ale, m an’ (cp. Curzan 2003: 160). It is not clear w hether the determ inant refers to  the  
fact that the person m entioned w ould use (or w ould be able to  use in the future) w eap­
ons or w hether it is an euphem istic reference to the m ale sexual organ (Sauer 1992: 349 
and 392). G iven that the term  is not used to form com pounds referring to male animals, 
the first m eaning may have been at the front o f the A nglo-Saxons’ m ind, whatever its 
original m eaning may have been.
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‘(h e ^ w o lf’) ,13 English speakers preferred  O E w tf ‘wom an, fem ale’ 
(and its M iddle English reflex) to  OE cwene to  refer to  a fem ale being 
(see the  list of com pounds w ith  O E /M E  w if as the  d eterm inan t in 
Clark H all i960, Sauer 1985: 489 and 512, M E D  1952-2001: s.v. w ïf n.2, 
sense 3, and Fell 2002: 202). N ot surprisingly, The Phoenix has “G od 
ana wat, /  cyning alm ihtig  hu his gecynde bið, /  w ifhades þe weres (11. 
355-57; Blake 1964: 54) as th e  equivalent te x t to  PP.5.

O ld Norse speakers seem  to  have been keener on O N  karl- and kvenn- 
com pounds, even though  th e  com pounds O N  karlfugl and kvennfugl 
them selves do not appear to  have been particularly  com m on: O N  
kvennfugl does not seem  to  have been otherw ise recorded, w hile O N  
karlfugl is only recorded once m ore, in a te x t w ith  a Latinate back­
ground (viz. Stjórn; Unger 1862: 77 and 78; see Cleasby and Vigfus- 
son 1957: s.vv. karl-fugl and kvenn-fugl; cf. Yerkes 1984: 27, w ho suggests 
th a t th e  term s are also a ttes ted  in  th e  Postula sggur) .14 D espite th e  fact 
th a t th e  late date of O ld  N orse w ritings m akes it hard  to  have access to  
records o f O N  karl- and kvenn-com pounds from  th e  late eleventh or 
early tw e lfth  century, th e ir  presence can be no ted  in tex ts  belonging to  
very d ifferent genres. O N  karlmadr appears, for instance, in (1) a G ot- 
landic run ic  inscription from  ca 1100 (G 203; Snædal 2002: 7 8 -8 0 );15 (2) 
th e  m id -tw elfth  cen tu ry  poem  know n as H áttalykill enn forni (st. 38b; 
Jón Helgason and H oltsm ark 1941: 31);!í’ and (3) th e  C hristian  Laws 
Section of Grågås (Finsen 1852: §1, pp. 6 and 7), w hich was com piled 
and approved betw een  1122 and 1133 (D ennis e t al. 1980-2000: I, 5). 
T he same section records as w ell O N  karldyrr ‘m en’s door (pi.)’ (Ein­
sen 1852: §§2 and 4, pp. 9 and 14), w hile a section dealing w ith  m iscell­
aneous articles records O N  karlklœði ‘m en ’s c lo th ing’ and kvennklædi 
‘w om en’s dress’ (Finsen 1852: §254, pp. 203 and 204). T he latter, like

11 The use o f  pronouns to create com pounds indicative o f  gender did not develop  
until the M iddle English period (see M E D  1952-2001: s.v. hë, pron. 1, and hë, pron. 2).

14 Cp. O N  karldýr  ‘m ale an im al’ and kvenndýr  'fem ale an im al’ in Stjórn (Unger
1862: 71, 77, 94, etc.). Interestingly, O N  karlfugl appears in the sam e chapter as a refer­
ence to the phoenix (i.e. ch. 23 in Stjórni). However, even though Svanhildur Óskarsdót- 
tir (2000: 106) explains that Stjórn i and AM  MS 764 4to may both draw information  
from a translation o f the Stjorn w  type, the tw o occurrences o f the com pound cannot 
be straightforwardly associated, especially  given the com m on use o f the superordinates 
O N  karldýr  and kvenndýr. A fter all, w e need to rem em ber that the information on 
the phoenix in Stjórn relies on Speculum H istoriale and Isidore’s Etymologiae (Astås
'991: 53- 54; see Unger 1862: 74).

15 kuinn(k) in a Norwegian runic inscription, N  283, may represent the com pound  
O N  kvenngrià ‘w om an’s inviolability’ (O lsen et al. 1941-90: iv, 26-38, especially 33 and 
n. 2).

lb O n the poem  and its date, see Jón Helgason and Holtsmark (1941: 5-7).
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m ost sections of Grågås, should be a ttrib u ted  to  som e tim e betw een  
1117 and 1264 (D ennis e t al. 1980-2000: I, 9-10). T hese attesta tions 
should be p u t into a w ider p icture: Yerkes (1984: 27) counts m ore than  
forty  com pounds w ith  O N  karl- and nearly eighty w ith  O N  kvenn- in 
F ritzner (1883-96).

In a nutshell, th e  possibility th a t O N  karlfugl and kvennfugl in the  
contex t u nder consideration developed as nonce-w ords to  render a 
Latin te rm /p h rase  cannot be discarded, w hile th e  possibility th a t the 
O ld English com pounds developed independently  from  O ld N orse lin ­
guistic influence in A nglo-Saxon England seem s less likely. O ne could 
argue th a t th e  com pounds could have developed independently  in 
A nglo-Scandinavian England; however, th is  suggestion still faces the  
problem  of accounting for th e  alm ost to ta l lack of equivalent com ­
pounds in o ther O ld  and early M iddle English tex ts  from  th e  Scandi- 
navianised areas.

3 Possible explanations

T he results o f th e  analysis conducted  in th e  previous section leaves 
scholars w ith  th e  p ic tu re  of tw o vernacular versions, closely related  
(although it is not necessarily th e  case th a t one is a d irec t descendant 
of th e  o ther) and sharing specific lexical item s. Given th e  presence 
of at least tw o N orse-derived com pounds in th e  O ld English version, 
Yerkes (1984) argues in favour o f th e  prim acy o f th e  N orse tex t. This 
suggestion seem s to  be th e  easiest way to account for th e  evidence, b u t 
it faces several problem s:

(3.a) It supposes th e  existence of an O ld N orse version of the  
tex t w hich w ould have m ade its way to  England by th e  second half 
of th e  eleventh cen tu ry  and w hich w ould have been tran sm itted  
e ither in w riting  or orally.1' T his may not be a very serious p ro b ­
lem  because N orse religious lite ra tu re  may have been w ritten  down 
“well before 1150, and perhaps in th e  11th cen tu ry ” (K irby 1986: 33). 
Yet, th e  in itia l phases of vernacular lite ra tu re  w riting  (and the  
translation  activities associated w ith  it) are likely to  have been dom ­
inated  by th e  “basic liturgical books" (K irby 1986: 34; cp. Turville-

17 Cp. Kabir (2001: 169), who, w h ile  arguing in favour o f the prim acy of the Old  
English version, suggests that the differences betw een  the tw o vernacular versions 
should be attributed “not so m uch to the vagaries o f  w ritten com position and scribal 
error as to the  techniques o f  m em orial com position and transm ission”.
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Petre 1953: 76) and th e  Prose Phoenix could hardly be included 
am ongst them .

(3-b) T he influence o f C hristian  beliefs and tex ts  generally follows 
th e  opposite  direction, w ith  English m issionaries being sent to  Scan­
dinavia carrying books to  do th e ir  job. W hile  th e  role o f English m is­
sionaries and clerics in o ther parts  of Scandinavia can be established 
w ith  m ore or less certa in ty  (see Kirby 1986: 18-26, A bram s 1995 and 
Helle 2001: 180-82), th e ir  presence in  Iceland is m ore difficult to  track  
down. Scholars have been w illing to  accept for years th a t a certa in  
B jarnharðr inn bókvísi w ho was in Iceland ca 1020 was an Englishm an, 
as suggested in H ungrvaka  (Jón Helgason 1938: 80; see, for instance, 
T urville-Petre 1953: 71-72, H re inn  B enediktsson 1965: 37-38 and 
Kirby 1989: 26). However, O rri Vesteinsson (2000: 20) has recently  
resisted  th e  tem p ta tio n  of such identification; after all, as no ted  by 
th is scholar, one needs to  rem em ber th a t a nam esake of th e  cleric who 
was in  Iceland ca 1050 is called inn saxlenski in  th e  sam e source (Jón 
H elgason 1938: 81). Yet, even though  it is no t easy to  identify  English 
clerics in Iceland by th e ir  names, th e ir  presence during th e  eleventh 
cen tu ry  could be traced  dow n th rough  palaeography. H reinn  Ben­
ed ik tsson  (1965: 34) points ou t th a t “the  im m ediate  ancestor of th e  
Icelandic scrip t m ust be th e  L atin  m iniscule w riting  as practised  in 
England in th e  eleventh cen tu ry ”. Even though  one may be tem p ted  
to  associate th e  English features of th e  earliest Icelandic w riting w ith  
th e  influence of English palaeography in Norway, H reinn  B enedikts- 
son’s study  (1965: 18-38) has show n th a t th is line of argum ent is no t 
fully tenable. Instead, d irec t con tact w ith  English w riting  is likely to  
have tak en  place, no t so m uch during th e  phase of in troduction  of th e  
Latin alphabet in to  Iceland, as during a later phase, w hich saw “its 
adaptation  to  th e  vernacular and th e  creation o f a native orthography” 
(H re in n  B enediktsson 1965: 35).

( 3 . C )  T he account of th e  in terim  paradise presen ted  in th e  Prose Phoe­
nix  is b est placed in th e  English trad ition . It is closely associated w ith  
th a t portrayed , no t only in The Phoenix (on w hich see Kabir 2001: 160- 
64), b u t also (and m ainly) in o ther late O ld  English texts, some of 
w hich are recorded in th e  Vespasian m anuscrip t, e.g. th e  A version of 
The Gospel o f N icodemus (K abir 2001: ch. 7; cf. Sim ek 1990: 164-69 
and Svanhildur Ó skarsdó ttir 2000: 71-72, w here the  N orse version is 
no t in teg ra ted  in to  a clear native tradition). T he problem s m entioned 
u nder 3_b and 3 . C ,  however, could be solved (at least partially) by sug­
gesting th a t, w hile th e  hypothesised  Latin  original of th e  Prose Phoenix
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w ould have been com piled in England, its initial translation could have 
been undertaken  in Scandinavia. Yet, th is suggestion w ould  still face 
th e  problem  presented  under 3.a.

Given w hat is know n about th e  literary  situation in Scandinavia in 
th e  late eleventh cen tu ry  and early tw elfth  cen tu ry  and th e  relation­
ship betw een  Scandinavia and England, it is m ore plausible th a t, as 
suggested by m ost scholars, a te x t originating in England gave rise to 
an O ld N orse version. Since th e  a ttesta tions of th e  O ld N orse version 
of the  Prose Phoenix are restric ted  to  Icelandic m anuscripts, it seems 
tem pting  to  focus on A nglo-Icelandic relations. N eedless to  say, one 
cannot forget th a t a fter 1152, w hen Iceland was in tegrated  in th e  arch­
diocese o f T rondheim , a large am ount of learned books is likely to  have 
been transferred  from  N orw ay to  Iceland and a m anuscrip t recording 
our te x t could  have been one of them . However, given tha t, as po in ted  
ou t by T urville-Petre (1953: 140-41), Icelandic m anuscrip ts record a 
larger p ro p o rtio n  of early religious prose than  those from  Norway, it 
is difficult to  gain a full understanding  o f th e  ex ten t of th e  N orw egian 
influence.

Various explanations can be provided for th e  origin of th e  Norse- 
derived com pounds a tte s ted  in th e  O ld English and O ld  N orse tex ts  
and th e  way in w hich an exem plar originating from  England m ade its 
way to  Iceland.

3.1 T h e  c o m p o u n d s  m a k e  th e ir  w ay  fro m  E n g lan d  to  Ice lan d

As explained above, th e  com pound type  represen ted  by O E carlfugol 
and cwenfugol is no t com m on at all in O ld  English tex ts, nor do w e have 
clear indications of it having becom e com m on in th e  dialectal areas 
associated w ith  th e  se ttlem en t o f th e  Scandinavian new com ers. From 
th a t perspective, even though  the  possibility th a t they may have devel­
oped  in those  d ialectal areas cannot be fully discarded, it seem s indeed 
difficult to  sustain . It may, however, be th e  case th a t th e  com pounds 
developed as a resu lt o f contact w ith  people newly arrived from  Scan­
dinavia. From  a num erical perspective, C n u t’s reign (1017-35) may 
offer th e  b est tim e-fram e for th e  linguistic contact necessary for the  
developm ent of th e  com pounds. Indeed, during  his reign Scandinavian 
influence can be seen in areas outside th e  Danelaw. It is w ith  th e  arrival 
o f th is  new  wave of Scandinavians th a t H olm an (1996: ch.i) associates 
th e  u n ex p ec ted  Scandinavian run ic  inscriptions in sou th -east Eng­
land; similarly, D ance (2003: ch. 1) presents th is  as th e  m ost im p o rtan t
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phase of Scandinavian se ttlem en t in th e  south-w est m idlands. Besides 
secular leaders, C nu t seem s to  have brought to  England b o th  Scandina­
vian and G erm an religious m en who had had contact w ith  Scandinavia 
(Bergsagel 1980: 154 and A bram s 1995: 228). In addition to  the  re tu rn  
of English m issionaries who had been try ing to  C hristianise Scandi­
navia, such contacts be tw een  English religious houses and foreigners 
w ho orig inated  from  or had spen t enough tim e in Scandinavia to  learn 
O ld N orse could provide a good m ilieu  for th e  use in O ld  English of 
an o therw ise uncom m on com pound type. T he contact did not stop 
after C n u t’s death, though. G ood exam ples of th e  continuous contact 
w ith  Scandinavia, w hich are particularly  appropriate given the  date  
of th e  a ttes ta tio n  of th e  com pounds, are th e  cases of A bbot Rudolph 
of A bingdon, w ho was appoin ted  to his position ca 1050, seemingly, 
after having spent tim e in Iceland, w here he left th ree  o f his accom ­
panying m onks (see O rri V esteinsson 2000: 20-21 for th e  likelihood 
of th e  identification of th e  abbot w ith  th e  H róðólfr m entioned in th e  
H ungrvaka ; Jón Helgason 1938: 80-81); and O sm und, who, after ac t­
ing as archbishop o f Sweden, cam e to  England and ended his life in Ely 
(before 1070), w here he was bu ried  (Abram s 1995: 234-35).

Having recreated  a m ilieu w here fresh con tact w ith speakers of 
O ld N orse could have given rise to  th e  tw o loan-translations (on th e ir  
appeal, see below), one needs to  establish how  these com pounds could 
have m ade th e ir  way to Iceland in association w ith  th e  Prose Phoenix. 
V arious tex ts  are suggestive of an Anglo-Icelandic contact during th e  
tw e lfth  and later centuries. Ju st a couple of early exam ples are p resented  
below ,1K O n th e  hand, Svanhildur Ó skarsdó ttir (2000: 80-83) notes 
th a t th e  works by H onorius A ugustodunensis best know n in Iceland are 
those w hich are associated w ith  his stay in England and hypothesises 
that, a t least partially, th is may be a ttribu tab le  to  the  contact w hich 
Iceland established w ith  Lincoln during th e  tw elfth  century, the  la tte r 
being an im p o rtan t centre for th e  conservation of H onorius’s works 
and a cen tre  w here at least one Icelandic bishop (Þorlákr Þórhallsson; 
d. 1193) received some education (cp. Turville-Petre 1953: 139). O n th e  
o ther hand, Del Z o tto  Tozzoli (1992: 15-16 and 54) explains th a t a ver­
sion o f th e  Physiologus originating from  England is likely to  have been 
taken to  Iceland by th e  tw elfth  century, as suggested by th e  presence 
of O E gät ‘goat’ instead of th e  expected  O N  geit in th e  section on

ls For other possible exam ples, see, for instance, Fell (1972: 256 and 1981: 98 -1 0 0 )  
and Fjalldal (2005: 10-11).
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th e  goat recorded in Reykjavik, Å rni M agnusson In stitu te , MS 673 A 
i i  4to (D el Z o tto  Tozzoli 1992: 8o).,! D el Z o tto  Tozzoli accounts for 
th e  presence of th e  O ld English loanw ord by hypothesising th a t th e  
m anuscrip t taken  to  Iceland may have had som e O ld English glosses 
(cp. H alldor H erm annsson  1938: 10 and 12). T he la tte r exam ple could 
also offer a way of explaining the  presence of sim ilar vocabulary in the 
O ld English and O ld N orse versions of the  Prose Phoenix if  one wants 
to  argue in favour of th e  existence of a lost Latin  te x t from  w hich the  
O ld English and O ld  N orse versions may derive.

3.2 T h e  c o m p o u n d s  m a k e  th e i r  w ay  f ro m  Ic e la n d  to  E n g lan d

T he association of th e  puzzle  at hand  w ith  glosses and th e  Icelandic 
Physiologus, however, could also provide a possible, b u t less likely, 
explanation  for th e  origin of O E carlfugol and cwenfugol. A Prose Phoe­
nix  te x t originating from  England could have been taken to  Iceland 
as p a rt o f a m ore general in terest in anim al-lore. T he la tte r has left a 
trace in th e  Icelandic version of th e  Physiologus, a te x t w hich was used 
bo th  in m onastic schools and as source m aterial for serm ons addressed 
to  w ider audiences (C lark and M cM unn 1989: 2-3). T he Prose Phoenix 
te x t could  have acquired some O ld N orse glosses during its tim e in 
Iceland, as a resu lt of being used as teach ing/preaching  m ateria l,20 and 
some of th e  glosses could have been incorporated  into th e  version of 
th e  te x t w hich is th e  source of th e  accounts in th e  C orpus and Vespa­
sian m anuscrip ts.

3.3 T h e  a p p e a l o f  th e  N o rse -d e r iv e d  c o m p o u n d s

As explained above, w hether the  te x t taken  to  Scandinavia was w ritten  
in O ld  English or Latin  and w hether th e  com pounds w ere first used 
in association w ith  th e  Prose Phoenix in English or Scandinavian soil 
are difficult questions for w hich one may never find definite answers. 
M ore in teresting  are th e  possible reasons for th e  incorporation of the 
N orse-derived com pounds into th e  O ld English tex t. D espite th e  scar-

'■'The Icelandic version, however, does no coincide either w ith  the O ld or the  
M iddle English versions. O n the O ld English Physiologus, which only has descriptions 
o f  the panther, the whale and a certain bird, see Squires (1988) and Rossi-Reder (1999). 
O n the M iddle English Physiologus, see W irtjes (1991).

211 O n the vernacular glossing tradition in M edieval Iceland, see Raschellà (2001: 5 8 8 -  
90).
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city of a ttesta tions o f th is com pound type, th e  com pounds w ould have 
been fully intelligible to  a late A nglo-Saxon audience: O N  kvenna  
and OE cwene are cognates, w hile th e  A nglo-Saxon’s fam iliarity  w ith 
O N  karl w ould have developed thanks to  N orse-derived com pounds 
such as O E carlmann (< O N  karlmadr) and OE hüscarl (< O N  húskarl 
‘m an-servant; a m em ber of th e  k ing’s body-guard’) (see above, 2.b). 
T he Norse w ord-form ation pa tte rn s  allowed for th e  opposition of tw o 
echoing com pounds joined th rough  th e ir  de te rm in a tu m  and allitera­
tion, a stylistic feature  m uch in th e  taste  of an A nglo-Saxon audience 
(cp. C hapm an 1995 and 1998). O n  th e  basis o f th e  lexical a ttestations 
described above under 2.b, one is led to believe th a t fully native O ld 
English w ord-form ation patterns w ould not have been as satisfactory 
in th is respect and th is may have m ade th e  use of N orse-derived com ­
pounds all th e  m ore tem pting. T hey  are no t com pounds th a t may have 
easily com e to  th e  m ind  of an O ld  English speaker; yet, once s/he 
was led tow ards them , e ither by som eone w ith  fresh knowledge of O ld 
Norse or by a gloss in h is /h e r source, s /he  w ould no t have found the ir 
use particularly  problem atic.
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