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The Dream of the Rood 

(a.k.a. The Vision of the Cross)


in the Vercelli Book and 

the Ruthwell Cross




The Dream of the Rood 

 in the Vercelli Book


Vercelli, Biblioteca Capitolare, MS CXVII


• Later 10th-century manuscript

• Mostly prose homilies, all Old English

• A few poems on religious themes, not 

biblical

• Ended up in Vercelli: carried by an English 

pilgrim? When?








Vercelli



Giuseppe Bianchini, 1748:

“Liber ignotae linguae”




Vercelli Book fol. 24v: end of homily in main scribe’s hand 

above; neumed psalm text in 11th c. Italian hand below.



The Ruthwell Cross, ca. 700-750





North face, bottom to top:


• the crucifixion

• the Annunciation of the 

Virgin Mary

• Jesus healing the man born 

blind

• Mary Magdalene anointing 

Jesus’s feet

• industrious Martha and 

contemplative Mary

• St John the Evangelist – 

originally on the top of the 
north face, but 
reassembled incorrectly in 
1823

South face, bottom to top:


• the flight – or return – of 
Mary, Joseph and Jesus 
from Egypt


• St Paul and St Anthony 
breaking bread, 
symbolising the spiritual 
nourishment of monastic 
life


• Christ glorified

• the Apocalypse Vision

• St Matthew

• an eagle, symbolising 

Christ’s resurrection and 
ascension

From https://www.historicenvironment.scot/visit-a-place/places/ruthwell-cross/history/









Text from the Dream of the Rood in runes on the two interlace 
faces of the Ruthwell Cross:


+ Ondgeredæ Hinæ God Almeȝttig. Þa He walde on galgu gistiga

modig fore allæ men buga ic ni dorstæ ac scealde fæstæ standa.


Ahof ic riicnæ Kyninc. Heafunæs Hlaford hælda ic ni dorsæ.

Bismæradu unket men ba ætgadre; ic wæs miþ blodi bistemid,

bigoten of þæs Guman sida siþþan He His gastæ sendæ.


+ Krist wæs on rodi. Hweþræ þer fusæ fearran kwomu

æþþilæ til anum: ic þæt al biheald. Saræ ic wæs miþ sorgum 
gidrœfid; hnag ic þam secgum til handa.


Miþ strelum giwundad alegdun hiæ Hinæ limwœrignæ; gistoddun 
him æt His licæs heafdum bihealdun hiæ þer Heafunæs Dryctin; 
ond He Hinæ þer hwilæ restæ.



Old English

Translations and Adaptations 


of the Bible




TYPES:	 	 Translation	 	 Gloss		 	 Adaptation	 


_________________________


TEXTS:	 	 	 	 Old Testament


• The “Old English Hexateuch” (or Heptateuch) by 
Ælfric and others, late 10th c. = Pentateuch + Joshua 
+ a summary of Judges. Several MSS, the most 
famous of which is the Old English Illustrated 
Hexateuch, BL MS Cotton Claudius B IV.


• Versified versions of Genesis (poems A and B), 
Exodus, Daniel, Judith (deuterocanonical)



Psalms 

(OT, but with special status because of liturgical use)


• 12 fully glossed psalters, 9th-early 12th c.

• Paris Psalter: Alfred’s translation of 1-50 into prose + a 

contemporary translation of 51-150 into verse


Gospels


• Bede’s translation of John, 735 (lost, unless Michelle Brown 
has just found it)


• Aldred’s gloss on the Lindisfarne Gospels, ca. 950-70

• Rushworth Gospels gloss on Matthew (same period)

• West Saxon Gospels, full translation ca. 990, survives in 

seven manuscripts

• Adaptations of the Gospel of Nicodemus: Harrowing of 

Hell (8th-c. liturgical play), “Christ and Satan” poem



Junius Manuscript

Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Junius 11


ca. 1000


(see separate PDF for images)


Contents:	 	 Genesis A with Genesis B interpolated

	 	 	 	 	 (Genesis B: translated from an Old Saxon

	 	 	 	 	 poem; this was hypothesized in 1870 and

	 	 	 	 	 the original was found in 1894!)


	 	 	 	 	 Exodus


	 	 	 	 	 Daniel


	 	 	 	 	 Christ and Satan



Old English Illustrated Hexateuch

London, British Library, MS Cotton Claudius B IV, ca. 1000



















