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ROME, RUTHWELL, VERCELLLI:
“THE DREAM OF THE ROOD” AND THE ITALIAN
CONNECTION *

EAMONN O CARRAGAIN

1. The origins of a unique Anglo-Saxon poetic and devotional tradition

No surviving Anglo-Saxon poem has more intimate connections with
Italy than The Dream of the Rood. Not only does its text exist today in one
of the great Italian manuscript collections, the Cathedral Library of Vercelli;
the evidence suggests that the earliest sung ancestors of the poem (now lost)
were directly inspired by ideas from Italy. The context of the surviving ance-
stor of the Dream reflects the desire of the Northumbrian Church to imitate
Italy, and in particular certain aspects of the liturgies of the great Roman
basilicas.

The earliest ancestor of the poem which we have is, as Professor
Luiselli Fadda has demonstrated in the present volume, a carefully edited ver-
sion. A reasonable dating for the Ruthwell monument is 730-60, the genera-
tion after the first appointment of an Anglo-Saxon bishop to the ancient
British monastic centre of Whithorn, to the west of Ruthwell along the
Solway Firth (see fig.1). The first Anglo-Saxon bishop of Whithorn was
Pehthelm. Pehthelm had been a pupil of the poet Aldhelm; he contributed
some information to Bede’s Historia Ecclesiastica; he was in correspondence
with Boniface in Bavaria; and he was an acquaintance of Acca of Hexham,
who had been to Rome (see Béde: Plummer 2: 509, s.v. ‘Pecthelm’). Such

* In queste pagine I’autore presenta una rielaborazione dell’intervento tenuto a
Vercelli, derivata da alcune sue nuove considerazioni riguardanti il Dream of the Rood e
il Vercelli Book in generale.
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Fig. 1. Map showing’ the relation of Ruthwe
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