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What is Caedmon’s Hymn?

  

     What is Caedmon’s Hymn?  What is it really?  I mean, sure, It is the earliest recorded poem in 

Old English.  However, it’s not just that.  The text is not long, only six lines to be exact.  There is 

something more to it.  Something that might not be noticed on the first, second, or even third 

reading of this poem.  So, what is Caedmon’s Hymn?

 Caedmon’s Hymn was composed between 658 and 680 A.D. by an illiterate and tone-deaf shep-

herd who served on the grounds of the Northumbrian Monastery of Streonæshalch, later known 

as Witby Abbey.  Caedmon received a dream one night which inspired him to write on the crea-

tion of the world.  Your thinking, “So what?”  Right?  This sounds like your average underdog 

story.  Well, it’s not.  It’s really quite amazing and, to be honest, it’s quite encouraging.  Like I 

said, at first glance Caedmon’s Hymn looks really...I don’t know...boring.  Unless your a person 

who really enjoys old works of literature.  This poem wouldn’t necessarily mean much to you, 

until you do some history.          

     The night before Caedmon wrote his hymn, he was not feeling like a great writer who’s name 

would by in history books over 1300 years later.  No, he was feeling like a failure.  He had at-

tended a great feast that evening at the Monastery where they had passed around a harp.  People 

told stories and sang songs on this harp, but not Caedmon.  You see, Caedmon could not read and 
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he could not sing, at least, that’s what he thought.  Later that night, a man appeared to him in a 

dream and asked Caedmon to sing a song.  Caedmon told the man that he could not sing.  The 

man declared that Caedmon could and promptly requested that he, “ Sing to [him] the beginning 

of all things.”  To Caedmon’s surprise, he sang.  Now, he didn’t just sing, he sang in a language 

that he had never known.  He told the Monastery’s abbess about his strange vision and she had 

Caedmon’s newly discovered talent evaluated by scholars.  Caedmon went on to write more 

songs inspired by his faith and eventually became a monk.

     You have to admit, that’s really cool.  When you examine Caedmon’s Hymn you’ll notice that 

Caedmon never says God’s name directly.  Instead, he uses various forms of imagery to portray 

Him.  He calls Him “ the guardian of heaven, the architect, the father of glory, the eternal lord, 

the holy creator, the guardian of mankind, and the lord almighty.”  I think he did this so that we 

could see that, in a way, we can relate to God to things the people of that day were quite familiar 

with.  A steadfast warrior, a loving father, a royal lord, a man of trade, a creative architect, all de-

fines God.  A common man could understand this.  Caedmon said that he wrote for the sole pur-

pose of turning the hearts of men from sin to God.  I think he had a very successful strategy.  

      Caedmon’s Hymn and the story behind it is meant to inspire people.  I was.  A nobody was 

suddenly able to speak in a different language and wrote the earliest recorded poem in Old Eng-

lish.  God knew all along that Caedmon had great purpose.  He was going to use Caedmon as an 

example for others.  He was somebody that the majority of the population could understand and 

relate to.  Caedmon wrote things for them and that is Caedmon’s Hymn.
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