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The Concept of Time in the Medieval World View

Orlanda S.H. Lie, Utrecht University
Once upon a time a monk left his monastery for a walk in the cloister garden. He had often been pondering the meaning of eternity and heavenly bliss and had frequently  prayed to God, asking him for an illustration of one moment of heavenly bliss. All of a sudden he heard the lovely song of a little bird, perched on the branch of a tree. He stopped to listen and enjoyed his song until the bird flew away. When he returned to the monastery, he was greeted by a porter, whom he had never seen before. “Who are you?” the porter asked. “I am a monk of this monastery,” he answered. “I stepped out for a little walk in the garden.” But strangely enough, he couldn’t find anybody there who looked familiar to him. But not only the people seemed different, somehow the whole place had changed. The monk was utterly confused and did not know what to make of it. When they asked him who the abbot was of the monastery, and whether he could name some of his fellow-monks, he provided them with the names of people none of them knew.  Finally they decided to consult the annals of the monastery. To their amazement they discovered that the monk was referring to people who lived more than three hundred years ago. Moreover, there was also an entry that registered the strange disappearance of a monk who left the monastery one day and  never came back…  And at that moment the monk understood what had happened. This was God’s way of answering his prayer: the pleasure he derived from listening to the bird’s song was God’s way of giving him a foretaste of the timelessness of  heavenly bliss.  If  the beautiful song of this little bird was already enough to make him forgetful of the time, how intensely more pleasurable and  never-ending must then be the joy of heavenly bliss in the after life!
 

To appreciate the concept of time that underlies this exemplary tale, we must turn to the teachings of  the influential medieval Church father of the fourth century, Augustine of Hippo, concerning the subject of time.
  In his De civitate dei (The City of God), he tells us that the creation of time is inherent with God’s creation of the world: before creation time did not exist. The distinguishing mark between time and eternity is that the former does not exist without some movement and change, while in the latter there is no change at all (Wijdeveld 1992: 502).

In his Confessiones Augustine  addresses himself again to the issue of  time and acknowledges the complexity of finding a good definition (Pine-Coffin 1961: 263-264):

What, then, is time? I know well enough wat it is, provided that nobody asks me; but if I am asked what it is and try to explain, I am baffled. All the same I can confidently say that I know that if nothing passed, there would be no past time; if nothing were going to happen, there would be no future time; and if nothing were, there would be no present time.

Time in the medieval world view is regarded as a characteristic of the sub-lunar or material world that will cease to exist in the immaterial after-world. The time span of earthly existence is measurable. Time begins with creation, as recorded in Genesis (1: 14-19); it then follows a linear course, from creation  through the Old and New Testaments up to the present, and it will come to an end on the Last Day,  with the second coming of Christ. At that point,  time and history will give way to eternity. Seen through medieval eyes, the  history of mankind thus becomes the history of man’s salvation in time and, as such, it becomes part of the Divine Plan (Smalley 1974: 28; Gurjewitsch 1986: 113-116). In other words, time in this transitory world is but an imperfect reflection of heavenly life. Earthly life is time-bound and therefore transitory; heavenly life is time-less and therefore everlasting.  

It is clear, then, that theological time has a metaphysical dimension.The actual earthly time, on the other hand, is measured in terms of cyclical processes due to the movements of the celestial bodies. To keep track of these movements, time-units were connected with the rhythm of nature and the movements of natural phenomena. The medieval science of measuring time,  the ars chronologia  is, therefore,  closely linked to the ars astronomia, one of the seven liberal arts. In the curriculum of medieval schools, the astronomical chronology and its practical counterpart, namely the technique of calculating the important dates of the liturgical calendar, the socalled science of the calendar (ars computus ) were both taught as an intricate part of the ars astronomia.

The ars computus was an indispensable instrument in determining the time of  the church and in making a liturgical calendar. The medieval computus was based on two different chronological systems: on the one hand, Christians determined the date of  important feast days such as Easter, in accordance with the Jewish  lunar calender. On the other hand, as heirs of the Roman Empire they inherited a solar calendar in which Christmas was a fixed date. In this way earthly time was determined both by a lunar and solar calender, yielding two different types of time-units. In the solar calender one day consists of 24 hours; one year has 365 days and every fourth year is a leap year to compensate for actual astronomical inaccuracies. In the lunar calender, the time between two new moons is 29,5 day (= lunar month);  this lunar month can also be considered as one twelfth of a solar year.  

At the council of Nicaea (325) agreement was reached for a uniform system to calculate the date of Easter, namely: the Sunday following the first full moon after the vernal equinox. The venerable Bede’s contribution to medieval chronology proved to be essential. He determined that the vernal equinox should be fixed for March 25  (conception of Christ) and the winter equinox at december 25 (birth of Christ). This system was dominant until 1200. In the thirteenth century, computists recognized the discrepancies in calculations and the actual moon- and solar cycles, and therefore in determining the date of  easter. Roger Bacon was the most outspoken of these scholars: he pleaded for a new system based on more precise astronomical data to replace the rules of Nicaea (Gumbert-Hepp 1987: 19)

Let the astronomers determine precisely what the duration of the year is. […] Heathen philosophers, Arabs, Greeks and Jews are laughing at the primitive ways in which we calculate our feast days.

Revision for a new church calendar, however, did not materialize until 1345. And even then, it had to wait until the sixteenth century (at the council of Trent) before any changes were enacted (Weiler 1989: 8).

The preceding discussion shows that the notion of time was an essential element in the medieval christian world view. Knowledge of chronology was taught on different levels. The higher level, the science of chronology based on astronomical insights into the movement and cycles of celestial bodies (astronomical chronology), was the domain of theologians and educated scholars. The more practical side of chronology, the application of chronological knowledge in order to determine the dates for the liturgical calender (ars computus) was  the responsibility of the lower clergy, such as parish priests (Gumbert-Hepp 1987: 24). These treatises on the subject of chronology belong to the genre of medieval technical and scientific writings in Latin.

But how was this type of  knowledge passed on to laymen, to those members of society who do not have access to learned (Latin) written sources? What  mechanisms were involved in the transmission of Latin scientific knowledge into the realm of vernacular knowledge? What aspects of chronology  were considered suitable for the education of lay people? How was the material presented? For whom and with what purpose were the vernacular texts written? To explore  some of these questions I will take a closer look at three Middle Dutch  passages on chronology, taken from three different texts: a rhymed cosmological treatise, a prose treatise on science and cosmology, and a Middle Dutch translation of John Ashenden’s astrological compilation, the Summa iudicialis de accidentibus mundi. All three works belong to the genre of Middle Dutch technical and scientific writings, in Medieval Dutch Studies better known as artes literature. 

The first text is from a rhymed a rhymed Middle Dutch cosmological treatise: De natuurkunde van het geheelal (The Physical Science of the Cosmos) (Jansen-Sieben 1968). Its author is unknown. This popularized encyclopedia dates from the middle of the thirteenth century and has survived in ten manuscripts. When we analyse the form and contents of the chapters on chronology, the following observations can be made. The material is presented by a first-person narrator who addresses his audience directly. He selects the material, explains difficult concepts and administers the information in the right dosage to his lay audience. To explain why it is necessary to have a leap year every fourth year, he informs his audience that the calender ascribes to the sun a cycle of 365 days, while in fact it should be 6 hours more. The accumulated hours after four years will be  4 x 6 = 24 hours. For this reason it is necessary that one day be added to this fourth year, making this a leap year (Jansen-Sieben: 1968: 283).

To emphasize and dramatize the importance of having a leap year once every four years, the author points out  that if we fail to do so, Christmas Eve (Dec. 24th) and the feast day of  St John the Baptist (June 24th) would fall on the same date in 728 years time! (Jansen-Sieben 1968: 283)


Dede mens niet, het soude saen


Kersavont Sinte Jans misse ghevallen,


Dat soude wonderen ons [emphasis mine OL] allen,


Als in seven hondert jaeren


Ende .xxvij. daer toe twaren.

Daer om heet dat vierde jaer

Scrickeljaer, ic seg u waer [emphasis mine OL].

(If  one were not to do it (i.e. observe leap year),  Christmas eve and the feast day of Saint John, to our astonishment, would fall on the same day after 728 years! That’s why the fourth year is called `schrickeljaer’ (`astonishing year’: schricken = to get a fright, to be amazed, to be astounded), I am telling you the truth.)

In some manuscripts, the rhymed cosmology is accompanied by  a calendar with a few tips on how to find the dates for Easter and Pentecost (Jansen-Sieben 1968: 421).


Te vinden paesken die wil sijn vroet,


Weti hoe hijt beghinnen moet?


Soeke in maerte nonas snime 


Daer na, waer die mane is prime.


Viertien nacht so telle daer na,


Die naeste sonnendach, dat versta,


Es paesdach. Ende scrickeliaer,


Dat segic v al ouer waer,


So selmen tellen .xv. daghe,


Dit en es oec ghene saghe.


Gheualt oec die achterste dach


Der rekeninghe op dien sonnendach,


Dan so seltu met haeste


Nemen, diere comet naeste.


Daer na vijf weken ende twee


Ist pinxter dach, min noch meer. 

(Do you know how to find the date of Easter? Look for the nones in March (= March 7th); then find the first day of the new moon; then you add 14 days to this date, and the first Sunday following this date will be Easter. In the event of a leap year, you add 15 days (instead of 14). If the last of the calculated day falls on a Sunday, you must take without delay the nearest Sunday (as the date of Easter). Pentecost will be 7 weeks after Easter.)

The narrator also teaches his audience how to determine which year will be a leap year:

Die wil weten scrickeliaer

Onthoude dit, ende hoerre naer.

Als men Incarnacio

In vieren mach delen, so

Dat effen is, so es en twaren

Scrickeliaer. Dats in vier iaren,

Want telken vier jaeren es 

Scrickeljaer, des sijt ghewes.

(To know when it is a leap year remember this: if you can divide the [year of the] Incarnation  by four and the outcome is an even number, then you can be sure that we have a leap year. That happens every four year, because we have a leap year every four year. That is for sure) 

The didactic structure in which the above chronological information is presented strongly suggests that the information was intended for a non-specialist public. To educate his audience the author introduces a first-person narrator who assumes the role of a teacher, who selects the material, explains difficult concepts and administers the information in the right dosage to his lay audience. His lessons on chronology consist mainly of general (simplified) information,  combined with practical instructions, based on known facts. 

The second example is taken from  a prose cosmological treatise that has only survived in one manuscript.
  The author of this prose encyclopedia introduces himself as Brother Thomas, writing around 1300. In his chapter on chronology he provides in a nutshell the most important elements of time. Compared to the explanation of leap year in the rhymed cosmological treatise, the prose writer provides basically the same information but uses a different didactic approach. There is no personal interference of a first-person narrator who mediates between the information and his public; instead the facts are presented directly to the user(s) in a more businesslike or matter-of-fact manner.

Dat ierste jaer daer dat scadeljaer wert in begonnen heeft driehondert  ende viveendetsestich daghe (365), ses uren, acht momenten min. Dat ander jaer na tscaudeljaer heeft driehondert viveendetsestich daghe ende ses uren, acht momenten min. Dat derde jaer na dat scaudeljaer heeft driehondert viveendetsestich daghe, ses uren, acht momenten min. Ende dan heeft dat vierde jaer driehondert ses ende tsestich daghe ende twe ende dertich momenten. Ende die ses ende vijftichste dach is Sente Mathijs dach, die Julius Cesar sette in den sesten daghe voer den beghinsel des meerten. Ende dat is daer om: want die dach wert vergaert mitten ses uren die comen binnen dien vier jaren boven dat ghetal van den helen daghen, of want die zulmaent heeft min daghe dan die ander maende, of want die zulmaent is die leste maent onder den ghetal der maenden dat Julius Cesar sette. In dierre maent heft die Maen dertich daghe alst scaudeljaer is …

Dat scaudeljaer sal beghinnen op Sente Mathijs daghe om die zaken die voerghescreven sijn. Ende dan eest scaudeljaer alsmen die minste jaren ons Heren deylen mach in vier gheliken …

Mercke, waer dat zake datmen tscaudeljaer niet en hielde, soe soude comen Kersdach binnen driehondert ende vier ende tsestich jaren in alsoe langhen daghen als nu coemt Onser Vrouwen Dach Verholen. Ende waer dat zake datmen dat scaudeljaer niet en hielde, soe soude noch meer ommoghelicheyt comen, als datmen vieren soude korsdach in alsoe langhen daghen als men nu viert Sente Jans dach te midzoemer, ende dat soude ghescien in sevenhondert jaren ende achtendetwintich jaren.

(The first year after leap year has 365 days and six hours minus eight moments. The second year after leap year has 365 days and six hours minus eight moments. The third year after leap year has 365 days and six hours minus eight moments. And the fourth year after leap year has 366 days and 32 moments. And the 65th [day of the year] is Saint Matthews day, which Julius Ceasar fixed on the sixth day before the beginning of March. And that is because of  the following: the six hours that are accumulated in the course of four years yield an extra day; or because February has less days than other months, or because February is the last month of the year according to Julius Caesar. In this month, the moon completes her cycle in 30 days when it is leap year … Leap year shall begin on Saint Matthews day because of the aforesaid reasons. And it is leap year when the last two numbers of the year can be divided by four … Note that if leap year is not observe, Christmas would have the same length of day as Annunciation day (March 25th) after 364 years. And if leap year is not observed, even more impossible things will occur, such as that Christmas would have the same length of  day as Saint Johns Day at midsummer, and that would happen after 728 years.)

The last and third example is a taken from a fifteenth-century Middle Dutch translation of John of Ashenden’s, Summa iudicialis de accidentibus mundi (composed around the middle of the fourteenth century in Oxford). The Middle Dutch text can be characterized as a faithful and adequate rendition of the original Latin text (Van Gijsen 1996: 85-112; 291-296).

In one of the chapters on chronology, the author discusses (ten) errors on chronology committed by respected writers in the past. Unlike the preceding two examples from the rhymed and prose cosmology, the information provided in the Middle Dutch translation of John of Ashenden shows a much higher level of intellectual sophistication, and is considerably more complex and theoretical. According to John of Ashenden the first error is caused by the fact that many authors disagree with each other on the number of days for a year. He then informs his public about the differing opinions of several noted scholars regarding the number of days that constitute a year.
 

Die eerste sake es: want diverse meesters nemen niet even veel daghen voer tjaer, ende en consten niet gheweten in hoe veel daghen dat tjaer om quam. Daer of spreect Sinte Augustijn int 15. Bouc van der Stadt Gods int. 15. Capittel, ende Solinus int beghinsel van sinen bouke segghen, dat eenighe rekenden die jaren bij 4 maenden, als die van Egiptien. Plinius seyt, dat eenighe maecten van den somer een jaer, ende van den winter een ander jaer. Andere hadden 374 daghen voer tjaer. Die Romeynen hadden eerst 10 maenden voer tjaer als 304 daghen. Maer Numa Pompileus Roemeyn maecte tjaer van xii maenden als van 365 daghen; daer of hadde elke maent 30 daghe, maer die achterste hadder 35. Item, Julius Caesar, die gheleert was selve in den loop van der sonnen ende des hemels, vant dattet jaer niet vol en was volcomen (te weten: die rechten omme loop van der sonnen), hij moester noch een quartier van eenen daghe toe doen. Ende dat dat jaer wort noch nauwer besneden na die Tafelen van Alfontius, ende bedraghet 365 daghen, vijf volle uren, 49 minuten ende 16 secunden.

(The first case [of error] is: several experts do not reckon the same number of days for a year and they could not know after how many days a year comes to an end. Saint Augustine mentions this in his De civitate dei, bk. 15, c.15, and Solinus mentions in the beginning of his work that some of them count four months as one year, like the Egyptians. Plinius says that some consider the summer as one year and the winter as another year. Others assign 374 days to a year. The Romans consider a year as consisting of ten months and 304 days. But the Roman Numa Pompileus gave a year twelve months and 365 days; each month consisted of 30 days, but the last month had 35 days. In the same way, Julius Caesar, who himself was well-informed about the course of the sun and the heavens, was of the opinion that the year was not in agreement with the solar cycle if it did not add a quarter of a day to it. An even more accurate calculation of the length of a year is given by the Tables of Alfonse: it consists of 365 days, five full hours, 49 minutes and 16 seconds.)

Each of these three examples illustrates a different form and level of knowledge transmission in the vernacular. On the learned end of the spectrum stands  the Middle Dutch translation of John of Ashenden. Being a faithful translation of the Latin text it  represents the vernacular equivalent of  Latin chronological knowledge, represented by the tradition of  Latin scholars such as Augustine, Isidore of Seville, Bede, Rabanus Maurus, Albertus Magnus and Vincentius of Beauvais.. The user of this text must be sought in the milieu of the litterati,  Latin-educated scholars, who for some unknown reason desired a vernacular version of a Latin work that he undoubtedly was capable of reading. At the other end of the spectrum, the chronological information presented in the rhymed cosmology is clearly geared toward a non-specialist user, who needed the help and guidance of a specialist-author. The prose text in its turn occupies a middle position: its presentation suggests a more independent recipient/user who is capable of absorbing the chronological information without the instructions of  a first-person narrator. The personal and direct approach of the rhymed text could be an  indication that  the text was meant to be read aloud to an audience,  the more objective and factual presentation of the prose texts, on the other hand,seems to imply that the text was also suitable for readers. 

 
The preceding comparative survey of Middle Dutch chronological passages affords a few glimpses of the intricate process of knowledge transmission. Each text attests to the fact that Latin scientific knowledge was rendered into the vernacular with a specific function and public in mind;  the author adapted his chronological information for the intended public and there was a broad spectrum of vernacular scientific texts. While the genre of  Middle Dutch artes literature informed or instructed the intended public about the form and contents of secular knowledge such as chronology, the more narrative genres, such as the exemplary tale referred to at the beginning of this article,  reminded the audience of the metaphysical dimension of earthly time: the timelessness of heavenly bliss. The monk of our tale  experienced a moment of heavenly bliss on this earth because God granted him a favor.

I would like to conclude with the testimony of a medieval woman, the thirteenth-century Flemish mystical writer Hadewijch, who was likewise granted the experience of momentary heavenly bliss on earth.  In one of her visionary poems Hadewijch describes how an angel appeared to her, in the midst of a sea of flames, speading his wings and flapping seven times with his mighty wings as if to request silence. At the first flap of the wings: the moon stood still in her orbit; at the second flap the sun stood still; at the third, all stars stood motionless; at the fourth flap, the inhabitants of paradise stepped out in admiration, at the fifth flap the heavenly thrones stood motionless; at the sixth flap all the saints and the saintly people, dead and alive, made their appearance, and at the seventh flap of his wings, all the heavens in the heavenly empire exposed themselves in their heavenly glory. They all stood still and motionless in order to witness the moment of divine bliss, namely Hadewijch’s mystical union with her heavenly bridegroom (Willaert 1996: 60-67).

In other words, Hadewijch’s mystical vision illustrates that celestial movements  cease their activities in the face of eternity, in the same way that the exemplary tale of the monk illustrates that the earthly notion of time ceases to exist in the face of eternal bliss. And in the end, this is what really counts. Secular time comes to naught in the face of heavenly time. Likewise, Secular knowledge is inferior and secondary to divine knowledge; secular knowledge is the handmaiden of theology. In this light  knowledge of chronology is useful and should be transmitted, not as an end in itself, but as a means to higher knowledge (divine knowledge). 
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� This popular medieval tale “exempel van den eeuwighen leven” (exemplary tale of eternal life) has survived in various redactions; for a discussion of the Middle Dutch tradition see  De Vooys 1926: 35-39. 


� With thanks to Els Rose for sharing her insights on Augustine with me and for her critical reading of this article.


� The text is preserved at the university library of Utrecht, shelf-mark UB 1328. The rhymed cosmological treatise that has survived in several manuscripts is also preserved in the Utrecht codex, where it precedes the prose cosmology.


� With thanks to Annelies van Gijsen for providing me with a transcription of this passage.





