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In the gloom the gold gathers the light against it

THE excuse, ultimately, for a book of this sort is a conviction on the part of the author that some early English poems deserve to be read by those who do not make their living out of the subject, that what is excellent should be made current. Not much Old English verse has survived, but among the debris there are some very fine things, finer perhaps and more numerous than anything which has survived of the poetry of any continental Germanic people. I have tried to translate only the very best of them.

Anglo-Saxon will never be considered one of the great literatures of the world. This fact, obvious to those who do not know the language, has sometimes escaped those who do. Few Anglo-Saxon scholars seem to have been qualified to evaluate the poems, and, indeed, very few have even tried to carry out this primary critical duty, though W. P. Ker was a notable exception. On the other hand, the achievements of Anglo-Saxon England in the arts have generally been forgotten or undervalued by those who have no professional interest in them, the main reason being the scarcity of evidence. All that we have of the verse is four manuscript books – four very miscellaneous collections – and there is no means of knowing whether all the principal kinds of Old English composition are represented in them. There is no reason to suppose, either, that what Time has spared is necessarily the best. Again, the texts may have been copied out many times before they found their way into these books, and it is impossible, in our present state of ignorance, to gauge what relationship text bears to original composition, probably oral. Did the poet dictate to a monk scribe? Could he himself write? We cannot tell. In short, we know very little, and every new discovery emphasizes the extent of our ignorance. For instance the finding, in 1939, of a ship-burial at Sutton Hoo in Suffolk necessitated a revision of several of our assumptions about the religion, art, trade and wealth of the Anglo-Saxons.

Our ignorance is what makes the ages that elapsed between the end of the Roman Empire and the beginnings of Provencal song so very dark for the recorder of poetic achievement. So little has survived ‘the martyrdom of jakes and fire’; and, in the case of the Old English verse that we have, the language has since changed so much that it is hardly recognizable as English. This means that we have had to call in Philology as midwife to the Muse; but, with honourable exceptions, the keepers of the word-hoard have acted more as dragons than as modest ancillae. And the dustiness of literary historians of this period has led less docile students to suppose of our earliest poems what cannot be supposed of any poem – that they are exclusively ‘of academic interest’.

Besides the insufficiency of the evidence, and its inaccessibility, there is another reason for the neglect of Old English poetry and Northern literature in general: the fact that nearly all our ideas of religion and art have come from the Mediterranean, that Italy has been the matrix and France the mediatrix of our civilization. We are still heirs to the prejudices of the Renaissance, though certainly in an attenuated form; at least, they serve us as an excuse not to study the Middle Ages. But anyone who reads, say, The Ruin, The Seafarer, The Dream of the Rood and The Battle of Maldon – less than six hundred lines in all – will discard (if he ever had it) any idea that between the fall of Rome and the revival of learning Europe was a battleground where ignorant German armies clashed by night, and that the darkness of the age was deliberately maintained by Benedictine monks.

Alexander Pope included in the Dunciad one Thomas Hearne, who printed the first edition of The Battle of Maldon. ‘But who is he,’ he asks,



                 in closet close ypent,

Of sober face, with learned dust besprent?

Right well mine eyes arede the myster wight

On parchment scraps yfed, and Wurmius hight.

To future ages may thy dulness last,

As thou preserv’st the dulness of the past!



In fact, this particular piece of dullness by our ‘rude forefathers’ was nearer to Homer’s oral poiesis than his English translator knew.

The mention of the Iliad, of course, puts Maldon in its place: nothing in Anglo-Saxon verse has the range or stature of Homer. But, at its best, the early English verse was highly accomplished, formally eloquent, charged with a sober intensity: it has epic qualities. Far from being crude or barbarous, its technique was fully developed, and Beowulf might almost be called baroque in style. The alliterative fashion of poetry came into England on the crest of an inestimably ancient oral tradition, whose credentials were those of Homer himself.

Despite the thousand years that separate us from the old poets, and despite the changes which make them seem so remote, it is worth the labour of acquainting ourselves with their archaic but durable verses. Reading them, we ascend to the source of the English language, where words are rooted in things and full of meaning – perhaps more fully meant. Our predecessors in these islands lived simpler, less comfortable, less ‘civilized’ lives; but it does not seem to have done their poetry any harm.

II

An Angle or a Saxon (or a Jute) was of Germanic stock; and Anglo-Saxon, or Old English – the language of England for seven centuries – belongs to the Germanic group of languages. West Germanic is a branch of Indo-European and, like Greek and Latin, it is an inflected language: the endings indicate the function of the word, and word-order is variable. However, Old English prose never achieved the sophisticated word-order or complex syntax of Greek or Latin.

This does not apply to the verse. Poetry seems an older human accomplishment than prose, and the poets used a special archaic diction inherited from days when their art had been purely oral. This word-hoard amounts almost to a language within a language: it differs greatly in vocabulary and syntax from the rudimentary attempts of the prose-writers – because, as I have said, Anglo-Saxon poetry belongs to an oral tradition as old as the Germanic tribes themselves.

In such a society the poet is the keeper of the traditions which hold the cynn (kin) together, just as the king {cyning) is the keeper of the treasure which is the cynn’s only possession and defence. The older a sword was, the older a word was, the more it was valued by the cynn. In a primitive society the poet is historian and priest, and his songs have ritual significance. That is why the language of the poets was so deeply conservative, and why the written records of it that we have show it so different from the language of the earliest prose-writers.

III

In Beowulf, when the warriors are riding back from the mere where the monster, Grendel, has died from the mortal wound Beowulf inflicted on him, they talk of the great feat which has liberated them. To shorten the journey, they run races, or



             a fellow of the king’s

whose head was a storehouse of the storied verse,

whose tongue gave gold to the language

of the treasured repertory, wrought a new lay

made in the measure.

                            The man struck up,

found the phrase, framed rightly

the deed of Beowulf, drove the tale,

rang word-changes. He chose to speak

first of Sigemund, sang the most part

of what he had heard of that hero’s exploits.



This passage is, perhaps more than any other, a key to the understanding of the old poetry. It illustrates clearly many important points: it shows that extempore oral composition on a recent event was a normal thing, and that the audience evidently delighted in technical accomplishment; it also gives us some clues as to what they considered the finer points of that accomplishment. Most interesting of all, it shows us the birth of a legend. Beowulf had boasted that he would kill the monster, and did so: word becomes deed. In gratitude, the people he has delivered honour him in a lay: deed becomes word.

The poet compares him first with Sigemund, the greatest of all the dragon-slayers of Germanic tradition. The process of lay-making is here presented as normal – and it is still a regular activity among unlettered peoples even today. But there is no extant lay of Sigemund in English, despite the fact that the audience of Beowulf are obviously expected to know who he is. The heroic poems Widsith and Deor also allude to stories which were presumably already well known to the audience. In the centuries of Anglo-Saxon literacy these lays must have been written down. Of the ‘treasured repertory’, what remains? What is left of the word-hoard?

IV

In the catalogue of the donations of Leofric, first bishop of Exeter, to the library of Exeter Cathedral, there is i mycel englisc boc be gehwilcum thingum on leothwisan geworht – one big English book about every sort of thing, wrought in song-wise. This is the ‘Exeter Book’, the chief of the four codices of Old English poetry.

Exeter, like Worcester and the other cathedrals of the West Country, escaped the Danish raids, and the mycel englisc hoc has survived the vicissitudes of a thousand years. (Though not unscathed: the front has been used as a cutting-board and, more appropriately, as a beer mat; the back fourteen pages have been burnt through by a brand.)

The miscellaneous contents of the Exeter Book are half on Christian, half on secular themes. The scribes were monks: and the bulk of the thirty thousand or so lines of Old English poetry that remain is Christian. Of the three other collections of the poetry now extant, two – those in the Bodleian Library and in the library of Vercelli Cathedral – are given over entirely to dramatic paraphrases of Old Testament stories or of saints’ lives. The other book (the Cotton MS in the British Museum) contains Beowulf, but most of the rest of it is devoted to works of edification, some of them in prose.

So: there are thirty thousand lines left, mostly on Christian themes. I have translated only one of the Christian poems; and have attempted only four passages from Beowulf, the most famous Anglo-Saxon poem. Why so?

The Christian poems – especially Genesis, Exodus and Judith – have some very fine things in them. But, broadly speaking, the old poets were happiest when dealing with themes of the Germanic past, and, apart from The Dream of the Rood, there is no one Anglo-Saxon poem that can be said to have fully assimilated themes of Latin provenance. In this belief I have chosen to translate what I consider the authentic, autochthonous Anglo-Saxon poems; not from any prejudice against Christianity – far from it – nor from a love of the septentrional savage, but because these poems – the ‘elegies’ and The Battle of Maldon – seem to me the best.

‘Beowulf, because it is extant, has sometimes been over-valued, as if it were the work of an English Homer. But it was not preserved, as the Iliad was, by the unanimous judgement of all the people through successive generations.’ In this remark W. P. Ker shows the balance and sense which distinguished him from other historians of the literature of the dark ages, and make his Mediaeval English Literature still the best general introduction. However, Beowulf, as he says, is the ‘best worth studying’ of the Anglo-Saxon poems: because, being the longest surviving heroic poem, it gives us the completest picture of the heroic world, and also because it works up to passages of epic magnificence – some of which I have attempted. But Beowulf has stolen the attention of editors (and hence of students) from the poems I have translated here; in them, I believe, the virtù of Old English is to be found in its purest and most concentrated form.

V

Before introducing the individual poems, I must briefly list some of the chief changes that have taken place in the function and style of poetry in the thousand years since the poems were written down, and which necessarily condition our attitude to them.

First, changes in the structure of society have completely altered the role of the poet. In a millennium, English society, from being a collection of close-knit clans or cynns, each loyal to its lord, has become huge, centralized, and with functions so differentiated that ‘the centre cannot hold’ and the community has, for all except practical purposes, disintegrated. Its members have few common interests and there is no communis sententia, no common sense. Consequently no poet can speak for the community.

The Old English poet up until Alfred’s time was a man with a public function: he was the voice and memory of the tribe. When the lord called upon him for a lay, everyone in the hall listened: through him the tradition was made new, the common fund of experience was brought to bear on the present. Knowing the past, he could interpret life as it came, making it part of the tale of the tribe. The Battle of Maldon, for example, is a record of a battle fought against the Danes in 991; it is a more sober and reliable account than is to be found in later Latin historians, and it must have been accepted as the true story by anyone who heard it. So the verdict of Tacitus – that ‘these ancient songs are the only sort of history or annals that they possess’ – holds good of the Anglo-Saxons eight hundred years after it was written about their ancestors, the illiterate inhabitants of Germania. The battle is also recorded (twice) in the annals of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle; but poetry, with the Chronicle, the laws, and the archaeological evidence, is still the chief source of early English history.

How different is the position of the poet today! From being an interpreter of life to his cynn – an acknowledged legislator – he has been relegated to the fringe of a literate, half-educated society. If verse is read today outside schools it is often in the context of



A shaded lamp and a waving blind

And the beat of a clock from a distant floor



– it is a private, silent affair. Anything less like the art of public oral composition from which Anglo-Saxon literature developed, and to which, at its most characteristic, it approximates, is not easily imagined.

Secondly, the style of poetry has changed from an oral to a literary mode. ‘Oral literature’ is a contradiction in terms, and the conventions of composition on paper differ radically from those of unrehearsed composition in public. It is true that the only records we have of the old poems are, in the nature of the case, written, which means that they were either dictated by the poet to a scribe or written down by the poet himself. According to the pioneers of re-search into living oral epic – Milman Parry and Albert B. Lord – the process of writing down an orally composed poem inhibits the characteristic oral style, slowing it down so that the run of the rhythm is lost. But the Old English poems show all the characteristics of this oral style enumerated by Lord in his fascinating book, The Singer of Tales. Are we to think that all these poems were dictated? Could none of the poets have been able to write? Though I respect Lord’s view that it is misleading to speak of a ‘transitional’ style between oral and literary, I think that in this detail of his thesis he is being too schematic. Though the two modes of composition are certainly different in kind, they can appear in the same work in a way that may justly be called mixed or even transitional.

What are the characteristics of an oral style? They arise from the necessity of not breaking down during performance. In order to keep the self-imposed ‘rules’ of Anglo-Saxon metric the scop, or poet,∗ had always to have a formula ready, an instinctive reflex to the metrical necessities of rapid composition. For it must not be thought that the oral poets memorized their lays; of course they had the main outline of the story by heart, but any theme or episode could be embroidered, contracted, changed or dropped altogether, according to the receptivity of the audience on that particular evening. New themes might be borrowed from another lay, or a flattering reference to the ancestors of the lord before whom the lay was being sung might be introduced (it is fairly obvious that this happened in Beowulf and in Widsith). Every re-telling was a new poem, each as authentic, original and authoritative as the last; and every performance was different.

Once the minstrel had embarked on a lay, he was not expected to falter. The poets therefore learned a special sort of improvisation-aid, a poetic grammar or rhetoric which acted as scaffolding for their song, infinitely flexible, extensible, adaptable to the job in hand. To give an accurate idea of what was involved, an outline of Anglo-Saxon metric is necessary at this point.

Anglo-Saxon is a stressed language, and the metre of the verse is based on stresses and their relative weight; the number and length of syllables matter less. Pitch also played a part in the metric, as the poets show themselves composing to the harp; syllables counting as ‘long’ in modern versification are not necessarily stressed.

English is still a stressed language today, but Chaucer and Spenser and subsequent English versifiers imitated the French, Italian, Latin and Greek practice of counting syllables. We called our unstressed syllable short and our stressed syllable long, and adopted feet and pentameters and all the terminology of quantitative versification. Rhymed or unrhymed, the accentual iambic pentameter held the field until the beginning of this century, until the mould was broken by Pound and Eliot and a new start made. But traditional versification has many stout adherents; the sound of



So all day long the noise of battle roll’d



still preconditions the ear of the reader.

By contrast, the number of syllables in an Anglo-Saxon line may vary between eight and about twenty. But there are normally four main stresses, two on either side of a distinct break in the middle of the line. For example:



                        || Or a fellow of the king’s

whose head was a storehouse || of the storied verse,

whose tongue gave Wgold to the language

of the treasured repertory, || wrought a new lay

made in the measure. || The man struck up,

found the phrase, ||framed rightly

the deed of Beowulf.||



Formulaic characteristics suggest that the italicized syllables were stressed in recitation, and the mid-line pause may have been marked by a stroke of the harp. It is this mid-line pause which organizes the line. Sentences usually begin after it, and the key of the alliteration is the initial letter of the first stress in the second half-line. One of the stresses in the first half-line must alliterate with it, and the other may. The last stress of the line must not alliterate.

Thus, loosely:



One or other of the opening stresses

Must alliterate with the leading syllable

In the second half-line; sometimes both do,

In triple front-rhyme; the fourth is different.



The number of unstressed syllables is variable; in the strictest verse (e.g. in Beowulf) they are kept to
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