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FOREWORD

‘Coming home dead without a head (as Beorhtnoth did) is not very delightful’. So Tolkien quipped to his publishers Allen & Unwin in 1961, quite aptly capturing the gist of The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth (hereafter referred to as The Homecoming), while voicing his frustration about a glib description of the poem as a treatment of ‘another famous homecoming’, one of several misrepresentations of his work by the first Swedish translator of The Lord of the Rings.

Mis-readings like the one alluded to above are not uncommon where The Homecoming is concerned; the text has for many years maintained something of a reputation as an obscurity in the Tolkien canon. We might say that the precedent was set from the start. Its first publication came in a 1953 volume of the academic journal Essays and Studies – despite the fact that The Homecoming is, at its titular heart, a play in alliterative verse. Its awkward fit in the journal was certainly not lost on Tolkien, who issues a kind of sheepish apology in the opening lines of ‘Ofermod’, the critical essay that follows his verse drama. While this scholarly endnote, which probably earned The Homecoming its place in the journal, has gained considerable traction (first among scholars of The Battle of Maldon, and later those interested in Tolkien’s own tales) the rest of the text has been, when not terribly misunderstood, largely neglected. To cite one egregious example: the stock blurb on some online booksellers for Tree and Leaf, the latest collection to include a reprint of The Homecoming, even today erroneously claims that readers will be ‘treated to the translation of Tolkien’s account of the Battle of Maldon, known as The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth’.

This new edition of The Homecoming, on the verge of the 70th anniversary of its first publication, aims to clear up such confusion and to let shine its unique poetic and scholarly qualities: as the rare completed specimen of Tolkien’s mastery of alliterative verse in modern English, and the site of some of the author’s most illuminating reflections on heroism, war, and poetic tradition.

To better achieve this goal, I am pleased to present here alongside The Homecoming two closely-related but previously unpublished works: Tolkien’s prose translation of The Battle of Maldon, the anonymous poem which inspired the events of his verse drama, with select notes and commentary; and ‘The Tradition of Versification in Old English’, a wide-ranging essay on the nature of poetic and artistic tradition and Maldon’s place within the early English canon. For readers wishing to delve further, appendices provide additional excerpts from Tolkien’s scholarly engagements with Maldon, an early version of The Homecoming in rhyming dialogue with an overview of The Homecoming’s creative development, and (in my own hand) a short reflection on the ways in which the text might be said to converse with the stories of Tolkien’s legendarium. I hope that readers old and new will find something of interest here.




INTRODUCTION

POTTING THE HOMECOMING OF BEORHTNOTH

The Homecoming defies easy categorization. It can be read as scholarship, alliterative verse drama, or historical fiction; it has been described as coda, epilogue, sequel, and prequel to The Battle of Maldon – all of which is pretty much true. Some readers may prefer to eschew or at least put off introductory discussion and come at the text fresh; but for those who require a short primer, I offer a bare summary of The Homecoming’s contents in the following three paragraphs.

The text comprises three parts. At its centre is a dramatic dialogue in alliterative verse (The Homecoming proper) that recounts the fictional journey of two of the Ealdorman (or Duke) Beorhtnoth’s servants, Torhthelm (Totta) and Tídwald (Tída), sent by the Abbot of Ely to recover their lord’s body on the night after a battle between English and viking forces near Maldon in 991, which is commemorated in The Battle of Maldon, an extant fragment of Old English verse. Totta ‘is a youth, son of a minstrel; his head is full of old lays’ about the legends of the North; Tída, on the other hand, is an old ‘farmer who had seen much fighting’, though neither of the two fought in the previous day’s battle.

As this odd couple wanders through the muck and gore of the battlefield, searching in the dark for the headless body of Beorhtnoth, their conversation explores the tensions between youth and age, romance and realism, pagan and Christian worldview. After much toil, and a scuffle with desperate scavengers that leaves one more needlessly dead, the two men succeed in loading the duke’s body onto their waggon and then hit the long road to Ely Abbey. Totta, half-asleep in the cart, has a dream vision in which he mutters the most famous lines of the (as yet unwritten) Old English Maldon, suggesting that he may one day go on to compose that poem. His dream is interrupted by a jolt from the bumpy road, and the curtain falls with the monks of Ely chanting the Latin Office for the Dead. Their chant, briefly interrupted by a mysterious voice in the dark, closes out the sombre story of Beorhtnoth’s homecoming.

This dramatic-poetic core is bracketed on the front end by ‘Beorhtnoth’s Death’, a prefatory historical note on the battle and its outcome; and on the back end by ‘Ofermod’, an essay exploring the treatment of heroism in the Old English poem, arguing (with aplomb, and against the grain) that the anonymous poet expresses severe criticism of Beorhtnoth’s gallant blunder in allowing the much greater viking force to cross to the mainland via a strategic causeway and join in a ‘fair’ fight. These two essays were plainly written to provide context for the verse drama and to accommodate the academic audience of Essays and Studies, and they have been retained in subsequent reprints (the present volume included).

The hybrid nature of the text makes for a challenge in placing The Homecoming on the Tolkien bookshelf. Taken as a whole, it may be the finest demonstration of the ways Tolkien’s ‘scholarly studies fertilized his imagination’, producing what Alan Bliss calls his ‘unique blend of philological erudition and poetic imagination’ (‘Canute and Beorhtnoth’ 335; Finn and Hengest preface). The verse drama itself might sit cosily alongside other examples of Tolkien’s experiments in reviving the Old English alliterative metre in modern English. Some of these, like The Fall of Arthur, seem to share The Homecoming’s interest in engaging the primary world traditions and legend cycles that Tolkien loved and studied. But many noteworthy examples also find their way into his legendarium, including his massive early unfinished Lay of the Children of Húrin (in the Lays of Beleriand) as well as shorter verses like ‘The Song of the Mounds of Mundburg’ in The Lord of the Rings. Read as an imaginative coda to the Battle of Maldon – or origin story for the poem that commemorates the battle – it bears likeness to other creative ‘reconstructions’ like his Sellic Spell, the kind of fairy tale source that Tolkien supposes might lie beneath the Beowulf that we know. With greater emphasis on the ‘Ofermod’ essay, the text finds a place beside ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics’ and other works of literary criticism. And, like seemingly any work of Tolkien’s – scholarly or creative – published before 1954, it will inevitably be judged in part by what small light it sheds on the nature or development of The Lord of the Rings, undoubtedly Tolkien’s masterpiece. In this sense, The Homecoming invites added scrutiny for its publication less than a year prior to The Fellowship of the Ring.

‘Beorhtnoth we bear not Béowulf here’, cautions Tídwald to his young companion in the verse drama, but he may well be speaking to us, too. After all, the later, shorter, mostly historical Battle of Maldon can hardly compare to Beowulf, that lodestone to Tolkien’s imagination, a seemingly inexhaustible source for his scholarly speculation and creative inspiration. But Beowulf excepted, The Battle of Maldon may well have been ‘the Old English poem that most influenced Tolkien’s fiction’ (Holmes in The J.R.R. Tolkien Encyclopedia). I take up the subject in the final appendix to this volume.

MANUSCRIPT AND PUBLICATION HISTORY

A substantial collection of undated manuscripts and typescripts pertaining to The Homecoming are held in MS. Tolkien 5 at Oxford’s Bodleian Library. Thomas Honegger, in a 2007 article for Tolkien Studies, labels the eleven texts in Bodleian MS. Tolkien 5 chronologically from A – K, and uses the Greek α to denote the early fragment published by Christopher Tolkien in The Treason of Isengard. The drafts trace the work’s transformation – sometimes subtle, sometimes radical – from a short rhyming dialogue (as in version A) to the full-blown alliterative verse drama with accompanying scholarly apparatus in the final typescript Tolkien sent away to the printers (version K). Other, perhaps earlier, fragments are found here and there. Christopher Tolkien describes a rough text scribbled on the back of a version of Tolkien’s poem ‘Errantry’, and notes that a still earlier text may be found with Tolkien’s artwork held in the Bodleian Library, on the verso of a pencil sketch of a countryside landscape (TD 88, fol. 24). The Tolkien-Gordon Archive at Leeds University also maintains an early draft of the dialogue in rhyme, which seems to slot in between the Bodleian versions B and C.

According to Christopher Tolkien, these earliest extant fragments date as far back as the early 1930s, preceding by more than twenty years the eventual publication in 1953. The stages in the text’s lengthy gestation have not been dated with much clarity; Tolkien’s biographer Humphrey Carpenter noted only that it was ‘in existence by 1945’. The significance of this date is clarified by Christopher Tolkien’s remark in the Note on the Text published with The Lay of Aotrou and Itroun: ‘My father visited Aberystwyth as an examiner in June 1945 and left with his friend Professor Gwyn Jones several unpublished works, Aotrou and Itroun, The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth, and Sellic Spell’. What state The Homecoming had reached by 1945 remains unclear. But it would eight years later end up sharing a place with Jones’s ‘Language, Style, and the Anglo-Welsh’ in the same volume of Essays and Studies.

Following its initial publication in October 1953, The Homecoming has since been reprinted in various anthologies, including The Tolkien Reader (1966), Poems and Stories (1980), and later editions of Tree and Leaf. Apart from a limited-run booklet in 1991, celebrating the 1000th anniversary of the Battle of Maldon, the present edition is the first standalone publication of The Homecoming.

PERFORMANCES AND RECORDING

The first footnote to the ‘Ofermod’ essay declares that the verse drama was ‘intended as a recitation for two persons, two shapes in “dim shadow”’, though it ‘has, of course, never been performed’. But this ceased to be true soon after The Homecoming’s publication: the BBC Third Programme produced a radio performance that was first broadcast on 3 December 1954, and was then repeated on 17 June of the following year. Some record of Tolkien’s correspondence with Rayner Happenstall of the BBC survives from this time – he was ultimately displeased by the production. Tolkien actually produced his own rendering of the drama during the build-up to this BBC performance; he ‘recorded the whole thing on tape’, complete with sound effects conjured up in his study. This recording was packaged on cassette, alongside Christopher Tolkien’s reading of ‘Beorhtnoth’s Death’ and ‘Ofermod’, and gifted to attendees of the Tolkien Centenary Conference held in Oxford in 1992.

TOLKIEN’S ENGAGEMENT WITH THE BATTLE OF MALDON

As the present volume will show, The Homecoming is only a choice late fruit of Tolkien’s much longer engagement with The Battle of Maldon. Thus it seems appropriate to close this introduction with a few words on what is known about Tolkien’s encounters with the poem he describes as ‘the last surviving fragment of ancient English heroic minstrelsy’.

Such encounters certainly stretch back at least as far as his undergraduate days (1911–1915) in Exeter College, Oxford, when The Battle of Maldon would have been a small but inescapable part of the English curriculum – as it is today for students of Old English. Stuart Lee notes that Tolkien’s personal copy of Henry Sweet’s Anglo-Saxon Reader, inscribed and dated to the Michaelmas term of 1911, contains various marginal annotations on The Battle of Maldon (‘Lagustreamas’ 158). Years later, the poem naturally formed part of his repertoire as a professor, particularly during the period in which he was Rawlinson and Bosworth Professor of Anglo-Saxon (1925–1945) at Pembroke College, where his scheduled lectures on Maldon are recorded at least twice, in 1928 and 1930 (Chronology 156, 165). In 1937, Tolkien’s friend and former University of Leeds colleague E.V. Gordon published what became for many years the standard edition of Maldon. While this was not, as in their 1925 co-edition of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, an official collaboration, Gordon’s preface nonetheless thanks Tolkien for his ‘many corrections and contributions’, and notes that Tolkien, ‘with characteristic generosity, gave [him] the solution to many of the textual and philological problems discussed’ in the edition (vi).

Maldon’s footprint in Tolkien’s published writings outside of The Homecoming is slight, though it is plainly not far from Tolkien’s mind in the famous 1936 lecture ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics’, where ‘the words of Byrhtwold’ (lines 312–13 of Maldon) are described as the ‘doctrinal expression’ of ‘the exaltation of undefeated will’ (MC 18). Some thirty years later, in the poem, ‘For W.H.A.’, part of the Shenandoah collection of sixtieth-birthday tributes to W.H. Auden, Tolkien recalled his friend’s legendary namesake: ‘Wighelm’s son who in war was slain / at Byrhtnoth’s side by the Blackwater / in the famous defeat’. Yet these scant and scattered allusions belie the remarkable breadth and depth of Tolkien’s interest in Maldon which even a cursory glance at Tolkien’s academic papers in the Bodleian Library shows. Published here for the first time is a taste of this long and fruitful engagement.

A final word on my arrangement: though presented first in this volume, The Homecoming is clearly the latest of the texts assembled here. The reader may fairly ask why Maldon, as the inspiration for The Homecoming, does not open the volume. While this placement may on the one hand acknowledge The Homecoming’s broader appeal and status as a remarkable culmination of much that Tolkien thought and felt about Maldon, it also implicitly emphasizes Tolkien’s abiding interest in poetic craft and in the process of literary sub-creation. For in placing the journey of Tída and Totta before The Battle of Maldon, this edition follows the internal chronology of Tolkien’s fictional investigation: it is only after the action of The Homecoming that the famous Old English poem can be made.
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(I)

BEORHTNOTH’S DEATH

In August of the year 991, in the reign of Æthelred II, a battle was fought near Maldon in Essex. On the one side was the defence-force of Essex, on the other a viking host that had ravaged Ipswich. The English were commanded by Beorhtnoth son of Beorhthelm, the duke of Essex, a man renowned in his day: powerful, fearless, proud. He was now old and hoar, but vigorous and valiant, and his white head towered high above other men, for he was exceedingly tall.[1] The ‘Danes’ – they were on this occasion probably for the most part Norwegians – were, according to one version of the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, led by Anlaf, famous in Norse saga and history as Olaf Tryggvason, later to become King of Norway.[2] The Northmen had sailed up the estuary of the Pante, now called the Blackwater, and encamped on Northey Island. The Northmen and the English were thus separated by an arm of the river; filled by the incoming tide, it could only be crossed by a ‘bridge’ or causeway, difficult to force in the face of a determined defence.[3] The defence was resolute. But the vikings knew, or so it would seem, what manner of a man they had to deal with: they asked for leave to cross the ford, so that a fair fight could be joined. Beorhtnoth accepted the challenge and allowed them to cross. This act of pride and misplaced chivalry proved fatal. Beorhtnoth was slain and the English routed; but the duke’s ‘household’, his heorðwerod, containing the picked knights and officers of his bodyguard, some of them members of his own family, fought on, until they all fell dead beside their lord.

A fragment – a large fragment, 325 lines long – of a contemporary poem has been preserved: it has no end and no beginning, and no title, but is now generally known as The Battle of Maldon. It tells of the demand of the vikings for tribute in return for peace; of Beorhtnoth’s proud refusal, and challenge, and the defence of the ‘bridge’; the cunning request of the vikings, and the crossing of the causeway; the last fight of Beorhtnoth, the falling of his golden-hilted sword from his maimed hand, and the hewing of his body by the heathen men. The end of the fragment, almost half of it, tells of the last stand of the bodyguard. The names, deeds, and speeches of many of the Englishmen are recorded.

The duke Beorhtnoth was a defender of the monks, and a patron of the church, especially of the abbey of Ely. After the battle the Abbot of Ely obtained his body and buried it in the abbey. His head had been hacked off and was not recovered; it was replaced in the tomb by a ball of wax.

According to the late, and largely unhistorical, account in the twelfth-century Liber Eliensis, the Abbot of Ely went himself with some of his monks to the battlefield. But in the following poem it is supposed that the abbot and his monks came only as far as Maldon, and that they there remained, sending two men, servants of the duke, to the battlefield some distance away, late in the day after the battle. They took a waggon, and were to bring back Beorhtnoth’s body. They left the waggon near the end of the causeway and began to search among the slain: very many had fallen on both sides. Torhthelm (colloquially Totta) is a youth, son of a minstrel; his head is full of old lays concerning the heroes of northern antiquity, such as Finn, king of Frisia; Fróda of the Hathobards; Béowulf; and Hengest and Horsa, traditional leaders of the English Vikings in the days of Vortigern (called by the English Wyrtgeorn). Tídwald (in short Tída) was an old ceorl, a farmer who had seen much fighting in the English defence-levies. Neither of these men were actually in the battle. After leaving the waggon they became separated in the gathering dusk. Night falls, dark and clouded. Torhthelm is found alone in a part of the field where the dead lie thick.

From the old poem are derived the proud words of Offa at a council before the battle, and the name of the gallant young Ælfwine (scion of an ancient noble house in Mercia) whose courage was commended by Offa. There also are found the names of the two Wulfmærs: Wulfmær, son of Beorhtnoth’s sister; and Wulfmær the young, son of Wulfstan, who together with Ælfnoth fell grievously hewn beside Beorhtnoth. Near the end of the surviving fragment an old retainer, Beorhtwold, as he prepares to die in the last desperate stand, utters the famous words, a summing up of the heroic code, that are here spoken in a dream by Torhthelm:


Hige sceal þe heardra, heorte þe cenre,

mod sceal þe mare þe ure mægen lytlað.



‘Will shall be the sterner, heart the bolder, spirit the greater as our strength lessens’.

It is here implied, as is indeed probable, that these words were not ‘original’, but an ancient and honoured expression of heroic will; Beorhtwold is all the more, not the less, likely for that reason actually to have used them in his last hour.

The third English voice in the dark, speaking after the Dirige is first heard, uses rhyme: presaging the fading end of the old heroic alliterative measure. The old poem is composed in a free form of the alliterative line, the last surviving fragment of ancient English heroic minstrelsy. In that measure, little if at all freer (though used for dialogue) than the verse of The Battle of Maldon, the present modern poem is written.

The rhyming lines are an echo of some verses, preserved in the Historia Eliensis, referring to King Canute:


Merie sungen ðe muneches binnen Ely,

ða Cnut ching reu ðerby.

‘Roweð, cnites, noer the land

And here we ther muneches saeng’.
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AVhen morming comes, it'W be much like others:
somore labourand loss tilt the land3 ruined
wer work and war till theworid passes.

[ Flcadk 3hattbe botdes, hacder be puspese, i
| Thove Fm.-.\ .,msr'm‘s asm.rrown— lessens hemg Oy o 0
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