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Also by Amy Jeffs

STORYLAND




For Will





Sum mæg . . .

sele asettan,con he sidne ræced

fæste gefeganwiþ færdryrum.

Another has the skill . . .

to build a hall; he knows how to truss

the spacious building, against collapse.

(The Exeter Book, folios 78v–80v)






Prologue: Wayless
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In museums, libraries and the landscape, a memory remains of a wilderness of unquiet graves, riddling marshes and storm-beaten cliffs. The stories to come and the commentaries that follow them were inspired by these memories, found in cultural artefacts whose words and images shed light on the idea of the wild in early medieval Britain. I have sought to capture flashes of the cruel garnet eyes that wink from the treasures of the Sutton Hoo ship burial, and the beautiful, haunting atmosphere of the Old English elegies, Welsh englynion and Irish immrama. These survivals – whether poetic, artistic, carved from whale’s bone or cast in solid gold – were forged by cultures with a world view very different from our own. My aim has been to evoke and contextualise an ancient imaginative landscape. Using as its pole-star the mesmerising corpus of Old English elegies in the Exeter Book, this book explores texts translated from Old English, Medieval Welsh, Old Irish and Insular Latin, alongside sculpture and illuminated manuscripts from the same age.

Focusing on this theme, the commentaries by which the stories are followed serve also to introduce the period circa 600–1000, an age of migration, conversion, and belief in monsters, demons, angels and omens in the sky. This was an age in which the Celtic Britons were consolidating power in the West, while Germanic tribes were settling in the East, soon to call themselves the English. In the North, conquering Irish kingdoms vied with the Picts, and Norse aggression threatened the coast and outlying islands. All the while, the population was experiencing a long spell of cold and stormy weather.

This book explores the traditions of cultures, variously co-existing, conflicting and cross-fertilising, that were transformed by the importation of new ideas, media, materials and styles by Christian missionaries from Rome and Ireland. I have illustrated each chapter with wood engravings, ink impressions of lines incised in close-grained timber, which are here printed to scale. They are exchanged, in the audiobook edition of this text (the form in which most medieval people would have consumed literature), for songs.

But why, of all the many aspects of these survivals that deserve our attention, choose the wilderness? I did so because the idea of the ‘wild’ is enjoying a renaissance, as we learn more about what we need to do to foster biodiversity, capture carbon and safeguard our environment. We live in an age in which the restoration of land to a wild state is of crucial importance and a source of burgeoning fascination. We are also realising the vigour of nature in recolonising landscapes thought to be waste: landscapes left for dead by war, industry or pollution. We have a new occasion to wonder at nature’s ability to come back to life, and we have the past to explore for yet more reasons to be amazed. This book is inspired by a past landscape dominated by wild spaces and a world view that looked for lessons in every leaf, swarm and downpour.

Bleak and chilly as the early medieval portrayal of the wild often is, the philosophies that lie beneath send up rays of brilliant hope. The ice-encrusted, storm-swept, eel-infested, midnight-sun-illuminated wilderness of literature in Old English, Insular Latin and Middle Welsh, lends drama to the articulation of philosophies inherited from the works of Classical thinkers, the Bible, and Germanic and Celtic pre-Christian traditions. The messages that shine through are timeless in their comfort: this too shall pass, we are part of something beautiful, creation is full of wisdom.

I hope the stories’ accessibility will encourage the greatest number of readers towards the wonders of the primary sources, while keeping those sources alive in our culture by means of creative interpretation. What is more, most of the chosen poems share an enticing narrative incompleteness to which I wanted to respond. They often provide tantalising allusions to stories and situations, perhaps even to solutions of the kind possessed by riddles, that have been forgotten. I was itching to invent some of the background drama.

As for the reflections that follow the stories, they will return time and again to a manuscript called the Exeter Book. Its wood and leather binding encloses some of the most important poems in Old English, the language spoken and written down by the Germanic migrants to Britain. Their language, of which there were many dialects, is more like modern Dutch or German than the English of today. When French joined the vernaculars of England after the Norman Conquest, English underwent a transformation, becoming, by around the twelfth century, what we call Middle English and by the time of Shakespeare, modern.

The Old English poems in the Exeter Book were written down in around 970 and together form one of only four surviving major anthologies of Old English poetry. If the manuscript had not been left to Exeter Cathedral by Leofric, first Bishop of Exeter, upon his death in 1072, and remained protected there ever since, we might have lost a precious record of the humour and emotional subtlety of pre-Conquest culture.

The Exeter Book has one hundred and twenty-three folios, or leaves, of high quality animal skin parchment, inscribed in a murmuration of Old English letters. Many of these preserve the entertaining, wildly imaginative and sometimes obscene Old English riddles. Other poems in the Exeter Book include the adventures of fenland hermit St Guthlac and verses inspired by The Physiologus, a text from the second century CE, originally in Greek, describing animals, birds, mythical beasts and the moral lessons they provide.

But some of the Exeter Book’s most striking poems, at least to modern ears, are the Old English ‘elegies’. They live among the riddles, their composition dated to as early as the eighth century, and, like most other Old English poems, use stress and alliteration rather than rhyme. Whether the elegies are riddles themselves is a delightful if unsolvable question. What makes them relevant here is their story-laden evocation of a north-western European landscape, its animals, weather and seasons, as well as the intriguing psychologies of their narrators and allusion to fascinating backstories which may be lost or may never have existed at all.

Yet, while the Exeter Book poems, in the Germanic tongue, served as a polestar in the making of this book, I have sought to demonstrate their connection and debt to the Celtic world. Britain has always been a mixture of cultures, ethnicities and religions, and though I have kept a narrow scope for the sake of accessibility and according to the field of my own expertise, this book could be written a hundred times over with just a slight movement of the magnifying glass over the surface of the map.

The illustrations are another response to the original poems and artefacts. They are wood engravings (rather than woodcuts, which is a different technique). Wood engraving is a printmaking method whereby the maker incises minute lines and dots into the end-grain of a dense, slow-grown timber like box or lemonwood. When the engraved block is covered with ink and the image transferred to paper, the incised lines and dots show up white. I chose this medium because I love how it looks. The black ink of the printed image seems to grow from the black ink of the printed text. I also love the confines in which it compels the artist to work. Like the interlace found on medieval artworks or the tightly wrought lines of Old English and Welsh englynion verses, it offers freedom within form. My boundaries for the pictures in this book were 750 × 100 mm and monochrome. If you are listening to this book, then I have sought to achieve a similar effect with the songs: voice out of voice, melding the traditional and contemporary. For those eager to discover the sources in greater depth, the end of this book offers a selection of the Exeter Book poems newly translated by George Younge, lecturer in Medieval Literature at the University of York. More resources may be found beyond that, in the Further Reading section. I am indebted to all those scholars – Elaine Treharne, Jenny Rowland and more – who have translated these texts to Modern English.

In years gone by, peat diggers at the Avalon Marshes (the haunt of the starlings described in Chapter Seven) discovered remnants of numerous prehistoric tracks through the wetland. One of these paths, the so-called Sweet Track, was made in the early Neolithic period out of X-shaped pairs of timbers driven into the ground, with planks fixed to the upper V to form bridges over the water.

Walking a reconstruction of this path, snaking over the temperate mangrove of scrubby oaks and birches, demonstrated to me something that had been knocking at the door of my consciousness for much of my travel for this book. For as long as we humans have wandered the earth, wild places have required us to build paths to gain access, whether physically or imaginatively. Sometimes it can be easier to pretend wild places don’t exist or obliterate them altogether, but in the long term, what a mistake that proves to be. To access the wild by what we have made or dreamed of, is to realise we are part of it after all. We have a profound affinity with the wild.
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Wilderness

Middle Welsh

annialwch: desert, wilderness, solitude.

atref: without settlement.

Old English

wēsten: related to the term ‘wasteland’:

uncultivated land.

wēglæst: a way-less place.

Latin

avium: a place without paths.

solitudo: loneliness, wilderness.






Chapter One

Earth
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The Lament of Hos
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Cold it is, cold and so close that I can feel my neighbours against me, their beards and bones rotting like stacks of winter branches. I hear the voices of elves, goblins and old gods that haunt these unhallowed halls. They whisper that I am friendless: that my old companions are dead, that my love has left me forever, that I must hope without hope until I am no more than an ache in the air. And always it is dark but for that one ray of light, now bright, now dim, which spears through the gloom. I have pressed my eye to the hole through which it passes and seen, behind the boughs of an oak tree, the sun drag – so slowly it must be yearning to die – from dark to dark, until all at once it is done and another day has passed. And another day has passed in which my beloved has not come for me. But he will. He must. He told me to wait. Why would he leave me here among the corpses with no news? In this ancient earth-hall, I am all longing.

The sunlight is gone. The hood of the night promises me protection. If only I could escape and find him for myself. If only I could –

I work at the hole with my nails and teeth, with the iron file of my will, despite the words of the demons that throng behind me. I do not know if I have grown
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