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THE FIRST POEMS IN ENGLISH

Michael Alexander’s verse translations from Old English include The Earliest English Poems (1966) and Beowulf (1973), both in Penguin Classics, and Old English Riddles from the Exeter Book (Anvil Press, 1980, 2007). Other publications are Penguin editions of Beowulf and of Chaucer, a study of Ezra Pound, and a well-liked History of English Literature (Palgrave, 2000, 2007). He has retired from the Chair of English Literature at the University of St Andrews and lives at Wells in Somerset. His most recent publication is Medievalism: The Middle Ages in Modern England (Yale University Press, 2007).
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Preface

Most of the verse translations in The First Poems in English first appeared in book form in 1966, in a Penguin Classics edition entitled The Earliest English Poems. This anthology contained a selection of the shorter Old English poems, with four passages from Beowulf. These were prefaced by a general introduction, and each poem or group of poems also had an introduction, with notes at the end of the book and suggestions for further reading. The Earliest English Poems stayed in print, and subsequent editions in 1977 and 1991 included several new translations, various minor changes to the introductory sections, and an updated Further Reading. The time has now come to rewrite the book afresh.

The introductions, headnotes to the poems and other editorial material in the present book are new, but the verse translations are largely unchanged. These translations have met with a surprising success, appearing in anthologies made by the poets W. H. Auden, D. J. Enright, Charles Tomlinson, Donald Davie, Ted Hughes, Seamus Heaney and Paul Muldoon. They have been published in school and college anthologies, broadcast and set to music by composers, and even won the translator awards of some monetary value. They led Betty Radice of Penguin Classics to commission a translation of Beowulf and Peter Jay to commission translations of a much larger selection, Old English Riddles from the Exeter Book, for his Anvil Press. All these verse translations have gone into further editions and have not gone out of print. In their various forms they must between them have sold a million copies, striking testimony to the perennial appeal of these poems.

I hope that the translations remain fresh. They were produced in the belief that the best literature of the past remains current. The new editorial material in the book is informed by greater knowledge of Old English texts and their contexts. Yet it is designed, as before, to reach the widest possible audience.



A Note on the Translation

In 1966 I dedicated The Earliest English Poems to Ezra Pound, whose translation of The Seafarer I admired. I declared with equal boldness that I had never understood the point of translating poetry into prose; this was before I had read some of the verse translations of Old English poetry. Questions put to me since have made it clear that poetic translation (like Ezra Pound) is not generally understood. Hence this note.

Non-literary people have asked why translate something that has been translated before. Students of literature have asked why translations differ. A scholar even asked why a word was not translated by the same word each time it recurred. These questions presuppose that sense can be transposed directly from one language into another. This can suffice for asking the way to the railway station, but language can do more than convey information, and poetry does much more. Language would be simpler if a word meant only one thing, if the idea it denoted were universal, and if ideas could simply be downloaded into another language. Translation would then have no aim other than accuracy, and each word in a translation could automatically represent a word in the original. Translation would be as straightforward as brick-laying, with words instead of bricks. This kind of word-for-word glossing is accepted in examinations, yet language is far more complex than this rational and atomistic model assumes. The structures of languages differ, and the idiom of a language is governed by usage and custom as well as by rules, while the rules it obeys differ from the rules of logic.

Teaching English in provincial France in 1962, I was asked by a senior colleague to name the poet who had written: ‘Le beau, c’est affreux, et l’affreux, c’est beau.’ I did not know who it was, but when obliged to answer, I offered without conviction the name of Charles Baudelaire. ‘Mais non! Shakespeere! Macbett!’ English ignorance of English literature was exposed. It may be that in French ‘The horrible is the beautiful, and the beautiful is the horrible’ is an equivalent of ‘Fair is foul and foul is fair’, but to an English ear this sounds too neat and abstract. Shakespeare’s Rosaline says, towards the end of Love’s Labours Lost,


      A jest’s prosperity lies in the ear

Of him that hears it, never in the tongue

Of him that makes it.



This applies to more than jests. The above instance of languages at cross-purposes suggests, however, that each language has its own character, or rather that a language is engrained with the habitual assumptions of its users.

Language specialists would often prefer to confine translation to examination rooms, since for such scholars the primacy of the original text – or of its language – should not be challenged by translation. Translations can replace originals. It would suit language specialists for translation to remain secondary, dependent and servile, so that it could not be taken for the real thing.

If translation is not generally understood, the case of poetic translation is worse. Translation held a central place in English poetry until the nineteenth century. But when scientific philology arrived from Germany, accuracy became the supreme criterion in assessing translation. It was already a dominant criterion for the classical scholar Richard Bentley. When his opinion of Alexander Pope’s translation of the Iliad was sought, Dr Bentley eventually had to say to the translator, ‘A very pretty poem, Mr Pope, but you must not call it Homer.’ Yet Dr Johnson, an excellent classicist, later judged Pope’s Iliad ‘a performance which no age or nation can pretend to equal’. Scholars since have tended to side with Bentley, but Johnson is the better critic.

Scholars can forget that translations are made for those who do not know the original. Those who know no Hebrew, Chinese or Russian may look at a translation to try to discover why the Psalms or Li Po or Pushkin are supposed to be of interest. They want to read something which reads well: faithful to the sense, certainly, but in an English which falls easily or interestingly on the ear, and whose manner suggests something of the style and even of the movement which recommend the original. Fidelity rather than accuracy is what is required. Accuracy is something, but the language a translator most needs to have at his command is his own language.

The study of languages must be kept up. Yet it remains a vital paradox that literature in dead languages can be living literature. Translators in love with their originals also believe that what is excellent can be made current. This conviction informed decisions taken when these translations were first undertaken. The first task of a verse translator is to decide on the appropriate form of verse. I decided to observe the metre of the original, including the alliteration, so far as I could do so in modern English without undue awkwardness. I wanted people to hear the old form of verse. This approximation involved endless patience. Each sentence was like a crossword. I calculate that each line of verse took about an hour, for the finished product had to read well. Few translators of Old English who aim at keeping the metre have tried hard to keep to the rules of that metre. Metrical regularity can only be achieved at some cost to natural idiom. Some scholars think the task impossible. One learned reviewer of my version of Beowulf described its policy of translation as choosing an especially gratuitous form of failure. I should add that in the making of the first translations, The Ruin and The Wanderer, metrical regularity was not the priority it became on the way to the final translations, those of The Wife’s Lament and The Seafarer.

The next issue was idiom. What is the appropriate style for such translations? The diction of Old English poetry poses a special problem, for it is traditional, even archaic; many words used in verse are never found in prose. The archaic nature of Old English poetic diction aggravates the problem of translating from an earlier into a later form of the same language. An Italian translator of Virgil has a similar problem. Modern English has words which have changed little in form and usage: pronouns such as ‘he’, nouns such as ‘man’, ‘sea’ or ‘day’, verbs such as ‘do’, ‘say’ or ‘hear’. Translation has no problem with such neutral words. Other words have disappeared: leeds has been replaced by ‘people’. Wyrd is usually rendered by ‘fate’. Words of French or Latin origin have different weights and connotations, but are often the best words. English was crossed with French after 1066, and to this mixture Latin was later added, followed by a sprinkling of Greek and other languages. The translations in this book favour words of English derivation – though only up to a point. Some old words have changed their meaning. Dreary no longer means ‘blood-stained’ and cannot be used in this sense. Others have become archaic: byrnie is a northern English word for a coat of mail, but it is risky to use it. The long craze for Walter Scott led, a century ago, to a suspicion of archaism, especially chivalric archaism. Too many swashes had been buckled, too many tushes tushed. Costume drama was henceforward for Hollywood.

It seemed nevertheless that the translation of Early English into Modern English was a business from which archaism could not with reason be ruled out. On occasion my versions risked ‘atheling’ (son of an æthel or nobleman), ‘scop’ (explained in the Introduction), ‘wyrd’ (spelled ‘wierd’ to differentiate it from ‘weird’) and ‘linden’ (limewood shield) – real Old English words, where modern alternatives were less good. One could take risks in a short poem. As I went on, the -eth form died the death. Hwæt! is the first word of several of the poems, a call for attention. A relic of oral performance, it can be translated as ‘Listen’ or ‘Attend’, but I have sometimes left it untranslated.

Please note that all line references are to the Old English texts.



This is the sense but not the order of the words as he sang them in his sleep; for verses, though never so well composed, cannot be literally translated out of one language into another without loss of their beauty and loftiness.

Bede, of Cædmon’s Hymn

… tha ongan ic ongemang othrum mislicum and manigfealdum bisgum thisses kynerices tha boc wendan on Englisc … hwilum word be worde, hwilum andgit of angiete …

Alfred, of Gregory’s Cura Pastoralis





Introduction

More manuscript poetry survives in English from before the Norman Conquest than in any other vernacular language in Europe. About 31,000 lines of verse survive, mostly in four manuscripts written about the year ad 1000.

In his History of the English Church and People, completed in 731, Bede wrote that the best English poet was the first, the seventh-century cowman Cædmon. King Alfred, however, thought that the best of the poets who had composed in English had been Aldhelm, Abbot of Malmesbury and Bishop of Sherborne, who died in 709.

That a king who died in 899 should have opinions about the merits of an English poet of the seventh century should disturb the popular notion that Geoffrey Chaucer, who died in 1400, was the Father of English poetry. Chaucer collected this compliment from John Dryden, in his Preface to the Fables (1700). Dryden’s salute, made almost in passing, echoes those made by a series of Chaucer’s successors and imitators, from Thomas Hoccleve down to John Milton. Chaucer had developed the verse line consisting of five metrical ‘feet’ which became the metre of much classical English poetry. Yet to install him as the originator of all English poetry is to ignore native traditions of alliterative verse which preceded literacy, and remained popular long after Chaucer’s day. Contemporary poets in the alliterative tradition included the anonymous author of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight and the William Langland who composed Piers Plowman. Dryden had not read these poems, which were not in print. Unfamiliar with Old English, he would, like nearly all his contemporaries, have been quite unable to read the English manuscript verse surviving from before the Norman Conquest.

Chaucer is indeed the first writer in English to have been read with pleasure in every generation since his death. Literary merit plays its full part in this distinction, yet Chaucer was fortunate in being born in London in the early 1340s. His literary quality is seen in such lines from The Canterbury Tales as ‘A sheaf of peacock arrows, bright and keen’ (from the description of the Yeoman in the General Prologue) and ‘The smiler with the knife under the cloak’ (from the description of the Temple of Mars in the Knight’s Tale). They are well turned and run in a rhythm now familiar. But they also read easily because they are in London English and because modern English descends from London English, though of a slightly later complexion. If Chaucer helped to found the modern tradition, English verse was already ancient. The English of William Langland, who came from Malvern in Worcestershire and wrote in the dialect of the West Midlands, is much more unfamiliar than Chaucer’s. And if we go back to the English of King Alfred, we find that we cannot read it without first studying it.

Yet the language of Alfred is still English. Historians of the language call it Old English, but it is English all the same. Historians of the language classify the English of
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