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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Forty years ago, J. R. R. Tolkien took to task those 

scholars who labeled Old English poetry as structurally weak, 

rhetorically ineffective, and generally uninspired. The 

fault lay , he argued, in their basic approach to literary 

criticism. In their zeal to discover everything possible 

about Anglo-Saxon poetry, the scholars involved in Old 

English research often took an historical approach to liter-

ary criticism, often overlooking the poem itself as a source 

of information. These critics used the historical approach 

for all Anglo-Saxon poems, including Beowulf, and Tolkien 

pointed out that Beowulf criticism was lacking in studies 

that dealt with the peom as a literary endeavor rather than 

as an historical document. When historical concerns with 

literature replace artistic evaluation, even a poem of the 

stature of Beowulf can be lost among myriad historical 

details ha ving little or no bearing on the literary merits 

of the work. 1 Scholars be come so distracted in searching for 

linguistic evidence and historical answers in a peon that 

they lose sight of the poem itself . Be owulf has suffered 

lJ. R. R. Tolkien, " Beowulf : The Monsters a nd the 
Critics," in An Anthology of Beowulf Criticism, ed . Lewis E. 
Nicholson {Notre Dame : University Press , 1963) , pp. 52-4. 

1 
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from such proddings by critics, as have most of the Anglo

Saxon poems. As a result of the enthusiastic but myoptic 

v iew afforded by the historical approach, Beowulf has often 

been classified as structurally weak and narratively feeble.2 

Other Old English poems, the elegies in particular, have 

endured similar distortions by scholars enamored of the 

historical approach. Beowulf, the elegies, and other Old 

English poems were thus condemned as poetically ineffective 

by scholars who were searching for linguistic evidence and 

historical significance. The poems thenselves were not 

properly evaluated as primarily literary works. 

Even as the historical approach began to lose some 

favor and scholars turned their attention to the literary 

value of the poems, Anglo-Saxon peotry still did not receive 

its full measure of critical acclaim. Close scrutiny of the 

texts of Old English poems often revealed a number of repeated 

phrases and passages . Francis P . Magoun, Jr., drawing upon 

the work of Parry and Lord, used these repetitions as the 

basis of his theory that Anglo-Saxon poetry was composed by 

unle ttered singers who used an extensive body of oral formulas 

in order to produce extemporaneous verse for audiences. The 

oral formulas were developed over a long p er i od of time and 

2rbid. , pp. 55-6. 
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consisted of ready-made phrases and passages covering the 

many narrative and metrical situations that arise in poetry.3 

According to Magoun's oral-formulaic theory, any Anglo-Saxon 

poet wi th a good memory could compose a verse from the avail-

able formulas with a little effort and virtually no poetic 

skill. The oral-formulaic nature of Anglo-Saxon peotry thus 

helped f oster the opinion that Old English poetry was repeti

tive and lacked depth and meaning. 4 

The historical approach to literature and the oral-

formula ic theory are both valuable to research in Old English 

poetry. However, scholars in the past have been too enthu-

siastic in their applications of both the historical approach 

and the oral-formulaic theory to Old English poetry to the 

detriment of the poems involved. The limited scope of the 

historical approach to Old English poetry was recognized by 

Tolkien in his work with Beowulf, the most important of all 

Anglo-Saxon poems.S He encouraged critics to examine Old 

English poems carefully in the light of their literary merits. 

Adherents of Magoun•s oral-formulaic theory are not as easily 

redirected as the critics favoring the historical approach to 

poetry. Magoun's theory was presented over twenty years ago 

3Fra ncis P. Magoun, Jr., "Oral Formulaic Character of 
Anglo-Saxon Narrative Poetry," Spe culum 28 (1 953 ) : 446-47. 

4Ralph W. V. Elliott, "Form and Image in the Old 
English Lyrics," Essays in Criticism 11 (January 1961) :1 • 

. STolkiem , p. 56. 
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and i s firmly entrenched in the minds of a number of scholars. 

Because the evidence for the oral-formulaic theory appears in 

the poems themselves, some scholars feel that this evidence 

is indisputable. Opinion is beginning to change, however, 

and Magoun 's theory is being challenged. Larry Benson is 

among a steadily growing group of scholars who believe that 

the presence of formulas in Old English poetry does not prove 

that the poet was an illiterate singer who lacked skill and 

relied solely on established formulas for his oral verse 

compos ition. Benson argues that formulas could be used by 

bot h poets who composed by writing and those who composed by 

sing ing.6 Yet , even though Tolkien and Benson have made 

great strides in repairing the damage done to Old English 

poetry through the misguided application of both the histori-

cal approach to criticism and Magoun's oral-formulaic theory, 

scholars still tend to view Anglo-Saxon poetry as the step-

child of literature. 

Poets who produced such stereotyped and structurally 

weak verses were naturally disparaged as inadequate and 

unskilled. Magoun's oral-formulaic theory advanced the 

notion that Anglo-Saxon poets were unlettered singers who 

nothing about the craft of poetry. According to the 

6Larry D. Benson, "The Literary Character of Anglo
Saxon Formulaic Poetry ," 
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oral-formulaic theory, a knowledge of the rhetoric and the 

stylistic d evices involved in verse composition would be 

unnecessary to a singer who could pull the appropriate words 

and phrases of the traditional formulas out of his memory and 

compose a v erse orally. An illiterate singer with a good 

sense of recall could become a poet and entertain kings in 

their hall s with a certain degree of success. Several 

scholars are beginning to question the validity of the idea 

that Anglo-Saxon poets were ignorant of the stylistic devices 

and other rhetorical tools necessary to effective verse com

position. Benson argues that the Old English poets used 

knowledge and skill in adapting formulas in their own specific 

poetic uses. 7 Benson's faith in the basic ability of the 

Anglo-Saxon poets is supported by Ralph W. V. Elliott, who 

believes that these poets were well-versed in the elements of 

poetic form and structure and that they were capable of using 

common and well-known images in new ways to achieve specific 

effects .8 Benson and Elliott agree that the Old English 

poets were c apable artists who skillfully and knowledgeably 

used the images, f ormulas, and other poetic d evices available 

to them in n ew and original ways to produce their poetry. 

An analysis of the sty listic devices of contrast, variation, 

7 rbid ., p. 338. 

8Elliott, p. 9. 
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and irony in the Old English elegies will lend support to the 

theor y espoused by Benson and Elliott that these ancient 

poets were indeed proficient in the use of certain rhetor~cal 

tools to c ompose structurally sound poetry of depth and feel-

ing. The elegies provide a good example of form and structure 

found in Old English poetry . A study of contrast, variation, 

a nd irony in these lyr ics will serve to illustrate the poetic 

capabilities of the Anglo-Saxon poets and help to dispel the 

idea that these poets were unskilled. 
--
Contrast , v aria tion, and irony are important stylistic 

devices in Old English poetry ·I In order to understand the 
--..! 

value of these devices to Anglo-Saxon poetry, it is necessary 

to unders tand the definition of each device. For instance, 

_contrast is the juxtaposition of opposing ideas, feelings, or 

the like , with the intention of sharpening each opposing 

entity , thereby gaining emphasis fo r a specia l theme or point 

of the auth or's. Accord ing to Mandel, contrast is the most 

important struc tural principle of Old English poetry and it 

is emphasized by key placements of valuable words, ideas, and 
'\ ' 

phrases which contrast thematic ally .}.( I _..... 

Variation, on the other ha~d , i s the d evice used by 

poets to say the same thing i n different words i 11 an attempt 

to ga~_n emphasis for an idea or to show the s ame conce pt from 

9Jerorne Mandel, 11 Contrast in Old Eng lish Poetry," 
Chauce~ Rev i e w 6 (1971) :12. 
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a different angle. Arthur Brodeur, who has done extensive 

work on the variation in Be owulf, defines it as 

• a double or multiple statement of the same 
concep t or idea in different words, with a more or 
less perceptible shift in stress : one member of a 
variation may state the thought either more gener
all y or mor e spe cifically than the other; or the 
second member, while restating es sentially the 
same concept or idea , may do so in a manner whi9h 
empha s ize s a somewhat diffe r en t aspect of it.lO ; · 

Brodeur points out tha t the same grammatical structure among 

the parts of a variation creates a parallelism. The presence 

of parallel grammat ic structure strengthens the variation, 

but parallelism is not essential to variation. Variation can 

be found among verbs, adjectives, substantives, and substan

t ive clauses . ll - The chief function of variation is to reveal 

and illuminate emotion, a function it fulfills quite well in 

the Anglo-Saxon e legies. Variation can be used to present 

several different characteristics of a person or thing to 

create a sense o f movement without using e xplicit verbs of 

motion with skillful e x ercise of variation. In order to gain 

emphasis for a special point, an Anglo-Saxon poet can use 

variation to provide a movement from the general to the 

specific, or from the specific to the general. 

' ' 
J.OArthur G. Brodeur, The Art of Beowulf (Be rkeley: 

University of California Press, 1971), p. 40. 

11rbid. 
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F inally, irony can be defined as a statement in which 

the wo rds convey a meaning that is the opposite of their 

norma l sense, or an event or action that is the opposite of 

what i s expecte d. Several kinds of irony are found in Old 

English poetry: verbal irony, situational irony, and dramatic 

irony. Verbal irony refers to the irony imparted by words, 

and centers on incongruity and contrast. Understatement and 

ov ers tatement are the most conunon forms of verbal irony. 12 

Situational irony occurs when the real outcome of a situation 

differs from the expect ed outcome .}3 Often a skillful poet 

can use contrast to set up situational irony and gain 

emphasis for his point from two perspectives simultaneously. 

Dramat i c irony, which is often called tragic or Sophoclean 

irony, refers to a state of affairs that is the opposite of 

that which is expected . The audience understands the full 

impact o f the action better than the dramatic participants 

do. J 4 The Ang lo-Saxon poets use t hese three stylistic 

d evice s--contrast , variation, and irony--both separately and 

12Robert Schole s , El ements of Poetry (Ne w York: 
Oxford Uni v ers i ty Pres s , 1969 ), pp . 51-2 . 

13 Cleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, ed ., Unde r-
standing Poe try , 4th ed . (New York: Holt, Rine hart, and 
Winston , 1976),- p . 115. 

e ds ., A 
2nd ed . 

14sylvan Barnet, Be r ma n Morton , a nd Will iam Burt.o, 
Dic~ionary of Lit~rary , Dramatic, and Cinematic Te r ms, 
(Boston : Littl e , Brown , a nd Co ., 196 0) , p . 63 . 
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together to achieve emphasis for favorite themes and to gain 

structural unity for their poems.~ 

An analysis of four of the elegies in The Exeter Book 

will r eveal the skill with which the Anglo-Saxon poets were 

able to use contrast, variation, and irony to emphasize major 

themes, achieve structural support, and enhance character 

development. The four elegies involved in this study are 

Wulf and Edwacer, The Wife's Lamen~, The Husband's M~, 

and The Ruin. These four poems are worthy representatives of 

Old Engli sh poetry. An investigation of the poet's use of 

contrast, variation, and irony in each poem will illustrate 

that poet's sense of structure and poetic capabilities. Such 

a study will indicate how each poet carefully uses contrast, 

variation, and irony separately to emphasize themes and 

underscore certain points and then weaves them together to 

gain strength for the poem's overall structure. Poets who 

are capable of deliberately using contrast, variation , and 

irony to achieve certain thematic and structural goals are 

definitely aware of the rhetorical tool s involved in verse 

composition. A detailed study of contrast, variation, and 

irony in Wulf and Eadwacer, The Wife's Lament , The Husband'~ 

Message , and The Ruin will therefore lend support to Benson 

and Elliott, who believe that the Ang lo-Saxon poets were 
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capable artists well-versed in the craft of poetry. If 

enough s cholars can be convinced of the poetic skill of the 

Anglo-Sax on poets, perhaps those long-dead gentlemen can at 

last receive the praise and recognition which they truly 

deserve and which, according to Beowulf, is the major means 

to immortality. 



CHAPTER II 

WULF AND EADWACER: AN AN~~YSIS OF CONTRAST, 

VARIATION, AND IRONY 

Scholars who feel an affection toward Old English 

poetry a nd its often maligned composers can be grateful to 

Ralph W. v. Elliott for his efforts to vindicate Anglo-Saxon 

poets as true masters of their craft. Elliott's study of 

the images in the Old English elegies and the effects of the 

images on the form and structure has revealed the poets of 

the elegies to be quite capable of using poetic skills to 

produce effective and well-structured poetry. 1 An analysis 

of the stylistic devices of contrast, variation, and irony 

in Wulf and Eadwacer will lend support to the theory advocated 

by Ellio t t that Anglo-Saxon poets were aware of the poetic 

tools needed by a poet in order to create a well-formed verse 

of lasting beauty. Skillful use of contrast, variation, and 

irony in Wulf and Eadwacer shows the poet's adeptness in the 

art of poetry. 

Wulf and Eadwacer is an unusual poem that presents a 

number of problems to translators. Several controversial 

1Ralph w. v. Elliott, "Form and Image in the Old 
English Lyrics," ~ssays in Criticism ll (January 1961) :9. 

ll 
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word s i n the poem, such as lac (1.1), ay ecgan (1.2), and 

Eadwacer (1.16), give rise to varied and opposing definitions. 

Further , once definitions of crucial words have been chosen, 

the trans lator is still faced with the difficult task of 

fit t ing those words into the text so that the poem makes 

sense. Yet, the presence of unusual words is not the only 

d ifficul t y with Wulf and Eadwacer; it also has a unique 

metric s tructure with a refrain. The only comparable poem, 

Deor, has a refrain only two-thirds as long as that of Wulf 

and Eadwac er . 2 Considering the many translation problems 

presented by the poem, it is not surprising that Wulf and 

Eadwacer has been interpreted as everything from a riddle to 

the dream o f a female dog. Basically the criticism concern-

i ng the poem can be divided into three categories. The first 

group of critics believes tha t the poem is about one man and 

one woman . Amo ng these scholars are John Adams and P. J. 

Frankis . Adams b e lieves that the poet has used some of the 

conventi ons o f the riddle to show the misery of the woman as 

she appea l s t o Wulf to love her, to appre ciate her hardship, 

C:tnd to fa c e up to his responsibilities. 3 It is Adams' 

op i nion tha t there ar e only two char acters in the poem and 

2Ruth P . H. Lehman n , "The Metrics and Struc t ure of 
Wulf a nd Ea dwac e r ," Philolog i cal Quarterly 48 (19 6 9) :152. --·---· .. ------

J 
-·John F . Adams , "Wulf and Eadwa cer : An In t .erpreta:-

tlo n , " Mo,:ier n Lang uag e No te s 73 (January 1958) :5. 
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t hat Eadwacer (1.16) is just the common word eadwacer 

("property-watcher") used ironically by the woman. 4 Schofield5 

and Lawrence 6 are in agreement with Adams that the word 

eadwacer does not indicate a third person; however, they 

believe the word is an Old Norse epithet, au5vaker, which 

means "very vigilant one." P. J. Frankis dismisses eadwacer 

as an "equivocal reference" which could be eithe r a common or 

a proper noun. 7 Frankis thinks that Wulf is a scop and that 

the poem is connected to Deor.8 The second group of critics 

believes that the poem is about one woman and two men. Some 

of the scholars in this group see the men as a lover and an 

unloved husband. Others think that there is insufficient 

evidence to decide the exact relationship among the three 

characters. Davidson, 9 Malone, 10 ~vhitbread, 11 and 

4rbid., p. 1. 

5william H. Schofield, "S i g ny 's Lament ," PMLA 17 
(1 902 ) :267. 

6 
W. w. Lawrence , "The First Ri ddle of Cynewulf," 

PHLA 17 ( 1 9 0 2 ) : 2 58 • 

7P. J. Frankis, " De or and Wul f and Eadwac er : Some 
Conjectures ," Med ium A; vum 31 (1962 ) :17 3 . 

8 Ibid ., p. 174. 

9Arnold Davidson, " Interpreting Wulf a nd Eadwa cer," 
Annua l e Mediaevale 16 (197 5): 27 . 

1 °Kemp Malone , " Two English Fra u e nlie der ," Compa rative 
Literature 14 (19 62 ): 108. 

l lL . Vvhi tbread , "A Note on Wulf and Eadwacer ," Medium 
A:~~ 10 (1941 ):154 . 
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Greenfield12 are of the opinion that the poem is spoken by a 

woman and that Wulf is her lover and Eadwacer is her husband. 

Ala in Renoir is certain that Wulf is the lover, but he says 

that the t e x t does not make it clear that the woman is 

married to Eadwacer. 13 Mattox concurs with Renoir that the 

text doe s not define the relationships clearly, and he 

believes t he poem contains two men and a female persona. 14 

The first two sets of critics espouse the most widely 

held views concerning Wulf and Eadwacer. The third group of 

critics includes the scholars who advocate very different 

ideas about the poem. For example, w. J. Sedgefield contends 

that the poem is actually the dream of a female dog15 while 

Donald Fry is equally convinced that the poem is a charm 

against wens , which is spoken by either a seep-doctor or the 

12sta nley Greenfie ld, A Critical History of Old English 
Literature (New York: New York University Pre ss, 1965), p. 224. 

1 3Alain Renoir, "Wulf and Eadwacer : A Noninterpreta
tion ," in Franciplegius: Medieval and Linguistic Studies in 
Honor of Franc1s Peabody Magoun , ed . Jess B. Bessinge r and 
Robert Creed (New York : New York University Press, 1965), 
p . 159. 

14 Wesley s. Mattox , "Encirclement and Sacrifice in 
Wulf and Eadwa cer," Annuale Mediaevale 16 (1975) :34. 

15w. J. Sedgefi e ld, "Miscellaneous Notes: Wulf and 
Eadwacer, " Modern Language Review 26 (1931) :74. 
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victim herself. 16 Among other scholars who hold divergent 

i nterpretations of the poem are Lawrence17 and Schofield, 18 

who are convinced that the poem is part of an Old Norse lay 

about the Volsungs called "Signy's Lament." Frederick Tupper, 

after carefully studying the poem, came to the conclusion 

that Wulf and Eadwacer is an acrostic-charade of Cynewulf's 

name.l9 On the basis of this belief, Tupper suggests that 

Cynewulf is the author of most of the riddles in The Exeter 

Book. 20 Still another critic puts forth the theory that the 

poem is a private communication between two colleagues who 

have writ ten a collection of poems together. 21 According to 

Eliason the private communication is a figurative way of 

bemoaning the fact that some of the poems have gotten 

separated from the rest and the collection is no longer 

united as it should be.22 Despite the plethora of opinions 

l6Donald K. Fry, "Wulf and Eadwacer: A Wen Charm," 
Chaucer Rev iew 5 (1971) :263. 

17 Lawrence, p. 259. 

18schofield, p. 262. 

19Freder ick Tupper, Jr., "The Cynewulfian Runes of 
the First Riddle ," Modern La ng uage Notes 25 (1910) :239. 

20 b'd 241 I 1 , p. • 

21Norrna n E. Eliason, "On ~vulf and Eadwacer ," in Old 
English Studies in Honor of John C. Pope , ed . Robert B. 
;:;B-:-:u~r'=""'1'1-:-. ~n~a-=n=-d..:;=:.::E~d~w=a-r-=d;:.::.::,B:::-=.=. =::I:-:r=-v=-,..i~n~g-,_cc_.-:::J-r-.-,( ;:;:;T:-:o-r-_-o::--n"'-;-to : U n i v er s it y of 
Toronto Press , 1974), p. 228. 

22 Ibid. 
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represented b y these three groups of scholars, it would seem 

that t hose who favor the idea of three characters in the poem 

are in the ma jority. An investigation of the poe t's use of 

variation, i r ony , and contrast tends to add some weight to 

t he bel i e f tha t the poem concerns a woman and two men. 

Of t he three stylistic devices of variation, irony, 

and contrast , variation is one of the most f requen·tly used 

by Old Engli sh poe ts. Variation is " ••• a double or 

multiple s tat ement of the same concept or idea in different 

words, wi t h a more or less perceptible shift in stress." 23 

Variat ion is a v a luable rhetorical tool in that a poet can 

use it to slow the pace of his narrative and achieve a 

maj est ic qua lity f or his dialogue. He c a n also use variation 

to emphas i ze favorite concepts and to illustrate his topic 

24 f r om severa l di f f e rent ang les. The Beowulf poet cleverly 

uses variation to r eveal different aspects of h i s characters' 

persona lities in orde r to pre sent a comple t e picture to his 

a udience. The Wulf a nd Eadwacer poet, however, chooses to 

repeat Wulf's name i n ste ad of using variation to reveal 

a s pects of h is cha r act e r. The r e is on l y one example of 

variati o n in the poem. 

23Arthur G. Br odeur , The Art of Beowulf (Berkeley: 
Uni vers i t y of Ca lif o rnia Pre ss , 1 971 ), p . 40. 

24 Ibid., p. · 39. 
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mines widlastum wenum dogode; 
w~ renig weder ond ic reotugu s£t, 
se beaducafa bogum bilegde,25 

(11. 9-11} 

("I suffered in expectations of my Wulf's far
wanderings; 

When it was rainy weather and I sat tearful, 
When the battle-bold one in his arms surrounded 

me with flame."} 

In line 11 the poet substitutes se beaducafa for Wulf, which 

informs the audience that Wulf is a brave warrior. The woman 

uses Wulf 's name over and over as if she did not want to 

reveal other facets of his character. Elliott thinks Wulf 

is a key word which received emphasis by alliteration and 

placement at the first of each line in which it appears. 26 

Studies conducted by Elliott indicate that Wulf is part of an 

image of loneliness created by the poet. 27 Lehmann agrees 

with Elliott's estimation of the importance of the repetition 

of Wulf; however, she believes that the presence of Wulf at 

opening of the line combined with its regular repetition is 

structurally significant. 28 The poet has revealed Wulf's 

character by means of contrast and straight description; 

25George P. Krapp and Elliott V. K. Dobbie, eds., 
The Anqlo-Saxon Poetic Records, 6 vols. (New York: Columbia 
University Press , 19 31 - 53 ), vol. 3 : The Exeter Book, pp. 179-
80. Since the Krapp and Dobbie edition of The Exe ter Book is 
the primar y manuscript authority used in t his paper, all 
quotations f rom Wulf and Eadwacer are from this source. 

26Elliott, p. 4. 

27 Ibid. 28 Lehmann, p. 159. 
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therefore, it seems unlikely that reluctance to elaborate on 

character flaws is a reason for the lack of variation. The 

repetition of Wulf combined with key words connoting separa

tion and longing (ieg, eglond, ~) in order to form a strong 

image of loneliness, as suggested by Elliott, is a possible 

r eason for the lack of variation. 29 The absence of variation 

does not significantly affect the structure or the themes of 

the poem. Without hard evidence indicating an artistic 

rea son for the shortage of variation, it is possible to assume 

t hat the phenomenon is an individual stylistic characteristic. 

Even though the poet has virtually excluded variation 

f rom his poem, he has incorporated in it instances of subtly 

effective irony, a device that usually is not as important as 

variation in Old English poetry. Poets often used irony to 

emphasize ideas presented in their poems and to perform 

certain structural functions. The Wulf and Eadwacer poet 

uses two instances of irony in his poem. The first example 

of irony is the woman's use of the dual pronoun uncerne 

(1.1 6) and her repetition of it (uncern, 1. 19). She refers 

to herse lf a nd Eadwacer with a pronoun that fits them tightly 

together, as she tells him just how far apart they really are 

and have always been. 

29Elliott, p. 4. 
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~~ mon ea"}e. toslite~ fq:tte ntire gesomnad w£s, 
uncern giedd geador. 

(11. 18-19) 

("that man easily torn asunder what never was 
together, the song of us two together.") 

The use of uncerne in line 16 reveals parentage of the child, 

but it is also ironic in that even though they were together 

physical l y , they are totally separated spiritually. . 30 Reno1r 

and Davidson31 are in agreement on the possibility that the 

l ady was tied physically to Eadwacer and spiritually to Wulf. 

The tone surrounding the use of the dual pronouns is one of 

hostility and sarcasm. The woman is no longer passive, and 

her aggres sion is strong in this section of the poem. The 

poet's use of irony involving the dual pronouns emphasizes 

the theme o f hos t il i ty and the theme of separation, since the 

woman is employing sarcasm and irony and means the opposite 

of what she actually says. The second example of irony 

appears in the woma n's use of giedd in line 19. Giedd means 

"song." The minstrels who told their tales through their 

songs often sang stories of lovers. It is a poetic and 

romantic word that is incongruous in a reference to a love-

less marriage i n which at least one partner is filled with 

hostility and a nger . By referring to the stor y of their life 

toge ther as a giedd , the woman is v enting her hostility and 

JOR . 149 eno1r, p. • 

31Davidson, p. 30. 
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sarcasm a t Eadwacer's expense. The poet's use of irony in 

the dual pronouns and in the use of giedd reveals the depth 

o f the woman's hostility and exhibits how much she has 

c hanged from the meek lady at the opening of the poem. 

Again the poet is able to achieve support for the theme of 

hostility and , indirectly, for the theme of separation in 

that the ironic use of the dual pronouns stresses the 

s piritual separation between the woman and Eadwacer. 

The poet emphasizes contrast in \.Yulf and Eadwacer 

almost to the exclusion of variation and irony, a practice 

which is most unusual in Anglo-Saxon lyrics. Contrast is 

us ed to underscore the poem's three major themes of hostil

ity , separation, and suffering; to provide connecting links 

between parts of the poem; and to indicate the emotional 

development of the female persona. The poet uses five impor

tant categories of contrast in Wulf and Eadwacer: hostility 

versus fr i endship (love), sorrow versus ha ppiness, passive 

versus ac tive, concern versus indifference, and firm versus 

soft. These five c ategories of contrast overlap each other 

and weave in and out of threads provided by the three major 

themes which extend throughout the entire poem. 

The contra st be tween hostility and friendship appears 

within the fi rst three l ines of the poem. 
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Leodum is minum swylce mon lac gife; 
willa~ hy hine ap ecgan, gif on ~reat cyme~. 
Ungelic is us. 

(11. 1-3) 

("It is to my people as if the man gave battle to them; 
Will they oppre ss him if he comes with a host? 
It is different for us.") 

Lin e s 1 and 2 are characterized by hostility signaled by the 

words lac and afecgan. Ungelic in line 3 sets up the contrast 

by implying that an opposite feeling is shared by the two 

people referred to in this line. The woman's people feel 

toward the man as if he were their enemy and she wonders if 

they wll fight him and overcome him if he comes with his 

r etainers. Lac and a*ecgan connote hostile feelings while 

ungelic focuses attention on a different feeling, which would 

likely be friendship, or, possibly, love. The identity of 

the man is not made clear in these three lines; however, the 

r est of the poem indicates that the poet probably meant mon 

to refer to Wulf. The woman worries about the hostility her 

people feel for Wulf, but she says in line 3 that it is a 

different s i tuation betwee n Wulf and herself. The fact that 

she had regard e noug h for him to worry about his situation 

wi th her people indicates strong friendship, which we shall 

later discover is, in fac t, love. The poet has juxtaposed 

t he feelings of hostility and friendship in order to intro-

duce the t h eme of hostility. He emphasizes the strength of 
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the feeling of hostility by using more words connoting 

hostil ity (lac, afecgan) than friendship (ungelic). Lac and 

~*ecgan are strong and vigorous words; whereas, ungelic is a 

weak word that derives its connotations from lac and afecgan. 

Anglo-Saxon dictionaries list many definitions for la~, such 

as "battle," "offering," "sacrifice," "gift," "game." Many 

scholar s choose "gift" as the proper translation of lac in 

its present context. "Battle" is listed by Bosworth-Toller 

as t he fir st definition. Af'ecgan can mean "receive," "con

sume ," "oppress." In this case many scholars choose "receive" 

as the most logical definition. If, however, one chooses 

"battle" as the definition of lac, then it follows that 

"oppress" is the ~est choice for afecgan. Within the context 

of a poem about a beaducafa ("battle-bold one") and W£lreowe 

weras ("bloodthirsty men") "battle" and "oppress" become 

favorable translations. Hostility is a prevalent emotion in 

a poem dealing with warriors and imminent conflict. The words 

l ac and a}ecgan then connote the feeling of hostility, and 

ungelic calls for a contrasting feeling such as friendship. 

The poe t has adroitly i ntroduced a maj or theme and has 

achieved emphasis for that theme through contrast. 

The poet repeats the patte rn in line s 6, 7, and 8. 
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Sindon w£ lreowe weras -:pzrr on ige; 
wi lla-'? hy. pine al ecgan, gif he on f reat cyme-1. 
Unge l1ce 1s us. 

( 11. 6-8) 

("B loodthirsty men are there on the island; 
Will the y oppress him if he comes with a host? 
I t is different for us.") 

Again the poet has incorporated two strong words, w£ lreowe and 

a}e cgan, indicating a hostile atmosphere and has directed the 

audienc e' s attention to a fr i endlier situation by the use of 

the word ungelice. Alain Renoir is aware of the importance 

of ungelice a nd supports the idea that his word implicitly 

c alls for a contrast with what has gone before it in the 

poem. 32 Hostile feelings abound between Wulf and the w£lreowe 

weras (bloodthirsty men), yet there are quite different feel-

i ngs between Wulf and the woman. The repetition of the 

pattern of contrast between hostility and friendship 

strengthens the theme of hostility and indicates that the con-

trasting emotion is stronger than friendship. The poet is 

using contrast to subtly reveal the extent of the woman's 

feeling s toward Wulf. It is interesting to note that the 

poet has introduced the theme of separation in line 4 and has 

surrounded it by the two instances of contrast between 

hostility and friendship. The poet uses the same pattern of 

contrast i n both instances and overlaps them by means of the 

refrain (11. 2-3; 7-8). By initiating a s econd major theme, 

32Re noir, p. 153. 



24 

s eparation, between these two closely knit section of contrast 

the poet has indicated that hostility is the dominant theme. 

The poet opens his poem with the contrast between 

hostili ty and friendship (love). He closes the poem with a 

more emphatic version of the same contrast. 

~onne h i t w~s renig weder ond ic reotugu ~t, 
f onne mec s e beaducafa bogum bilegde, ~ 
w~s me wyn to pon, w£ s me h~pre eac lao. 

Wulf, min Wulf, wena me ~ine 
seoce gedydon, } ine seldcymas, 
murnende mod, nales meteliste. 

(11. 10-15) 

("When it was rainy weather and I sat tearful, 
when the battle-bold one in his arms surrounded me 

with flame, 
[there] was pleasure for me after, [it] was for me 

nevertheless also loathsome. 
Wulf, my Wulf , expectations of you 
caused me to be sick, your infrequent comings, 
sorrowful heart, not at all want of food.") 

These lines describe the woman's sorrow at being separated 

from Wulf and her mixed emotions about his making love to her. 

She falls prey to the typical disease of lovers who cannot or 

will not eat and who some times become physically ill because 

of sadness connected with unrequited love. The poet reveals 

in the s e lines what he had hinted at in the earlier part of 

the poem. He shows the woman's f eelings toward Wulf to be 

love rathe r tha n strong friendship. He contrasts this . 

passage wi th the one immediately following it describing her 

f eelings toward Eadwacer. 
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Gehyrest +' u, Eadwacer? Uncerne earne hwelp 
bire ~ wulf to wuda. 
:pa:_t mo n e~ e t osl i t ei )'£tte n;:efre 
uncerngiedd gea dor. 

(1 1 . 16- 19) 

( "Do you hear , Eadwacer? The a cti ve whelp 
Wulf will bea r t o t he \voods . 
Tha t man easily t ore asunder what never was 
the song [or tale] of u s t wo t ogether.") 

of us two 

together, 

mood changes abruptly in line 16 as the woman env i sions 

Eadwacer , who is probably her husband, but t hi s r e lati onship 

is no t made clear in t he poem. What i s clear i s t hat she 

feels an extreme ly str ong hostility toward Eadwac er . She 

wants Eadwac e r to know t hat Wulf will c a r ry a way t heir child 

to the forest. By stealing the fruit o f the marriage or 

relationship , the lover has taken away the visib le sig n of a 

c onnection between the woman and Eadwacer . Wulf already 

possesses the woman' s love . The las t t wo lines of the poem 

overflow with hostility. The woman is flaunting her relat i on-

ship with Wul f . She s ays {£t mon (Hulf ) has no trouble i n 

tearing apart a relationship that never was trul y together 

at all . She use s the word giedd ironically to emphasize her 

fee lings o f ha te toward Eadwacer. The poet juxtaposes t hese 

two passage s (11. 10-15; 11. 16-19) in order to emphasize the 

theme of hostility a nd to reveal the d epth of emotion present 

in the woman . The a brupt change in tone at line 16 coincides 

with the shift in subject from l ove to h a t e . The s tronger 
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t one is reserved for the description of hostility, even though 

s h e u ses potent words in both passages. Biledge (1. 12} is a 

power ful way to depict figuratively the flames of desire and 

tosl i te~ (1. 18} is an even more forceful way to describe the 

d e str uction of a relationship. According to Mattox the verb 

t o s litan has connotations of sacrifice since it can mean "to 

t e a r the flesh." 33 The poem is not specific on the idea of 

s acrifice, but the use of such a strong word lends force to 

t he poet's attempts to paint a vivid picture of hostility. 

The aggressive tone used by the poet in his picture of 

hostility contrasts sharply with the more passive tone 

employed in the section on love, thereby underscoring the 

theme of hostility from another angle. 

The second category of contrast, sorrow versus happi-

ness, appears in the middle section of the poem. 

Wulfes ic mines widlastum wenum dogode; 
;ponne hit w£ s renig weder and ic reotugu s£t, 

(11. 9-10) 
("I suffered in expectations of my Wulf's far

wanderings; 
when it was rainy weather and I sat tearful.") 

In these lines the woman depicts her suffering while expect-

antly waiting for Wulf to return to her from his far-

wande rings. Dogode and reotugu explicitly describe her mental 

sta t e . The se lines are juxtaposed against two lines 

33 Mattox, p. 35. 
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picturing the only moment of pleasure the woman refers to in 

the e ntire poem. 

} onne mec se beaducafa bogum bilegde, 
w~s me wyn to :pon, wa?.s me hw£'fre eac la~. 

(11. 11-12) 

("when the battle-bold one with his arms surrounds 
me with flame, 

[there] was for me pleasure after that, [it] was 
for me nevertheless also loathsome.") 

The woman speaks with mixed emotions of the pleasure she found 

i n the arms of Wulf, "the battle-bold one." The lovemaking 

is both pleasurable and loathsome. The poet has allowed the 

woman 's only pleasure to be tainted with negative feelings in 

order to emphasize the theme of suffering. The lines contain-

i ng the words dogode and reotugu depict suffering against a 

sorrowful background of renig weder. The lines outlining the 

woman 's pleasure contain one strong descriptive word, biledge, 

and one rather general term for "pleasure," wyn. The fact 

that the sorrowful half of the contrast is strong and the 

pleasurable half is weak illustrates the dominance of sorrow 

over happiness in the woman's life and strengthe ns the theme 

of suffering. 

The poet gains more emphasis for the theme o f suffer-

ing by incorporating a contrast betwee n sorrow a nd happiness 

within line 12 itself. ~provides a sharp contrast to la~ 

when one considers that the woman is using these opposing 
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t erms to describe the same act of love. The lady's brief 

brush with happiness is a direct result of the pleasure (~) 

t hat she finds in the arms of her lover; however, she also 

finds the embrace loathsome and her happiness fleeting. The 

ambivalent feelings on the part of the woman have created 

controversy among scholars as to the identity of se beaducafa. 

Mattox34 and Davidson 35 believe the warrior is Eadwacer. 

Lehmann, however, supports the theory that the man is Wulf 

and that the contrast in feelings is not unreasonable. Since 

l a~ c an mean "harm" or "trouble," Lehmann thinks the woman 

36 
r efer s to the child of the woman and her lover. Renoir 

again feels that the poem is not specific enough on the 

identity of se beaducafa, but he leans toward Wulf as the 

t . . 37 mys er1ous warr1or. Those critics favoring Eadwacer as the 

"battle-bold one" believe the contrast between happiness and 

sorrow would be incongruous in a woman embracing a lover. In 

the lines prior to line 12 the woman has spoken only of Wulf 

and described his warlike nature; therefore, it seems logical 

that she would refer to him as se beaducafa. Eadwacer is not 

introduced into the poem until four lines later; thus it seems 

unlikely that she would refer to him in such a manner. The 

34 b'd 38 I 1 ., p. • 

35 'd Dav1 son, p. 29. 

36Lehmann, p. 161. 

37Renoir, p. 160. 
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ambi balent feelings on the lady's part are adequately explained 

by Lehmann for those who feel that the child is Wulf's; how

ever, for those of us who believe the child is Eadwacer's, 

a nother explanation is necessary. It is entirely possible 

t ha t the woman is disturbed not by the embrace itself but by 

the c ircumstances surrounding the embrace. She loves Wulf 

but finds it loathsome that she must find pleasure in the arms 

of a man who is not her husband. If such is the case, it ex-

plains the woman's ambivalence and provides some strength to 

t he case for Eadwacer as the lady's legal husband. Although 

the emotion could be genuine without the presence of a hus

band, the poet has included the contrast for some reason other 

than added emphasis for the theme of suffering. The poet may 

b e subtly indicating that the lady is married and is feeling 

guilt at the necessity of deceiving her husband, or is feeling 

hosti lity because she is forced to find happiness with someone 

other than h e r legal mate . Since the poet emphasized hostility 

very strongly at the beginning of the poem with the contrast 

between hostility and friendship (love), it would seem that he 

is using the contrast betwee n sorrow and happiness within 

line 12 to reveal hidden hostility within the woman herself 

and is thus keeping the idea of hostility alive in the minds 

of the audience and adding a hitherto unknown facet to the 

woman 's character. With one instance of contrast, the poet 
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has achieved additional support for the theme of suffering, a 

bit of character development, and subtle emphasis of the feel-

ing of hostility pervasive in the poem. 

Another example of contrast between sorrow and happi-

ness appears in lines 13 through 15. The poet juxtaposes 

l ine 13 describing the woman's one brief instance of happiness 

against the three following lines describing the woman's 

sorrow. 

Hulf, min Hulf, wena me ..fine 
seoce gedydon, ~ine soldcymas, 
murnende mod, nales meteliste. 

(11. 13-15) 

("Hulf , my Hulf, expectations of you 
caused me to be sick, your infrequent comings, 
sorrowful heart , not at all want of food.") 

Wyn (1. 12a) forms a contrast with seoce (1. 14a) and murnende 

mod (1. 15a). The fact that the woman is suffering from loss 

of appetite a nd a sorrowful heart be cause of Wulf's infrequent 

visits i ndica t e s that her love may be unrequited, or at least 

not returned as fully as she gives it. The poet uses this 

contrast between sorrow and happiness to add power to his 

theme of suffering. Again he has illustrated the dominance 

of suffering by employing more strong descriptive words 

(seoce , mur n e nde mod) in the lines outlining the lady's sorrow 

tha n he used in the line depicting h e r happ ine ss (~). 

A third category of contrast found in Hulf and 

Eadwacer is t ha t of the passive sta t e versus the active state. 
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Renoir points out that the passive behavior of the woman pro

vides a contrast to the active lover within the first fifteen 

l ines of the poem. 3 8 The woman worries about Wulf's dangerous 

s ituation among bloodthirsty men (11. 4-9). She sits at home 

c rying and suffering (11. 9-10) while Wulf indulges himself 

in widlastum (''far-wanderings," 1. 9). She waits meekly for 

him to come back to her even though she has no idea when he 

will return, or even if he will return. Such passive behavior 

is indeed opposite to that of Wulf, who is described as 

s e beaducafa and who wanders around in search of adventure. 

The contrast between the behavior of Wulf and that of the 

woman occurs in the first fifteen lines of the poem. In the 

las t four lines of the poem, the poet overlaps the contrast 

between the passive behavior and the active behavior of the 

lovers in the first part of the poem with the contrast between 

passive and active states within the woman alone. Her 

behavior in the fi rst part of the poem is quite passive 

(11. 1-15). She is accepting and complacent. Words and 

phrase s such as dogode (1. 9), ic reotugu s~t (1. 10), seoce 

gedydon (1. 14), and mur nend mod (1. 15) are indicative of a 

passave condition . The woman is being ac t ed upon by events 

and has no active part in her own destiny . At line 16 the 

picture cha nges dramat ically. 

38Ibid ., p. 155. 
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Gehyrest ~u, Eadwacer? Uncerne earne hwelp 
b ire Wulf to wuda. 
? ·£ t mon eaf>e tosli te~ ~te n a:' fre gesomnad w£s, 
uncerngiedd geador. 

(11. 16-19) 

("Hearest thou, Eadwacer? The active whelp of us two 
Wulf will bear to the woods. 
That man easily tore asunder what never was together, 
t he song of us two together.") 

As the woman takes the initiative, the entire tone of the poem 

c hanges. She is commanding Eadwacer's attention and describ-

ing to him the imminent kidnapping of their son. She allows 

al l of her hostility to boil up and spill out onto Eadwacer 

a s she maliciously points out that Wulf had no trouble in 

taking her away from Eadwacer, since she and Eadwacer were 

never spiritually united in the first place. Whether Eadwacer 

is imaginary or physically present is of no consequence. The 

important thing is that the sudden change in the woman's 

behavior has revealed another facet of her character. The 

words in the section describing the woman's increasingly 

aggressive behavior (Gehyrest, toslite~) are stronger and more 

in keeping with active behavior than those in the first part 

of the p oe m d escribing her passive tendencies. The poet uses 

the two instances of contrast between passive behavior and 

active behavior on the part of Wulf and the woman and on the 

part of the woman alone to illustrate the limits of stress a 

human be ing can endure and to gain emphasis for the theme of 
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hostility. The contrasting behavior between the two lovers 

outlines the kind of stress under which the woman is laboring. 

She worries that her people might attack Wulf and that h~ is 

i n a dangerous situation (11. 1-8). Her anguish is increased 

by separation from Wulf and his neglect of her. The contrast

ing behavior withi n the woman herself shows her character 

changing from that of a victim to that of an aggressor. The 

lady has been treated in a cruel fashion by Wulf, a fact that 

is illuminated by a contrast between care and indifference to 

be discussed later. Perhaps Eadwacer has also been unkind to 

her. For whatever reason, the hostility that has smouldered 

under the surface from the first line of the poem bursts into 

flame at line 16 with the aid of the poet's skillful use of 

contrast. 

The fourth category of contrast, concern versus indif

ference , pervades the first fifteen lines along with the con

trast be tween the passive woman and the active lover. The 

contra st between concern and indifference illustrates the 

crue lty of Wul f toward the woman and underscores the theme of 

hosti l ity a nd t he theme of suffering. Adams points out that 

there is a contrast be tween the woman's feelings for Wulf and 

his indifferenc e to her . 39 The f irst eight line s of the poem 

39 Adams, p. 3. 
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bulge with the woman's concern for Wulf. She worries about 

whether her people will attack him if he comes with his 

r etainers. 

Leodum is minum swylce him mon lac gife; 
willa hy hine apecgan, gif he on :preat cyme~. 

(11. 1-2) 

("It is to my people as if the man gave them battle; 
Will they oppress him if he comes with a host?") 

She worries about his being on an island with savage men in an 

obviously dangerous situation. 

Wulf is on iege, ic on of€rre. 
F£ st is ~t e g lond, fenne biworpen. 
Sindon wozj_reowe weras J>"£.r on ige; 

(11. 4-6) 

("Wulf is on an island, I on another. 
Secure is that island, by marsh surrounded. 
Bloodthirsty men are there on the island.") 

Wulf, on the other hand, apparently cares little about the 

suffering she endures in his absence. Line 4 tells of their 

separation and sets up the situation underlying the theme of 

suffering. The lovers are apart. Line 9 tells of Wulf's 

widlasturn and line 14 describes his seldcymas, both unlikely 

activities for a man in love. 

Wulfes ic mines widlastum wenurn dogode; 
( 1. 9) 

("I suffered in expectations of my Wulf's 
far-wanderings.") 
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Wulf, min Wulf, wena me .:f>ine 
seoce gedydon, fine seldcymas, 

(11. 13-14) 

("Wulf, my Wulf, expectations of you 
caused me to be sick, your inf requent comings.") 

The woman suffers directly from his neglect and even falls 

ill. Such suffering at the hands of an apparently indifferent 

lover breeds hostility in the soul. The woman's growing 

hostility can be seen in her choice of strong words relating 

to suffering and hate, such as dogode (1. 9), lai (1. 11), as 

oppo s ed to the general word describing her brief happiness, 

wyn . The poet uses the contrast between Wulf's indif ference 

and the woman's concern to indicate another aspect of the 

man's character, to emphasize the theme of suffering, and to 

gain support for the theme of hostility running through the 

poem. The poet has carefully kept the feeling of hostility 

subtly before the audience by means of contrast, even while 

he is illustrating character and supporting a nother theme. 

The fifth category of contrast, firm versus soft, 40 

though worthy o f note, is not as important as the other four 

areas of contrast . The contrast appears i n only one line: 

F£ st is .:f'C£-t eglond, fenne biworpen. 
( 1. 5) 

(" Secure is that island, by marsh surrounded.") 

40Le hma nn , p . 159 , discusse s this point. 
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Lehmann believed f;£,st forms a contrast with fenne to indicate 

finRness versus softness, 41 but offers no particular meaning 

for the use of such a contrast at this point in the poem. 

However, considering that line 5 is perfectly balanced struc

turally with line 4, it is possible that the poet is indicat

ing aspects of the two lovers' characters from another 

perspective. He has used the contrasts between passive and 

active and between care and indifference to reveal facets of 

the characters of the woman and Wulf; therefore, it is not 

unlikely that he is trying to reveal one more side of their 

personalities in this brief contrast. The first half of 

line 4 tells of Wulf's presence on an island and coincided· 

with the first half of line 5 which states that the island is 

firm (secure). Wulf has been described as se beaducafa 

("battle-bold one," l. 11) who is given to widlastum ("far-

wanderings," l. 9) and encounters with wcelreowe weras ("blood

thirsty," l. 6). It is a description of a confident and 

active man. The second half of line 4 puts the woman on a 

separate island and coincides with the second half of line 5 

describing the marshy (soft) ground surrounding the firm 

island. The woman is described as a passive creature who 

suffers (dogode, 1. 9) and sits crying (reotugu s~t, 1. 10) 

rather than doing something· about her lot. The structure 

41Ibid. 
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o f l ines 4 and 5 and the contrast between fenne and f~st 

i mplies a contrast between the personalities of the confident 

warrior and the insecure woman. Indirectly the woman's 

i nsecurities and lack of decisive action on her own behalf 

c ould be motivation for further frustration and hostility 

which festers until they erupt in line 16. 

The contrast between past happiness and present woe, 

a l though important in The Husband's Message , The Wife's 

Lament, and The Ruin is remarkable for its absence from Wulf 

a nd Eadwacer . The poet freely mixes present, past, and 

future; however, sorrow and sadness predominate. The woman 

mixes pres ent and future in lines 1 through 8 as she worries 

about the possibility of her people attacking Wulf if he 

should come with his retainers (~1. 1-2; 7), but she points 

out that her feelings toward him are quite different from 

theirs (11. 3; 8) . Lines 9 through 15 deal with pas t time in 

which she suffered a nd sorrowed. Her only past happiness came 

in Wulf's embrace (11. 11-12), and even that was a tarnished 

pleasure. The poet has omitted the contrast between past 

happine ss and pr~sent suffering, which is a ha llmark o f the . 

elegy genre, in order to show the depth and intensity of the 

woman's suffering . Her brief encounte r with pleasure, 

illicit as it was , s e rved to heighte n he r mise ry. The woman 

suffers virtually unrelie ved sadness with no hope of 
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improvement in the future, since she fears for her lover if 

he appears and she knows that he will take her child away 

whe n he does come. Whether she cares for the child or hates 

it is of no consequence. Only sorrow can result from his 

kidnapping. The unrelieved sorrow contributes to the hostile 

tenseness prevalent in the first fifteen lines of the poem 

that is released in the angry outburst at line 16 of the 

previously docile, accepting woman. The lack of contrast 

between past happiness and present woe in an elegy where one 

expects such a contrast is an extremely effective device 

which contributes to the haunting beauty of the poem. 

The poet has used both irony and contrast not only to 

support his three major themes but to serve important struc

tura l functions as well. The poem can be divided into three 

sections. Section one (11. 1-8) deals with hostility and 

separation. Section two (11. 9-15) deals with suffering and 

sor r ow. Section three (11. 16-19) deals with hostility and 

separation again. The first section emphasizes the separation 

from Wulf, which is reinforced by the second section dealing 

with the consequent suffering. The third section deals with 

the speaker's separation from Eadwacer. The first separation 

is physical and of lesser importance than the second, which 

is s piritual. The physical separation from Wulf causes her 

anguish but does not destroy her love; whereas, the physical 
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presence of Eadwacer cannot engender any love for him. Irony 

and contrast help provide connecting threads for the various 

sections of the poem. Irony, found only in the third section 

of t he poem (11. 16-19), is used to provide a link between 

this section and the rest of the poem. The ironic use of the 

dual pronouns reminds the audience of the refrain in lines 3 

and 8: Ungelic is us. The woman uses us to refer to herself 

and Wulf, whom she loves, and the dual pronouns connoting to

getherness to refer to herself and Wulf, whom she loves, and 

the dual pronouns connoting togetherness to refer to herself 

and Eadwacer, whom she actively dislikes. She has ironically 

used the pronouns to differentiate the emotional relationships 

between herself and each of the two men. Irony provides a 

link between the two sections of the poem, thus tying the end 

of the poem to the beginning. Contrasts, woven in and out of 

each other throughout the poem, serve as links between parts 

of the poem in an effort to achieve a unified whole. The two 

instances of contrast between hostility and friendship (love) 

which appear in the first section of the poem (11. 1-8) over

lap each other, providing structural unity for the first 

section. The contrast between hostility and friendship (love) 

which results from the juxtaposition of section two (11. 9-·15) 

with section three (11. 16-19) echoes the earlier such con

trasts in the first section and ties the three sections 
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together . The instances of contrast between sorrow and happi-

ne ss also provide structural links for the poem. Lines 9 and 

10 describe the lady's sorrow as she tearfully sits waiting 

fo r Wulf to return. Lines 13 and 14 describe her lovesickness 

res ulting from Wulf's rare visits. Both these passages con-

trast with lines 11 and 12, which depict her tarnished 

pleasure in Wulf's embrace. The word wenum (1. 9) and the 

word wena (1. 13) echo each other in the passages describing 

sorrow and provide a connection between the two passages. 

The passage picturing imperfect pleasure (11. 11-12) is sand-

wiched between the overlapping passages of sorrow, thus giving 

s tructural unity to section two of the poem. These contrasts 

are interlaced among thematically important key words and 

phrases supporting the three major themes, hostility {lac 

[1. 1], afecgan [11. 2; 7], w~lreowe weras, [1. 6], la~ [1. 12], 

gehyrest [1. 16], toslite~ [1. 18]), suffering (dogode [1. 9], 

reo tugu [1. 10], seoc~ [1. 14], murnende mod [1. 15]), and 

separation, which is indicated by phrases appearing in lines 4, 

9, 13 , 14, and 18. The themes of separation and hostility 

extend the length of the poem while that of suffering is con-

fin e d to section two. The irony and contrast work together to 

form a solid structure around the three major themes. 

A detailed analysis of contrastt variation, and irony 

validates Elliott's assessme nt of the poetic capabilities of 
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the Anglo-Saxon poets. The poet has adroitly employed five 

categories of contrast: hostility versus friendship (love), 

sorrow versus happiness, passive versus active, concern 

versus indifference, and firm versus soft and has omitted an 

important one, past happiness versus present woe, in an 

e ffort to emphasize his themes of hostility, separation, and 

suffering. He also uses contrast to provide connecting links 

between the several sections of the poem and unity within 

the sections themselves, and to illustrate the development 

of the female persona from a docile, accepting woman into an 

aggressive, hostile adversary. The poet exercised the ironic 

capabilities of the dual pronoun (uncerne) and the poetically 

romantic word giedd to provide a strong connecting link 

between the beginning and the ending of the poem and to 

support the themes of separation and hostility. The poet 

almost totally exc luded variation from h i s list of rhetorical 

tools. Only once did he use va ria tion to indicate the brave 

and warlike nature of Wulf, se beaducafa . Instead of varia-

tion the poet use d repetition. Lehmann b e lieves the repeti

tion o f Wul f ' s name a t the beginning of the first line o f 

each stanza indicates the possibility that two line s, which 

would b e necessary to complete the stanzaic pattern, are 

missing from the beginning o f the poem. 42 Miss Lehmann's 

42 Le hmann, p. 159. 
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s uggestion might explain the use of repetition, but it does 

no t a dequately resolve the problem of the lack of variation. 

Barr ing any structural or thematic evidence to the contrary, 

i t would seem that the poet merely put his own individual 

s t y l i stic stamp on the poem by excluding one of the most 

popular stylistic devices in Old English. Regardless of the 

r eason for the exclusion of variation, the poet has ingeniously 

c rea ted a moving poem that has stood the test of time because 

o f t he intensity of emotion and the structural unity he was 

able to achieve through the knowledgeable use of contrast and 

irony. The poem presents an enigma that scholars are con

sta ntly trying to solve. Even though the meaning of the poem 

is clothed in ambiguities, the overall effect of the poem is 

memorable, a feat directly attributable to the skill of the 

poet. 



CHAPTER III 

THE IMPORTANCE OF CONTRAST, VARIATION, 

AND IRONY IN THE WIFE'S LAMENT 

The poet of The Wife's Lament l' makes use of sophisti

cate d rhetorical tools to create effettive poetry. A -study 

o f the technique of contrast, variation, and irony in The 

Wife 's Lament will support the contention of Benson and 

Elliott that Old English poetry has far more literary value 

tha n early criti cs admitted. In The Wife 's Lament the poet 

jux taposes incidents from the past with incidents from the 

present to set up a contrast between past happiness and 

pre sent miseries. The contra st between past pleasure and 

present woe intensifies the mood of sorrow and loneliness 

which pervades the poem. The poet uses variation and irony 

to emphas i ze the main themes of the poem, the wife's feelings 

of sorrow, mi sery , suffering, and exile . The Wi f e's Lament 

is structurally sound in that it is divided into an intro-

duction, two main sections, and a line of gnomic wisdom at 

the end . The contrasts between the past and the present are 
\J \ ~, ... 

i nterwoven with each other and ~ the var ious poetic appella-

tio ns for sorrow and misery, which stretch throughout both 

s ections o f the poem ~ \ to fo r m a kind of interl a c e structure 
:_; 

popular in both art and literature i n the seventh and eighth 

43 
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centuries. 1 --The poet of The Wife's Lament uses the stylistic 

devices of contrast, variation, and irony to emphasize his 

themes of sorrow, suffering, and exile and to provide unify-

ing threads for the two sections of the poem·:\ An analysis 

o f the ways in which the poet of The Wife's Lament uses con-

t rast , variation, and irony would, therefore, le~d additional 

s upport to the theory that poets of the elegies created 

moving , structurally sound poems of high quality. 

The Wife's Lament has been the subject of much criti-

cal controversy over the years. It is a fascinating and 

thought-provoking poem which inspires scholars to attempt to 

unravel its ambiguities and complexities from a variety of 

angles. For the most part the critics appear to be divided 

on three major issues: the sex of the speaker, the religious 

symbolism in the poem, and the number of characters in the 

poem. The first issue concerns the gender of the narrator of 

the poem. Those scholars who believe that the speaker is a 

woman are among the majority of critics. Stanley Greenfield, 

W. W. Lawrence, J. A. Ward, Angela Lucas, Thomas Davis, and 

Robert Stevick are some of the authorities who have written 

scholarly articles supporting the theory of a female narrator. 

Rudolph Ba.rnbas and Hartin Stevens are among the critics who 

suppo~t the interesting but less-convincing theory of the male 

1John Leyerle , '! 'rhe Interlace Structure of Beowu]-f," 
tJ1_2__i\'e~~-!~.~?J:._!' O!-~~~nt_'2__Quarter ly_ 3 7 ( 19 6 7) : 7. 
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na rrator. This group of learned professors received a bit of 

support fr om Matti Rissanen, who believes The Wife's La ment 

treat s the theme of e x ile in much the same way as do The 

Wa nderer and The Se afarer. Although Rissanen does not go so 

far a s to agree with Bambas and Stevens, he states that his 

views o f the tr e atment of e x ile with its implications for the 

relationshi p of lord and retainer as opposed to that of 

husband and wife would greatly strengthen the arguments of 

the proponents of the speaker as a man if the critics could 

satisfa ctorily e x plain the feminine ending s of minre selfre 

(1. 2) and geomorre (1. 1). 2 Angela Lucas argues that the 

feminine endings along are not the only evidence revealing a 

femal e narrator, but that the tone and emphasis of the poem 

also indicate that the speaker is a woman. 3 

The second issue concerns the religious symbolism in 

the poem. There are some critics who belie ve that The Wife's 

Lament ha s deeper sign i ficance than the a pparent lament of a 

wife s e p a rate d from her lover or husband. M. J. Swanton views 

the poem as symbolic of the relationship between Christ and 

a nd the Church.4 w. F. Bolton e xpands Swanton's theories by 

2Matti Ri ssanen, "The Theme o f Exile in The '-'Vife' s 
Lament, " Neuphilolog i s c he Mi tteilungen 70 (19 6 9) :103-4. 

3Ange l a Lucas , "The Narra t o r of The Wi f e's Lament 
Reconside_red, " Ne uphilologische Mitteilun gen 69 (1968) :283. 

4M . J . Swanton, "The Wife ' s Lament and The Husband's 
Mes s age: A Reconsiderat i on , " Anglia 82 (1 9 6 4) :289. 
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including structural and lexical studies as part of the posi

t ive evidence. 5 In keeping with the Christian aspects of the 

poem, A. N. Doane believes that the structure of the poem 

indicates that it is a pagan curse directed at an individual 

a nd that, as such, it served the Christian function of placing 

the utterances of the misery of a non-Christian into the mouth 

of a demon.6 The scholars who see Christian me aning and func-

t ion in the poem use key words and passages to support their 

arguments, just as the critics who see only pagan meanings 

base their arguments on interpretations of crucial words and 

passages. Frequently the same words or passages are used by 

scholars to prove opposite theories, a situation which indi-

cates the degree of obscurity and ambiguity in The Wife's 

Lement. 
I 

The third- issue concerns the number of characters in 
'\ 

' 
the poem. The major~ of scholars a g ree with W. W. Lawrence, 

Lee Ann Johnson, and Jane Curry tha t the r e are only two char

acters in The Wife 's Lam~nt, the wife and the husband. Other 

critics, such a s Stanley Greenfield and J. A. Ward, believe 

t ha t the r e are t hree characters in the po e m, the husband, the 

wife , a nd the ma n who is responsible for the wife's 

5w. F . Bolton , " The Wife ' s Lame nt and The Hu s band's 
Message : A Re con side ration Revisite d ," Archiv 205 (1968-
69 ) :338. -----

6A. N. Doane , "Heathen Form and Christian Function in 
The Wi fe ' s L.:une nt ," Medieval Studies 28 (1 9 66):91. ·-----------
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impr isonment. The critics who support the two-character 

theory interpret geong mon (1. 42) as referring to the hus

band or to young men in general. Those scholars who favor 

the three-character theory interpret geong mon as referring 

to a third party. J. A. Ward believes the young man is the 

lord of the country in which the wife is exiled. 7 Greenfield 

bel ieves geong mon refers to the young man who carries out 

the orders of the lord of the country of the wife's exile. 8 

The controversy among the scholars over the three major 

issues, as well as many minor points connected with the inter-

pretation of The Wife's Lament, will probably rage on unabated 

with no hope of ultimate resolution unless a legitimate 

external source or some other authoritative document is dis-

covered that dispels the cloud of mystery and ambiguity sur-

rounding the poem. Perhaps a look at the poem from a new 

perspective, such as that of the poet's use of contrast, 

variation, and irony, will shed some light on some of the 

ma jor critical issues as well as lend support to the theory 

that the poets of the elegies were skilled craftsmen. 

[the Wife's Lament deals with the intense feelings and 

emotions of an exiled wife, who is forced to live in an earth 

7J. A. Ward, "The Wife 's Lament : An Interpretation," 
Journa l o f English and 0ermanic Philology 59 (1960) :31. 

8stanley B. Greenf i e l d , "The h'ife 's Lament Recon
sidered ," PMLA 68 (1953):910. 
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cave far away from civilization. In the poem the wife tells 

of her suffering, misery, and sorrow. The poet skillfully 

u ses the stylistic device of contrast as one method of sharpen-

i ng the primary feeling of loneliness, thus enhancing the 

agony of the speaker. The instances of contrast tend to 

interweave and overlap with each other, but basically the 

poet appears to use three thematic contrasts: the contrast 

of present misery with past happiness, the contrast of loneli-

ness with friendship, and the contrast of love with the 

hostility of exile. The poet sets up the contrast of present 

suffer ing with past happiness in the introduction of the poem. 

Ic :f:rt. s~cgan m£9, 
hwzt i c yrmf:)a gebad, si'ff' an ic up w~_QX, 
niwes o:fpe ealdes, no rna :fonne nu )) l:; \ 

(11. 2b-4) 

("That I may tell 
of what miserie s I endured, after I grew up, 
new or old, nor more than now.") 

The line s imply that the wife did not suffer a s a young girl. 

She does not say that her childhood was happy, but the phrase 

sippan ic up we ox indicates tha t misery and suffer ing did not 

begin until after she gre w up. The wife 's l ack o f suffering 

in her distant past contrasts sharply with her present 

' ' 
9Georqe P . Krapp and Elliott V. R. Dobbie , eds., The 

Anglo-Sa xo n Poetic Records , 6 vols . (Ne\.7 York : Columb ia Uni
versit.y Press , 1S31-5 3), vo l . 3: '!:~b~ .t::~~et~~~oo..:..~ ' pp . 210-11. 
Since the Krapp and Dobbie edition of 'i'hE;:_ Exeter Book is the 
primary ma nu script u sed in t his paper , all quotations from 
The Wife 's Lament are fr om this source. 
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miserable situation as a wineleas wr~cca (friendless exile) 

living in an eor~scr~fe (earth cave). The present miseries 

are explicit while the past joy of childhood is only implied. 

Perhaps the poet was attempting to communicate the idea that 

happiness is so fleeting in the face of such terrible suffer-

ing that even the memory of happiness is blurred. The poet 

s harpens the lines of contrast between present suffering and 

past happiness in his juxtaposition of lines describing the 

exiled lover's present location (11. 47b-50a) with lines 

describing the exiled lover's memory o f a former pleasant 

dwelling (11. 50b-52a). 

~~t min freond site~ 
under stanhlife storme behrimed, 
wine werigmod, watre beflowen 
on dreorsele . 

( 11. 4 7 b-50 a) 

("that my friend sits 
under rocky cliff by a storm covered with hoarfrost, 
weary-minded friend, with water flowing round 
in a dreary hall .") 

Dreoge~ se min wine 
micle modceare; he gemon 
wynlicran wic. 

to oft 

(11. 50b-52a) 

("My f rie nd endures it 
wi th much sorrow; he remembers too o f ten 
joyful dwe lling place.") 

The dreorsel e contrasts vividly with the wynlicran wic o f the 

love r ' s past situ a tion . Although the po e t is more explicit 

in denoting the former abode as one of happiness, he devotes 
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only one adjective, wynlicran, to his description of the 

dwelling. However, he uses three prepositional phrases to 

describe the horrible conditions of the lover's current living 

quarters. Wynlicran is a general term, but unde r stanhl~e, 

storme behrimed, and w&tre beflowen are specific descriptive 

ter ms . The poet is weighting his instances of contrast of 

past h appiness with present woe heavily in favor of present 

woe, thereby emphasizing the theme of suffering and sorrow

ing . The instances of contrast themselves also serve to 

underscore the feelings of sorrow and misery s ince nothing 

makes sorrow more acute than comparing a woeful present with 

a del ightful past. Thus the poet skillfully achieve s emphasis 

for the themes of sorrow and suffering fr om two different 

angles of the same stylistic device. Not only does the poet 

use the contrasts of past happiness with present suffer~ng to 

strengthen two of the themes of his poem, but also he in

genious ly provides a f rame for the body of his lyric by 

placing one such instance o f contrast at the b eginning of the 

poem (11. 2b-4) and one at the end (11. 47b-52a ). The main 

body o f the poem is the n framed by the contrasts o f pres ent 

misery with past happiness. 

The othe r two contrastive t hemes, lone liness versus 

fri e ndship and love versus the hostility o f exile , actually 

exhibit the contrast of past with present from other 
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perspectives. The poet has used words for sorrow, longing, 

miser y, punishment, exile, and the like in abundance in the 

poem i n an effort to communicate the wretchedness of the 

wife' s present situation. The broad category of contrast 

between the past and the present is set up in the introduc-

tion and is made more explicit near the end of the poem, as 

we have seen . The emphasis on the words for misery and 

sorrow keeps the present suffering of the wife constantly 

before the r e ader. The poet then weaves spe cific instances 

of f ormer joy in and around the various gloomy words so that 

he a chieves support for his more general type of contrast 

s et up in the beginning lines of the poem and reiterated at 

t he end. For example, the poet uses this subtle technique in 

a pa ssage depicting the contrast between loneliness and 

f riendship. 

Het me c hlafor d mi n herheard niman 
aht e ic l e o f r a l yt on ~issum longstede, 
holdra freonda . For on is min hyge geornor. 

(11. 15-17) 

(" My lord commande d me to occupy a dwelling in the woods, 
I h a d f ew fri e nds in this region 
of kind f r ien d s. Therefore my soul is sad.") 

The wi fe says tha t she has few friends in a land of kind 

fri ends, a l a ck which makes h e r s a d in spirit. The phrase 

herheard nima n implies a lone ly dwelling awa y from people, 

a nd the word g eomor d e note s sadness. The wife d e scribes the 



52 

area as a region of kind friends, yet she herself has few 

friends:J - In a sense the wife is surrounded by kind and 

friendly people much as Coleridge's Ancient Mariner is 

surrounded by water, but neither she nor the Mariner can 

utilize the situation to relieve suffering. ~y thus con-

trasting the friendless state of the wife with the dear, 

friendly people in the same region, the poet underscores her 

loneliness and intensifies the feeling that she must indeed 

be guilty, or presumed guilty, of some terrible deed. She is 

without friends not because there are none around; she is 

without friends for some other reason. The poet weaves his 

contrast between the phrase herheard niman, which conjures 

up the picture of loneliness, and the word geomor, which 

denotes sadness and sorrow. In line 10 the wife describes 

herself as a wineleas wr£cca ("friendless exile"), thus 

paving the way for the contrast of friendship and loneliness. 

The poet continues the pattern of contrasting the exile with 

friends whe n he has the speaker talk about her friends who 

sleep in beds. He juxtaposes this domestic tranquility 

against the wife 's own dreary existence in a lonely cave, 

pac ing sleeplessly before dawn, burdened down with sorrow. 

Eald is .pes eorisele , eal ic eom oflongad, 
sindon dena dimme , duna uphea, 
bitre burgtumas , brerum beweaxne, 
wic wynna leas. 

(11. 29-32a) 
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("Old is this earth hall, I am all seized with longing, 
valleys are gloomy, hills towering, 
bitter boroughtowns, covered over with briars 
dwelling place bereft of joys.") 

Frynd sind on eorpan, 
leofe lifgende, leger weardiai, 
~onne ic on uhtan ana gonge 
under actreo geong -:b as eor scrafu. 

7 ( 11 • 3 3 b- 3 6) 

("Friends are on earth, 
dear ones tha t have life, occupy beds, 
while I in the early morning walk alone 
under the oak tree throughout this earth cave.") 

The fi rst passage describes the bitterness and misery inher-

e n t in her present abode. The irony implicit in the under-

statement wic wynna leas emphasizes the sorrowful situation 

of the wife. The second passage illustrates the kind of 

lif e which her former friends enjoy, comfortable and without 

dire suffering, and which contrasts sharply with the kind of 

life the wif e is now enduring. Both passages have a great 

many words that either d enote or connote longing, misery, 

loneliness. Again the poet slips his contrast o f past happi-

ness in and a round words tha t remind us of the wife's present 

woe , such as oflong~d , wic wynna l eas, and uhtan ana gonge. 

The contrast b e t ween lone liness and friendship is a specific 

instance of contrast. However, the wife must have known the 

people s h e refers t o as friends at some point i n the past 

since she Ye fer s to as f rie nds at some point in the past 

since she knows something a bout their habits. The poet thus 
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subtly implies that the wife was not without friends in the 

past , an implication which strengthens his specific contrast 

between friendship and loneliness. Loneliness can be intensi-

f .ied for the wife only if she has known the pleasure of 

f r iendship. The larger type of contrast between the past 

happiness and the present misery overlaps and encloses the 

more specific type of contrast between loneliness and 

fr iendship·:~i 
-----J 

The second type of contrast which illustrates the con-

t rast of past happiness and present misery from yet another 

perspective is that of the happiness of love with the bleak-

ness and hostility of exile. The poet uses the passage irt 

whic h the wife describes her banishment to the woods and her 

resultant sorrow to depict the state of exile. Next to that 

pa ssage, the poet juxtaposes the passage in which the wife 

t ells o f meeting a compatible man. The poet uses the second 

passa ge to illustrate the state of love. 

Het rne c hlaford min herherd niman, 
a hte ic l e o fra l y t i n fissum longstede, 
holdra f r e onda. For~on is min hyge geomor, 

1 (11. 15-17) 

("My lord commanded me to occupy a dwelling 1n the woods, 
I h ad few f riends in this region 
o f k ind friends. The refore my soul is sad.") 
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~a ic me ful gema:_cne monnan funde, 
heard s~igne, hygegeomorne, 
mod mip end ne , morp or hycgendne. 
Bl ife geb&J O ful oft wit beotedan 
~ unc ne ged~de nemne dea~ ana 
owiht elles; 

(11. 18-23a) 

("Then I found for myself a very suitable man, 
u nhappy, sad in mind, 
t houg ht-concea ling, mindful of great wickedness, 
pleasant di s position. Very o f ten we two boasted 
that we two will not be parted except by death alone 
not anything else.") 

The first passage illustrates the bleakness and loneliness of 

ex ile while the second passage describes the situation of the 

l overs. The poet uses this contrast to create a tension 

between the state of exile and the state of lone, which finds 

release in the sta tement by the wife that the situation has 

cha nge d and their love is no more. 

eft is~ onhworfen, 
is nu * * swa hit no w~e 
f r eondscipe uncer. 

("Again that is changed, 
is now • . as it never was 
the love of the two of us.") 

(11. 23b-25a) 

The r e l eas e of thi s t ension c r eate s a mor e intense feeling of 

lon e l i n e s s tha t s he previously ha d ach ieved . Her exile was 

s ad a nd lone ly, but to have known love and lost it during that 

time o f t ribulati o n ind ica t e s a d e pth o f e mot ion di f ficult to 

imagine . The poe t u s e s a numbe r o f words d e noting s orrow a nd 

misery i n h i s d e scription of t he ge~ne monnan ("suitable 
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man, " 1. 18). Ge:moe.cne can also mean "similar." The poet can, 

t herefore, describe the wife by simply implying that the 

c haracteristics of the man are similar to those of the wife. 

The description of Herheard niman ("to occupy dwelling in the 

woods," 1. 15), leofra lyt ("few friends," 1. 16), and~ 

geomor ("sad soul," 1. 17) in the passage depicting the state 

o f ex ile serves to keep the idea of present misery in the 

mind of the reader. The poet weaves the contrast of love with 

the bleakness of exile in with the words indicating sorrow, 

loneliness, and misery that are present in both the passage 

desc ribing the state of exile and the passage describing the 

state of love. The wife says that the love no longer exists, 

a situation which puts the happiness inherent in love in the 

past for her. Again we see how the poet interweaves the 

specific contrast of the wife's love affair and the bleakness 

of her exile with the more general contrast of past happiness 

and present woe. The poet thus achieves emphasis for his 

theme of exile, sorrow, and misery from several angles by his 

ability to overlap and weave together the various types of 

contrast. 

The poet goes one step farther in his attempt to 

stress his themes of exile, sorrow, and misery by means of 

fruitful contrasts in that he creates a contrast between the 

d e scriptions of the two different places of exile of the 
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wi fe and her lover. In lines 27-32a the wife tells of her 

banishment to a grove of trees and the desolate earth cave 

that is now her home. However, she is not beset by storms 

a nd wind. On the contrary, the wife says in line 37 that she 

"must sit the summer-long day" Cf?Lr ic si ttan mot sumorlangue 

~g) , which implies that the weather is warm. This descrip-

tion contrasts sharply with the place of exile that she 

envisions for her lover, who is battered by the elements 

under rocky cliffs. 

:f>ce t min freond site 
under stanhli}e storme behrimed, 
wine werigmod, w£ tre beflowen 
on dreorsele. 

(11. 47b-50a) 

("that my friend sits 
under r ocky cliff by a storm covered with hoarfrost, 
we a ry-minded friend, with water flowing round, 
in a dreary hall.") 

Even though one place of exile is warm and the other is cold, 

both p lace s are miserable a nd desolate, fee lings which are 

ref lected in the way each exile bears his fate. The wife 

weeps for her privation while the lover passively endures 

his misery. 
;:pee-r ic wepan mc£.g 

earfo}a fela; 
mine wra?csij>as, 

(11. 38-39a) 

("There I may \veep for persecution, 
much suffering.") 
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("Endures it my friend, 
much sorrow;") 

(11. 50b-5la) 

~ addition to the use of contrast, Anglo-Saxon poets 

were fond of using variation in their poems in order to add 

dimension to certain concepts and themes :\ Variation as a 

stylistic technique is sophisticated and effective in 

Beowulf. However, Brodeur goes to far as to say that Old 

Engl ish poets other than the Beowulf poet were incapable of 

using variation in any but a conventional, ineffectual way. 10 

~f , as Brodeur suggests, the m~in function of variation is to 
'-

reveal and illuminate emotion, ~1 it seems to me that the 

poets of the elegies used the device effectively and imagina-

tively to achieve that end. 

The poet uses the technique of variation in his 

description of the man the wife meets during her exile in 

order to reveal different aspects of the man's character. 

i a ic me ful gem£cne monnan funde, 
heards~ligne , hygegeomorne, 
mod s~endne, morror hycgendne. 
Blife geh:ero 

(11. 18-2la} 

-·-------·----· 
10Arthur G. Brodeur, The Art of Beowulf (Berkeley: 

Unive:rsit.;' u f California Pres-s, 1971), p. 44. 

7\ ] 1 
-~Ibid., p. 63. 
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("Then I found for myself a very suitable man, 
unhappy, sad in mind 
thought-concealing, mindful of great wickedness, 
pleasant disposition") 

Heards~igne, hygegeomorne, mod mifendne, and morjor hycgendne 

are variations for the adjective gem£cne. The progression in 

thi s instance of variation is from the general gem~cne to the 

specific character traits enumerated. Gero£cne is used to 

imply that the traits of this man are similar to those of the 

wife; therefore, we get in each additional adjective a bit 

dif ferent idea of the character of both the man and the wife. 

Greenfield suggests that in cases of multiple variation often 
~ 

a sense of climax ii built up. 12 Each description adjective 

is somewhat more specific than the previous one with the 

entire enumeration coming to an abrupt halt at blife geb~o, 

which contrasts vividly with the specific traits named. This 

passage is part of the poet's contrast between the state of 

exile and the state of love. The tension between the two 

opposing conditions, exile and love, is increased by the 

poet's use of variation here in the simultaneous description 

of the man and the wife. Blife geb~ro indicates that the 

man hides his negative feelings behind a "pleasant disposi-

tion." By placing the words blife gebaro after the enumera

tion of the unpleasant aspects of the man's character, the 

·~ 

¥2stanley B. Greenfield, The Interpretation of Old 
English Poeras (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972), p. 66. 
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poet giv e s a feeling of climax to his multiple variation as 

wel l as create s an uneasy feeling about the man himself. One 

necessarily feels wary about an individual who hides wicked 

thought s behi nd a pleasant facade, a fact which underscores 

the tension inherent in the poet's contrast between love and 

exi le . Conseq uently, variation and contrast work together 

in pro d u c ing tension between the two passages (11. 15-17; 

11. 18-23a ) i nvolved in the contrast between the state of 

love a nd the state of exile. 

The poet uses variation effectively to convey the 

extreme emotion of the wife in lines 38 to 41. There is no 

gramma tical parellelism, but the sense of the words indicates 

that the poet is using variation. 

1)'r ic . wepan m;:eg mine wrae._si:bas, 
ear fop a f e l a ; forPon ic ~ f're ne m~ 

f'*2-r e mod c e a re min1re . gerestan, 
n e eal l es 'bees longa)>es f e mec on tissum life begeat. 

7 I (11. 38-41) 

( " The re I weep for my persecution, 
much suff er i n g ; b eca us e I may not ever 
t a k e r e st from t he grie f of my heart, 
nor all this longing which poured over me in this life.") 

Wra:.. s if:as (" persecut ion") is a general term for the persecution 

r esulting in the wife 's e x il e . Earfofa fe l a , modceare, and 

1 t ' f II d "l ' 11 ) _ongFe s ( " s u ffer i ng ," "he art gr1e , an ong 1n g are some-

wha t more s pecif i c than w4£s i{as and indicate different 

aspects o f h e r per s e cution . The use of variation here under

s cor es the wife ' s a b jec t misery . By indicating specific 
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a spects of her persecution , the poet conveys the feeling that 
I 

t he wife is overcome by her burden of misery and somewhat 

resigned to her fate. The poet also uses a twofold variation 

o f terms for the wife's dwelling in lines 28-29 with the 

words eor'bscr.?2fe and eor~sele in an effort to indicate an air 

o f resignation about the wife's attitude. Eor~scl2efe ("earth 

cave ," "sepulchre") is a word that is cheerless and gloomy, 

particularly since one of its meanings is "sepulchre." 

Eorisele, on the other hand, although certainly not cheerful, 

has as its second element one meaning "hall," usually the 

place of entertainment of a lord and his household as well as 

a place to live. The two words thus have slightly different 

shades of meaning. The first term the wife uses is the cheer-

less one and the second term is the more hopeful one. The 

poet is using the subtle shades of meaning here to show that 

the wife is becoming reconciled to her exile. The wife is 

powerless to change her fate; therefore, the earth cave must 

become her "hall" for the duration~ 

There are a few other instances of variation of 

lesser importance than the examples above. For instance, the 

poet uses verbal variation in line 9: a ic me feran gewat 

folga~ s ecan. Feran means "set out," which h a s positive 

connotations of going forth to meet something, while gewat 

means "departed," which has negative connotations of going 
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away from something. It is impossible to know whether these 

same c onnotations attached themselves to these words in the 

seventh and eighth centuries; however, if we can assume 

pos i tive feelings for feran and negative ones for gewat, the 

poe t has indicated a feeling of ambivalence on the part of 

the wife about the action she is taking. Also in lines 9-10, 

the poet uses four different words to refer to the wife: 

ic ("I"), me ("myself"), and wineleas wrc;ecca ("friendless 

exi l e"). The various terms for the wife stress the fact that 

she i s very much alone in her quest for her destiny. The 

lines could be translated thus: "Then I, myself, a friend

les s exile, set out, departed to seek my destiny." The 

var ious terms for the wife underscore her aloneness, and the 

verbal variat i ons register a justifiable feeling of ambiva

l e nce in the face of such journey to be undertaken by a lone 

female . An instance of substantival variation is used by the 

poe t in lines 33b-34a in which fryne ("friends") is varied 

by l eof e ("dear ones") and indicates a deep feeling on the 

par t of the wife for the people who were her friends. These 

minor insta nces of verbal and substantival variation are of 

valu e in that they empha size the different emotions of the 

wife , an emph a sis giving the char acter more dimension than 

t hat af forded to her by the various poetic appellations for 
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sor row, misery, and loneliness that are strung throughout 

the entire poem. 

Lln addition to contrast and variation, the composer 

of The Wife's Lament used irony in various forms to great 

advantage . For instance, in line 26 the wife refers to the 

e nmity of her felaleofan ( 11 very dear one 11 ), which can be 

r ead as an ironic reference to her husband, who, she believes, 

is r esponsible for her current misery. If he has treated her 

in such a cruel way, he cannot be 11 dear 11 to her even though, 

as her husband, he should be. The use of irony here indi-

cates hostility on the part of the wife. In line 32b the 

wi fe is more explicit about her hostility and the reason 

for it. 

Ful oft mec her wrafe begeat 
fromsi frean. 

(11. 32b-33a) 

("Very often the departure . 
of my lord flooded me h ere with hostility." U 

In line 34 the word lifgende has posed problems for some 

. . f d t 1' d 13 cr1tics. Matti Rissanen eme nds 11 gen e o 1cgen e. 

Lifgende means 11 living 11 or 11 have life 11 and licgende means 

11 lie dead... Since eot'6scr;£fe can also mean 11 Sepulchre," 

Rissanen's emendation would not be out of line. However, it 

is my f eeling that lifge nde is used in an ironic sense, 

just as fe l a leofan is; consequently, the word makes sense in 

1 3 . 95 R1ssanen , p. • 
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i n i t s original form and no emendation is necessary. The 

wi fe, who has just described her life in the miserable earth-

cave (11. 27-32a), visualizes her friends going about her 

normal activities as having real life, while she herself has 

b e e n driven to another level of existence that she does not 

f eel is real life. She is not dead, as Raymond Tripp 

suggests , 14 but her sufferings have taken their toll. many 

She has endured much suffering, but the love that she found 

i n t h e midst of her exile and then lost again has led her 

into a state of 11 non-living 11 under the oak tree. The wife 

can again be compared to Coleridge's Ancient Mariner, who was 

fo rced to endure a miserable and lonely 11death-in-life" 

existence on a ship full of dead seamen. The Ancient Mariner 

was burdened down by guilt, misery, and loneliness, yet he 

was unable to die. His existence was worse than physical 

death. The wife is also burdened down by misery, loneliness, 

and probably guilt as well. She, too, leads a 11 death-in

life" existence in her eoroscr,;;efe, which is much like a grave. 

Physical death would be a welcome release. It is ironic that 

such a "non-l iving " existence continues under the oak tree, 

which is the symbol of eternal life. ~nother instance of 

14 Raymond P. Tr ipp, Jr., "The Narrator as Revenant: 
A Recon sider ation of Three Old Eng l ish Elegies ," Papers on 
La nguage a nd Lit e r a ture 8 (1972):3 39-61. 
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irony, which may be more ironic understatement than pure 

i rony, is the word dreorsele in line 50. Dreorsele means 

"dreary hall."] Nora Kershaw thinks the word refers to some 

kind of ruins or possibly a cave. 15 Wentersdorf, on the 

other hand, translates dreorsele as "a sorrowful time," which 

he f eels is more compatible with the passage.l6 

~~t min freond sitei 
under stanhl~e storme behrimed, 
wine weri~nod, w~re beflowen 
on dreorsele. 

(11. 47b-50a) 

("That my friend sits 
under rocky cliff by a storm covered with hoarfrost 
weary-minded friend, with water flowing round 
in a dreary hall.") 

The man is outdoors under a cliff. He appears to be surrounded 

by water and unable to do much to alter his situation; there-

fore, his position outdoors is his home for the moment and 

will have to serve as his "hall," even though it is just the 

opposite and is far worse than "dreary." This particular 

description of her lover's living quarters provides a parallel 

with the description of the wife's dwelling as "bereft of joy" 

(1. 32), also a bit of ironic understatement since her abode 

is not only joyless but misery-producing. This parallel 

15Karl P. Wentersdorf, "The Situation of the Narrator's 
Lord in The Wife's Lament," Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 71 
(1970) : 606 . 

16 rbid., p. 607. 
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provides a link between her exile and that of her lover and 

helps connect the two main parts of the poem~} 

~he Wife's Lament is divided into two main parts with 

an introduction at the beginning and a line of gnomic wisdom 

at the end. Contrast, variation, and irony are all important 

t o the structure of the poem in that they help hold the two 

main parts of the poem together. The two central sections 

of the poem are each introduced by a reference to the hus-

band' s departure. The first section begins with line 6 

immediately following the introduction. 

Jtrest min hlaford gewat heonan of leodurn 
ofer yp a gelac; h« fde ic uhtceare 
hwocr min leodfrurna londes ~e. 

(11. 6-8). 

("First my lord departed hence from the nation 
over tossing waves; I had sorrow at dawn 
about where the land of my price might be.") 

Section one deals with the wife's rash decision to take action 

in her own behalf after her husband's departure and to seek 

her own destiny and the exile that is her punishment. 

Section two begins with line 32b, in which the wife again 

mentions the husband's departure and the hostility she feels 

as a result of his going away. In line 35 the wife refers 

again to her sorrow at dawn. 

Ful oft mec her wra)e begeat 
fromsiJ.) frean . Frynd ~ind on eor-pan, 
leofe lifgende, leger weardia~, 
ponne .ic on uhtan ana gong~e 
unde r :::ctreo geond )/as eorOscrafu. 

' j (11. 32b-36) 
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("Very often the departure of 
my lord f looded me with hostility. Friends are on earth, 
dear ones that have life, occupy beds, 
while I in the early morning walk alone 
under the oak tree throughout this earth cave.") 

The second section of the poem emphasizes the miserable living 

conditions of the wife's exile and describes the exile of her 

f ormer lover. The speculations concerning the proper behavior 

of young men in general are included in section two. The 

parallel references to the husband's departure and to the 

wife's sorrow and loneliness at dawn serve as connecting 

devices for the two sections of the poem. The contrast between 

fr iendship and loneliness in lines 15-17 of section one is 

echoed in the contrast between the lives of her former friends 

and that of the wife herself and thus provides another cohe-

sive thread in the structure of the poem. The first section 

of the poem elaborated on the wife's exile and the second 

section describes her lover's exile. The contrast between the 

two different places of exile and the ironic understatement 

used in the description of the wife's living quarters (wic 

wynna leas, 1. 32a) and in that of the lover 's (dreorsele, 

1. 50) provide another link between part one (11. 6-32a) and 

part two (11. 32b-52a) of The Wife's Lament. The wife's 

ironic use of f elaleofan in reference to her husband in 

line 26 foresh adows the direct fe e l i ng of hostility that she 

expressed in line 32b. The figure of the husband (hlaford) 
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appears in both sections of the poem; the hostility that she 

feels for him, which is emphasized by the poet's skillful use 

of irony, provides still another connecting thread between 

the two parts of the poem. The various poetic appellations 

f or sorrow and longing, such as geomorre (1. 1), uhtceare 

(1. 7), wea earfe (1. 10), oflongad (1. 29), and modceare 

(1. 40), are strung out through the entire poem and connect 

both parts of the poem. The gnomic wisdom offered by the 

wife to those persons who would benefit from her experiences, 

found in lines 52b-53, combines with the introductory lines 

to supply a kind of outer frame for the rest of the poem. 

The poet uses the contrast between past happiness and present 

suffering just inside this outer physical frame at lines 2b-4 

and at lines 47b-52a, thereby achieving a double frame for 

his tightly woven poem~·-\ 
/ 

The speculations concerning the most appropriate 

deportment for young men are found in section two: 

A scyle geong mon wesan gemormod, 
heard heortan gef oht, swylce habban sceal 
bl i}e geba::ro, eac .fon breostceare, 
sinsorgna gedreag, sy ~t him sylfum gelong 
eal his worulde wyn, sy ful wide fah 
feorres fo lclondes. 

(11. 42-47a) 

("Ever should a young man be sorrowful, 
brave in thoughts of the heart, also shall have 
joyful bearing, in addition to the h e art care, 
tumult of perpetu a l grief , be on himself dependent 
for all his wor l d joy, be very widely outlawed 
from d istant folklands.") 
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The poet has carefully shown us how much hardship and suffer-

ing the wife has endured; therefore, such an expert on misery 

is entitled to share her experiences in the hope of offering 

some valuable advice for living~ However, critical opinion 

is d ivided on this particular passage. Greenfield believes 

the passage is a curse on the husband for his cruelty to the 

wife . 17 Ward thinks the passage is a curse directed at the 

young man responsible for the wife's misery. 18 W. W. Lawrence, 

on the other hand, believes that the lines are merely general 

moral reflections which the Anglo-Saxons were fond of inter

jecting into poetry. 19 It appears that this passage 

represents the final stage in the poet's development of the 

wife from the impulsive girl with ambivalent feelings 

(11. 8-10), who set out in search of her leodfruma, to a 

wiser girl who learns to conceal her malevolent thoughts 

behind a pleasant disposition (11. 18-2la) and then to a 

woman who has suffered and feels much hostility but is re-

signed to her fate (11. 37-41), and finally to a sadder and 

wiser woman who wants to find some value in all of her suf-

fering by providing a few suggestions to young people con-

cerning the best way to prepare themselves to face the cruel 

l7 Greenfie ld, "The Wife's Lament Reconsidered," p. 907. 

18ward, p. 32. 

1 9w~ w. Lawrence , "The Banished Wife's Lament," 
Modern Ph~~ology 5 (19 07-8):389. 
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world (11. 42-47a). The poet uses the subjunctive mood in 

lines 42-47a, which is normally used to indicate a hypotheti

cal or conjectural content in Old English. 20 The fact that 

the passage is in the subjunctive mood lends support to the 

i dea that the wife intended geohg mon to refer to young men 

in general and not to a specific person. These reflections 

on how to cope with life remind the wife of her lover. As a 

result, she shifts the focus of her attention to speculations 

about his exile (11. 47b-52a). The summation of her knowl-

edge gained from bitter experience is capsulized in lines 52b-

53: Wa bi1) famfe sceal/of langope leofes abidan ("Woe be to 

him who shall/with longing await a dear one.") 

The Wife's Lament is a fascinating poem which lends 

itself to a number of interesting interpretations, as the 

critics have demonstrated. The controversial issues involved 

in the interpretation of the poem cannot be satisfactorily 

resolved unless an external source can be found. Several 

scholars have searched for the source of the poem in heroic 

tales, folktales, and the like. Much interesting research has 

been done along these lines. Considering the ambiguity of the 

poem, the idea that the audience was familiar with the story 

certainly has merit. According to Lawrence it was common for 

20Randolph Quirk and C. L. Wrenn, An Old English 
Grammar (London: Methuen & Co. Ltd., 1955), p. 83. 
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a poet to choose a familiar story and to emphasize certain 

parts and subdue others on the basis of his particular pur

pose.21 Perhaps The Wife's Lament was based on a situation 

of local origin that had almost become a legend. Even though 

it is risky to postulate a background story for a poem as 

ambiguous as this one, it is tempting to suggest a possible 

situation that could have captured the imagination of the 

people and become a legend. Of the three major issues that 

have absorbed the critics in regard to this poem, the first 

two issues appear to me to be adequately settled. The feminine 

end ings of geomorre and minre sylfre (11. 1-2), the mood, and 

the tone of the poem convince me that the speaker is indeed 

a woman. Since the proponents of the theory of religious con

notations are obliged to stretch the meaning of certain words 

and phrases in order to get a religious meaning, and those 

who favor a secular interpretation are able to take the poem 

as it stands without adding symbolic meanings~ it seems 

that a secular interpretation has more validity. The third 

issue involving the number of characters in the poem is 

another matter. None of the critics suggested a theory that 

was completely satisfactory. The critics favor the idea of 

either two characters or three characters in the poem. It 

is tempting to propose the existence of the four characters 

21 Lawrence, p. 398. 
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and to describe a situation that accounts for a wife, a hus

band, and two lovers. The poet's use of contrast, variation, 

and irony lends some support to this theory, as this study 

wil l i llustrate. 

It is my belief that the wife refers to her husband 

twice as hlaford (1. 6; l. 15) and once as frean (1. 33a) 

when she refers to his departure as a source of hostility. 

The figure of the husband appears in both sections of the 

poem and serves as a connecting device. Leodfrurna (1. 8) 

does not refer to the husband. The two words the wife uses 

for her husband mean "husband," "friend," "lord," while 

leodfrurna means "prince." Of course the husband could easily 

be a prince as well as a lord and a friend. However, if 

leodfrurna had referred to her lord, she would most likely 

have used another word besides londes to indicate his destina

tion or his whereabouts. Line 8 (hw~ min leodfrurna londes 

~; "where the land of my price might be") indicates that 

it is the country or the land of the price that she lacks 

knowledge of, a fact hardly reconcilable with the kind of 

knowledge a wife would have. Leodfruma possibly refers to a 

lover the wife knew in her youth before her marriage. 'Ihe poem 

suggests to the r eader the situation of a young girl who is in 

love with a prince but is forced to carry out. a family-arranged 

marriage with another man. The poet sets up the idea of the 
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contrast between past happiness and present woe in the intra-

ductory lines. The wife implies that her misery began 

siffan ic up weox ("after I grew up"); the most common thing 

tha t happened to girls in Anglo-Saxon England was a family

arranged marriage. After the wedding the girl goes to the 

hu sband's country to live. This situation could be inter-

preted as a form of exile if one of the main reasons for the 

marriage was to put the girl out of reach of another less 

satisfactory suitor. The presence of a cherished lover in 

the wife's distant past could make her marriage and her 

present situation more unbearable than ever. The poet's use 

of contrast helps to underscore the wife's misery, which would 

be made more acute by the memory of a lost lov ed one. The 

wif e is impulsive and a bit irreponsible. The husband leaves 

her for some reason, probably military, and the sorrow caused 

b y loneliness induces her to take action into her own hands 

and to set out to seek her destiny (folgai secan.) 

Rudolph Bambas 22 argues along with Martin Stevens23 

t h a t folga{ secan must mean "to seek service," which is an 

a ppropriate translation in support of the male-speaker theory. 

Thomas Davis believes that the term refers to the protection 

22 Rudo l p h c. Bambas, 11 Another View of the Old English 
The Wife ' s Lamen t , 11 J our n a l o f English a nd Ge r manic Philology 
62 (1963 ) : 3 06. 

23Martin Ste v e ns, "The Narra tor of The Wife's Lament," 
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 69 (1968):84. 
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the wife seeks from the husband's relatives. 24 According to 

A Concise Anglo-Sax on Dictionary by J. R. Clark Hall, folg~, 

which is found under ~olgo~, can mean "condition of life, 

destiny." A similar definition can also be found in the 

supplement edition of Bosworth-Toller. The meaning "destiny" 

appears to fit the context better than the other definitions 

and e liminates the problem of a lady in the warrior-like act 

o f "seeking service." The poet uses verbal variation in 

line 9 to indicate the feeling of ambivalence on the part of 

t he wife, a feeling which indicates the wife may have 

r ealized the gravity of her action. Nevertheless, the wife 

departs in search of the prince whom she has lost, driven to 

a desperate act by her weaiearfe ("woeful need," 1. 10), 

which was created by her husband's departure. Somehow the 

wi f e finds the lover of her youth, but his kinsmen, having no 

rega rd for love but probably a great deal of regard for the 

anger of her husband, separate them and send her home. Her 

husband banishes her for her evil deed and her friends abandon 

her. The poet uses the contrast between loneliness and 

fr iendship in line s 15-17 to imply that the wife was guilty 

of some grievous misdeed and was thus an outcast among other-

wise f rie ndly people. 

24Thomas M. Da v is , "Anot he r Vie w of The Wife's 
Lament ," Papers on La nguage and Lite r a ture 1 (1963):302. 
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In her miserable exile in the woods, the wife meets 

another wanderer, gem&cne monnan (1. 18), and falls in love. 

Dorothy Whitelock has pointed out that it was common in 

Anglo-Saxon England for people to go into voluntary exile 

fo r the edification of their souls. 25 There is also the 

possibility that the man was exiled for some crime of his 

own. The word ge~cne in the man's description implies that 

the wife shares the man's character traits. The poet uses 

v ariation in the man's description to show the different 

angles of his personality and, by implication, those of the 

wife's that form the total character. The variation empha-

s izes the fact that the wife has put the impulsiveness of her 

youth beind her and now conceals her thoughts from others. 

The wife indicates that the affair with the second lover has 

ended: eft is ~t onhworfen ("again that is changed," 

1. 23b). The words of the wife indicate that a similar situa-

tion has previously been changed in a similar fashion. These 

words lend support to the theory that the wife had two 

lovers, leodfruma and gem cne monnan, and that in each case 

the situation was changed by the interference of a third 

party. 

25norothy Whitelock, "The Interpretations of The 
Seafarer," in Essential Articles for the Study of OldEnglish 
Poe try, ed. Jess B. Bessinger, Jr., and Stanley J. Kahrl 
(Hamden, Connecticut: Anchon Books, 1968), p. 447. 
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The poet uses irony in lines 25b-26 to indicate the 

beginning of a feeling of hostility on the part of the wife 

for her husband, whom she refers to sarcastically as 

fel aleofan. The wife admits feeling overwhelmed with 

hostility in line 32b. This feeling of animosity signals a 

new development in her character. The ironic reference to 

her husband coupled with the juxtaposition of the passage 

describing the end of her love with ge~ne monnan (1. 23b) 

a gainst the passage expressing the wife's concern that she 

must always suffer the enmity of felaleofan (1. 26) seem to 

indicate the complicity of the husband in the demise of the 

wife's second love affair. This act of cruelty finally 

defeats her and pushes her over the edge into a non-living 

existence in which the wife shows no animation and a resigned 

acceptance of a deathlike state in life. The poet's use of 

contrast between the kind of life led by the wife's former 

friends who enjoy "real life" (11. 33b-34) and the kind of 

life the wife leads in the earth cave (11. 35-36) emphasizes 

the wife's misery and suffering. The poet uses variation in 

the terms for the wife's dwelling, eor~scr~fe (1. 28) and 

eorQsele (1. 29), to indicate by means of subtle shades of 

meaning in the words involved that the wife is becoming 

reconciled to her situation. This development is another 
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s t age in the growth of the wife from a rash young girl to a 

s adder and wiser woman. The development of the wife is 

r e l a ted more to her experience in life than to the passage 

o f time. Near the end of the poem the wife puts her experi

e nces to use i n the form of advice to the young. The wife 

l earned a great deal about herself as a result of her 

e xperiences much as Coleridge's Ancient Mariner did. Both 

the wife and the Mariner felt the need to share their 

horrible e xperiences with other persons in the hope that 

their sufferings might save future wayfarers from making 

similar mistakes. The wife has grown from an inexperienced 

impetuous girl into a wiser and sadder woman who is almost 

defeated by isolation and cruelty. A glimmer of hope can be 

seen in the fact that she is able to find a positive value 

a midst the horror of exile and to turn it into a kind of 

g uide f or those persons who follow. 

The background story just suggested is only one of 

seve ral possible speculations based on t h e meager details in 

t h e poem. 'The poet has used contrast, variation, and irony 

in sev e ral plac e s throughout the poem to emph a size the 

t hemes of e x ile , sorrow, and suffering and to serve as 

cohe sive thre ads in the structure of his poem. · Lexical 

evidenc e from t he poem itse lf and c er t a i n i nstance s of the 
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poet 's use of contrast, variation, and irony lend strength 

to t he argument in favor of four characters in the poem. ( The 

poe t has shown much skill in his use of these three stylistic 

d evic e s. The Wife's Lament is a well-wrought and emotionally 

movi ng poem put together by a poet who employs many fine 

poet ic techniques in a manner reminiscent of the more 

sophisticated interlace techniques of the Beowulf poet. How

ever, until a satisfactory source is found and verified which 

can account for the difficulties of the poem, the mystery 

surrounding The Wife's Lament will continue to sharpen the 

curiosity of scholars and to inspire new interpretations. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE HUSBAND'S MESSAGE: AN ANALYSIS 

OF CONTRAST, VARIATION, AND IRONY 

Although Ralph W. V. Elliott mentions The Husband's 

Messag e in his study of the images in the elegies,l he does 

no t analyze contrast, variation, and irony, techniques 

which offe r at least as much support to his theory as imagery 

of fers. The poet of The Husband's Message uses contrast, 

var iation, and irony to emphasize his major themes, to pro-

vide structural unity between the prologue and the main body 

of the poem, and to reveal several different characteristics 

of the man and the sea. The idea, supported by Larry D. 

Be nson2 and Elliott, that these Anglo-Saxons were conversant 

with the techniques of good poetry can be supported by a 

study of the stylistic devices of contrast, variation, and 

i rony in The Husband's Message. 

The Hus b a nd's Message has been the center of much 

critical controve rsy for a number of years, chiefly as a 

result of the extensive damage to the manuscript. Of all the 

lRa l p h w. v. Elliott, "Form and Image in the Old 
English Lyrics," Es s ays i n Criticism 1 1 (Ja nua ry 1961) :9. 

2Larry D. Benson, 11 The Lite rary Character of Anglo
Saxon Formulaic Poetry," PMLA 81 (1966) :35. 
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elegies in The Exeter Book, the manuscript of The Husband's 

Message and that of The Ruin appear to contain the most 

lacunae. Obviously such gaps in the texts of the poems have 

greatly hindered the critical scholarship of both The Ruin 

and The Husband's Message. The only way of accurately 

resolving the textual conflict would be the discovery of 

additional contemporary manuscripts containing the poems. 

Lacking such corroboration for the text of the poem, the 

scholars concerned with The Husband's Message have proceeded 

with great skill and imagination in their efforts to explain 

the poem on the basis of what does remain on the damaged 

parchment. The resulting critical controversy appears to 

revolve around three major problems: the speaker, the mean

ing of the runes, and the beginning of the poem. 3 

First, the problem of the speaker has divided scholars 

into two groups: those who believe the poem is spoken by a 

personified piece of wood in some particular shape and those 

who believe the poem is spoken by a human messenger. The 

most recent article on the subject seeks to resolve the con-

flict by suggesting the .presence of two speakers, an idea 

that is not entirely new. Earl Anderson suggests that 

lines 1-12 of the poem are spoken by a human messenger and 

3stanJ.ey B. Greenf i eld, The Interpretation of Old 
Eng lish ?oe~-~. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972), p. 146. 
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l ines 13-54 by a personified rune stave. 4 Another critic 

believes that the entire poem is spoken by a carved piece of 

wood serving as a letter, more specifically, a love letter. 5 

Still another critic views The Husband's Message as a poem 

spoken by the Cross. 6 In addition to the scholars who favor 

the personified piece of wood as speaker, there are several 

others who believe a human messenger is the speaker. M. J. 

Swanton, in an effort to interpret The Husband's Message in 

Christian terms, argues that the poem is spoken by an angelic 

messenger functioning as a peregrinus figure. 7 W. F. Bolton 

agrees with Swanton's theories and seeks to extend them with 

his own research. 8 Stanley Greenfield9 and R. F. Leslie,lO 

4Earl R. Anderson, "Voices in The Husband's Message," 
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 74 (1973):242. 

5F. A. Blackburn, "The Husband's Message and the 
Accompanying Riddles of The Exeter Book," Journal of English 
and Germanic Philology 3 (1901) :2. 

6R. E. Kaske, "A Poem of the Cross in the Exeter Book: 
Riddle 60 and The Husband's Message," Traditio 23 (1967):64. 

7M. J. Swanton, "The Wife's Lament and The Husband's 
Message: A Reconsideration," Anglia 82 (1964) :289. 

8w. F. Bolton, "The Wife's Lament and The Husband's 
Message: A Reconsideration Revisited," Archiv 205 (1968-69): 
338. 

9Greenfield, p. 152. 

lOR. F. Leslie, ed., Three Old English Elegies: 
Wife's Lament," "The Husba nd' s Message ," "The Ruin," 
(Manchester: University Press, 1961), p. 13. 

"The 
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a greeing that the messenger is human, differ from other 

c ritics in their assessment of the poem itself. They are 

more nearly correct in view of the text of the poem. It has 

been pointed out by those critics who oppose the rune-stave 

theory that the speaker refers to his frequent journeys in 

l ines 5b-9a. A piece of wood with a specific message carved 

on it would not be likely to travel frequently. Furthermore, 

Leslie makes the point supported by Greenfield that the 

s peaker refers to himself in the third person, se 14sne beam 

a grof (1. 13), which indicates that the speaker and the beam 

t t 't ' 11 are separa e en 1 1es. The poet's use of variation in the 

terms he uses for the man, mondryhten min (1. 7), mines frean 

(1. 10), and min win (1. 39), indicates a relationship between 

a lord and his retainer rather than that between a lord and 

his rune stave. 12 The various poetic appellations for the 

man also serve to reveal different aspects of his character--

a point which will be developed more fully in the discussion 

of variation. 

Anderson attempts to refute Leslie's evidence concern-

ing the lord-retainer relationship in an effort to strengthen 

his own theory of two speakers for the poem. He believes the 

first twelve lines of The Husband's ~1essage are spoken by a 

11rbid. 

12Ibid., p. 14. 
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human messenger and the rest of the poem by the rune stave. 

Thus only wine min (1. 39) would apply to the rune stave. 

Anderson supplies examples from Beowulf in which Hrothgar 

r efers to Beowulf as wine min and Beowulf uses the same words 

in addressing Unferth, thereby implying that such words do 

not always signify a lord-retainer situation.l3 If one agrees 

with Anderson's two-speaker theory, the analogy with Beowulf 

is sufficient justification to overrule the lord-retainer 

relationship espoused by Greenfield and Leslie. However, the 

second line of the poem reveals a major flaw in his theory. 

[ ] t · t dre aweox,· 14 •••••••••••••• reocyn 1c u 

("[ •••••••••••••• ]a kind of tree I offspring came forth;") 

Anderson does not refer to this line in the messenger's pro-

logue, which ostensibly refers to the speaker as the offspring 

of some kind of tree rather than as a person. The lacuna pre-

ceding treocyn creates translation problems; however, Anderson 

chooses not to deal with treocyn at all. Ignoring the evi-

dence of the manuscript, Anderson proceeds to the last sen-

tence in the poem, which he feels would not fit the speech of 

13 Anderson, p. 243. 

14George P. Krapp and Elliott V. K. Dobbie, eds., The 
Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records, 6 vols. (New Yor k : Columbia Uni
versity Press , 1931-53) , vol. 3: The Exeter Book, pp. 227-
29 . Since the Krapp and Dobbie edition of The Exe t e r Book is 
the p rimary manuscript authority used in this paper, all 
quotations from The Husband' s Message are from this source. 
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a human messenger but would be appropriate for a personified 

rune stave. He refers to the word genyre (1. 49a), which 

Kaske examined under ultraviolet light to show that the word 

was genyre and not gehyre or gecyre as had been supposed.l5 

Anderson translates genyre ic ce,tsomne (1. 49a) as "I con

strain together," which he agrues would have to apply to a 

rune stave that holds together carved runes on its body.l6 

Anderson's lack of attention to the crucial second line and 

his partial reliance on genyre to support his two-speaker 

theory are weaknesses in his argument. According to Krapp 

and Dobbie, the lacuna between wille and treocyn is about 

ten letters long and the lacuna immediately after treocyn 

obscures part of the final stroke of the word. The gap is 

large; thus it is possible that more letters could follow 

treocyn.l7 If one were to substitute two words, samod mid, 

for the lacuna between wille and treocyn and to emend treocyn 

to the genitive form treocynnes, the line would read as 

follows: 

[sarnod mid] treocyn [nes] ic tudre aweox; 

(["toge ther with] the offspring of a kind of tree 
I came forth;") 

lSR. E. Kaske , "T,he Reading Ge nyre in The Husband's 
He ssage Line 49, " Hediurn lf:vum 33 (196 4 ) :204. 

16Anderson, p. 242. 

17Krapp and Dobbie, p. 362. 
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Precedent for the positioning of an adverb at the beginning 

o f a sentence can be found in a sentence by ~fric: sona on 

s~~e weard ge~ed.l8 Such an arrangement for line 2 

emphasizes the idea that the messenger came on the ship and 

brought the rune stave with him. The rune stave carried by 

t he human messenger, who is the speaker, is the offspring of 

a kind of tree, not the messenger himself. The human mes-

senger, after establishing his credentials in the prologue, 

tells the lady about various situations concerning his lord. 

It seems likely that after such a long speech, the messenger, 

upon handing the lady the carved rune stave, would explain to 

her that the runes are to be read by '' constraining" certain 

ones together; therefore, genyre would not be inappropriate 

to a human nessenger, as Anderson believes. Another possibil-

ity is that the messenger performed a secretarial function 

for the lord who dictated the runes. It was not unusual for 

wealthy lords to rely on educated servants. If this situation 

is accurate, then se4isne beam a grof is a figurative refer

ence to the lord's having carved the beam and genyre ic 

£ tsomne is literally true. 

The question concerning the meaning of the runes has 

captured as much of the attention of scholars as that of the 

18Randolph Quirk and C. L. Wrenn, An Old English 
Grammar (London: Methuen & Co., 1955), p. 91. 
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s peaker. The majority of the critics favor interpreting the 

r unes according to their rune names rather than to the alpha-

b e tic al letters, since no arrangement of the letters produces 

a known Old English word.l9 Several theories concerning the 

r easons for the inclusion of the runes have been put forth. 

For example, Bolton believes the presence of the runes signals 

t h e reader to look for hidden meanings,20 while Blackburn 

t h i nks the runes are a secret love message.21 Although Leslie 

t akes exception to Elliott's interpretation of the runes as 

being central to the structure of The Husband's Message in 

t hat the poem is merely an extension of the runic message,22 

i t would seem that the stylistic devices used by the poet 

g ive added strength to this portion of Elliott's arguments. 

According to Elliott's interpretation, the runes S•R•EA•W•D 

or M read as follows: "sigel, 'sun'; ear, 'ocean'; rad, 

'riding, journey, path';~' 'joy'; and~' 'day'; or mon, 

'man'."23 Elliott puts the rune names together into two sen-

tences, one for the runic name ~ and one for the runic 

name mon: 

19Ra lph w. v. Elliott, "The Rune s in The Husband's 
Message ," Journal of Eng lish and Ge rmanic Philosophy 54 
(1955):2. 

20Bolton, p. 347. 

21Blackburn, p. 3. 

22Leslie, p. 15. 

23Elliott, "The Runes in The Husband's Message, p. 2. 
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Follow the sun's path across the ocean, 
and ours will be joy and the happiness 
and prosperity of the bright day. 

Follow the sun's path across the sea 
to find joy with the man who 
waiting for you.24 

The runic message emphasizes joy and a journey across the sea. 

The poet's four major themes are man, happiness, the sea, and 

time, which are given prominence by the skillful use of con-

trast, variation, and irony. Although the runic message 

using the runic name ~ incorporates three of the themes of 

the poem, the message using the runic name mon utilizes all 

four themes: the sea, joy, man, and the time involved in 

preparation for and the completion of a sea journey. 

Another question that has troubled the critics over 

the years as much as those questions dealing with the speaker 

and the runes is that concerning the opening of the poem. 

The critical controversy generated by the problem of the 

beginning of the poem centers on two schools of thought: 

those critics who believe The Husband's Message is part of 

another poem, either The Wife's Lament or Riddle 60, and those 

who believe The Husband's Message is complete as it stands. 

Bolton and Swanton are among the scholars who favor a con-

nection betwee n The Husband's Message and The Wife's Lament. 

24rbid., p. 7. 
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Bolton considers the two poems to be parts of the same long 

poem. 25 Swanton believes the poems are closely related in 

t hat The Wife's Lament deals with the situation between 

Christ and the Church and The Husband's Message concerns 

Christ's response to the condition of the Church in the 

world. 26 The majority of critics, however, do not feel that 

t here is a connection between the two poems. Blackburn, 

Elliott, and Kaske agree with those critics who see The 

Husband's Message as part of Riddle 60. Blackburn27 and 

Elliott28 argue that Riddle 60 gives the background of the 

r une stave, the speaker in The Husband's Message, and that, 

therefore, Riddle 60 should be the beginning of The Husband's 

Message. Kaske argues the same point on different grounds; 

he sees Riddle 60 as an historical account of the tree which 

became the Cross and, as such, Riddle 60 should be counted 

as the beginning of The Husband's Message. 29 Leslie and 

Greenfield side with the group of critics who see The 

Husband's Message as a single poem with no link to either 

The Wife's Lament or Riddle 60. Leslie is most convincing 

25 
Bolton, p. 351. 

26 Swanton, p. 289. 

27 Blackburn, p. 2. 

28Elliott, "The Runes in The Husband's Message," p. 2. 

29Kaske, "A Poem of the Cross," p. 64. 
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i n his arguments for beginning the poem with nu ic onsundran 

r ather than Riddle 60, which he solves as a reed pen.30 Most 

critics agree with Greenfield31 and Leslie on the integrity 

of Riddle 60. A study of contrast, variation, and irony in 

The Husband's Message shows the poem to be tightly knit and 

c omplete on its merits without the need for a connection to 

Riddle 60 or The Wife's Lament~ consequently such a study 

adds weight to the arguments of those critics who believe the 

poem is a separate entity. 

There are four major themes emphasized in the fifty-

three lines of The Husband's Message: time, happiness, the 

sea, and the man himself. The poet skillfully uses contrast 

to heighten the impact of two of those major concepts, time 

and happiness, while simultaneously providing structural 

unity for the poem. The poet juxtaposes episodes of present 

happiness and thoughts of future happiness with passages of 

past woe in an effort to stress the importance of time in 

relation to happiness. He contrasts the passages concerning 

time without regard for the natural order of past, present, 

future. Instead he uses an artificial order achieved by 

shifting from present to future to past to present. Artifi-

cial order is an important aspect of interlace structure often 

30R. F~ Le slie, "The Integrity of Riddle 60," Journal 
of Eng lish and Germanic Philology 67 (1968) :455. 

31Greenfield, p. 153. 
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f ound in Old English poetry. The first instance of juxta-

po s i tion of past happiness and past woe occurs in lines 17-

2 0a . Other ex amples of contrast between happiness and woe at 

s ome s pecific time follow these lines and extend throughout 

t he main body of the poem to line 48. 

~enden g i t moston on meoduburgum 
- ~ard weardig an, an lond bugan, 
freond scy p e fremman. Hine of ~hpo adraf 
o f sigepi=ode; 

(11. l7-20a) 

("a s long as you two might in the meadcity, 
t he native plac e watch over, one land inhabit, 
fr i endship advance. Hostility drove him 
out f rom the victorious people.") 

These lines form a contrast between happiness and woe in the 

past. Meoduburgurn and sigepode are words indicating happi-

nes s . These words contrast with tr-hp, a word indicating a 

f eud or hostility. Lines 30-35a indicate the lord's hope for 

f uture happiness after the reunion with his lady. He antici-

pates the joy of dispensing treasure together with his 

beloved to their loyal retainers. 

Ne ~g h i m worulde willa gelimpan 
mara on gemyndum , -J!()I(S }'e he me s ::egde, 
~onne inc geunne a lwa ldend god 
~~t git] ~tsomne sv}an motan . 
s'ecg um a n d ges ifum stinc ut ag1..fan] 
n 6i] l e de beagas; 

(11. 30-35a) 

(" There may not for h i m in ~he world more joy exist 
in thoug hts , as he said to me, 
tha n to you t wo Almig hty God grant 
[that you two ] t oge ther af t erwards might 
t o warr i ors a nd re t a iners [give out treasure], 
na i led r ings;") 
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In this passage the lord is enjoying his thoughts about joys 

anticipated in the future. The next four lines (11. 35b-39) 

fo rm a passage describing the lord's present situation of 

riches and stature among kind foreigners. This description 

of present joy is juxtaposed against the previous passage 

(11 . 30-35a), which depicts the hoped-for happiness of the 

future. The lines illustrating happiness of the present 

(11. 35b-39) are placed next to a passage describing the un-

happiness of the past when the lord fled his homeland 

(11. 40-43a). 

he genoh hafa~ 
fo-::.dan gold [e) s [ ••••••••••••••••• • • • • • • • • • 
J>a he mi]d e~eode e?el healde, 
:fce..gre foldan [ ..................... • • • • • • • • 
hear]ra h £ le,a, reah re her min wine [ ••••• . . . . . . . . ] 

(11. 35b-39) 

("he has enough 
to sustain of gold [ ••••••••••••••••••••••• 
since he among] strangers possessed a home, 
joyful land [ ............... · · • · · · • • · • • • • • • 
lord] of heroes, since here my protector [ ••••• 

nyde geb~ed, nacan ut afrong, 
ond on Yf a geong [irnan] sceolde 
far an on flotweg , fors~s georn, 

. . . . . . . . . ] " ) 

mengan me r e strearnas. 
(11. 40-43a) 

("of necessity h e ordered boat brought out 
and on young wa v e s was obliged to move rapidly, 
to s e t f orth on the gloating way, eager for departure, 
to mix the s e awater.") 
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Wi th the aid of some of Blackburn's additions32 in filling 

out the meaning of the damaged passages, the reader can see 

tha t the poet has placed together two passages relating 

happiness of the future (11. 30-35a) and happiness of the 

present (11. 35b-39) and has juxtaposed them with a passage 

recalling the lord's escape from his homeland, lines foster-

ing feelings of misery and sadness (11. 40-43a). The use of 

t h i s method of contrast shows that the poet is placing more 

importance on happiness than on misery, but the vigor of the 

passage dealing with the man's departure reminds the reader 

of hos deep the sadness of such misery can be. The contrast 

also keeps things in perspective by pointing up the existence 

o f woe in the midst of happiness, thereby underscoring the 

importance of time in the structure of the poem. A further 

contrast between the sigepeode ( 1. 20) of the lord's own 

country, who drove him out, and the el:p:ode (1. 37) of a 

foreign land, who welcomed him, serves as a connecting link 

between these two passages (11. 19b-20a; 11. 35b-39). 

The pattern of interlacing passages of present happi-

ness and future happiness with each other and with passages 

of past woe continues in lines 43b-48. These lines include 

two passages of present and future time: one describes the 

lord's present situation from another viewpoint (11. 43b-46) 

32 Blackburn, p. 9. 
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and one refers to the perfection of the future if the lady 

would be his (11. 47-48). 

nu se mon hafa1'" 
wean oferwunnen; nis him wilna gad, 
ne meara ne ma~ma ne meodreama 
~nges over eorran eorlgestreona, 

( 11. 43b-46) 

("Now the man has 
woe subdued; there is not for him a lack of pleasure, 
not of heroes, nor of jewels, nor of mead joys, 
nor of any treasure over the earth,") 

feodnes dohtor, gif hejin beneah 
over eald gebeot incer twega. 

(11. 47-48) 

("Prince's daughter, if he possesses thee 
over the old vow of you two.") 

In line 44a wean ("woe") contrasts with wilna ("pleasures 11 ). 

This contrast serves as a reflection of both the lines immedi-

ately preceding (11. 40-43a), which describe the husband's 

escape with its implicit misery, and the lines immediately 

following (11. 44b-46), which enumerate the man's pleasures. 

The reflection in specific words of the contrasting emotions 

represented by the passages strengthens the contrast by pre-

senting it from two angles simultaneously. This masterful 

use of contrast points up the importance of time by revealing 

that pleasures can quickly turn into sorrows. Nyde geb~ed 

nacan ut a'f>rong (1. 40) and for'1Ssifes georn (1. 42) illustrate 
1 

the man's distressful situation and contrast dramatically 

with nis him wilna gad (1. 44), which refers to the great 
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comfort of the man's current living situation. From the 

perspective of this instance of contrast, the poet is able 

to underscore again the importance of time in that the misery 

of adversity can eventually become the pleasure of prosperity. 

In addition to contrast, the poet uses variation to 

il lustrate the major themes in the poem from a different 

angle. Variation is a technique used by Old English poets to 

s ay the same thing in different words and, in the process, to 

r eveal a somewhat different aspect of the thing described. A 

skillful poet can vary verbs, adjectives, substantives, 

phrases, or any combination of such words to achieve a variety 

of effects, such as a sense of movement or a progression from 

the general to the specific. Often variation is used to 

reveal different characteristics of people or things so that 

taken together the various terms present a total picture of 

the subject involved. The poet of The Husband's Message 

avails himself of the many thematic, developmental, and 

structural advantages inherent in variation. 

The importance of time is put forth not only by the 

interweaving of contrasting passages but also by a sense of 

urgency pervasive in the poem. The sense of urgency begins 

in the prologue with the messenger's challenge to the lady 

to verify his credentials, or the truth of his message, 

either by finding the tree that spawned the rune stave he 
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carries or by searching for the truth in the land of his lord 

across the sea. 

Ic gehatan dear 
'J> ~ t f u f oe.I tirfce.ste treowe findest. 

(11. llb-12) 

("I dare to order 
that you will find the tree/truth there.") 

The reader gets the feeling that the messenger and his lord 

are in a hurry. Variation is used effectively to reinforce 

the reeling of urgency set up in the prologue by the mes-

senger's challenge. In the main body of the poem (11. 20b-

24), the messenger tells the lady that his lord, out of desire 

for her, commanded him to urge her to make the journey as soon 

as she hears the cry of the cuckoo. The messenger says the 

lord is anxious that she allow no one to stop her. The poet 

uses variation of both verbs and substantives to enhance the 

feeling of urgency conveyed by the words. Sife s getw~fan 

("hinder journey," 1. 24) is suggestive of minor objections, 

but the idea is restated in stronger terms, lade gelettan 

("impede the way"; "bar the path," 1. 25), consequently draw-

ing the reader's attention to the note of imperative command 

implicit in the variation. Lines 40-43a dealing with the 

man's escape fiom his own people include an instance of varia-

tion without added strength of strict grammatical parallelism. 

On ypa geong irnan ("to move rapidly on young Y:aves"), 
I 
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faran on flotweg ("to set forth on the floating way"), and 

mengan merestreamas ("to mix the seawater") are variations of 

verbal phrases depicting different aspects of the same idea 

i n order to present a total picture of movement. The preposi

t ional phrases indicate that the man started the journey "on 

young waves," probably on a beach where the tide rolls in. 

He progresses to the "floating way," where the waves are more 

billowy a distance from shore.. Finally, the man seeks "to 

mix the seawater." This phrase denotes motion just as it 

implies that the man is ready to begin the technical chores 

of the journey and to put oars into water deeper than the 

f illowy waves of the "floating way." Without directly stat

ing that the man got into a boat and rowed straight out to 

sea, the poet is thus able to convey the idea of motion 

through skillful application of variation. The feeling of 

urgency is underscored, and hence the the me o f the importance 

of time in relation to ha ppine ss and joy is h eightened. 

TWO other instances of variation contribute to the 

gen era l feeling o f happiness a nd prosperity in the poem. 

Sine u t agifan ("giv e out treasure," l. 34) is a general term 

varied by a specif ic one, n~glede beagas ("nailed rings," 

1. 35). The poet uses a variation of substantives to 

illustra t e t hat the man is wealthy and to achi e v e a movement 

fr om the general sine to the specific beagas. Happiness is 
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reflected in the variation of meoduburgum ("mead city," 

1. 17) by eard ("native land," 1. 18). The term meoduburgum 

implies drinking and cheerful behavior; thus the poet indi-

c ates that the man's former homeland was one of happiness 

and joy. 

The poet uses variation of terms for the sea and the 

man to give added strength to these two important thematic 

threads and to provide structural unity for the peom. Eight 

different terms for the sea appear in this fifty-three line 

poem: sealte strearnas ("salt streams," 1. 4), lagu ("sea," 

connotes "surface of sea," 1. 20), ~("sea," 1. 2b), 

~wes efel ("seagull's ancestral home," 1. 26), merelade 

("seaway," 1. 28), yfa geong ("young waves," 1.41), flotweg 

("floating way," 1. 42), and merestreamas ("sea streams," 

1. 43). These different terms for the sea reveal its various 

appearances and properties, thereby giving it dimension and 

character. This skillful use of variation weaves its way 

through the poem providing one of the thematic threads around 

which the poet interlaces passages of contrast; such use also 

contrigutes to the structural unity of The Husband's Message. 

The sea is an important concept because it lies between the 

lovers and must be crossed if they are to achieve future 

happiness. The importance of the ma n to the poem is indicated 

by the poet's use of four different terms for him: mondryhten 
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( "manlord," 1. 7), fran (" t " 1 10) h 'h-~ 1 ~ ___ e__ mas er, • , erra l~era 

(" lord of heroes," 1. 39), and wine ("protector," 1. 39). 

Even though there are only half as many variations used for 

t he man as are used for the sea, they are more revealing and 

provide thematic threads important to the unified structure 

o f the poem. 

Further emphasis for the major concepts of time, 

happiness, man, and the sea is gained through the expert use 

o f irony. A contrast arising between what is expected and 

what actually occurs or between what is said and what is 

meant is the chief characteristic of an ironic effect. 33 In 

such a situation contrast is combined with irony to add 

perspective and extra emphasis to an idea. The poet in The 

Husband's Message creates an ironical situation around his 

two lovers. It is usually expected that lovers who are 

forced apart by external hostile forces suffer a great deal 

of misery. Often exile and poverty are part of the picture 

for separated lovers. This is not the case in The Husband's 

Message. The man becomes wealthy and socially prominent 

among foreigners, and the lady is referred to as sinchroden 

("treasure-laden one," 1. 14), a term indicating both wealth 

and vanity. Thus the lady apparently did not choose sackcloth 

33clean t h Brooks 
s tanding Poet r y, 4th ed . 
Wins t on, 1976), p. 115. 

and Robe rt Penn Warr en, eds., Under
(New York: Holt, Rineha rt, and 
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and ashes in her anguish after her lover left. There is very 

little misery in the poem, but much happiness and prosperity 

even though the lovers are still separated. The contrast 

between what usually occurs when lovers are forcibly 

separated and what actually happens creates an ironical 

situation that adds some strength to the happiness theme. 

These people are capable of joy even when circumstances indi-

cate otherwise. Another ironic effect is implicit in the sea 

itself. It is most ironic that the sea separates the lovers, 

yet r eunion can be achieved only by their crossing the sea. 

The sea has the power both to separate and to reunite. The 

poet uses elfeode (1. 37) and sigepeode (1. 20a) to serve 

the purpose of both situational and tragic irony. Again he 

combines the contrast between what is expected and what 

happens with irony to give support for the themes of happi-

ness and time. By combining contrast and irony, the poet is 

able to expose his idea from two different angles. The man 

has been driven out by his own people, sigepeode, a normally 

tragic situation. Yet he manages to prosper among strangers, 

el,eode , in a foreign land. 

to one of sadness, and then 

The man went from a happy state 

back again to a state of happi-

ness. The irony of the man's situation emphasizes the fleet

ing nature of happiness and lends support to the theme of the 

importance of time. The fact that the man found happiness 
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under adverse circumstances strengthens the theme of happi-

ness. Even though the man found prosperity and joy with 

s trangers, it is sadly ironic that he was forced out of his 

homeland and had to seek his fortune in a foreign la.nd. The 

combination of contrast and irony in elpeode (1. 37) and 

s ige[eode (1. 20a) serves also as a strong link between the 

two passages describing his current situation with foreigners 

and his flight from his homeland. The poet has thus master-

fully employed tragic and situational irony to underscore the 

four major themes, man, happiness, time, and the sea, and to 

provide connecting links between passages to achieve struc-

tural unity. 

The poet has used all three stylistic devices in 

various ways in order to give The Husband's Message a unified 

structure. As a unified whole the poem is able to stand on 

its own merits and has no need for a connection with The 

Wife's Lament or Riddle 60. The poem is divided into two 

parts: a prologue (11. 1-12) and the main body (11. 13-53). 

The prologue introduces the messenger and establishes the pur-

pose of his visit. Nu and onsundran in line 1 indicate that 

the messenger wishes to say something to the lady before he 

gives her the carved rune stave that bears a secret message 

for her and explains how the runes were put on the stave. 
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Nu ic onsundran :f>e secgan wille 
[samod mid] treogyn [nes] ic tudre aweox; 

(11. 1-2) 

("Now I separately wish to say to you, 
together with the offspring of a kind of tree I 

came forth;") 

It i s entirely plausible that the genitive form of treocyn 

c ould be used here. 34 The addition of samod mid to the line 

e choes the s sound of line 1 and does not disturb the rhythm 

o r sound of line 2. In the past line 2 with its treocyn has 

been the only major stumbling block in the way of the theory 

of the human messenger as speaker. The emendation of treocyn 

to treocynnes and the addition of samod mid successfully 

remove the stumbling block by explaining that the messenger 

came across the sea bringing the rune stave with him. Treocyn 

refers to the rune stave that the messenger carries and not to 

the speaker of the poem. Lines 3-7a are badly damaged; how-

ever, the passage appears to be an attempt on the part of the 

messenger to establish his credentials as an experienced 

traveler. After establishing his identity and that of the 

stave he bears, the messenger tells the lady the reason he 

has come. 

eom nu her cumen 
on ceol ele, one nu cunnan scealt 
hu u ymb modlufan mines frean 
in hyge hycge. 

(11. 8b-llb) 

34 Blackburn, p. 9. 
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( "I am now come here 
on shipdeck, therefore, now [you] shall know 
how to understand about the heart's affection of my master 
in your thoughts.") 

The messenger informs her that he has come to her so that she 

will know in her mind how much his master loves her. As 

fur ther assurance that he and the stave are indeed from her 

l over, the messenger issues a challenge to her to return with 

him, because it is there that she will find tir£este treowe 

(1. 12) from which the rune stave was made. Treowe refers to 

treocyn (1. 2), which spawned the stave. Perhaps treocyn was 

a special variety of tree indigenous to the land where the 

lady's lord now lives. Only by going to the new place could 

she be certain that the messenger bearing the rune stave was 

truly sent by her husband. Bosworth-Toller indicates "truth" 

as a possible meaning for treowe ("tree'); however, the same 

argument would still apply. The lady would have to make the 

trip to verify the messenger's words. The reference to 

treocyn established by treowe ties the prologue together 

structurally. The absence of contrast and irony, as well as 

the subject matter itself, sets the prologue apart from the 

main body of the poem. The variation of poetic appellations 

for the man and the sea in the prologue provides thematic 

threads which connect the prologue to the main body of the 

poem. 
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Hw~ (1. 13) signifies a new topic, a conventional 

use of this Old English epithet. 35 The poet uses hw£t to 

introduce the second part of the poem. In stating the reason 

for his trip as an attempt to let the lady know the love in 

his master's heart, the messenger has prepared the reader for 

the topic of the main body of the poem dealing with the oath 

the two lovers made long ago and the husband's desire to 

remind her of the vow. The foreshadowong of the subject of 

the main body of the poem provides another structural link to 

the prologue. Hw~t indicates that the messenger has finished 

his prologue and is now ready to deliver the message to the 

lady. Even though the main body of the poem is short 

(11. 13-53), it is possible to see attempts by the poet to 

achieve a kind of interlace structure by weaving the con-

trasts between happiness and woe in the past, present, and 

future in and around the thematic threads provided by the 

variation of poetic appellations for the man and the sea. In 

his contrasts the poet used an artificial time order, which 

is a hallmark of interlace structure. The interlacing of 

passages of contrast around thematic threads set up by 

variation is similar to the interlace structure that Leyerle 

proves is intrinsic to Beowulf. 36 The poet of The Husband's 

35 Anderson, p. 244. 

36 
John Leyerle, "The Interlace Structure of Beowulf," 

University of Toronto Quarterly 37 (1967) :13. 
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Message cannot approach the sophisticated and complex inter

lace technique of the Beowulf poet, but he shows much archi

tectonic skill in his use of contrast, variation, and irony 

to give form and unity to his poem. 

The poet's expertise in the use of stylistic devices 

necessary to effective and well-structured poetry has pro

vided evidence in support of the theory that Anglo-Saxon 

poets were skilled craftsmen and has shed new light on the 

three major critical problems surrounding The Husband's 

Message. A combination of variation and the addition of 

samod mid to line 2 contribute support to the theory of the 

human messenger as speaker. The variation of terms for the 

man indicates a lord-retainer relationship from several 

angles. Such a relationship is appropriate only to a human 

messenger. The major problem concerning a human nessenger 

theory centers on treocyn in line 2. The damage to the manu

script allows room for spe culation that treocyn could possibly 

be the genitive, treocynnes, as pointed out by Blackburn. 

With the addition of samod mid to the lacuna and the use of 

the genitive of treocyn, the line reads: "together with the 

offspring of a kind of tree I came forth." Such a reading 

means that the speaker, a human messenger, came forth bring

ing the offsring of a tree, the rune stave. This translation 

of line 2 coupled with the lord-retainer relationship 
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indicated by the variation successfully resolves the problem 

c oncerning the speaker of the poem. Contrast, variation, and 

irony are all three instrumental in providing evidence that 

The Husband's Message is a complete poem without the aid of 

Ri ddle 60 or The Wife's Lament. 

The Husband's Message is a two-part poem about a 

human messenger bearing a carved rune stave from an exiled 

husband who comes to the wife in an effort to promote a 

reunion. Variation of terms for the man and the sea provides 

thematic threads tying together the prologue and the main 

body of the poem. Passages of contrast between happiness and 

woe in the present, past, and future are interlaced around 

the thematic threads set up by variation producing a tightly 

knit structure. The ironical contrast inherent in the pas-

ages containing e~eode (1. 37) and siSfeode (1. 20a) creates 

a strong structural link between these passages. Variation, 

contrast, and irony are used in different ways to underscore 

the four major themes of time, happiness, the man, and the 

sea. From the point of view of subject matter, structure, 

and theme alone, The Husband's Message stands as a complete 

poem. The woman in this poem is wealthy and happy even 

though separated from her lover and is totally unlike the 

misery-ridde n woman existing in a situation of living death 

in The Wif e 's Lament. 
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A convincing solution to Riddle 60 shows that the 

riddle has no relation to The Husband's Message at all: 

Leslie identified it as "reed pen."38 

Even if the poem were not capable of standing on its 

own merits, it is unlikely that it could be connected with 

Riddle 60 or The Wife's Lament since it shares little with 

e ither poem. Elliott has suggested that the runes are an 

integral part of the heart of the poem, 39 a fact which adds 

to the structural unity of the poem and contributes to the 

idea that the poem is a total unit. Contrast, variation, and 

irony emphasize the major themes to the extent that they stand 

out in high relief against the background of the poem. If the 

runic letters are converted into their runic names, they read 

as follows: sigel ("sum"), rad ("riding, journey, path"), 

ear ("ocean, sea, wave"), wyn ("joy") and dce..g ("day") or mon 

("man"). 4 0 Elliott contends that the runic cypher should 

41 reflect the themes of the poem. A careful look at the 

runic names reveals the concepts of joy (happiness) , the sea, 

man, and a journey. A journey across the sea requires a 

c ertain amount of time; therefore, indirectly rad could 

38Leslie, "The Integrity of Riddle 60," p. 455. 

39Elliott, "The Runes in The Husband's Message," p. 6. 

40Ibid., pp. 2-3. 

41 Ibid., p. 6. 
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connote time. Using mon as the disputed rune, one can see 

all four themes of the poem happiness, the sea, man, and 

time, reflected in the runes. If one uses deg rather than 

mon , only three themes are echoed in the runes; consequently, 

on the basis of the themes emphasized by contrast, variation, 

and irony, M is more likely than D to be the disputed rune. 

The poet has expertly employed these three stylistic devices 

t o emphasize his four major themes, to provide structural 

unity, and to reveal various characteristics of the man and 

the sea . Such sophisticated use of contrast, variation, and 

irony demonstrates a considerable architectonic skill and 

deserves appropriate praise. 



CHAPTER V 

AN ANALYSIS OF CONTRAST, VARIATION, 

AND IRONY IN THE RUIN 

The Ruin, like the other Old English lyrics, is a 

beautiful example of Old English poetic art. An analysis of 

t he stylistic devices of contrast, variation, and irony used 

b y the poet of The Ruin lends support to the theory that 

t hese ancient poets were indeed proficient in the use of 

c ertain rhetorical tools necessary to the composition of 

structurally sound poetry of depth and feeling. A close look 

at these stylistic devices reveals that the poet skillfully 

used contrast, variation, and irony to support the major 

theme of his poem, that life is transitory. On occasion he 

even wove two or more of the devices together in the same 

passage to achieve emphasis for his theme and a tightly knit 

structure for his poem. 

Unfortunately, the manuscript of The Ruin is badly 

damaged in two places so that all we have left if a fragment 

of the original poem. In spite of the extensive damage to 

the original manuscript there is enough of the poem left to 

illustrate that the poet used contrast, variation, and irony 

adeptly to compose a structurally sound poem. However, the 

108 
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damaged poem has created a problem for scholars in that it is 

difficult to discern the genre without a more complete 

facsimile of the end of the poem. As a result of the poor 

state of the manuscript and the dangers involved in recon-

struction, many scholars have studied the complete portions 

of the manuscript and attempted educated guesses concerning 

the genre of The Ruin and the intended meaning of the poet. 

There is no large body of criticism relating to The 

Ruin, but the bulk of the available scholarly research appears 

to center on two major topics: the genre and the name of the 

city. The remaining critifal articles deal with specific 

problems of vocabulary and syntax, which are interesting but 

of little value in the analysis of the poet's use of certain 

stylistic devices. Those critics who have studied the two 

major topics concerning the poem argue long and hard for their 

particular positions. For example, The Ruin is generally 

classified as an elegy, but there are several critics who feel 

that it is not a lament and, therefore, cannot be an elegy. 

B. J. Timmer, who says that the poem lacks personal involve-

ment on the part of the poet or the hero, chooses to exclude 

it in his study of elegies. 1 Hugh T. Keenan agrees with 

Timmer's assessment of the poem and suggests that the poem is 

lB. J. Timmer, "The Elegiac Mood in Old English 
Poetry," English Studies 24 (1942):34. 
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based on St. Augustine's City of God and the Bible. 2 Anne 

Lee joins Timmer and Keenanin their support of the poem as 

something other than an elegy. She suggests that The Ruin 

fits into the genre of encomium urbis which began in the 

third century A.D. and was popular in the Middle Ages.3 

R. F. Leslie argues in favor of The Ruin as an elegy. He 

points out similarities between The Ruin and another elegy, 

The Wanderer. 4 Leslie compares The Ruin to the "Elegy of the 

Last Survivor" in Beowulf (11. 2255-60) in which the sole 

survivor of his race mourns the decay which is inevitable.5 

Doubleday says that the sad tone of the poem emphasizes the 

sorrow of lost glory and greatness. 6 The poet skillfully uses 

contrast, variation, and irony to underscore his theme of the 

transitory nature of life. His astute juxtapositions of past 

glory with present decay contribute to the sorrowful tone. 

The poet himself is a part of the life process and he is 

2Hugh T. Keenan, "The Ruin as Babylon," Tennessee 
Studies in Literature 11 (1966) :110. 

3Ann Thompson Lee, "The Ruin: Bath or Babylon," 
Neuphilologische Mitteilungen 74 (1973) :444. 

4R. F. Leslie, Three Old English Elegies (Manchester: 
University Press, 1961), p. 30. 

5rbid., pp. 28-9. 

6James F. Doubleday, "The Ruin: Structure and Theme," 
Journal of Eng lish and Germanic Philology 71 (1972) :370. 
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s ubtly mourning the ever-present process of decay that exists 

wherever there is life. Although the poem is a general 

rather than a specific lament, it nevertheless is appro-

priately classified as an elegy. Evidence gained from a 

study of contrast, variation, and irony revealing the poem to 

be a general lament thus supports those critics who contend 

The Ruin is an elegy. 

Any identification of the city which may have been 

present was certainly lost when the manuscript was damaged; 

further, we cannot discount the possibility that the poet did 

not intend his poem to be about a certain city at all. The 

damaged state of the manuscript puts the scholars interested 

in the name of the city described in the poem at more of a 

disadvantage than those critics dealing with the question of 

genre. Krapp and Dobbie believe that the poet probably had 

no special city in mind and that speculations concerning the 

site of the poem are irrelevant to the poem's meaning. 7 Those 

scholars who do believe the identity of the city can be found 

in the descriptive details of the poem cannot agree upon its 

name. For instance, Stephen Herben is convinced that the site 

is Hadrian's Wall,8 while Dunleavy is just as certain that it 

7George P. Krapp and Elliott V. K. Dobbie, eds., The 
Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records, 6 vols. (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1931-53), vol. 3: The Exeter Book, p. lxv. 

8stephen Herben, "The Ruin," Modern Language Notes 
54 (1939):38. 
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is Chester 9 and Keenan that it is Babylon. 10 Leslie believes 

that the descriptions in the poem can only fit the Roman city 

of Bath, 11 and the majority of critics agree with him. Such 

arguments are interesting but shed little light on the poem's 

structure and meaning, a more immediate and more solvable 

problem for scholars than the location of the city. In all 

likelihood the poet had no special city in mind and used 

descriptive details to give concreteness to his picture of a 

r uin and to gain credibility for his message that life is 

t r ansitory. 

The theme of the mutability of life is also strengthened 

by the poet's use of contrast. The poet uses four different 

categories of contrast throughout the poem: the contrast 

between the past glory and the present decay, the contrast 

between the men and their works as represented by the city, 

the contrast between the general and the specific, and the 

contrast between life and death. In his efforts to pinpoint 

similiarities between The Ruin and other Old English poems,12 

Leslie has pointed out that The Wanderer and The Ruin share 

contrasts between past and present, men and works, and 

9Gareth Dunleavy, "A De Ex cidio Tradition in the Old 
English Ru i n," Philolog ica l Qua rterly 38 (1959) :114. 

lOKeenan, p. 112. 

11Leslie, PP· 24-5. 12 b'd I 1 ., p. 30. 
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g eneral and specific. Mandel has also elaborated on the use 

of contrast by Old English poets. He says that the poet 

builds up one kine of expectation in members of the audience 

and t hen suddenly presents them with the opposite of their 

e xpectations. 13 The first line of the poem illustrates the 

type of contrast Mandel discusses. 

Wr£tlic is~es wealstan, wyrde gebr~on; 14 

(''Wonderful is this wallstone, Fate shattered (it);") 

The poet begins by saying the wall is wonderful and thus pre-

pares the audience to admire whatever aspects of the wall he 

chooses to describe. Suddenly in the next half line the poet 

says that the fates have shattered the wall, a reversal of 

expectations raised by the opening praise of the wall. 

Implicit in the line is the contrast between the wonderful 

wall and the shattered wall. Contrast between what is ex-

pected and what actually happens is the foremost ingredient 

of irony.lS The poet has thus skillfully used contrast to 

set up the irony of situation that pervades the poem. It is 

13Jerome Mandel, "Contrast in Old English Poetry," 
Chaucer Review 6 (1971):4. 

14Krapp and Dobbie, pp. 227-28. Since the Krapp and 
Dobbie edition o f The Exete r Book is the primary manuscript 
authority used in this paper, all quotations f rom The Ruin 
are from this source. 

lSCleanth Brooks and Robert Penn Warren, eds., Under
standing Poe t ry , 4th ed. (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and 
Winston , 1976), p. 115. 
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ironic that a magnificant city of much wealth and splendor 

should fall into a state of ruin rather than reach its full 

pote ntial. By using such a clever combination of contrast 

and irony in the opening line of the poem, the poet has paved 

the way for the interwoven contrasts between the wonderful 

wal l of the glorious past and the shattered wall of the 

pres e nt, which form the main body of the poem. Another 

example of the ironical contrast described by Mandel can be 

found in lines 9b-ll. 

Oft ;{:>~ wag gebad 
~ghar ond readfah rice ~fter o~rum, 
o f stonden under stormum; steap geap gedreas. 

("Often this wall remained 
grey with lichen and red of hue [one] kingdom 

after another, 
[it] persisted through storms; high curved one fell.") 

The poet is elaborating on the steadfastness and strength of 

t he wall and abruptly changes his direction in line llb to 

s ay that the fantastically durable wall has fallen. Gebad 

(1 . 9b) contrasts sharply with gedreas (1. llb). The poet 

ha s prepared the audience to admire the permanence of the 

wa ll and surprises them with its destruction, again achieving 

irony of situation through contrast. 

There is some controversy over the meaning of geap 

in l i ne llb of the passage (11. 9b-ll). One group of 

s c hol a rs f elt the word should be taken as a noun, but Leslie 
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points out that it is more likely an adjective referring to 

wag (1. 9). He finds steap and geap occurring together in 

several Old English poems; thus it is Leslie's belief that 

the poet used asyndetic parataxis and that the two adjectives 

refer to the wall with a remaining arch or the curving wall 

of the tower. 16 Since the poet used a similar type of ironic 

contrast in the first line of the poem and the word gebad 

(1 . 9 ) contrasts with the word gebr~con (1. 1) recalling that 

fir st ironic contrast for the audience, it seems likely that 

Le slie is correct in his assessment of geap as an adjective. 

The contrast between gebad (1. 9) and gebr~con also serves as 

a link between these two passages in the poem. Lines 12-18 

are too badly damaged to analyze, but it is possible that the 

poet continued the ironic contrast in some of the lines. Both 

i nstances of ironic contrast between the glorious wall of the 

past and the ruined wall of the present emphasize the major 

theme of mutability of life and contribute to the structural 

u n ity of the poem. The wonderful wall of the past (wr~tlic 

wealstan) is the shattered wall of the present (geb~clic 

we alstan) and the wall that remained kingdom after kingdom is 

the wall that is now fallen. 

In an effort to create an ironic effect, the poet 

c ontinue s his pattern of contrasting the past with the 

16Le slie, p. 70. 
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present; a passage describing the present ruined state of the 

c ity (11. l-9a) contrasts with another passage describing the 

building of the wall and the beauty and joy of the city of 

the past (11. 11-13). The wall is physically part of the 

city a nd the poet uses the two terms to represent a complete 

whole , even though he may refer to the wall on one occasion 

a nd the city on another. The poet even uses the same tech-

nique o f describi ng the general condition of the wall first 

a nd then listing the specific aspects of that condition in 

both passages. Such a technique allows him to we ave together 

two d i f ferent types of contrast, the past versus the present 

and t he general versus the particular. 

Wr~tlic is~s wealsta n, wyrde gebnecon; 
burgstede bursion, brosn~ enta geweorc, 
Hrofa s sind gehrorene, hreorge torras, 
hrungea t b e rofen, hrim on lime, 
scearde scurbeorge scorene, gedrorene 
£ /do undereotone. 

(11. l-6a} 

("Wonde r f ul is this wal l stone, fate shattered it; 
[the] city broke the work of giants crumbles. 
Roofs are downfailen, towers [are] in ruins, 
barre d g a te [is] d e s po iled, frost [~s] on mortar, 
a gap in t he r oof is hewed, [roof] lS fallen, 
eate n underneath by age.") 

In thi s p a ssage the poet begins with the general destruction 

(1. l) and t hen d e scribes the specific details, a type of 

c ontrast that allows the poet to show the devastation from 

s e v eral ang l e s. Lines l-6a d e scribe the devastated city and 
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the remaining lines in the passage report the deaths of the 

inhabitants, adding a sense of emptiness and loneliness to 

the ruined city. 

Eorigrap hafai" 
waldend wyrhtan forweorone, 
heardgripe hrusan, of hund 
werfeoda gewitan. 

("Earth's embrace has 

geleorene, 
cnea 

(11. 6b-9a) 

the master builders [they have] passed away, vanished, 
in the firm grasp of the earth, until one hundred of 

generations 
of nations depart.") 

The poet uses this passage describing the present decay and 

desolation of the city to form an ironical contrast with the 

following passage describing the beauty and gaiety of the 

city of the past: 

Beorht w~on burgr£ced, burnsele monige, 
heah horngestreon, heresweg micel, 
meadoheall monig • • dreama full, 
Of'i>~ t rt onwende wyrd seo SWife• 

I (11. 21-24) 

("Bright was the fortress, many a bath house 
a profusion of lofty gables, much martial sound, 
many meadhalls full of the joys of men, 
until fate, the powerful one, changed that.") 

The poet's vivid description of the splendid city of the past, 

aided by the contrast between the general gaiety and specific 

reasons for the joy, increases the irony of the situation. A 

city of such unbounded cheer and goodwill can be expected to 

continue to live up to its enormous potential. Ironically, 
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f ate stepped in and squelched the thriving city. In this 

passage the poet has again incorporated the contrast between 

t h e general and the specific in the same way that he did in 

t he passage describing the city's current state of decay 

(11. l-6a). The use of the same technique of presenting 

the g e neral description followed by a more specific account 

provides one link between this passage and the passage 

describing present decay. The poet provides a second link 

b etween the two passages by means of syntax. Beorht w~on 

burgr~ed (1. 2la) echoes wr~tlic isjes wealstan (1. la) and 

d raws the attention of the audience back to the first lines 

of the poem (11. l-6a), describing the delapidated state of 

the city at the present time. The bright city full of the 

revelry of joyful men is now a broken city and the men are 

l ong in their graves. The contrast between what was once 

lovely and filled with happy people and what is now ugly and 

f illed only with ghosts strongly emphasizes the poet's theme 

of the transitory nature of earthly things. Nothing in life 

is pe rmanent; a view of the peak of splendor against a view 

o f the d epth of decay contributes to the overall tone of 

s orrow and a sense of loss in a way specific words could 

n ever do. 

The poe t achieves another ironical contrast between 

past g lory a nd present decay in l i nes 29b-37. \vithin this 
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passage the poet has again intertwined two types of contrast: 

that of past and present and that of men and their works. 

Fo~n~as hofu dreorgia~, 
ond :fr:!-s teaforgeapa tigelum sceade1 
hrostbeages hrof. Hryre wong gecrong 
g e broce n to beorgum, jxr iu beorn monig 
g l dmod ond gold beorht gleoma gefr~wed, 
wlonc ond wingal wig hyrstum scan; 
seah on sine, on sylfor, on searogimmas, 
on ead, on ~ht, on eorcanstan, 
on fas beorhtan burg bradan rices. 

(11. 29b-37) 

("Forthwith these courts are dreary 
and this red arch of the woodwork of 
the roof is separated from the roof tiles. The place 

has fallen into ruin, 
broke n into mounds, where once many a warrior 
che erful and bright with gold, adorned with splendor 
p roud and flushed with wine, shone with wargear 
gazed on treasure, on silver, on curious gems, 
on riches, on possessions, on precious stones, 
on this bright walled town of the broad kingdom."} 

The poet accomplishes his ironical contrast between past glory 

and present decay by describing the present delapidated state 

of the city where warriors once were cheerful, proud, and 

wealthy. The poet described the past glory of one warrior and 

the vanished wealth of the city. He elaborates on the wealth 

and treasure of the city, making the ironical contrast sharper 

and more poignant. The poet shows the reader the dazzling 

glory of the place that he has described as a ruin in 

lines 29b-32a. Only by knowing how great the city was can 

a ppreciate the extent of the decay and fully realize the irony 

imp l i cit in the ruin of such greatness. 
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The poet further heightens the poetic effect by 

describing a contrast within a contrast; he has placed the 

lines describing the splendid warriors (11. 32b-34) between 

the two passages describing the city (11. 29b-32a; 11. 35-37). 

This interesting technique allows the reader to see the 

splendors of the city through the eyes of the warriors. 

The poet links the first two passages (11. 29b-32a; 32b-34) 

depicting the ruined city and the splendid warriors by the 

phrase~r in beorn monig (1. 32b), which places the warriors 

in the past (iu, "once") and makes the transition from the 

present time of the previous lines describing the ruined city 

to the past time of the forthcoming lines depicting the 

warriors. This phrase also places the beorn ("warriors," 

1. 32b) in contrast with the burg ("walled city," 1. 37), 

which is described in lines 29b-32a as being in a state of 

ruin. The poet then links the group of lines describing the 

glorious wealth of the city in the past (11. 35-37) to the 

two groups of lines describing the ruined city and the splen

did warriors by the phrase seah on sine (1. 35), which reveals 

the splendors of the city through the eyes of the warriors. 

The burg of line 37 is the wong of line 32b that has fallen 

into ruin. There are remnants left of the splendid city; 

however, the warriors who once were here are gone without a 

trace. The works of man have outlasted man himself, at least 



121 

for the moment. The poet's interweaving of the ironical 

contrast between the past glory and the present decay with 

the contrast between the men and their works emphasizes the 

major theme of the poem by illustrating decay and destruction 

from two angles simultaneously. Such structural interlacing 

underscores the irony inherent in the destruction of a city 

of vast wealth populated by extremely capable warriors. 

The poet builds a similar contrast between man and 

his works by drawing a contrast between lines 2-6a and 

lines 6b-9a. Lines 6b-9a discuss the fate of the waldend 

wyrhtan ("master builders," 1. 7a), which might be translated 

as "masters and builders" if the poet indulged in asyndetic 

parataxis. Whichever translation is chosen, the meanings are 

basically the same. The builders are dead and in their graves 

and have left almost no trace on earth. These lines form a 

contrast with lines 2-6a, which put forth a description of 

the destruction wreaked upon the city. The structures of the 

city are ;;e}do undereotone ("eaten underneath by age," 1. 6a); 

portions of the city still exist though rotten with decay. 

The men, on the other hand, have forweorone, geleorone 

("passed away," "vanished," l. 7b). This contrast helps to 

illustrate the insignificance of man in nature's scheme of 

things. Even though the wall remains in ruins, the poet's 

use of the present tense in line 2b (brosna1 ) indicates that 
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the enta geweorc ("work of giants") continues to crumble. 

Man's work lasts longer than he does, but eventually it, too, 

will disappear and return to the dust of the earth. All 

things earthly are impermanent. 

Another instance of contrast between man and his 

works can be seen in lines 6b-9a, which describe the death 

and total disappearance of waldend wyrhtan, and lines 9b-lla, 

which praise the steadfastness of the wall in spite of 

storms and passing time. 

Oft ~ wag gebad 
~ghar ond readfah rice after Ofrum, 
ofstonden under stormum; steap geap gedreas. 

(11. 9b-ll) 

("Often this wall remained 
grey with lichen and red of hue, one kingdom after 

another 
persisted through storms; high curved one fell.") 

The master builders are gone but the enduring wall remains. 

Although it has now fallen, the wall still exists and the 

men do not. Still another example of the durability of men's 

works over men themselves appears in lines 28b-29a and 

lines 29b-32a. 

Betend crungon, 
hergas to hrusan. 

("The restorers fell, 
the plunder of the earth.") 

(11. 28b-29a) 
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Forfon Jas hofu dreorgia~ 
ond :foes teaforgeapa tigelum sceade'f 
hrostbeages hrof. Hryre wong gecrong 
gebrocen to beorgum, 

(11. 29b-32a) 

("Forthwith these courts are dreary, 
and this red arch of the woodwork of the 
roof is separated from the roof tiles. 
The place has fallen into ruin.") 

Again the men have fallen and become plunder of the earth 

while the city is still very much in existence but badly in 

need of repair. The poet has achieved strength for his theme 

of the mutability of life, which runs throughout most of the 

poem and provides a thread around- which the poet has inter-

laced his different types of contrast. 

Not only has the poet used ironical contrasts between 

the past and the present and contrasts between men and their 

works, but he has also skillfully incorporated contrasts 

between the general and the particular. 

Wrc£-tlic is ::;es wealstan, wyrde gebr~on; 
burgstede burston, brosna~ enta geweorc. 

(11. l-2) 

("Wonderful is this wallstone, fate shattered [it]. 
The city broke, the work of giants crumbles.") 

Lines 3-6a proceed to describe the specific kind of ruin the 

cit y has suffered, such as fallen roofs and towers, broken 

gates , and the like. The poe t uses the same technique in 

line 2la, which describes the bright fortress, and lines 2lb-

24 , which describe specific details of the bright fortress, 
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s uch as bath houses, gables, and joyful men. By contrasting 

a g e neral description with more specific details, the poet 

sharpens the feelings of loss and sorrow. The audience 

receives a general view and can feel sad at the destruction 

of the work of giants; the sorrow is deepened with each detail 

of that general devastation. By arranging the two passages 

chiasmatically and putting the present decay before the 

a ud ience first, the poet achieves a stronger feeling of sad-

ness than a chronological presentation would have produced. 

The a udience discovers several lines later (11. 21-24) the 

spl e ndid qualities of the city. Foreknowledge of disaster 

f or such a magnificent place increases the amount of sorrow 

fe lt. The audience now knows just how great the loss truly 

was. 

R. F. Leslie has indicated that the poet contrasts 

the s pec i fically defined ruins and the fuzzily imagined 

. h b' h ' t 17 1n a 1ta nts of t e Cl y. A close look at the poem sub-

s t antiates Leslie's idea. Walden wyrhtan ("master builders," 

1 . 7) i s a n indirect reference to the inhabitants of the 

city , since the builders are likely r e sidents as well. This 

indirect r eference is placed between two passages of specific 

description of the ruin of the city. The poet has thus 

placed a passage d ealing wi th the i nha bitants between two 

17 Ibid., p. 29. 
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dealing with the city. The first passage (11. 3-6a) describes 

the specific kinds of destruction the city has suffered, such 

as tumbled towers, broken gates, hewed roofs. The second 

passage (11. 9b-ll) describes the steadfast wall that is high 

and curved and strong enough to endure storms over many 

generations. Betend ("the restorers," 1. 28) are mentioned 

but not described. By juxtaposing lines 29b-32a with line 28, 

the poet subtly contrasts the men with their works, repre

sented by metonymy as the restorers (1. 28) and the ruined 

roof, the separation of the red arch of the roof from the 

tiles (11. 29b-32a). Betend and waldend wyrhtan are general 

terms not illuminated by further description. The description 

of the wall is quite specific and detailed in both passages 

(11. 3-6a; 11. 9b-ll). This skillful use of metonymy to 

create a contrast between the men and their works adds sup-

port to Leslie's theory in that the city is mor e specifically 

defined than the people who live there. Another example of 

such a contrast follows a few lines later. Beorn monig 

("many a warrior," 1. 32b) is another term similar to waldend 

wyrhtan and betend used by the poet to indicate the residents 

o f the city. However, beorn monig is followed by more 

d e scrip t i on than wa lde nd wyrhta n and betend, even though the 

d e s crip tion itse lf is not as spe cific as the description of 

the r u ine d c i t y . Lines 33-34 reveal that the warriors are 



126 

cheerful, splendidly adorned, full of wine, and wearing war 

gear. The lines immediately prior to this passage describing 

the warriors contain the specific description of the deteriora

tion of the roof (11. 29b-32a) and the lines immediately 

following this passage on the warriors elaborate on the exact 

kinds of wealth of the city (11. 35-37), on the stone build

ings (1. 38), and on the hot baths (11. 39-42). Again employ

ing metonymy, the poet contrasts men with their works. The 

poet is painting a rather specific picture of the city in the 

passages describing its greatness and wealth and in the pass

ages describing its deterioration. Though he has provided 

more description of the warrior than of the master builders 

and the restorers, the poet still has not executed a specifi

cally clear picture of the inhabitants. The poet is emphasiz

ing the impermanence of man by describing him in relatively 

general terms and contrasting that fuzzy picture with the 

sharper picture of specifically defined elements of the city. 

In addition to the ironical contrast between past and 

present, contrast between men and their works, and contrast 

between the general and the specific, the poet uses one other 

type of contrast that merits attention: the contrast between 

life and death. 
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heresweg micel 
meadohall monig • • dreama full. 

(11. 22b-23) 

("much martial sound 
Many meadhalls full of the joys of men.") 

These lines illustrate the robust exuberance of lively war

r iors and contrast sharply with lines 26-27, which describe 

t he scene after pestilence came. 

Although Leslie's idea incorporated only the contrast 

b etween the specifically defined ruins and the less specifi

cally described inhabitants of the city, it can be expanded 

to include the splendid city of the past, which also receives 

a more detailed description than the inhabitants do. By using 

specific details of the city's state of ruin and its former 

g lory as a contrast to the more general picture of the in-

habitants of the city, the poet has achieved two types of con-

trast simultaneously: specific versus general and men versus 

works. The poet expertly used metonymy to aid him in the 

contrast betwe en men and their works. The combination of the 

two types of contrast provide emphasis for the theme of 

muta bility from two angles at once. The general treatment of 

the d e scription of the inhabitants points up the idea that 

b e cause of his impermanence man is less important than are 

his works, which are described with more detail. 
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swylt eall farnam secgrofra wera; 
wurdon hyra wigsteal wester staJ:P.las, 

(11. 26-27) 

("death destroyed all the sword-valiance of men; 
their ramparts became deserted stations,") 

The noise and joy of the men are gone as are all things of an 

earthly nature. The trenches are deserted and the meadhalls 

will no longer house joyful men. This contrast strengthens 

the theme of the insecurity of the lives of men and the 

impermanence of the things on earth valued by man. 

Although the poet has skillfully used the stylistic 

device of contrast to illuminate various aspects of his major 

theme and to link together the various sections of the poem, 

he has felt the need to gain further thematic support and 

attain additional structural unity by the use of variation. 

The poet of The Ruin has used several different kinds of 

variation in order to enlarge upon his theme of mutability 

from different angles and perspectives. He has intertwined 

variation with both contrast and irony in some instances in 

order to gain additional emphasis and perspective. 

The poet uses a form of substantival variation in ti1e 

first two lines of the poem. 

Wr~lic is ;es wealstan, wyrde gebr~on; 
burgstede burston, brosna~ enta geweorc. 

( 11 Wonderful is this wallstone, Fate shattered (it); 
the city broke, the work of giants crumbles.") 
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Wealstan (1. la) is varied by geweorc (1. 2b), which can mean 

"structure, edifice, or fortification," as well as "work." 

Burgstede (1. 2a) means "city" or "castles," but in the broad 

sense the word could mean the wall or the fortification which 

is normally a part of the physical structure of cities of the 

period. Although there is no grammatical parallelism in the 

strict sense of the term, the identity of sense and meaning 

is more important to a variation than that of structure. 20 

Although parallelism would make the variation stronger, it is 

not a necessary part of variation. The variation of terms 

for the wall, wealstan ("wallstone"), burgstede ("city"), 

enta geweorc ("work of giants"), is used by the poet to 

create a subtle movement from the specific parts of the ruined 

city to a general picture of the entire ruined city. This 

technique of variation reverses the order of the contrast 

b e tween the general and the specific employed by the poet in 

t he first six lines of the poem. The poet interweaves varia-

tion and contrast in the first seven lines of the poem. The 

c hiasma tic order of the presentation of the substantival 

v a riation and the gene ral-specific contrast in this passage 

ma k e s the connection between the two stylistic devices 

s t r o nger and a ttracts the audiencets attention to the decay 

20 Arthur G. Brode ur, The Ar t o f Beowulf (Berkeley: 
University o f Ca l ifornia Press, 1971), p. 41. 
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of the city from four perspectives simultaneously. The poet 

shows a specific view of the city and a general overview of 

i t at the same time. He progresses from the narrow view of 

t he wall (wealstan, 1. 1) to the wider view of the city or 

t he castles (burgstede, 1. 2a) and finally to the entire 

ruined city (enta geweorc, 1. 2b). The wall and the city are 

specific aspects of the work of giants. The poet achieves 

two perspectives with this instance of substantival varia

tion; he achieves two others, the view of the general decay 

and that of specific aspects of that decay, with the general

specific contrast, the first threads of which (1. 2) are 

interwoven with the variation. 

Another example of the poet's use of substantival 

variation can be found in lines 29b and 30a: Betend crungon/ 

hergas to hrusan. Betend ("the restorers") is the first part 

of the variation and hergas ("plunder") is the second part. 

Both of these words are masculine nominative plural forms and 

each word reveals a different aspect of the inhabitants of 

the city , the waldend wyrhtan of line 7a. The "master 

bui l d e rs" a re he re described as betend, "restorers," who 

will repair the city. Betend is varied by hergas, which 

describe s the men as mere plunder in the struggle with the 

e n emy . The powerful restorers are ineffective against the 

ravaging pestilence and become part of the spoils of war. 
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The poet uses this brief variation to underscore man's 

impotence when confronted by the power of fate. The use of 

betend in a variation recalls the waldend wyrhtan {1. 7a) and 

serves as a connecting link between these two parts of the 

poem (11. 6b-9b; 11. 28b-29a). By using betend to refer to 

the men who built and ruled the city, the poet might be hint

ing that their sin was pride. It would require men of pride 

and confidence to belive they could "restore" a damaged city 

to former greatness. Perhaps the poet is trying to use this 

s imple variation as a subtle indicator of the reason for the 

d estruction, as well as an indicator of man's impotence and a 

connecting link to the first part of the poem. He does use 

t he variation of betend by hergas to reinforce the idea of 

t he power of wyrd, which he introduces in line 24: wyrd seo 

~- Seo swife ("the powerful one," 1. 24b) is an apposi

tiv e denoting an important aspect of fate. The poet emphas

i ze s man's helplessness in the face of wyrd's power, a 

helplessness which he reiterates in the variation of betend 

by hergas a few lines later. 

The poet uses variation of phrases at the beginning 

of the poem to develop a progression from the general to the 

speci f ic. This variation reinforces the contrast between the 

gen era l d e c a y and the specific decay that occurs in the same 

passage. 
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burgstede burston, brosna~ enta geweorc. 
Hrofas sind gehrorene, hreorge torras, 
hrungeat berofen, hrim on lime, 

(11. 2-4) 

("the city broke, the work of giants crumbles. 
The roofs are downfallen, the towers [are] in ruins, 
the barred gate [is] despoiled, frost [is] on the 

mortar.") 

Line 2 is a general statement of the condition of the city, 

which is broken, and of the work of giants, which is crumbling. 

Lines 3 and 4 give the specific aspects of the general decay. 

Hrofas sind gehrorene (1. 3a) is a specific aspect of brosn~ 

enta geweorc. Hreorge torras (1. 3b) and hrungeat berofen 

(1. 4a) are also specific aspects of the general destruction. 

Ellipsis appears in every phrase except the first one; how-

ever, when the verb is supplied the phrases are grammatically 

parallel. The last phrase, hrim on lime (1. 4b), can be 

classified as a specified aspect of the general deterioration, 

since brosna1' also means "decay," as well as "crumbles." 

Frost on the mortar could be a sign of neglect which precedes 

decay in that its presence indicates a lack of heat within 

and a disinterest in maintenance, signifying the absence of 

caretakers. Frost is symbolic of cold emptiness and loneli-

ness. The word hrungeat of the third phrase is an emendation 

of the original text, which scholars believed to be corrupt. 1 9 

19Krapp and Dobbie, p. 364. 
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Krapp and Dobbie accept hrungeat as the best emendation and 

recommend "barred gate" as the most logical interpreation.20 

Each of the phrases is a restatement in specific terms of the 

general state of decay of the "work of giants" (1. 2b). 

Taken together, the specific aspects form a complete picture 

of the decay of the city. The syntactic placement of the 

phrase s immediately following the general statement, the 

grammatical parallelism of the phrases, and the fact that Old 

English poets often used variation in a progression from the 

general to the specific lend support to the idea that the 

poet intended these phrases to stand in variation with enta 

geweorc (1. 2b). The variation underscores the terrible 

effects of decay and points up the fact that something does 

remain in spite of the delapidation. 

The poet of The Ruin uses several instances of verbal 

variation in his poem. One example of verbal variation can 

be found in lines 5-6a: scearde scurbeorge seorene, gedrorene,/ 

~ldo undereotone. Even though not all of the verbs have the 

same r eferent, the meaning of the sentence and the syntactic 

placement of the verbs lend strength to the theory that they 

stand in variation. Greenfield is of the opinion that 

... such elements as the adjectives, parts of 
compound s , and prepositiona l phrases are not . 
identical in the ir referents, that the syntact1c 

20rbid., p. 365. 
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paralle lism plus the var iational quality of the 
rest o f the express i on e ffec tive l y does equate, 
or at least link , the disparate ele~ents.21 

In this instance of verbal variation scorene (1. Sb) and 

gedrorene (1. Sb) are grammatically parallel. Gedrorene and 

undereotone (1. 6a) have the same referent, an understood 

" roof." The three verbs describe the condition of the roof 

as being ''hewed," "fallen," and "eaten underneath by age." 

Even though two of the verbs have the same referent, the 

progres sion is incomplete without the third verb. The three 

verbs form a total picture of the destruction wreaked upon 

the roof. The poet uses the variation of the three aspects 

of the roof's deterioration to illustrate the idea that decay 

comes from both the top and the bottom. Scorene (1. Sb) 

refers to a ''gap in the roof," which is physically part of 

the roof itself; therefore, this verb could be considered as 

re f e rring to the roof in the broad sense of the term. 

Another instance of verbal variation is used by the 

poet in lines 1-2. The poet again employs the meaning of the 

sente nce to achie ve verbal variation. The three verbs 

gebr~on (1. lb), bur ston (1. 2a), a nd brosna1 (1. 2b) all 

r efe r to the d e struction of the city as represented by three 

differen t words , we alstan (1. l a), burgstede (1. 2a), and 

21stanl ey B. Green fie l d , The Inte rpre t a tion of Old 
En g lish Po ems (London : Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1972), 
P · 7 4 . 
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enta geweorc (1. 2b). None of the phrases are grammatically 

parallel. In fact, wyrde gebrzt_con literally means 11 shattered 

by the fates ... However, 11 fate shattered (it)" is a transla

tion that means the same thing, even though it is not gram

matically as accurate as the other translation. It is a 

difficult phrase because wyrde is instrucmental singular and 

geb~con is preteriet plural; therefore, the phrase itself 

has inherent grammatical peculiarities. If we look at the 

meaning of the verbs, we see that the poet achieves a simul

taneous view of the city in the past when fate shattered it 

and in the present when the resultant decay continues. 

Geb~con and burston are preterite plurals which indicate a 

violent action; whereas, brosna~ is a present plural verb 

which indicates the less violent and somewhat slower action 

of crumbling that continues to happen. The verbs are not 

grammatically parallel since they are not in the same tense 

or exact structure; however, the sense of the sentence and 

the syntactic placement of the verbs indicate that the shat

tering, the breaking, and the crumbling are all aspects of 

the same process of destruction inflicted on the city by 

fute. Brodeur22 and Greenfield23 both have indicated that 

the identity of sense of the components of a variation 

22Brodeur, p. 41. 

23Greenfield, p. 75. 
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outweighs in importance the identity of the structure of the 

figure. The poet appears to have deliberately switched from 

past to present tense in this passage in order to juxtapose 

the past time with the current in an effort to contrast the 

two periods. By including the changed verb tense in the 

variation of this passage, the poet successfully combines 

variation and contrast. Lee suggests that the poet was con

trasting the living city with the dead one. 24 In any case 

the poet appeared to have a reason for altering the structure 

of the phrases in this variation. 

Still another example of verbal variation is to be 

found in line 7. This line refers to the "master builders" 

or the "masters and builders," depending on which interpreta

tion one follows. Forweorone (1. 7b) and geleorene (1. 7b) 

refer to waldend wyrhtan (1. 7a). Forweorone denotes "death" 

or ''a passing away" and is varied by geleorene, which means 

"vanished" and connotes a more complete disappearance. The 

second verb, geleorene, is grammatically parallel with the 

first and indicates a slightly different aspect of the demise 

of the inhabitants of the city. The variation emphasizes the 

deso lation of the walled city and contributes to the sorrow

ful tone of the poem. The phrase heardgripe hrusan ("in the 

firm grip of the earth," 1. 8) underscores the message 

24 Lee, p. 451. 



137 

implicit in the variation that the masters and craftsmen have 

been dead a long while and that loneliness and emptiness per

vade the city. 

One last example of verbal variation appears in 

lines 3lb-32a: Hryre wong gecrong/gebrocen to beorgum ("the 

p lace has fallen into ruin/broken into mounds"). The verb 

gebrocen varies the verb gecrong and shows a somewhat more 

definite picture of the devastation. The poet moves semanti-

cally from the general idea of ruins to the more specific 

ide a of mounds of rubble. This variation adds one more detail 

to the reader's growing picture of the wrecked city. The 

v e rb gebrocen echoes geb~con in the first line of the poem 

and serves as a link between the two sections. 

The poet blends the verbal variation of these lines 

(3lb-32a) with irony to reinforce the theme of the transitory 

nature o f earthly things. The lines refer to the city in 

ruins, in mounds of rubble. Irving believes gebrocen to 

b e org um i s intended to have a double meaning. He believes 

t h a t be org um refers bith to the mounds of rubble and to the 

burial mounds of men, because the poet has carefully linked 

t h e me n and the buildings together in line 28. 25 If Irving 

25Edward B. Irving , Jr., "Image and Meaning in the 
Elegies ," in New Appr oa ches t o Ol d Eng lish Poe try, ed. 
R. Ree d (Prov i dence : Br own Univers i ty Press, 1966), p. 156. 
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is correct in his assessment of a double meaning for beorgum, 

the poet has created an ironic situation in that the works of 

man remain on earth in the form of mounds of rubble after he 

has died and that these same mounds cover the graves of the 

men who vanish without a trace. Line 28 produces its own 

irony which might reinforce Irving's theory. It is ironic 

that the betend (1. 28b), who are the walden wyrhtan of the 

first part of the poem, should fall and become plunder of the 

battle when they were the proud and powerful ones who were 

supposed to rebuild the city. The "master builders" and 

"restorers" who held such promise are merely the "plunder" 

of the battle with disease. None are so mighty as the omni

potent wyrd. The irony in these passages combines with 

variation to underscore the theme of mutability. The reflec

tion of words used earlier in the poem helps tie the sections 

together. 

Wlonc and wingal (1. 34) are used in an ironic sense 

in this passage (11. 29b-37) which contrasts the past glorious 

city with the present ruined city and the works of man with 

ma n himse lf. The warrior is wlonc and wingal ("proud and 

flushed with wine") as he seah on sine ("glazes on treasure," 

1. 35). It is ironic that the pride of that splendidly 

a dorned warrior is the source of the downfall of the city he 

is admi.ring so thoroughly. Further, according to Doubleday, 
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wlonc ond wingal (1. 34) is a typical formula in Old English 

used to describe the fall of cities. 2 6 The medieval church 

believed that God punished man for his sins by sending dis-

27 asters. The wlonc of line 34 represents pride, which is a 

spiritual sin, and the wingal of that line represents the 

fleshly sin; 28 thus the warrior is guilty of the two major 

categories of sin. The city is devastated by the disaster 

of pestilence. The poet has skillfully used a typica~ 

formula in a creative way to achieve dramatic irony and to 

point up the impermanence of the greatness of man when faced 

with the superiority of God. 

The last section of the poem describing the baths 

contains some dramatic irony, as pointed out by Doubleday. 29 

The medieval church frowned upon public baths because they 

promoted lascivious and adulterous behavior. As a result of 

the church's disapproval the bath became a symbol for lust. 

Line 41 takes on ironic overtones when viewed in the light of 

such symbolism. 

;p~r ;.j>a bafU w:;eron, 
hat on hr<=>'hre. fcl!.__ t wces h~elic. 

I (11. 40b-41) 

26 Doubleday, p. 378. 

27 rbid., p. 375. 

28 rbid., p. 378. 

29Ibid., PP· 380-81. 
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("where the baths were, 
hot in the heart. That was suitable.") 

Doubleday believes~t ~s hyjfelic refers to more than the 

fact that the baths generated their own heat and were con-

venient for health purposes. He feels the baths were also 

"convenient" or "suitable" for promoting lascivious behavior 

on the part of the people and for continuing liaisons previ

ously established. 30 The poet could be attempting to provide 

another perspective on the reasons for the destruction of the 

city. 

The poet employs contrast, variation, and irony in 

The Ruin to emphasize the theme of mutability and to support 

the overall structure of the poem. The poet uses the contrast 

between the wonderful wall of the past and the shattered wall 

of the present in the opening line of the poem to set up the 

situational irony that pervades the poem. He introduces the 

ironic contrast in line one which constitutes the main body 

of the poem in various forms. The poet interweaves contrast, 

variation, and irony and develops the theme of mutability 

throughout the main body of the poem. In lines 1-11 and 

lines 21-24 the poet mingles the general-specific contrast 

with the past-present contrast to gain additional perspective 

a nd support for his major theme. In lines 29b-37 he combines 

30Ibid. 
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the ironic past-present contrast with the men-works contrast. 

He mixes contrast with both verbal and substantival variation 

in lines 2-6a and the specific-general variation with the 

specific-general contrast in lines 1-2. The poet combines 

irony with variation in line 28 and in lines 3la-32b. This 

brief summary of the specific places in the poem where the 

poet intertwines and combines the three stylistic devices to 

gain support for his theme or to produce new angles and per

spectives illustrates how important the devices are to the 

poem's structure. The poem is tightly knit and the poet has 

carefully provided links between the various section of the 

poem by means of recurring words or phrases. There is one 

major theme, mutability, which is reinforced by the stylistic 

devices and supported from many angles. The theme is the 

strongest connecting thread in the poem. 

After the opening line sets up the major ironical 

contrast, between the wall as it appeared in the past and as 

it appears in the present, the main body of the poem consist

ing of four other basic contrasts, follows. Variation and 

irony are used throughout the main body of the poem to support 

and reinforce the contrasts. At line 38 the style changes 

abruptly from formal high style to a straightforward descrip

t ion of the baths. 31 After line 38 there is only one 

31Leslie, p. 29. 
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instance of irony (1. 41), apart from the major situational 

irony created by contrast between the glorious wall of the 

past and the ruined wall of the present, and no instances 

of contrast or variation. Leslie believes that the baths 

are out of the realm of experience of the poet and that he 

is displaying the amazement of a child in the presence of an 

awesome wonder. 32 Doubleday believes the poet has shifted 

his subject from the discussion of what happened to that of 

why it happened. 33 It is possible that both scholars are 

correct. The poet was inspired by the magnificence of the 

baths, but he was much too well-versed in rhetoric to ignore 

the structure of his poem because of awe. He made the most 

of the descriptive opportunities offered by the baths and 

the church's thinking regarding them to subtly imply that 

the sins of the city itself caused the disaster to be 

visited upon them. 

The last few lines are too badly damaged for one to 

analyze and determine the poet's meaning. On the basis of 

the fragment we have it seems that the poet used lines 1-2 as 

an introduction to the ironic comparison between the past and 

present that he used in the major portion of the poem 

(11. 3-37). The poem shifts its tone abruptly at line 38 and 

32rbid. 

33 Doubleday, p. 377. 
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ends with the detailed description of the baths and the impli

cation that the pestilence is a reward from God for sinful 

behavior. 

A detailed analysis of the poet's use of contrast, 

variation, and irony indicates that he knew how to use these 

devices effectively to support his theme and the structure of 

his poem. Such a study also lends support to those critics 

who believe The Ruin is an elegy. The poet skillfully weaves 

the three stylistic devices around the major thematic thread 

of mutability to form a beautifully sad picture of lost glory. 

His adept use of contrast to set up the situational irony 

pervasive in the poem is another example of his poetic exper

tise. The poet employs a typical Old English formula, wlonc 

and wingal (1. 34), to achieve dramatic irony and to gain 

support for his theme of mutability from a slightly different 

perspective. The poet's masterful execution of the interlace 

technique, his ingenious combination of contrast and irony, 

and his clever use of a typical formula in a new way lend 

support to the theory that Old English poets were not merely 

court singers, but were capable and talented poetic crafts

men. The poet of The Ruin employs the interlace technique, 

ironical contrast, and other such rhetorical tools to pro

duce a general lament for a majestic past that is tightly 

knit and meaningful. As such it is correctly placed among 
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the elegies, as several critics have long contended. Only a 

poet of much poetic skill and rhetorical knowledge could 

have produced a poem of such quality and lasting beauty. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

A detailed analysis of contrast, variation, and irony 

in Wulf and Eadwacer, The Wife's Lament, The Huband's Message, 

and The Ruin supports the contention, put forth in different 

ways by both Elliott and Benson, that Anglo-Saxon poets were 

aware of the rhetorical techniques involved in the composi

tion of effective poetry and were skilled in the application 

of these techniques. The poets of these four elegies use 

contrast and irony in a variety of ways to support the major 

poetic themes and to provide cohesive links within the poems 

themselves. For instance, the poet of The Wife's Lament 

employs the contrast between past happiness and present woe 

to emphasize the major themes of exile, suffering, and sorrow. 

On the other hand, the poet of Wulf and Eadwacer virtually 

ignores this type of contrast, used frequently by the other 

three poets, in order to present a picture of unrelieved 

misery and thus to gain support for two of his major themes: 

hostility and suffering. These two poets used the same con

tra st in totally opposite ways to achieve the same purpose of 

thema tic support. 

Further evidence of expertise in the use of contrast 

is fo und in The Ruin and The Husba nd's Message. The poets in 
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both these poems combine contrast with irony to strengthen 

major themes and to enhance structural unity. The poet of 

The Ruin uses contrast to set up the situational irony that 

forms the subject of the entire poem. The ironic contrast 

between the splendid city of the past and the ruined city of 

the present extends the length of the poem and provides a 

unifying thematic thread around which passages of other types 

of contrast are interlaced. The theme of mutability is 

inherent in the ironic contrast between the splendid city of 

the past and the ruined city of the present. The poet of 

The Husband's Message uses a similar ironic contrast in the 

situation of the two lovers. It is expected that lovers who 

are forcefully separated endure much misery and sadness. How-

ever, in this poem, the separated lovers are both prosperous, 

and there is no mention of any suffering or misery. This 

skillful execution of contrast between what is expected and 

what occurs creates the situational irony of the poem and 

underscores the theme of happiness. The poet then employs 

another ironic contrast to provide structural unity between 

two sections of the poem. The combination of contrast and 

irony in elfx=ode ("strangers," 1. 37) and sigepode 

("victorious people," 1. 20a) links the passage describing 

the exiled husband's current situation in a foreign place 

with the passage describing his flight from his homeland. 
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These two poets have thus combined contrast and irony effec-

tively in different ways to attain the same objectives: 

thematic support and structural unity. These examples from 

the four elegies demonstrate a few of the many different ways 

the poets exercised their expertise in the use of contrast 

and irony to gain specific goals. The fact that these poets 

were able to use these stylistic devices in such a variety of 

ways to attain the same or, in some cases, very different 

goals is indicative of their poetic talent and their ability 

to create poetry from available traditional devices. 

Such evidence supports Benson's theory that the 

Anglo-Saxon poets did not mindlessly pull formulas out of the 

air to compose and deliver a poem simultaneously. On the 

contrary, these men were in command of their medium and used 

traditional formulas and stylistic techniques when it suited 

their purposes, or perhaps created new ways to use old methods 

when the need arose. 1 The poets' skill in using traditional 

stylistic devices in somewhat different ways indicates their 

ability to think and to create new approaches to traditional 

techniques. Elliott's argument in favor of the Anglo-Saxon 

poets' ability to employ well-known images in new and 

1Larry Benson, "The Literary Character of Anglo
Saxon Formulaic Poetry," PMLA 81 (1966):338. 
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different ways can thus be expanded to include the traditional 

stylistic devices. 2 

Variation can be included with contrast and irony 

among the traditional stylistic devices that these poets used 

i n imaginative and effective ways. The Beowulf poet is not 

t he only poet capable of using variation with skill and 

f inesse despite the opinion of Arthur Brodeur.3 For example, 

the poet of The Wife's Lament used variation to reveal dif-

ferent aspects of the lover's character so that a total 

picture of the man began to emerge. By masterful use of 

variation, this poet depicted the growth of the wife from a 

hostile rebellious creature enduring a living death situation 

to one who accepted her fate and showed a spark of hope. In 

addition to the spiritual growth of the wife, variation indi-

cates her ex treme emotional reaction to her miserable exile. 

Various poetic appellations for sorrow and loneliness help 

unify The Wife's Lament. Variation of the term waldend 

wyrhten by betend helps provide a cohesive thread in The 

Ruin. Both verbal and substantival variation are used in 

The Ru i n to reveal different aspects of the devastation in 

orde r to evolve a total view of the ruined city. In 

2Ralph W. V. Ell i o t t, "Form and Imag e in the Old 
English Lyr i~ s," Essays i n Cr itic ism 11 (January 1961} :9. 

3Ar thur G. Brodeur , The Art o f Beowulf (Berkeley: 
University of California Pr ess , 1 971), p. 44. 
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The Husband's Message variation combines with irony and con-

trast to convey the notion that the separated lovers are not 

really miserable. Variations for the sea and the man provide 

thematic threads around which passages of contrast are inter-

laced to form The Husband's Message. Such expert use of 

variation in conjunction with contrast and irony occurs in 

these three elegies and lends support to Leyerle's theories 

about interlace structure. 4 These examples of the use of 

variation in The Wife's Lament , The Ruin, and The Husband's 

Message are indicative of the complete poems. Each poet used 

variation to emphasize themes, to reveal different aspects of 

characters or things described, to provide structural links, 

and, in some instances, to create a sense of motion. The 

Beowulf poet reached majestic heights in his use of variation 

that the poets of these elegies cannot begin to equal. Never-

theless, certain elements of skill are apparent in the use of 

variation by the poe ts of the elegies. These poets may not 

employ the sophisticated form that Brodeur describes in his 

analysis of Beowulf, but they do not make readily apparent the 

idea and the meaning of their own versions of variation. 

It is interesting to note that with the exception of 

one instance, the Wul f a nd Ea dwacer poet did not use variation 

4J o hn Le y e rle , "The I nterl a c e Structure o f Beowulf," 
Unive rsity o f Toronto Qu a rte rly 37 (1967) :1. 
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in his poem. Variation is an extremely important device in 

Old English poetry; to omit such a valuable device and still 

produce a poignant, vital poem is a mark of daring and indi

vidual style. The absence of such a popular rhetorical tool 

lends additional support to Elliott's belief in the creativ

ity and poetic ability of the ancient poets of England. 

Creativity was not encouraged in medieval times. Traditional 

techniques and approaches had proved their worth by standing 

the test of time and were considered more effective than 

unestablished techniques. The Wulf and Eadwacer poet thus 

exhibited a certain amount of artistic courage as well as 

skill in opposing tradition. 

A study of these four elegies from the perspective of 

contrast, variation, and irony reveals the poets to be con

v e rsant with these stylistic devices and skillful in their 

use of them. Not only has an analysis of these three devices 

indicated that the poets had much architectonic skill but 

that one of the poems, The Husband's Message, is in contrast 

to t h e others. Wulf and Eadwacer , The Wife's Lament, and The 

Ruin all have themes of sorrow and unhappiness stressed by 

contrast , variation, and irony. The Husband's Message has no 

sorrow or mi s ery . There is no s adness in this poem, no 

l ame nt of any kind ; therefore , it ·is possible that the poem 

is not an e l egy at all. Critics who believe the poem is in 
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the wrong genre would profit from further study of the styl

istic devices used by the poet. 

On the basis of an analysis of contrast, variation, 

and irony in Wulf and Eadwacer, The Husband's Message, The 

Wife's Lament, and The Ruin, it appears that further study 

of other stylistic devices and rhetorical techniques of the 

shorter Old English poems is indicated. Such a study would 

no doubt reveal more about the poetic expertise of the Anglo

Saxon poets, as well as illustrate more fully the imaginative 

and creative ways these poets used traditional formulas and 

stylistic techniques. An analysis of the elegies and other 

short Old English poems from a broader rhetorical perspective 

would likely prove that the Old English poets used their own 

individual style when incorporating formulas into their 

poetry and succeeded in making such formulas serve their 

artistic needs. Perhaps then the damage done to the reputa

tion of Anglo-Saxon poets by the mergence of the oral

formulaic theory could be reversed and these most worthy 

craftsmen could receive the praise and admiration so long 

denied them. 



APPENDIX 



WULF AND EADWACER 

It is to my people as if the man gave them battle; 

Will they oppress him, if he comes with a host? 

It is different for us. 

Wulf is on an island, I on another. 

Secure is that island, by marsh surrounded. 

Blood-thirsty men are there on that island; 

Will they oppress him, if he comes with a host. 

It is different for us. 

I suffered in expectation of my Wulf's far-wanderings; 

When it was rainy weather and I sat tearful, 

When the battle-bold one with his arms surrounded me with 
flame, 

(there) was pleasure for me after that, nevertheless (it) 
was also loathsome for me. 

Wulf, my Wulf, expectations of you 

caused me to be sick, your infrequent comings, 

sorrowful heart, not at all want of food. 

Hearest thou, Eadwacer? The active whelp of us two 

Wulf will bear to the woods. 

That man easily tore asunder what never was together, 

the song of the two of us together. 
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THE WIFE'S lAMENT 

I utter this song about myself full of sorrow, the 

fate of myself. That I may tell of what miseries I endured, 

after I grew up, new or old, no more than now. Always I 

suffered the punishment of my exile. First my lord departed 

hence from the nation over the tossing waves. I had sorrow 

at dawn (about) where the land of my price might be. Then 

I myself set out, departed to seek destiny, a friendless 

exile, on account of my woeful need. That the kinsmen of 

this man began to determine through evil thought, that they 

would separate us two, so that we two farthest apart in the 

whole world lived most wretchedly and (he) longed for me. 

My lord commanded me to occupy a dwelling in the woods. I 

had few friends in this region of kind friends. Therefore, 

my soul is sad. Then I found for myself a very suitable 

(similar) man, unhappy, sad in mind, thought-concealing, 

mindful of great wickedness, pleasant disposition. Very often 

we two boasted that we two will not be parted except by death 

alone, not anything else. Again that is changed; is now . . . 
as it never was, the love of the two of us. Shall I far and 

near the enmity of my very dear one suffer? One commanded me 

to dwell in a grove of trees under an oak tree in the earth 

cave. Old is this earth hall. I am all seized with longing, 
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valleys are gloomy, hills towering, bitter borough towns 

covered over with briars, dwelling place bereft of joys. 

Very often the departure of my lord flooded me here with 

hostility. Friends are on earth, dear ones that have life, 

occupy beds while I in the early morning walk alone under 

the oak tree throughout this earth cave. There I must sit 

the summer-long day; there I may weep for my persecution, 

much suffering; because I may not ever take rest from the 

grief of my heart, nor all this longing which poured over me 

in this life. 

Ever must a young man be sorrowful, brave in thoughts 

of the heart, also shall (he) have joyful bearing, in addi

tion to the heart care, tumult of perpetual grief, be on him

self dependent for all his world joy, be very widely outlawed 

from distant folklands, that my friend sits under a rocky 

cliff by a storm covered with hoarfrost, weary-minded friend 

with water flowing round in a dreary hall. }1y friend endures 

it with much sorrow; he remembers too often joyful dwelling 

place. Woe be to him who shall with longing await a dear one. 



THE HUSBAND'S MESSAGE 

Now I separately will say to you that together with 

the offspring of a kind of tree I came forth; on me men 

[ ••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ] shall in another land place 

[ .................................... ] salt streams [ ...... . 

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ] Very often I on a boat's 

[ . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . . . sought 

me there my manlord [ ••••••••••••••••••••••• ] over high 

dwellings; I am now come here on shipdeck, therefore, now you 

shall know how to understand in your thoughts about the 

heart's affection of my master. I dare to order that you 

will find there the glorious tree (truth). 

Lo, then, he who carved this beam commanded me to ask 

thee that you, the treasure-laden one, yourself remember in 

your mind a promise which the two of you in former days often 

spoke, as long as you two might in the mead city (rejoicing 

city), the native place watch over, one land inhabit, friend

ship advance. Hostility drove him out from the victorious 

people; Now he himself who, with desire (for you) commanded 

me to urge that you the sea's surface might stir up after you 

have heard from the hill's bank the sad cuckoo in a grove 

sing. Afterwards do not allow any living man to hinder the 

journey of thee , impede the way. 
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Begin to seek the sea, the seagull's ancestral home, 

ride on a sea vessel, that you south hence over the seaway 

will find the man, where he is lord in expectation of thee. 

(There) may not for him exist more joy in thoughts, as he 

said to me, than (that) Almighty God grant to you two that 

you two together afterwards might give out to warriors and 

retainers treasure, nailed rings; he has enough to sustain 

of gold [ ••••••••••.••••..••••••••.•••••••••.•• ] since he 

(has) possessed a home among strangers, joyful land [ ••••••• 

•••.•.•..•.•.••.•••••.•••••••••••••••• ] lord of heroes, since 

here my protector [ •••••.•.••.••...••..•.••••.•.•••••.••••• ]. 

Of necessity he ordered a boat brought out, and on young 

waves (he was) obliged to move rapidly, to set forth on the 

floating way, eager for departure, to mix the seawater. Now 

the man has subdued woe; (There) is not for him a lack of 

pleasures not of horses nor of jewels nor of meadjoys, (nor) 

of any of the treasures over the earth, Prince's daughter, 

if he possesses thee over the old vow of the two of you. I 

constrain together •S•R• unitedly •EA•W• and •M•(D) oath to 

declare that he the pledge and the conjugal fidelity by him 

in a lifetime would continue, which the two of you in 

former days often spoke. 



THE RUIN 

Wonderful is this wallstone, Fate shattered (it); 

the city broke, the work of giants crumbles. Roofs are 

downfallen, towers in ruins, barred gate despoiled, frost on 

mortar, a gap in the roof hewed, fallen eaten underneath .by 

age. Earth's embrace has the master builders (they have), 

passed away, vanished, in the firm grip of the earth, until 

one hundred of generations of nations depart. Often this 

will remained grey with lichen and red of hue (one) kingdom 

after another, persisted through storms; high curved one 

fell. Resists yet the [ •••••••••••••••••••• ] accumulated, 

savagely scraped [ •••••.•••••.•••••.•••.••••••••••••••••••• 

. . . . . . . . . . . ] shone he [ ................................... . 

•••••••••••••••••••• ] understanding ancient building [ ••••• 

•••••••••••••••••••••• ] in the earthcrust collar heart [ ••• 

•••••••••••••••••••• ] swift movement firm in rings, stout 

hearted one bound the foundation wonderfully together with 

wires. Bright was the fortress, many a bath house, a pro

fusion of lofty gables, much martial sound, many meadhalls 

full of the joys of men, until Fate the powerful (one) changed 

tha t. The wide ridge yielded, the days of pestilence came, 

death destr oyed all the sword-valiance of men; their ramparts 

b ecame d eser t e d stations, the city crumbled. The restorers 
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fell, plunder of the earth. Forthwith these courts are 

dreary and this red arch of the woodwork of the roof is 

separated from the roof tiles. The place has fallen into 

ruin, broken into mounds, where once many a warrior cheerful 

and bright with gold adorned with splendours, proud and 

flushed with wine shone with war-gear; gazed on treasure, 

on silver, on curious gems, on riches, on possessions, on 

precious stones, on this bright walled town of the broad 

kingdom. Stone buildings stood, streams in heat (hotly) ex

pelled boiling (water) from afar; wall all surrounded in the 

bright bosom, where the baths were, hot in heart (at the 

center). That was suitable. Allowed then to gush [ ••••••••• 

••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ] over grey stone hot streams 

[ •••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ] until the hot circular baths 

[ ••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ] where the baths were. Then 

is [ .•........•••.•..•••••••.•..•••••••...•..... ] that is a 

kingly thing, a house [ •••••••••••••••••••••••••••• ] a walled 

town [ ............... · · · · · · • • · • ] • 
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