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Old English Poetry: Context, Craft, 

and Critical Reception 

I. Introduction: The Landscape of Old English 

Poetry (c. 450-1066) 

A. Historical and Cultural Milieu: Anglo-Saxon 

England 

The body of literature composed in the Old English 

language, commonly referred to as Anglo-Saxon 

literature, constitutes the foundational period of 

English literary history. This timeframe encompasses 

the centuries of Anglo-Saxon political and cultural 

dominance in England, extending from the period 

following their initial settlements to the 

transformative Norman Conquest of 1066. The 

Conquest marks a significant linguistic and cultural 

shift, initiating the transition from Old English to 

Middle English. While historically sometimes labelled 

the "Dark Ages," this period is more accurately termed 

the "early middle ages" or "early medieval period" 

by contemporary historians, acknowledging the 

sophisticated culture and significant literary 

achievements it produced. 

The genesis of Anglo-Saxon England lies in the 

migration of several Germanic tribes—primarily the 

Angles, Saxons, Jutes, and Frisians—from 

continental Europe (modern-day northwest Germany 

and Denmark) to Britain during the 5th and 6th 

centuries AD. This occurred in the wake of the Roman 

withdrawal from Britannia. These settlers brought with 

them their West Germanic dialects, social 

structures, pagan religious beliefs, and a vibrant 

oral poetic tradition rooted in a shared Germanic 

heritage. Over time, they established distinct 

kingdoms across England, famously known as the 

Heptarchy (though the political reality was often 

more fluid): Kent (settled by Jutes), Mercia, 

Northumbria, East Anglia (settled by Angles), Essex 

(East Saxons), Sussex (South Saxons), and Wessex 

(West Saxons). These kingdoms frequently warred 

amongst themselves but eventually moved towards 

greater consolidation, particularly under the pressure 

of later Viking invasions. It is essential to recognize 

that Anglo-Saxon culture was not merely transplanted 

from the continent but evolved dynamically in Britain, 

shaped by interactions with the indigenous Romano-

British population and subsequent historical 

developments. The richness and complexity of this 

period—its history, languages, material culture, and 

literature—form the subject of dedicated academic 

study at institutions like the University of Cambridge 

and others. 

A defining characteristic of the Anglo-Saxon period 

was the gradual, yet profound, shift from Germanic 

paganism to Christianity. Beginning significantly in the 

late 6th century with the mission of St. Augustine to 

Kent (c. 597 AD), sponsored by Pope Gregory the 

Great, Christian beliefs and institutions slowly 

permeated Anglo-Saxon society. The Venerable Bede 

(c. 673-735), a Northumbrian monk, chronicled this 

conversion process in his influential Latin work, Historia 

ecclesiastica gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of 

the English People), providing a crucial, albeit 

religiously framed, narrative of the era. This transition 

was not always smooth and created a complex cultural 

matrix where older heroic values—emphasizing loyalty 

to one's lord (the comitatus relationship), physical 

courage, the pursuit of earthly fame (lof), and a 

strong sense of fate (wyrd)—coexisted, often 

uneasily, with the new Christian doctrines of humility, 

forgiveness, divine providence, and the promise of 

eternal salvation. This tension is a recurring theme in 

much Old English poetry. 

The later Anglo-Saxon period, from the late 8th 

century onwards (often dated from the Viking raid 

on the monastery at Lindisfarne in 793), was 

marked by sustained conflict with Scandinavian 

invaders, commonly known as Vikings. These 

incursions profoundly impacted Anglo-Saxon society, 

leading to periods of Danish rule in parts of England 

(the Danelaw) and prompting figures like King 

Alfred the Great of Wessex (reigned 871–899) to 

organize defenses, reform administration, and 

crucially, promote learning and the translation of 

important Latin texts into Old English prose. The 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, a collection of annals 
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initiated around Alfred's time and continued for 

centuries, is a primary source for understanding this 

turbulent period and the broader sweep of Anglo-

Saxon history. Poems such as The Battle of Maldon, 

which recounts a specific encounter with Vikings in 

991, directly reflect this historical context. 

The historical narrative reveals that Anglo-Saxon 

culture was fundamentally syncretic, a product of 

continuous interaction and fusion between different 

cultural strata. The initial Germanic settlement was 

overlaid onto a Romano-British substrate; this was 

then transformed by the gradual adoption of Latin 

Christianity, and later challenged and modified by 

Scandinavian invasions and settlement. The literature 

produced during this period serves as a testament to 

this cultural dynamism. Poems frequently blend 

pagan motifs and heroic ideals with Christian 

theology and biblical references. For instance, the epic 

Beowulf is set in a pre-Christian Scandinavian past 

but is narrated from a perspective informed by 

Christian understanding, framing its monstrous 

antagonists within a biblical context. This cultural 

layering wasn't simply a matter of old beliefs fading 

away but involved an active process of negotiation, 

adaptation, and reinterpretation. Consequently, Old 

English literature cannot be fully grasped without 

recognizing its role not merely as a reflection of this 

complex society, but as an active participant in the 

cultural dialogues and transformations of the time. 

B. Language and Transmission: Old English Verse 

and Manuscripts 

The linguistic medium of this literature is Old English, 

the form of English spoken and written in England 

from roughly the 5th century until about 1100 AD.2 As 

a member of the Anglo-Frisian subgroup within the 

West Germanic language family, it is the direct 

ancestor of Middle English and subsequently Modern 

English.7 Scholars identify four main dialects: 

Northumbrian and Mercian (often collectively 

referred to as Anglian), Kentish, and West Saxon. 

While literary production likely occurred in all dialect 

areas, the surviving corpus, particularly the prose 

works associated with King Alfred's educational 

reforms in the 9th century, is predominantly in the 

West Saxon dialect. This historical contingency means 

our view of the linguistic and literary landscape might 

be skewed towards the south and west of England. 

Unlike Modern English, which relies heavily on word 

order and prepositions, Old English was a highly 

inflected language, using complex systems of endings 

on nouns, pronouns, adjectives, and verbs to indicate 

grammatical function. 

Our access to Old English poetry is mediated through 

an extremely limited number of manuscripts. Almost 

the entire corpus of surviving verse is contained within 

four principal codices, all compiled in the later Anglo-

Saxon period, primarily the late 10th and early 11th 

centuries. These are: 

1. The Exeter Book: Housed at Exeter Cathedral, 

this manuscript contains a diverse collection of 

poems, including many of the famous elegies 

(The Wanderer, The Seafarer, The Wife's Lament, 

The Ruin), riddles, and religious poems like Christ 

(Parts I and III) and Cynewulf's Juliana. 

2. The Junius Manuscript (also known as the 

Caedmon Manuscript): Located in the Bodleian 

Library, Oxford, this manuscript primarily contains 

poems based on biblical narratives, such as 

Genesis, Exodus, and Daniel. 

3. The Vercelli Book: Discovered in Vercelli, Italy, 

this codex includes both prose homilies and 

poems, notably Andreas, The Dream of the Rood, 

and Cynewulf's Elene and The Fates of the 

Apostles. 

4. The Beowulf Manuscript (British Library, Cotton 

Vitellius A. xv, part of the Nowell Codex): This 

manuscript is most famous for containing the 

unique copy of the epic poem Beowulf, alongside 

other texts like the poem Judith and prose works. 

The fact that our knowledge of Old English poetry 

rests on such a narrow manuscript base, compiled 

centuries after many of the poems were likely first 

composed, has significant implications. It strongly 

suggests that a considerable amount of poetry has 

been lost, perhaps including different genres, regional 

variations, or works deemed less suitable for 

preservation by the monastic communities 

responsible for copying. The physical fragility of these 

unique artifacts is underscored by the fire that 

damaged the Cotton Library in 1731, scorching the 

edges of the Beowulf manuscript. 

The poetry preserved in these manuscripts bears the 

imprint of its origins in a vibrant oral tradition. It is widely 

believed that poems were originally composed and 

transmitted orally, performed by skilled poets known as 

scops, often to the accompaniment of a harp, in 

communal settings such as the lord's mead-hall. The 

application of the oral-formulaic theory, pioneered by 

Milman Parry and Albert Lord in their studies of Homeric 

epic and subsequently applied to Old English by scholars 

like Francis Magoun, posits that features such as 

repeated metrical formulas (stock phrases fitting specific 

2



   

   

 
        

rhythmic patterns) and type-scenes (recurring narrative 

motifs like the "hero on the beach" or "beasts of battle") 

facilitated composition-in-performance and 

memorization. While the precise applicability and extent 

of oral-formulaic composition in Old English remains 

debated, the pervasive presence of these features in the 

written texts is undeniable. Yet, these poems survive only 

because they were written down, transcribed by literate 

individuals, most likely monks working within the 

Christian intellectual milieu of the later Anglo-Saxon 

period. The relationship between orality and literacy in 

Anglo-Saxon England was therefore complex and 

interactive, not a simple opposition. Literate culture drew 

upon and transformed oral traditions, and oral modes of 

thought and expression continued to influence written 

compositions. 

The process by which Old English poetry was 

committed to parchment and preserved in these few 

late manuscripts acts as a significant filter, shaping our 

modern understanding of the tradition. The very act 

of selection by monastic scribes, working within a 

Christian framework centuries after many poems' 

likely oral composition, means that the surviving 

corpus may not represent the full spectrum of Anglo-

Saxon poetic practice. Since these manuscripts were 

produced in religious institutions, it is plausible that 

texts aligning with or adaptable to Christian doctrine 

and morality were prioritized for preservation. Even 

works dealing with the pre-Christian heroic past, like 

Beowulf, contain significant Christian elements or 

framing, suggesting either composition within a 

Christian context or adaptation during transmission. 

This selective preservation makes it challenging to 

reconstruct purely pagan poetic forms or themes that 

might have existed, such as the potentially shorter, 

magical, or panegyric verses hinted at in early sources. 

Our view of Old English poetry is thus inevitably 

mediated by the values and choices of its late Anglo-

Saxon Christian preservers, adding layers of 

complexity to the tasks of dating individual poems 

and understanding their original cultural contexts. 

II. Key Figures and Literary Currents 

While much Old English poetry remains anonymous, 

historical records and the texts themselves allow us to 

identify key figures and distinct literary currents that 

shaped the tradition. These include the pioneering 

work of Caedmon in Christian verse, the signed poems 

of Cynewulf representing the hagiographic tradition, 

and the anonymous masters responsible for the great 

heroic epics and poignant elegies. 

A. The Dawn of English Christian Verse: Caedmon 

Caedmon, who flourished in the latter half of the 7th 

century, holds the distinction of being the earliest 

English poet known by name. His story is preserved 

through the account given by the Venerable Bede in 

Ecclesiastical History of the English People. 

According to Bede, Caedmon was an illiterate lay 

brother, a cowherd associated with the monastery of 

Streaneshalch (Whitby) in Northumbria, presided over 

by the Abbess Hild. Ashamed of his inability to 

participate in the customary hall-singing, Caedmon 

experienced a divine vision in a dream. A figure 

commanded him to sing about frumsceaft ("the 

beginning of things," or Creation), whereupon he 

miraculously composed verses in praise of God the 

Creator—verses he had never heard before. 

The only work confidently attributed to Caedmon is 

the short, nine-line poem known as Caedmon's Hymn, 

which Bede claims reproduces the verses from his 

initial vision. This hymn survives in numerous 

manuscripts in various dialectal forms, including 

Northumbrian (likely Caedmon's own dialect) and 

West-Saxon, testifying to its widespread recognition 

and importance in the Anglo-Saxon period. 

Caedmon's Hymn praises God as the architect of 

heaven and earth, using traditional Old English poetic 

vocabulary and the alliterative metrical form. Its 

significance lies not only in its status as the earliest 

extant English poem by a named author but also in its 

symbolic role representing the successful adaptation 

of the native, aristocratic-heroic verse tradition for the 

expression of Christian themes. Caedmon's miracle, as 

presented by Bede, demonstrated that the vernacular 

poetic medium—previously associated with pagan 

heroes and secular celebrations—could be sanctified 

and employed in service of Christian faith. 

Bede further relates that Caedmon, after 

demonstrating his divinely bestowed gift, entered the 

monastic community at Whitby and spent the rest of 

his life turning sacred history and scripture into 

vernacular poetry. Although Bede implies a substantial 

body of work, none of these longer paraphrases survive 

under Caedmon's name. His legacy, however, was 

profound: he allegedly inspired many others to 

compose religious poetry in English, thereby 

establishing a vital tradition of vernacular Christian 

verse that flourished alongside Latin learning. 

This tradition contrasts with figures like Aldhelm, 

Bishop of Sherborne, who, according to later tradition, 

also composed and performed secular songs in Old 

English—though none have survived. Some scholars 

have tentatively suggested Aldhelm or his circle as 

possible authors of the Old English poem Exodus. 
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B. The Signed Poems: Cynewulf and 

Hagiographic Tradition 

Cynewulf stands out among Old English poets as one 

of the few whose name is directly attached to his 

work, albeit through a unique method. Active 

probably in the 9th century, and likely originating 

from Northumbria or Mercia based on linguistic 

evidence in his poems, Cynewulf embedded his name 

using runic characters within acrostic passages in the 

epilogues of four extant poems. These runic 

signatures (spelling C-Y-N-E-W-U-L-F, with 

variations like Cynwulf or Kynewulf) are integrated 

into personal reflections on themes such as the 

transience of earthly life, the certainty of Judgment 

Day, and pleas for the reader's prayers for the poet's 

soul. This technique presupposes a literate audience 

capable of deciphering the runes and engaging with 

the text visually. 

Despite this unique authorial mark, nothing definitive 

is known about Cynewulf's life or identity beyond 

what can be inferred from his works. His evident 

familiarity with Latin sources and theological concepts 

suggests he was likely a learned cleric. 

The Four Poems Bearing Cynewulf's Runic 

Signature 

● Juliana – Found in the Exeter Book, this poem of 

731 lines recounts the martyrdom of Saint Juliana 

of Nicomedia, a virgin who resisted the advances 

of a Roman prefect and endured torments for her 

Christian faith. 

● Elene – Preserved in the Vercelli Book, this is 

Cynewulf's longest signed poem (1,321 lines). It 

narrates the legend of Saint Helena (Elene), 

mother of Emperor Constantine, and her quest to 

find the True Cross in Jerusalem. It is often 

considered his finest work. 

● Christ II (The Ascension) – Also in the Exeter 

Book (lines 440–866 of the larger Christ 

composite), this poem is a lyrical and homiletic 

treatment of Christ's Ascension into heaven, 

drawing heavily on a homily by Pope Gregory the 

Great. 

● The Fates of the Apostles – A shorter poem (122 

lines) in the Vercelli Book, functioning as a 

versified martyrology that briefly recounts the 

missions and deaths of the twelve apostles. 

Cynewulf's work is deeply embedded in the tradition 

of hagiography—the writing of saints' lives and 

legends. He skillfully adapted Latin sources, 

expanding upon them to explore theological 

questions, develop character psychology, and provide 

scriptural exegesis. 

While his poetry might lack the raw power of Beowulf 

or the intense lyricism of the best elegies, Cynewulf is 

recognized as a careful and conscious craftsman. He 

adeptly integrated imagery and values from the native 

Germanic heroic tradition (descriptions of battles, sea 

voyages, loyalty) into his Christian narratives. 

Furthermore, he employed principles derived from 

Latin rhetoric to achieve a level of narrative clarity and 

orderly progression that contrasts with the more 

associative style found elsewhere in Old English poetry. 

Recent critical attention has focused on his portrayal of 

strong female protagonists in Juliana and Elene, who 

engage in theological debate and actively resist 

oppression, as well as the complex and sometimes 

problematic representation of Jewish characters in Elene. 

C. Anonymous Masters: The Poets of Heroism 

and Elegy 

Beyond the named figures of Caedmon and Cynewulf, 

the vast majority of Old English poetry was produced 

by anonymous authors. These unknown poets were 

responsible for some of the most enduring and 

powerful works in the canon, particularly within the 

heroic and elegiac traditions. 

The Heroic Tradition 

The heroic tradition in Old English poetry looks back 

to the Germanic "Heroic Age" (roughly 4th to 6th 

centuries AD), celebrating the deeds of legendary 

warriors and exploring the values of that pre-

Christian, tribal society. 

The undisputed masterpiece of this tradition is 

Beowulf, the longest surviving Old English poem and 

the only complete epic preserved in any ancient 

Germanic language. Other significant examples, 

surviving only in fragments, include: 

● The Fight at Finnsburh – Depicts a fierce battle 

scene potentially related to an episode in 

Beowulf. 

● Waldere – Concerning the continental hero 

Walter of Aquitaine. 

● Widsith – A catalogue of tribes, kings, and heroes 

purportedly recited by a far-traveled scop. 

● The Battle of Brunanburh – Commemorating a 

victory in 937. 

● The Battle of Maldon – Lamenting a defeat 

against Vikings in 991. 

Central to these poems are the tenets of the heroic 

code: loyalty between a warrior (thane) and his lord 

(hlaford), courage in battle, pursuit of lasting fame 

(lof), kinship obligations, and a pervasive sense of fate 

(wyrd). These works offer invaluable insights into the 

warrior ethos and social structures of the early 

Germanic world. 
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The Elegiac Tradition 

Contrasting with, yet often overlapping, the heroic is 

the elegiac tradition. Primarily preserved in the Exeter 

Book, these poems are typically shorter, reflective, and 

imbued with melancholy or lament. They explore 

universal human experiences through Anglo-Saxon 

culture, focusing on themes such as: 

● Exile (wræc) – Physical banishment and spiritual 

alienation. 

● Loss – Of lords, kinsmen, community, or past joys 

(often symbolized by the mead-hall). 

● The transience of earthly life – The 

impermanence of glory and material possessions. 

● Fate and hardship – The struggle against destiny, 

the natural world, and suffering. 

Key elegies include: 

● The Wanderer – Explores the psychological toll 

of isolation and contrasts worldly suffering with 

spiritual aspiration. 

● The Seafarer – Another meditation on exile and 

devotion. 

● Deor – Where a scop consoles himself for 

misfortune by recounting sufferings from heroic 

legend. 

● The Wife's Lament – Expressing the sorrow of an 

exiled woman. 

● Wulf and Eadwacer – Enigmatic and emotionally 

intense. 

These poems are sometimes grouped as "wisdom 

poetry" due to their reflective and often didactic 

nature. A key characteristic of the elegies is their 

blending of the fatalistic Germanic worldview (wyrd 

bið ful āræd – "fate is fully inexorable") with the 

Christian promise of consolation and stability found 

only in God or the afterlife. 

Interconnections Within Old English Poetry 

The distinctions between heroic, religious, and elegiac 

poetry should not obscure their significant 

interconnections. 

● The heroic epic Beowulf is infused with an elegiac 

sensibility regarding life's transience and includes 

Christian commentary. 

● Religious poems like The Dream of the Rood use 

heroic imagery, depicting Christ as a warrior on 

the cross. 

● The elegies reference heroic themes, contrasting 

lost joys of the comitatus with the hope of 

heavenly reward. 

● Even Cynewulf blends heroic elements into his 

religious poetry. 

All these works share common stylistic devices—

alliterative verse, kennings, variation, and 

formulaic language—suggesting Anglo-Saxon poets 

operated within a unified literary tradition, adapting 

themes fluidly across different modes. Rather than rigid 

categories, Old English poetry functioned as an 

evolving stream where heroic resonance, religious 

doctrine, and elegiac reflection intertwined seamlessly. 

III. Pillars of the Old English Canon 

Within the surviving corpus of Old English poetry, 

certain works stand out due to their length, 

complexity, artistic merit, or influence. These poems, 

representing the major traditions discussed above, 

form the pillars of the Old English literary canon. 

A. The Epic Tradition: Beowulf 

Beowulf is unequivocally the most famous and 

extensively studied work of Old English literature. It is 

the longest extant poem in the language (3,182 

alliterative lines) and the only complete heroic epic to 

survive from Anglo-Saxon England, offering a unique 

window into the Germanic heroic world. 

The narrative unfolds in two main parts, chronicling the 

life of its eponymous hero, a prince of the Geats (a tribe 

likely located in southern Sweden). In the first part, the 

young Beowulf travels to Denmark to aid King Hrothgar, 

whose magnificent mead-hall, Heorot, is being 

terrorized by the monstrous Grendel. Beowulf defeats 

Grendel in hand-to-hand combat and subsequently 

slays Grendel's vengeful mother in her underwater lair. 

Laden with honors and treasure, he returns home. 

The second part depicts Beowulf in his old age, having 

ruled the Geats wisely for fifty years. His kingdom is 

threatened by a fire-breathing dragon, enraged by 

the theft of a cup from its ancient hoard. Beowulf 

confronts the dragon in a final, fatal battle, succeeding 

in killing the beast with the help of his loyal young 

kinsman, Wiglaf, but receiving a mortal wound 

himself. The poem concludes with Beowulf's funeral 

rites and lamentations for the fallen king, 

overshadowed by foreboding predictions about the 

future vulnerability of the Geatish people. 

The significance of Beowulf extends far beyond its 

narrative. It serves as a rich repository of Anglo-Saxon 

cultural values, particularly the heroic code. Beowulf 

himself embodies the ideals of courage, strength, 

loyalty to lord and kin, and the pursuit of glory (lof) 

through daring deeds. The poem explores the 

obligations of the comitatus (the bond between a lord 

and his retainers), the function of treasure as a symbol 

of reward and social cohesion, and the necessity of 

vengeance within this warrior society. 
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Alongside these heroic elements, the poem grapples 

with profound themes: the relentless power of fate 

(wyrd) versus the possibility of divine intervention or 

providence; the fundamental struggle between good 

and evil, order and chaos—often represented by the 

conflict between the human community (symbolized 

by the hall, Heorot) and monstrous outsiders (Grendel, 

his mother, the dragon), who are frequently depicted 

as enemies of God or descendants of Cain; and the 

pervasive elegiac theme of life's transience, earthly 

glory, and human achievement, even for the greatest 

heroes. The poem also underscores the importance of 

wise kingship and the fragility of social order. 

Beowulf is set in 6th-century Scandinavia (Denmark 

and Sweden), not Anglo-Saxon England. It 

incorporates references to figures and events that 

appear to have some basis in history, such as the raid 

into Frisia by the Geatish king Hygelac (Beowulf's 

uncle), mentioned by Gregory of Tours and datable to 

around 521 AD. This historical anchor provides a 

terminus post quem for the poem's composition. 

However, the exact date of the poem's creation 

remains a subject of intense scholarly debate, with 

proposed dates ranging from as early as the 7th 

century to as late as the early 11th century, close to 

the date of the sole surviving manuscript (produced 

between 975 and 1025 AD). Various contexts for its 

composition have been suggested, including the East 

Anglian court at Rendlesham (linked to the Sutton 

Hoo ship burial with its Scandinavian connections), 

the court of King Alfred the Great in Wessex, or the 

Anglo-Scandinavian court of King Cnut. 

Stylistically, Beowulf exemplifies the techniques of Old 

English alliterative verse, employing kennings, 

variation, and formulaic language. Its structure is 

often described as bipartite (youth vs. age) or 

tripartite (three monster fights), with a complex use of 

digressions, foreshadowing, and an "interlace" 

structure that weaves together the main plot with 

numerous subsidiary stories and historical allusions, 

enriching the narrative texture. 

The poem's blend of pagan setting and heroic ethos 

with pervasive Christian elements is central to its 

interpretation. Rather than viewing it simply as a 

pagan poem with later Christian interpolations, or a 

straightforward Christian allegory, many scholars now 

see Beowulf as a sophisticated work of cultural 

synthesis. Composed within a Christianized Anglo-

Saxon society, the anonymous poet looks back at the 

Germanic heroic past, appreciating its virtues 

(courage, loyalty) while also acknowledging its 

limitations from a Christian perspective (the ultimate 

futility of earthly glory, the ignorance of salvation). 

The poem uses the heroic narrative framework to 

explore themes of enduring relevance to its 

contemporary Christian audience, such as the nature 

of good and evil, the role of God's providence in 

human affairs, the responsibilities of leadership, and 

the confrontation with mortality. Beowulf is thus not 

merely an artifact of a bygone age but a complex 

literary creation actively engaging with the cultural 

and religious transitions of its own time. 

B. Voices of Exile and Wisdom: The Wanderer, 

The Seafarer, and Other Elegies 

A distinct and highly affecting current within Old 

English poetry is the elegy, a genre characterized by 

its reflective and often melancholic exploration of loss, 

hardship, and the search for meaning. These poems, 

many of which are preserved in the late 10th-century 

Exeter Book, typically feature a first-person speaker 

lamenting a state of exile (wræc), the death or 

absence of a lord and companions (comitatus), the 

decay of worldly joys (often using the ubi sunt – 

"where are they now?" – motif), and the transience of 

life itself. They frequently employ stark nature 

imagery—wintry landscapes, stormy seas, desolate 

ruins—to mirror the speaker's inner state of sorrow 

and isolation. A recurring structural element is the 

journey, which can represent both physical wandering 

and a metaphorical quest for spiritual understanding 

or solace. Crucially, Old English elegies often navigate 

the tension between a pagan-inflected sense of 

inescapable fate (wyrd) and the Christian promise of 

divine comfort and eternal stability. 

The Wanderer 

The Wanderer is one of the most celebrated examples 

of the genre. The poem presents the meditations of 

an anhaga ("solitary one"), an aging warrior who has 

lost his lord (goldwine, "gold-friend") and kinsmen, 

likely in battle. He vividly recalls the lost joys of the 

mead-hall, the companionship of his fellow retainers, 

and the generosity of his lord, contrasting these 

memories with his present state of desolate 

wandering across frozen seas (hrīmcealde sæ). The 

poem powerfully evokes the psychological pain of 

isolation and grief, using images of binding (fæste 

bindan) and confinement to express the speaker's 

inability to articulate his sorrow. Through his 

reflections on the ruins of past glories and the 

inevitable decay of all earthly things (ubi sunt 
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passage), the wanderer progresses towards a stoic 

acceptance of worldly transience and concludes by 

finding the only true security (fæstnung) in the 

Heavenly Father. Scholarly debate exists regarding the 

poem's structure, particularly whether it represents a 

single speaker's evolving consciousness or a dialogue 

between the suffering anhaga and a wiser, more 

detached snottor (wise man). 

The Seafarer 

The Seafarer shares many thematic and stylistic 

features with The Wanderer, including the motifs of 

exile, hardship, and the journey. The speaker recounts 

the miseries of life at sea—cold, hunger, loneliness, 

the harsh cries of seabirds replacing the comforts of 

the hall—yet paradoxically expresses an irresistible 

urge to venture forth again. This journey is often 

interpreted more explicitly than in The Wanderer as a 

metaphor for the Christian life, a pilgrimage 

undertaken despite worldly suffering, driven by a 

deep spiritual yearning (longunge) for the eternal joys 

of heaven, which dwarf the fleeting pleasures of 

earthly existence. The poem contrasts the security and 

warmth of life on land with the perilous but spiritually 

compelling life of the seafarer, ultimately advocating 

detachment from worldly concerns and focus on God. 

Some analyses suggest a sharper stylistic division in 

The Seafarer compared to The Wanderer, possibly 

indicating a stronger influence from Latin homiletic 

traditions. 

Other Notable Elegies 

Other notable poems often classified as elegies or 

wisdom poetry include: 

● The Ruin – A poignant description of the 

decaying remnants of a Roman city in Britain 

(possibly Bath), meditating on lost grandeur and 

the power of fate. 

● Deor – A unique lyric structured with a refrain 

("Þæs ofereode, þisses swa mæg!" – "That passed 

away, so may this!"), in which a displaced scop 

consoles himself by recounting the misfortunes of 

figures from Germanic legend (like Weland the 

smith and Eormanric). 

● The Wife's Lament – A moving monologue 

spoken by a woman separated from her 

husband/lord and forced into exile, possibly due 

to kinship feuds. 

● Wulf and Eadwacer – An enigmatic poem 

seemingly voiced by a woman lamenting her 

separation from her lover "Wulf" while possibly 

held captive by "Eadwacer." 

These elegies offer more than simple expressions of 

sadness; they provide profound psychological 

explorations of the human condition as understood 

within Anglo-Saxon culture. The recurring figure of 

the exile, the wræcca or anhaga, embodies not just 

physical displacement but a deep sense of social, 

emotional, and spiritual isolation. In a society where 

identity and security were heavily dependent on the 

bonds of kinship and the comitatus relationship with 

a lord, loss of these ties meant a loss of self and place 

in the world. 

The poems delve into the inner landscape of grief, the 

workings of memory (both painful and nostalgic), and 

the individual's struggle to find meaning and 

resilience in a world perceived as harsh, transient, and 

governed by an often-implacable fate. The starkness 

of the natural imagery often serves as an objective 

correlative for the speaker's internal state. This focus 

on interiority and the existential weight of loss 

contributes significantly to the enduring power and 

resonance of the Old English elegies. 

C. Religious Visions and Narratives: The Dream of 

the Rood, Caedmon's Hymn, Cynewulf's Works 

Religious themes permeate a significant portion of 

Old English poetry, reflecting the deep influence of 

Christianity on Anglo-Saxon culture, particularly from 

the 7th century onwards. This body of work includes 

dream visions, biblical paraphrases, saints' lives 

(hagiography), homiletic verse, and prayers. 

The Dream of the Rood 

The Dream of the Rood stands as one of the most 

remarkable and artistically accomplished religious 

poems in Old English. Preserved in the Vercelli Book, 

with portions inscribed in runes on the 8th-century 

Ruthwell Cross in Scotland, the poem takes the form 

of a dream vision. The anonymous dreamer beholds 

the Rood (Cross) of Christ, initially adorned with gold 

and jewels, yet also stained with blood. 

The poem’s central section features a unique 

prosopopoeia: the Cross itself speaks, recounting its 

own experience of the Crucifixion. It describes being 

felled in the forest, fashioned into an instrument of 

execution against its will, and standing firm as 

Christ—depicted as a young hero (hæleð)—willingly 

and courageously mounts it. The Rood shares in 

Christ’s suffering, feeling the nails and spear-thrusts, 

yet remains loyal, fulfilling its paradoxical role as both 

the instrument of the Savior’s death and the 

triumphant symbol of humanity’s redemption. 
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The poem masterfully blends the pathos of the 

Crucifixion with imagery drawn from the Germanic 

heroic tradition—Christ as a warrior-king, the Cross 

as his loyal thane—creating a powerful expression of 

Christian paradox: victory through suffering, life 

through death. The dreamer awakens filled with 

hope and resolves to place his trust in the Rood. 

Caedmon’s Hymn 

Caedmon’s Hymn, as previously discussed, holds 

immense historical significance as the earliest datable 

English poem and the work of the first named English 

poet. Its nine lines offer a concise and powerful 

invocation of God as the Creator of the cosmos, 

demonstrating the successful application of the 

vernacular alliterative meter to a core Christian theme. 

Cynewulf's Works 

Cynewulf’s signed poems represent a major 

contribution to Old English religious narrative verse, 

particularly in the genre of hagiography. 

● Elene – Tells the dramatic story of St. Helena’s 

discovery of the True Cross, involving imperial 

power, voyages, confrontation with Jewish elders, 

miraculous events, and conversion. 

● Juliana – Depicts the steadfastness of a virgin 

martyr facing persecution and demonic temptation. 

● Christ II – Offers a lyrical meditation on the 

Ascension and its theological significance. 

● The Fates of the Apostles – A brief, versified 

account of the apostles’ martyrdoms. 

These works demonstrate a learned engagement with 

Latin sources and a conscious effort to craft 

compelling religious narratives within the Old English 

poetic tradition. 

Other Religious Poetry 

Beyond these major works, the corpus of Old English 

religious poetry includes biblical paraphrases, such as 

the poems found in the Junius Manuscript: 

● Genesis – Includes a striking depiction of the Fall 

of Satan. 

● Exodus – A dynamic retelling of the Israelites’ 

escape from Egypt, possibly linked to Aldhelm. 

● Daniel – A poetic interpretation of the biblical 

narrative. 

Numerous other saints' lives (vitae) were rendered 

into verse, reflecting the importance of saints' cults in 

Anglo-Saxon devotion. Additionally, homiletic 

(sermon-like) and didactic poems aimed at moral 

instruction, as well as prayers and liturgical verses, 

demonstrate the wide range of functions religious 

poetry served in Anglo-Saxon society. 

D. Situating Old English: The Foundation for 

Later English Literatures 

Old English literature, flourishing from the 7th century 

until the Norman Conquest, represents the genesis of 

literature written in the English language within the 

British Isles. It laid the groundwork upon which 

subsequent periods of English literary history were 

built. While the Norman Conquest brought profound 

linguistic and cultural changes, leading to the 

development of Middle English under the influence of 

Anglo-Norman French, the legacy of Old English 

persisted. 

For instance, the alliterative poetic tradition, 

characteristic of Old English verse, experienced a 

significant revival in the later Middle English period 

(14th century). Transitional works like Lawamon’s Brut 

(early 13th century) demonstrate the gradual shift, 

mixing older alliterative lines with newer rhyming 

couplets. Thus, Old English literature is not merely an 

archaic precursor but an integral and foundational 

stage of the English literary tradition as a whole. 

It is important, however, to clarify the scope of 

"English literature" in relation to the broader literary 

landscape. While Old English literature marks the 

beginning of literature produced in England in the 

English language, the terms American literature, 

Indian literature (in English), and World literature 

refer to distinct traditions with their own historical 

origins and developmental trajectories. 

American Literature 

As a distinct field, American literature generally begins 

with the arrival of English-speaking colonists in North 

America in the early 17th century. Early American 

writing was naturally colonial, heavily influenced by 

British literary styles and concerns. Over time, 

particularly after the formation of the United States, it 

developed its own characteristic periods (e.g., 

Romanticism/American Renaissance, Realism/ 

Naturalism, Modernism, Contemporary) and 

addressed themes specific to the American 

experience. 

Native American literature, encompassing the rich 

oral traditions of Indigenous peoples across the 

continent, represents a separate and much older 

lineage. This tradition began to be transcribed and 

incorporated into written forms, often initially in 

English, following European contact. Its roots and 

concerns are distinct from those of Old English poetry. 
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Indian Literature (in English) 

This body of literature emerged significantly later, 

largely as a consequence of British colonialism in India 

and the introduction of the English language through 

administration and education from the 17th and 18th 

centuries onwards. Indian writing in English often 

grapples with themes of nationalism, 

independence, cultural identity, diaspora, 

hybridity, and the post-colonial condition—

concerns shaped by a historical context vastly 

different from that of Anglo-Saxon England. 

While ancient Indian epics like the Ramayana and 

Mahabharata exist, the tradition of writing in English 

is a more recent phenomenon tied to the colonial 

encounter. 

World Literature 

This term generally refers to the totality of global 

literary production across all languages and cultures, 

often studied comparatively and through translation. 

It encompasses diverse traditions from across the 

globe, including ancient epics, European canons, 

Asian literatures, African oral traditions, Latin 

American novels, and more. 

Old English literature constitutes one specific, early 

strand within this immense and varied field. 

The Ambiguity of "English Literature" 

The term "English literature" itself carries an 

ambiguity: 

● It can refer specifically to literature produced in 

England. 

● It can also refer more broadly to any literature 

written in the English language, regardless of 

geographical origin. 

This discussion focuses primarily on the former, 

tracing its origins to the Old English period. However, 

the latter encompasses a multitude of distinct 

national and cultural literatures (American, Indian, 

Australian, Canadian, Caribbean, etc.) that emerged 

under different historical circumstances—often 

related to the expansion of the British Empire and the 

subsequent global spread of the English language. 

While these traditions share a linguistic medium, they 

developed their own canons, themes, and critical 

concerns separate from those of Anglo-Saxon 

England. 

Table 1: Summary of Major Old English Poems 

Poem Title Likely Genre(s) Manuscript 

Source(s) 

Key Themes Notes 

Beowulf Heroic Epic, 

Elegy 

Nowell Codex 

(Cotton Vit. A.xv) 

Heroism, Loyalty, Fate vs. 

Providence, Good vs. Evil, 

Transience, Kingship, Treasure 

Longest OE poem; 

only complete 

Germanic epic 

The Wanderer Elegy, Wisdom 

Poetry 

Exeter Book Exile, Loss of Lord/Kin, 

Transience, Memory, Sorrow, 

Fate, Christian Consolation 

Features ubi sunt 

motif, anhaga figure  

The Seafarer Elegy, Wisdom 

Poetry 

Exeter Book Exile, Hardship, Spiritual 

Yearning, Transience, Journey 

Motif, Christian Faith 

Contrasts sea 

hardship with 

spiritual allure  

The Dream of 

the Rood 

Dream Vision, 

Religious 

Vercelli Book, 

Ruthwell Cross 

Crucifixion, Redemption, 

Suffering, Heroism (Christ as 

warrior), Faith, Paradox 

Cross narrates; 

blends heroic and 

Christian imagery  

Caedmon's 

Hymn 

Hymn, Religious Multiple (incl. 

Bede's Hist.) 

Creation, Praise of God Earliest named 

English poet; adapts 

OE meter 

Juliana 

(Cynewulf) 

Hagiography, 

Religious 

Exeter Book Martyrdom, Faith, Resistance to 

Paganism/Evil, Female Agency 

Signed with runes 

Elene 

(Cynewulf) 

Hagiography, 

Religious 

Vercelli Book Finding of True Cross, 

Conversion, Imperial Power, 

Faith, Relics 

Signed with runes; 

longest Cynewulf 

poem 

Christ II 

(Cynewulf) 

Homiletic, 

Religious 

Exeter Book Ascension of Christ, Salvation, 

Praise of God 

Signed with runes; 

based on Gregory 

the Great 
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Fates of 

Apostles 

(Cynewulf) 

Martyrology, 

Religious 

Vercelli Book Apostles' Missions, Martyrdom, 

Faith 

Signed with runes 

The Battle of 

Maldon 

Historical, 

Heroic 

Fragment (orig. 

Cotton Otho 

A.xii) 

Heroic Defiance, Loyalty, Death 

in Battle, Ofemod 

(Pride/Courage) 

Recounts battle vs. 

Vikings (991 AD) 

The Ruin Elegy Exeter Book Transience, Decay, Lost Glory, 

Fate 

Describes ruins of a 

Roman city 

Deor Elegy, Lyric Exeter Book Consolation for Misfortune, 

Transience, Fate 

Scop recounts 

legendary 

sufferings; has 

refrain 

IV. The Craft of the Scop: Poetic Form and Devices 

Old English poetry possesses a distinctive aesthetic 

shaped by its unique formal conventions, rooted in 

Germanic tradition and adapted over centuries. 

Understanding these conventions—the structure of 

the alliterative line, the characteristic use of figurative 

language, and the echoes of oral performance—is 

crucial for appreciating the artistry of poets like the 

Beowulf master, Cynewulf, and the anonymous 

composers of the elegies. 

A. The Alliterative Line: Structure, Meter, Caesura 

The fundamental organizing principle of Old English 

verse is alliteration, the repetition of initial sounds in 

stressed syllables within a line. Unlike later English 

poetry, which often relies on end-rhyme and syllable 

counting, Old English poetry is structured by patterns 

of stress and consonant (or vowel) linkage. 

Typically, any vowel could alliterate with any other 

vowel, while consonants usually alliterated only with 

identical consonants (though certain consonant 

clusters might also participate). 

The standard Old English poetic line consists of four 

heavily stressed syllables, known as lifts. This line is 

divided into two half-lines (or hemistichs), commonly 

referred to as the a-line (the first half) and the b-line 

(the second half). Separating these half-lines is a 

mandatory pause, the caesura. The alliteration 

serves to link the two half-lines: usually, one or both 

of the stressed syllables in the a-line alliterate with the 

first stressed syllable (the third lift of the full line) in 

the b-line. The fourth stressed syllable in the b-line 

typically does not alliterate. A common pattern 

involves three alliterating stresses per line, creating a 

strong, percussive effect. 

For example, the second line of Caedmon’s Hymn 

illustrates this: meotodes meahte // ond his 

modgeþanc (the Measurer’s might // and his mind-

plan) Here, the m sound alliterates on the first two 

stresses of the a-line and the first stress (third lift 

overall) of the b-line. The caesura (marked "//") 

provides the characteristic pause. 

The rhythm of the half-lines is determined by the 

arrangement of stressed and unstressed syllables. The 

German philologist Eduard Sievers identified five 

basic rhythmic patterns (Types A, B, C, D, E) that 

account for the majority of Old English half-lines. 

These patterns, based on the interplay of primary 

stress, secondary stress, and lack of stress, provide 

the metrical foundation and musicality of the verse. 

Poets sometimes employed hypermetric lines, which 

contain extra unstressed syllables, potentially for 

rhythmic variation or emphasis, although their precise 

function is debated. The caesura is not merely a 

metrical pause but a crucial structural element, often 

coinciding with syntactic breaks and contributing to 

the poem’s pacing and performance rhythm. In 

manuscripts, it might be indicated subtly by spacing 

or punctuation, while modern editions typically 

represent it more explicitly. 

B. Figurative Language: Kennings, Variation, 

Litotes, and Imagery 

Beyond its metrical structure, Old English poetry is 

characterized by a distinctive use of figurative 

language and stylistic devices. 

Kennings 

Kennings are perhaps the most recognizable feature. 

A kenning is a compound expression, often 

metaphorical, used in place of a simple noun. It 

typically consists of two nouns, where one noun (the 

base word) stands metaphorically for the referent, 

and the other (the determinant) modifies the base 

word to specify the connection. 

Kennings function as a form of circumlocution, 

adding poetic richness, creating vivid imagery, and 

sometimes posing a riddle-like challenge to the 

audience. They demonstrate the poets’ verbal 

inventiveness and reliance on a shared cultural 

understanding. 
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Classic examples include: 

● hronrād or swanrād ("whale-road," "swan-road") 

for the sea 

● bānhūs ("bone-house") for the body 

● gūðwine ("battle-friend") or hildeleoma ("battle-

light") for a sword 

● heofoncandel ("heaven’s candle") or rodres 

candel ("sky’s candle") for the sun 

● beag-gifa or sinc-gifa ("ring-giver," "treasure-

giver") for a lord or king 

● wund-dēow ("wound-dew") or heaðo-swāt 

("battle-sweat") for blood 

Table 2: Common Old English Kennings 

Kenning Literal 

Translation 

Referent Example 

Poem(s) 

hronrād whale-road Sea Beowulf, 

The 

Seafarer 

bānhūs bone-

house 

Body Beowulf, 

Elegies 

hildeleoma battle-light Sword Beowulf 

heofoncandel heaven-

candle 

Sun Beowulf, 

Phoenix 

beag-gifa ring-giver Lord / King Beowulf 

heaðo-swāt battle-

sweat 

Blood Beowulf 

merewīf mere-

woman 

Grendel's 

Mother 

Beowulf 

feorh-hus life-house Body Elegies 

gar-beam spear-shaft Warrior Heroic 

Poetry 

helmberend helmet-

bearer 

Warrior Beowulf 

woruldcandel world-

candle 

Sun Religious 

Poetry 

brim-hengest sea-stallion Ship Heroic/Sea 

Poetry 

Variation 

Variation is another key stylistic feature, involving the 

restatement of a single idea or noun using a series of 

different, often parallel or appositive, words or 

phrases. This technique serves to amplify, emphasize, 

or provide multiple perspectives on the subject, 

contributing to the poetry’s richness and formal 

structure. It can create an effect likened to the 

intricate patterns of Anglo-Saxon visual art (interlace). 

A clear example occurs in Beowulf, where Hrothgar is 

referred to in quick succession by various epithets 

signifying his role and lineage. 

Litotes 

Litotes, a form of ironic understatement typically 

achieved through negation, is also employed for 

rhetorical effect. By stating the negative of the 

contrary, poets could create emphasis or a sense of 

grim irony. 

Examples include: 

● Describing a brutal fight as "no pleasant 

meeting." 

● Noting that Grendel's mother found "small 

pleasure" in Beowulf’s sword attack. 

Imagery and Symbolism 

Old English poetry makes powerful use of imagery 

and symbolism. 

● Nature imagery – The harsh realities of the 

northern climate—cold, ice, storms, the 

perilous sea—often reflect the speaker’s 

emotional state of sorrow, hardship, or exile. 

● Beasts of battle – Animals like the raven, eagle, 

and wolf frequently appear as conventional 

figures associated with carnage and the heroic 

milieu. 

● The mead-hall – A potent symbol of 

community, security, warmth, and lordly 

generosity—its loss is keenly felt in elegiac 

poetry. 

● Ruined buildings – These represent the 

transience of human works and earthly glory. 

Compared to the prevalence of kennings and 

metaphors, explicit similes are relatively rare in Old 

English poetry. 

C. Orality and Formula: The Legacy of 

Performance 

The stylistic features described above are deeply 

intertwined with the poetry’s origins in an oral 

tradition. The Parry-Lord theory of oral-formulaic 

composition provides a framework for understanding 

how poets might have composed and performed 

lengthy and complex works without relying on writing. 

Formulas 

These are repeated or systematically varied phrases 

that fit specific metrical slots within the half-line. 

Examples include: 

● Epithets for heroes or kings – "helm Scyldinga" 

(Protector of the Scyldings). 

● Common introductory phrases – "Hwæt!" 

(Listen!). 

● Speech formulas – "Beowulf maðelode" (Beowulf 

spoke). 
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These likely served as mnemonic aids and building 

blocks for improvisation during performance. 

Themes (or Type-Scenes) 

These are larger, recurring narrative patterns or 

motifs used to structure episodes. 

Examples include: 

● "Hero on the Beach" – Often involving 

arrival/departure, retainers, and flashing light. 

● "Beasts of Battle" – Raven, eagle, and wolf 

appearing before or after combat. 

● Expressions of "Exile" – The psychological and 

physical displacement of the warrior-poet. 

These conventional scenes provided familiar 

structures for both poet and audience. 

Oral Composition vs. Literary Artistry 

It is crucial to avoid seeing formulaic composition as 

merely mechanical or devoid of artistry. Skilled poets 

manipulated traditional formulas and themes 

creatively, adapting them to specific contexts and 

achieving powerful poetic effects. 

Even though the Old English poems we possess are 

written texts, often preserved centuries after their 

likely composition, they retain strong evidence of 

their oral heritage. 

● The pervasive alliteration 

● The caesura dividing the line 

● The use of formulas and type-scenes 

All these features point back to a mode of 

composition and transmission rooted in performance. 

The written poems are not entirely divorced from this 

oral context; they bear its stylistic fingerprints. 

This suggests a complex interplay between oral and 

literate modes during the period—where written 

composition might still draw heavily on oral 

techniques, and texts, even if written, might have been 

intended primarily for oral delivery and reception. 

The very fabric of Old English poetry reflects this "oral 

residue," complicating any simple binary between 

spoken and written literature. 

V. Interpreting the Past: Applying Literary Theory 

The study of Old English poetry has been enriched 

and challenged by the application of various critical 

theories developed in the 20th and 21st centuries. 

These theoretical lenses offer diverse frameworks for 

interpreting the texts, moving beyond traditional 

philological and historical concerns to explore issues 

of structure, gender, psychology, power, and 

reception. While early theoretical engagement was 

sometimes met with resistance, such approaches are 

now integral to the field, prompting new questions 

and revealing deeper layers of meaning in these 

ancient works. 

A. Reading Through History: Historical and New 

Historicist Approaches 

Traditional Historical Criticism 

This approach seeks to understand literary works by 

situating them within their specific historical and 

cultural context. Key areas of focus include: 

● Determining authorship and date of 

composition. 

● Identifying sources (Latin, Germanic legend, 

biblical). 

● Tracing linguistic features. 

● Analyzing how the texts reflect Anglo-Saxon 

social structures, beliefs, and values—such as 

the heroic code, Christianization, kinship 

obligations, and political realities. 

Beowulf serves as a prime case study for historical 

criticism, with scholars debating its date based on: 

● Linguistic evidence. 

● Historical parallels (such as Hygelac’s raid). 

● Archaeological findings (like Sutton Hoo). 

● The interplay of its pagan Scandinavian setting 

with the Christian worldview of its likely Anglo-

Saxon author and audience. 

Similarly, understanding Viking raids is essential for 

interpreting The Battle of Maldon, and monastic 

culture provides insight into religious poetry. The 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is itself a crucial historical 

document, incorporating poetic passages that blur 

the lines between history and literature. 

New Historicism 

Emerging later, New Historicism builds upon but 

also challenges traditional historical approaches. 

● Literature is not merely a passive reflection of 

its time but an active participant in the 

circulation of cultural energy and power 

dynamics. 

● Texts are embedded within a complex network of 

social practices, institutions, and beliefs—they 

shape and are shaped by their culture. 

● This approach dissolves rigid boundaries between 

the "literary" text and its "historical background," 

seeing them as mutually constitutive. 

A New Historicist reading of Old English poetry would 

examine how texts engage with contemporary 

discourses of power, ideology, and social formation. 

For example, understanding Anglo-Saxon practices 

like gift-giving, feuding, wergild (man-price), and 

kingship helps reveal the social function of Beowulf. 

Rather than simply mirroring heroic values, the 

poem might be seen as negotiating contemporary 

anxieties—about: 
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● Royal succession. 

● The integration of Christianity with traditional 

warrior values. 

● The threat posed by external enemies (such as 

Vikings). 

● The nature of legitimate authority. 

From a New Historicist perspective, poems like 

Beowulf do not simply record or reflect the past—

they actively interpret and shape it for their 

contemporary audiences. 

For example, the blending of pagan and Christian 

elements is not just a historical fact but a textual 

strategy that participates in the ongoing 

reconciliation of different belief systems in Anglo-

Saxon society. By presenting a specific version of the 

heroic past, the poem could: 

● Legitimize power structures. 

● Critique societal norms. 

● Offer models for navigating the complexities of its 

own time. 

Thus, Beowulf is not merely a literary artifact but an 

intervention within its historical moment, shaping 

the culture it depicts. 

B. Focus on Form: Formalist Analysis of Structure 

and Style 

Formalist criticism shifts the focus away from 

historical context and authorial biography toward the 

internal workings of the literary text itself. This 

approach emphasizes close reading and analysis of: 

● Form 

● Structure 

● Style 

● Imagery 

● Symbolism 

● Literary devices 

This method seeks to understand how these 

elements work together to create the poem’s 

meaning and aesthetic effect. 

Applied to Old English Poetry, Formalism Provides 

Valuable Tools: 

● Prosody and Sound: Examining the mechanics 

of the alliterative line—patterns of stress 

(Sievers types), the function of the caesura, 

and alliterating sounds. Consideration of how 

sound patterns contribute to mood or mimic 

action (e.g., harsh consonants in battle scenes). 

● Diction and Word Choice: Close attention to 

archaic words, poetic compounds (kennings), 

and synonyms. The density and evocative 

power of kennings are key subjects for formalist 

interpretation. 

● Figurative Language and Imagery: Analysis of 

kennings, variation, litotes, personification, 

and symbolic image patterns (e.g., the sea, 

winter, darkness, light, ruins). 

● Narrative and Thematic Structure: Examining 

patterns of contrast, parallelism, chiasmus, 

repetition, thematic development, and 

structural units like: 

○ The "envelope pattern" (passages 

beginning and ending with similar lines or 

ideas). 

○ The "interlace" structure often attributed to 

Beowulf. 

Case Study: The Wanderer 

The Wanderer offers a compelling example for 

formalist analysis. Critics examine its: 

● Dramatic-narrative structure, contrasting it with 

the more homiletic structure of The Seafarer. 

● The interplay between the framing narrative (if 

one perceives it) and the exile’s monologue. 

● The progression of the exile’s psychological 

state from despair to acceptance, mirrored in 

the poem’s structure and imagery. 

● Envelope patterns and specific rhetorical 

formulas, expressing themes of confinement 

and restraint. 

● Half-line units and patterns of variation, 

compared to other works to assess their 

relationship to oral-formulaic composition 

versus potentially more literate, Latin-

influenced styles. 

● Winter imagery, desolate landscapes, and the 

ruined hall, analyzed not just for their thematic 

content but for their aesthetic function within 

the poem’s overall design. 

Form is Inextricably Linked to Meaning 

Formalist analysis underscores that in Old English 

poetry, form is not merely decorative—it shapes the 

very expression of ideas and emotions. 

For example: 

● Variation conveys the inescapable weight of 

sorrow or the cyclical nature of memory in an 

elegy like The Wanderer. 

● The sound and rhythm of the verse—dictated by 

metrical rules—contribute significantly to the 

poem’s tone and impact. 

Formalism reveals the intricate craftsmanship 

involved in composing within the demanding 

alliterative tradition. 

13



   

   

 
        

C. Gender and Power: Feminist Readings 

Feminist literary criticism examines texts through the 

lens of gender, focusing on the representation of 

female and male characters, the power dynamics 

between the sexes, and the ways texts may uphold or 

challenge patriarchal ideologies. It also seeks to 

recover or re-evaluate female voices and experiences 

within literature. Applying this lens to Old English 

poetry reveals complex and often contradictory 

portrayals of women within a predominantly 

masculine heroic culture. 

Women in the Heroic Tradition 

Much of Old English heroic poetry is male-dominated, 

centered on lords and warriors, battles, feuds, and 

political maneuvering. Female characters, when they 

appear, often occupy socially defined roles: 

● Peace-weavers (friðu-webbe) – Wealhtheow, 

Hrothgar’s queen in Beowulf, exemplifies the 

noble hostess, gracefully serving mead, 

bestowing treasure, and attempting to secure the 

political future of her sons through diplomacy. 

● Political pawns – Women like Hildeburh in the 

Finn Episode are married off to settle feuds, 

though such peace often proves tragically fragile. 

● Inciters of vengeance – Some women remind 

men of their duty to avenge slain kinsmen, a role 

more prominent in Icelandic sagas but traceable 

in Old English literature. 

● Lamenting figures – The wife or mother 

mourning war’s destruction, expressing the grief 

caused by the violent heroic world. 

Grendel’s Mother: A Challenge to Gender Norms 

Grendel’s Mother in Beowulf presents a particularly 

fascinating case for feminist analysis. She defies 

typical female roles by seeking vengeance for her 

son’s death—an action entirely consistent with the 

heroic code’s principles of blood feud. 

She is described using ambiguous terms, such as: 

● ides (lady, woman). 

● aglæcwif (awesome woman, female warrior), a 

term linked to Beowulf, Grendel, and the 

dragon, suggesting formidable power. 

Her agency and physical prowess, particularly her 

battle with Beowulf, transgress Anglo-Saxon 

gender boundaries. Consequently, many critics and 

translators have interpreted her as inherently 

monstrous, emphasizing her non-human aspects 

and downplaying her maternal motivation. 

Feminist readings highlight this tendency, arguing 

that Grendel’s Mother is coded as monstrous 

precisely because she embodies a form of female 

power—strength, aggression, vengeance—that 

threatens the patriarchal heroic order. 

Key ways this dehumanization occurs in Beowulf: 

● She is called a "mere-woman" (merewif) or 

"she-wolf of the deep" (brimwylf). 

● The neutral term "clamm" (grip) is often 

translated as "claws", further emphasizing her 

monstrosity. 

● Her ultimate defeat by Beowulf reaffirms male 

supremacy, portraying the warrior’s victory over 

a dangerous female force. 

Alternative Female Power: Cynewulf’s Saints 

By contrast, hagiographic poems by Cynewulf offer 

portrayals of powerful female saints, who operate 

within a Christian framework: 

● Juliana – Engages in theological debate with a 

demon, resisting male authority figures. 

● Elene – St. Helena is depicted as a "warrior 

queen", leading an army to the Holy Land, 

confronting Jewish leaders, and directing the 

search for the True Cross. 

While these figures act within Christian sanctity, their 

assertiveness, intelligence, and agency offer 

alternative models of female power—in contrast to 

the often passive or monstrous figures in secular 

heroic narratives. 

Other texts, like the elegy The Wife’s Lament, 

provide a rare glimpse into female suffering, voiced 

directly by a woman experiencing exile and betrayal. 

Feminist Tensions in Old English Poetry 

A central tension revealed by feminist criticism in Old 

English literature concerns the relationship between 

female agency and monstrosity or marginalization 

within the dominant heroic ethos: 

● Women like Grendel’s Mother wield power 

typically reserved for men (physical violence, 

vengeance) and are characterized as unnatural or 

monstrous. 

● This serves to police the boundaries of acceptable 

femininity and reinforce the heroic male's 

primacy. 

● The heroic code, though demanding loyalty and 

courage, operates within a patriarchal structure—

where women function primarily as peace-

weavers, reward-givers, or objects of exchange, 

rather than autonomous actors in warfare and 

political power. 

14



   

   

 
        

● The Christian framework, as seen in Cynewulf’s 

poems, offers alternative avenues for female 

agency—through spiritual authority and 

martyrdom—but remains defined within a 

patriarchal religious structure. 

Through feminist readings, Old English poetry 

reveals deep tensions between gender, power, and 

heroism, highlighting how female figures 

navigate—and often challenge—the boundaries 

imposed upon them. 

D. Mind and Meaning: Psychoanalytic 

Perspectives 

Psychoanalytic criticism applies concepts derived 

from the work of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and 

their successors to interpret literary texts, focusing 

on unconscious motivations, desires, fears, 

symbolic meanings, and archetypal patterns. This 

approach looks beneath the surface narrative to 

explore the psychological dimensions of characters, 

imagery, and plot structures. 

Beowulf's Monsters: Symbols of Psychological 

Conflict 

The monsters in Beowulf, particularly Grendel, have 

been fertile ground for psychoanalytic readings. 

Grendel: The Outcast and the Id 

● Grendel, the descendant of Cain, dwells in 

darkness and misery—embodying repressed 

societal anxieties and psychological trauma. 

● His exclusion from the light and joy of Heorot, 

coupled with his repetitive, destructive attacks, 

might be seen as manifesting a "repetition 

compulsion"—a Freudian concept where 

individuals unconsciously repeat traumatic 

experiences. 

● His lineage from Cain, the first murderer and 

exile, suggests an inherited burden of alienation 

and hostility towards the human community. 

John Gardner’s modern novel Grendel explicitly 

adopts a psychoanalytic perspective, portraying the 

monster as an isolated, existential figure grappling 

with loneliness, the limitations of language, and a 

yearning for connection—offering a sympathetic 

counterpoint to the epic’s depiction. 

From a Freudian standpoint, Grendel could 

represent the untamed id, the locus of instinctual 

drives, aggression, and primal desires—forces that 

threaten the ordered ego (represented by Beowulf or 

Heorot) and the moral constraints of the superego 

(potentially aligned with the Christian elements in the 

poem). 

Grendel’s Mother: The Terrible Mother and the 

Unconscious 

● Her dark, underwater lair functions as a potent 

symbol of the unconscious or the womb. 

● She can be interpreted as representing the 

Terrible Mother archetype—the engulfing, 

consuming aspect of the feminine that 

threatens the hero’s individuation and 

autonomy. 

● Her battle with Beowulf might symbolize a 

struggle against primal maternal forces or 

anxieties related to origins and kinship ties. 

● The ambiguity surrounding her gender identity 

in the text might reflect psychoanalytic fears 

about blurred boundaries and the fragility of 

identity. 

Jungian Archetypal Criticism: Universal Patterns in 

Beowulf 

Jungian archetypal criticism offers another 

psychoanalytic framework, interpreting characters 

and events as manifestations of universal patterns 

residing in the collective unconscious. 

Beowulf readily lends itself to such readings: 

● Beowulf as the Hero archetype, undertaking 

perilous journeys and confronting evil. 

● Grendel as the Shadow, representing the dark, 

rejected aspects of the self or society. 

● Grendel’s Mother as the Terrible Mother, 

embodying primal fears. 

● Hrothgar as the Wise Old Man archetype, 

offering counsel but limited by age. 

● The Dragon as a symbol of destructive greed 

or the final challenge of mortality. 

The poem’s narrative can be seen as representing the 

hero’s journey of individuation—the process of 

integrating conscious and unconscious aspects of the 

psyche to achieve wholeness (the Self). 

Some Jungian readings interpret Beowulf’s story—

particularly his severing of ties with the feminine 

(killing Grendel’s Mother) and ultimate death fighting 

the dragon (a symbol of the repressed 

unconscious?)—as a cautionary tale of failed 

individuation due to excessive ego-inflation and 

repression. 

J.R.R. Tolkien, heavily influenced by Jungian thought, 

emphasized the poem’s reliance on mythic and 

archetypal power. 

Monsters and the Unconscious: Symbolic Readings 

The application of psychoanalytic theory suggests 

that the monsters and conflicts in Old English poetry, 

particularly Beowulf, operate on multiple levels: 

15



   

   

 
        

● Grendel might embody the fear of the outcast, the 

consequences of sin (Cain's lineage), or the 

eruption of repressed aggression within an 

ordered society. 

● Grendel’s Mother might symbolize primal fears 

associated with the maternal, the unknown 

depths of the unconscious, or the threat of 

engulfment. 

● The Dragon might embody destructive greed, the 

consuming power of time and mortality, or the 

final confrontation with the limitations of the 

heroic self. 

Reading these figures psychoanalytically allows for 

an exploration of the underlying psychological 

anxieties and symbolic meanings embedded within 

the heroic and religious narratives of the Anglo-

Saxon world. 

E. Other Critical Lenses 

While historical, formalist, feminist, and 

psychoanalytic approaches have been particularly 

influential, Old English literature continues to be 

examined through other theoretical frameworks, 

reflecting the ongoing evolution of literary studies. 

Post-colonial Theory 

Post-colonial theory primarily analyzes the cultural 

legacies of colonialism and imperialism, focusing on 

issues of power, identity, representation, and 

resistance. Although Anglo-Saxon England predates 

the modern colonial era, post-colonial theory offers 

valuable perspectives on the history of the discipline 

and the reception of Old English literature. 

Scholars have used post-colonial approaches to 

critique how Old English literature—particularly 

Beowulf—was historically positioned within English 

studies: 

● Often constructed as the 'origin' of English 

national identity. 

● Used during the British Empire to legitimize 

English cultural superiority. 

● Framed as a venerable, ‘native’ lineage for English 

literary tradition. 

Post-colonial criticism prompts questions about how 

the study of early English texts relates to later 

colonial encounters and the global spread of the 

English language. 

Other Theoretical Approaches 

Deconstruction 

● Focuses on the instability of language. 

● Examines binary oppositions (pagan/Christian, 

male/female, human/monster). 

● Explores how texts undermine their own 

meanings. 

Ecocriticism 

● Investigates the representation of nature, 

landscapes, and animals. 

● Analyzes the human-environment relationship 

in Old English texts. 

● Looks at harsh natural settings in the elegies or 

the fens and sea in Beowulf. 

Affect Theory 

● Examines the portrayal and evocation of 

emotions. 

● Explores feelings like sorrow, fear, joy, loyalty, 

and their social functions. 

● Particularly relevant to the intense emotional 

landscapes of Old English elegies. 

Reception Theory 

● Studies how Old English literature has been 

interpreted and adapted over time. 

● Looks at translations, adaptations, and critical 

responses. 

● Beowulf’s long and varied "afterlife", from 

manuscript obscurity to modern status, is a 

prime example. 

Continued Evolution of Old English Studies 

The diverse array of theoretical lenses applied to Old 

English poetry highlights its richness and 

complexity, as well as the dynamic nature of 

literary study. 

● Philological and historical methods laid essential 

groundwork. 

● Oral-formulaic theory illuminated aspects of 

composition. 

● Formalist analysis detailed poetic craft. 

● Later theories focusing on gender, psychology, 

power, and reception continue to uncover new 

layers of meaning. 

The ongoing engagement with theory ensures that 

Old English studies remains a vital and evolving 

field, constantly re-evaluating its foundational 

texts and their place within literary history. 

VI. Conclusion: Echoes of Old English 

Old English poetry represents the wellspring of 

literature in the English language—a rich and 

complex body of work forged in the cultural crucible 

of Anglo-Saxon England (c. 650–1100). 

Shaped by the confluence of Germanic heroic 

traditions and the transformative influence of 

Christianity, Old English poetry exhibits a distinctive 

aesthetic, characterized by: 
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● Alliterative meter 

● Evocative kennings 

● Techniques like variation and litotes 

● A deep connection to oral performance 

From: 

● The foundational Caedmon’s Hymn—marking the 

adaptation of vernacular verse for Christian 

praise. 

● The learned hagiographies of Cynewulf. 

● The profound psychological depth of anonymous 

elegies like The Wanderer and The Seafarer. 

● The epic grandeur of Beowulf—which synthesizes 

heroic action, elegiac reflection, and theological 

contemplation, grappling with themes of 

heroism, chaos, and the transience of earthly life. 

The survival of Old English literature—preserved 

through a handful of late manuscripts, filtered by 

monastic scribes—highlights the contingency of 

literary history and invites critical reflection on 

canon formation. 

Modern scholarship, employing historical, formalist, 

feminist, psychoanalytic, and other theoretical lenses, 

continues to uncover new insights, demonstrating the 

enduring power of Old English poetry. 

As the earliest recorded stage of English literature, Old 

English poetry provides an indispensable foundation 

for understanding the development of English literary 

traditions. Its themes of courage, mortality, loyalty, 

and confrontation with the unknown, along with its 

powerful imagery and unique poetic voice, have 

resonated with later writers—including J.R.R. 

Tolkien—and continue to captivate readers today. 

The echoes of the scop’s harp and the alliterative line 

persist, reminding us of the deep roots and enduring 

power of English verse. 

VII. Practice Questions 

Instructions: Choose the best answer for each 

question. 

Historical Context & Transmission 

1. The Old English literary period is generally 

considered to span which timeframe? 

(a) 410 – 1066 AD (b) 650 – 1100 AD 

(c) 1066 – 1350 AD (d) 1350 – 1500 AD 

2. Which event marks the traditional end of the Old 

English period and the beginning of the transition 

to Middle English? 

(a) The arrival of St. Augustine 

(b) The death of King Alfred 

(c) The Norman Conquest 

(d) The Viking raid on Lindisfarne 

3. The term "Heptarchy" refers to: 

(a) The seven deadly sins often depicted in 

religious poetry. 

(b) The seven major dialects of Old English. 

(c) The collective name for the major Anglo-

Saxon kingdoms in England. 

(d) The seven liberal arts studied in monastic 

schools. 

4. Which historical figure is most closely associated 

with promoting Old English prose and learning 

during the Viking Age? 

(a) St. Augustine (b) The Venerable Bede 

(c) King Alfred the Great (d) King Cnut 

5. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle is best described as: 

(a) An epic poem about the founding of England. 

(b) A collection of Old English riddles. 

(c) A year-by-year historical record of events in 

Anglo-Saxon England. 

(d) A translation of the Bible into Old English. 

6. Most surviving Old English poetry is preserved in 

how many major manuscripts? 

(a) One (b) Four 

(c) Ten (d) Twenty 

7. Which of the following is NOT one of the four 

main poetic codices? 

(a) The Exeter Book 

(b) The Vercelli Book 

(c) The Nowell Codex 

(d) The Winchester Manuscript 

8. The term scop refers to: 

(a) A type of kenning. 

(b) An Anglo-Saxon warrior. 

(c) An Old English poet or oral performer. 

(d) A monastic scribe. 

9. The theory of oral-formulaic composition, applied 

to Old English, suggests that poets used: 

(a) End-rhyme and strict syllable counts. 

(b) Latin rhetorical figures exclusively. 

(c) Repeated phrases and thematic patterns to 

aid performance. 

(d) Written drafts revised over many years. 

10. The limited survival of Old English poetry primarily 

through late monastic manuscripts suggests: 

(a) Anglo-Saxons wrote very little poetry before 

the 10th century. 

(b) The surviving poems represent the complete 

poetic output of the period. 

(c) The preservation process likely filtered texts 

based on later Christian values. 

(d) Oral poetry was considered more important 

than written poetry throughout the period. 

(Insight 2 logic) 
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Key Figures and Works 

11. Who is considered the earliest named English 

poet, known for a hymn about Creation? 

(a) Cynewulf (b) Bede 

(c) Caedmon (d) Aldhelm 

12. Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English People 

primarily chronicles: 

(a) The military campaigns of Anglo-Saxon kings. 

(b) The conversion of the Anglo-Saxons to 

Christianity. 

(c) The development of Old English dialects. 

(d) The lives of Germanic pagan gods. 

13. Cynewulf is unique among Old English poets 

because he: 

(a) Wrote exclusively in Latin. 

(b) Was the only poet patronized by King Alfred. 

(c) Signed four of his poems using runic acrostics. 

(d) Composed the epic poem Beowulf. 

14. Which genre is most characteristic of Cynewulf's 

signed poems like Juliana and Elene? 

(a) Heroic Epic 

(b) Elegy 

(c) Hagiography (Saint's Life) 

(d) Riddle 

15. Beowulf is primarily set in: 

(a) Anglo-Saxon England 

(b) Roman Britain 

(c) Scandinavia (Denmark and Geatland/Sweden) 

(d) Francia 

16. The main antagonists Beowulf fights are: 

(a) Vikings, Saxons, and Franks 

(b) Hrothgar, Unferth, and Wiglaf 

(c) Grendel, Grendel's Mother, and the Dragon 

(d) Cain, Satan, and Judas 

17. A central theme in Beowulf involving the warrior 

code is: 

(a) The importance of humility before God. 

(b) The rejection of all material wealth. 

(c) The loyalty between a lord and his retainers 

(comitatus). 

(d) The necessity of peaceful negotiation over 

combat. 

18. The Old English poems The Wanderer and The 

Seafarer are best classified as: 

(a) Heroic epics (b) Elegies 

(c) Riddles (d) Biblical paraphrases 

19. A common theme in Old English elegies is: 

(a) The celebration of a bountiful harvest. 

(b) The joy of victory in battle. 

(c) The lament for lost companions and worldly 

joys. 

(d) The description of royal coronation 

ceremonies. 

20. The Dream of the Rood is unique because its main 

speaker is: 

(a) The dreamer (b) Jesus Christ 

(c) An angel (d) The Cross (Rood) itself 

21. Which manuscript contains the unique copy of 

Beowulf? 

(a) The Exeter Book 

(b) The Junius Manuscript 

(c) The Vercelli Book 

(d) The Nowell Codex (Cotton Vitellius A.xv) 

22. The blending of pagan (Germani(c) and Christian 

elements is a characteristic feature of: 

(a) Only Beowulf 

(b) Only the works of Cynewulf 

(c) Only the elegies 

(d) Many Old English poems, including Beowulf 

and the elegies 

Poetic Form and Devices 

23. The primary organizing principle of Old English 

verse is: 

(a) End-rhyme 

(b) Syllable count (like haiku) 

(c) Alliteration 

(d) Alternating stress (like iambic pentameter) 

24. A typical Old English poetic line is divided into 

two half-lines by a pause called a: 

(a) Kenning (b) Formula 

(c) Caesura (d) Variation 

25. How many primary stresses (lifts) are typically 

found in a standard Old English poetic line? 

(a) Two (b) Three 

(c) Four (d) Five 

26. The term kenning refers to: 

(a) A type of runic inscription. 

(b) A compound metaphorical expression (e.g., 

"whale-road" for sea). 

(c) A lament for the dead. 

(d) The refrain in a poem like Deor. 

27. Which of the following is an example of a kenning? 

(a) "The grey wolf" (b) "Singing sadly" 

(c) "Bone-house" (body) (d) "In days gone by" 

28. The stylistic device of variation involves: 

(a) Changing the meter from line to line. 

(b) Using multiple dialects within one poem. 

(c) Restating a noun or concept using different 

words or phrases. 

(d) Ironically understating something. 

29. Litotes is a figure of speech characterized by: 

(a) Extravagant hyperbole. 

(b) Direct comparison using "like" or "as". 

(c) Giving human qualities to inanimate objects. 

(d) Ironic understatement, often using negation. 
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