Reading Notes for Old English Poems
1. Old English and Anglo-Saxon.  The Anglo-Saxon period of English history, during which time the inhabitants spoke some variety of a West Germanic language known as Old English, lasted from about 450 to 1100.

2. The poetry that we have is late, most of it 9th and 10th century, but the poems reflect something, we imagine, of the earlier period.

3. The poems all follow a fairly predictable rhythmic pattern of four-stressed lines.  Each line may have a variety of syllabus, but usually only four stressed syllabus.   Also, OE poetry does not rhyme, but rather it relies upon alliteration.  (For example, line six of Brunanburh alliterates with s sounds: “split shields with swords.”)

4. Beowulf is the most developed and best of this OE poetry.

5. Much of the poetry is elegiac in mood, lamenting losses; but there is a heroic mode too that celebrates the thrill and bravery of battle.

6. “Deor” is sung by a former official singer of a court and laments that he has lost his position.  He comforts himself by reciting legendary losses and miseries.

7. The poem is very allusive, indicating that the poet felt certain that the audience would understand the references.

8. The word deor is the source of the modern English deer but here and throughout medieval period it means any wild animal.

9. The opening stanza alludes to a pagan god of Weland, who is the Germanic version of Vulcan.

10. “The Ruin” is a poem that perhaps meditates upon Roman ruins.

11. We know that the Anglo-Saxons inhabited some Roman towns and let the Roman buildings fall the ground.

12. There are several signs that the ruins may be Roman.  See you if you can spot them.

13. The speaker calls the ruins the work of giants.  This of course could be a metaphor or overstatement or it could be, as some have argued, a genuine speculation.

14. The theme of the poem may be “how the mighty have fallen.”

15. “The Seafarer” is an elegiac poem, much more overtly Christian in reference, the develops the theme of the exile.

16. The exile theme is used in many Anglo-Saxon poems as a fate almost worse than death, perhaps worse.

17. The goal of the good Anglo-Saxon warrior is to die before one’s king, not to live on afterward, so the exile is often developed as the most wretched of men.

18. The theme works for Christian audiences because in a sense every human is in exile from God.

19. The imagery and discussion of sailing alone and in the cold all emphasize the psychological misery of the speaker.

20. The poem closes with very overt Christian references; some think the ending of the poem is written by someone else.

21. “Battle of Brunanburh” is a poem in the heroic mode, but it was recorded as a historical document.  In the chronicles that the monks of Anglo-Saxon England kept, this poem is the sole entry for the year 937.

22. It tells of a successful battle between the Anglo-Saxons (West-Saxons and Mercians) and the Celts (Scots) of Ireland and the Vikings (Northmen).

23. What you will notice is the absolute praise of battle and killing, of success in battle and the dispraise of the losers, Anlaf and Constantine, who have to flee to save their lives, after witnessing the losses of so many warriors.
