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The Wife's Lament (hereafter WfL) has proved enigmatic for the best part of two
centuries, and remains so. But critical perspectives on the poem continue to shift, and
shed new light as they do so. For many years, scholars were principally concerned to
unpick, through various means, the poem's allusive narrative first half, coping with
even such fundamental issues as the number of men to whom WfL's speaker refers.
However, most of those who have looked at WfL recently have concentrated on its
more lyric second half, recognising that ignorance as to why the speaker is where she
is, and indeed precisely what she is lamenting, does not deny us the appreciation of
that lament's literary force. But it remains the case that the speaker's story is
important to that appreciation, and the question of how many men are involved in her
story is still fundamental. Michael Lapidge recently viewed the landscape depicted in
WfL's second half as 'an object correlative of the speaker's emotions', suggesting that

Those critics who have attempted to visualise the relative
positioning of the oak-tree and the cave have been frustrated, for
the simple reason that the poet is describing a mental landscape,
not a physical one; in its loneliness and desolation it is a visible
embodiment of the narrator's invisible grief.!

Emily Jensen has even argued that

From these literal associations [of eordscref] we are left with a
female speaker in "The Wife's Lament” who is either dead and
speaking from the grave or is alive and living in a cave . . . [ am

not convinced . . . that either occurs in "The Wife's Lament".?

I do not deny the effectiveness of WfL's imagery as a metaphor for the speaker's state
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of mind, nor the value of viewing the poem from a 'lyric' perspective. Indeed, focusing
on the 'lyric' passage can offer means to help understand the preceding narrative
passages: although some have recently been usefully adduced, there are numerous close
analogues for the poem'’s imagery which have yet to be discussed in its context —
offering not the literal associations of landscape which Jensen discards, but an
approach to the literary ones which, it appears, the Anglo-Saxon audience knew.?
These analogues, [ think, can shed considerable light on how we should understand
both the imagery of WfL, and its narrative.

A further source of evidence for understanding WfL is its manuscript context,
particularly the manuscript pointing.* Tentative though one must be in reading the
Exeter Book's punctuation, this can offer evidence for how we should attempt to read
the poem's syntactic and formal structure, giving us perspectives on how we should
understand it both in terms of its aesthetics and narrative.

We may frame our understanding of WfL as a woman's lament with Anglo-
Saxon and English analogues, both verbal and thematic, dating from before and after
WfL's extant text. Pre-dating the Exeter Book is the right-hand panel of the Franks
Casket, conventionally dated to the eighth century; the depiction on the panel 'has not
been interpreted.” Fiona and Richard Gameson have noted the casket in this
connection, but the analogue has yet to receive close consideration.® The panel's
inscription was edited by R. 1. Page:

Her Hos sitip  on harmberga
agl[. ] drigip  swa hire Ertae gisgraf
sarden sorga  and sefa torna.

Page tentatively translated this as 'Here Hos sits on the sorrow-mound; she suffers
distress in that Ertae had decreed for her a wretched den (?wood) of sorrows and
torments of mind'. Interpretation is not straightforward — Page himself offers a subtly
different alternative, and, for example, Hilda Ellis Davison pointed out that the first
six runes could, on textual bases, be read just as well as herhi-os ('a temple-deity') —
but this seems essentially the most plausible explanation.’

The image of this inscription immediately resonates with WfL's depiction of a
woman who has been commanded to 'wunian on wuda bearwe / under actreo in pam
eorOscrefe’ (‘dwell in a wooded grove / under an oak-tree, in the cave'), and although
Page translated 'on harmberga’ as 'on the sorrow-mound’, it could also mean 'in the
sorrow-mound'.® The central scene of the panel is a horse, surrounded by foliage,
standing on one side of what appears to be a mound, looking across to the face of a
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man on the other side. The mound has a small figure inside it. However, on the far
left hand side of the panel is a bestial human-figure sitting on a mound. Which mound
the inscription refers to is clarified by the fact that each panel of the casket is designed
either with an even bipartite division, or the referent of its inscription in the middle.
The central figure of the right-hand panel, then, would seem to be Hos — in the
sorrow-mound, just like the speaker of WfL.

There are a few words besides the main inscription, of which Page's summary
should be sufficient: "Above the horse's back is the word "risci" which ought to mean
“rush, reed"; beneath its belly is "wudu", "wood"; over its head is "bita" which may be
the name of the horse (Biter) or of the man facing it'.> Wudu is of course a further
detail which is present in WfL, perhaps reflected also in the carved foliage. A less clear
link between the two texts is the element -den. Neither horse nor any other association
with denn's common meaning, 'den, lair (of an animal)', is present in WfL.!°
However, denn is also twice attested as 'grave' — an ambiguity reminiscent of WfL's
eordscreef, which has a meaning of 'grave’ secondary to its primary meaning of 'cave'.
It is possible, moreover, that WfL's speaker is in a sacred grove, so it is interesting
that denn is once used to gloss lucum ('a wood, grove, or thicket of trees sacred to a
deity"), and that there is evidence for the association of horses and sacred groves
elsewhere among the Germanic peoples.'' Tacitus in Germania chapter 10 associated
horses with sacred groves:

proprium gentis equorum quoque praesagia ac monitus experiri.
publice aluntur isdem nemoribus ac lucis, candidi et nullo mortali
opere contacti'?

[But their [the Germans'] special divination is to make trial of the
omens and warnings furnished by horses. In the same groves and
coppices are fed certain white horses, never soiled by mortal use.]

A similar association appears in the Eddaic poem HI&dskvida, preserved in Hervarar
saga ok Heidreks konungs, but reckoned to be among the earliest eddaic poetry: 'var

. { Hinalandi . . . mari vel tpmum / 4 mork inni helgu' ('There was . . . in the
Hun-Kingdom . . . horse well-broken / in the holy forest’)."

As Battles has shown, the figure of the female lover being banished, or sent for
sanctuary, to a subterranean location also appears in Middle English poetry, in Sir
Tristrem and, portrayed at greater length than in Wace's Roman de Brut, in Lazamon's
Brut. Tristrem and Ysonde flee from King Mark to an 'erpe house' in a forest; King
Locrine's lover Astrild is installed as his concubine in a luxurious cave outside
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London." Battles has chosen to see this figure in rather prosaic terms, noting
numerous examples of the use of souterrains for sanctuary in Nordic prose; but its
presence on the casket and in WfL surely represents a topos, and Hos's harmberg
seems unlikely to be a souterrain. This combined evidence makes it likely that an
Anglo-Saxon audience, presented with a woman in eordscrafe, would immediately
have in mind a set of associations of love, banishment, paganism and sanctuary,
regardless of any historical use of souterrains.

Middle English poetry also offers a remarkable verbal analogue for WfL.
Among the earliest surviving Middle English secular lyrics is the well known chanson
d'aventure, Nu springes the sprai, which involves a woman's lament. Its manuscript
dates from around 1300. At the end of the first stanza, the lamenting mai cries 'Wai es
him I louue-1[on]gi[n]ge / Sal libben ai' (Woe is to the one who must live forever in
love-longing')."” This parallels WfL 52b-53, 'wa bid pam pe sceal / of langope leofes
abidan' ("Woe must be to the one who must / in longing await love/a loved one'). Nu
springes has a close Old French analogue, but 'Wai es him I louue-1[on]gi[n]ge / Sal
libben ai' is unique to the English poem; moreover, taking -e in the text to be silent,
these lines scan as an Old English alliterative line.'® It would appear to represent an
element of a vernacular English frauenlied or 'lover's lament' form, surfacing in the
surviving corpus only here and in WfL.

Comparable findings have been made by Joseph Harris, looking at earlier
Germanic poetry. Harris perhaps put excessive weight on this, arguing for a common
Germanic elegiac form, but this emphasis need not detract from some of his
observations. He notes that 'The OE poem [WfL], like the German one
[Hildebrandslied], focuses on the deserted woman's dwelling place' (as does the Franks
Casket). He also found that 'There seems to be a significant bond . . . between the
scene of elegiac discourse and the verb "to sit", which we see in WfL 37.'" The figure
appears in Wulf and Eadwacer, of course: 'ponne hit was renig weder ond ic reotugu
set' ('Then it was rainy weather and I sat weeping'). Besides in Hildebrandslied, there
are several examples in the Poetic Edda, including Oddninargrdtr (stanza 13) and
Gudrinarhvét (stanza 9); there are impersonal and men's instances in Deor (lines 24,
28), and the themes of sitting and elegy are also present on the Franks casket. This
evidence is a strong indicator that WfL is what its text, to modern readers, implies it
to be: a vernacular woman's love-lament — though one with a substantial narrative
content. It also suggests that intrinsic to the poem's fabric was a network of figures
and phrases associated with such a form, invisible outside the vernacular context.

Before trying to reconstruct this context further, however, we must consider
whether WfL was intended to stand alone, or if it was intended for an audience who



The Images and Structure of The Wife's Lament

already knew the story to which it alludes. One could, in favour of the former idea,
invoke the influence of material such as the Song of Songs, or Latin love-lyrics
represented by the eleventh century Anglo-Saxon Cambridge Songs collection.'® This
material contains lovers' laments which seem to allude to a narrative, but which
nonetheless are in contexts where there is no such narrative. However, it seems more
likely that WfL's audience was expected to know the story; that such stories were in
circulation is demonstrated by the Franks Casket. WfL line 9, the largely baffling 'pa
ic me feran gewat folgad secan' ('Then/when I departed to go to seek (a) folgad') might
be explicable by Latin influence, but its striking use of folgad, which 'appears to have
been a legal term in OE, denoting the service due by a retainer to his lord’, would be a
very odd element to introduce unless in allusion to a known event; and the line can
hardly be swept under the carpet, resonating as it does with lines 6 and 18 (‘zrest min
hlaford gewat heonan of leodum' and '8a ic me ful gemacne monnan funde').” Two
interpretations of the events of line 9 are that the speaker sought the protection
afforded by a lord-retainer relationship, or sought a euphemistically described lover; in
either case, a measure of special pleading is necessary to get round contextual or
semantic problems, and this seems best provided by assuming a narrative known to
the poem's intended audience. WL, like many of the lyrical poems of the Poetic Edda,
was intended to be understood in a narrative context; and allusion thereto was clearly
an important part of the poem.?

Let us look more closely at WfL's lyric imagery. The speaker's environment is
depicted in lines 30-32a as

dena dimme duna uphea dim dales, tall hills,
bitre burgtunas  brerum beweaxne bitter burgtunas overgrown with briars,
wic wynna leas a home without joys.

As ] have said, the 'object-correlative' approach to this, whereby the speaker's gloomy
surroundings are a pathetic fallacy, is reasonable and useful. "It could’, indeed, 'be said
that her mind, like the surrounding valleys is dimme and brerum beweaxne'* It is
also the case that the briars are unique in surviving Old English poetry. Leslie noted
that ‘Briars, thorns and brambles are similarly used as elegiac motifs in early Welsh
and Irish poetry'; another parallel would be Gawain's description of the Green Chapel
in Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, line 2190: 'Pis oritore is vgly, with erbez
ouergrowen'”? The evidence for interaction between Anglo-Saxon and Celtic
vernacular poetries is slight, and the image can certainly be taken as a polygenetic
representation of long-term human abandonment, bearing a pathetic fallacy. On the
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other hand, it is at least of interest that the other associations of the Green Chapel —
which is a mound in the wilderness, 'hol3 inwith, nobot an olde caue' (‘hollow within,
just an old cave’, line 2182), the 'corsedest kyrk' (‘'most accursed church', line 2196),
and a fitting place for the appearance of the devil (lines 2185-2196) ~ correlate rather
well with other associations which may be established for the description of the
speaker's location quoted.

It is important in this context to recognise that images focusing on landbound
natural scenes are very rare in Old English poetry; while, nonetheless, line 30 has an
Old English analogue in The Pheonix lines 21-26. This describes Paradise with,
amongst other statements:

beorgas par ne muntas Neither hills nor mountains

steape ne stondad  ne stan clifu stand there, steep, nor do stone-cliffs

heah hlifiad swa her mid us tower high, as here among us,

ne dene ne dalu  ne dun scrafu nor valleys nor dales nor dim hollows,

hlewas ne hlincas  ne par hleonad mounds nor rises, nor does any rough thing
‘00" unsmepes wiht thing lie there.

All this translates Lactantius's 'Nec tumulus crescit nec cava vallis hiat' ('Neither
mound rises nor does hollow valley gape'), and while such expansion is not
uncommon in The Pheonix, the poet's interest in this scene is still worthy of note.”
To this comparison may be added the possible connotations of 'wic wynna leas’,
paralleled later in WfL in the speaker's description of her freond as remembering a
'wynlicran wic' ("'more joyful home'). Phrases comparable to these occur twice
elsewhere in the Old English corpus, in Beowulf line 821 and Genesis A line 928.
Beowulf's 'wynleas wic' (‘joyless home') refers to Grendel's home, widely supposed to
represent a hell-on-earth, and Genesis's 'wynleasran wic' (‘more joyless home)
describes the world to which Adam, fallen from paradise, is to be banished.
Perspectives on dimme are offered by Jean Ritzke-Rutherford:

In keeping with the natural psychological and metaphysical
associations coupled with light and darkness . . . and firmly
anchored in Biblical and homiletic writing, light in OE poetry is
equated with good, while darkness stands for evil and even death.*

These parallels to lines 30-32a give us the context in which the speaker's location
seems to have been understood — it seems rather precisely to be an anti-paradise,
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connoting hell. To one person, the lines could have been primarily Christian images;
to another, perhaps, traditional images whose Christian associations were secondary;
but either way, the essential idea seems clear.

The bitre burgtunas have recently been re-examined by P. R. Orton, and there
is little point in raking over the various suggestions as to what they may be. Orton
chose to read burg as 'home’, thus 'bitter home-enclosures' (‘home' being ironic).”* But
to read the compound literally, as 'bitter defence-enclosures’, may be perfectly
appropriate, if the speaker's unpleasant location is also her sanctuary. Whatever the
meaning of the compound, this literal interpretation would work as paronomasia.
However, the fact that Hos was 'on harmberga’, 'in/on a sorrow-hill/barrow’, provides
an important analogue for the bitre burgtunas.®® Burg and be(o)rg were often confused
in Late West Saxon; to cite some poetic examples, Exodus uses burhhleodu (line 70)
of the wall of water, and burgum (line 222) as ‘hills', and recent editiors read
burghleopum in Riddle 27 (line 2) as 'mountain slopes'.”’” 'Bitter barrow-enclosures' is
a simple and appropriate reading of bitre burgtunas, in a stroke removing the
difficulties of the compound and illuminating the character of the eordscrafu in which
the speaker situates herself.

It may be that we can improve our understanding of burgtunas, moreover, by
noting the context which the speaker gives it in lines 15 and 27:

het mec hlaford min  her/heard niman My lord commanded me to her/heard niman
heht mec mon wunian  on wuda bearwe A person commanded me to dwell in a wooded
grove

Herlheard (crossing a line break in the manuscript) is a notorious crux, and its

meaning is important to interpreting WfL's narrative. There is no need to rehearse the

® only to note that an attractive and

debate over its meaning, which is ongoing;?
common reading is herh-eard, hypothesising a compound of an Anglian smoothed
form of the attested West-Saxon hearh/he(a)rg, 'a place sacred to a god, with an idol
and an altar . . . a grove', and the construction eard niman, 'to take up an abode'.?

One well-known context for a herg is that of Beowulf, lines 3071-73. The

Geats swear

pet se secg were  synnum scildig that that man should be guilty with sins
hergum geheaderod  hellbendum fast confined to hergs, to fast hell-bonds,
wommum gewitnad  se done wong tormented with evils, who plundered that
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strude™ place.

For these hellish connotations to be found in WfL would be wholly consonant with
the other evidence regarding the speaker's location. The combination of mound, sacred
place and sanctuary is also attested in history, in a runic inscription at Oklunda in
Ostergotland (southern Sweden). The inscription, apparently dating from the ninth

century, was cut on a rock on a knoll.”

The latter part of the inscription is obscure,
but the opening reads: kunar : fapirunaRpisar : insa flausakaRr : sutiuipita.
That is, Gunnarr fadi runar pessar. En sa flo sakr. Sotti vi petta . . ., translated by
Jansson (himself translated by Foote) to mean 'Gunnar cut these runes. And he fled
under penalty. Sought this sanctuary. . .'**> Southern Sweden was geographically
distant from Anglo-Saxon England, but the lands were culturally close, both in origin,
and as part of the North Sea littoral. Indeed, on the evidence of Beowulf, the eyes of
Anglo-Saxon poets were fastly on that region.

These considerations, then, may inform us about the general location of the
speaker of WfL. Her remaining comments on her abode stress two further elements:
the actreo and the eordscref, first mentioned in line 28, and then reiterated in 36, both
times in clear association. It is very hard to dismiss this as Lapidge's 'mental
landscape' — it is too specific and its implications as a 'visible embodiment of the
narrator's invisible grief' too obscure. As I have already suggested, it is also hard to
understand it by Battles's literal approach: ‘Some critics have read this [herheard] as an
indication that the structure is a pagan shrine, but there is a more humbly realistic
reason why the narrator might emphasise the trees, namely because they are dominant
features of the landscape surrounding her dwelling'.”* This may be so; but she does not
emphasise the trees, but rather an oaktree, under which the eordscraf lies. So let us
explore the literary associations of these elements, and their coupling.

The semantics of eordscreef have been extensively studied, so I shall not go
over them again here.* The speaker also refers to the place with ‘eald is pes eordsele’
(‘this earth-hall is old'). The character of an eordsele has been considered by Hume,
who found the 'earth-hall’ here to be an 'anti-hall' — it thus behaves contrariwise to the
hall in Old English poetry, which represents 'a circle of light and peace enclosed by
darkness, discomfort and danger' and 'the social system associated with it'.** Eald must
have been meant to add to or modify these associations. Leslie argued that the word
implies the eordsele to be man-made, and the eordsele in Beowulf (the word's only
other attestation) and Tristrem's erpe house are both portrayed as the products of a
civilisation long past and mysterious: 'Etenes bi old dayn / Had wrouit it' (‘Giants in
old days had made it'; cf. Beowulf lines 2717b-2719).* Significantly, both poems
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emphasise hereby the caves' pre-Christian origins. The speaker's cave in WfL seems,
then, to be not any old anti-hall, but one with a concise pointer to these further
associations, of the hellish, and the time before Christianity.

The collocation of the actreo and eordscreef would remain obscure, but for their
striking analogues, not only from Nordic prose and Middle English, but the Bible and
the Poetic Edda; though, admittedly, WfL is the only instance where precisely these
two elements are specifically combined, so interpreting the collocation must remain
difficult. S. A. J. Bradley has observed that "The oak . . . is confined mainly to the
Old Testament, where it is regularly associated with sanctuaries, altars and graves, or
symbolises worldly splendour humbled in the day of the Lord's retribution'.*’
'Regularly associated' is excessive — there are, for example, only two instances of
graves at oak trees (Genesis 35. 8; I Chronicles 10. 12), though cave-burials are also
found (e.g. Genesis 49. 29). Even so, all the associations Bradley lists are present,
some fitting particularly well into the context of WfL. Ezekiel 6. 13 says that

fuerint interfecti vestri in medio idolorum vestrorum in circuitu
ararum vestrarum in omni colle excelso in cunctis summitatibus
montium et subtus omne lignum nemoerosum et subtus universam
quercum frondosam locum ubi accenderunt tura redolentia universis
idolis suis*®

[your slain men will have been among your idols, round about
your altars on every high hill, in all the tops of mountains and
beneath every leafy tree and beneath every leafy oak, the place
where they offered pungent incense to all their idols.]

Caves also feature widely in the Old Testament as dwellings and places of escape;
indeed, when Lot flees Zoar to dwell in a cave (Genesis 19. 30), Genesis A uses
eordscreef (line 2597). Oak-trees could also be associated with legitimate altars (e.g.
Joshua 24. 26), but otherwise these references demonstrate a similar range of
associations to those which we might already suppose in WfL — of pagan religion, and
refuge. An audience with no more than a knowledge of Genesis conld have perceived
the location of WfL's speaker largely in Biblical terms to be associated with damnable
ways of life, though, that said, I see no reason to seek here distinct 'pagan’ or
'Christian’ layers in WfL: each may have taken on elements of the other, in the poetic
tradition, or in individual members of the poem's audience.

The possibility of a direct line of Biblical influence on Old English poetry is
clear.”” Comparisons between Old English poetry and the Poetic Edda are more
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hazardous. Even so, links are clear — verbally, for example, between The Seafarer
(lines 72-73) and The Wanderer (lines 108-09) and Hdvamdl (stanzas 76-77); and
thematically, perhaps most strikingly, between Deor (1-13), the Franks Casket and
Volundarkvida.*® How far such connections should be perceived as being cognate, and
how far due to later sharing of ideas between the Anglo-Saxons and the Scandinavians
is a significant consideration; but the presence of links remains sure, and hopefully
sufficient for the present purpose.

In the Poetic Edda, subterranean locations are associated with prophetesses and
giantesses, and also with death (Véluspd stanza 66, Baldrs Draumar 2, Hyndluljéd 1
and Helreid Brynhildar 1, 3, 14). More strikingly, the analogues also associate places
of death with the roots of a tree, twice with regard to giantesses. One, as Orton
pointed out, is Skirnismdl. In the course of thirteen stanzas of threats which Skirnir
extends in his attempts to woo Ger0r for Freyr, Skirnir suggests that

Ara pifo 4 On an eagle's mound

scaltu ar sitia, you shall sit from early morning,
horva heimi ér, looking out of the world,

snugga heliar til hankering towards hell

Hrimgrimnir heitir purs, Hrimgrimnir is the name of the giant
er pic hafa scal, who'll have you

fyr nagrindr nedan,; down below the corpse-gates,

par pér vilmegir where bondsmen will give you

4 vidar rétom at the roots of the wood

geita hland gefi! goat's piss to drink.

(Stanzas 27, 35)"

Another parallel is provided by Helgakvida Hjorvardssonar stanza 16, in which Ath
curses the giantess Hrimgerdr:

nio rostom You ought to be nine leagues
er pii scyldir nedarr vera, underground
oc vaxi pér 4 badmi barr! with fir-trees growing from your breast!

Much the same association occurs in Hervarar saga ok Heidreks. Hervor goes to the
burial mound of her father Angantyr, declaring
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