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his edition has grown out of a deep attachment to Old

English poetry that began when I encountered The Battle of

Maldon long ago and turned it into rather deplorable free

verse. I have wanted to deal with the elegies because some of
them — most of all The Wanderer — speak to me very powerfully. Perhaps
essentially I wish not so much to say things about them as simply to let
them be: to place them in a literary and scholarly context and at the same
time free them from it; to give them to the modern reader as the Anglo-
Saxon might have understood them and as we can relate to them now.
But inevitably the poems as I present them are the product of my own
conditioning and of all the intellectual baggage I bring to the task of
scholarship. Philosophically, I share the Anglo-Saxons’ Christian view of
the world and man’s place in it. Methodologically, I have chosen a philo-
logical approach, beginning with the establishment of the text. And in
my selection of materials which 1 believe to be related I have assumed
the existence of a genre.

In constructing the book, I have placed the Old English texts within
their narrower and wider contexts. Starting with the manuscript, and
moving outwards to contiguous literatures in other languages, I have tried
to trace the lineaments of a kind of discourse which participates in the
universal nature of elegy and is at the same time peculiar, unique. My
slight acquaintance with the literary theory of the past twenty years has
made me aware of the relative and temporary nature of my own knowl-
edge. There have been and will be many other ways than my own of
looking at the poems, but I believe my endeavour is still worthwhile, and
find the observations of a historian of literary criticism a useful comment
on it:

If we can admit ... [that the historical consciousness is open to partial definition},
we will implicitly grant two points: (1) a perfectly objective interpretation is possible
only if the interpreter is a transcendental being — that is, if he is not human; and
(2) the unavoidable given of all cognitive processes — that knowledge, however we
may define it, is received through a situated human consciousness that has spa-
tiotemporal location, idiosyncratic colorations, and philosophical and sociopolitical
prejudices — this is in itself no excuse to give up the labours of research. ...
(Frank Lentricchia, After the New Criticism [1980], p. 207).

Reading the labours of previous workers in the field for the last hundred
years and more, I see that fashions in scholarship come and go; that
individual writers change their minds, and change them again. Often it
has struck me that a critic’s final thoughts were not wiser than his first,



