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11
Woman is the Measure of All Things

Authoritarianism and Anti-Humanism in the
Criticism of Anglo-Saxon Poetry

Michael Bryson

As Late Antiquity transitions into the Early Middle Ages, amid such works as Bede’s Historia Eccle-
stastica Gentis Anglorum (Ecclesiastical History of the English People) of 731, and the epic poem Beowulf,
thought to have been completed sometime between 700 and 1000, a new (or renewed) spirit is
appearing in European poetry. In a literary and scribal tradition dominated by what Miriam Muth
calls “a consistent narrative that exemplifies the bond of loyalty between a warrior and his lord,”
there is an awakening of love poetry that looks back to the traditions of an earlier time, one in
which Ovid was the model more than the Church or the Emperor. In this poetry, the value of
human life, and the pressing nature of human concerns, are found not in the dictates and doctrines
of the Church (or the demands and dogmas of the Empire), but in the private desires of the heart.
In the discourse presented in this poetry, Man—or more accurately—Woman is the measure of all
things, not God, the Church, or the Empire. Two poems in particular have survived, first collected
in the Exeter Book (c. 960—990 CE), which each present an alternate view of life and the world—a
view that “has little in common with the personal poetry of native tradition, the poetry of the
scops,” but one in which one might instead “look to classical antiquity for models.”? In “The Wife’s
Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer,” we have the “only two surviving Anglo-Saxon poems featur-
ing a female speaker,” * works which Stanley Greenfield calls “poignant poems of love-longing,”
and crucially identifies as “the first of their kind in the secular literatures of western Europe.”™

But like the Hebrew owi 2w, Shir ha-Shirim, or the Song of Songs, a love poem that itself rose
to full prominence in the days of a censorious Empire, * these stirringly passionate poems have
been “rewritten” by censorious and imperious scholars and interpreters for so long that Green-
field’s making of a simple observation about them being love poems has become a radical act. An
authoritarian, anti-humanist (and even anti-human) tradition of reading these poems—much like
that which surrounds the Song of Songs—has long insisted that the value of these poems lies not in
their passionate words, but in the empty spaces between them, spaces that are then filled with the
arid speculations of a style of criticism that itself seeks to be the measure of all things.® But before
we spend time exploring why that is, and how that kind of anti-humanist reading of poetry works,
let us look at the poems themselves:

The Wife’s Lament

I sing this wretched song of my absolute sadness,

my journey into exile, that I might tell

what hardships I have dwelt in since I grew up,

new or old, never more than now.

Always I have suffered torments, miseries and wretchedness.
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First my lord departed hence from his people

over the waves’ destructive uproar; I could not sleep for fear
of where my lord might be on Earth.

Then I departed on my journey, to follow and seek to serve,
a friendless wandering exile, my poverty caused

by men who undertook to think and plan, my lord’s own kin,
that he might separate us through secret counsel,

that we two might live far apart in this worldly realm,
where I live most horribly, grieving and longing

since my lord commanded me here to this hard dwelling.

I have few that are close in this place,

few loyal friends; therefore my heart was sad

when I found my equal, my companion

unhappy and miserable,

hiding his intentions, planning murder.

Happy in our outward manner, we very often boasted
that nothing could divide us except death alone,
nothing else—now all that is changed;

now that is as if it had never been...

Our love, our friendship ... I shall for now, and for long,
My dearly-beloved’s feud endure.

He called me to remain in this forest grove,

under this oak-tree, in this earthen-hovel,

this ancient cave, in which I am tortured with longing.
The valleys are dark here, the mountains high,

the towns blasted by overgrown thorn-bushes,

joyless dwellings. Too often, I am cruelly afflicted here
because of the departure of my lord. Earthly friends,
do you live and love, occupy beds, or graves,

while I walk alone at dawn

under oak-trees, and through this earthen-hovel?
There must I sit the long summer day;

there must I weep and mourn my wretched exile,

my many hardships that will not ever let me

give rest to my sorrows and my griefs,

nor all the longing that afflicts me in this life.

Always may the young man be burdened, be sad at heart,
have hard and bitter thoughts in mind; likewise, if he shall have
happiness and cheer, let him also have sorrow and grief,
enormous and in multitudes. Keep him dependent on himself
for all his worldly joy, surrounded by foes, stained by enmity
in distant lands and by strange folk, since my lover sits

under rocky cliffs, surrounded by storms,

my despondent friend, floodwaters rising around him

in a dark and dreary house, where he endures and suffers
much heartfelt-sorrow, since he too often remembers

a more joyful dwelling. Woe shall be to all of us

who wait in longing for one we love.”

In “The Wife’s Lament” (a title only affixed to the poem in the nineteenth century), readers have
an enigmatic and passionate poem in which a woman® expresses anguish over her loss of a past
life and love, over her current exile from all that she has loved and known, and describes herself
as “eal ic eom oflongad,” [tortured with longing]. As her “giedd wrecce” [song of wretchedness/
exile] ends, she describes loving one who is no longer near as a kind of torment: “Woe shall be
to all of us / who wait in longing for one we love.” It seems to be a straightforwardly passionate
poem dedicated to a female experience of loss and loneliness and desire.
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In a similar vein, the short poem “Wulfand Eadwacer” gives every appearance of being a poem
of frustrated passion and longing, representing the voice of a woman whose lover is torn from her
by military and tribal divisions, and the threat of war:

Waulf and Eadwacer

My people treat him like a sacrificial gift,

And they will devour him if he comes threatening war.
We are so different.

Waulf is on one island; I am on another.

His island is fortified, surrounded by fens.

This island is filled with slaughter-crazed men.

And they will devour him if he comes threatening war.
We are so different.

Waulf tracks my hopes like a bloodhound,

When I sit, crying, in the rain

He clasps me within his warrior’s arms,

Such joy to be held, such pain to be let go.

Wulf! My Wulf! Pining for you

Makes me sick; your rare visits

Have starved me more than lack of meat.

Do you hear, Eadwacer? Our poor whelp,

Take, Wulf, to the woods.

That man easily tears what was never made one:

Our song together.”

In this poem, a woman cries out in desperation over her longing for a man with whom she can
never settle down and establish anything like a life of comfortable and daily routine. Her passion
is for a man separated from her, different from her, and that passion makes both her and him
different—outcasts, in a sense, within their respective peoples: ungelice is us. Their song, never given
a chance to be made one, will be (and in fact, already is) torn to pieces by the jealousies and hatreds
of others. That poor whelp, which serves as a figure for their love,' will die in the woods, in the
exile the poem describes in both physical and emotional terms. The speaker’s “desire for Wulf,”
as Marilynn Desmond has argued, is “a desire not sanctioned by the social or legal structures of
her culture, [and it] makes her an exile, an exile from herself as much as from her community.”"

Despite the seeming clarity of their surfaces, however, much of the scholarship that surrounds
these works (in a pattern of critical activity that has become all too familiar in recent decades'?)
very often dedicates itself to arguing away the passionate exclamations of love, desire, and longing
each poem’s female voice expresses. Desmond, with a certain arch yet deftly-targeted irony, pres-
ents the problem as one of “patriarchal sensibilities” and “phallic authority” exercised by “modern
scholars and editors™

The Wife’s Lament and Wulf and Eadwacer, as anonymous, female-voiced lyrics, have occasion-
ally disturbed the patriarchal sensibilities of modern scholars and editors, who have reacted
with appropriate phallic authority by emending the texts and producing elaborate allegorical
readings, thus silencing the female speakers of these two poems and erasing women from
Anglo-Saxon literary history. These critics characteristically support such textual appropria-
tions by their assumptions, sometimes only implicitly expressed, that within the structures of
Anglo-Saxon culture women were essentially mute."

But rather than leave such women merely “essentially” mute, why not take the necessary
steps to mute them entirely? For instance, David Clark, though he notes that the suggestion
is “somewhat tongue-in-cheek,” holds out the possibility that “[t]he speaker is a young man
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[-..] imprisoned on an island and socially ostracized for engaging in a sexual relationship with
another man,”' before he goes on to argue for “one further possible interpretation [...] namely,
that [Wulf and Eadwacer] is a poem about love between two men and by a male speaker, but
that the love described is not conceived of as sexual,” and goes on to warn against “heterosexist
assumptions” in reading either poem.'” Note how comfortably such a seemingly radical gesture
as Clark’s (with its warnings about “heterosexist assumptions”) supports the very “patriarchal
sensibilities” that Desmond decries. In Clark’s reading, the very possibility of a female voice is
simply erased. Such silencing of the inconvenient or oppositional voice, whose perspectives and
passions will simply not fit the paradigm du jour, is all too often the basic working method of
literary scholarship.

Stanley Greenfield illustrates the same problem in a slightly different way: in writing about the
critical reception of “Wulf and Eadwacer,” he argues against those who would minimize or even
erase the idea of love in the poem. He specifically opposes the idea (expressed by Dolores Frese,
who cites it from David Daiches) that the “‘intense, romantic passion’ of a sexually tormented
woman is a theme which [...] is ‘quite uncharacteristic of Anglo-Saxon poetry as it has come down
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to us.””'® He then goes on to oppose Marijane Osborne’s notion (borrowed from C. S. Lewis—one
borrows from another who, in turn, borrowed from another, and thus the same arguments tend

to get made again and again) that

romantic or sexual love was not the literary commonplace before the twelfth century that it
has been since; other loves took precedence [...] Our cultural assumption is that if someone
in literature is longing for someone else, it is likely to be a case of romantic or erotic love. But

this is not an assumption that an earlier audience would share.””

The arguments that Greenfield opposes are frequently made in a number of different areas, though
their structures are generally quite similar: the basic claim is for an unbridgeable gap between
whatever now the critic writes from, and whatever then the critic writes about. We are assured,
by the all-knowing critic, that our assumptions about the literature of any given then are misin-
formed; beyond that, we are commanded to disregard, lest we be accused of naivete, even our own
emotional responses—for we are authoritatively informed that the emotions of now bear little or
no resemblance to the emotions (if any) of the then in question. Once this point is ceded, the critic
now controls the argument with the reader, who has been made properly compliant.

Perhaps the most prominent of such critics is Paul Zumthor, who insists that modern readers
have no way of relating—as human beings—to texts written by human beings who lived, moved,
and had their being in a different time and place: “A first obvious piece of evidence becomes clear
to our eyes: the remoteness of the Middle Ages, and the irrecoverable distance separates us [...].
Medieval poetry belongs to a universe that has become foreign to us.”'® For Zumthor:

When a man of our century confronts a work of the twelfth century, the time that separates
one from the other distorts, or even erases the relationship that ordinarily develops between
the author and the reader through the mediation of the text: such a relationship can hardly
be spoken of anymore. What indeed is a true reading, if not an effort that involves both the
reader and the culture in which the reader participates, an effort corresponding to that textual
production involving the author and his own universe? In respect to a medieval text, the cor-
respondence no longer occurs spontaneously. The perception of form becomes ambiguous.
Metaphors are darkened, comparisons no longer make sense. The reader remains embedded
within his own time; while the text, through an effect produced by the passage of time, seems
timeless, which is a contradictory situation."
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But this is tendentious at best, and always has been.?” For example, Osborne’s insistence that

2! will not

“romantic or sexual love was not [a] literary commonplace before the twelfth century
hold up to even a cursory reading of Homer’s treatment of Odysseus’ longing for Penelope,? or
Virgil’s treatment of Dido’s passion for Aeneas,” much less Musaeus’ portrayal of Hero and Le-
ander**—though some scholars, like Elaine Baruch, will dismiss much of this latter material by
claiming that we can “discount the Greek romances [like Hero and Leander] as sources because
their relationships are strictly physical, whereas romantic love glorifies the object spiritually as
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well as physically,”” thus revealing the fourteenth-century Petrarchan lenses through which she
understands the entire concept of “romantic love.” Note, especially, Baruch’s use of the word object
in her description of “romantic” love in poetry. By his time, Petrarch is on the receiving end of a
two-century tradition of taking the female presence in poetry (as, for example, in the poetry of
the Troubadour and Trobairitz poets of the 11th and 12th centuries) and transforming speaking
and desiring subjects into spoken-of and desired objects. Italian poetry in this period (beginning
with the early sonnets of Giacamo da Lentini like Io m’aggio posto in core a Dio servire, but espe-
cially evident in such works as Guido Guinizelli’s Al Cor Gentil and Dante’s La Vita Nuova) shifts
its emphasis from a focus on the here to a focus on the hereafter. This is consistent with the kinds
of anti-humanist discourse (found as far back as Plato in his attempted refutations of Protagoras
in Protagoras, Theaetetus, and the Laws) that insists that the measure of all useful things (zaviev
xpNudtev pétpov) is not humanity (GvOpwmog), but is to be found in the forms, or the divine itself.
In this pre-Petrarchan and then Petrarchan poetry, the female object is never an end in herself (and
never considered as a subject with desires of her own), but is treated as a step toward heaven, and
the love of God, for the male poetic voice.?

As Greenfield points out, the critics with whom he contends are very careful to avoid any
mention of the passionate (and therefore inconvenient) “Wife’s Lament” in their arguments: “Par-
ticularly noticeable in both Frese’s and Osborn’s essays is the almost complete absence of reference
to ‘The Wife’s Lament,” the poem most similar to “Wulf and Eadwacer.””?’ Greenfield goes on to
maintain that it is “ill-advised to discredit as un-Anglo-Saxon a passionate situation for reading
either” poem.?

However, what Miriam Muth refers to as the “authoritarian approach”? to literary criticism,
will not be overcome quite so easily as calling it “ill-advised.” In her view, “The Wife’s Lament”
represents a challenge to the prevailing orthodoxies of Anglo-Saxon scholarship, and so “the large
majority of criticism [...] has either ignored, refuted, or reframed [...] the poem” likely because it
“depicts a first person speaker who addresses her emotional response directly to the reader rather
than placing her experiences in a social, ancestral, or didactic context.”* The rewriting of this
poem by the majority of its critics goes to the extent of displaying a near-total refusal to take it as
it appears, a refusal which includes

an unwillingness on the part of modern critics to contemplate a female narrator in the
Anglo-Saxon corpus. Along with the enigmatic poem Wulf and Eadwacer, the Lament is one
of only two surviving Anglo-Saxon poems featuring a female speaker. In this context, the
poem appears to represent a voice that was already marginalized in the speaker’s own society:
that of a female exile. Instead of drawing this voice back into the center of critical debate,
however, critics such as Benjamin Thorpe, Rudolph Bambas, and Jerome Mandel have cho-
sen to query the text and suggest instead that the unexpected female speaker is the result of
scribal or editorial errors. This theory is based on the assumption that the use of feminine
grammatical endings in the text is the result of scribal error, implying a surprisingly system-
atic failure of the scribal copying process. First suggested by early editor Thorpe in 1842, the
theory remains surprisingly current.*
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As with the “authoritarian approach” to readings of the Song of Songs, so also, it seems, goes
the “authoritarian approach” to Anglo-Saxon poetry. If the text does not comply with the
pre-existing requirements of the critic (whether theological or ideological), then it is simply
forced to submit:

Take, for example, the argument of Rudolph C. Bambas. Bambas explains that according to
Anglo-Saxon poetic conventions “the only matters worth celebrating in verse are the affairs
of heroic war chiefs.”*? Operating under this assumption, he concludes that a female speaker
is therefore a practical impossibility. Given the fact that so few Anglo-Saxon texts survive,
Bambas’s claim must be based directly on those scant and randomly selected texts still extant,
making any generalizing conclusions somewhat tautological. In essence, Bambas’s line of
argument is that because so few texts with female speakers have survived, such texts did not
exist, meaning that those texts that do exist are not rare examples of [a] less common form,
but the results of scribal error. According to this logic, any unusual textual forms at all would
be subsumed into the form and genre of the majority, despite that majority itself being based
on a very small sample of works.»

Bambas’ argument was supported, although from a different angle, by Martin Stevens, who ar-
gued that “the attribution of [The Wife’s Lament] to a woman speaker on grammatical grounds
is at best doubtful.”* Though these views were soon enough strongly opposed by other scholars
(especially by Angela M. Lucas®), and are certainly not universally held today, * the “authoritar-
ian” argument against reading the voice of the poem as female has not gone away, having been ex-
humed by Jerome Mandel, who argues that “it is not necessary to view the speaker as a woman.”*
It is not necessary, despite the poem’s repeated use of feminine word forms, presumably because
Mandel’s and Bambas’ and Stevens’ desire to see their own face in the glass that is “The Wife’s
Lament” drives their readings of the poem (and one can only wonder at the form their Caliban-

esque rage at not seeing their faces in that glass would take). As Muth puts it:

the argument for a male speaker is so strained that it holds up an intriguing mirror to the
masculinist face of twentieth century Anglo-Saxon scholarship, which goes to great lengths
to portray the gender roles of the Anglo-Saxon world in its own image [as part of] a concerted
effort to silence the tenth century speaker of the poem and to mold the multivalent text into
hermeneutic unity.*®

This phenomenon illustrates the core of the problem we confront when reading the works of
those scholars, teachers, and critics charged with the eminently humanist task of the preservation,
transmission, and interpretation of literary history and form: once committed to a particular point
of view, all too many critics appear to be unable and/or unwilling to see in any other way (and the
current author is not claiming immunity—this seems to be an inherent hazard of the profession).
In this sense, a way of seeing is also a way of not seeing. The critic interprets the text, violently, if
necessary, in such a way that it can be fit into the Procrustean bed of his or her established intellec-
tual, ideological, and theological commitments. Even critics who seem to want to resist this kind
of authoritarianism, end up making gestures of submission in their own writing. For example,
Claire Lees seems to want to argue for a recovery and recognition of a female voice in “The Wife’s
Lament,” but ends up affirming the primacy of the male individual instead, trapped by the very
language and conventions of her own analytical frame:

if we are to read the elegies as one place in the poetry where the internal psychological state
of the individual matters, then it follows that in Anglo-Saxon England that individual is male,
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even when, or perhaps especially when, that voice is universalized. Pertinent examples are the
warrior voice of The Wanderer, and the peculiarly literal and metaphoric voice of The Seafarer.
Located in the intersection between gender and genre, the female voice of, for example, The
Wife’s Lament has to be accommodated within, or abjected from, the conventions of the male.”

Sometimes, the stretching and cutting of texts to fit the “bed” of the critic’s interpretive frame
involves wholly denying one of the text’s defining features—and in the aforementioned case of
Bambas, that means arguing that the “female” voice of the poem is a mistake, and that if we learn
to read the poem correctly, we will, of course, hear the actually male voice of the poem’s speaker.
As Muth observes, “[g]iven the absence of any recognizable masculine perspective in the poem,
the one interpretation that is directly at odds with the text is that which would deny the speaker
to be a female voice,™ which is precisely the interpretation the critic, Bambas, provides. In other
cases, all that is required is to bury the poem under an avalanche of specialized vocabulary (called
“jargon” by reprobate readers). For example, it is possible, in a discussion of the poem’s powerful
emotional content, to speak of emotion entirely without anything that even begins to resemble
human feeling. The quality of mercy may, or may not, be strained, but in such instances, the
quality of literary criticism is quite nearly strained beyond all recognition:

This text invites empathetic engagement from its audience through emotional contagion,
made possible through the combination of imagery produced in the mind in the process of
making sense, and the embodied emotional response produced automatically while enter-
taining a recognisably affecting scenario created during that act of interpretation. In this brief
comment, weeping, anguish, and longing are all foregrounded, and grief is represented as
active, encompassing, and time-consuming. The reader is required to call up not only nar-
rative schema, but also emotional schema, created from memories, personal experience, and
embodied feeling, to fill out the sketchy scenario, make sense of the sequence of ideas, and
account for a potential cause for such extreme abandonment to the emotional life. In doing so,
the reader enacts feeling, which is implicated in cognitive processing, and thereby becomes
emotionally engaged in the narrative. Because we now know that cognition and affect are
mutually reliant, it is possible to see how a reader can respond emotionally to culturally re-
mote, poetically communicated fictional narrative, a process that occurs at both the specific
and general levels.*

By the time artificial intelligence software is writing literary criticism, it may very well sound
something like this. In writing about the poetry of love from the perspective of cognitive psychol-
ogy, some of our critics manage to seem as if they are visiting from an alien world, and perhaps
too much is lost in the journey. As Jacques Derrida, a famously non-cybernetic and recognizably
terrestrial thinker, once observed: “framing so violently, cutting off the narrated figure’s own
fourth side so as to see only triangles, one evades, perhaps, a certain complication,”? in this case,
the complication of human life, and any sense of poetry’s relation thereto.

If the text speaks of red, but the critic is committed to blue, the critic will manage to find that
all of the text’s references to red are actually coded references to blue. If the critic is dedicated to
the idea, for example, that all Anglo-Saxon texts reflect male experience, that critic will find a
way to take a text that appears to describe female experience and demonstrate that it has actually
been describing male experience all along, then go on to explain how misguided we had all been
ever to have thought otherwise. The emperor may be as naked as the day he was born, but the
critic will describe in fabulous detail the fabric, texture, colors, and cut of the garment he or she
is committed to seeing. And this approach is hardly restricted to the Anglo-Saxon era, but is alive
and well in the criticism written about the works of every literary period that follows.
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Muth makes a trenchant observation that shines a bright light on much contemporary anti-
humanist and even authoritarian literary criticism: “For the modern reader, the real mystery is
what lies at the root of the many desperate attempts by modern critics to reinterpret the poem’s
content.”® These desperate attempts to reinterpret the content of poetry, what Gerson Cohen
describes as an attempt to control both poetry and the lives and emotions of those who read it,
have been with us at least since the days of the early Church father Origen and the first- and
second-century (CE) Rabbi Akiba, for whom the Song of Songs had to be “rewritten” by reading it
allegorically, because “if love could not be ignored, it could be channeled, reformulated, and con-
trolled.”** In case there was any doubt about the connection between theological readings that in-
sist texts be “rewritten” to fit an approved template of meaning, and modern, supposedly “secular”
literary criticism, Muth helpfully dispels that doubt: “[a]nother popular interpretation of [“The
Wife’s Lament’] has been based on Christian allegory, presenting the speaker as the mournful
Christian Church longing to be reunited with her beloved Christ.”™* Rabbis, priests, and literary
critics—though this might sound like the setup for a joke, it is, instead, a list of those with shared
interpretive principles and techniques who use those tools to circumscribe the available readings
of poetry, ensuring (or at least enforcing) the orthodoxy of those readers who fall within the
purview of their respective authorities. While discussing the critical attempt to channel, reformu-
late, and control readings of “The Wife’s Lament,” Muth observes: “Given the amount of critical
smoke obfuscating this short, 53-line poem, it is valid and necessary to ask: who started the fire
and why did they do it?” She then goes on to note that “[t]his line of questioning brings the crit-
ical response to the poem into sharp focus, offering a revealing history of repressive reception.”™*

The question that finally arises is the one first made famous by the Russian author Nikolay
Chernyshevsky in his 1863 novel, Uro aenats? [What is to be done?] What can oppose this kind of
repressive reading practice? Perhaps this might be of some use: the kind of humanist, humane and
human-centered, literary criticism that many scholars have been calling for since Eve Sedgewick’s
own call for reparative reading, which she envisioned as teaching “the many ways in which
selves and communities succeed in extracting sustenance from the objects of a culture—even a
culture whose avowed desire has often been not to sustain them.”’ As Vera Pavlovna sings near
the beginning of Chernyshevsky’s novel, IIpocBeTumcs—iu o6oratumcs [Let Us Enlighten and Enrich
Ourselves]. The kind of reparative practice through which we might enlighten and enrich our-
selves would advocate for unchanneled, unreformulated, and most definitely uncontrolled (by that
literary clergy for whom control always seems most urgent) readings of poetic and other literary
expressions of love. Unfortunately, however, in pursuit of such a practice, there will be, at every
turn, critics whose professional purpose seems to be, as Muth puts it, to generate “critical smoke,”
and for whom love must be defined reductively as a “convention” or a “literary commonplace,” a
result of exposure to “emotional contagion” or in one especially egregious case, as “a citation” of
the perceived experiences of others.* Those on the reparative path will encounter eminent schol-
ars who describe individual poets as “sick,” ** and others who would—if only they could—literally
rather than merely interpretively rewrite the poems and other literary productions upon which they
expound.® But this, perhaps, is an understandable side-effect of what Noam Chomsky once called
“the self-selection for obedience that is [...] part of elite education.”' It reflects—both in what
was transmitted fo and what is transmitted by the critic, the goals that Fichte, the German Idealist
philosopher, once described for der neuen Erziehung (the new education):

If you would have power over a man, you have to do more than merely address him; you must
shape him, and shape him so that he cannot want otherwise than you would have him want.*

Such anti-humanist critics as we encounter, and often argue against, often seem unable or unwill-
ing to see poetry as anything other than a self-referential system of conventions, tropes, and signs,
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already dead on the page, irrelevant except for the urgent need felt by the critics to make sure that
readers be trained to see as they see, and read as they read. Obedience, once self-selected, becomes
the lens through which such critics read, and the pattern after which they would shape readers in
their own image, so that they cannot want otherwise.

But along the way, perhaps we should remember the voice of the speaker of “The Wife’s
Lament,” an unmistakably female voice

that departs from the dutiful deference to God that shapes many other Anglo-Saxon poems,
in order to show an altogether more vivid fragment of the brittle individuality forced upon
someone excluded from [...] communal life, both as 2 woman and as an exile.*

We should also remember the desire and frustration expressed by the equally-unmistakably fe-
male voice in “Wulf and Eadwacer,” where we cannot readily tell what the precise relationship is
between the speaker and Wulf, and the speaker and Eadwacer, which can be literally translated as
Property-Watcher, or Goods-Watcher, a dreary if entirely likely euphemism for “husband.” For
those on the reparative path, Eadwacer is a familiar enough type. Shari Horner argues that Ead-
wacer “in effect prohibits [the speaker’s] expression of joy; he is the guardian [...] who tries to limit
the possibility both of earthly love and of female creative expression,”** rather after the fashion of
many critics of the poem itself.

The question, however, remains: is the speaker a married woman, involved in an affair with a
warrior from another island? As Helene Scheck contends, if

we take Wulf to be [...] a lover with whom she began a relationship after her marriage, [much
of the poem suggests] her pleasure and guilt in continuing the affair, a possibility that finds
parallels in the stereotype of the adulterous woman as presented in Old English literature,
but may also be a genuine expression of the ambivalence and instability of adulterous love.*

If we read the voice that cries “Wulf! My Wulf!” in this way, then her complaint—*"“Pining for
you / Makes me sick; your rare visits / Have starved me more than lack of meat”™—becomes
what is perhaps the first sympathetic portrayal of “the adulterous woman [...] in Old English
literature,” a positive presentation akin to that suggested by Audrey Meaney, who argues that
the poem strongly emphasizes “that Wulf is unacceptable to [the speaker’s] society, and that she
herself offends society by loving him.” And yet, here, a critic makes an all-too-rare life-and-love-
affirming move, one that makes her analysis a sharp and vibrant contrast to much of the criticism
that surrounds these elegies. As Meaney writes: “our sympathies are with her; and surely it is the
Anglo-Saxon poet’s recognition of the fact that powerful passion will not be constrained by the
normal bonds of society that gives this poem its universal appeal.”*®

Life and love and longing are here, and they are real, despite the best efforts of societal law-

57 of the critical re-writers and re-

givers and law-enforcers, and “the many desperate attempts’
interpreters of poetry past and present. But as small a sample of these passions as we see in the
frauenlieder, or female laments, of two Anglo-Saxon poems, they plant the seeds for traditions that
follow, especially for the eleventh- and twelfth-century poetry of a group of Occitanian singers
and poets we have long since learned to call the Troubadours.®® From that combined Arabic,
Spanish, and Occitanian root™ springs the flowering orchard of so much of later poetry, from the
German Minnesingers, to the Italian poets of the dolce stil novo (culminating in the works of Dante
and Petrarch), to Shakespeare, the Romantics, the Wildean aesthetes, and the powerful works
of modern authors like the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda® and the Syrian poet Nizar Qabbani.*
But even as we have seen poetry thrive, expressing that “powerful passion [that] will not be
constrained by the normal bonds of society,” so we have also seen—from the days of Origen
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and Akiba until now—the anti-humanist attempts to channel, reformulate, and control it grow
stronger, more systematic, and infinitely more destructive.” It is this systematic destruction, this
ancient and ongoing attempt to control the minds and hearts of others, that a reformulated and
more truly universal humanism should, and must, stand against.

Such a reformulated humanism is what Edward Said defined, late in his career, as that which
“must think of itself as life-enhancing and constitutively opposed to every form of tyranny,
domination, and abuse; its social goals are noncoercive knowledge produced in the interests
of human freedom.”* Poetry is only a small part of that necessary struggle, but it is the bat-
tleground that contains all others—for it represents, as Plato feared, all of life in its blend of
passions, failings, and (as Goethe describes it), eternal striving: Es irrt der Mensch, solang er strebt®*
[Man makes mistakes as long as he strives]. Such mistakes, and such relentless striving to over-
come them have characterized the always-imperfect humanist project since Protagoras, and that
unyielding human spirit will, one hopes, continue to oppose tyranny, domination, and abuse
long into the future.
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Notes

1 Miriam Muth. “Delete as Appropriate: Writing Between the Lines of Female Orality in The Wife’s
Lament.” Women and Language: Essays on Gendered Communication across Media. Edited by Melissa Ames
and Sarah Himsel Burcon (Jefferson: McFarland & Co., 2011), 66.

2 Albert C. Baugh and Kemp Malone. The Literary History of England: Vol 1: The Middle Ages (to 1500)
(London: Routledge, 1967), 91.

3 Muth. 64.

4 Stanley B. Greenfield. ““Wulf and Eadwacer”: All Passion Pent.” Anglo-Saxon England, Volume 15. Ed-
ited by Peter Clemoes, Simon Keynes, and Michael Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1986), 14.

5 Caesar Augustus sought, through legislation, to control the sexual mores and behaviors of his people. The
Lex Iulia de Maritandis Ordinibus of 18 BCE restricted marriage between the social classes, and the Lex Iulia
de Adulteriis Coercendis of the same year made adultery punishable by banishment. By the end of the first
century CE, the Song of Songs, which had long been enjoyed as a secular love song, was redefined at the
Council of Jamnia as an allegory of the love between Yahweh and his people, and thus rendered “safe” for
inclusion into the developing Hebrew canon. See Michael Bryson and Arpi Movsesian. Love and its Critics:
From the Song of Songs to Shakespeare and Milton’s Eden (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2017).

6 Two brief examples of this kind of censorious rewriting (drawn from the treatments of the Song of Songs)
will suffice here to illustrate both the strenuous lengths to which such critics will go, and the antiquity
of this critical tradition. Before looking at Origen’s strained interpretation, let’s look directly at the
opening words of the young woman’s song at 1:2. (All translations in this chapter are my own, and the
Hebrew Biblical text is quoted here from Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. Edited by Karl Elliger and Will-
helm Rudolph (Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft, 1983.):

T PITORI0 7P AD NI Y
[Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for your loving is better than wine.]

For Origen, this is far too direct, erotic, and physical. So, in his hands, this is transformed into an al-
legory for the relationship between Christ (the Bridegroom) and the Church or the individual believer
(the Bride):
propter hoc ad te Patrem sponsi mei precem fundo et obsecro, ut tandem miseratus amorem meum
mittas eum, ut iam non mihi per ministros suos angelos dumtaxat et prophetas loquatur, sed ipse per
semet ipsum veniat et osculetur me ab osculis oris sui, verba scilicet in os meum sui oris infundat,
ipsum audiam loquentem, ipsum videam docentem. Haec enim sunt Christi oscula quae porrexit ec-
clesiae, cum in adventu suo ipse praesens in carne positus locutus est ei verba fidei et caritas et pacis”

(Origen. Commentaire sur le Cantique des Cantiques. Vol 1. Texte de la Version Latine de Rufin. Edited
by Luc Bresard, Henri Crouzel, and Marcel Borret (Paris: Editions du Cerf, 1991), 180)

[For this reason I beg you, Father of my spouse, pouring out this prayer that you will have pity for
the sake of my love for him, so that not only will the angels and the prophets speak to me through
his ministers, but that he will come, and “let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth” by his own
self, that is, to pour his words into my mouth with his breath, that I might hear him speak, and see
him teach. For these are the kisses of Christ, who offered them to the Church when at his coming,
he made himself present in the flesh, and spoke the words of faith and love and peace.]

For later Hebrew readers of the Song of Songs, such as the writers and compilers of the Babylonian
Talmud, the sensuality therein posed a similar dilemma, which they solved in a similar way, by inter-
preting various sensual/erotic details as references to the Sanhedrin, the judicial body appointed in
each Israelite city:
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(“Tractate Sanhedrin.” Hebrew English Edition of the Babylonian Talmud. Edited by Rabbi Isidore
Epstein (London: Socino Press, 1969), 37a))
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[Your navel is like a round goblet which lacks no wine: that navel—that is the Sanhedrin [...] Your
belly is like a heap of wheat [Song of Songs 7:2]: even as we profit from wheat, so also we profit from
the Sanhedrin’s reasonings.]

For a more in-depth discussion of this tradition of critical rewriting of the Song of Songs, see Michael
Bryson and Arpi Movsesian, Love and its Critics (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 2017), 37-57.
Ic pis giedd wrece bi me ful geomorre,
minre sylfre sd. ic pat secgan mag
hweat ic yrmba gebad, sippan ic up weox,
niwes oppe ealdes, no ma ponne nu.
A ic wite wonn minra wraecsipa.
@rest min hlaford gewat heonan of leodum
ofer ypa gelac; hefde ic uhtceare
hwar min leodfruma londes ware.
da ic me feran gewat folgad secan,
wineleas wraecca for minre weapearfe.
ongunnon pat pas monnes magas hycgan
purh dyrne gepoht pat hy todzlden unc,
pxt wit gewidost in woruldrice
lifdon ladlicost; ond mec longade.
het mec hlaford min her heard niman;
ahte ic leofra Iyt on pissum londstede,
holdra freonda; forpon is min hyge geomor.
da ic me ful gemzcne monnan funde,
heardszligne, hygegomorne,
mod mipendne, morpor hycgendne,

blipe gebaero. ful oft wit beotedan

pxt unc ne gedelde nemne dead ana,
owiht elles; eft is paet onhworfen,

is nu swa hit no were

freondscipe uncer. sceal ic feor ge neah
mines felalcofan f2hdu dreogan.

Heht mec mon wunian on wuda bearwe,
under actreo in pam eordscrefe.

eald is pes eordsele, eal ic eom oflongad;
sindon dena dimme, duna uphea,

bitre burgtunas brerum beweaxne,

wic wynna leas ful oft mec her wrape begeat
fromsip frean. frynd sind on eorpan,
leofe lifgende, leger weardiad,

ponne ic on uhtan ana gonge

under actreo geond pas eordscrafu.

ber ic sittan mot sumorlangne dag,

per ic wepan mag mine wracsipas,
earfopa fela; forpon ic =fre ne mag

pare modceare minre gerestan

ne ealles paes longapes pe mec on pissum life begeat.

a scyle geong mon wesan geomormod,
heard heortan gepoht; swylce habban sceal
blipe gebaro eac pon breostceare,

sinsorgna gedreag; sy @t him sylfum gelong
eal his worulde wyn. sy ful wide fh

feorres folclondes pzt min freond sited
under stanhlipe storme behrimed,

wine werigmod, watre beflowen

on dreorsele, droged se min wine

micle modceare; he gemon to oft
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wynlicran wic. wa bid pam pe sceal
of langope leofes abidan.
(“The Wife’s Lament.” The Exeter Book, Part II. Edited by W. S. Mackie
(London: Oxford University Press, 1934), 152, 154.)

As Muth remarks, “the speaker’s use of female adjectival and pronomial endings in phrases of self-
description [...] leaves no doubt that she is a woman” (Muth, 64).
Leodum is minum swylce him mon lac gife;
willad hy hine apecgan gif he on preat cymed.
ungelic is us.
wulf is on iege ic on operre.
feest is paet eglond fenne biworpen
sindon walreowe weras par on ige;
willad hy hine apecgan gif he on preat cymed
ungelice is us.
waulfes ic mines widlastum wenum hogode;
ponne hit was renig weder ond ic reotugu set.
ponne mec se beaducafa bogum bilegde,
was me wyn to pon, was me hwapre eac lad.
wulf min wulf wena me pine
seoce gedydon pine seldcymas
murnende mod nales meteliste
gehyrest pu, eadwacer uncerne earne hwelp
bired wulf to wuda
paet mon eape toslited patte nefre gesomnad waes
uncer giedd geador.
(“Wulf and Eadwacer.” The Exeter Book, Part II. Edited by W.S. Mackie
(London: Oxford University Press, 1934), 86.)
Greenfield, 12-13.
Marilynn Desmond. “The Voice of Exile: Feminist Literary History and the Anonymous Anglo-Saxon
Elegy.” Critical Inquiry 16. Spring 1990, 587.
For an in-depth discussion of this pattern, based in what Paul Ricoeur has called the hermeneutics of
suspicion (les herméneutiques du soupgon), see Bryson and Movsesian, Love and its Critics, 10-22. See also
Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015).
Desmond, 574.
David Clark. Between Medieval Men: Male Friendship and Desire in Early Medieval English Literature (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2009), 30.
Ibid., 31.
Greenfield, 7.
Ibid.
“Une premiére évidence éclate aux yeux: 1’éloignement du moyen age, la distance irrécupérable qui nous
en sépare [...] la poésie médiévale releve d’un univers qui nous est devenu étranger” (Paul Zumthor.
Essai de Poétique Médiévale (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1972), 19).
“Lorsqu’'un homme de notre siécle affronte une ceuvre du Xlle siécle, la durée qui les sépare I'un de
lautre dénature jusqu’a I’effacer la relation qui, ordinairement, s’établit entre I’auteur et le lecteur par la
médiation du texte: c’est a2 peine si ’'on peut parler encore de relation. Qu’est-ce en effet qu’un lecture
vraie, sinon un travail ot se trouvent a la fois impliqués le lecteur et la culture a laquelle il participe? Tra-
vail correspondant a celui qui produsuit le texte et ot furent impliqués le auteur et son propre univers.
A I’égard d’un texte médiéval, la correspndance ne se produit plus spontanément. La perception méme
de la forme devient équivoque. Les métaphores s'obscurcissent, le comparant s’écarte du comparé. Le
lecteur reste engagé dans son temps; le texte, par un effet tenant a I’accumulation des durées intermédi-
aires, apparait comme hors du temps, ce qui est une situation contradictoire” (Ibid., 20).
The source of this argument is the now-infamous thesis of Jacob Burckhardt, who argues that we cannot
understand people who lived in the Middle Ages because they understood themselves in a way that is
unfamiliar to us today, not as individuals who may be part of a whole, but strictly as pieces of that larger whole:
Im Mittelalter lagen die beiden Seiten des BewuBtseins—nach der Welt hin und nach dem Innern
des Menschen selbst—wie unter einem gemeinsamen Schleier triumend oder halbwach. Der Schleier
war gewoben aus Glauben, Kindesbefangenheit und Wahn; durch ihn hindurch gesehen erschienen
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Welt und Geschichte wundersam gefirbt, der Mensch aber erkannte sich nur als Race, Volk, Partei,
Corporation. Familie oder sonst in irgend einer Form des Allgemeinen.

[In the Middle Ages the two sides of consciousness—that turned toward the world and that turned
toward the inner self of man—were dreaming or half awake under a common veil. The veil was
woven of faith, childish partiality, and delusion, through which the world and its history appeared
in miraculous hues, but Man recognized himself only as a race, a people, a party, a corporation, a
family, or otherwise in any general or common form.|

(Jacob Burckhardt. Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien: Ein Versuch
[The Culture of the Renaissance in Italy: An Essay]
(Basel: Schweighauser, 1860), 131.)

One wonders, perhaps, at how Peter Abelard and Heloise D’Argenteuil would have reacted to being de-
scribed in such a way, much less such figures as Guilhem de Poitou, Bertran de Born, or Dante Alighieri
(or the Francesca de Rimini the latter poet so famously describes in his Inferno). Though it has not always
gone by the same name, the anti-humanist (even anti-human) trend in scholarship has deep roots.
Marijane Osborne. “The Text and Context of Wulf and Eadwacer.” The Old English Elegies: New Essays
in Criticism and Research. Edited by Martin B. Green (Madison: Farleigh Dickinson University Press,
1983), 183-184.
Odysseus, when offered immortality by Calypso, can think only of return to Penelope, whom the
goddess describes as “onv dhoxov, Tig T’ aitv ééAdeat fipata mavia” [Your wife, she that you ever long for
daily, in every way.] Homer. Odyssey, 5.210. Volume I, Books 1-12. Edited by A.T. Murray (Cambridge:
Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University Press, 1919). Their reunion in the Odyssey is among the
most romantic stories ever told in any language anywhere, and the poem is not shy about narrating the
passionate and sexual element of that reunited love.
Dido begs Aeneas (her romantic and sexual lover) not to leave her:
mene fugis? per ego has lacrimas dextramque tuam te
(quando aliud mihi iam miserae nihil ipsa reliqui),
per conubia nostra, per inceptos hymenaeos,
si bene quid de te merui, fuit aut tibi quicquam
dulce meum, miserere domus labentis et istam,
oro, si quis adhuc precibus locus, exue mentem
(The Aeneid. 4.314-19. In Virgil, 2 vols. Edited by H. Rushton Fairclough.
Loeb Classical Library (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1960))

You're running from me? By these tears and by your hand,
(since there is nothing else for my miserable self),
through our marriage, by the way our wedding took place,
if I have deserved well of you, or if there was anything
sweet about me, have mercy on a falling house, and yet,
I pray you, if there is room for prayers, change your mind.
Hero, on learning of the death of Leander (her romantic and sexual lover), commits suicide:

polndov mpokdpnvog an’ NAPatov Téce THPyoL.
kad 8" ‘Hpal 1€0vnke ohv OAALUEVE TapaKoity,
AAMA@V &' andvavto Koi £V Topdte nep OAEOP®
(Musaeus. Hero and Leander. Edited by Thomas Gelzer
(Cambridge: Loeb Classical Library, Harvard University
Press, 1973), 11.341-43)

with a rushing sound, she fell head-first from her high tower.
Hero died next to her dead husband,
and at last in death, each had joy in the other.
Elaine Baruch. Women, Love, and Power: Literary and Psychoanalytic Perspectives (New York: NYU Press,
1991), 27.
For a full discussion of the transition in poetry from the early Sicilian poets, through the dolce stil novo
school, to Dante and Petrarch, see Bryson and Movsesian, Love and its Critics, 300-330.
Greenfield, 8.
Ibid., 9.
Muth, 62.
Ibid.
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more extreme case of Leon Trotsky, for example, the argument is that all art is inherently political, and in
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0GBEKTHBHOTO HCTOPUYECKOTO MPOLECCca, BCErAa OOLIECTBEHHOCTYkeOHO, UCTOpHUeCKU-yTHanTapHo ™ [dis-
putes about “pure art” and directed (political) art [...] do not suit us. The materialist dialectic is higher
than this: for her art, from the perspective of an objective historical process, is always a public ser-
vant, historically utilitarian.] (JIuteparypa u peBontouus [Literature and Revolution] (Moscow: ITonutusnar
[Politizdat], 1991), 134). But as Leo Tolstoy contends, art is perhaps the ultimate humanist endeavor, an
attempt to bring human beings into communion across borders of time, space, and language:
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[Art is one of the means of communication between people. Every work of art causes the perceiver
to enter into a certain kind of communication with the one who produced or is producing the art,
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the same artistic impression.]
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Unfortunately, it seems that Trotsky is more contemporary than Tolstoy where the criticism surround-
ing art and poetry is concerned. What Neema Parvini has referred to as “an incredibly dangerous [...]
and above all anti-human way of thinking” (“Rejecting Progress in the Name of ‘Cultural Appropri-
ation.”” Quillette, August 22, 2018. http://quillette.com/2018/08/22/rejecting-progress-in-the-name-
of-cultural-appropriation/) is—and has been since Plato—the form of thinking that has been most
determined to reduce poetry to ideology and most opposed to the expansions of human possibility, even
when that opposition comes in the form of seemingly liberal and liberatory rhetoric.
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