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ABSTRACT

In this paper I intend to analyse the season of winter

as a metaphor for bondage and release in Deor, The Finn Episode,

The Ruin, The Wanderer and The Seafarer. The first three

poems will be examined for the psychological and symbolic
usages of winter as both cause of and mirror for the pro-
tagonists' feelings. A delineation of the theme in The Ruin
will subsecuently illustrate whether the forms of release
that the protagonists have adopted to describe their re-
instatement into society, are satisfactory or not, The

Wanderer will be examined by a concentration on the image of

winter again in terms of bondage and release by this temporal

season. The major focus, however, will be on The Seafarer

in order to perceive how winter is used on an allegorical
level as a means towards ultimate release. Here I shall
conclude that the very factors which make the winter season
an effective metapvhor for bondage make it, paradoxically, a

perfect metaphor for release.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

This paper has been under the supervision of Dr.
Laurel Braswell, to whom I am deeply indebted for her con-
stant encouragement and constructive criticism, without which

I could not have continued.



PREFACE

This discussion considers the winter settings in

Decr, The Finn Episode, The Ruin, The Wanderer and The

Seafarer as realistic backgrounds for human action and
suggests further that, subtly concealed within the frame-

work of the natural setting, is a spiritual quality which
enables the season of winter to function simultaneously on
several levels as a metaphor for human bondage. At the same
time, those bonds which entrap man mav be seen as the means

by which he can arrive at an awareness of the nature of things
of this world and move toward ultimate spiritual release

in the next.

The progression in awareness which arises from phyv-
sical and spiritual bondage is the theme of this paper, and
for the sake of thematic continuity, I have discarded any
semblance of chronological format in my discussion of these

elegies. Deor, The Ruin and The Finn Episode will be exa-

mined for the basic literary uses of winter as causing and
representing physical and psychoclogical bondage. The fcllow-

ing chapters on The Wanderer and The Seafarer will continue

along this line of investigation, but the increasing amount

cf allegorical content, especially in The Seafarer, urges
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The nature of this study necessitates a brief in-
troductory chapter on early 'heroic' (i.e. northern pre-
Christian) and Christian perspectives on the season of win-
ter. Aside from the periodic uses of patristic documentation
in the last two chapters, however, the poems themselves
will be discussed with respect to the specific uses of win-
ter by the Anglo-Saxon poets. An understanding of winter
in these elegies will point out the manifest importance
of the season which preludes the new season of rebirth and
will reveal that thematic and structural unity has been
achieved by the use of winter as a metaphor for bondage, and

as a means of release.
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INTRODUCTION
Early Perspectives on Winter

The metaphorical usages of winter imagery to repre-
sent hardship and misery came as a result of the close iden-
tification of the Germanic peovles with their natural envir-

1 g . — .
onment. To the militaristic, seafaring peoples in close
contact with nature, rough wintrv seas and inclement
weather posed major problems of a highly practical kind.

The emphasis on the hostile and violent side of nature was

thus brought to their attention on a level of action, for they

not only had to contend with other warring peoples, but also
had to struggle for their existence against the natural

elements of winter. The severity of ccld and the onslaught
of winter storms were of such importance that references to

them were recorded in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, often with

specific references to the nature of the storms which swept

over the country:

761, In this year was the hard winter.
1047. Aft r Candlemas (2 February) in this same vear came
the severe winter with frost and snow and wide-

1 3 .
For primary sources on early Germanic peoples' way

of life and areas of habitation see Tacitus, Germania, trans.
by H.S. Mattingly, On Britain and Germany (Harmondsworth,
1948). See also The Whole Works o*C King Alfred the Great,
ed. J.A. Giles, two volumes, (Lon don: Bosworth and Harrison,
1858) . By 01d English Cn:onlcles, ed. J.A. Giles, (Lon-
don,




spread storms: it was so severe that no living
man could remember another like it, because of
the mortalityv of both men and cattle; both
birds and fish perished because of the hard
frost and from hunger.

1111, The winter this year was very long, the weather
bitter and severe; in conseguence the crops were
badly damaged, and there was the worst murrain
in living memoryv.

1115. This year the winter was so severe with snow and
frost that no man living remembered a severer,
because of it there was fearful pestilence among
cattle. 2

The severity of the winter storms and profound influ-
ence upon daily life may have led to a practical division
of time between hot and cold seasons instead of weeks or

3 ; R . ‘
months. The earlv Germanic division of the year into two

. ; 4
seasons 1s noted in the Exeter Gnomes:

winter sceal geweorpan,wgder eft cuman,
sumor swegle hat. (77-78)

winter shall go, fair weather return, summer-hot.
Tacitus, in his Germania, supplies additional evidence to
5
support this yearly division:
unde annum guoque ipsum non in totidem digerunt species:
hiems et ver et aestas intellectum ac vocabula habent,

autumni perinde nomen ac bona ignorantur.

accordingly the yvear itself is not divided into as manv

2 .
G.M. Garmonsway, trans., 3rd edition, (London:

Dent, 1975), pp. 1lff. All subsequent references are to this
particular edition unless otherwise stated.

Bl : ) .
Cf. Tacitus, Germania, XXVI,

4 ’ ; ; g
Blanche Williams, Gnomic Poetry in Anglo-Saxon,
(New York: Ams Press, 1966).

5 . v g
Tacitus, itbhid., 26




parts as with us: winter, spring, summer, each has a

meaning and a name; of autumn the name alike and boun-

ties are unknown.
The yearly Germanic division is thus derived from the sensi-
tivity of the early peoples to climatic changes which often-
times imposed restrictions on their seafaring way of life.

The warmer months as well saw an increase in producti-
vity by insuring finer weather and therebyv enabling the peoples
comparatively easy mobility over land and sea, which the
colder months made almost impossible. Winter-guarters be-
came a necessity, then, to ensure that the men had a home
base if they could not return to their homeland during
the winter months. Although winter-quarters were used pri-
marily as strategic bases from which to carry forth attacks
against the enemy, there is little doubt that the procure-
ment of safe shelter from the onslaught of winter storms was
a major factor in the establishment of these quarters.
Ample provision of firewood and food was henceforth to pro-
tact the men against the wintry elements of nature, if not
from the attacks of men.
The severity of winter led the early peoples to re-

gard the season with some dread, and the preternatural occur-
rences during the winter added to the belief that winter was

al-igned with the darker forces of nature. The Chronicle

6 . . i

According to the Chronicle, winter-quarters were
secured by Alfred, who was thus able to attack his enemy
without returning to his home between the vears of 868 A.D.

and 886 A.D. Such procedures seem guite common, as illus-
trated throughout early literature. Cf. Njal's Saga, trans.
by Magnus Magnusson and H. Palsson (Penguin, 1960); Egil's

Saga, trans. by H. Palsson and Paul Edwards, (Penguin, 1976).
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notes that in A.D. 1117 strange happenings followed the
onslaught of winter storms:
in this yvear also, on the night cf 1 December, thers

were violent stcrms, with thunder, lightning, rain
and hail. And for a great part of the night of 11

December, the moon appeared to turn all bloody and after-

wards was eclipsed. Also on the night of 16 December
the heaven was seen veryv red, as if there were 2 con-
flagration in the sky. On the octave of St. John the
Evangelist (3 January) occurred the great earthaguake
in Lombardy, as a result of which many churches, towers
and houses collapsed, and wrought great havoc among the

people.

In this passage, the association of the color of the moon

with the term "bloody" pcints towards a man-nature relation-

ship, wrought by man's ability to conceive of natural vhen-

omena in terms of his own experiential knowledge. Such des-

criptions are, in northern mythology, transferred to greaterx

ot

ract phenomena such as the seasons, which may be inter-
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and rebirth.

Because there is little extant English mythology

from which to frame a reference to winter, a survey of Scan-

dinavian literature, particularly Icelandic works, will en-

able us to view winter in terms of man's own experiential

knowledge. The extent to which Scandinavian mythology in-
whether

fluenced the Anglo-Saxons, or ¥ +the ideas in Snorri Stur-

luson's thirteenth-century Prose or Younger Edda were the

accepted notions of all Northerniren, is unknown, but, as Pro-

reted as natural parallels to man's own cyvcle of lifs, death,

fessor Tolkien remarks, attitudes towards winter could not
7
""Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics", in An Anthol-
v of Beowulf Criticism, ed. Lewis E. Nicholson, (Ncotre Dame,

63) ; D: 10
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tc make analogical statements impossi-

The close identification of man with his natural en-
vironment results in a unigue treatment of winter which fo-
cuses on its state of stormy activity. On a literal level,
the northern peoples view the winter season as a series of
stages wherebv each month exhibits certain antagonistic
gualities:

the first in winter is the Month of Cattle-Slaughter;
then Freezing-Month, then Rain Month. 8

This guality of destructive cold is then picked up in the
Edda and transferred by a unigue characterization of winter:

how should winter be periphrased? Thus: call it Son of
Vindsvalf, Destruction of Serpents, Tempest-Season. 9

- ST | ; :
In the Lav of Vafthudthnir v the "Father" of Winter is

succinctly described as "cold-hearted, all that kin" and =z
further description of "kin" indicates that

these were kinsmen grim and chilly-breasted, and Winter
has their temper. 11

Winter, according to the Edda, is both a personified entity
and an abstract force, with all the literal and figurative
aspects of coldness associated with the physical and psycho-

logical gualities of coldness cf heart and spirit. Endowed

8Lines are from Arthur Brodeur's edition of The
Prose Edda, (New York: Am. Scandinavian Foundation, 1929),
P 223

?Ipid., p. 220.

lOFrom The Poetic dea, tran

ver. of Texas Print, 19

Yrpia., v, 32.

de o & -
cin: Uni

n
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with such qualities, winter can be interpreted as a warrior
with powers beyond human capability. Although winter is
essentially amoral, the qualities associated with the season
place it in a class with those darker forces which seek to
destroy man. The enormity of the problem of contending with
winter and the elemental forces it harbours becomes more
difficult when those elements in turn become personified
forces of evil, forces capable of the greatest destruction

to body and soul. Scandinavian and early Germanic literature
contain many tales of the victories of heroic warriors who
battle against these beings whose homes are in the remotest
areas of the known world.l2 It is difficult to disassoci-
ate the season of natural violence from these personified
forces of evil, for winter is not indicative of growth and
regeneration as is the season of spring. This association
between winter and evil denizens may be seen in the literature
of the north, particularly in Snorri's Edda and the Voluspa.
In these works the apocalypse known as the Ragnarok is ex-

amined.

In the Gylfaginning and the Voluspa the fusion of

heat and intense cold create and destroy life in the Scan-
dinavian universe. The first life in the form of Ymir, the
"Rime-Giant", 1s caused by the melting of the ice of Nifl-

heim. His affinitvy with the cold, however, denies him the

2 - B - . .
L Cf. Beowulf: An Introduction, ed. R.W. Chambers with

supp. by C.L. Wrenn, (Cambridge: University Press, 1959), pp.
451FF .




possibility of goodness and the result is that

by no means do we acknowledge him God, he was evil and
all his kindred. (p. 18)

The evil that is inherent in ¥Y¥mir at the moment of his crea-
tion is thus woven within the fabric of the universe, and his
progeny and the offspring of Loki effect man's ultimate des-
truction.

The association of evil with intense cold leads to
the use of winter as a backdrop against which human drama
is played as well as an active participant in their final
end. The Fimbulvatr or "Awful Winter" is the final stage in
the Ragnarok, and that there was a widespread belief in
the apocalypse has been well attested to in many archeologi-
cal findings. Hilda Ellis Davidson notes particular in-
scriptions on Swedish heroic gravestones, one of which reads
"earth shall be torn asunder as well as the high heaven”,l3
and she further notes in her study the apocalyptic events in

Saxo Grammaticus' Gesta Danorum VIII, 262, at the death of

Harald of Denmark.l4 Furthermore, Mrs. Davidson examines a
series of carvings on the tenth-century Gosforth Cross, which
.depicts men and monsters contending with each other in addi-
tion to other apocalyptic scenes.15 Mrs. Davidson submits

the belief that

3Gods and Myths of Northern Europe, (Harmondsworth,
1964) , p. 205.

i

Yon, ait., p. 205

“2Ibid., p. 207




these carvings give us the right to assume what the liter-
ary evidence implies, namely that Ragnarok was a wide-
spread popular image in the heathen north, and need not
be accounted for by imitations of scholars, or borrowings
by bookish men from the written literature of the East. 16
The dismal climate, the volcanic flames, the intense cold, and
the long nights could easily lead to the interpretation of the
Ragnarok that is prevalent in Snorri's prose version and the
Voluspa. The Fimbulvatr with its cold seasons and wild
ragings of the natural elements is subsequently a depiction
of what might have occurred had the Ragnarok become more than
just a mythical reality:
in that time snow shall drive from all gquarters; frosts
shall be great then, and winds sharp; there will be no
virtue in the sun., The winters shall proceed three in
succession and no summer between; but first shall come
three other winters, such that all over the world there
shall be mighty battles. (p. 77)
The age, replete with warfare, famine, chaos and destruction
is succinctly described by the poet as an "axe-age, a sword-
age...a wind-age, a wolf-age, ere the world totters." (p. 78)
Winter's power to destroy leads towards an interpre-
tation that draws both the season and the monsters together
against the gods and men of the universe. So close is their
relationship that R.B. Anderson considers the monsters as ex-
ternal manifestations of the season,l7 Thomas Carlyle affirms

that "Frost, Fire, Sea, Tempest, these are Jotuns“,18 and

161pig., p. 208

l7Norse Mythology: The Religion of Our For=fathers, se-
cond ed., (Boston: Milford House, 1891, rep. 1974), p. 29,197.

B ™ N i
"On Heroes and Hero-Worship", taken from Anderson's
edition, p. 38-9.



Joseph Fontenrose impresses upon the reader the aspect of

winter which

represents

transfers the season to the side of chaos and

all dreadful forces that remain in the world and period-

ically threaten the god-won order; hurricane,
volcanic eruption, earthquake, eclipse, disease,

flood, fire,
famine,

winter, darkness, death. They imagined that...the demon
himself came back to life and renewed the combat...striving
for disorder, a return to primeval activity. 19

As representative of the demon chaos, winter is antithetical to

the other seasons which foster
The association of winter with
to its definition as that of a
scribing man and the things of
the limitations of

to 'escape'

life and encourage new growth.
man's own destruction leads
temporal boundary, circum-
this world.

Man's inability

his mortality is the result

of his inability to find a release from the aspect of change
which is brought by time. It is this specific interpretation
of winter which is of major importance in the theological
discussions of time and eternity.

I have used the Scandinavian apocalyvpse in an effort
to illustrate the prevalence of winter as a period of des-
truction and to depict man's inability to escape from time and
mortality. Although there is a recurring time of rebirth and
regeneration in the northern mythology, there appears to be
little or no hope for man in the world:

Earth sinks in the sea, the sun turns black,
Cast down from the Heaven are the hot stars,

l 9 <! = 15 @ a 1 2 :
Python: A Study of Delphic Myth and Its Origins,
(Rerkeley: University of California Press, 1958), p. 218.
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Fumes reek, into flames burst,
The sky itself is scorched with fire.

I see Earth rising a second time

Out of the foam, fair and green;

Down from the fells, fish to capture,

Wings the eagle; waters flow. 20
Out of destruction life rises anew, but the individual who is
circumscribed by time, fate and the things of this world is
unable to find rebirth once his alloted time on earth is
finished. Man departs with the o0ld world of which he is a
part, and while mankind as a whole is able to resume activity,
the individual must exist in a negative state. With a know-
ledge and awareness of death, I turn to the interpretation of
winter as the endedaeg of man in Scandinavian literature.

The pervading atmosphere of fatalism, of stoic accep-
tance of the hostile wavs of the world, may have arisen from
the lack of fixed notions concerning the after-life of man.
Snorri in his prose version submits certain ideas concerning
the judgement of man and the allocation of punishment in the
netherworld: the righteous move to Gimle, the heroes pvartake
of the delights of Valhalla, and the evil men are transported
to Niflheim, whereas the worst culprits are subject to the
torturing heat and cold of Nastrand. Apart from this schema-
tized vision of the after-life, however, the emphasis on this
life rather than the next indicates that definite views of
the after-life were not accepted by the northern peoples. As

Hilda Ellis Davidson says in her conclusion to her edition of

2UThe Poetic Edda, eds. P. Taylor and S. Auden, p. 152.




1.1

The Road to Hel,

the evidence for the future life in Norse literature
seemed...to deal rather with journeys towards an under-
ground realm than with any continuous life lived there
after death. 21

The realm of Hel, etymologically defined as the "covered

place" from the OE helan ("to conceal") is given human form

in mythology as the daughter of Loki, who controls the spirits
of the netherworld. There she is to "apportion all abodes
among those that were sent to her: that is, men dead of sick-
ness and old age" (ch. 34). The reference to men that are
sent to her is important, for it illustrates that all men,

not necessarily the evil ones, go to her. The more common
view of Hel as a realm also points towards its definition as

a place of the dead rather than any place of pain and retri-
bution as is the Christian hell.

The northern Hel, then, as a place similar to Hade522
or Sheol,23 is a shadowy realm where one remains in a negative

existence, and is neither rewarded nor punished for his actions

on earth. Even Baldr, the god of Light, is consigned to Hel

21Cambridge: University Press, 1943, p. 195. Cf. E.O0.G.
Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion of the North, (Connecticut:
Greenwood Press, 1964), p. 269-74.

22Cf. Virgil, The Aeneid. Trans. bv Allen Mandelbaum,
(Bantam, 1972), Bk. VI, pp. 133-62.

23Cf. From Death to Life, ed. Robert Martin-Archard,
(Edinborough and London: Ovier and Boyd, 1960), p. 37. He
states, "Sheol was the lifeless land, the world of chaos, the
non-world...Sheol does not denote a mere place; rather it stands
for a state, a condition in which life ceases to be liwveable
for man."
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after his death, and his departure to the netherworld illus-
trates the inability of even the gods to escape their inevit-

e, 24 5 , e
able fate. As a realm for all men and gods, Hel signifies
the limitations of existence, and all that man could hope for
would be the ceontinuation of his name among the living after
he departs.

The lack of a well-defined structure of the here-
after results in the placing of great importance on life in
this world, for there is no hope of redemption or transforma-
tion after death. By adhering to a general code of heroism, how-
ever, man can step beyond his mortality by ensuring that,
through acts of braverv, his name will live in the minds of
men. Hilda Ellis Davidson puts forth the belief that

we find in the myths no sense of bitterness at the harsh-
ness and unfairness of life, but rather a spirit of

heroic resignation: humanity is born to trouble, but cour-
age, adventure, and the wonders of life are matters of
thankfulness to be enjoyed while life is still granted to
us. The great gifts of the gods were readiness to face
the world as it was, the luck that sustains men in tight

places, and the opportunity to win that glory which alone
can outlive death. 25

A reliance on worldly glory or dom leads to a necessityv for the
heroic warriocr to approximate, as Morteon Bloomfieldconfirms, what
would be considered in his heroic societv as a state of per-

fection according to his own ethical code.26 The gods and men

Op. Cits D 162,

23Gods and Myths of Northern Europe, p. 218.

2 - : - N - .
“6"Some Reflections on the Mediaeval Idea of Perfection',
in Franciscan Studies, 17 (1957), p. 226.
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may not win the final victory over the forms of chaos, but
their courage is, as affirmed by J.R.R. Tolkien, all the more
perfect because without hope.27 The ability to reach that
plateau of heroism removes the warrior from anonymity and places
him forever in the hearts and memories of men.

The bonds of temporality which are represented by the
season of winter may take many forms, all of which may seek
to bring man's life to an end: old age, sickness, and feud.
Although old'age may result in wisdom as, for example, with
Hrothgar in the Anglo-Saxon epic, Beowulf, old age is still a
prelude to death. In northern mythology, even the greatest
of wisdom and the best feats of courage are no match for the
greater powers of time; as Prof. Tolkien says, man is "doomed
to daien,?®

The gradual amalgamation of northern heroic beliefs and
Roman Christian concepts leads to a new level of meaning where
man is a subject of God; though he must die, his death is given
new meaning in the kingdom of the Lord. An awareness of a
steady continuum of time as opposed to that aspect of time,
the essence of which is change,29 leads to the ability of the
Christian man to remove himself from the bonds of his temporality.

When viewed in this light, the season of winter is subordinated

27 e 3 S
"Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics", pp. 71.
28 o ,
"Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics", p. 77.
29 £ " 4 - 3 s -* £ m 4 ~ 1
CE. "Transition 1n Renaissance Ideas of Time and the
Place of Giordano Bruno", by G.F. Waller, Necophil. 55-56

(1971-2), pp. 3-13.
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n

in importance to the coming season of spring, which denotes

a new life for each and every individual: winter, though a
time of destruction and infertility, is a part of God's over-
all plan in the working of life through death. Edwin's
coun_sellor, in the well-known passage from Bede's Historia

Ecclesiastica, sayvs,

While he (the sparrow) is inside, he is safe from the win-
ter storms; but after a few moments of comfort, he vanishes
from sight into the wintry world from whence he came.
Even so, man appears on earth for a little while; but of
what went before this life or of what follows, we know
nothing. Therefore, if this new teaching has brought anv
more certain knowledge, it seems only right that we should
follow it. 30
The overwhelming need for an understanding of the unknown
leads to a dependence on Roman Christianity's codified teach-
ings which transform the unknown into the realm of God, and
allay all fears which had been formerly associated with the
unknown. Faith and adherence to the heavenly drvht enables man
to feach his goal, with heaven as the place where all will be
rewarded for their behavior on earth. Thus, though winter
appears to be limiting and defining man's existence, the chaotic
realm is transformed into the bright state wherein the soul
is at one with God; inversely, the existence of man on earth
becomes a brief but painful time of hardship, misery and
sufferance. The wintry darkness, paradoxically, becomes man's

hope, for he can move through and beyond the perception of

symbolic "limitations" into the state of ultimate perfection.

30 —— r e At . . 5
Bede, A History of the English Church and People, trans.
by Leo Shirlev-Price, (Edinborough: Penguin, 1962), p. 127.



Frank Kermode affirms that Christianity fulfills the arche-

typal need in man who enters the world in medias res, for

it speaks

humanly of a life's importance in relation to it...a
need in the moment of existence to belong, to be related
to a beginning and an end. 31

He claims that eternity may be seen as linear for man is granted

everlasting peace and jov in the heavenly kingdom of God.

Citing Augustine, whose views lie behind almost all medieval

treatments of time and eternity, he observes that, to his

gquery, "what is the longest time of man to God's eternity”,32

the response is "all things pass away in this life, only eternity

hath no period."33 Another great Church Father, Ambrose,

comments that "in a brief vassage of time, each and every

one of us withers in the flower of his age."34
Time, which encircles the world, begins from the

creation of the world and not before this world, as does

eternity. Both Augustine and Ambrose, in their explanation of

eternity, indicate that only man is bound by such temporal

35

fetters. This leads into an evaluation of the seasons which,

because they are of this world rather than the next, are

3lThe Sense of an Ending: Studies in the Theory of

Fiction, (Oxford, 1968), p. 4.

32City of God, ed. Vernon J. Bourke, (New York: Double-
day, 1958), Bk. XI; c¢h. vi, p. 211.

33

Confessions, ed. F.J. Sheed, (New York, 1942), Bk. XI;
28.

ehe 2%,

Wi g

4 . - B, _
"Hexameron, Paradise, and Cain and Abel, trans. J. Sav-
age, (New York: Fathers of the Church, Inc., 1961) Bk. III; ch. 7.
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brought into being by God's own Word. Subsequently, winter,
as the endedaeg of life, is also an agent who works out the
plan of God for mankind. As subordinate to God, the season
has a definite purpose which is not simply to destroy mankind;
as a punitive and purgative agent, it seeks to destroy only
those who are not followers of God, and to redeem through
physical and spiritual mortification those who wish to enter
into the heavenly kingdom. Winter may thus bind man with the
fetters of his own mortality, but man can use winter as,
paradoxically, a means through which he can emerge unscathed
into the heavenly ham. As the seasons move upon the express
orders of God, so do they move man closer and closer to the
final goal of all creation--to be as one with God.

The transformation of the winter season from 'limiting'
according to 'heroic' tenets to being 'limited' by God's Word
leads to new interpretations of winter as both a negative,
and a positive, force of time. Man's life is threatened con-
stantly by the elemental forces of nature which may in turn
be personified forces of evil. But, if man is able to use these
forces for physical and spiritual mortification, he can para-
doxically escape the bonds of his own mortality and thus move
into the next world. There are no extremes of temperature in

Paradise, no onslaught of wintry storms and thus, no need to

35Citz»of God, Bk. XI, ch. vi: "the world was made not
in time but together with time." Hexameron, Paradise and
Cain and Abel, Bk. IV, ch. 4: "God made the sun, moon and stars,

and allotted to them the measurement of time, the sun for the
day and the moon and stars for night...."
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struggle for existence. The poem entitled The Phoenix36

aptly points out the perfection of heaven by the absence of such
weather:

Paet is wynsum wong, waldas grene,

rume under roderum. Ne maeg paer ren ne snaw

ne forstes fnaest, ne fyres blaest,

ne haegles hryre, ne hrimes dryre,

ne sunnan haete, ne sincaldu

ne wearm weder, ne winterscur.

(13-18)

That is a winsome plain, the forests full of green,

spacious under the sky. Nor may there enter rain nor snow

nor fall of frost, nor fires blast,

nor downfall of sleet, nor descent of rime,

nor sun's hot heat, nor endless chill

nor warm weather, nor winter's shower.
There is an obvious parallel between winter and the hardships

posited u

that man must suffer on earthMby the very absence of winter
in Paradise. Man's inability to conceive of the ultimate
perfection of Paradise results in a negation of those factors
which assail man in his misery, and winter is obviously repre-
sentative of such misery. But as a destructive force, the
period of dormancy, of infertility and stagnation, is that
very factor which presses man ever closer to the new life as
denoted by the spring of the following season. If man can
use the resources of the wintry wasteland for the purpose of
mortification in his effort to prove his loyalty to God, and to

indicate his rejectica of sin, he is granted the ability to move

beyond winter and into a land of peace and tranguility.

2

“6G.P. Krapp and E.K. Dobbie, eds. The Exeter Book, in
ASPR III, (New York: University Press, 1961). Cf. The Phoenix,
ed. Norman F. Blake, (Manchester: University Press, 1964).
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The transition from heroic fatalism to an optimistic
belief in the after-life according to Christian doctrine
results in a re-interpretation of the seasons which, in many
ways, parallel the life-cycle of man. The early heroic man
is bereft of the ability to carry his fame with him into the
netherworld, and his dom is essentially fatalistic. The
attitude that undoubtedly predominated much heroic thought is

briefly summarized in the Exeter Gnomes:

yrfe gedaeled,
deades monnes. Dom bip selest.
(79-80)

the property of a dead man
shall be divided. Fame is best.

Man cannot escape his own temporality, and winter is the ulti-
mate victor. The transformation of winter into a subordinate,
submissive agent of God, however, tempers the fatalistic
notions of life and death with the Christian negation of death.
Subsequently, the ideas and concepts of time and eternity are

indicative of th

()

fact that man is on earth only to prove his
worthiness to his eternal Dryhten. Trapped in a world of
fallen nature and changing times, man is forced to arrive at
an awareness of his life's expanse and to use those aspects
of nature in his effort to arrive aothis ultimate goal.
Although the link between 0l1d English and Scandinavian
literature and myvthology is tenuous, certain similarities may
be perceived. In poems such as Maldon and Brunanburh, and prose

pieces such as Cynewulf and Cyneheard, certain heroic ideals
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are reminiscent of the ideals in northern mythology. 1In
addition to heroic ideals are many similar exploits against those
beings which seek to deprive the herocic warrior of his life.

The element of fatalism is also woven into 0ld English
literature, and to deny that there is fatalism is to deny
certain attitudes and beliefs inherent in heroic poetry and
literature. Consequently, I believe that any discussion
concerning Anglo-Saxon man must include a certain knowledge
of'pre—Christian‘literature, especially when the beliefs
concerning time and eternity are involved. Winter, as a period
of destruction, is also a time of great spiritual productivity
when viewed as an agent of God. An examination of the uses of
winter in the elegiac poems will indicate this dual role of win-
ter as a metaphor for bondage, and as a means of release.
Winter's nature, however, cannot be understood without consid-

ering the early views on life, death and the after-life.



CHAPTER ONE

Winter as Bondage in Deor, The Finn Episode and The Ruin

The 0ld English Deor, The Finn Episode, and The Ruin,l

as expressions of human misery, belong to the genre conven-
tionally called 'elegiac'. Defined simply as a "lyric" or
"song of meditation",2 the sense of elegy is extended by Dr.
Alvin Lee to include an essential element, which is

a melancholy sense of the passing away of something de-
sirable, whether that something be a life, a civilization,
a human relationship, a beloved object or activity, or
perhaps a state of spiritual or emotional harmony. Eleav
involves a frustration of human desire, followed by a
sense of unhappiness or misery, which, if the mood is
allowed to develop, will probably take the form of lamen-
tation or sympathetic utterance in relation to the object
of desire. 3

In its broadest sense, the whole corpus of 0ld English literature

may be regarded as elegiac, for the idealization of human

lAll references to Deor are from the Exeter Book, eds.

G.P. Krapp and E.K. Dobbie, ASPR III, (New York: Columbia Uni-
versity Press, 1961), pp. 178-9. The Finn Episode is taken from
F.R. Klaeber's edition of Beowulf and The Fight at Finnsburg,
3rd ed., (Lexington: D.C. Heath and Co., 1950), 11. 1063-1159.
The Ruin is taken from Krapp and Dobbie, The Exeter Book. Cf.
also R.F. Leslie, ed., Three 0ld English Elegies, (Manchester,
1961) , pp. 1-2.

2Robert Douglas Mead, Hellas and Rome, (New York: New Am.
Library, 1972), p. 158. "The Greek elegy was the verse for
epitaphs or for expressing political or philosophical sentiments,
but the Romans used it as a form of personal lyric, mostly for
love poetry."

3 . 5 :

The Guest-Hall of Eden: Four Essays on the Design
0ld English Poetry, (New Haven and London: Yale University
1972), p. 128,
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effort and worth within the Germanic heroic society does

not preclude a deep awareness of mutability in the natural world.
It is this inevitability of loss followed by misery and lamen-
tation that is expressed by the Anglo-Saxon writers in the
literature of their time. A preoccupation with misery,
however, does not make elegiac poetry totally gloomy or
pessimistic in its outlook. Rather, it is this central ex-
perience of loss that enables man to understand the transi-
tory nature of the things of this world and to redirect his
sight to that which is not mutable. The particular pattern of
loss and consolation and the opposition between sublime jov
and utter despair, then, are the central movements in the
elegiac pieces; these contrasting aspects are usually, though
not always, manifested in the external surroundings of the
elegiac figure.

One of the greatest of hardships to befall the heroic
warrior is exile, a state which is defined by the absence of
all jov and happiness. There is an obvious dependence on the
communal pleasures of the comitatus, for the acts of venge-
ance, treasure-giving, and oath-takings which comprise the
basis for all heroic behavior cannot be otherwise fulfilled.
Such dependence on the comitatus leads inevitably to sadness,
for no worldly pleasure can resist change. 014 age, sick-
ness, death and feud leads oftentimes to a dispersal of the
comitatus band if the dryhten dies and there is no one to

accept the responsibility of leadership. Acts of cowardice
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or treachery would also mar the happiness and tranquility of
the comitatus, and the sinners would inevitably be exiled
from the comitatus; and for every man the task of finding
another comitatus, whatever the reason for his exile, is an
arduous one.4 The elegy Deor depicts the loss of some form
of pleasure or value within the comitatus, in addition to
the thoughts and emotions which accompany deprivation.

In Deor six situations, including that of the prota-
gonist, deal with the abrupt transition from happiness within
the comitatus to unhappiness of the exiled man/woman. The sit-
uations in sequence are the mutilation and exile of a warrior;
the rape and subseguent pregnancy of a woman; a disruption of
love; the exile of a king; the misery of those under the
tyrannical rule of Eormanric; the misery of a man possessed by
the knowledge of exile and hardship; and the lament of the dis-
possessed scop, Deor.5 The general atmosphere is one of misery,
and the immediate goal for the unhappy figures in this elegy
is reinstatement into the pleasures and values of the
comitatus. The desire for happiness is implicitly revealed

in the moral of the poem, paes ofereode, visses swa maeg.

("that passed, so may this!"). The emphasis, then, is on

the movement of time and the constantly changing fortunes of

4Cf. Michael D. Cherniss, Ingeld and Christ: Heroic
Concepts and Values in 0ld English Christian Poetry, (Nether-
lands: Mouton and Co., 1972). Cf. also H.M. Chadwick, The
Heroic Age, (Cambridge, 1926). -

5 : ;
For a perceptive analvsis of Deor, see Kemp Malcne's
edition, (London: Methuen and Co., 1949).
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the world which transport man between the two polarities of
happiness and woe.
The poem opens immediately with the feelings of

sorrow of Weland, an essentially syllan monn ('good man',6),

who has been forced by external circumstances from his posi-

tion within the comitatus as anhydig eorl ('noble man',2) to

that of a man bound by sorge ond longunge ('sorrow and long-

ing',3). His knowledge of exile is expressed in the phrase,

wraeces cunnade, and the symbolic environment in which he

is placed is implied in the associative phrase, wintercealde

wraece ('winter-cold exile'). Although the alleviation of
sorrow is assured in the refrain of the elegy, the focus is

on the personal feelings which have been elicited by the move-
ment into exile rather than on the return to happiness.

The two phrases, wraeces cunnade and wintercealde

wraece show an association between the season of winter, and
the misery of exile. As Dr. E.G. Stanley affirms,

winter is a season of cold terror. To wander alone in
a scene of wintery desolation is to feel all the misery
there can be on earth. 6

The misery of exile is augmented by the season of winter, for

whoever finds himself there, cold and without shelter
against the blasts of wind, may well remember the joyous
feasting in the wine-hall and the king, the gold-giving
friend of men, sharing out treasure by the heath, while
he must dwell in the grove. 7

6"Old English Poetic Diction and the Interpretation of

The Wanderer, The Seafarer and The Penitent's Praver," in
Essential Articles for the Study of 0ld English Poetry, ed. J.B.

~ Bessinger, Jr. and S.J. Kahrl, (Connect.: Shoe String Press, 1968),
p. 482. :
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Thus the wintry setting is emblematic of the deprivation of the
man who is unable to find a hall wherein he would be protected.

The phrase, wintercealde wraece, may be literally

interpreted as "winter-cold exile", for there is the proba-
bility that Weland has had to suffer a number of winter
vears on his island, alone and in dire want of comfort.
However, it is difficult to know whether the poet is using

wintercealde literally or figuratively, and whether winter is

a reality or a symbol of deprivation. In 0ld English liter-
ature the setting and mood are so closely linked that it is
difficult to tell what is uppermost in the poet's mind.
There appears to be a general agreement among critics today
that the environment was not used simply for 'art's sake'.
Barbara C. Raw submits the belief that
the predictive statements of the gnomic poetryv suggest
that there was an agreed view of nature and of landscape
as well as of human behavior...In narrative poetry the
gnomic idea that everything has its appointed place is
extended to create a landscape which springs £from the
characters and their actions. 8
The Romantic love of nature for its own sake does not apply to
0ld English literature, for the setting has its own speci-
fic purpose, whether to indicate peace and tranquility, or a
place of danger as, for example, Grendel's mere in Beowulf.

Because of nature's close affinity with human behavior and

action, a variety of theories of man and nature have led Dr.

7Op. cit«; p. 482,

8The Art and Background of 0ld English Poetry, (London:

Edward Arnold, 1968), p. 48.
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White to affirm that

the finest nature pcetry in OE was incidental, the setting

for an action, or the symbol of a state of mind or moral
concept. 9

A complementary theory is posited by Dr. E.G. Stanley:

the finest OE figurative diction is that in which a
state of mind or moral concept evokes in the poem the
description of a natural phenomenon, associated by the
Anglo-Saxons with that mood or moral concept...it is
the thought that gives the flower, not the flower that
gives the thought. 10

Subsequently, the use of wintercealde is not to emphasize

the cold of winter so much as the 'cold of winter-exile',
and we must henceforth assume that the use of winter is fig-
urative, indicative of deprivation and emotional conflict
rather than physical cold. 1In this particular instance We-
land, as a man who has been deprived of his position, phy-
sical agility and happiness, is an exemplary exilic figure
who is presently suspended in a state of frozen inactivity.
Weland's despair, however, with the passing of time, de-
parts with his acts of vengeance upon those who have placed
him in his predicament.

The use of cold to denote misery and deprivation is
inherent in the Helgakviaall as well as in Baldrus Draumar

in the Elder Edda.12 In the Helgaviéa Huntingsbana II,

9From Essays by Divers Hands, New Series, 25(1950),

W0rpia., p. 476.

l‘LFrom Ursula Dronke's edition of The Poetic Edda,
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969).

19

L

ps 413.

Peter Salus and Paul B. Tavlor, eds., (New York, 1970).
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frost is associated with the intensity of sorrow:

your hair, Helgi, is clotted with frost....You weep,
gold-clad girl, cruel tears...each falls bleeding,
chill as rain, searing, clotted with grief. (vv. 44-45)

In Baldur's Dream, there is a unique association of frost

with the sorrow of the netherworld. 0din, in his search for
answers to guestions of which only the dead have knowledge,
ventures into Hel's Deep--

The High One halted at the eastern gate

Where loomed a tumulus, tomb of a witch....Runes he

chanted, charms of power.

His spectre rose whom his speech commanded.

Who is he that on Hel intrudes?

Who calls me up, increasing my grief?

Drenched by hail, driven by storm,

Dew-frozen, I am dead long. (vv. 2=3)
Although frost may not be indicative of winter, there is
little doubt that the seasonal correl .ative to sorrow is
winter, the time of prolonged frozen inactivitv.

The poets of both Scandinavian and 014 English lit-
erature appear to have in common a coupling of the cold as-
pects of winter with the sorrow of man. This is not to
suggest that nature is used as a sympathetic background to
the protagonist, a Romantic concept which is known as "pathetic
fallacy". There is a man-nature parallel but nature is not
extended bevond the sense that it mirrors the protagonist's

emotional and spiritual dilemma. This use of winter may be

seen in Deor, and although wintercealde is not mentioned

throughout the rest of the elegy, the subsecuent figures

manifest those qualities of deprivation and frozen inactivity
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which are associated with the season.
The ensuing stanza describes the bereavement of
Beodohild who
..ne waes hyre bropra dea
on sefan swa sar swa hyre sylfre Ping.

(L 8=9)

could not mourn her brothers' deaths
so much as her own problem, which pained her more.

The violation of her innocence has deprived her of the ability

to mourn the deaths of her brothers, who, according to the

Volundarkvi55%3 have fallen into the vengeful hands of Weland.
Her subseguent rape by Weland has resulted in an inability to
weep, which is a central role of women in the heroic cul-
ture. Tacitus says,

feminis lugere honestum est, viris meminisse.
(ch., 27)

lamentation becomes women, men must remember.

The intensity of her own emotional grief is so extreme that she
must remain emotionally 'locked' in her grief until her allotted
pregnancy time is completed.

The third emotional trauma mentioned in Deor again
concerns the unhappy relationship between man and woman,
but this time there is an impression that external circum-
stances are forcing the two apart. The intensity of sorrow
is again perceived by Maethild's mone ('moans',14) which re-

sults in a deprivation of sleep--slaep eal binom ('sleep was

i
‘3From Lee Hollander's edition of Th

i e
2nd. edition, (Austin: University of Texas Pre
159-68.
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banished',16).

The following two situations deal with an enforced
exile from the comitatus, but both instances are unique:
Theodric is exiled from his kingdom, but his exile is not
without physical comforts; the men under the tyranny of
Eormanric are psychologically and emotionally deprived of the
good things which are supposedly inherent in the comitatus.
Both parties are bound to their fate, and there is an ob-
vious reliance on the passing of time to heal their sorrows
and move them once again into the time of joy. Theodric

must wait-g;itig wintra before he is reinstated into his comi-

tatus, and although he is able to retain his leadership
status with the Maerings, the time lapse gives the impression

that pritig wintra was a period of prolonged, 'wintry'

sorrow and unhappiness. This image of suspended activity is
carried over into the next verse, where the poet makes

clear references to the men's bondage:--saet...sorge ge-

bunden ('sat,...bound by sorrow',24). Again, there is no
definite allusion to winter, but it is difficult to dis-
associate this particular section of the poem from the initial

reference to wintercealde wraece.

The image of bondage by various degrees of sorge ond
longunge leads smoothly into the sorrowful man's discussion of
the misery of all men. The inevitability of sorrow is voiced

by a third person, who says,



maeg ponne gepencan paet geond pas woruld

witig Dryhten wendep geneahhe,
eorl monegum are gesceapad,
wislicne blaed,

sumum peana dael.

29

(11. 31-34)

may one think that throughout this world

the wise Lord changes constantly,
shapes the favours of manv men,
to some assures fame, to others woe.

In his argument against a fatalistic reading of these lines,

Kemp Malone alludes to the idea of God's divine control over

all men:

first and foremost, they ought to accept their
lations as for the best,

God.

14

since these have come

tribu-
from

The 0l1ld English poems which reflect the allotment of grief as

well as happiness are The Gifts of Men and the Fortunes of

Men.lJ

Deor:

and

Both poems paraphrase the ideas which are found in

sumum her ofer eorpan aehta onlihg,

woruldgestreona,

to some on earth He grant goods,
worldly treasures,

sumum paet gegonged on geoguafeore
paet se endestaef earfeémaecgum
wealic weorped.

to some it happens, in his youth,
that the end becomes a woeful trial

(Gifts, 1-2

(Fortunes,

)

1+-3})

14

Dec¥, Ps 15

5 [

Both poems are from The Exeter Book,
ASPR, pp. 138-40, and pp. 154-55.

eds.

Krapp and
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In Deor, the lament of the protagonist is not so much about
the divine control of God, as about the changing fortunes of

this world, which have transported him from a state of wealth

and happiness in the comitatus to that of a dispossessed bard.

Deor's loss has been the result of the usurpation by
another, possibly better, bard. Such misery has elicited
Boethian laments as to the reason for his misery.16 The
placement of his lament after various examples of misfortunes
outlived, however, indicates a reliance on the passage of
time as the greatest healer for men. Citing these instances
of misfortune removes him from a purely personal context,
in which all men must suffer their own misfortune, to a gen-
eralized statement of the miserv of all men as their £fate
in the world. However, the change in the nature of fortune
insisted upon by the refrain of the poem means that his own
misfortune will be alleviated, or even changed, in time.

The movement in time is essential for an understandin
of these elegiac instances of misfortune. The exilic figures

are trapped within a winter of misfortune: the emphasis on

seasonal change, which is a recurring phenomenon, indicates

g

that with the passing of the winter happiness will be restored.

The rotation of the seasons thus implies a rotation in man's

fortunes, for there is a parallel between the cvclical cycle of
the year and the emotional cycle of man on this earth. The
16

N~y

cet!
Green, (Indian
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use of winter as a time of misfortune is thus indicative of
a temporary suspension of activity; but with its inevitable
departure, so will man's woes be removed. The close relation-
ship between the seasonal cycle of the vear, and man's own
cycle of happiness to woe 1s perceived in the second elegiac

piece in our discussion, The Finn Episode.

The passage of particular importance for the study

of winter runs as follows:

Hengest Ja gyt

weal-fagne winter wunode mid Finn
eall unhlitme; eard gemunde
peah pe ne meahte on mere drifan
hringed-stefnan; holm storme weol
won wid winde, winter ype beleac
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