UNIT 6

The Wanderer

The Wanderer comes in the tradition of Anglo—Saxon literature known as the
elegies, although it is sometimes referred to as ‘wisdom literature’. These poems
are characterized by their vivid recreations of the thoughts and feelings of
individuals in states of mental and emotional distress. An important and recurring
technique is the use of the first-person narrator, the personal voice. Some readers
have felt that these poems provide us with an authentic insight into the minds of
Anglo-Saxon peo.pie. While it is no doubt true that Anglo-Saxons did undergo
profound emotional turmoil — the poems must reflect something about the inner life
of individuals, otherwise they would mean nothing to a contemporary audience -
the poems are not documentary but carefully constructed texts which have a larger
purpose than the exploration of grief and emotional turmoil.

The speaker of The Wanderer, the personal voice, we are 1o imagine is a
warrior whose lord has died or has been killed, and who has been left without a
household to which he can belong. The speaker has become an exile or a solitary,
who laments the death of his lord and who is seeking a new household of which
he might become a part. Because of the nature of Anglo-Saxon heroic society
which was based on the hall and close bonds of loyalty to one’s lord or chieftain,
the state of exile, that is, having no lord to whom one could give one’s loyalty, in
other words, have part in a society, was a state which, in the world of heroic
literature, Anglo-Saxons seem to have feared most. One's identity in heroic society
_was so closely tied to one’s lord, that the loss of one’s lord and household would
plunge the survivor into a state of grief or despair. Exile and the grief that this
produces is one of the most frequently recurring themes in Anglo-Saxon literature.
ltis central to Beowu/f and is in the background to a text such as The Dream of the
Rood.

The Wanderer, however, is not simply and solely about the state of mind of
an exile in heroic society. Up to line 57 the poem is a vivid and engaging
recreation of the speaker’s grief and anxieties, but from line 58 onwards the

perspective of the text broadens to take in a range of themes which have their
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origins in homiletic writing and wisdom literature. There is a dynamic to the text
which is intriguing. One argument is that it is intended to show a movement or a
psychological or spiritual process that takes the speaker — and by implication the
audience - from grief and despair to consolation. In this argument the poet has
taken a motif or a situation common to heroic writing - the warrior who is in a
state of exile — and used this to build up a critique of heroic values and to generate
from this a desire for Christian consolation. In other words, like the author of The
Dream of the Rood, a Christian writer has taken over traditional material from
secular heroic writing and developed a poem with a profound religious and spiritual
meaning. The text implies that the wanderer’s search for an earthly lord is futile
and that the only possible consolation comes from the heavenly lord.

The Wanderer has continued to puzzle scholars of Anglo-Saxon literature.
As you read it, consider whether you think there is an dynamic or process at work.
How does the poet use heroic values and heroic ethics? Might The Wanderer be
seen as a critique of heroic values? To what extent is there a tension between

secular heroic values and Christian values in The Wanderer?
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