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Your final paper will demonstrate your ability to read Old English poetry. That is its 
primary aim. What does that mean? 

To read a poem well means to 1) appreciate its artistry; 2) recognize linguistic implications; 
and 3) understand its cultural and historical background. You also need to be able to 
translate it! 

Example One: appreciate a poem’s artistry. 

Leodum is minum swylce him mon lac gife;   It is as if someone gave a gift to my people; 
willað hy hine aþecgan, gif he on þreat cymeð. They want to kill him if he comes in a troop. 
Ungelic is us.   We are apart. 
Wulf is on iege, ic on oþerre. Wulf is on an island, I on another.

The first line is missing a subject, and the poem is about a missing subject, a 
man who loves the speaker. (Intriguingly, the poet uses the plural leodum in 1a, 
then the singular mon in 1b, corresponding to the singular minum in 1a and the 
plural him in 1b, thus forming a chiasmus.) The third half-line has no companion, 
just as the speaker has no companion. The fourth line emphasizes the separation of 
the two by giving us the image of two islands. If we translate lac as “gift,” then 
the image of giving resonates throughout the poem: a child being given to the 
speaker, the child being given to a wolf and to the woods, and so on.

Ask what emotional and intellectual effect each word has on you. Ask what effect each 
image has on you—what effect does the image of an island have? Of a troop? Of the 
conditional mood of the first line? Of the repetition if “is” in three of the above four lines? 
Of the brevity of the words? The focus is small, on particular words and phrases. 

Example Two: recognize linguistic implications. 

Leodum is minum swylce him mon lac gife;   It is as if someone gave a gift to my people; 
willað hy hine aþecgan, gif he on þreat cymeð. They want to kill him if he comes in a troop. 
Ungelic is us.   We are apart. 
Wulf is on iege, ic on oþerre. Wulf is on an island, I on another. 

Leod differs from þeod is a number of ways, and again from other words for people. 
Leod in the singular means “man,” in the plural, “a group of men and women.” Þeod 
means language, and also those who speak the same language. The implication of 
leod is that we are looking at a small group, perhaps an extended family or a set 
of families, and not at a large collective, like a state or a nation. The 
immediate setting of the lament is personal. It is a family drama. 

Ask what precisely the words mean. What is the effect on the reader who understands the 
connotations of the words? 

Example Three: understand its cultural and historical background. 

Leodum is minum swylce him mon lac gife; It is as if someone gave a gift to my people; 



willað hy hine aþecgan, gif he on þreat cymeð. They want to kill him if he comes in a troop. 
Ungelic is us.   We are apart. 
Wulf is on iege, ic on oþerre. Wulf is on an island, I on another. 

The poem may refer to a story of the Germanic king of Italy, Odoacer. The proposal 
was first made by J. Adams in 1958. If the name Eadwacer is an alternate spelling, 
then the speaker may be .... 

Use JSTOR, http://scholar.google.com, Blackwell Encyclopedia of Anglo-Saxon England, 
and dozens of others. 

NOTE! Use one approach only in your paper.

OLD ENGLISH RESOURCES: 

Get the complete text of a poem using title keywords (“Maldon” for The Battle of Maldon): 
http://www-unix.oit.umass.edu/~bede/corpus/searchTitle.html 

Search all Old English poetry: http://www-unix.oit.umass.edu/~bede/search.html 

Search all Old English: http://www-unix.oit.umass.edu/~bede/corpus/searchadv.html 

Dictionaries. The Clark-Hall is a very good dictionary. You should also consult
Bosworth-Toller, An Anglo-Saxon Dictionary available at bosworthtoller.com and in the
library [PE279 .B74]. If you can get access, the best is the Dictionary of Old English
[DuBois CD-ROM 300].


