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STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION OF WIDSITH 

In one of the most charming of the Old Norse sagas there 
are related the wanderings of the skald Gunnlaug Snake-Tongue, 
his visits to the princes and chiefs of Norway, Sweden, Ireland, 
the Scottish Isles, and England. He sailed to London and sought 
out King ?Ethelred the Unready, going, as the old tale says, 
"straight before the king," and telling him that he had come a 
long distance to see him. He then asked the king's permission to 
recite a lay which he had composed in his honor. This was gra- 
ciously granted and the song was sung. "The king thanked him 
for the lay and gave him as a reward for his skaldship a mantle 
of scarlet, richly trimmed with costly fur and adorned with gold 
from top to bottom, and made him his retainer, and Gunnlaug 
remained with the king through the winter." 

There is a striking similarity between the travels of Gunnlaug, 
one of the later singers of the Heroic Age, and those of Widsith, 
told in the earliest account of the life of a Germanic minstrel 
which has come down to us. According to what is professedly his 
own narrative, Widsith, like his Scandinavian brother of some five 
centuries later, wandered from court to court, exhibiting his art 
for the diversion of kings and princes, taking part in their for- 
tunes, and receiving from them rich gifts in recompense for his 
services and his skill. The element of love, indeed, is not present 
in the story-there is no Anglo-Saxon counterpart to the beautiful 
Helga, nor did Widsith engage in combats of the sort which add 
so much picturesqueness to the career of Gunnlaug. But the tra- 
ditions of the minstrel profession appear to have been much the 
same, and there is in the earlier narrative something of the same 
independence and pride in being a member of that profession 
which is so conspicuous in the later tale. 

It is furthermore interesting to note that the only extant manu- 
script copy of the poem which has been given Widsith's name was 
written in England at about the same time that ?Ethelred was 
entertaining Gunnlaug. This copy, while probably greatly altered 
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2 WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE 

from the original form of the piece, is nevertheless of inestimable 
value as testimony to a particularly attractive side of early Ger- 
manic life. For whether the adventures of Widsith are wholly 
fictitious, or in part real, they are at least a faithful reflection of 
the careers of the men who kept the art of song and entertainment 
alive through the dark period before the Germanic peoples attained 
to the fuller culture of the Middle Ages. If not authentic, they 
are certainly typical.' The value of the piece to the historian of 
early literature, then, is obvious.2 Indeed, the importance of what 
ten Brink has called the "earliest monument of English poetry 
that remains to us"3 need hardly be emphasized. 

If Widsith is inferior in poetic quality to other pieces of lyric 
character in Anglo-Saxon, it is by no means wholly lacking in 
this respect. The passage describing the singer's relations with 
his lord Eadgils and with Queen Ealhhild (11. 88 ff.) serves to 
indicate what the general tone of the poem in an earlier form may 
have been. For, as will be seen, closer study shows that it has 
been much overlaid and defaced by the addition of inferior mate- 
rial, like a Gothic building rudely modernized with bricks and 
mortar. Unfortunately the reminiscences of heroic poetry in its 
best estate are all too few. It must be admitted that the chief 
interest of the poem lies in other directions. Perhaps its greatest 
value to the student of early European civilization is in just these 
passages of inferior poetic quality, which convey so much infor- 
mation in regard to the peoples and potentates of history and saga- 
The very features which diminish its aesthetic merit, the long cat- 
alogues of nations and rulers whom the singer is supposed to have 
visited, are valuable testimony to historical conditions during a 
period the scantiest records of which are priceless. Interesting 
glimpses of heroic saga are also revealed. Gifica (1. 19) and 
Guthhere (1. 65) are apparently conceived of at a period earlier 
than the joining of the historical Burgundian elements to the 

1Cf. Rajna, Le origini dell' epopeafrancese, pp. 39 f.: "Con tutto cib il fondo risponde 
certamente a una condizione reale di cose, e se il Vidsldh non sark forse andato ad Erman- 
rico accompagnando Ealhhild, moglie del re EAdgil, suo signore, nessun poeta avrebbe finto 
l'andata, se fatti consimili non occorresser davvero nella vita dei poeti di corte." 

2 The figure of Widsith is not without significance for the history of the early drama; 
cf. Chambers, The Mediceval Stage, Vol. I, pp. 28 f. 

3 History of English Literature, trans. Kennedy, Vol. 1, p. 11. 
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STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION OF WIDSITH 3 

mythical features of the Nibelungen story. The passage relating 
how the pride of the Heathobards was humbled at Heorot, and 
how Ingeld was slain, forms a tragic sequel to the hopes of Hroth- 
gar to secure peace by the marriage of his daughter Freawaru, as 
told in Beowulf.' It is unnecessary, however, to comment on the 
significance of the list of heroes of the Dark Ages, real and ficti- 
tious, who make their appearance in Widsith's narrative. 

The fascination of the poem is not lessened by the obscurity 
which surrounds its origin and growth. Its date, its value as a 
record of actual experience, the processes by which it has reached 
its present form, the interpretation of various obscure passages- 
all these questions and many others have been discussed with con- 
siderable fervor for upwards of fifty years. No consensus of 
opinion, however, has followed the disagreements of the past. The 
criticisms of ten Brink, M1ller, Miillenhoff, Leo, Ettmailler, and 
others in Germany, and of Sweet, Thorpe, Wright, Brooke, and 
Earle in England, to mention no other names, are greatly at 
variance.2 At the present day, one may well be excused for a feel- 
ing of perplexed indecision as to a safe middle course between 
conflicting theories. A more careful examination of the evidence 
is likely to involve one still deeper in the briars of criticism. The 
easiest way out, perhaps, is to call the question insoluble. 
Korting gives up the problem of date as "unbestimmbar."3 Profes- 
sor Saintsbury, after a procession of "ifs," and a thrust of scorn 
at the critical methods of those who dissect early poetry, holds 
that the evidence is insufficient to arrive at a conclusion, and 
refuses to express an opinion.' The argument for autobiographical 
value as against the hypothesis that the story is pure fic- 
tion is another important point still undetermined. Dr. Gar- 
nett recently returned to the older view that the narrative 
may be substantially genuine, despite interpolations.5 Such a 
cautious statement as Mr. Chambers makes, that Widsith was "an 
actual or ideal scop," would perhaps find greater favor nowadays. 

1 Cf. Beow., 11. 2025 if. and 2064 ff. with Wids., 11. 45 ff. 
2 For bibliography to 1885, cf. Wfllker, Grundriss, pp. 318 ff. 
3 Grundrisa der Gesch. der engl. Litt. (1905), p. 27, note. 
4A Short History of English Literature, pp. 1 f. 
5 Garnett and Gosse, History of Eng. Lit., Vol. I, p. 7. 
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4 WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE 

The inquirer is certainly quite in the dark as to a conservative 
view of the processes by which the poem reached its pres- 
ent form. The elaborate patchwork theory of ten Brink,' who 
distinguishes in the piece four separate lays, not including intro- 
ductory and connecting material, has never been adequately criti- 
cised and refuted, although the general weakness of his method is 
apparently coming more and more to be recognized. One feels 
that the truth must lie somewhere between this and the view of 
Dr. Guest,2 for example, who accepted practically the whole poem 
as the work of one man, "soon after the age of eighty," the ref- 
erence to Alexander the Great being "the only instance in which 
he has referred to one not a contemporary." But a careful exam- 
ination of the problem from the point of view of construction is 
still lacking. Few men have thrown as much light upon these 
perplexing problems as Heinzel has done, both directly and indi- 
rectly, yet we have no detailed study of the poem from his pen, 
while much of his most illuminating criticism is to be found in 
articles dealing with other subjects, which may be overlooked in 
collecting bibliography especially with reference to Widsith. In 
short, some of the most important questions in regard to the piece 
as a whole, not to mention many details, must be regarded as still 
awaiting solution. 

It is, indeed, too much to hope to gain the whole truth in 
regard to the baffling old poem. Many matters connected with 
it must remain undetermined. The illusion that analytic criticism 
can find out almost everything worth knowing is rather less com- 
mon nowadays than it used to be. Yet it seems unwise to go too 
far in the direction of the caution that takes refuge in the impos- 
sibility of gaining further knowledge. At all events, the need of 
a thorough re-examination of Widsith, in the light of modern 
knowledge of ethnology and saga, and of a careful review and com- 
parison of earlier theories, is perhaps sufficient excuse for rushing 
in where angels have feared to tread, or have trodden unsuccess- 
fully. A good deal has been written which may safely be pro- 
nounced untenable, as, for example, MOller's attempt to force the 

IPaul's Grundriss, Vol. II, pp. 538 ff. References to the Grundriss in this paper are to 
the earlier edition. 

2 History of English Rhythms, ed. Skeat, pp. 371 ff. 
332 



STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION OF WIDSITH 5 

entire poem into the Procrustean bed of the strophic form,' or 
Michel's notion that it reflects the mediaeval conception of the 
seventy-two peoples inhabiting the earth.2 Apart from articles 
exploiting special hypotheses, however, there are various sugges- 
tive criticisms of detailed points which must be taken into con- 
sideration, some of which have a most important bearing upon the 
interpretation of the poem as a whole. Any consistent interpreta- 
tion must, indeed, rest to a very large extent upon these details. 
The difficulty of securing critical unanimity as to their significance 
is one of the stumbling-blocks to the acceptance of even the most 
conservative view as to the evolution of the poem. But the effort 
to clear up these matters is certainly worth while, in view of the 
importance of the piece, even if the only result were to stimulate 
renewed discussion. 

The principal object of the present investigation, then, is, as 
the title indicates, to study the various processes in the evolution 
of the poem, and the interpretation of certain significant portions, 
which may lead to a decision as to the approximate date and 
provenience of the material, rather than to enter minutely into 
questions of ethnology, history, and saga. 

I 

Upon a hasty reading, the poem makes the impression of a 
jumble of heterogeneous material. A more careful examination 
shows that it falls into certain rather definite groups, and that the 
interest of the main narrative seems to be of two kinds, the details 
of personal experience, and the enumeration of peoples and rulers, 
with some historical, or avowedly historical, information added. 

The whole is introduced by a short prologue: 

WIDSID MADOLADE, wordhord onlac, 
se Pe monna m6est magPa ofer eorPan, 

1 Das altenglische Volksepos in der ursprainglichen strophischen Form, pp. 1 ff. In cer- 
tain parts of the poem it is quite possible that strophic structure is to be assumed, as for 
instance 11. 15 if., but to extend the principle as far as Moller wished to do, and reprint the 
whole with stanzaic divisions, cannot be regarded as otherwise than highly dangerous-- 
indeed, the wide application which MOller made of his general theory to AS. heroic verse is 
generally discredited today. Cf. Heinzel, Anz. f. d. Alt., Vol. X, and note how little such 
strophic manipulations are likely to produce unanimity; ten Brink, Paul's Grundriss, Vol. 
II, p. 542, thinks that MOller's four-line strophes would form six-line divisions equally well. 

2Paul-Braune, Beitrage, Vol. XV, p. 377; refuted by Bojunga, Beitrdge, Vol. XVI, p. 545. 
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6 WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE 

folca geondferde: oft he on flette gePah 
mynellicne ma-Pum. Him from Myrgingum 
aePelo onw6con. He mid Ealhhilde, 5 
falre freopuwebban, forman siPe 
Hreicyninges ham gesahte, 
eastan of Ongle, Eormanrices, 
wrapes warlogan. Ongon Pa worn sprecan:1 

Autobiographical matter does not follow, however. The con- 
ventional formula ic . . . . gefraegn (1. 10), which, so far as it 
implies anything, means that the poet got his information by hear- 
say, introduces, after the valuable observation that virtue is neces- 
sary to a successful monarch, a long list of peoples and princes. 
Obviously, however, there is no personal note here-these are not 
the ones that Widsith visited, or supposedly visited. The infor- 
mation is not even conveyed in the first person, but in the third. 

.Etla weold Hiinum, Eormanric Gotum; 18 
Becca Bdiningum, Burgendum Gifica. 

This forms a contrast to the names introduced by the phrase ic 

wces mid, later on. The mention of Eormanric seems rather 
superfluous, after the prologue. Offa, king of the Angles, and 
Hrothwulf and Hrothgar get a longer mention, closing the some- 
what incongruous collection beginning with Alexander. The whole 
passage (11. 10-49) is a kind of rhymed summary of historical 
information. It constitutes a division of the poem by itself, the 
basis of it perhaps being, as ten Brink suggested, the "uralte 
versus memoriales" (11. 18-34). 

1 The text follows that in the Grein-Wtllker Bibliothek der ags. Poesie, Vol. I, p. 1, with 
the addition of marking the quantity of the vowels. The punctuation has in some cases been 
changed. Elsewhere than in quotations, the spelling of the word Widsid has, for the sake 
of convenience, been modernized, and the marks of length omitted. 

2 Ten Brink was no doubt right in setting this down as a mnemonic catalogue, and one 
of considerable antiquity. He looked upon 11. 35-44 as a later addition made among the 
Angles; 11. 45-49 as having been added in Mercia, while Ul. 10-13 was assigned still a different 
origin. Into these details it does not seem possible to venture with any certainty. If, as is 
likely, it constitutes one of the oldest portions of the poem, we may have to take the changes 
of oral transmission into account. It represents a collection of facts and traditions thought 
worthy of perpetuation, and so committed to verse to assist the memory. The process out- 
lined by ten Brink is not unreasonable, but it is improbable that it is correct, since there 
is but such slender evidence upon which to base it. 

It is worth noting that there are some interesting parallels in Old Norse. The editors 
of the Corpus Poeticum Boreale call attention to the opening lines of the Lay of Hiod and 
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STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION OF WIDSITH 7 

The singer then takes a fresh start, this time in the first 
person: 

Swi'I ic geondffrde fela fremdra londa 50 
geond ginne grund; g6des and yfles 
Per ic cunnade cn6sle bidaled, 
freomirgum feor, folgade wide. 
ForPon ic maeg singan and secgan spell, 
m6nan fore mengo in meoduhealle, 55 
hii me cynegade cystum dohten. 

Here, in place of the formal ic gefraegn stand the direct and 
personal ic geondfirde, and ic cunnade. More cataloguing fol- 
lows, but up to the end of the narrative (1. 134) it is sustained 
in the first person, whether the phrase ic waes 

mid or ic sohte be 
the one used. It is noticeable that in the passage immediately 
following this second introduction, certain lines, and those the 
Angantheow, remarking that they "look like a bit of a separate song, parallel to the English 
Traveller's Lay, 11. 15-35." (C. P. B., Vol. I, p. 565.) 

"Ar kv6lo Humla Huinom rAia, 
Gitzor Grftingom, Gotom Angantf, 
Valdar Daonom, enn Vao lom KiAr, 
Alrekr inn free kni Enski Di6lo." 

The short enumerative pieces which the editors call "Heroic Muster Rolls " (Vol. I, p. 353) 
are stated to be " manifestly the echoes of genuine older verse, and may probably contain 
passages borrowed from them "- which suggests a process not unlike what we may believe 
to have taken place in parts of Widsith. Manifestly, the lines in Widsith are similar to such 
verse as this: 

"Alfr ok Atli, Eymundr trani, 
Gitzurr glAma Gobvar5r starri, Steinkell stikill, St6rolfr viflll: 
Hrafn ok Helgi, HloaEver igull, 
Steinn ok KAtri, Styrr ok Ali " (etc., etc.). 

I This statement " So I traversed many foreign lands," etc., following a passage which 
has no personal element in it, has given pause to various commentators. Milllenhoff 
remarks (Haupt's Zeitschrift, Vol. XI, p. 285): "Der zweite abschnitt wird mit vv. 50-56 
eingeleitet. nach hrn Greins und der frfthern herausgeber interpunction, wenn man abtheilt 

Sva ic geondf6rde fela fremdra londa 
geond ginne grund; godes and yfles tBer ic cunnade u. s. w., 

muss man den ersten satz und das 'svA' auf das was vorhergeht beziehen; es wftrde daraus 
folgen dass der sanger auch alle die fiirsten die er eben aufgezahlt besucht habe ..... (In 
11. 18-49) zeigt der vielgereiste sanger seine erfabrung und sagenkunde; hatte er aber dort 
alle von ihm genannten konige besucht und selbst gesehen, was in aller welt sollte da noch 
das sweite, ziemlich abweichende verzeichniss von v. 57 an von volkern und zum theil auch 
von konigen mit der ausdratcklichen bemerkung dass er bei diesen war? v. 51 muss darnach 
anders interpungiert und das semicolon in ein komma verwandelt werden. wir wiarden 
jetzt die unterordnung oder das verhAltnis der gedanken scharfer ausdrticken als es zu 
einer zeit geschah wo der satzbau noch wesentlich parataktisch war. aber die folge der 
gedanken ist doch ganz deutlich: ice habe so-wie folgt-viele fremde lander durchreist, gutes 
und iables erfuhr ich da, deswegen kann ich singen und sagen u. s. w." MOller notes (Vol. I, 
p. 34) that this interpretation of swa is supported by Beow., 1. 2144, although he is inclined 
to think that there is contamination in the Beowulf passage itself. He regards the swa as 
an interpolation here, saying that it is " ein beliebtes interpolatorenwort." Ten Brink, 
too, changes swa to Hwcet. It seems well to remember that if 11. 18-49 or 11. 14-49 is an 
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8 WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE 

ones which contain the baldest enumerations, stand out promi- 
nently as awkward and hypermetric,' while others which introduce 
additional detail, mainly that of matters which have affected the 
singer personally, are of the normal length. Contrast, for 
instance, 

Mid Froncum ic waws and mid Frysum and mid Frumtingum. 
Mid Rdigum ic woes and mid Glommum and mid Rdimwalum. 

with the lines immediately following, 
Swylce ic waes on Eatule mid .Elfwine, 70 
se haefde moncynnes mine gefrege 
leohteste hond lofes t0 wyrcenne, 
heortan unhneaweste hringa gedales, 
beorhtra beaga, beam Eadwines. 

This distinction is perhaps not without significance in the evo- 
lution of the poem, as will be seen later. The mention of 
Guthhere, or Gunther, king of the Burgundians (11. 65 ff.) is also 
of especial interest. Earlier in the poem (1. 19) Gifica is repre- 
sented as ruling the Burgundians. The curious combination of 
the Greeks and the Finns and Casar, already found in 1. 20, is 
repeated in 1. 76. The strangest collection of all is the passage 
11. 79-87. The Picts and Scots, the Israelites and the Assyrians 
and the Egyptians jostle the Medes and Persians, the "Mofdings" 
and the "Amothings." Surprising, too, is the statement that 
Widsith has been with the Myrgings, his own people, and 
"ongend Myrgingum," after all these travels! 

The mention of Eormanric introduces a section of very 
different character. Here at last something the sort of tale 
promised by the prologue is realized. In striking contrast to 

insertion, something may very well have been cut out to make room for it, which would 
have made the usual meaning of swe quite in place here. But the adherents of the ballad 
theory were always loth to admit losses in practice, however willing they may have been to 
do so in principle. In the second place, the logical connection of the particle swa appears 
to have been less close than we are inclined to suppose nowadays. Mlllenhoff's comment 
points in this direction. In an earlier article, I have shown this in regard to the adverb 
forkbon (Jour. Germ. Philol., Vol. IV, pp. 463ff.). If swa is " ein beliebtes interpolatorenwort," 
it is certainly also a favorite word for introducing a new sentence in poetry where no con- 
tamination can be held to be present, and is sometimes used, like modern English " so," or 
German " also," as a loose connective in narrative, not necessarily denoting a close logical 
connection betwenn what precedes and what follows. In short, then, there seems to be 
no need to regard it with suspicion here, even if no interpolation exists. 

I Cf. ten Brink, Grundriss, Vol. II, pp. 540, 541. 
336 



STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION OF WIDSITH 9 

what precedes, it consists of vivid and picturesque narrative, full 
of the color of real experience, and telling a connected story. 

And ic woes mid Eormanrice ealle Prage, 
Pr 

m6 Gotena cyning gide dohte, 
se me beag forgeaf, burgwarena fruma, 90 
on dam siexhund woes smeftes goldes 
gescyred sceatta scillingrime, 
Pone ic Eadgilse on Vaht sealde, 
minum hleodryhtne, Pa ic t5 ham bicwam, 
leofum t5 leane, Paes Pe he me lond forgeaf, 95 
mines feeder eel, frea Myrginga; 
and me a Ealhhild 51erne forgeaf, 
dryhtcwen duguPe, dohtor Eadwines. 
Hyre lof lengde geond londa fela, 
Ponne ic be songe secgan sceolde, 100 
hwair ic under swegle selast wisse 
goldhrodene cwen giefe bryttian. 
Donne wit Scilling sciran reorde 
for uncrum sigedryhtne song ah6fan, 
hluide bi hearpan hleopor swinsade: 105 
Ponne monige men m6dum wlonce 
wordum sprecan, P~ Pe wel ciiPan, 
Paet hi nt-fre song sellan ne hyrdon.1 

This is perhaps the most important division of the poem in 
connection with the questions of origin and evolution, and a very 
careful examination of it will presently be necessary. 

The last rough division of the story (11. 110 ff.) appears to be an 
enumeration of the "innweorud Earmanrices," following the state- 
ment that the singer traversed all the country of the Goths. It is 
hardly necessary to say that the list is an imaginary "omnium 
gatherum" of names, arranged, in many cases, in alliterative pairs 
-Secca and Becca, the latter the Bikki of the tragic story of the 
death of Swanhild; Eadwine and Elsa, Lombard monarchs of widely 
different periods; Redhere and Rondhere, perhaps mere decorative 
names; so also Wulfhere and Wyrmhere. Wudga and Hama, the 
Wittich and Heime of Middle High German legend, are praised 
by the poet as "not the worst of comrades, though I name them 
last." There is a little glimpse of early contests against the Huns, 

ICf. the admirable English rendering by Professor Gummere in Mod. Lang. Notes, 1889, 
p. 419. 

337 



10 WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE 

and four good lines recalling the best heroic epic manner, with 
their mention of the "yelling shaft that flew, whining." The narra- 
tive closes with the moralizing afterthought, clumsily expressed, 

Swa ic Poet symle onfond on Pere feringe, 
paet se bip leofast londbuiendum 
se Pe him god syle5 gumena rice 
t5 gehealdenne, penden he her leofa8, 

-a pious reflection utterly at variance with the spirit of what 

precedes. 
Finally, an epilogue of nine lines closes the piece, recalling 

rather superfluously that it is thus that the minstrels wander over 
the earth and gain everlasting glory. 

Critics have generally agreed upon one point, that a composi- 
tion full of such discrepancies in style, subject-matter, and metre, 
is in all probability not entirely the work of one man.' The 

passage consisting of 11. 10-49, as has been seen, does not fit into 
the general scheme of the whole, and has every appearance of 

having been composed for another purpose and utilized or inserted 
here. Again, it seems almost impossible that such screamingly 
bad verse as 11. 79 ff., with its mention of such "undinge"' as 

Mofdings and Amothings, and its jumble of scriptural names, can 
have been composed by the poet of the picturesque and graceful 
account of Widsith's stay at the court of Eormanric, and his rela- 
tions with Eadgils and Ealhhild. It is difficult to imagine a sc6p 
of the Christian period in England-as the biblical matter and 
the mention of the Picts and Scots must force us to believe him 
to have been--writing off this unnatural mixture of contrastingly 
good and bad verse, of early and late material. The matter in the 
"memory verses," in the earlier portion of the poem, bears signs 
of great age, as ten Brink has pointed out. On the other hand, 
the figure of Eormanric, who is so conspicuous in this poem in 

ICf. the summary in Wtilker's Grundriss, pp. 319 ff. and 329. Heinzel, who is disposed to 
defend the unity of the piece so far as may be, acknowledges that it contains discrepancies 
which cannot be explained away: " v. 88 And ic wces mid Eormanrice ealleprage kann unmOg- 
lich derjenige sagen, der schon v. 57 erzahlt hat, er sei bei den Hredgoten gewesen, noch der 
v. 18 den Goten Ermanarich unter jenen alten Firsten aufgezahlt hat, von denen er nur durch 
ftberlieferung weiss." (Anz. f. d. Alt., Vol. X, p. 232.) Miss Rickert (Mod. Philology, Vol. II, 
p. 370, notes that all the poems in the Exeter Book, except the Wife's Complaint, the frag- 
mentary Ruin, and the Riddles, have been "edited" to a greater or less degree. 

2 Mtillenhoff subsequently proposed to identify them with the Moabites and Ammon- 
ites. (Grein-Wtilker, Bibliothek der ags. Poesie, Vol. I, p. 401.) 

338 



STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION OF TWIDSITH 11 

various places, was one little known to the Anglo-Saxons after 
their migration to Britain,' and it seems unlikely that a poet of 
the later time, as the Christian coloring would show him to have 
been, should have chosen to give Eormanric a prominent mention 
in his prologue, to have made him later one of the chief per- 
sons connected with the personal adventures of his hero, and have 
thought it worth while to enumerate his "innweorud" at length. 
Any argument supporting unity of authorship must concede that 
the poet was working on the basis of older material, chiefly of 
continental origin, and that he incorporated some of it bodily into 
his work. A more reasonable explanation for the stratification so 
generally conceded by modern critics is that the incongruous ele- 
ments must have been inserted from time to time in a poem 
which was in its older form more consistent with itself. We have 
learned, indeed, not to set up a rigid standard of perfection for 
early poetry, and adjudge whatever does not conform to this 
standard to be spurious, but the discrepancies here are of another 
sort than literary inequality or carelessness of detail, they reveal 
fundamental differences of time and place and literary interest. 
Obviously, the chief value and attraction of the piece for the man 
who copied it into the Exeter Book was the information it con- 
tained. The cataloguing material occupies the main part of the 
narrative put into the mouth of the singer; the touches of personal 
experience seem insignificant by comparison. Personal interest, 
whether real or imaginary, made doubly conspicuous by the 
enumerative lists accompanying, is aroused by the kindness 
of Gunther and of Eadwine of Italy, the historical Audoin, 
father of Alboin, the longer narrative of the stay at the Gothic 
court, and the mention of Eadgils, Ealhhild, and the brother- 
minstrel Scilling, with such details as the exact value of the ring 
bestowed by Eormanric, and the repurchasing of land belonging 
to the minstrel's father. It is a thousand times to be regretted 
for the poetic interest of the piece that Widsith does not oftener 
take the hearer into his confidence. 

1 Binz, Paul-Braune, Beitrage, Vol. XX, p. 209: "' Die ganze sage von Ermenric aber ist 
offenbar den Angelsachsen schon bald nach der t1bersiedlung nach England fremd geworden; nur so lasst es sich begreifen, dass die einst im epos hervorragenden namen derselben in 
gebrauche des taglichen lebens gar keinen widerhall mehr finden." 
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We shall surely not err in looking to this thread of story for 
the earlier material at the basis of the poem, rather than to the 
lists of names, etc., which precede. Instances of expanding a tale 
by the interpolation of inferior matter are common enough, but to 
enliven cataloguing by the composition of epic verse dealing with 
different material, and telling a separate story, is, so far as I am 
aware, unheard of. It seems reasonable, then, to regard much of 
this ethnological tediousness as a later addition to the main theme, 
having crowded out earlier portions of the poem, so that the real 
narrative of Widsith's adventures is preserved in a fragmentary 
condition only. 

At this point the question arises: Granted that the poem con- 
sists of elements composed at different times, how far is it possible 
to separate these with accuracy ? 

Those who are familiar with the monographs already written 
on Widsith will have recalled in the course of the present discus- 
sion various attempts which have been made in the past to distin- 
guish clearly the different strata in the poem. It has, in fact, 
already been dissected ad nauseam. The three most detailed 
studies of the piece ever published have been essays in critical 
dismemberment. In 1858 Mtillenhoff attempted to separate 
the interpolations, arriving at definite, though not complicated, 
results.' At the end of his article he expressed the hope that the 
processes of composition might be analyzed more in detail, 
remarking that the mere excision of interpolated passages did 
not mean the restoration of the original text. In regard to 
Beowulf, criticism had arrived at other results. Why not in 
regard to Widsith? This tempting opening for critical ingenuity 
was utilized to the fullest degree in 1883 by Hermann M6ller, 
who evolved a theory of growth of the most complicated sort, the 
minutest details being carefully worked out, and the whole pro- 
cess of construction laid bare. Where Miallenhoff had assumed 
but one interpolator, M6ller distinguished two, "Interpolator A 
and Interpolator B," quite in the manner of Mallenhoff's Innere 

1 Haupt's Zeitschrift, Vol. XI, p. 275. Milllenhoff had already discussed Widsith in his 
Nordalbingische Studien, Vol. I, pp. 48 ff. The divisions of the poem and the excisions, 
according to Mitllenhoff, are as follows: Introd. 1-9; I, 11. 18-49 (except 11. 14-17); 11, 11. 
50-56, 57-108 (except 11. 75-87); III, 1. 109-end (except 11. 131-34). 
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Geschichte des Beowulfs. The whole was chopped up into 
lengths, and printed, as was also Beowulf, "in the original strophic 
form."' Finally ten Brink, carrying the "Liedertheorie" to its ut- 
most limits, as he had already done in his Beowulfuntersuchungen, 
presented an analysis of Widsith even more elaborate than Mol- 
ler's.2 While recognizing the value of the work of his predeces- 
sors, he thought that it might, in various details, be corrected 
and completed. Those who are familiar with the profound 
scholarship, the delicate literary sense, and the laborious indus- 
try of his investigation of the Beowulf problem will have noticed 
the same qualities in the article in Paul's Grundriss. Granted 
that the method is legitimate, the work is as brilliant as that 
written before the latter days of his life. Yet it must bear, in 
direct proportion to its very elaborateness and its eager desire 
to leave no problem in the history of the poem unsettled, a severe 
weight of skepticism from those who disbelieve in the principles 
of higher criticism to which ten Brink subscribed. The eminence 
of ten Brink as a scholar, the great authority of the manual in 
which the work was published, and the valuable contributions 
made to other questions than those dealing with structure and 
growth have no doubt caused many to accept the whole argument 
without question. It is always to be remembered, too, that the 
essays of Milllenhoff and Moller contain a large amount of highly 
valuable and suggestive comment on ethnology, geography, 
language, history, and so forth. But the principles underlying 
the analysis under discussion call for most careful consideration. 

The whole question of the structural character of Widsith 
depends, indeed, upon the creed of the investigator in regard to 
the processes through which early poetry has passed, and the ability 
of modern scholarship to unravel these processes. The situation is 
familiar from the criticism of Beowulf. The man who believes 

1 The details of MOller's theory are too complicated to give, even in outline. He dis- 
tinguished three principal lays, I, 11. 50-108; II, 11.88-90 and 109-30; III, 11. 10-34, besides 
interpolations and additions - 11. 35-49; 1-9; 82-87; 131-34; 135-43. 

2 For the sake of comparison, the results of ten Brink's analysis are here given. Introd. 
1-9; I, 11. 10-49,131-34; II, 11. 59-63, 68, 69, 75-81, 82-87 (7), 88, 89,109-30; III, 11. 50-58 (read Hwaet 
in 1. 50 instead of Swa), 64-67, 70-74, 90-108 (read HI instead of Sj in 1. 90), 135-43. He as- 
sumed possible losses before 11. 57 and 88. For further details cf. his article, Paul's Grun- 
driss, Vol. II, pp. 538-45. 
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in the exegesis applied to that poem by the scholars just enumer- 
ated has only to choose between their respective analyses to satisfy 
himself in regard to the growth of Widsith-making due allow- 
ance, let us hope, for the strophic theory. The fact that it must 
often be conceded that early poetry is patched and pieced makes 
the way to such a belief all the more easy. The insertion in the 
Genesis, and the proof that the parts preceding and following are 
the work of different men; the two, and possibly three or more 
hands at work on the Seafarer; the curious relations between 
the Daniel and the Azarias; the interpolations in the Old Norse 

Grimnismdl-these may stand as examples of such alteration. It 
is not so difficult for an unprejudiced person to admit that some 
such additions as Mfillenhoff describes may have crept into 
Widsith, however unlikely he may think it that Mfillenhoff suc- 
ceeded in defining their limits with certainty. Most scholars 
would probably hesitate to deny that some lines in Beowulf are 
interpolated, and all would agree that the present text represents 
a reworking and insertion, in more or less changed form, of 
older subject-matter probably existent earlier in other versions. 
But that the processes are so simple and mechanical as the 
adherents of the ballad-theory supposed them to be, or that it is 
possible to trace the history of these combinations with micro- 
scopic exactness are very different propositions. It is no pur- 
pose of the present article, however, to enter into a detailed 
criticism of the application of the" Liedertheorie" to Anglo-Saxon 
poetry. Such a criticism--which, despite various able essays, 
has not been satisfactorily written-would have to take a far 
broader scope than the limits of the present paper allow.' But it 
seems to be coming to be generally regarded as dangerous to 
depend upon subjective and a priori conceptions of Anglo-Saxon 
poetic style, conceptions which presuppose a high degree of 
smoothness and consistency and lead to elaborate and minute 

1Cf. especially Heinzel's review of ten Brink's " Beowulfuntersuchungen," Anz. f. d. 
Alt., Vol. XV, pp. 153 ff.; and of M6ller's strophic reconstructions, ibid., Vol. X, pp. 220 ff.; 
Jellinek and Kraus, "Die Widersprtiche in Beow.," Zs. f. d. Alt., Vol. XXXV, N. F. XXIII, 
p. 265; Brandl, Herrig's Archiv, Vol. CVIII, p. 155; Kistenmacher, Die wOrtlichen Wieder- 
holungen im Beowulf, Diss., Greifswald, 1898. HAuschkel, Die Technik der Erzahlung im Beo- 
wulfliede, Diss., Breslau, 1904; J. E. Routh, Jr., Two Studies on the Ballad Theory of the 
Beowulf, Diss., Johns Hopkins Univ., 1905. Mr. Routh gives a short introductory sketch of 
opinion concerning the ballad theory. 
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rearrangements of the text. The weakness of these processes is 
particularly evident when applied to poems of a lyric character.1 
On the other hand, it is perhaps equally uncritical to go too far to 
the opposite extreme, to shut our eyes and accept as a unity a 
piece which shows clear evidence of contamination. The dis- 
crepancies in Widsith, which are, on the whole, far more striking 
than those in Beowulf, show, as already observed, every indication 
of being due to something else than lack of artistic skill in the 
composition of verse. What one cannot reasonably attribute to a 
poet capable of producing the best passages in the poem, namely, 
the most bungling and uninspired of the cataloguing, may 
reasonably be laid to the account of some botching scribe or 
copyist. It seems proper, then, in attempting to clear up the 
date and composition of Widsith, not to disregard the alterations 
which it has suffered, but to endeavor to gain a general idea of 
the nature and probable extent of these, even though their exact 
limits can never be precisely defined. 

The next thing to do, then, is to examine the narrative portion 
of the poem somewhat more attentively. If this constituted the 
original material, a decision in regard to its interpretation, date, 
and authorship must be of prime importance in settling the ques- 
tions connected with the present form of the piece. 

II 
The most detailed and important passage in that section of the 

poem which professes to relate the personal experiences of the 
singer is the one already quoted, which deals with the stay at the 
court of Eormanric, his return to the Myrging country, and his 
pre-eminence in his art. These lines (88-108)2 do not appear to 
have been tampered with, while the narrative preceding contains 
much cataloguing of the most suspicious sort, and that following, 
which tells of the visit to the members of the "innweorud 
Eormanrices," is open to the same charge. One would like to 
believe that the references to G-i0here (11. 64-67) and to AElfwine 
(11. 70-74) formed originally a part of the same story as 11. 88 if., 

1Cf. Boer, Zs. f. d. Philol., Vol. XXXV, pp. 1 if., and criticism in Jour. Germ. Philol., 
Vol. IV, pp. 460 ff. 

2 Cf. p. 337 above. 
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as they are similar to it in style and metre, and unlike the material 
in which they are imbedded. It is almost impossible to resist the 
conclusion that there is here preserved some of the good old piece 
which formed the nucleus of the present poem, much mutilated 
and interpolated, indeed, but still showing its presence wherever 
it remains by its superiority to the matter which surrounds it. 
Both Gii-here, the Gunther of the Nibelungenlied, and JElfwine, 
the historical Alboin,' the conqueror of Italy, would have been 
well-known figures to a North-German-each early gathered to 
himself an accretion of legend and story. It is worth while to 
note that they were far from being contemporary, Gunther dying 
in 437 and Alboin in 572. It is unnecessary to point out the 
presence of the Eormanric saga in this territory. Evidently this 
journey to the Gothic court was one of the principal exploits of 
the minstrel in the earlier version of the poem; it is the only one 
described in detail, and it is particularly mentioned in the pro- 
logue, which, though brief, gives an important piece of informa- 
tion in regard to the expedition, namely, that Widsith was accom- 
panied by Ealhhild. 

He mid Ealhhilde, 
fRelre freoPuwebban, forman silpe 
Hre-cyninges ham ges~hte; 
eastan of Ongle, Eormanrices, 
wra~ies waerlogan. 

1 There is little doubt that the identification of BElfwine, the son of Eadwine, with 
Alboin, the son of Audoin, is correct. The close correspondence in the names, and the fact 
that Elfwine is spoken of in connection with Italy leave little doubt on this point. Mtfllen- 
hoff accepted it unhesitatingly: " Eddwine, der vater Alfvines (Albuins) in Italien v. 74, und 
der vater der konigin Ealhhild v. 98, ist sicherlich ein und dieselbe person und kein anderer 
als der Langobardenkonig Auduin" (Haupt's Zeit8chrift, Vol. XI, p. 278). The idea that 
Elfwine was one of the chiefs who followed the expedition of Alaric (cf. n. 2, p. 355) is without 
foundation, and seems to have been proposed mainly because the date of the historic Alboin 
was too late to square with Guest's general hypothesis. The conclusion that this Eadwine 
is the celebrated king of the Lombards is strengthened by the recurrence of the name 
further on (1. 117), where an Eadwine is mentioned along with Elsa, Egelmund, and Hun- 
gar. BEgelmund is a well-known early Lombard ruler mentioned by Paul the Deacon. Elsa 
is taken to be an Aliso of early Lombard records by C. Meyer, Sprache der Langob., Index, 
cited by Heinzel, Hervarar Saga, p. 526 (cf.n.3, p. 351). Binz thinks Elsa " eine aus dem Mythus 
herflbergenommene Gestalt" (Beitr., Vol. XX, p. 206). Hungar, so far as I am aware, has not 
been satisfactorily identified. If grouping counts for anything-and one can place little 
reliance upon it-this is a slight confirmatory piece of evidence. But such evidence is, 
indeed, hardly needed. A well-known passage from Paul the Deacon shows the familiarity 
of the name of Alboin to North-German tribes. "Albuin ita praeclarum longe lateque 
nomen percrebuit ut hactenus etiam tam apud Baiuariorum gentem quam et Saxonum, sed 
et alios eiusdem linguae hominis eius liberalitas et gloria bellorumque felicitas et virtus in 
eorum carminibus celebretur." (Muill., loc. cit., p. 279.) 
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The question now arises whether this prologue is to be reck- 
oned with in the interpretation of the poem, or is to be regarded 
as a wilful distortion of the story as told in the narrative portion. 
Moller and ten Brink, finding it impossible to make this agree 
with their theories, are disposed to explain it as the work of a 
clumsy patcher. "Dass der sanger die Gotenreise in begleitung 
seiner k6nigin Ealhhild machte ist gewiss nur die erfindung des 
verfassers dieser einleitung."' Why? MOller argues that nothing 
is said of the incident in the body of the poem, but he seems not 
to consider the necessity of allowing for losses, which must inevit- 

ably have taken place in such a process of growth as he postu- 
lates. Again, the discrepancy between the conception of Eorman- 
ric as a kindly monarch (11. 88 ff.) and the stigmatizing of him 
here as a "wrap waerloga" has been made much of. It was 
noticed long ago by Thorpe,2 who assumed on this account a hiatus 
after 1. 9. Bojunga, in 1892, tried to show in this a proof of the 

early date of the older parts of the poem. "Wir sind also ge- 
zwungen, die alteren bestandtheile des Widsith in eine zeit zu 
verlegen, in der der Ostgotenhof wegen seiner kunstsinnigkeit 
und freigebigkeit in den deutschen landern allber{ihmt war, also 
sicher vor der mitte des 6ten jahrhunderts."' Mller adduces 
this as a proof of the untrustworthiness of the prologue. "Der 
verfasser der einleitung nahm dies epitheton, das der verfasser 
der verse 50-130 nicht gebraucht haben konnte,' ohne rucksicht 
auf das vorliegende zum zweck des reimes auf worn." Jiriczek 
has disposed of this by pointing out that the events narrated fall 
before the time when Eormanric earned the uncomplimentary 
title of the introductory lines.5 The connection with the Har- 

I MOller, loc. cit., p. 32. 2 Beow., p. 218, note. 

3Paul-Braune, Beitrtige, Vol. XVI, p. 548. 4P. 33; the italics are mine. 
5Deutsche Heldensagen, Vol. I, pp. 73 ff. After commenting upon the list of heroes con- 

nected with the mane of Eormanric in the poem, Jiriczek continues: " Dass der Dichter alle 
diese Personen als lebend anfiihrt, ist natairlich kein Beweis, dass er die Sage von dem Ende 
der Harlungen nicht gekannt hatte; er wahlte, um seinen Zweck, Katalogisierung der Hel- 
den nach dem Modell, dass der SAnger Widsir sie kennen lernt, zu erreichen, seinen chrono- 
logischen Standpunkt so, dass der Besuch des Sangers vor die Ereignisse der Sage fallt. 
Wenn er Eormanric gleich zu Anfang als wrdB wR~rloga, den bOsen Treuebrecher bezeichnet, 
so setzt das notwendig Kenntnis der Sagen voraus, aus denen diese Bezeichnung sich 
ergibt. Wenn Bojunga, Beitr. 16, 548, meint, der Kern des Widsib setze noch die ungetrafbte 
gotische Auffassung Ermanarichs als eines kunstsinnigen und freigebigen, erhabenen 
Ffirsten voraus, die Eingangsverse mit seiner Verurteilung aber seien eine aus dem Geiste 
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lung-saga, which gave Eormanric the appellation of "wrap wi-r- 

loga," is further carried out in the Eormanric catalogue, where 
Emerca and Fridla are expressly mentioned. There is surely 
nothing unnatural in finding an account of the visit of a minstrel 
to a famous king and to those who were afterwards to fall victims 
to his bad faith prefaced by the reminder that this was the very 
man of whose treachery the world had heard, although at the time 
when the minstrel made his tour the tragedy had not taken place. 
Furthermore, it would have been out of place for the singer him- 
self to set forth a scandal like that which clung to the name of 
Eormanric, in a narrative whose avowed object is to relate how 
the great ones of the earth were good to him. Singers conven- 

tionally told of present-giving and the like-it was their business 
to praise their patrons. Alboin, who appears in Paul the Deacon 
as a cruel and barbarous king, forcing his wife to drink from a 

cup made of her own father's skull, is seen in Widsith in a wholly 
favorable light. There is, then, really no need of finding any dis- 

crepancy' here, or of assuming a date for the main body of the 

poem earlier than the attachment of the Harlung-saga to the 

figure of Eormanric. 
That the prologue was written in Britain, and consequently in 

all probability later than most of what follows, appears from the 

phrase eastan of Ongle. This was explained by the earlier com- 
mentators as meaning "im osten von Angeln" (Mfillenhoff), and 
as referring to the location of the home of Eormanric. Sievers 
pointed out, in considering the evidence for the situation of the 
Gothic people, that this translation is incorrect.' "Die Ansicht 
Millenhoffs, Deutsche Altertumsk. 2, 99, dass noch das ags. 
Widsidhlied die Goten 'ostwarts von Angeln' sitzend denke, 
beruht auf falscher Obersetzung der Worte eastan of Ongle, v. 9 

. .. Allerdings weiss der Wids. von Kampfen der Hraedas 
gegen die Hunen ymb Wistlawudu v. 120, aber geographische 
Schlasse lassen sich daraus nicht ziehen." The phrase does not 

der spateren Sage herausgesprochene Interpolation, so kann dass-auch wenn die Interpola- 
tionstheorie richtig ware-doch in Hinblick auf das oben erwAhnte Princip des Dichters 
kaum gefolgert werden, zumal die Verdunkelung des Charakters Ermanarichs eben auf der 
Verbindung mit der Harlungensage beruht, die von Widsib bereits vorausgesetzt wird." 

1 Paul's Grundriss, Vol. I, p. 408. 
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modify hdm, it modifies hi (1. 5), and is to be rendered "(he, 
starting) from the east, from Angle-land hither." A valuable 
article by Sievers, apropos of the words pat fram hdm gefrcegn 
(Beow., 1. 194), emphasizes the peculiarities of Anglo-Saxon 
usage, whereby after verbs of seeing, hearing, seeking, shining, 
etc., adverbs denoting rest must modify the object, those denoting 
motion the subject of the sentence.' It might be expected that 
Widsith would start from the country of the Myrgings, but it is 
quite conceivable that the writer of the prologue should use the 
term Ongle loosely here. The territory of the Myrgings bordered 
upon that of the Angles in the old days, as 1. 42 indicates. Pos- 
sibly, the difference between the territory occupied by the two 
peoples was so small that the prologue writer thought it proper to 
treat the localities as roughly synonymous; possibly he thought 
that the use of the familiar term Ongle would help to fix a locality 
which would have been only vague under the name Myrginga- 
land. Or perhaps Widsith, though born a Myrging, started from 
Ongle on this first long journey, as the poem might show if pre- 
served entire. There is nothing strange about his traveling 
"from the east hither" upon a journey which was ultimately to 
lead to Eormanric; he went from court to court, as the narrative 
suggests, not making a bee-line for the land of the Goths. The 
details of his itinerary will be discussed later, however. If it 
appears that, starting from the Low Countries, he ought to move 
south as well as west, it is well to remember that statements of 
direction are vague in early poetry. Henrici has emphasized 
this: "Die hauptsachlichen himmelsrichtungen sind ftir die 
Deutschen ost und west, die anderen treten dagegen zurack."' 
It would not be strange to find vagueness of location and direc- 
tion in such a later addition to the poem as this. It need hardly 
be said that geographical uncertainty is likely to arise early in 
the transmutations of a story from one form to another, while the 
events remain clear and distinct. On the other hand, nothing 
could be more explicit than the statement that Widsith went with 
Ealhhild to the home of Eormanric. 

1 Paul-Braune, Beitrdge, Vol. XI, p. 354; Vol. XII, pp. 188 ff. 
2 Zur Geschichte der mhd. Lyrik, pp. 63 f. 
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There seems to be no sufficient reason, then, to throw out the 
testimony of the prologue. It is not unlikely that the man who 
composed it possessed some information in regard to the situation 
in the passage 11. 88 ff., which has not been preserved for us;' 
that a part of the poem has been crowded out, perhaps, by the 
evidently spurious 11. 79-87; and that this lost part would have 
gone far to make the interpretation of the whole poem clear. 
Nothing is commoner in early poetry, of course, than the elusive 
style of the reference to Ealhhild in the prologue. It sounds 
like the work of a man who knew the story, and was writing for 
an audience familiar with it. At all events it is not hard to 
choose between the two hypotheses that the man who wrote the 
opening lines was spinning out gratuitous and unmotivated non- 
sense and that he was adding something which had a reasonable 
connection with the story. The more critical attitude is certainly 
to accept the testimony of the poem wherever possible, and not to 
regard definite statements as wilful misrepresentations if they 
may be otherwise explained. In the following discussion, then, 
the motive of Widsith's accompanying Ealhhild to the Gothic 
court will be accepted as an integral part of the story. 

Unfortunately the little tale in 11. 88 if. is far from clear. The 
phrase ealle frage is puzzling-Widsith remained with Eormanric 
ealle frdge. It may well refer to something preceding which has 
been crowded out by the Mofdings and the Amothings and the 
rest. The situation in the following lines raises new difficulties. 
The commonly accepted interpretation of the whole story of Ealh- 
hild seems to be that suggested by Ettmilller: "Eadgils sandte 
seine Gemahlin Ealhhild zu Eormanrike, dem Gothenkonige, und 
gab ihr seinen Sanger Widsio zum Geleite mit."' Mr. Stopford 
Brooke explains it thus: "Born among the Myrgings he, [i. e., 
Widsith] became the singer of the court, and while still young 
went, in this capacity, 'with Queen Ealhhild, the weaver of 
peace,' the daughter of Eadwine and the wife of Eadgils King of 
the Myrgings, to seek the home of Eormanric (Hermanrich) 
King of the Ostrogoths who lived 'east from Ongle;' and this was 

1 According to the view of ten Brink, the " Ordner " left out some lines preceding 1. 88, 
which he made use of in his introduction. 

2 Cf. Wilker, Grundriss, p. 322. 
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his first journey."' Kogel gives a similar outline: ". .... Der 
Gote Eormanric hat ihm einen goldenen Ring geschenkt, der 600 
Schillinge wert ist. Den tiberlasst er seinem Landesherrn Eddgils, 
dem Fuirsten der Myrginge, weil er ihm seinen Erbsitz, der ihm 
verloren gegangen war, zuriickgegeben hatte. Seine Herrin Ealh- 
hild, die Gattin des Eddgils, Albuins Schwester, schenkt ihm zum 
Ersatze einen anderen Ring, und zum Danke daftir preist er sie in 
Liedern [11. 90 if.] als die freigebigste aller fiUrstlichen Frauen."2 

Upon a careful examination of the lines in question, there are 
seen to be certain difficulties with this interpretation. In the 
first place, there is no statement in the poem that Ealhhild was 
the wife of Eadgils. The question naturally arises, too, why the 
Myrging queen-as Ealhhild is conceived to be-whose country 
was somewhere in North Germany about the mouths of the Elbe 
and Eider, should make this long journey to the distant court of 
Eormanric, the king of the Goths, somewhere in the eastern part 
of Europe.3 A Germanic lady of the Heroic Age could hardly 
have taken the trip for pleasure. The explanation given by Leo 
years ago, and apparently still in force today,' is that she went as 
a "Friedenswerberin," a female peace-commissioner, because she 
is called in 1. 6 f5ile freopuwebbe, "lovely weaver of peace." 
After mentioning the two cycles of Alboin and Eormanric notice- 
able in the poem, Leo continues: "Beide sind verkn-ipft durch 
Ealhhilden, die Tochter Eadvyne's, die (wie es scheint) Flirstin 
der Myrgingen (wohl Eadgil's Gemahlin) geworden ist, und welche 
als Friedenswerberin der Sanger zu Eormanrika begleitet." 

1 History of Early English Literature, p. 2. Mallenhoff objected to the arrangement of 
the main part of the poem as illogical, remarking that this mention of his journey as hav- 
ing been made to the home of Eormanric would lead one to expect that the enumeration 
would begin with that monarch or in the east (loc. cit., p. 276). Yet this seems to demand an 
exactness of arrangement not to be found in early poetry. It is perfectly conceivable, even 
were the poem a unity, that the narrator might not proceed in strictly chronological fashion, 
but mention first other places than those visited on his earliest trip. Or perhaps this phrase 
was added to guard against the misconception that the mention of other travels first might 
lead the hearer to think they were first in point of time. Possibly forman si-e is not to be 
held to its strict meaning - Professor Gummere renders it " once." There seems to be no 
reason to balk at it, however. 

2 Gesch. der deutschen Litt., Vol. I, p. 139. 
3 It is impossible to locate the Goths from this poem, cf. p. 346. Probably they were 

placed only vaguely by those who dealt with the poem in its later forms. 
4 Cf., for example, Chambers, loc. cit. For Leo's comments, cf. Wailker, Grundriss, 

pp. 320 f. 
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It has not been hitherto pointed out, I believe, that this ex- 
planation is far from being satisfactory. In the first place, it 
would have been an unusual, if not an unknown proceeding to 
send a woman on such a mission. In the second place, the term 

f&le freofuwebbe will not bear such an interpretation. It was, 
rather, a formal epithet applied to a queen, as in Beow., 1. 1943, 
where it is used in describing the fierceness of Queen Thrytho. 
Here the formal character of the phrase appears very plainly. 
"Thrytho, ambitious queen of the people, showed terrible vindic- 
tiveness; no brave man among the court favorites, except her 
husband, durst gaze on her openly with his eyes, but he might 
count on deadly bonds being appointed for him, woven by hand; 
very soon after his seizure was the knife brought into service, so 
that the damasked dirk might settle it- proclaim the punishment 
of death. That is no queenly custom for a woman to practice, 
peerless though she may be, that a peace-weaver should assail the 
life of a valued liegeman, because of fancied insult."' The mean- 
ing of the epithet is clear. A queen should be a woman promoting, 
in a general way, good feeling, not hostility, as nowadays princes 
have been called "defender of the faith," not because they have 
ever fought for it, but because that is their general attitude toward 
the established religion. The Heyne-Socin glossary suggests how 
the term may have come to be applied to queens, interpreting it as 
"pacis textrix, Bezeichnung der (oft zur Befestigung des Friedens 
zweier Vl1ker zur Ehe gegebenen) k6niglichen Gemahlin." Bos- 
worth-Toller defines it as "peace-weaver, woman." Its significance, 
then, is general, not special. Care must be taken not to read too 
much meaning into a formal epithet of this sort. Note that the 
adjective faele often accompanies the noun, adding still further to 
the formal character of the word freopuwebbe. So in Elene, 1. 88, 
the angel who appears to Constantine is called f&le fridowebba, 
but he does not come as a "Friedenswerber;" his mission is to 
announce that victory will perch on the standard of the Christian 
king on the morrow. It is a suitable epithet to apply to the 
divine messenger; it being the regular business of angels, as of 
queens, to promote peace in a general way. Mller regards it as 

1 Transl. J. R. C. Hall. Cf. the term fridu-sibbfolca, Beow., 1. 2017. 
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purely mechanical: "Das epitheton das ihr hier in der einleitung 
v. 6 gegeben ist das allergelaufigste, das sich behufs reimes auf 
forman slte ganz von selbst darbot," an observation which would 
have more point if the phrase forman s~ie stood in the first half- 
line rather than in the second. 

The use of the term "lovely weaver of peace" in the passage 
just quoted from Beowulf may serve to suggest the relation of 
Ealhhild to Eormanric in the present poem. She took the long 
journey to the Gothic court for the most natural reason which 
would lead a woman in those days to travel so far-she went to 
become his bride. In like manner Thrytho sought the hall of 
Offa "over the fallow flood," and Kriemhild journeyed from 
Worms to Vienna to wed Etzel the Hun, her royal husband wait- 
ing to welcome her in his home. It is natural to find Widsith in 
the train of Ealhhild on this joyful occasion, when minstrels and 
entertainers must have been particularly welcome, not only because 
they could give brilliancy to the festivities, but because they could 
beguile the tedium of the journey. 

This interpretation is entirely contrary to the accepted view of 
the story, yet it will be found to be the one which best satisfies 
the requirements of the situation, the one which affords the most 
reasonable explanation of the text. It was proposed about twenty 
years ago by Heinzel, in a discussion of the Hervarar saga,2 but 
as the comment on the passage in Widsith was merely incidental 
to the treatment of other matters, and as Heinzel did not give it 
more than the briefest comment, this important suggestion seems 
to have passed virtually unnoticed.3 

It is worth while to quote Heinzel's comments in full: 
Dass der Sanger Widsidh mit der Frau seines myrgingischen Konigs 

Ealhhild, der Tochter des langobardischen Eadwine, seine Kreuz- und 
Querfahrten durch Europa unternimmt, schliesslich mit ihr einen Besuch 
bei Konig Ermanarich abstattet und sie wieder in die myrgingische 
Heimat zuriickfiihrt, wo er gleichsam als Lohn fiir die Reisebegleitung 

1 Loc. cit., p. 32. 
2Sitzungsberichte der Wiener Akademie (Phil.-Hist. Klasse), 1887, Vol. CXIV, pp. 417 ff. 

Cf. particularly pp. 514 ff. (Also issued separately.) Cf. also ibid., Vol. CXIX, Uber die Ost- 
gothische Heldensage. 

3 The only other reference to Heinzel's discussion of this matter which I have observed 
is in Jiriczek's Deutsche Heldensagen, Vol. I, p. 73. Jiriczek accepts Heinzel's position with- 
out question. 
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von ihr einen Ring erhalt, ohne dass irgend ein Zweck angedeutet wiirde, 
ist unepisch und unglaublich. Der myrgingische Sanger macht vielmehr 
in seinem Berufe eine Fahrt an verschiedene FiArstenhafe, kommt dabei 
nach Italien, das regnum Italice, wie das langobardische Reich hiess, und 
erhalt da von Alboin, dem Sohne Audoins, den Auftrag, seine Schwester 
Ealhhild zu dem Gothenkmnig Ermanarich, der um sie geworben hat, zu 
fiihren. Er entledigt sich dieses Auftrages und wird wie billig von Er- 
manarich dafiir mit einem Ring beschenkt, den er aber, wie proleptisch 
erzahlt wird, bei seiner Heimkehr ins Myrgingenland seinem Herrn Ead- 
gils gibt-aber auch von Ealhhild, der neuen Gothenkonigin, worauf er 
mit Scilling, seinem poetischen Collegen, den gotischen Hof mit seinen 
Liedern erfreut und verherrlicht. 

Heinzel fails to note the "Friedenswerberin" argument, or 
perhaps prefers to ignore it as untenable. He seems to exagge- 
rate the probable prominence of a minstrel like Widsith in the 
bridal expedition of Ealhhild to the court of Eormanric. It is 
surely more likely that the minstrel must be thought of as one of 
a numerous company, led by some distinguished man of the 
Lombard court. The retinue of a noble lady, apparently the 
sister of Alboin, must have been a large one. As the whole 
poem centers about the figure of the singer, it is hard to think of 
him as filling a relatively subordinate place, but it seems unlikely 
that he would be very prominent; that the charge of escorting 
the bride would be placed in the hands of a minstrel, as Heinzel's 
words would seem to imply. Again, it is not quite clear that 11. 
103-8, which describe the singing of Widsith in company with 
his brother minstrel Scilling, refer to events at the Gothic court. 
It seems quite possible that the scene may be shifted after 11. 
97, 98. The train of thought runs: Ealhhild (in the country of 
Eormanric) gave me another ring; I spread her praises over many 
lands, whenever I had occasion to speak of the most generous 
queen under the heavens. On such an occasion, when Scilling 
and I raised up our voices in song before our sigedryhten (who 
may be the hleodryhten of ten lines preceding, i. e., Eadgils, at 
the Myrging court), many men of excellent judgment exclaimed 
that they had never heard better minstrelsy.-The mention of 
the travels "through many lands" makes a close logical con- 
nection between the localities doubtful. The peculiarities of 
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thought-sequence in Anglo-Saxon poetry must also be taken into 
account. A sort of interlacing of ideas is, as is well known, very 
common. It is quite in accordance with well-established usage 
to assume a double shifting of thought here, the ideas following 
in the order ABAB. The prologue affords a good instance of 
this stylistic trick. There the mind of the narrator wavers 
between the end of the journey, the stage traversed with Ealh- 
hild, which resulted in reaching the home of Eormanric, and the 
place where the singer came from in the beginning. The clauses 
follow somewhat thus: He was a Myrging; he, with Ealhhild, on 
his first journey, visited the home of the Gothic king; he came 
from the east, from Angleland; (he visited the home of) Eor- 
manric, the wrathful treaty-breaker. Many instances of this 
ABAB sequence have been collected by Heinzel in the criticism 
of the application of the "ballad-theory" to Beowulf, and the 
whole matter has been quite sufficiently discussed already.1 It 
should be added, perhaps, that the place at which Widsith is 
to be thought of as relating all this is not indicated in the poem. 

In spite of these dissents and queries, it appears that Heinzel's 
suggestion has marked a distinct step in advance in the interpre- 
tation of the poem. It is necessary, however, to examine other 
readings of the situation somewhat more carefully. This exami- 
nation of other theories is conveniently made in connection with 
the important question of what historical foundation, if any, exists 
for the passage just discussed. 

III 

According to the interpretation of the story proposed by 
Heinzel, there is evidently no historical foundation for the 
relations between Ealhhild and Eormanric, and consequently 
none for the alleged escorting of the lady to the Goths by the 
hero of the poem. The sister of Alboin2 could not have married 

1 Cf. Heinzel, Quellen und Forsch., Vol. X, pp. 10 if., and Anz. filr deut. Alt., Vol. X, pp. 
220 if.; Vol. XV, 157 ff., and Jour. Germ. Philol., Vol. IV, 4, p. 467. 

2Notice that Ealhhild is mentioned in the poem as dohtor Eadwines (1. 98) while Elf- wine or Alboin is called bearn Eadwines (1.74). It seems most likely that the two Eadwines 
are identical, and that Ealhhild is to be thought of as a sister of Alboin. The identification 
has been accepted by Mtillenhoff, MOller, ten Brink, and by critics of the poem generally. 
There is, of course, no historical testimony that Alboin ever had such a sister, or any 
sister, indeed. But we are probably dealing with pure fiction here; the main question is 
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a man a century and a half older than herself, any more than 
Widsith could have visited both Alboin and Eormanric on his 
travels. We are here dealing with epic fiction, not with reality. 
Such unions as this are common enough in saga. The sister of a 
great conqueror like the invader of Italy would have seemed a 
fitting bride for the renowned Gothic king to a people who did 
not trouble themselves about chronological discrepancies. In a 
similar way, Eormanric was moved down into a later period in 
the Middle High German conception of the Dietrich of Bern 
story.' Here he is transferred from the first three-quarters of 
the fourth century into the latter part of the fifth, and made to 
,erve as uncle and opponent of Dietrich. Again, in the Poetic 
Edda, the bride of Eormanric, the bright-eyed Swanhild, whose 
connection with Ealhhild is interesting and significant,2 is said to 
be the daughter of a sister of Gunnar, whose historic prototype 
flourished long after Eormanric's death. There is an even more 
curious distortion in the Volsungasaga. The compiler of this 
saga in its present form apparently intended it as an introduction 
to what he considered the far more important events in the life 
of Ragnar Lothbrok, connecting the two parts by making Aslaug, 
the daughter of Sigurd and Brynhild, the second wife of the 
Viking king. The historical Ragnar was born in 750, yet it did 
not involve an artistic blemish to connect him as closely as this 
with early saga characters. Such anachronisms are of course 
whether the author of the lines conceived Ealhhild as the child of Audoin. Hodgkin, Italy 
and Her Invaders (Vol. V, p. 177), says, " considering the commonness of that name (Eadwine), 
we have perhaps no right to conclude that we have here an unknown sister of Alboin mar- 
ried to an English prince." Hodgkin's seems almost the only dissenting voice. 

1 Cf. Dietrich's Flucht. 
2 Both Heinzel (Hervararsaga, p. 516) and Jiriczek (loc. cit., pp. 73, 104) agree that Ealh- 

hild here replaces the Sunilda (northern Swanhild) in the Eormanric story. The name 
was probably in Gothic *S6nihilds, in OHG. *Suonhilt, and the transition from a form of 
this sort ending in -hild to Ealhhild seems easy. Such confusion was not uncommon, of 
course; compare the identification of a Hild or Hildiko of historic story with Grimhild, 
sister of the Nibelungen princes (Paul's Grundriss, Vol. III, 1898, p. 660). As Symons points 
out, this process may well have been assisted by the Germanic custom of letting one part 
of a compound name do duty for the whole, as Hild for Brynhild, Bera for Kostbera, etc., 
in the Edda. The Sunilda motive seems to have early faded out in German territory, 
though it seems necessary to postulate its existence to account for the presence of the 
Swanhild story in Scandinavian. There is no record in German saga sources of the death 
of Sunilda as a punishment for illicit love. Just what stage of the conception of the story 
is represented in Widsith it is difficult to say. The question is further complicated by the 
possibility that the references to the Eormanric saga in its various forms which the poem 
contains may very likely not all be from the same source. 
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common in the chansons de geste, which show little sense for his- 
torical perspective.' Charlemagne is credited in the Song of 
Roland with the act of William the Norman in collecting tribute 
for the pope from the island of Britain, and he goes on a pil- 
grimage to the tomb of Thomas h Becket in Rauf Coilyear. 
Many instances of similar inconsistency in the time-relations in 
early and medikeval literature might be cited, if such citations 
were necessary. 

If this visit of Eormanric to Ealhhild is a creation of saga- 
making imagination, the apparently personal account of the visit 
to the brother of Ealhhild, and of the ring-giving at the Gothic 
court and in the hall of Eadgils does not appear in quite so con- 
vincing a light. The question naturally arises whether such a 
person as Widsith ever existed, and if so, whether any of his 
experiences are to be believed. An intelligent answer will be 
much more easy to give if the question be put aside for a moment, 
and the principal interpretations of the poem be passed in review. 
This will, furthermore, make clearer the details of Heinzel's 
theory. Most scholars who have believed in the authenticity of 
any part of Widsith's experiences have made the poet a contem- 
porary of Alboin. Some of the earliest investigators, however, 
were inclined to refer him to the time of Eormanric. Although 
their ideas have received very cautious support in modern times, 
it is perhaps best to consider briefly in the first place the possi- 
bility that the kernel of the piece may go back to actual events of 
the fourth and fifth centuries. 

The theory of Dr. Guest, which has already been referred to, 
need not detain us long. He conjectured that practically the 
entire narrative of the singer was composed in the fifth century 
by a man "soon after the age of eighty"-a fairly advanced age, 
but one necessary to make his life touch the reigns of Eormanric 
and Attila, and that, as Mr. Brooke notes, JElfwine is not Alboin, 
but one of the chiefs in the train of Alaric, ca. 400 A. D.2 The 

1If Paris' theory of the lyric character of the Cantilenae be accepted, and the histori- 
cal element in the chansons be regarded as largely an aftergrowth due to a people who 
are beginning to forget the exact details of history, these discrepancies may be all the 
more readily understood. (Cf. Romania, Vol. XIII, pp. 616 if., and Rajna, Epopea francese, 
pp. 469 if.) 

2 Cf. Brooke, loc. cit., p. 460. I do not find this statement in Guest's Hist. of Eng. Rhythms. 
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statement, already quoted, that the poet's reference to Alexander 
the Great is "the only instance in which he has referred to one 
not a contemporary" shows better than any criticism how anti- 
quated Guest's view is today. Conybeare held a somewhat simi- 
lar view in general to the one adopted by Guest. It is pleasant 
to record these early appreciations of the interest and significance 
of the poem, but unprofitable, from a critical point of view, to dwell 
upon them here. A modified form of this theory, which would 
treat a portion of the poem as genuine, and as the composition of 
a contemporary of Eormanric, has not been without supporters. 
Mr. Stopford Brooke, though expressing himself with due reserve, 
appears to regard this position with favor,' so also Professor Earle2 
and Dr. Garnett.3 The comments of Dr. Garnett, which have the 
importance of being perhaps the most recent of the criticisms of 
the Widsith, are unfortunately hardly detailed enough to carry 
much weight in a matter so complicated and confused as this. 
He wrote with due caution: "If Widsith is a real person, and the 
poem a genuine record of his bygone days, it must have been 
composed early in the fifth century." He admitted the evidences 
of lateness, but thinks "it is, perhaps, in favor of the genuiness 
of the poem that palpable interpolations should occur in several 
places." The mention of Alboin, king of the Lombards, he 
would regard as such a later insertion. Just what his position 
was in respect to the relations between Ealhhild, Eadgils, and 
Eormanric is not clear. He observed in regard to 11. 88 if., how- 
ever: "It is difficult not to be impressed with the apparent sin- 
cerity of Widsith's praise of his patrons, and still more difficult 
to conjecture why a literary imposture should be perpetrated in 
honour of the deceased sovereigns of an extinct nation two cen- 
turies after their death;" so that his idea was clearly that they 
lived in the era of Eormanric.' The question of how much 

1 Loc. cit., p. 459. 
2 Anglo-Saxon Literature, London, 1884, p. 148. 3Cf. n. 5, p. 331. 
4 This sounds a little like Guest's comment: "Of the different theories which may be 

started as to the origin of this singular poem, the one which seems to me beset with the 
fewest difficulties is that which maintains its genuineness. If we suppose it to be a forgery, 
where shall we discover a motive for the fraud7 Where shall we find any analogous case in 
the history of that early period? Above all, where shall we find the learning and the 
knowledge necessary to perpetuate such a fraud successfully?" (Loc. cit., p. 373.) 
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significance is to be attached to the personal coloring of this passage 
will be considered at length later. But even granting that this 
personal quality is the reflection of actual experience, the burden 
of proof upon the supporters of this hypothesis is a heavy one. 
The only other historical patron besides Eormanric to whom the 
singer refers with anything like a personal touch, who could have 
been known to a man who had attained his majority by the beginning 
of the third quarter of the fourth century, is Gunther, the his- 
torical Gundicarius, who fell in battle in 437. Ealhhild cannot 
be the daughter of Audoin and the sister of Alboin, as she is 
almost universally regarded. Eadgils, if he has any historical 
position, must be moved back into the fourth or early fifth 
century. The citations of the various peoples of course prove 
nothing. Nor will the list of monarchs and chiefs in the "innweorud 
Eormanrices" (11. 112ff.) help the case for putting the kernel of 
the piece in the fifth century. Dr. Garnett seemed to think 
otherwise: "He speaks . . . . distinctly of his comradeship with 
the Goths when they were contending against the bands of iEtla 
(Attila)." The probability that this is a purely fictitious list of 
rulers seems as great as that there is no sober record of fact in 
the list of peoples in 11. 82 ff. Mfillenhoff has compared the 
mechanical use of s5hte ic with the equally mechanical use of 
ic wces in the passages preceding which fall under the suspicion 
of being spurious. The "innweorud Eormanrices" is a jumble of 
names, a few of which belong to history, but of widely different 
periods, as Theodric (1. 115), not the Frankish monarch, but the 
Gothic king (died, 526), the Hunnish Attila (died, 543), and 
the Lombard ZEgelmund, who reigned in the early days when 
the Lombard people were still in their seats in the north of 
Europe. Others belong to saga, like Becca; the Bikki who 
betrayed Randver and Swanhild in the Eormanric story; Sifeca 
and Heathoric, who are the traditional Sifke and Heidrek, and 
the equally imaginary pair Hlithe and Incgentheow, whom 
Grundtvig explained as H6ldh and Angantyr. The mythical Har- 
lung brothers appear as the Herelingas, Emerca and Fridla. 
Others are utterly unknown, or at best darkly conjectured- 
Wulfhere and Wyrmhere, Redhere and Rondhere, whose names. 
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have a suspiciously "decorative" look, Rumstan and Secca and 
Becca and Withergield and Aliso and Hungar.' Is it safe to 
read any serious personal experience into all this? Let it be 
granted that it preserves an early form of the Gothic saga-the 
chieftain Wudga, the later German Wittich in the Dietrich of 
Bern story, here appears in his proper setting if we allow him 
an historical counterpart in the old Gothic hero Widigoia or 
Widigauja. As to his friend and companion Heime or Hama, 
there are no conjectures to help out a decision as to his identity, 
save that he is the constant companion of Wudga, and so probably 
of like nationality. It is clear that after fiction and probable 
interpolation have been cut out of this passage there is little to 
base historic truth upon. The description of the contests between 
the Goths and the Huns shows discrepancies. The very mention 
of a series of battles instead of one great contest may indicate 
epic error, and the strife of the followers of Eormanric with 
the Huns of Attila about the Vistula is puzzling.2 Dr. Garnett 
suggested: "It . . . . seems not unlikely that Widsith's lays on 
the conflicts between the Goths and the Huns really related to 
those which took place under Hermanric's immediate successors, 
but that the passage has been altered by a later poet, for whom 
Attila was the representative of the obliterated Hunnish nation, 
now passing into the domain of legend."' Is it not more probable 
that this change took place in the oral tradition upon which such 
an account as this must rest, and that the passage in its present form 
was composed by a man who really had a wrong conception of the 
facts ? But the possibilities of theorizing on the basis of the intro- 
duction of new names in the place of old ones are so varied that 
it is hardly profitable to carry this train of thought further. It 
seems evident, however, that if matters are as confused as this, no 
sound conclusions as to the life of the singer can be drawn from 
the Eormanric catalogue. If the Eadwine (1. 117) is Audoin, 

1 Cf., for discussions of these names, Kbgel, Gesch. der deutschen Litt., Vol. I, pp. 146 ff.; 
Binz, Beitrdge, Vol. XX, p. 207; Bugge, Beitrage, Vol. XII, pp. 69 ff.; Jiriczek, loc. cit. 

2 Cf. Heinzel, Hervararsaga, p. 517. 
3 Jagic, Arch. f4ir slavische Philol., Vol. XI (2), pp. 305 if., makes a similar suggestion, 

which Garnett may have had in mind, as his reference to modern Slavonic scholars suggests. 
Jagic remarks: "Attila, der legendhafte Eponym des Hunnenvolkes, mochte einen alteren 
Namen leicht verdrangt haben; die umgekehrte Anderung ist kaum wahrscheinlich." 
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the father of Alboin, it would seem that its present date, at least, 
must be pretty late. 

The amount of actual testimony to the composition of any 
part of the poem by a man who had actually "seen Eormanric," 
then, is very small. It cannot be regarded as otherwise than 
highly dangerous, on the basis of such slender evidence, and the 
preservation of so small a part of the original poem, to refer its 
nucleus to so remote a period as the late fourth or early fifth 
century, a time when, as Professor Saintsbury has pointed out in 
this connection, no modern European language has left any 
traces of its existence. 

The hypothesis that the poem reflects actual historic events of 
the fifth century, and that Widsith, if he were a real person, lived 
in that age, has been far more generally credited. The great 
learning and authority of Miallenhoff made his remarks on the 
historical events and the ethnology of the piece of very great 
weight. His arguments were accepted, in general, by Wailker,' 
after a careful summary of the evidence up to 1885. They are 
especially worth notice as having formed the basis for the more 
elaborate studies of MOller and ten Brink. 

Mtlllenhoff cut out as spurious 11. 75-87, and remarked that 
1. 88 would make a good continuation for 1. 74: "V. 88 schliesst 
sich auch vortrefflich an v. 74 an. V. 88 bezieht sich offenbar auf 
v. 70, und die ganze folgende Schilderung von des Sangers Verhalt- 
nis zu seinem Herrn und zur Ealhhild, der Tochter Eadvine's tritt 
erst ins rechte Licht, wenn unmittelbar das Lob EXlfvine's, des 
Sohnes Eadvine's, voraufgeht, und umgekehrt auch dieses, wenn 
jene unmittelbar folgt."' It is not difficult to agree with Millen- 
hoff that the passage has all the earmarks of spuriousness, but 
that there was originally no gap between 11. 74 and 88 seems an 
unwarrantable assumption. The two hardly make a faultless 
connection. What does ealle frage mean? One of the common- 
est errors of the Liedertheoretiker was supposing that because an 
interpolated passage had been removed, and the beginning and 
end of the gap made good sense, no loss had taken place. It 
would be easy enough, as has been often pointed out in this con- 

1 Grundriss, p. 329. 2 p. 291. 
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nection, to cut out long passages in modern poems, so that no one 
unfamiliar with their original condition would guess that any- 
thing had been taken away. It seems quite likely here that the 
passion for mere information, for making this an "instructive" 
poem, may have led to the sacrifice of matter that would have 
explained the vague indication in the prologue that Widsith had 
accompanied Ealhhild to the home of Eormanric. But this is a 
mere conjecture. The main point is to examine Miillenhoff's 
interpretation of the part which has been preserved. 

His argument is closely connected with his investigation into 
the identification and position of the different peoples. It really 
arises from the discussion of the location of the Myrgings.1 They 
are treated in 11. 41-44 as the same folk as the Suevi or Swaefs; 
one of the exploits of Offa, the Anglian king, is that 

ane sweorde 
merce gemarde wi5 Myrgingum 
bi Fifeldore: heoldon for8 sifan 
Engle and Swafe, swa hit Offa geslg. 

They are mentioned separately after the Swefs in 1. 22, but this 
does not necessarily mean that they cannot have been a division 
of the same people. As for the Swefs themselves, Mtllenhoff 
notes that their position according to the poem is "noch ganz in 
der stellung wie die Suebi in den ersten jhh. an der Elbe und 
Oder." But he thinks that the Myrgings were not a folk of this 
region. "Dass die Myrginge hier kein theil der Svmfen, etwa alte 
Holsteiner sind, beweist ihre verbindung mit der Langobarden an 
der Donau und in Pannonien." The Lombards in the time of 
Alboin were occupying lands in modern Austria, south of the 
Danube, and west of its southern course from Buda-Pesth down- 
ward, having crossed about 547 from the region lying east of the 
river. They were thus in an advantageous position to make their 
descent upon Italy in 568. Mtllenhoff is convinced that the 
Myrgings were not up in Holstein, or thereabouts, as all the indi- 
cations in the poem lead one to infer, but that they extended into 
much more southerly territory, not at a great distance from the 
Lombards in Pannonia. This view is all the more surprising, as the 

1 Haupt's Zeitschrift, Vol. XI, pp. 278 ff. 
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location of "Fifeldor" in the passage just quoted is believed to be 
the river Eider, in the lower part of the Danish peninsula.' Peoples 
in these early days were subject to migration, however, and a 
very convincing reason might lead to placing the Myrgings farther 
south than would otherwise be believed. 

Maillenhoff argues that they were neighbors of the Lombards 
because Ealhhild, the daughter of the Lombard Eadwine (Audoin) 
married the Myrging prince Eadgils. But it has been shown that 
there is no statement in the poem to that effect, and, furthermore, 
that there are grave objections to that interpretation. Miillenhoff 
thinks this marriage could not have taken place if the Myrgings 
had been restricted to Holstein: "Es kann aber der Langobarden- 
kenig in Pannonien keine interesse gehabt haben seine tochter 
nach Holstein zu verheiraten. Der Myrgingenname muss eine viel 
gr6ssere ausdehnung gehabt haben." Various reasons, he says, 
tend to confirm the conclusion that they may have been neighbors.2 
The Saxons and Swabians are known to have followed Alboin into 
Italy, and they came from a district, "das von der Elbe durch- 
strOmte und 6stlich anliegende land von der Donau bis zur Ostsee," 
where the people were known as Maurungani, as the map of the 
Geographer of Ravenna indicates. Moreover, according to Mtillen- 
hoff, the Lombard saga of Paul the Deacon puts Mauringaland 
"eben dahin." Finally, the name seems to be preserved in rela- 
tively modern place-names; cf. the minnesinger Heinrich von 
Morungen, the curtis Moranga in pago Morangano in the Vita 
Meinwerci, etc. Hence, he thinks, one cannot doubt the linguistic 
identity of "Maurungi, Mauringi, Myrgingas," and the chain is 
complete. 

' Mallenhoff, Deut8che Mythologie, ed. Meyer, Berlin, 1875, Vol. I, p. 198; Bosworth. 
Toller, A. S. Lexicon, etc. 

2 In showing Eadwine, the father of Ealhhild and Elfwine, to have been the Lombard 
king Audoin, he points out the fact that the name occurs in 1. 117 in connection with other 
Lombard heroes--Egelmund, Hlithe (if EttmAller's conjecturebe correct). Cf. n. 1, p. 344. The 
mention of the Wid-Myrgings in the following line seemed to him additional testimony to the 
close connection which he wished to establish between the peoples. But it is evident from 
the preceding lists that no sound conclusions can be drawn from grouping, otherwise one 
would have to see relations between the Greeks and the Finns in 1. 20. Mtillenhoff himself 
says: "Eine strenge ordnung, wie im guten mhd. epos bei dergleichen aufzahlungen, weiss 
ich freilich nicht nachzuweisen "(p. 276). In the days of Egelmund, the Lombards were near 
what we may believe to have been the seats of the Myrgings, a consideration which may per- 
haps have a little weight in the matter. The map in Hodgkin's Lombard Invasion, p. 80, will 
be found useful. 
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If this argument be followed carefully, it will be seen to approach 
perilously close to a circulus vitiosus. Mtillenhoff says in effect: 
The Myrgings must have been near the Lombards because these 
two peoples are connected in marriage. But this marriage could 
not have taken place unless they had been neighbors. Various 
reasons seem to show that a people with a name similar to that of 
the Myrgings were neighbors of the Lombards, hence they were 
no doubt identical with the Myrgings, and there is nothing to 
interfere with the connection by marriage. - The important thing 
to remember, in criticising Mdllenhoff, is that the marriage of 
Eadgils and Ealhhild must be as hypothetical as anything else. 
At all events, whatever one may say about these logical processes, 
it is clear that the key to the whole question is the validity of the 
reasons brought forward to prove the Myrgings near the Lom- 
bards, all of which reasons depend upon proving the equation 
Myrgingas= Maurungani. 

The linguistic identity of the two names was evidently not so 
close as Maillenhoff could have wished. Although it was accepted 
by Moller, Thorpe, and others, it appears quite impossible on 
philological grounds. Here again, in his article, Uber die Ost- 
gothische Heldensage, Heinzel makes a valuable point. "Der Name 
Myrgingas, welchen das ags. Widsidhlied und nur dieses, auch 

fflr ein Land 6stlich der Elbe braucht, ist lautlich mit Maurungani, 
Mauringa nicht in Einklang zu bringen, das erste g macht uniiber- 
windliche Schwierigkeiten."' If this be the case, it is evidently 
useless, as must appear to every unprejudiced critic, to criticise 
Miallenhoff's hypothesis further. It is worth noting, however, that 
neither the testimony of the Geographer of Ravenna nor the Lom- 
bard saga of Paul the Deacon gives testimony to the southerly posi- 
tion of the Maurungani as conclusive as one would infer from 
Mfillenhoff's statement. The Geographer of Ravenna, who is 
believed to have written in the seventh century, is by no means so 
clear as he might be. It is significant that he has given Hodgkin, 
an investigator of remarkable impartiality, and one of the best 
authorities upon this period, a very different impression. Hodgkin 
says: "Maurunga is also, on the authority of the Geographer of 

I He refers to Beitrdge, Vol. VIII, p. 256, and Brugmann's Grundriss, Vol. I, p. 332. 
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Ravenna, connected with the country near the mouth of the Elbe, 
probably on its right bank" -a very different thing from Mfillen- 
hoff's "grassere ausdehnung" toward the Danube. I feel incom- 
petent to give an independent judgment as to the precise meaning 
of the Geographer's rather misty words. The place-names in late 
German records cannot be regarded as important independent 
testimony to the position of a people in the sixth century. Again, 
the Lombard saga of Paulus Diaconus, as interpreted by Zeuss, the 
authority on early history whom Mitllenhoff frequently quotes, as 
well as by more modern scholars, places Maurunga very near, if 
not in, Holstein, and gives no authority for extending it into 
southern Germany. 

According to Paul the Deacon, the Lombards came originally 
from Scandinavia, and after leaving this country their first home 
was Scoringa, the left bank of the Elbe near the mouth. Strabo 
(A. D. 70), Tacitus (ca. 61-117), and Ptolemy (ca. 100-61) 
agree that the Langobardi dwelt near the mouth of the Elbe. 
They then moved into Mauringa, the land where Mfillenhoff 
would have us believe the Myrgings lived. Paul continues: "The 
Langobardi were sore pressed with famine, and moved forth from 
the province of Scoringa, intending to go into Mauringa. But 
when they reached the frontier, the Assipitti were drawn up deter- 
mined to dispute the passage . . . . Thus, then, did the Langobardi 
succeed in reaching Mauringa . ... From Mauringa the Lango- 
bardi moved forward into Golanda, and there they possessed the 
regions of Anthaib and Bainaib and Burgundaib."2 It should be 
remembered that all this is some centuries before the time of 
Alboin, and that the history of those early days is so enwrapped 
in legend and fable as to be very difficult to treat accurately. The 
location of Mauringa is given by the chief authorities as follows: 

Zeuss.3 Flat country east of Elbe. Golanda was Rugulanda, 
coast opposite island of Rfgen in the Baltic. 

Bluhme.' The Assipitti were located near Wolfenbtittel, and 
Mauringa north of the Assipitti. 

1 Italy and Her Invader., Vol. V, p. 100. 
2 I use Hodgkin's translation, loc. cit., p. 94. 
3 Die Germanen und die Nachbarstamme. 
4 Die Gens Langob. und ihre Herkunft, Bonn, 1868. 
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Schmidt.' Mauringa was the country between the Elbe and 
Oder, or perhaps was Holstein. Golanda was Gotland. 

Hodgkin's own view has already been given. 
It appears, then, that the widely quoted interpretation of Mfil- 

lenhoff breaks down upon careful scrutiny. The errors in this 
argument affect directly only that part of the poem under dis- 
cussion, although indirectly the view adopted of the growth of 
the poem as a whole is deeply influenced by the construction of 
this important Eadgils-Ealhhild-Eormanric passage. It should be 
said that Miillenhoff rendered a great service by giving the long 
lists of peoples and kings a careful review, and placing many of 
them in their true places in history and saga. 

IV 
Any analysis of the work of MOller and ten Brink must depend 

to a very great extent upon the view taken of their general criti- 
cal method, a method which, as has already been noted, cannot be 
adequately treated within the limits of this paper. It is interest- 
ing, however, to note their conceptions of the professedly autobio- 
graphical and historical elements in the piece, although these are 
very much affected by their reconstructions of the hypothetical 
original forms of the component lays. It will be observed that 
there is considerable divergence in their views upon various 
matters. 

The clearest idea of Moller's division of Widsith into its ele- 
ments may be gained by consulting his reprint of the poem in the 
second part of his study. Here the story of Eadwine, Eadgils, 
and Ealhhild appears, comfortably cleared of the troublesome ref- 
erence to Eormanric, and set forth "in der ursprfinglichen stro- 
phischen Form." The high-handed proceedings of the later ad- 
herents of the ballad theory is well seen in the work of Moller 
and ten Brink. While Maillenhoff, who was on the whole cautious 
in his cutting, regarded the reference to the Gothic king as "epic 
fiction," these scholars removed it from its place altogether. 
Moller sees no reason why the episode as he restores it may not 
have had a basis in actual fact. "Eine ringschenkung Albuins an 

1 Zur Gesch. der Langobarden, Leipzig, 1885. For details of these views in small space 
cf. Hodgkin, p. 141, n. A, "On the early homes of the Langobardi." 

364 



STRUCTURE AND INTERPRETATION OF WIDSITH 37 

den sanger des liedes braucht nicht fiktion gewesen zu sein, wie 
eine solche des Ermanarich, sondern kann in wirklichkeit statt- 
gefunden haben."' He argues that it was this ring given by 
Alboin that Widsith gave to Eadgils, the name of Eormanric hav- 
ing been inserted later. He seems to agree in general with Miil- 
lenhoff's conception of the passage, quoting him with approval, 
and referring to Alboin as a king connected in friendship and 
marriage with Eadgils, which appears to him an additional reason 
why the ring given at the Lombard court should have been the 
one presented to the Myrging prince. He seems to have mis- 
understood the meaning of the phrase jastan of Ongle, as the 
earlier scholars did generally. 

If due allowance be made for MOller's general theory, his view 
of the significance of the name "Widsith" seems eminently sane. 
He regards it as a proper name, as do the majority of the critics. 
"Der name Widsid, mit dem das ganze beginnt, steht nur an 
dieser stelle: es war offenbar der name mit dem das volk den san- 
ger dieser lieder bezeichnete. Man hatte lieder in denen ein 
sanger der in der ersten person spricht von weiten reisen erzahlt: 
sein wirklicher name kam in den liedern nicht vor, man nannte ihn 
darum nach dem was man von ihm wusste Widsid, und diese benen- 
nung galt alsbald als wirklicher name."2' Whether the singer of 
the lay or lays which form the groundwork of the piece was a real 
or a fictitious personage evidently does not affect the bestowal of 
such a cognomen as "the Wide Wanderer" upon him. 

The results reached by ten Brink are even more definite than 
MOller's. The reconstruction of Widsith, like that of Beowulf, 
becomes in his hands a kind of apotheosis of higher criticism. The 
"Ealhhild lay," which, as he rebuilds it, consists of 11. 50-58 
(read Hwat instead of SwJ, 1. 50); 64-67; 70-74; 90-108 (read 
He instead of Se, 1. 90); 135-43, "bildet ein vollkommen befrie- 
digendes Ganzes, an dem wir nichts vermissen, und dem wir etwas 
hinzuzusetzen kein Bediirfniss empfinden." Mller assumed 
more gaps and imperfections than ten Brink, although it must be 
said that the failure of the lines to conform to the strophic theory 
is responsible for a good many of these. 

1 P. 3. 2 P. 31. 
365 



38 WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE 

As for the autobiographical element, ten Brink admitted little 
of it, so far as the singer is concerned. He thought him "kein 

wirklicher, sondern ein idealer Sanger, der hier zu uns redet: 

gleichsam der typische Vertreter des fahrenden Sangertums der 

epischen Zeit." The marriage of Ealhhild and Eadgils he 

regarded as historical fact; the basis of the lay perhaps being an 
older poem belonging to the general class which details the expe- 
riences of minstrels. His views are best given in his own words. 

Vielleicht hat man sich die Sache folgendermassen vorzustellen. Es 
wird friihzeitig Lieder gegeben haben, in denen Sanger ihre Erlebnisse 
erzahlten-in diese allgemeine Gruppe gehort auch Deors Klage-und 
im besonderen solche, in denen sie Uiber ihre Reisen und den Empfang 
an verschiedenen FiirstenhOfen berichteten. An letzteren werden im 
Laufe der Zeit, wie manches Andere in Form und Inhalt, auch die Namen 
geandert werden, jiingere Namen zu Ailteren getreten sein. So diirfen 
wir uns eine altere Gestalt unseres Liedes denken, deren schematische 
Grundlage der vorliegenden ziemlich entsprach; ich denke namentlich 
auch an das Motiv des von einem auslandischen FArsten erhaltenen kost- 
baren Rings, den ein Sanger seinem eigenen Fiirsten schenkt und was 
sich weiter daran schliesst. Jener auslandische Fiirst kOnnte der Bur- 
gunderkinig Gunther gewesen sein (zu dem Albuin im vorliegenden Text 
sich wie eine gesteigerte Wiederholung ausnimmt). Nehmen wir nun an, 
dass, wie unser Lied berichtet, eine langobardische Prinzessin (Ealhhild) 
Tochter des Auduin, wirklich als Gemahlin des Konigs Eadgils bei den 
Myrgingen-eben im mittleren und Ostlichen Holstein -geherrscht und 
sich wie ihr Bruder Albuin, von dem uns solches auch sonst bezeugt ist 
(Paul. Diac., I, 27) durch ihre Freigebigkeit beriihmt gemacht habe, so 
wird die Kunde von ihrer Milde auch zu den Angeln gedrungen sein; 
und von den wenigen anglischen Sangern, die damals noch nerdlich von 
der Eider heimisch waren, werden Einzelne zweifellos diese Milde an sich 
selber erfahren haben. Da bedurfte es nur noch der Nachricht von 
Albuins Zug nach Italien und der Griindung des langobardischen Reichs 
daselbst um einem englischen Sanger den ganzen fiMr die Umgestaltung 
des alten Liedes notigen Stoff zu liefern. Am einfachsten war die Sache 
dann, wenn-wie sehr wohl denkbar-jenes alte Lied selbst aus dem 
Land der Myrginge stammte. Ob die vorliegende Gestalt des Ealhhild- 
lieds-es wird hierbei nur an die wesentlichen Momente, nicht an alle 
Einzelheiten der Darstellung gedacht--noch in Angeln oder erst in 
Mercien zum ersten Male gesungen wurde, lsst sich nicht entscheiden. 
Zweierlei aber ist hochst wahrscheinlich: einmal dass sei es unser Lied 
sei es der Stoff dazu im Gefolge des-etwa um 575 stattfindenden-letzten 
Angelnzugs, und so wohl im Gefolge des altanglischen Konigsgeschlechts 
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(Miillenhoff, D. A., II, 98 ff.) nach Brittanien verpflanzt wurde; zweitens 
dass die Verschmelzung jener Elemente jedenfalls noch vor dem Ende 
des sechsten Jahrhunderts stattfand.' 

If Ealhhild is to be regarded as the wife of Eadgils, and the gene- 
ral method of reconstruction is admissible, the above hypothesis 
appears plausible. But there is so little direct evidence in the 
poem to support the details of so complicated a theory, that it 
must be regarded rather as an ingenious surmise as to what may 
or might have taken place than as a well-grounded outline of 
actual growth. Probably ten Brink would have admitted this 
himself. The difficulty is not that the theory is too complicated, 
or that the analysis takes account of too many details, but the 
chances are small that so elaborate a conjecture -admittedly not 
supported by facts--corresponds with even approximate accuracy 
to the facts of the case. 

V 
The foregoing review of the principal interpretations of the 

more personal passages in the poem does not encourage the belief 
that they reflect actual historical conditions as observed by a con- 
temporary. The hypothesis that Widsith was a singer of the days 
of Alboin is almost as unconvincing as the one which makes him 
out a man of the time of Eormanric. Too much of the text must 
be credited either to interpolation or to "epic fiction." Both are 
justifiable processes to which to appeal to sustain an argument in 
regard to a poem of the age of the one under discussion, but it 
will not do to push either beyond reasonable limits. The amount 
of later matter is out of all proportion to the original nucleus, if 
the theory that the latter was composed in the fifth century or 
earlier be adopted-a theory so unlikely for other reasons that it 
will hardly find many advocates among careful students. On the 
other hand, Miillenhoff's suggestion that the reference to Eorman- 
ric was introduced as a kind of rhetorical flourish into an account 
of bona fide experience is not so convincing as it might be. Mak- 
ing all due allowances for the haziness of historical fact in the 
popular mind, it is not very probable that a man should be solicit- 
ing belief for the statement that the ring with which he bought 

1Paul's Grundriss, Vol. II, pp. 543 ff. 
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back his father's land came from a monarch whom his hearers 
must have known to be a misty figure of saga. Eormanric had 
been dead about two hundred years at the time when Widsith 

may be supposed to have visited Alboin. Dr. Garnett remarked: 
" . ... it is manifest that while seeming indications of a later 
date may easily find their way into an old poem, tokens of 

antiquity are not so likely to be interpolated into a recent one 
with deliberate purpose of deceit." If the historical allusions are 
shown to be untrustworthy, there is little evidence upon which to 
base an actual personality for the singer. There is, indeed, no 

way of proving that a North-German chief, Eadgils, may not have 
had a traveled singer attached to his court, whose figure was made 
to serve as the starting-point around which to weave this story. 
But where so much fiction has to be accounted for, it is hard to 
feel certain that even a small residue of fact may remain. 

Entirely aside from the interpretation of the tale of Eadgils 
and Ealhhild, it seems antecedently more probable, in view of the 
characteristics of early poetry, to regard the whole of Widsith as 
fictitious. The simplicity, the straightforwardness, the personal 
ring of portions of the story have seemed to many critics con- 

vincing indications of its veracity. After the long dry enumera- 
tions which precede, it makes an impression of even greater 
sincerity. But this show of truthfulness must not deceive us. 

Early narrators were anxious to be implicitly believed. A tale 

gained in the telling if it had the added charm of being a "true 
story." Beowulf exclaiming s~d ic talige--"this is truth I tell 

you!" in his description of the swimming-match with Breca, or 
the author of the Romance of Partenay, beginning with the 
assurance: "Hit is so in truth in time auncion," use the same 
literary device, which was common among minstrels down to the 
close of the Middle Ages. Chaucer has his humorous fling at it: 

This storie is al-so trewe, I undertake, 
As is the book of Launcelot de Lake. 

Nothing gives veracity like detail, a discovery remade in the 
eighteenth century by Defoe, but no secret to the bard of early 
times. When we read of the hundred sceats marked on the ring 
which Eormanric gave Widsith, or consider the naive way in 
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which the business transaction with Eadgils is arranged by 
means of this same present, we cannot but be struck, as was Mr. 
Stopford Brooke, with the apparent plausibility of "the little tale, 
so simple, so direct, so full of the detail of memory." It is of 
course common, however, to find this realism and this detail in 
early poetry which is undoubtedly fictitious. The presents 
bestowed upon Beowulf by Hrothgar are even more carefully 
described than Widsith's ring-the eight horses with bridles 
covered with plates of gold, and the helmet curiously protected 
with wires. It was no part of the story-teller's business to be 
vague; his hearers wanted to know things precisely. The 
apparently exact six hundred sceats on the arm-band given to 
Widsith fall into the same class as the seven hundred rings 
which Weland forged, the eight salmon and three tuns of mead 
which Thor consumed in the hall of Thrym, or the seven hundred 
camels and the thousand falcons and four hundred laden mules 
sent by Marsilies to Charlemagne. The desire to give vividness 
by introducing realistic touches is noticeable in the narrative 
poetry of the Christian period in early Britain. The poetic 
elaboration in Andreas, in which "the passages of description 
and dialogue . . . . are sometimes given a strikingly realistic, 
even extravagantly realistic coloring"' illustrates this. 

Furthermore, narrative in the first person, which lends a 
specious air of directness and candor, was a favorite device in 
early literature in England and on the Continent. Misconcep- 
tions in regard to the personal element contained in such pieces 
have been common. The Pearl was long regarded as an elegiac 
outburst upon the death of a beloved child, and not as an allego- 
rical poem.' It is not now generally believed that such pieces as 
The Lover's Message and The Wife's Lament are in any sense 
the records of personal experience. The latter has been 
connected, indeed, with the Offa saga.3 Or consider the elabo- 
rately circumstantial fiction woven about the name of Sir John 
Mandeville, which has deceived so many as to the real facts in 

1 Andreas, ed. Krapp, Albion series, p. Iv. 2 Cf. C. F. Brown, "The Author of the Pearl," Pub. Mod. Lang. Assoc. of America, Vol. 
XIX, pp. 1 ff., and W. H. Schofield, ibid., pp. 154 ft. 

3 Miss Edith Rickert, Mod. Philol., Vol. II, pp. 370 ff. 
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regard to that highly entertaining figure. How convincingly 
does "the good knight" tell us of his history and intentions! 

And for als moche as it is long tyme passed, that ther was no gen- 
eralle passage ne vyage over the see, and many men desiren for to here 
speke of the holy lond, and han thereof gret solace and comfort; I, John 
Maundevylle, knyght, alle be it I be not worthi, that was born in Eng- 
lond, in the town of Seynt Albones, passed the see, in the yeer of our 
Lord Jesu Crist MCCCXXII., in the day of Seynt Michelle; and hidreto 
have ben longe tyme over the see, and have seyn and gon thorghe manye 
dyverse londes, and many provynces and kingdomes and iles, and have 
passed thorghe Tartarye, Percye, Ermonye the litylle and the grete, 
thorghe Lybye, Caldee and a grete partie of Ethiope, thorghe Amazoyne, 
Inde the lasse and the more, a gret partie, and thorgheout many othere 
iles, that ben abouten Inde; where dwellen many dyverse folkes, and of 
dyverse maneres and lawes, and of dyverse schappes of men. 
Does not this seem "simple, direct, and full of the detail of 
memory " ? 

The general tendency nowadays is to be sceptical about the 
autobiographical element in works which apparently reveal the 
inmost feelings of the writer. Shakspere is not thought to have 
"unlocked his heart" for us in his sonnets so much as to have 
illustrated the extent of the influence of French sonneteering 
conceits; we know better than to take the apparently personal allu- 
sions in Chaucer too seriously; and we are able to guard against 
confusing the poet who wrote The Vision of Piers Plowman 
with his imaginary dreamer.' Why should we attempt to read 
sober truth into Widsith, to find actual experience in a poem, 
which can, under any hypothesis, contain only about one-fifth 
fact to four-fifths fiction, on the most liberal estimate possible ? 
There seems to be, on the whole, no reason for thinking that it 
may not be quite as much a work of the imagination as Mande- 
ville's Travels, besides showing other interesting analogies with 
that work. 

These considerations are perhaps a sufficient answer to such 
queries as those made by Guest, who thought, strangely enough, 
that "the theory which maintains the genuineness of the poem is 
beset with fewest difficulties" (a remark quoted respectfully by 

1Cf. A. E. Jack, "Autobiographical Elements in Piers Plowman," Jour. Germ. Philol., 
1901, Vol. II1, no. 4, and Professor Manly's article in Modern Philology, Vol. III, p. 259. 
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Mr. Brooke), and who inquired eagerly where one could find the 
motive for such a "fraud" as the poem must be if fictitious, or 
the learning to perpetuate it successfully. If Widsith is a "fraud," 
then realistic fiction generally must be branded with that disa- 

greeable name; as for the learning, an acquaintance with the 
familiar heroes of saga such as most men possessed in the sixth 
and seventh centuries, the name of a traveled minstrel, and a 
little imagination were enough for a nucleus; the great show of 

learning, the long catalogues of peoples and rulers, we may 
believe to have come from another source or sources, having been 
added to suit the taste of a circle among whom knowledge was 
more prized than amusement. It was a common device of Scan- 
dinavian poets to set information, mythological and otherwise, in 
a narrative framework, as in the Grimnismacl or the VafPralnis- 
mdl. The Gylfaginning exemplifies the same process in prose. 
Something the same condition appears to exist in Widsith, the 
singer's story serving as a useful peg upon which to hang the 
lists of names which some scribe was anxious to preserve, 
although the details of the process of combination are no doubt 
quite unlike those in Old Norse. 

It may be well, in closing, to summarize briefly the results of 
the above review. Some interesting problems have been left 
untouched, particularly those dealing with ethnology and saga, 
but as more attention has been given to questions of this sort in 
recent years than to those of composition and structure, there 
seems to be less reason for discussing them here. 

The poem appears to have been originally an imaginary account 
of the travels of a professional singer, represented as having vis- 
ited prominent heroes of Germanic history and saga. The present 
version seems to have grown up, not by the dovetailing or inter- 
weaving of separate and dissimilar compositions, an "Ealhhild 
lay," an "Eormanric catalogue," etc., as ten Brink and M6ller 
supposed, but by additions made to an early lay of the same gen- 
eral character which the poem exhibits today, save that it was 
probably less occupied with mere enumerations. How much of 
this original lay has been preserved cannot be precisely deter- 
mined; it seems probable, however, that it included at least the 
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visits to Alboin, Gunther, and Eormanric, and the band of war- 
riors imagined as acknowledging allegiance to the Gothic king.' 
The passage describing the "innweorud Eormanrices" is evidently 
early at bottom, as the lines locating the Goths on the Vistula in 
contests against "the people of Attila" indicate. An imaginary 
incident of especial interest in connection with Eormanric is the 
part taken by the minstrel in accompanying Ealhhild, presumably 
the sister of Alboin, on her bridal journey to the Gothic court. 
While its main object was apparently to recount the various 
worthies visited, this lay was apparently far from being mere bald 
cataloguing, but possessed considerable literary merit. Such 
enumerations as it contained, however, may well have given the 
hint for continuing the process farther and in a more mechanical 
way. It was probably composed upon the Continent,2 although 
any conclusive evidence of this is lacking, and not later than the 
latter half of the sixth century, as the reference to Alboin indi- 
cates. If the Alboin passage be regarded as interpolated, it is 
possible to place the date earlier, but such interpolation is not 
probable, and other reasons for assuming composition earlier than 
this are not convincing. The poem cannot have been a record of 
personal experience, and there is no reason for believing that such 
a person as " Widsith" ever existed. 

This lay was provided with a prologue in England, as the 

1 How far 11. 10-87 may be taken from various sources it is difficult and dangerous to con- 
jecture. It has been seen that 11. 14-34 and 11. 75-87, although so unlike each other, show strong 
evidence of having been inserted. L. 76 appears to be a feeble imitation of 1. 20. Apart from 
the metrical discrepancy, 11. 57 ff. are suspicious; contrast the mention of the Huns and Goths 
with what follows (cf. n. 1, p. 338); 11. 35-49 do not agree with the character of the later 
part of the poem, while 11. 10-13 and especially 11. 50-56 do. But any attempt to assign these 
portions to definite sources must prove unavailing. Such lines as 10-13 for example, may 
be among the earliest in the poem-or they may be among the latest. 

Early lays of such a sort as the one here postulated as the basis of the present poem 
are not unknown in early literature. Heinzel, in his recension of Moller (Anz.f. d. Alt., 
Vol. X, p. 232), remarks that there are parallels to the divisions II and IlI of MOllers analysis 
in Old Norse and in Anglo-Saxon, and gives references. 

2 Walker, after reviewing the evidence, says (Grundriss, p. 329): " Der Altere Teil des 
Gedichtes weist sehr entschieden auf die Zeit, wo die Angelsachsen noch auf dem Festlande 
sassen." There seems to be no reason to dissent from this. The acquaintance with saga, 
especially with the Eormanric saga, which was little known in Britain, apparently, and the 
intimacy of this acquaintance (cf. ten Brink, Paul's Grundriss, Vol. II, p. 541) point to a 
continental composition. The "merkwtirdige Ansicht " of Maurer (Zs. f. d. Philol., Vol. II, 
p. 447), who places the composition of the poem after the time of Charlemagne, hardly 
seems to require refutation. As Walker suggests, Maurer evidently came to the criticism of 
the poem " ohne gehorige Beachtung der dartiber erschienenen Litteratur." 
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phrase jastan of Ongle indicates. The epilogue (11. 135-43) may 
well have been added at the same time.' It was further altered 
by the insertion of material intended to perpetuate information, 
some of which (11. 18-34 ?) may have existed previously, and may 
be as old as the narrative portion, or perhaps even older; other 
passages, particularly ca. 11. 79-87, bear evidences of lateness, as 
references to the Picts and Scots and to biblical peoples indicate. 
Christian coloring appears also in 11. 131-34. Portions of the 
original lay were doubtless sacrificed in the process of alteration. 
It seems likely that the prologue may have been added before the 
main portion received its present form, as it shows an acquaint- 
ance with a part of the Ealhhild-Eormanric narrative which has 
apparently been lost, and an interest in mentioning this which 
would hardly be expected from the man who is responsible for the 
addition of the cataloguing. The chronological order in which 
the prologue, epilogue, and other portions were added cannot, 
however, be definitely ascertained. 

The great discrepancy in the matter and manner of various 
passages in the narrative precludes the hypothesis that the whole 
is a unit, the work of one man. It is impossible, then, to set any 
one "date of composition" for Widsith, since a poem which has 
taken shape in such a fashion as this must be called rather a 
growth, an evolution, and must be judged by critical standards of 
a different sort than those which apply to more homogeneous 
compositions. It seems most probable that but a small portion of 
it antedates the end of the sixth century, while the present form 
of the piece, considering all the changes, and the presence of 
Christian influences in it, is not likely to be older than the latter 
half of the seventh century, and may be much later. While the 

1 Millenhoff, Moller, and ten Brink all separated 11. 131-34 from the following, assign. 
ing them to a different source. Moller remarks: "Das eine der beiden stacke ist ohne 
zweifel auf grund des andern gemacht, denn wie Millenhoff s. 293 zeigt es wiederholen sich 
dieselben ausdracke und gedanken," etc. (p. 35). Repetition of the same thought in slightly 
changed words is really exceedingly common in AS.poetry, cf. the references in n. 1, p. 353. As 
for the fact that both divisions begin with swa, cf. the instances of similar beginnings of 
sentences in Kistenmacher, Die wortlichen Wiederholungen in Beowulf, Dies., Greifswald, 1898. The fact that one division reflects Christian conceptions and that the other does not 
proves nothing conclusively in regard to their origin. An interesting example of the danger of dogmatizing about such a passage as this is afforded by the epitaph in Timon of Athens 
(v, 4, 70 if.). The two couplets of which this is composed are inconsistent with each other, 
yet Shakspere evidently allowed both couplets to stand. 
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general drift of the history of the poem may still be observed, 
after careful study, attempts to trace this in minute detail must 
prove fruitless. The exact limits and boundaries of the various 
insertions cannot be definitely fixed, nor can anything like a 
reconstruction of the earliest form of the piece be successfully 
accomplished, if for no other reason than that so much has been 
lost. Precise results give an air of scientific exactness, but in the 
analysis of Widsith are to be distrusted. When one remembers 
the inevitable changes in oral transmission, the complexity of 
which the English and Scottish ballads well illustrate, and the 
arbitrary behavior of scribes, one hesitates to make any dogmatic 
statements at all about the original form of such a text as this. 
For in the earliest stages of the development it is by no means 
impossible that oral transmission must be reckoned with; in the 
latest ones it seems plain that someone has been at work with pen 
in hand. Widsith is probably far more changed than has hith- 
erto been supposed. If the singer of the original lay were to 
"unlock his word-hoard" for us today as he did for his hearers 
in the beginning, we should hardly recognize his song at all in 
the mutilated, distorted, and debased version which we read some 
thirteen centuries later. 

WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE 
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY 
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