9
=
=
=
D
o
-
—
2
7]
b
L
2
o
i
an
i
=
o
w2
=
QO
o
Q.
—
<
N

<
¢
C
-

ot d
o
©
(224
w0
Z
-
gl
3
-l
=

Borrower: GDC

Lending String: *SQP,IDU,JCU,KLG

Patron: Fee, Christopher

Journal Title: The archaeology of Anglo-Saxon

England ; basic readings /

Volume: Issue:
Month/Year: 1999Pages: 317-338

Article Author:

Article Title: Frank, Roberta,; Beowuif and Sutton

Hoo; The Odd Couple

Imprint: New York ; London ; Garland, 1999.

Number: 80460647

call#: DA155 .B37 1999

Location: Upper Level Available

Mail
Charge
Maxcost: $25IFM

Shipping Address:
Gettysburg College

300 N. Washington St
Interlibrary Loan

Gettysburg, PA 17325-1493
IDS #132

Fax:
Ariel: 138.234.152.5



CHAPTER 11

Beowulf and Sutton Hoo
The Odd Couple

ROBERTA FRANK

ﬁ:ilf‘;f:g;h?rty'—nme was special. It saw the end of the Spanish Civil War
i feg,mm.ng of World War I1. Hollywood’s creative energy peaked
P ‘: miraculous months produced Ninotchka, The Wizard of Oz,
Ve zzesAto Was.hmgtan, Stagecoach, Goodbye, Mr: Chips, Dark
Vieton, aitt ering Heights, Gone With the Wind, and Bugs Bunny. The
by ubl"?]in was split, the New York World’s Fair opened, John Stein-
peck S.al '1; led The lews of Wrath, and Joe DiMaggio was named
o v Ed~ e player in the American League. It was also fifty years g0
Ma rst ship rivet in Mound 1 at Sutton Hoo was uncovered, on 11
y 1939.

th Onc.nf my colleagues used to

¢ well-intentioned stranger who,

tell his Beowulf students the story of
late one night, seeing a man on hands

;l:r?C: n‘iis beneath a Stfcfmght searching for something, offered assis-
“but this fe you sure this is the spot?” he asked. “No,” came the answet,
Age Bri‘tll's .‘"hefe the light is” Sutton Hoo in 1939 lit up a bit of Dark
been the am; Beowulf responded, like a moth to a flame; and nothing has
once a\‘ksgmc 'smce_. The glonops evidence dug up from Moun.d 1 was at
burial ;j-e ‘U illuminate our unique poem, and Beowulf, to articulate the
first flu f}llj"h_":The mutgal at‘hnity of Beowulf and Sutton Hoo was, in the
ti(; ’h "of dlSCO‘Very_ inevitably exaggerated. Scholars today who cau-
n that “*Beowulf has no necessary direct connection with Sutton Hoo,”!

o .1 .

Cirﬁ‘hilzlht l‘mk between the two “has almost certainly been made 100 SPE”

¢.? are in no danger of being hounded out of the profession. But their
tell a couple OB

car . . .
th:fu“y phrased warnings came (00 Jate: it is not nice t©
eve of their golden anniversary that they have \ittle in common, a0
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besides, it is no longer true. Even if our rumbling poem and silent mound
did not have much to say to each other fifty years ago, they do now. A lot
of hard work, energy, and stubbornness went into making this marriage
stick. And in Auden’s words: “Like everything which is not the involun-
tary result of flecting emotion but the creation of time and will, any mar-
riage, happy or unhappy, is infinitely more interesting and significant
than any romance, however passionate.”

The story of how Beowulf and Sutton Hoo got together, what they
came finally to mean to each other, and what the long-term effects of
their union were bears an uncanny resemblance to the plot of a Greek
New Comedy and, indeed, of most comedy down to our own day. The
young couple had much to overcome: a certain difference in age (three
and a half centuries, if you believe some people); the usual in-law prob-
lems (Vendel, Valsgirde, Suffolk and Uppland, Wuffings and Wylfings
became inextricably, even incestuously, involved with each other). These
and other obstacles to the marriage had to be removed by supporting
players, stock characters of stage and scholarship like the miles glorio-
sus, the parasite, the lovable curmudgeon, and the bemused tyrant. The
more complicated their maneuvers, the more absurd the gimmick that
ensured a happy ending, the better the comedy.

The story of how Beowulf and Sutton Hoo met is well known. Ac-
cording to the received version, they first came face to face in a court of
law. It was on a Monday, 14 August 1939. In the village hall of Sutton,
some two miles away from the discovery, an inquest was being held to
find out whether or not the grave goods were treasure trove.* What hap-
pened next was described in 1948 by Sune Lindqvist, a professor at Upp-
sala: “Much surprise was occasioned by the news of the Coroner’s
Inquest—somcthing unfamiliar to the Swedes—at which the legal title to
the find was decided with the help of the passages in Beowulf describing
the passing of Scyld and the lavish furnishing of Beowulf's memorial
mound.”™ Lindqvist then quoted the relevant lines, concluding, “At all
events it is obvious that the rapprochement that was at once made be-
tween the Sutton Hoo burial and the substance of Beowulf was fully war-
ranted, and rich with possibilities. Everything seems to show that these
two documents complement one another admirably. Both become the
clearer by the comparison.”® In other words, it was love at first sight.
Charles Wrenn, who like Lindqvist had not been present at the inquest,
spelled out in 1959 what Lindqvist had only hinted at, that Beowulf had
been read aloud to an appreciative Jury. The court decision, he reported,
“was reached after the Jjurymen had listened to an exposition of the ac-
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count of the ship-passing of Scyld Scefing in Beowulf with its astoms:;
ing parallels to the Sutton Hoo ship»cenotaph.: and the hmagtzr (\:\Y/H
clinched by the reading of the story of the fmaI. dlsposal' of the Dr g]gsé
hoard in lines 3156687 Wrenn repeated his story in a‘_"‘)q‘ei_ g
essay, concluding with a complaint that “though this put!)ilc C::*l ‘ﬁt o
Beowulf and its parallels with Sutton Hoo in a courtl(?h Ewonegm ight
thought to have drawn the first attention to the light whic tdc?n o
throw upon the other, it was not till 1948 that an outstanding
[Lindqvist] took especial pains to empha o
tance of the new finds for the study of the poem.” 1l of Sutton did

If in 1939 the recitation of Beowulf in the v.xlla;,:; ﬂdmao o bomuse
not make as big a splash as Wrenn would have w1shi d, :1 vis}t/ oemed his
it never happened. For it was not until 1948, wlflilr; 11:)e (r]n nad been de-
piece, that anyone imagined that the words of the P

o, p illips, the
claimed to the Sutton jury. The court depO?“‘éL’L ;fm(;k:;ra]:; E::ralrl; evi-
site archaeologist. simply stated, Therehlesnorthem nations in the Dark

dence that the burial of chieftains among ¢ .+ which lasted for sev-
Ages was the occasion of celebrations anq feasunc,t,le "l character of
eral days, and nothing can be more certain lhan,;lf (ﬁd however, form
the Sutton Hoo burial.™ Quotations fr(l)jmaiﬁeio;:nes on 17 August 1939.
part of an editorial in the East Anglian Y having reported the

Times, ;
And two days earlier, 15 August, thf: Limdm;m about “contemporary lit-
inquest decision along with Phillips’s statem

i found reminds
erary evidence,” concluded that “the nature of [?;Tf(‘)li)iez;‘mh jewels and
one . .. very strongly of the passage It Be;::le dead king’s body in the
reasures from different ]zm;i)s ‘;Fe %l;ltidorfotl;[; excavation in The A;tit]ualrf-
centre of a ship™ (p. 9, col. 2). Reports O itations from Beowit/,
it’sn./:;n:l; :x:d (12 Antiquitv for 1940 mc:iuvt'iieclf]:ﬁ;ﬁng the poet’s ac-
with both Phillips and Hector lw‘l:ﬁi,]::wmng paxallel-”win A]a;;a:?/
C Scyld Scefing's funeral as jp-Burial: -
:g:gl ::: lshccyflﬂj t:;'hr:iny issues of The Suttoﬁgof{jzz‘l Bruce-Mitford,
sional Guide, put out by the British Musef B;itish Antiquities, q“"@
then Assistant Keeper in the Department g that “these literary accounts
the u\‘u-‘;] ‘p:_l\‘xagca from Beowu(fand note s were not buried in S‘ecret‘
maké it plﬂi‘n that the Sutton Hoo trea;z;;d the treasure had 10 mwt?_
They ulso make it plain that those who e considerations which led t g
tion of recovering them later. It W thcfsh jaw, to find that the gold an
Suffolk jurors, in accordance with }_alf‘i:: i L;ndQVis
silver in the ship were not Treasure rove.

t's imaginative re-
se drama,
ourthouse
construction the very next year ofac

size the fundamental impor-

in which portions
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of Beowulf were read aloud to the jury, and Wrenn’s repeated statements
in the decade following that Beowulf “clinched” the Sutton Hoo case, g0
beyond the evidence of any of the published accounts available to them.
Like so much in this torrid love story, the oft-recited tale of how the
young couple first met rests on nothing more so

romantic hopes™;!2 the yearned-for hard facts m
touch,

lid than “a conspiracy of
elt, like popsicles, at our

poem, by John Mitchell Kemble (a great Anglo-Saxonist and Fanny’s
brother), published in two volumes between 1835 and 1837, was accom-

that made the poem accessible to a

on Germanic helmets was the boar, “and
nce is made in Beowulf where the poet

speaks of the boar of gold, the boar hard as iron"'* In 1852 Charles

Roach Smith, in the second vol

shirts, shields, and other obj

cemeteries. He, like Thoms, was Particularly struck by the parallel be-
tween Beowulf’s boar-crested helmet and the one found at Benty
Grange; after quoting the relevant Old English lines, he concluded,
“Nothing can be more satisfactory than the explanation of the hog upon
the Saxon helmet found in Derbyshire presented by these citations from
- Beowulf”'> Beowuif is similarly exploited in John Yonge Acker-
man’s Remains of Pagan Saxondom (1855)' and in Roach Smith’s1856
introduction to Inventorium sepulchrale: An account of some antiquities
dug up at Gilton, Kingston, Sibertswold, Barfriston, Beakesbourne,
Chartham, and Crundale in the County of Kent from a.p. 1757 10 a.p.
' ussett of Heppington.\” (This was the Faussett

p twenty-eight graves in one day, and nine bar-
-)'® The excerpts from Beowulf in Ten Year’s Dig-
gings in Celtic and Saxon Grave Hiljg in the Counties of Derby, Stafford,

and York from 1848 10 1858 wis, Notices of Some Former Discoveries,
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i ) from the
Hitherto Unpublished, and Remarks on the Crania ;st :Coé;edryh afn o the
Mounds, published in 1861 by Thomas Batemfm, cal T Norwegian
Smith’s Collectanea, but Bateman z}lsc])E Ic]leT:;l;eisoo e bedios
e C“Sto{“ ?k?e: synel;ﬁr:}:l?:: Ei'rte)‘(j);tr; of tie period, whic'h were draglgtei(:
on s placeddHIh n buried under a barrow withiq view of the oc::a::.vari_
(V)Vriltlsll‘li(r):z;rlrr:cntse()f this late and peculiar de:scriptlon that t[he 5;6511 ;62’ .
ety of curious and rare objects is found.”*? Thcte ;zl;}]') :ei):l Syuff(,)lk, only &
first ship burial on English soil was dug up e; D entioned in Be-
few miles from Sutton Hoo. The coupling o (():ejm e contimued un-
owulf with those excavated from Ar.\glo—Sz;x;)lile el Britsh Museum
abated into the twentieth century: in 192

sne-sword supposedly men-
Guide directed visitors curious ab0“t4t9h: nzsezm;ns frtc))}r)n Faversham
« or s : )
i i If to the “top of Case uitor, just the
noge((}i‘;? Be?(tﬁtf:’zo Sutton Hoo was not Beowulf’s first sutor, J
and Gilton, -

richest.
In the 1930s Beowulf was O

by archaeologists. H. M. Chadw

1 o
that Beowulf and Sutton Hoo Coulldcs?n zc o e of archaeological
- elucts
cized his colleagues for their re

itchie Gi k up the challenge;
ial.? Ritchie Girvan tool «
aterial.?' In 1935, e
and legend]?%z?the Seventh Century attelPPtcd ft(?t:k:ic;n o OTRR,
o Bemf;% ted the social and political rCalltlt?S ol 1dm0ni5hed o
poem re CC' € mOSt“literary of Anglo-Saxonists, altics nished readers o
T'Olk‘enh (hd'[ “Beowulf: the Monsters and the Cr:ud ’Of o
hl;_l?jr(i)cislss)gcument of the first order for tlliltt:l Cs " f}:'d by o
thought o i haps too : : )
o a1 i d Norwegian ar
;\}Jlo‘lghttoili?: tseet:'een 1936 and 1939 by SW?:;Sk;g?wub‘ e
aeologists imilar optimism, praist ec
i e : be shown Iro!
chaeologists express a simuar of o e it can
aye aterial life O ot ahe poom
mk:\ P""l”“)i’s;l (::/itc}ileen:; » note the authors of one book,
archaeolog X

has preserv tai e OCa 1dinavian society to
p Is of the S 2 y
S eserved accuralely many detai

i iti iginal an often be illustrated
which lheh'tradlt“::; 0:;5 descriptions in Beowulf C::i S;eTO have foreign
times in this survey, s - quities of the period. . -

; inavian antiquities d an incentive to
directly by the Zz?xrtl:tl;gzlly a feather in Beowulf’s cap an
WwOOoers was un } ulf bus
Englishmen to bring the poem home kept students of Beowulf busy

nglisi sino news from Sutton Hoo kep and addenda to earlier

The exciting ing supplements, appendices, I's 1962 Hakon's Song:
- Yeigs comlg‘;ts;rigcz;l novel like Gisela Reichel’s
work. Even a hi

ial historians as well as

fter by social historian
l'lgltltiz; 1940 one of the first to sugg.e§t
ad ot for each other, had long crti-
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A Story about the Writer of the Beowulf Poem seemed incomplete to the
author without a postscript on Sutton Hoo.2® Frederick Klaeber in the
1941 supplement to his edition of the poem had time only to note cau-
tiously that “a burial ship apparently dating from the 7th century has
been dug up in East Suffolk.”?® The upbeat mood of Wrenn’s 1959 sup-
plement to R. W. Chamber’s Beowulf is more typical. It is not so much a
critical overview as a eulogy, an epithalamium in honor of the new cou-
ple in town. Here are his opening words:

By far the greatest single event in Beowulf studies in the period under
review was the excavating of the East Anglian king’s ship-cenotaph
with its treasures almost intact in the summer of 1939. Indeed this may
well seem the most important happening since the Icelander J6n Gri-
mur Thorkelin made his transcripts of the Beowulf MS. And from them
published the first edition of the poem. For by the recognition of the
significance of the Sutton Hoo finds has come about the illumination in
a truly revolutionary manner of the whole background of the poem—
historical, archaeological and folkloristic—as well as to some extent
the means towards the reassessment of the problem of its genesis. By
study of the actual parallels from the Sutton Hoo treasures . . . has
been established a historical basis in reality for that loving connois-
seurship of material art which used to astonish the critics of this “Dark
Age” poem. The swords and helmets, the royal standards, the precious
drinking-bowls of Beowulf and its harp, have become suddenly vitally
related to actual history. The seemingly ambivalent relationships of
pagan Germanic and Christian elements in Beowulf have become nat-
ural and intelligible through their material parallels at Sutton Hoo. The
50 puzzling and basic position of the Swedes and the Geats of southern
Sweden in the poem has become convincingly historical. Beowulf is
seen, as a result of the Sutton Hoo finds . . . | to be the product of a civ-
ilization of the highest then known cultivation, centuries in advance of
the rest of Western Europe. The funeral departure of Scyld Scefing . . . .
the hoard of ancient treasures in the dragon’s mound . . ., and the ac-
count of Beowulf’s own funeral rites, all these now may be seen to
contain memories of factual traditions not far from living recollection
when the poem was composed.?’

Wrenn covers all the bases. Sutton Hoo was, is, and will be the answer to
Beowulf’s dreams and prayers. No red-blooded poem or Englishman
could want more. But when we look back, from the perspective of this
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golden anniversary, to see what a half-century of togetherngss with Sut-
ton Hoo has actually done for Beowulf, it is hard not to be dlsappomtc.:d.
Happy relationships are supposed to make you 1.00k younger. L-nfe
with Sutton Hoo, however, did nothing to retard the aging of Beowulf; in-
deed, it had the opposite effect. The discovery at once lent support to tl}e
traditional dating of the poem, thought in 1939 to have been cgmposed in
the late seventh or very early eighth century. In the 1920s, L1~eberr.nann,
Cook, and Lawrence had dated Beowulf to 675-725 and decided 1t. was
Northumbrian.? The poem aged a bit more ir.l the 1930s, .w'h.en Girvan
proposed 700 as the latest possible date and rmﬁed thei pOSSl'blllty of East
Anglian origins.” A seventh-century East Anglian ship .burlal and a sev-
enth-century East Anglian Beowulf was a match made in heaven. In her
1945 lectures, written even before the ObJCCIS‘ of Sutton Hoo cgulfl be
viewed, Elizabeth Martin-Clarke noted the p‘ertect conve‘rgence: It is of
remarkable interest that scholars . . . do ascnbc’T Beowzflf to a non-West-
Saxon area and allocate its production to a period of time not later th'an
the middle of the eighth century and probably as ear}y as, 1} nol4e7arller
than, the middle of the seventh century.”® .Brufe—Mltford in 19 Sa“d,

the poem as just a bit younger than the burial: “It is generally accepte
ingland about the year A.p. 700, that is,

é If was composed in E D that
:};‘:r[ch fe:rlt;’tﬁvc years after the burial of the Suttor‘l Hoo_shl'p (at tha.t time
;hOnght to have occurred between 650-670).3! Lindqvist in 1948 did not

i i its ition in 700

i East Anglia and its composition in X
hesitate to place the poem I and it in

within livinpg memory of those who had witnessed the construction of
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Mougﬂltl(;n Hoo has, over the years, been not so much a brake on 5u([,<,lei
sive ¢ ) re'llvenate its younger partner as a yo-yo string; it lets
;;Z,e”:‘:,t/;r:;:;;sﬁt)(r)w;d paturally, pro;?elled by the. grz&lty of ’;hcr: gzﬁiefg
béfore yanking the poem back, into its grasp ag(;i(l)nl.) tr«:,tr:rnc,e {J o la[icr.
started out in 1950 with a firm date of ca. 700 bu %0 e Iy e cn,
mov 2 somewhat less firm date of “before 750. ] n between,
moved to a .solm‘k had singlehandedly advanced the }ermmps ad q“‘?m
Df)fo‘h)’ W'}Tlte 0;()0 to 825, halting before the Viking incursions of mid-
o waﬁ[f rom fought against her Jate dating of Beowulf \’:’lth Sutton
conury. W :-:n? weapon, arguing in 1959, for e)famplg, Ihz.lt ‘theA seem-
Hoo aslh.m chie ories of {he Sutton Hoo ship-burial Wthh’ lie behx‘nd thcl
ingly vivid mem assing of Scyld Scefing and O'f the hero’s own tunerji
i C(\qnts of e e ;’;ou]d point rather to an earlier date for its composi-
r} [esﬂl& e poerfl,. «The Sutton Hoo discoveries . . . have furnn§hed new
tm‘r:j. - Arii:ﬁ;ﬁ‘lgmon the date and genesis of Beowulf, clearing away
evidence
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obstacles to the early dating of the poem.”® It is now generally acknowl-
edged that neither an East Anglian origin for Beowulf nor a date of com-
position anywhere near the date of the burial is demonstrable, but so
strong are the bonds between the poem and its “significant other” that,
though frayed, they seem unable to be severed.

A number of studies published over the last twenty-five years have
explored a possible late-ninth or tenth-century date for the poem.?” But
the yo-yo trick, that silent “Come back, little Beowulf” flick of the wrist,
is still at work. “There is a close link,” insists Hilda Ellis Davidson in
1968, “between objects and funeral practices as described in Beowulf
and archaeological cvidence from the sixth and seventh centuries
AD. ... Links with the royal ship burial of Sutton Hoo are particularly
detailed and impressive . . . There are no allusions in the poem to objects
or practices which must be dated later than the seventh century.”® Eric
John, arguing in 1973 against an early-tenth-century date, is also con-
vinced that “the archaeological evidence certainly suggests a much
carlier date, nearer the traditional date™® “Aspects of the poem’s ‘ar-
chaeology,’” Patrick Wormald confirms in 1978, “. . . point towards an
earlier rather than a post-Viking date.”* “In an English context,” states
John Hines in 1984, “the archaeological horizon of Beowulf reflects the
late 6th and 7th centuries with a striking consistency.” For it is, he ex-
plains, “material of the later sixth and seventh centuries that cosresponds
most closely to the objects mentioned in the poem.”*!

Back in 1957, before any of these claims were made, Rosemary
Cramp observed wisely if too optimistically that “today one would hesi-
tate even more than Stjerna did {in 1912] to rely on archaeological evi-
dence for dating Beowulf, gaps in the material evidence after the
cessation of heathen burials are still too immense.”* Despite her warn-
ing, archaeology is still being used, subtly, to age Beowulf. The corselet
or coat of mail found at Sutton Hoo (and matched by chain mail in
Swedish seventh- and eighth-century boat graves) shows, we are told,
how accurately the Beowulf poet described his warriors’ byrnies, the iron
circles “‘hard and hand-locked, ringing as the wearer walked (322-23)
and acting as a ‘woven breast-net” against attack (551-53).”** The accu-
racy of this description has, of course, no bearing on the date of the
poem, and not only because chain mail, like pattern-welded sword
blades, continued in use into the tenth century. Beowulf is, above all, a
work of the imagination. A poet who tells us in loving if bloody detail
precisely what happens when dragon fangs wrap themselves around a
warrior’s neck was certainly able to represent the sounds and texture of a
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mail coat without having handled one himself. For the material culture of
Beowulf is the conventional apparatus of heroic poetry. Old Nprsc §kalds
from the tenth to thirteenth centuries allude in terms almost 1dent1ca1. to
those of the Beowulf poet to the clattering, interlocked rings (?f byrnies
they call “ring-woven,” “ring-sarl 7 “iron-sark,” and “ring—s'hlrt.”““ The
so-called archaeological horizon of Beowulf is remarkably yvldg, s.tretc'h—
ing from late Roman times to the Norman Conquest. No lmg}ns.uc, his-
torical, or archaeological fact compels us to anchor Beowulf w1t}'1m reach
of Sutton Hoo. If we do so it is more from our emotional commitment to
their association than from hard evidence. ,
It is also because a grateful Beowulf is loath to leave S}l}ton Hoo’s
side. Mound 1 has served the poem well and fait'hfully these fifty ye'flrs..lt
is largely thanks to the ship burial that the poet’s golden h@rqremgmsb n;
the mind’s eye, not as a shapeless hulk, cloaked Grendel-like in mist, bu
as a well-turned-out knight in shining armor. From the top of his head to
the tips of his spears he is heavy metal. Th'e Beov?ulf whose ff)(?tISlep? ;lvte
hear departing Denmark—the poet says, Wlt},l, deliberate memc‘ti weight-
ing, “gudrinc goldwlanc gresmoldan treed (lhe.golq-ador?c wamcir
trod the greensward, line 1881)—cannot be travelnllg llgh‘tly. F{ur ;n}z:iga
nation puts a crested helmet with gamet—feyed t,aoar images olrz1 is e: };is
pair of clasps with garnet and glass cloxs'onne on his shou lgc]rs, o s
arm a shield shining gilt bronze, at his waist a great gold bulcCl e, e]; g“ed
framed purse, a gold and jeweled s»yord pomme% abi)ve f,i go —s;n giaen
scabbard, and spilling all over him a splendid cor;l 510r'1 of lg olden
hinges, clasps, mounts, and omameqtalftu_ds. §uttond oofcasth goet’s
Beowulf because our memory lets its “things” do duty hor Ceh :ﬂ v
words. ‘When the shape of an item, 51.xch as the helITlet or ﬂrp,l o 5; " s
the poem graciously adjusts. The revised helmet w1flV1I its new, ih 5 1975
features was an easy substitution. More e_mbarra:nlngr ewe;:)r e
transformation of the harp into a Germanic round lyi e, for Jewl
ade much of the 1948 reconsutucnon‘ ' exicog:
scholars had alreacy e iftly to the rescue, murmurng that it was the
raphy, howeveﬁzam;:tw\:/e l}:ad earlier got wrong: the hearpe that once
iv:llo}r{i;)?g: :ﬂigt vlvaivnot what we now think of as a harp but was, instead,

atlyre™ er Beowulf can be traced in the 0ld English

Sutton Hoo’s power ov
dictionaries produced over ¢
name objects in the burial depos ;
cise, and not always to the advantage 0 o
“solved” with Sutton Hoo’s help is the n

he last fifty years. Entries for words that
it have become progressively more pre-
the poetry. One term apparently
wala (MS walan), the
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feature that the Beowulf poet focuses on when describing a helmet given
to his hero. This wala is “wound about with wires” that go “around the
roof of the helmet” (lines 1030-34). In 1898 wala was defined as “some
part of a helmet”; in 1912, as “guard, bulge, a part of the helmet”; in
1931, as “ridge, rib, comb” (of helmet).*’ In 1952 Bruce-Mitford, on the
basis of the first reconstruction of the Sutton Hoo helmet, confirmed
what Knut Stjerna in 1912 and Elizabeth Martin-Clarke in 1945 had sug-
gested with regard to a detached comb found with a helmet in Boat
Grave 1 at Vendel. The wala was the nose-to-nape band of the late
Roman parade helmet, the thick tubular iron crest or comb running up
over the crown.*® The Sutton Hoo helmet crest, he declared, “has enabled
the meaning of the unique word wala to be established precisely for the
first time.”* Typical post-Sutton Hoo dictionary entries gloss wala as
“metal ridge on top of helmet, like that on Sutton Hoo helmet at Beowulf
1031,” and as “ridge or comb inlaid with wires running on top of helmet
from front to back,” with the definition referring the reader to Rupert
Bruce-Mitford’s 1952 statement.*® These definitions of wala give a spe-
cial sense to its use in Beowulf, a sense that fits the immediate context.
Elsewhere in Old English, when the word occurs in charter bounds it ap-
parently means “ridge (of land); when the term refers, four times, to
man-made objects it seems to have the general sense “raised band or
strip.”>! In three of these four occurrences, including Beowulf, wala is
found in conjunction with the word wir (Mod. E. “wire,” OE “metal or-
nament, thread”), and in all four, wala appears to refer to some kind of
raised ornamentation, whether the decorative ribbing on the walls of a
Roman building or, in an Old Testament gloss, the ornamental brass
work that Hiram of Tyre designed for Solomon, specifically the two rows
of striated ornamentation about the edge of a cast bronze piece. Giving
wala in Beowulf a special meaning, defining it as the comb on a Sutton
Hoo type helmet, is not wrong, but it has the unfortunate effect of ironing
out the figurative language. If the Old English poet had wanted to use a
technical term, the gloss word camb, “comb” of a helmet, was ready and
waiting,” but he used walg, instead, in a generalizing, metaphorical way,
as part of his overall architectural imagery. In conjunction with the other
shelter words in the passage, walqg suggests a vault, an overhanging, pro-
tecting roof that shielded the man within from the showers raining down
upon him.> The Sutton Hoo helmet gives us an idea of what such a pro-
tuberance may have looked like; the poem explores its essence.

Perhaps the quickest way to gauge the influence of Sutton Hoo on
Beowulf is to pick up any post-1939 translation of the poem, such as the
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excellent one by Howell D. Chickering that manylof‘ us assigr.l year af(;:(;
year to our students.>* Most noticeable is a drastic increase -u¥ the g(? ]
and silver content of the verse. In line 37, in a passage describing burl‘?
treasure from far-off lands, the translator’s words “brlght gold arnd sil-
ver” and “gems” are an interpretation of the Old Er}ghsh tesnr;t/;:gﬁ;
meaning “ornaments, treasure, armor.” Thn': translation ﬁt‘s uo(t)coum~
with its forty-five individual pieces of gqld JewelAry (fortyl-’t:vc nti coun
ing the coins and blank ingots) and its sixteen pieces of fie far:h ;] o i
ver, but it is alien to Beowulf, which never once mentions f},}u
metal. In line 2761 of the poem, the Old English words fyrf?man‘r‘za ldcn,
“cups of ancient men,” have been sirpilarly transm}xte(zh mtd(?i Scio den
beakers” (as have bunan, “cups,” in line 2775), w?ulje e descr i e
phrase in line 2762, hyrstum behrorene, “deprived of adornments,

fined into “its garnets broken.” Garp
in Beowulf, but the Sutton Hoo bu1:1a
them, estimated to represent a year's gel
enteen men.> Apparently, as far as st
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raised, if not a hue and cry, at least a few scholarly eyebrows: the dative
singular ending -oe does not occur in prose until the reign of Edgar in the
late tenth century, and is never found in verse.® Yet hoe sits still, lofty
and solitary, in our editions, and we nod approvingly. Burying Beowulf
on ahoo is a good thing, since it allows Sutton Hoo once again to shed its
lovely light over our poem.

“But what light,” asked Michael Wallace-Hadrill, “does Beowulf
” “Not very much,” was his answer.®! What the
at liberally, upon the ship burial seems to have
regal, and pagan color. From the start, the appar-
ns of Sutton Hoo recalled the geography of Be-
owulf, the poet’s almost exclusive concern with one corner of
Scandinavia. By 1948, the Eagt Anglian royal line of the Wauffings had
been found to include two names similar to two in Beowulf: English

Wuffings became Wylfings, who although not Swedish were vaguely
Baltic, while Wehha of the East Anglian king list became Weohstan, fa-

sman of Beowulf, not Swedish perhaps, but at least

0al of these onomastic mergers was to suggest that

ed in honor of the Sutton Hoo Wuffings, “who were

id Lindqvist, “a branch of the Royal House of Upp-

sala and descendants of Wiglaf"6? So because there is a Swedish element

at Sutton Hoo and in Beowulf, there is a Swedish element in the East An-
glian‘genealogies, and because there is 2 Swedish element in the East
Anglian genealogies, there is 3 Swedish element in Sutton Hoo and Be-

owulf. T_he argument is perfectly circular and apparently irresistible,
since it is still widely accepted as fact.? The first step—dyeing Sutton
Hoo Nordic blonde—wag taken by Rupert Bruce-Mitford in the 1940s

de thereafter: “I¢ may be taken as cer-

in the Sutton Hoo grave we meet pure Scan-

he East Anglian milieu, as we meet them in

Beowulf”% And again: “It is the unique nature of the Swedish connec-

tion revealed at Sutton Hoo that seems to Open up the possibility of a di-
rect connection between the Poem and the burig] 65

Yet this “Swedish connection,
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and may well indicate the grave of a king, though it is salutary to recall
that the graves at Vendel and Valsgiirde were once interpreted as royal
but are now .regarded as the tombs of great landowners.” But if a kin; ,
how big a king? Without other royal graves to compare with Mound %
we have no way to judge the relative status and wealth of the man comZ
Eeg:l:re:‘tc:jdf‘: ‘i)r hli:s re:’ilgion. Because the poet of Beowulf tells of the do-
s and deaths of noble heathen, his accounts of i i
bwurlid gold, ‘fa.nd funeral boats have been used to 2i)1corre gll?tttl:’r? ;Ij: i‘;’g‘::
e keep trying to find in Mound 1 the heathen remains that the nine;
tgiir;t;:eglourrzlltzgg s}c:\tiht (le;l q\e words of Beowulf, with a similar lack of
s SS. ugh the Christian objects buried at Sutton Hoo do not
prove that the deceased was Christian, there is nothing in th i
could not have been owned by a Chx;stian T e to v o Lty
;:og:rkll beliefs at:utton Hoo seems to be bc:hin(li1 fh(iej:)rt?(::l) tl}l12tc (t)t‘llf rS:fi?(fz
harp was shattered at the graveside in an act of ritual destruction 7
CNQ[;::SZI?SUSE,H \lx(/elgt.ung the possible supernatural uses to which thc“;n.ld
e ioation 6 t; mlght’ have ‘been put, attribute their own paganizing
magination (0 th ; poett s audience: “Perhaps,” suggests one, “the first
Sonts foneen ﬂh'enwsag‘ed ghostly oarsmen taking over the conduct of
" f funeral ship once it was out of sight of land.”’® Another writer,
1[h2{13 ﬂz';nsgf ;[l‘l; ;;)r:) ;ttz;nd V\;/ltflf‘ni Scyld’s golden banner, confidently reporl;
anda e Wuffings was placed in the howe of Sutton H
to accompany its dweller as he sailed into the realm of the dead ’(’77 o
] 777 Sut-
tlzg Il;l;:nz sﬁ I;r]leliab«lﬁ: so full of poss'ibilities, that Beowulf, the speak-
ing part 0;; i o ;1 ape the mound in its own image. What resistance
could & pno o e ric dig otfer? There was no other role model on the
hor hc];)ma[e Erikmllrror to 109k in and be seen, no other constant guide
and helbr b.t € any marriage, that of Beowulf and Sutton Hoo has
. for bef ter or worse, the couple’s options, preventing each fi
wandering wherever curiosity and natural inclina{i()n led i
. By the late 1950s, Beowulf and Sutton Hoo were so {nse arable th
in study after study, the appearance of one inevitabl}; andl pt " b e't- lat'
evoked tt_le othf:r. If Beowulf came on stage first, Sutton H(::)u On‘m‘uc'd‘ :)’
brought in to 1]1u:strate how closely sevenlh-cémury realit wra\ bW:)tltili
what the Poet depicted; if Sutton Hoo performed first, Bec y I} e;TIH .
close behind to give voice to the former’s dumb cx;i(;en )W/u\fd()‘ (?Wed
after year’s of living together, husband and wife or man ied dn J‘““ o
look and sound alike, so now—fifty years down the road—:he log o,
n?ems seem to merge, to become interchangeable. Because tt‘l)vol;‘f m‘;
king in Beowulf picks at a stringed instrument, we4are informeg th:ln tl:le
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king buried at Sutton Hoo was an accomplished performer on the harp;”®
because the golden standard of Beowulf’s dragon kicked around for
some time before ending up in his den, we are asked to believe that the
iron stand at Sutton Hoo was “already ancient when buried.””® Men boast
over mead cups in Beowulf, and we are quickly assured that the impres-
sive drinking horns of Mound 1 were “intended for just such occa-
sions.”8® And when Beowulf dies, we are consoled with the thought that
“his grave must have been much like the ship burial discovered in our
own generation at Sutton Hoo™®! (give or take a few rivets, I suppose). In
plotting the BeowulfiSutton Hoo story, & half-century of scholarship has
lingered over scenes of discovery and reconciliation, of harmony and
consonance, destining the pair to live happily ever after. For, as Byron’s
Don Juan says:

All tragedies are finished by death,
All comedies are ended by 2 marriage. (

The only sour note in all this sweetness comes from afte;r—dinner speak-
ers who imagine themselves called upon, even at thISA late hour, to
Jament, as if they were dealing witha realistic novel, the mumph of arbx—.
trary plot over probability, of pictorial convenience over consistency of
characterization. Such killjoys may even try to tell you Fhat a temporary
separation, perhaps 2 creative divorce, would be producpve for both par-
ties. But don’t worry. Neither Beowulf nor Sutton Hoo is about to throw
over fifty years of shared learning and experience, at least not until a

more likely prospect comes along.

canto 3, stanza 9)
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