AN AFTERWORD BY NICHOLAS lHOWE

This trivial trope revéuls 4 way of truth,
- Wallace Steévens, ‘Le Monocle de Mon Oncle,’ 1918

Reading letters by nineteenth- and twentieth-ceniury poets can be very disturbing to Anglo-
Saxonists, for they are filled with exactly the information we long to know — and despair of ever

é£$coveri1}g — about Old: English poems: wha wrote them, and when, and where, and even perliaps,

why they did so. Take, for cxample, something as banal as the short letter and accompanying list
sent- by Wallace Stevens to his publisher Alfred A, Knopf on 16 October 1930 from Hantford,
Connecticut. The Tetter reads in full: *You Wrole to me in the spring abont re-printing Harfmoninm,

T hand you such héw mharerial as I have, with a suggestion or rwo.”! In the attached Hst, Stevens
names three poems o be dropped from the second odition of Harmonium and fourteen to be added
in a precisely specified order. Stcvens’s letter and list can seem almost heartbreaking to the Anglo-

Saxdrist because, in their exquisile brevily, they provide mote information about the dating and
circulation of pocms than do all the surviving records of pre-Conguest England.

than one Old English poem, or to.wondering about the palitical allegiance and Iitecaty taste of the
peet who composed The Battle of Maldon Anglo-Saxonists must accept a burden of ignorance

about matters of authorship and chronology that would be; T think, intolerable 16 thosé who work in

most other periods of liferary history. Yet our predicament rests not stmply on our ignorance about
such matters. It is also that Anglo-Saxonists have been trained as litetary and historical scholars 1o
wark in disciplires that freat such knowledge as basic to all serioas sindy. Yet, by ironic contrast,
even literary theorists who celebrate the death of the author, or kistoriaris who resist the tempiations
of vulgar biography, can siill rely on knowing basic chronological facts about authors and texis,
Whatever they might do with this knowledge, these readers can be certain that the poems in
Harmonium come at the start of Stevens’s career and those in The Auroras of Autumn come towards
its end. About Old English pocts, we will probably never know even these trivial facts,

I The Letrers of Wallave Srevens, od, Holly Stevens (New York 1981), i 259.54,
2 This afterword does not survey the debate thae hes flourished since the publication of The Dating of

Beowalf. 1t would be fookish to attempt such o survey after the searching essay by Roy Michael Liuzza,
‘On the Dating of Béowulf]” in Beowulf: Basic Readings, ed. Peter S. Baker (Mew York 1995), 281-302.
My debt Lo Liuzza's cssay will be apparénl to anyone who has read it, That arguments about dating Feowulf
remain Hvely is abundantly clear from items sumeiarized in the most recent fssue {as I wrile) of The Fear's

Work in Old English Studies; see the Gid English Newslerter 28 (1995), PP 22-3: 42-4. 1 should also

acknowledge my debt 1o Johs Dagenais, The Ethics of Reading in Manuscripr Culiure: Glossing the Libro
de buen amor (Princetom 1994). My thanks as well to Roberta Frank, firet for inviling me to write this
afterword, and then for engaging in a sustained conversation on what it mesns to do Old English studies
today,

3 This point is nicely illustrated by the fact that a recent collection of e3says on Cynewulf offérs only two pre-
viously unpublished picces, both of which centte on questions of dating. See Robent B, Bjork, ed., Cysewnlf-
Basic Readings (New York 1996), pp. 3-55, tor pieces by R.D, Fulk and Patrick W. Conner. Sec, similarly,
Jonathon Wilcox, ‘The Baule of Maldor aml The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 979-1016: A Winning Combina-
Hon," Proceedings of the Medieval Association of the Midwest 3 (1993), pp. 31-50.




Our uncertainty about the shape of an Old English literary career stands on a small scale for
our uncertainties about the shape of Gld English literary history, We have firm dates for some of
the prose, many conjectures about the poetry, and an unspoken habit of pretending to more cer- -
{ainty about such matiers than the evidence warrants. Or, perhaps more accurately, we have a tacit
agrecment not 10 worry in public about the chronological premises of our scholarly work. That ig, =

the controversies that have animated Old English stadies over that last century or so have always

sw_i;_!e_d: around Beowsnlf, and the question of '{i_&%iﬁg iz no exception. Indeed, arguments about how

and when to date Beowndf are never merely about chronology but extend to the ways in which

we read other Old English pocms both in themselves and as forming a larger context for Beowulf,
Attemnpts 1o date Beownlf almost always carry with themn some implicit, often unacknowledped,

sense about the way the poem came into being. In the nineteenth cenfury, to speak broadly,

was Tor such-scholars cusential fo its greatness as folk-epic: it matiered as a cultural monument
precisely because it was early and could not be assigned to 2 single author or precise moment of
cém:pés:élmﬂ.:?li&% Beownlf had no-set date proved that 31 bad always been traditional, that is, it
proved that the poem was not and had never been “modern’ within its own culiure because il was

not created through the new technology of literacy.* Indeed, much nineteenth-century writing on

argue, as do reputable Anglo-Saxonists for Beowudf, that the [liad and the Odyvssey close out the
last moments of & poetic tradition, None would make thetr Homers into Algxandrians. Classicists
have this great advantage over Anglo-Saxonists: they know that these two long poems, whatever

their dates, appear early in Greek poetry and are originary for much that follows. The dating of the

‘On Ethnographic Allegory’ in Writing Culture: The Peetics and Politics of Exhnography, ed. James L.
Clifford and George Marcus (Berkeley and Los Angeles 1986), pp. 88-141,



‘emotional commitment” of past scholars to an early date.” More recently, especially through the
work of Eevin 5. Kiernan, the orthodoxy of an carly daie for the pocm has been challenged much
as was the orthodoxy of its ofal-formulaic origin.® In ways that would have been unimaginable as
recently s the 19705, none of the contributors to this volume explores the dating of Beowulf
through the machinery of oral-formulaic theory. On the contrary, the undercurrent in these ¢333Y8
is that Beowulf as we know it is a written lext with, quite probably, an identifiable moment of com-
position.

believe. Instead we must recognize that any inscription of Beowulf in a mAannscripl crestes a new
context for the poem-and thus shifts the grounds for its inferpretation. As a resilt, the poem’s sta-
tus in 2 manuscript as textuality rather than orality must be recognized as docigive by the infer-
preter. This new position in Old English studies is well afticulaléd by Carol Braun Pasternack,

who closes her The Textuality of Old Eriglish Poetry by arguing thai the manuscript version of a

Colin Chase addresses this matter in his ‘Opinions on the Date of Beowslf, 1815-1980° pp. 3-4 of this
volame.

JR.R. Tolkien, ‘Héowuif: The Monsteérs and the Crities,’ PBA 22 (1936), pp. 245-95.

Roberta Frank, ‘Skaldic Verse and the Date of Bapwirff)’ p. 123 of this volume,

Kevin 5. Kieman, ‘The Eleventh-Centary Origin of Beownlf and the Beowulf Manuscript,” pp. 9-21 of this
volume; see also his Beowulf and the Beowulf Manuscript (New Brunswick, NI, 1981; rpri. with Foreword
by Katherine O'Bricn O'Keeffé, Ann Arbor 1996); and “The Legacy of Wiglaf: Savéng 1 Wounded Heownlf)
in Beowulf: Basic Readings, ed. Baker, pp. 195-21%,




11 Liuzza, ‘On the Dating of Beowulf, p. 283,
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poem is not merely a mechanical transcription of a previously composed work: *we should con-
sider the extant texts of Old Englizh postry as treating issues of concemn conlemporary lo the era
of their manuscript production.”

It may well be a healthy corrective to the excesses of oral-formulaic theory that none of the
contributors in The Dating of Beowudf articolates a gradualist creation for the poem: that is, none
suggests that its text grew through 2 slow process of accretion as il passed omslly from one gener-
ation i the next until it achicved a form something like 1hat recorded in Colton VileHius A XV, In
"E‘h{: 'Elcvcﬁﬁl Ccriiary Drégiri Gf Bﬁewzzif 313& ﬁle'Beﬁw&{f Man‘ascrip% ’ Kje'man argues fa::r {éle

not s&ppuﬁ the theory that the Beawu{f maﬂtisczlgt is a ldte copy of an carly poem. On the con-
trary, 1hc}f sa;}gmri %he viéw Ei'lat Beownldf is an clcﬁéﬁlh'wﬁmsy comp{isi{e poen, aﬁé that the

the yoars a.ﬁ.u: Knut came 1o the Ea‘;gimh throne in 1016, %}zmg& us much closer o our own Eaia:zm:y
climate in which poets like Stevens publish their poems shorily after writing them. ki would thus
follow in Kiernans- argument that Beowulf, with-its evocation of a Danish past, had a precise
political and poetic [unction to play in 2 Danisheruled England that i would not have had in an
earlier period when lines of political and cultural allegiance were drawn less starkly or at least
with lass 'érsséssent'reference 'tﬂ EE%.E gverseas cesrz'eciiaﬁ '

offers for the composition of the poem, the Iess fime it would have had to circulate, ssu:l thus, argu-
ably, the less cultural work it could have accomplished in the interval. Conversely, the more com-
geiimg a case. ane w:qhes t{} argue for i?ls poem 8 eg;c ceatra];ty, the earlier a date one would

Aﬁgle*Saxeﬂ hnglaﬁé one can understand. why repuia%ie sc?mi&rs have dated Beowaif anywhere
from- {mﬂghiy) 6?5 10 1625 a span-of some: 350 years. The embarrassment, even the seandal of

not even agree on-a century. Rc&y Michael Liuzza offers a d;stlsrhmg comparison for our critical
unceriaingy: :

Wéth:mt a douby, 1ht§ d‘aic‘ ef Bea‘w‘aif matiers; imagine the {:or;ﬂssieﬁ that would rcsail if some

Wya& Pépe, of ’I‘@mysa&“

Perhaps all that saves us from the interpretive anarchy envisioned by Linzza is that Anglo-Sax-
onists have not only no date for our Paradise Lost (Beowulfs but also no dates for, as it were, our

Wyatts, Popes, or Tennysons (e.g., the poets of Deor, The Seafarer, or Exodus). In this larger con-

text, the problem of unknown dates becomes less of a source of confusion than in Linzza's sce-
nario- about a Paradise Lost stranded undatably within the incluctable chronological march of
Enghish posiry.

Liuzza'stelling observation also prompis one to speculate that our desire to date Beownlf pre-

& Carol Braun Pasternack, The Texwuality of Old English Poerry (Cambridge §99S) o 200,
10 Kiersan, ‘The Eleventh-Century Origin:’ p. 20 of this volume.
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ch;eﬂﬂ%{)gscaiiy geclre Hé&]iiﬂﬁ of L‘ﬂgénh i:iesaiar& We may argue about which of C%a&cer 8
Canterbury Tales were writlcn in the late 1380s or the early 1300s, or about which of Shake-
speare’s plays were written: eatly rather than late in the 1590s, but these are uncertaintics of a
r&la&ve%y few yc,ars and do not scem as d;scor;c&rlmg as the Eﬂcertalﬁw of centuries we §acc with
to remove Beewa{f from the sﬁreﬁelegc;ﬂ frame of this %f&é;mm, especially as it has béen main-
tuined hy s dezgraéﬂ &%&aﬁihﬁiagées

the period traditloﬂaiiy labelled Anglo-Saxon (600- ?]{}0} Cne ;mgéll answer this question by quoi-
ing Emerson’s aphorism: ‘If I know your sect I anlicipate your argument.’ That is, from the type
of evidence offered, one can predict a scholar’s dating of Beowudf, Trr general terms, the more

closcly one works with the language aﬂd melre, the more Likely one is to date the poem carly. Con-
versely, the more closely one works with the maﬂuxmpt the more likely one is (o date the poem
late 12

Pﬂr?lai}i the ar;ly geﬁsralizatésﬂ 'ab{mi'thc d&tiﬂ g {)f' Beo'waif I wmsldha?afd'i's that t}éc, év’éééﬂce

These getzeml;mﬁ{m% can, of course, be c{}m;}hcﬁcd or refu{ed by other cxamples, Whaz seems
less open to contradiction is the further claim that alnost every scholar who has pursted the date
of Beowulf has chosen o do so largely from a single perspective: that of language. or social insti-
tutions, or manﬂscripi {%G cite only the three most eemmm&} Whiis Reovulf scholdrs are usuaily

evidence. Only if we %f:lieve a priori that onc eategefy of svidence is more csinpal]ir;g than all

12 For a recent study that works with language and metre to argue an carly date for Seowslf, see R.D. Fulk, A
History of Old English Meter (Philadelphiz 1992), especially pp. 348-92. For the relation between munu-
script stady and a late date for Beownlf, sée the siudies cited in n. 8 above. Seo alsc Angus Cameron st al,
‘A Reconsiderstion of the Language of Beownlf,’ pp. 33-75 of this volume: and Thomas Cable, ‘Meér’;é.él
Style ag Bvidence for the Date of Beawulf,” pp. 77-82 of this volume.

i3 On ﬂ'ﬁﬁb{i isancs, see further Alexander Callander Murzay, ‘Beownlf, the Danish Invasions, and Royal Geneal-

ogy,” pp. 10111 of this volume,




others can we accept a monocausal argument: If that tums out to be the case, then there is further
evidence for my claim that most debates about Beownlf arc argoments mn shadow aboul how we
are to do Old English studies;

Rereading the essays brought togcthér in The Diiting of Beowulf some fifteen years after their orig-
inal publication has the great value of reminding us that the cenlral monument of this poetic cor-
pus — on which resis most critical claims for the value of the language and its poetry and thus for
the place of the discipline within the scholarly and academic world — has no fixed basis in time or
place. The most immediate contribution that The Dating of Beowulf made to Old English studies

sensus of the lime: “Whethier 1he Beowulf a5 we have it was orally compesed or not - and I incline
o the latter view - a written fext in the Anglizn or Mercian dialect probably existed by the middle

arguments suggest dates of composition from the late cighth through the early eleventh century.”™
Ten years after Greenfield and Calder spoke with a hint of despair about a consensus that had
crumbled, we can speak more persuasively about the uses of unceriainty. The most profound con-
tribution made by The Dating of Beowulf to Old English studies in general has been to introduce a
vital and stringent uncertainty into a discipling that for wo long proceeded comfortably in the
belief that certainty was itself 3 warker of ¢ritical value. Yot with this sense of oncertainty comes

these centuries sufficient to allow one to date the poem at any moment within that duration.'® A
stasis of 300 vears is, however, a very long claim to make, cven if one believes Anglo-Saxon
England to have besn a dark age. Another answer, more complicated and perhaps more satisfving,
is to-suggest there s g historicism that car accommodate this problem because it is vot compicicly
invested in locating and dating a work, but instead defines its critical method by articulating the
relation between its ohject of study and its own moment. In other words, one might envision a his-

14 Sianley B, Greenfield, A Critical History of Old English Literature (New York 1965), p. 82; Stanley B.
Greenfield and Danicl G. Calder, A New Critical History of Old English Literaiure {(New York 1986}, p.
136, At the conclusion of this guotation, Greenfield and Calder add a note citing The Dating of Beowulf. [
follow Linzza in making this comparison,

15 Nicholas Howe, *Historicist Approaches’ in Reading Old English Texis, ed. Katherine O'Brien O'Keelfe
{Cambridge 1997), pp. 79-100,

16 For & valoable countér-argument to this assumption, see Colih Chase, "Saints” Lives, Royal Lives, and the
Date of Beowulf,” pp. 161-71 of this volume, cspecially p. 168




this situation makes our critical practice formalist despite our historicist allegiances; as he puts it
with cpigrammatic force: ‘any approach to Beowulf is of necessity not documentary but monumen-
tal.” %

This claim that we search [or meaning in forms of expression, in the text itself, because we
remain in such uncertainty about the context of the work is compelling, and damaging to a strict
historicist position. Yet there can be in the techniques of formalism, in its struggle with language
and Gguration, ways to apprehend a text’s cultural and historical position. Formalism can become
somelinng more than a description of the téxt as verbal artefact; it can also be an interpretive
method (0 engage historical giestions. The insight offéred by the art historian Michael Baxandall
that ‘thie style of pictures is a proper material of social history’'® can be translated to a poetic
canon, especially onc that has certain set forms of metrical, verbal, and figural expression. The tra-
ditional moves of formalist practice can, when revived by a theoretically informed historicism,

yield evidence ahout the thematics and thus the historical situation of Old English poems. The dan-
ger, of course, is that the critic will employ style as others employ historical context: not as the
melerial of history but as the key that alone will unlock the chronology of all Old English poeiry.”
There is perhaps only one critical assumption shared by all parties to this debate about dating,
though it remains largely implicit: that once we fix the date of Beowudf with reasonable exaciness,
our interpretive difficultics will resolve themselves, This claim seems most immediately evident of

Mariner (1798), The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn (1884), Heart of Darkness (1902), and
Ulysses (1922) arc just a few works of known date that have yiclded radically divergent inferprata-
tions. To have the date of Beowslf would be useful in itself and also as a corrective to its misuse
as historical cvidence; but in the absence of such knowledge we must not overestimate ils value,
Having the date of Beownlf would not in itself resolve any of our inferpretive problems becanse
they must be traced as much to our own cultural moment as to the historical milieu of the poem,
In fact, this quest for the date of Beownlf shows at times a touch of the interpretive error that has
flawed much historicist criticism of Old English poetry: mamely, the belief that we know enough
about Anglo-Saxon England to know how our intérpretation of the poem would be affected by the
fact that it was datable to 725 or 895 or 1025, And, (0 press this claim harder, we must resist attrib-
uting to Anglo-Saxon England at any given date — 725 or 895 or 1025 - a cultural homogeneity
that would make our work ensies but which is othérwise unwarranted, To know the date of a pogEn
is not the same as to know the contexts that date might provide.

At the risk of scerming merely paradoxical, one can suggest that our interpretive work wilh

7 Liuzza, ‘On the Dating of Browslf,” p. 255. For fundémental discussions on the relations between formal-

' ism and historicism, ses Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism {Baltimore
1978}, especially chapter 4; and Dominick LaCapra, Soundings in Critical Theory (Ithaca 1989).

1% Michael Baianddll, Fainting and Experience in Fifreenth-Century Italy, 2nd ed. (Oxford and New York
1988), p. v.

In this regard, it is salutary to reread Ashley Crandall Amos; Linguistic Méans of Détérmining the Dafes of
Old English Literary Texts (Cambridge, Mass. {980 for its cantionary tales about scholars who claimed to
have found the key to dating OId English poetic toxis. For & recent news report on such a scholar, ses John
Dugdale, "Who's Afraid of Beownlf?' The New Yorker, 23 & 30 December 1996, pp. 50-2. This account of
Bavid Howlett's dating of Beownlf in the Alfredisn period appears in a special issue of The New Yorker
devoted to fiction.
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Dianes and thus Hattery of their descendants, the gecupiers of the island? Or, more problematically,
is it meant to chasten the occupying Danes into some recognition of their shared ancestry and thus
commonality with the Anglo-Saxon English they have conquered and oppressed? Or, if the poem
was written as a primer for princes in Alfredian England, what was its lesson? That a young
Anglo-Saxon prince should follow Hrothgar’s injunetions to the young Beowulf? Or that the

date of Beowulf we should keep asking the question because it has been for generations, and
seems likely to remain 50, a powerful means for thinking about the poem. If we hold to this posi-

To have a datc for Beowulf would simply allow us to begin in another way our work of inferpre-
tation.

Aldin Rendis, "Old English Forrnilds and Themés g5 Tools fur Contextudl Interpretation,’ in Phyllis Rogg
HBrown, et al., ed., Modes of Interpretation in Old English Literature: Essays in Honour of Stanley B. Green-

Jield (Toronig 1986), 65-7%, at p. 68, Onc might note, somewhat sceplically, that Renoir's oritical approach
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