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Introduction 

In this thesis an attempt is made at translating two Old English poems known as “The Wife’s 

Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” from the perspective of feminist translation theory, the 

foreignizing/domesticating framework from Venuti and the theory of translation problems by 

Nord. These poems come from the Exeter Book manuscript (Exeter Cathedral Library MS 

3501), which was composed during the latter half of the 10th century, and also contains other 

well-known poems such as “The Wanderer”, “The Ruin” and “The Seafarer” (Marsden 401-

402). Even though “The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” have been translated 

many times before by skilled poets and translators, such as Craig Williamson, Eavan Boland, 

Elaine Treharne and Paul Muldoon, they have never been translated using feminist translation 

theory. Translating these poems with this theory can produce both new interpretations and a 

different experience for the reader, but can also help establish these female voiced elegies as 

part of the canon of women’s literature. 

Naturally, both of these poems offer a great many translation problems, as they were 

written more than a thousand years ago, for a very different audience, and are also very 

enigmatic and ambiguous. These translations will be published in a new book of English 

poetry titled English Women’s Poetry Throughout the Ages. This publication is mainly aimed 

at readers of English prose, who have not read much of English poetry yet and need 

somewhere to start. The target audience will thus mainly consist of adult men and women 

who are highly educated, but not experts on English poetry.  
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Chapter 1: The Female Voice Elegies 

The Old English poems “The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” are usually 

considered to belong to the genre of the elegy, as they often feature speakers who “lament lost 

happiness” (Timmer 33). The original Old English versions of both poems can be found in the 

appendix. However, these elegies differ from the others, as they are the only Old English 

poems that have a female speaker or voice instead of a male one. We know this because of the 

feminine singular endings “on geomorre, line 1, and minre sylfre in line 2” (Treharne 76) in 

“The Wife’s Lament”, and “the adjective reotugu, line 10, has a feminine ending” in “Wulf 

and Eadwacer” (Treharne 64). Therefore, they are also considered part of the frauenlieder 

tradition (Desmond 573-574). This tradition encompasses “a distinct type of poem — more 

broadly defined than a genre: a female-voice love-lyric in a popular rather than a courtly 

mode” (Klinck “Lyric Voice” 13). Klinck defines a frauenlieder poem as follows: 

 1. the femininity lies in voice rather than authorship;  

2. the utterance is perceived as in some way contrastive to [a] male-voice song;  

3. the language and style are simple, or affect simplicity;  

4. the subject is the loves, loyalties, and longings of the speaker. (Klinck “Lyric 

Voice” 14) 

While these poems are prevalent in medieval literature, emphasis must be placed on the fact 

that “it is a universal, not merely medieval type” (Frings qtd in Klinck “Lyric Voice” 13). 

However, we do not know if the authors of these poems were actually women, as these 

elegies, and most of Old English poetry in general, are all anonymous. The fact that these 

poems are both elegies and both have a female speaker makes them a good pair to translate 

together. 

The Anglo-Saxon verse form in which these poems are composed consists of two 

stressed half-lines with a caesura in the middle. This verse form relies heavily on stress and 
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alliteration as its main poetic devices, which are characteristic of Old English poetry. Each 

half-line has two stressed syllables, and can have multiple unstressed syllables in between. 

The two stressed syllables of the first half-line alliterate, and so does the first stress of the 

second half-line. The fourth and final stress usually does not alliterate. Furthermore, the 

poems’  titles, which in themselves impose a certain interpretation, are not Anglo-Saxon, but 

were given to the poems by scholars at a much later time. The same goes for punctuation, 

which is often imposed by modern editing convention, as there was very minimal punctuation 

and capitalisation, even of proper names, in the original Old English manuscripts. 

In “The Wife’s Lament” a woman relates how she has become separated from her 

husband, and now lives in exile. She tells us she was once happy and together with her 

husband, but he was pressured to leave, and has commanded her to live in exile. There are 

three major scholarly debates that revolve around this poem. The first concerns itself with 

whether the female speaker is dead or alive, as the poem’s ambiguity allows for both 

interpretations (Jensen; Johnson). The second debate surrounds the gender of the speaker, 

which has been interpreted as male and female by different scholars (Lucas). The third major 

debate concerns the poem’s ending, which can either be interpreted as a piece of gnomic 

wisdom, or as a curse placed upon the husband of the female speaker (Stevick; Short; Niles; 

Greenfield; Straus). 

“Wulf and Eadwacer” also has a female speaker who informs us of her sorrowful 

situation. She is separated from a man named Wulf, and fears that if he comes to find her, her 

people will kill him. His absence has made the woman ill, and she speaks of a warrior who 

embraces her. Near the end of the poem there is also mention of a whelp, for which things do 

not seem to end well. The main debate surrounding this poem is whether eadwacer should be 

interpreted as a proper name, thus making this a love triangle between Wulf, the speaker and 

Eadwacer, or if it is simply a term used to refer to Wulf, in which case this poem does not 
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describe a love triangle (Adams; Baker). Recently, it has also been proposed that Wulf is the 

speaker’s son, and Eadwacer is her husband (Suzuki; Warwick Frese; Tasioulas; Osborn). 
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Chapter 2: Translation Approach and Theory 

Before starting the translations, Christiane Nord’s theory of text analysis was consulted in 

order to get a clear idea of the difficulties in translating these particular poems. Nord’s theory 

divides different translation problems into four categories: pragmatic, convention-related, 

linguistic and text-specific translation problems (Nord 147). Categorised under pragmatic 

translation problems are things such as the discrepancy between the place and date in which 

the source text was published, and the place and date in which the target text will be 

published. It also includes knowledge that the reader of the source text would have been 

familiar with, which might not be well known or available to the reader of the target text. The 

convention-related translation problems include genre conventions, and conventions such as 

whether to use the metric or the imperial system. Linguistic translation problems are all 

concerned with the difference in structure between the source language and the target 

language. Lastly, Nord distinguishes the text-specific translation problems. This category 

includes style and puns, but also the interpretation of the source text. With literary works, and 

poems in particular, interpretation is especially important, as the way a translator interprets 

the source text highly impacts the translation. This theory on translation problems will be 

used to structure the commentary that accompanies the translations later on. 

 Another theory to consider is the debate between foreignizing a text and domesticating 

it. According to Friedrich Schleiermacher these are the only two options a translator really has 

when translating a text. The translator either moves the author towards the reader 

(domesticating) or, moves the reader towards the author (foreignizing) (45). In his book The 

Translator’s Invisibility: A History of Translation, Lawrence Venuti takes this theory one step 

further, stating that “foreignizing translation seeks to restrain the ethnocentric violence of 

translation” (16), as he believes that violence resides “in the very purpose and activity of 

translation” (14). Venuti thus clearly prefers foreignizing to domesticating, whereas 
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Schleiermacher does not indicate a preference between these two approaches. The approach 

to the Old English poems was to create very foreign translations that retain as much from the 

original as possible. Bringing the reader close to the author in this way will give the reader a 

real taste of Anglo-Saxon poetry, even though they are reading a translation. A foreignizing 

approach to these translations also supports the retention of the Old English stress-based 

alliterative metre, which is very important in retaining the feel of Old English poetry. 

However, the content of the poems will be the main priority in these translations, so while the 

recreation of the Old English metre will also be of importance, when there is a conflict 

between translating the stress-based alliterative metre and translating content, the content will 

be prioritised. Following modern editorial convention the text will also be presented in two 

half-lines divided by a caesura, in order to retain the look of the metre as much as possible, in 

full awareness that Old English poetry did not actually look like this in the original 

manuscripts. It instead looked like prose, as all of the lines directly followed one another, not 

distinguishing half-lines or caesuras. 

The translation of the poems was also informed by feminist translation theory. 

Feminist translation theory developed during the 1970s in Quebec when gender scholars and 

translators developed an increasing awareness of the relation between women and language 

(von Flotow “Historical Background” 12-13) (Castro and Ergun 1). Translating is often seen 

as a female domain when viewed as “a passive and subservient activity that simply 

reproduces someone else’s real work” (von Flotow “Feminist Translation” 81-82), whereas 

the writers they translate are often male. As Lori Chamberlain’s influential essay argues, “this 

paradigm depicts originality or creativity in terms of paternity and authority, relegating the 

figure of the female to a variety of secondary roles” (455). Therefore, one of the main aims of 

feminist translation theory is to make the translator, and thereby the translation process, 

visible. This is often done through the use of metatext, in which “the feminist translator must 
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describe her motives and the way they affect the translated text in order to avoid reproducing 

a textual power structure which genders the translator as the male confessor of the text” 

(Massardier-Kenney 63). Besides refuting the idea that the translation process is subservient 

and secondary and ensuring the visibility of the translator, this also alerts the reader to the fact 

that they are reading a translated work, not an original, as this theory aims to shine light upon 

the process of translation. Feminist translation theory also attempts to make women visible 

within the text that is being translated, “[b]ecause making the feminine visible in language 

means making women seen and heard in the real world” (De Lotbinière-Harwood qtd in von 

Flotow “Feminist Translation” 79). This can be done by deliberately feminising the text, 

either by subverting meaning when the source text is explicitly sexist (Arrojo 151), or by 

making implicit sexism in the source text explicit in the target text (Arrojo 155). 

The reason this translation theory will be used in conjunction with the Old English 

female voice elegies is because one of the aims in translating these poems was to make the 

female speakers visible, and feminist translation theory encourages this way of translating and 

offers the necessary tools to do so. By using feminist translation theory in this way, these 

anonymous poems are also reclaimed and embedded in the consciousness of women’s 

literature, as “feminist scholars have yet to reclaim the corpus of anonymous poetry-medieval 

or modern-for the history of female culture” even though the idea that anonymous writers 

could have been women “has been repeated often enough to become a slogan” (Desmond 

573). 

The main ways in which this theory will be used is by the including metatext in the 

form of forewords and footnotes. By using metatext several things can be accomplished at 

once. I am establishing myself as a feminist translator (Massardier-Kenney 63), while also 

making the audience aware of the fact that they are reading a translation (Massardier-Kenney 

60). The actual content of the metatext “aims to bring the text closer to us while preserving its 
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difference” (Massardier-Kenney 63). It does this by allowing the translator to include extra 

information on the poems, their interpretations and the decisions they have made in their 

translations. At the same time, metatext also allows translators to maintain the content and 

form of the original as much as possible, since metatext exists outside of the constraints of the 

poem. In addition, feminist translation theory will also be used as a guide in the interpretative 

decisions that will have to be made when translating these poems, as this will ensure the 

visibility of the female speakers in both poems. 
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Chapter 3.1: Commentary 

As previously mentioned, the translation approach and theory employed in the translation of 

“The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” relies on Nord’s theory, which divides 

possible translation problems into four categories: pragmatic, convention-related, linguistic 

and text-specific translation problems. 

 First, the pragmatic translation problems will be discussed, such as discrepancy 

between the place and date in which the source text was published, and that of the target text. 

This category also includes knowledge that the reader of the source text would have been 

familiar with, which could be unfamiliar to readers of the translation. In the case of both “The 

Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” there is a gap of about a thousand years between 

the source text and the target tekst. While this translation is aimed at an English-speaking 

readership, modern society is radically different to that of Anglo-Saxon England, which 

means that the target audience is missing large amounts of information about Anglo-Saxon 

society, which will seriously impact their understanding of the poems. It might also be 

problematic that the Old English poems are not very well known amongst the general public 

nowadays. Even if the target audience might be aware of their existence, they might not 

recognise translated versions of “The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” as 

translations, and assume they are reading an original work instead. In addition, “The Wife’s 

Lament” describes a situation of exile, which does not have the same connotation nowadays 

as it did in Anglo-Saxon times. Nor is a modern audience familiar with the Anglo-Saxon 

practice of cursing which occurs in this poem. As for “Wulf and Eadwacer”, the interpretation 

chosen for this translation relies upon the reader’s awareness of the term peaceweaver, which 

the audience is probably unfamiliar with. However, both in the case of “The Wife’s Lament” 

and “Wulf and Eadwacer”, several of these pragmatic translation problems are easily solved 

by the addition of metatext to the translations. First and foremost, the forewords added to both 
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poems makes the reader immediately ware of the fact that they are reading a translation 

(Massardier-Kenney 60). I am also establishing myself as a feminist translator by using 

metatext in my translations, as “the feminist translator must describe her motives and the way 

they affect the translated text in order to avoid reproducing a textual power structure which 

genders the translator as the male confessor of the text” (Massardier-Kenney 63). In the 

foreword to “Wulf and Eadwacer” the reader is given extra information on the term 

“peaceweaver”, as it is important in understanding this particular translation, and, as 

mentioned before, the audience is probably unfamiliar with this term. In the foreword to “The 

Wife’s Lament” the reader is also provided with additional information, this time on women 

in Anglo-Saxon society, as it is important for the reader to be able to place this female voice 

in its historical context (Desmond 584). The footnote on exile was added because romantic 

notions of wandering alone and finding oneself outside of society carry quite positive 

connotations in our modern-day Western society, which was not what exile implied in Anglo-

Saxon England. The same can be said for the footnote on cursing, which also aims to 

illuminate a concept that is quite foreign to the modern reader. Adding this kind of 

information in the form of metatext instead of embedding it in the poem provides the reader 

with extra information, without inferring with the poem’s metre. 

The second category of Nord’s theory encompasses the convention-related translation 

problems. “The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” adhere to the stress-based metre 

of Old English poetry, which is probably unfamiliar to the modern-day reader of the 

translations. However, this metre has been retained as much as possible in both translations, 

as my aim was to create very foreign translations. Therefore, in this case, the retention of the 

Old English prosody was prioritised. Despite the retention of the potentially foreign metre, the 

metatext “aims to bring the text closer to us while preserving its difference” (Massardier-

Kenney 63). 
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Now we will move on to the linguistic translation problems, which occur wherever 

there is a structural difference between the source language and the target language. In the 

case of “The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” these can be found in the feminine 

inflections and the dual pronouns. In “The Wife’s Lament” the last word in the first line, 

geomorre, and minre sylfre at the beginning of the second line carry feminine inflections 

(Treharne 76), while in “Wulf and Eadwacer” the gender of the speaker is only revealed at 

line 10, with the feminine inflected word reotugu (Treharne 64). However, as Present Day 

English has an impoverished inflectional system compared to Old English, which marked 

nouns for number, gender and case it is impossible to translate the feminine inflections. Once 

again the metatext provides the solution here, as both in “The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and 

Eadwacer” the reader is informed of the speaker’s gender in the foreword. Even though the 

speaker’s gender is only revealed at line 10 in the original Old English “Wulf and Eadwacer”, 

this information was included in the foreword because it is essential to understanding and 

interpreting the poem, and it also makes the woman in the poem more visible, which is what 

feminist translation theory aims to do (De Lotbinière-Harwood in von Flotow “Feminist 

Translation” 79). The problem of the dual pronouns, however, was not as easily solved by the 

addition of metatext. Whereas Present Day English only distinguishes singular and plural 

personal pronouns, e.g. I/me versus we/us, Old English also distinguishes dual personal 

pronouns. In the case of “The Wife’s Lament”, the dual pronoun occurs in the accusative case 

twice, once in line 12 and in line 22. This pronoun, which consists of one word, unc, in the 

Old English, was rendered periphrastically in the translation. This breaks with the original 

form of the poem, but maintains the content. The original Old English in line 12 reads: “þurh 

dyrne geþoht, / þæt hy todælden unc” (Marsden 389). In the present translation this line has 

been rendered as “a way to part / the pair of us”, while the translation by Craig Williamson 

reads: “scheming in secret to spilt us apart”, and Eavan Boland opts for: “They met in secret, 
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they made a plan / To keep us as far apart, away”. Boland and Williamson both opt to 

translate the dual pronoun with just the pronoun us. However, us is simply a plural pronoun, 

and does not convey the intimacy of a dual pronoun. Neither does it specify the fact that the 

relationship only concerns two people, which is why it was translated as the pair of us instead 

of simply us in this translation. 

Lastly, the text-specific translation problems will be discussed. This category includes 

style and puns, but also the interpretation of the source text. For “Wulf and Eadwacer” the 

most important translation problem in this category is how to interpret the word eadwacer. As 

proper names are not capitalised in Old English poetry, it is possible to interpret this word as 

either a proper or common noun. The same goes for wulf, which could either be a proper noun 

or a common noun, meaning wolf (Bosworth). However, most critics have agreed on the 

interpretation of wulf as a proper noun, except W. J. Sedgefield and Peter Orton. These critics 

not only take wulf to be an actual wolf, but they also transform the speaker of the poem into a 

dog or wolf in order to make sense of this interpretation. Several interpretations thus hinge on 

the interpretation of the word eadwacer, for example, critics such as John F. Adams argue 

that “Eadwacer is not a character at all”, but should be interpreted as the common noun, 

meaning property watcher, instead of a proper noun (1). Interpreting eadwacer in this way 

means that this poem only concerns itself with two people, the female speaker and the man 

she longs for, Wulf. However, if eadwacer is taken to be a proper name, then two more 

options are possible. Either the speaker, Wulf and Eadwacer form a love triangle, as proposed 

by Peter S. Baker, or Wulf is the speaker’s son and Eadwacer her husband, as argued by J.A. 

Tasioulas, Dolores Warwick Frese and Seiichi Suzuki. In the present translation the female 

speaker was specifically characterised as a peaceweaver, following Marijane Osborn in her 

essay “The Text and Context of Wulf and Eadwacer”. This interpretation was chosen because 

it highlights the difficult (political) positions that Anglo-Saxon women could find themselves 
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in, and therefore this interpretation is supported by the feminist translation theory employed 

in this translation, as this theory aims to “contribute through translation to a rethinking of the 

canon from which women’s experience has been excluded” (Massardier-Kenney 59). The 

experience of women as peaceweavers was written about in Old English literature; for 

example the story of Hildeburgh is recounted in Beowulf, but not expressed from a woman’s 

perspective. If we take “Wulf and Eadwacer” to be a poem composed from the perspective of 

a peaceweaver, then not only is this poem added to the canon of women’s literature through 

this feminist translation, but it also adds a new experience to this canon as well, that of a 

peaceweaver. 

As for “The Wife’s Lament”, the most important text-specific translation problems are 

three highly-debated interpretations: the debate surrounding the gender of the speaker, 

whether the ending is a piece of gnomic wisdom or a curse, and whether the speaker is dead 

or alive. Scholar Angela Lucas presents evidence from the grammar, mood and tone of the 

poem, which “suggests that its narrator is not a man” (297). Furthermore, feminist translation 

theory also supports the interpretation of the speaker as a woman, as this theory aims to 

“mak[e] the feminine seen and heard” (De Lotbinière-Harwood qtd in von Flotow “Feminist 

Translation” 79). The problems involved in interpreting the poem’s ending were solved by the 

addition of a footnote at the start of the curse, which informed the reader that the translation 

of this passage, while clearly explained and argued, is not uncontroversial. By adding this 

footnote, not only is the reader provided with extra information about the translation and 

Anglo-Saxon society, but the reader is also made aware of the nuanced quality of the source 

text. Furthermore, the reader is again made aware of the fact that they are reading a 

translation, which is highly influenced by the approach and the interpretation of its translator, 

and not just a copy of the original work in another language. When this passage is translated 

as a curse, then it can also be interpreted as the speaker “ordering the world to correspond to 
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her words”, which gives her at least some degree of agency over her own situation, even 

though she has been exiled (Straus 276). Therefore, this interpretation is also supported by 

feminist translation theory. This leaves the debate on whether the woman that speaks to us is 

dead or alive. While there are passages in the poem that support the interpretation of the 

woman as dead and speaking from beyond the grave, there is also evidence for the opposite. 

As Emily Jensen argues in her essay on “The Wife’s Lament”, the only real evidence in the 

poem that the speaker has died comes from the mention of the eorðscræfe, meaning earth 

cave, which might not be a literal place at all. In addition, Jensen states that “death has not 

separated the two lovers; his kin have, as [the speaker] explicitly states earlier” (451). The 

present translation has chosen to follow Jensen’s interpretation of the speaker as alive, and not 

as the ghost of a woman speaking beyond the grave, as this is not only supported by textual 

evidence, but, once again, also by feminist translation theory. As stated before, feminist 

translation theory tries to make women visible in translated texts (De Lotbinière-Harwood in 

von Flotow “Feminist Translation” 79), and as scholars have often tried to dismiss the female 

voice speaking in “The Wife’s Lament”, it seemed appropriate to give the speaker of this 

poem as much agency as this close rendition of the original would allow, and not produce a 

translation which is complicit with the silencing of a female voice speaking to us from Anglo-

Saxon England.  
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Chapter 3.2: Foreword to “The Wife’s Lament” 

The following poem is a translation of the Old English poem titled “The Wife’s Lament”. In 

order to come to a close understanding of this poem, this foreword and several footnotes 

containing extra information of importance to the modern-day reader have been added. The 

first crucial fact in understanding this poem is that while it is written by an anonymous author, 

and thus we do not know whether it was written by a man or a woman, the speaker in the 

poem is definitely a woman. In the Old English original, this is made obvious from the start of 

the poem, as the last word in the first line geomorre has a feminine singular inflection, as does 

minre sylfre at the beginning of line two (Treharne 76). In order to make further sense of the 

speaker narrative in “The Wife’s Lament”, it is important to understand the position of 

women in Anglo-Saxon England. Even though Anglo-Saxon society was a patriarchal one, 

women enjoyed a relative degree of legal freedom, autonomy and agency. They could occupy 

important positions within society, hold and inherit property (Desmond 584), and women 

could even divorce their husbands, as is stated in Æthelberht’s laws: “[i]n the event of 

divorce, [a woman] is entitled to half the property if she keeps the children; if the husband 

takes them she receives one child’s share” (Klinck “Law” 110). However, it is important to 

keep in mind that Anglo-Saxon women were by no means equal to their male counterparts. 
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The Wife’s Lament 

I tell this tale  of my own sorrow, 

of my own experience . I can tell 

of old and new , but never more 

than now have I painfully endured. 

Always have I torment suffered in my miserable exile.1 5 

First my lord went away from his folk, 

across rolling waves making me anxious at dawn 

as I wondered about my lord’s whereabouts. 

Following his footsteps I went to roam 

and suffered solitude  because of my woeful need. 10 

In secret his kinsmen  began to scheme 

a way to part  the pair of us, 

so we would live as far and wide as the world would allow 

and be most wretchedly as I wished for him. 

My lord cruelly commanded  me to this place 15 

in which I have few loved ones, or loyal friends. 

Therefore I am  in sombre spirit 

that I have found myself a suitable man, 

ill-fortuned sad-spirited 

who conceals his heart and designs death, 20 

with a smile pretended and faithfully vowed 

that nothing would divide the pair of us except for death. 

                                                
1 It is important to note that being cast in exile was one of the worst fates imaginable to an 
Anglo-Saxon (Desmond 586). Since kinship and community bonds were very important at the 
time, being cast outside of the society and community was seen as a terrible fate, and there 
were none of the modern-day romantic connotations attached to the notion of exile. 
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But this  has now reversed. 

It is now as if  our friendship 

never was. I must far and near 25 

my beloved’s  enmity endure. 

The man commanded me to dwell in this grove, 

beneath an oak tree in an earth cave. 

In this old cave I am caught with longing. 

Dark are the dales high are the hills, 30 

these old dwellings bite with briars overgrown. 

In this miserable place I cruelly mourn 

the absence of my man. On this earth 

friends beloved lie together in their beds, 

whilst I walk alone at dawn of day 35 

under the oak tree around my cave. 

There must I dwell the summer-long day, 

there I may bewail my many wretched hardships. 

Because my spirit may never rest from these heart-sorrows of mine, 

nor from the longings  I acquired in this life. 40 

2A young man shall be sad-hearted, 

plagued by bitter thoughts whilst he must 

                                                
2 Scholars are very divided on the interpretation of the poem's final lines. Some (Stevick; 
Short) interpret it to be a piece of gnomic wisdom, a statement revealing some general 
knowledge or truth about a particular topic, while others (Greenfield; Straus; Niles) interpret 
it as a curse placed upon the husband by the speaker. In this translation, the interpretation of 
the curse has been chosen, first and foremost because cursing was common practice in Anglo-
Saxon England, (Niles 1125) and especially women, or more explicitly, witches, were often 
associated with its practice (Niles 1129) In addition, translating this passage as a curse offers 
one of the few female voices that comes to us from Anglo-Saxon England a form of agency 
over her own predicament, as speaking (or cursing in this instance) is one of the only methods 
of issuing control that is left to her at this point. 
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keep up hope,  yet his heart 

is filled with sorrow. Let all his joy 

in this world come forth from himself. Let him be outlawed and cast in exile 45 

in a far land let him sit, 

under stony slopes taunted by storms 

and enclosed by water  let his spirit sink 

in these sombre dwellings. Let my friend 

endure great anguish,  so he will recall too often 50 

a more pleasant dwelling-place. Let woe be 

to the lover who will await in longing. 
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Chapter 3.3: Foreword to “Wulf and Eadwacer” 

The following poem is a translation of the Old English poem titled “Wulf and Eadwacer”, and 

in this foreword some extra information will be given in order to come to a closer 

understanding of this poem. Even though “Wulf and Eadwacer” was written by an 

anonymous poet, and so we do not know whether the poet was a man or a woman, the voice 

speaking in this poem is a woman. In the original Old English this is clarified at line 10, since 

the adjective reotugu “has a feminine ending” (Treharne 64). The speaker laments her fate as 

she is separated from a man named Wulf, but other than that the poem is very ambiguous 

about the speaker’s situation, and thus it can be interpreted in many different ways. This is 

further complicated by the fact that Old English poetry does not capitalise proper names. 

Therefore, if the word eadwacer, meaning property watcher (Bosworth), in line 16 is 

interpreted as a synonym for Wulf, then this poem can be interpreted as a woman longing for 

a man named Wulf, presumably her lover. However, if eadwacer is taken to be a proper 

name, then the poem might be interpreted as a love triangle between the speaker, Wulf and 

Eadwacer. Alternatively, scholars who have taken eadwacer to be a proper name have also 

proposed the interpretation that Eadwacer is her husband, and Wulf is her son (Suzuki; 

Warwick Frese; Tasioulas; Osborn). This interpretation places the female speaker in the role 

of peaceweaver, a woman who is married into an enemy clan in order to solve a feud between 

the two clans. We know that peaceweavers were a familiar concept in Anglo-Saxon England, 

as there is Hildeburgh in Beowulf who is “married to the Frisian king Finn – probably to put 

an end to a feud between those peoples” (“Beowulf” 38). However, even though “Wulf and 

Eadwacer” has been translated with this interpretation in mind, the original is very 

ambiguous, and this ambiguity was retained in the translation, thus it can still be read as a 

love triangle between Wulf, Eadwacer and the speaker as well.
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Wulf and Eadwacer 

It seems to my people  as though he sacrifices himself 

will they take his gift  into their tribe? 

the difference between us. 

Wulf is on an island  I am on another 

impregnable is that island by swamp surrounded. 5 

There are cruel men  on that island 

will they take his gift  into their tribe? 

the difference between us. 

My Wulf’s wanderings I have followed in hope 

in murky weather I waited mournfully. 10 

The battle-bold one embraced me then 

which gave me pleasure yet also loathing. 

Wulf, my Wulf my faith in you 

and your seldom-comings caused my sickness, 

my grieving heart not hunger. 15 

Do you hear, Eadwacer? Our wretched whelp 

wulf will bear to the woods. 

That man easily tears apart that which was never twined 

our tale together.
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Conclusion 

In the present thesis the Old English poems “The Wife’s Lament” and “Wulf and Eadwacer” 

were translated using feminist translation theory, the domesticating/foreignizing framework 

by Venuti and the theory of translation problems by Nord. The main aims were to translate 

the poems in a new and different way by using the feminist translation theory, and also to 

retain as much of the Old English stress-based alliterative metre and thus create a very foreign 

translation. These translations also aimed to help embed these poems into the consciousness 

of women’s literature. All of this was done with the publication and target audience of 

English Women’s Poetry Throughout the Ages in mind. In order to create new and different 

translations of these poems, metatext was added, which illuminated foreign concepts for the 

reader and explained the interpretative choices made by the translator. In feminist translations 

such as these, metatext also has the purpose of making the reader aware of the fact that they 

are reading a translation, and it also establishes the translations and translator as feminist. As 

the potentially foreign metre was retained in the translations, and the content was also kept 

very close to the original, the metatext often provides extra information that helps the reader 

come to a closer understanding of the poems, while still ensuring that the Old English 

prosody remained intact as much as possible. The feminist translation theory also ensured the 

visibility of the female speakers in both poems, as it supports interpretative decisions that help 

make these women more visible. Despite all of this, I cannot confidently say that these poems 

have now entered the consciousness of women’s literature, as just translating these poems 

with this aim in mind is not enough. Further scholarly and translational work needs to be done 

before this goal can be accomplished. 
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Appendix 

The Wife’s Lament 

Ic þis giedd wrece         bi me ful geomorre, 

minre sylfre sið.         Ic þæt secgan mæg  

hwæt ic yrmþa gebad        siþþan ic up weox 

niwes oþþe ealdes,         no ma þonne nu. 

A ic wite wonn         minra wræcsiþa.  5 

Ærest min hlaford gewat         heonan of leodum, 

ofer yþa gelac         hæfde ic uhtceare  

hwær min leodfruma         londes wære.  

Ða ic me feran gewat         folgað secan  

wineleas wræcca         for minre weaþearfe.  10 

Ongunnon þæt þæs monnes         magas hycgan  

þurh dyrne geþoht         þæt hy todælden unc, 

þæt wit gewidost         in woruldrice  

lifdon laðlicost         ond mec longade.  

Het mec hlaford min         her heard niman  15 

ahte ic leofra lyt         on þissum londstede,  

holdra freonda.         Forþon is min hyge geomor,  

ða ic me ful gemæcne         monnan funde,  

heardsæligne         hygegeomorne  

mod miþendne         morþor hycgendne,  20 

bliþe gebæro         ful oft wit beotedan  

þæt unc ne gedælde         nemne deað ana  
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owiht elles.         Eft is þæt onhworfen.  

Is nu         swa hit no wære  

freondscipe uncer.         Sceal ic feor ge neah  25 

mines felaleofan         fæhðu dreogan.  

Heht mec mon wunian         on wuda bearwe,  

under actreo         in þam eorðscræfe.  

Eald is þes eorðsele         eal ic eom oflongad.  

Sindon dena dimme         duna uphea,  30 

bitre burgtunas         brerum beweaxne. 

Wic wynna leas         ful oft mec her wraþe begeat  

fromsiþ frean.         Frynd sind on eorþan,  

leofe lifgende         leger weardiað,  

þonne ic on uhtan         ana gonge  35 

under actreo         geond þas eorðscrafu.  

Þær ic sittan mot         sumorlangne dæg,  

Þær ic wepan mæg         mine wræcsiþas 

earfoþa fela.         Forþon ic æfre ne mæg  

þære modceare         minre gerestan,  40 

ne ealles þæs longaþes         þe mec on þissum life begeat.  

A scyle geong mon         wesan geomormod,  

heard heortan geþoht         swylce habban sceal  

bliþe gebæro,         eac þon breostceare, 

sinsorgna gedreag.         Sy æt him sylfum gelong  45 

eal his worulde wyn.         Sy ful wide fah  

feorres folclondes         þæt min freond siteð,  
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under stanhliþe         storme behrimed 

wine werigmod,         wætre beflowen  

on dreorsele.         Dreogeð se min wine  50 

micle modceare,         he gemon to oft  

wynlicran wic.         Wa bið þam þe sceal  

of langoþe         leofes abidan. 
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Wulf and Eadwacer 

Lēodum is mīnum swylce him mon lāc gife 

willað hȳ hine āþecgan gif hē on þrēat cymeð? 

Ungelīc is ūs. 

Wulf is on īege, ic on ōþerre 

fæst is þæt ēglond  fenne biworpen. 5 

Sindon wælrēowe  weras þǣr on īge 

willað hȳ hine āþecgan gif hē on þrēat cymeð? 

Ungelīce is ūs. 

Wulfes ic mīnes wīdlāstum wēnum dogode 

þonne hit wæs rēnig   weder ond ic rēotugu sæt. 10 

Þonne mec se beaducāfa  bōgum bilegde 

wæs mē wyn tō þon  wæs mē hwæþre ēac lāð. 

Wulf, mīn wulf wēna mē þīne 

sēoce gedydon  þīne seldcymas, 

murnende mōd nales metelīste. 15 

Gehȳrest þū, eadwacer? Uncerne earme hwelp 

bireð wulf tō wuda. 

Þæt mon ēaþe tōslīteð  þætte nǣfre gesomnad wæs  

uncer giedd geador. 


