NOTES ON THE RECORDINGS OF
THREE ANGLO-SAXON ELEGIES

BENJAMIN BAGBY

IN 2003 JOHN Miles Foley and I began discussing the possibility of recording
some of the Anglo-Saxon elegies which he hoped to discuss in a book he was planning.
Unfortunately, that project was never realized. My own work with these texts has con-
tinued over the years, and for this collection I have recorded three of the pieces which
have meant the most to me as a performer, remembering that friendly pact sealed long
ago with John:?

1. Beowulflines 26-52,% Scyld Scefing’s funeral (4:27)
2. Deor (6:25)
3. The Wanderer (13:56)

Scyld Scefing’s funeral is excerpted from Beowulf, which [ have been performing since
1990 and for which John served as an important mentor and guiding spirit. Deor is a
text which any professional “singer of tales” can relate to, expressing the nature of our
craft and how insecure we performers can be in the real world. And finally, the Wanderer
beckons as a summit of the art of elegy, in which the singer with his harp explores multi-
ple shades of vulnerability, regret, and loneliness embodied by the image of an unidenti-
fied, uprooted soul. It is a masterwork which cries out for performance.

These recordings were made in late January, 2016, in Cologne, Germany. The pro-
ducer was Norbert Rodenkirchen and the sound engineer Reinhard Kobialka (Audio
Studio Topaz). The making of the recordings was supported by a grant from the Vas-
sar College Research Committee, and the recordings are housed in The Frederick Ferris
Thompson Memorial Library at Vassar College. They are freely available in the folder
Bagby at the url cited in n. 1.

The two harps used in my performances were made by Rainer Thurau (Wiesbaden,
Germany) in 1991 and 1997. They are precise reconstructions based on the fragments
of instruments dating from the seventh century, found in a burial site near Oberflacht,
near Stuttgart (Germany). One of these fragmentary harps is exhibited in the Baden-
Wiirttembergisches Landesmuseum Stuttgart. The remains of the second harp were
destroyed in Berlin in 1945. The tunings of these instruments remain a mystery to us,
although one documented tuning does survive from an early tenth-century monastic
source.® [ have used this tuning for Deor, as well as two other tunings which I discuss in

I These recordings can be found at https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B__DdIKm_
nVgTkpzZUVsbWV6alU.

2 [ cite Beowulf from Fulk, Bjork, and Niles, Klaeber’s Beowulf.
3 Bagby, “Beowulf, the Edda, and the Performance of Medieval Epic.”
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my conversation with Mark Amodio in this volume. Additional information can be found
on my website: www.BagbyBeowulf.com.

My work on the Anglo-Saxon elegies will certainly continue, with the addition of
other musicians, to eventually produce an entire program. I am indebted to John Foley
for that initial push from thought into deed, and to Mark Amodio for making it possible.
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