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The Wanderer 

 In the Anglo-Saxon poem, The Wanderer, the narrator describes a man who is having a religious 

struggle between his old pagan traditions and the new Christian Philosophy. Anglo-Saxons believed in 

fate, fame, and treasure; and that one could not easily change his life. The Christian Religion believed in 

an afterlife in Heaven or Hell, and where one would go depended on their actions during their human 

life. Since Christians did believe in an afterlife, they did not believe in pagan philosophy; instead, they 

believed God was in control of everything, and things in their life happened for a reason. Following this 

concept, defeat and misfortune were easier to accept, because if one suffered a horrible life on Earth, 

he would be rewarded for his misery in the afterlife. The speaker of the poem describes a great loss, 

remembering the time when he was happy with his kinsmen, "Thus spoke such a ‘grasshopper', old grief 

in his mind, cold slaughters, the death of dear kinsmen….None are there now among the living to who I 

dare declare me thoroughly, tell my hearts thought” (6-12). The strongest relationship during the Anglo-

Saxon time was through comitatus, and with the death of his lord and kinsmen, this was taken away 

from him. Now without the support system of his comitatus, the speaker is lost and becomes a 

wanderer. The horrible experience he has had of losing his lord has shaken his traditional Anglo-Saxon 

beliefs, and he looks toward Christianity for a different answer. 

 This is why the comitatus was such a large part of Anglo-Saxon life. The lord of a comitatus 

would care for his warriors; while he allowed them to dine in his mead halls. Also, if a warrior was loyal 
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enough to his lord, he would be rewarded with riches and treasures. So if Christianity was true, then the 

glory of fame and earthy materials held no value, which was a basic foundation in their pagan traditions. 

Anglo-Saxons relied heavily on comitatus for support, and when the speaker of the poem loses all his 

kinsmen, he feels lost and alone, "So I must also curb my mind, cut off from country, from kind far 

distant, by cares overworn, bind it in fetters; this since long ago, the ground's shroud enwrapped my 

gold-friend" (20-24). This line shows how the narrator of the poem tries not to think about what 

happened. He relied on his kinsmen for everything, they were his support. The lives of the Anglo-Saxons 

were usually burdened and miserable, and when Christianity was introduced, it brought a more hopeful 

outlook on life.  

The wanderer's body is frozen and he is full of memory of halls and treasure and how his lord 

cared for him. All of the joys are now passed away. Any man who does not have the counsel of his lord is 

filled with sadness, and when he sleeps he dreams of the earlier days when he laid his hands and head 

upon his lord's knees. The lonely man then must wake to the dark waves, sea-birds, and frost and snow. 

Upon waking his sorrow is heavier and he remembers his kinsmen. He joyfully welcomes them and then 

watches them swim away again. Their spirits cannot bring a song to him. His sorrows multiply because 

he must send his heart over the waves over and over again. The wanderer does not know why he does 

not experience darkness when he thinks about the warriors who had to leave the lord's hall. The world 

passes away and men can only gain wisdom after they have had many winters. A wise man must not be 

hasty in speech, rash or fickle in battle, nervous, greedy, or boastful. A wise man will not boast until he is 

sure in his mind and free of doubt. A wise man must know that the world's riches will pass away, 

buildings will succumb to frost and fall down, lords will die, their followers will disperse in death or 

journeys (one was carried off by a bird, another killed by a wolf). The “Maker of Men” laid the world to 

waste and the land was silent. He who looked upon the ruins and thought deeply about life remembers 

the slaughters and asks questions: Where is the horse? Where is the man? Where is the one that gives 



gold? Where is the banqueting hall? Where are the pleasures of the mead hall? The wanderer 

remembers and laments lost treasure, warriors, and the glorious ruler. (Studymoose.com)  

That time is now gone and it is in darkness as if it had never been. The Warriors have been 

replaced by a large wall with serpents upon it. Spears have claimed the warriors. Storms rage and snow 

and sleet fall across the world as winter settles in. Darkness and shadow come, and fierce hailstorms 

frighten men. Life is difficult and everything is subject to fate. Possessions, friends, and men themselves 

are transitory and "the whole world is a wilderness." All of this was thought by a wise man. A man who 

stays steadfast in his beliefs and keeps his sorrow to himself before he knows how to shape it is 

courageous. It is best for a man to look to God for mercy, comfort, and, above all, security. 

 


