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Abstract 

This paper provides a comparative analysis of ‘The Wanderer’, an Old English elegy included within the 

Exeter Book and theorised to have been composed around the sixth century, and a representative set of 

poem-songs of Magtymguly Pyragy, the 18th century Turkmen hero. Similarities in Old English and 18
th

 

century Turkmen cultures (the reliance on oral tradition, the beginning stages of national unification, etc.) 

make the comparison all the more relevant. This paper exclusively focuses on the elegiac features found in 

both the Old English poem and the collection of poems by Magtymguly. In doing so, the author focuses on 

the correlative relationship between the external and inner self, the usage of animals, notions of mutability 

(i.e., the transcendental soul, and ideas of death and memory). 
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A call to arms, legends of warring tribes engaged in battle, lamenting knights, and 

wailing for the passing of great lords hark back to an age when oral literary traditions 

thrived. Accounts like these—of heroes, battles against savage foes and the plundering of 

resources—are well documented in epic poetry. Poetic subgenres such as elegies and 

heroic poems, furthermore, incorporate literary elements typically found in Old English 

(5
th

 – 11
th

 centuries) oral verse. Poetic accounts, however, are not narrowly localised to 

that of Anglicised tales. Similar forms of poetry with comparable elements are also 

exhibited in other regional forms of poetry, such as in the literary works of 18th and 19
th

 

century Central Asia. Despite the differences of the regional and literary traditions of Old 

English poetry and Central Asian Turkic oral and written verse, striking similarities 

between both are evident. By analysing poems representative of Old English verse and 

form—most notably poems elegiac in nature such as ‘The Wanderer’, thought to have 

been composed around the 6
th

 century CE and transcribed much later, as well as works 

attributed to Magtymguly Pyragy (b. 1733 – d. 1783), the most prolific Turkmen poet, a 
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similitude of elements of lamenting literature, such as the correlative relationship 

between the external self and the mind or soul, the usage of animals, and the mutability of 

the world (the transcendental soul, and ideas of death and memory) can be distinguished.  

One pervading element to be found in elegiac poems like ‘The Wanderer’ is the 

meditative focus on a blurred relationship between the external self and the inner 

dimensions of man. The narrative’s contemplative reliance on such correlatives is 

concentrated on transcendental movements muting the boundaries of body and soul, and 

reflects the tendency of the mind to drown itself within revealing memories of former 

episodes. Neil Hulton suggests that the motion of the soul outside of bodily movement 

hints at a ‘progress to a point in which the mind is sent’.
1
 This point can be easily 

deduced by the poem’s connection between the sorrowful state of the wanderer’s heart 

and the wailing journey he partakes in across ‘wintry seas’.
2
  

 

  The longing for loved one:  his grief is renewed. 

  The forms of his kinsmen  take shape in the silence; 

  In rapture he greets them;  in gladness he scans  

  Old Comrades remembered.  But they melt into air
3
  

 

The movement and gestures of the sullen journeyman towards the imagined ghosts of 

comrades lack the firmness of any real physical action.  The external self, like that of the 

fallen comrades, accordingly, becomes an agent of the mind. The imaginary action and 

real motions of the wanderer, consequently, are merely confounded by the extension of 

his inner grief.  

 The extension of the wanderer’s inner grief also contributes to the dual 

relationship between the self and the internal soul by his reminiscing on scenes passed. 

The lonesome vagabond’s lamenting quest enables the active role to be taken into worlds 

of dream-like sequences.
4
  

                                                 
1 Neil Hultin, ‘The External Soul in ‘The Seafarer’ and ‘The Wanderer,’ in Folklore , Vol. 88 No. 1 (1977), 

p. 41. 

2 ‘The Wanderer,’ in Oxford Anthology of English Literature: The Middle Ages through the Eighteenth 

Century, ed. Frank Kermode and John Hollander, Vol. 1 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1973), p. 

102.  

3 Ibid.  

4 Hulton, ‘The External Soul,’ p. 41. 
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  Even in slumber  his sorrow assaileth 

  And, dreaming he claspeth  his dear lord again,  

  Head on knee, hand on knee,  loyally laying,  

  Pledging his liege  as in days long past
5
 

 

Here the loyal journeyman, as a participant, carries out actions in circumstances based on 

memories. His actions are at the same time real and figurative – imagined in dreams of 

mixed hope and grief. The illusion of acting beyond the boundaries of the corporeal self 

is possible by blurring the boundary between that of body and that of the soul, and by 

making mental circumstances based on dream-like memories.  

 Like ‘The Wanderer’, works by Magtymguly also demonstrate transcendental 

movements and real-life action in dream states as a consequence of overwhelming grief 

and memory. Magtymguly’s poems, written during a tragic era when tribal warfare, 

invading Persian and Russian armies, and a declining civilisation threatened the existence 

of Turkmen unity and being, reflect the same movements exhibited in ‘The Wanderer’. 

The progressive motions towards a hopeful future by Magtymguly are dependent on his 

ability to obfuscate the physical self with the incorporeal soul as in ‘The Burning’: 

 

  In flying close to fire I am aflame, 

  A moth singed by desire, a lover’s game 

  I weep. My body is a coal of shame.  

  I am a ruin—see, grave-robbers came!- 

  In exile from all men of honoured name.
6
  

 

The first stanza of the poem grants to Magtymguly the unbelievable ability of flying. The 

credibility of the poem, however, is not in his physical capabilities, but rests in the action 

of his soul in removing itself from the corporeal body. The action of the soul is also given 

due form while the poet is asleep dreaming of surreal events in ‘Revelation’:  

 

 

                                                 
5 ‘The Wanderer,’ p. 102.  

6 Makhtumkuli, ‘The Burning,’ in Songs from the Steppes of Central Asia: The Collected Poems of 

Maktumkui, Eighteenth Century Poet-Hero of Turkmenistan, trans. Youssef Azemoun. Available at 

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html [last visited December 19, 2013]. 
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  Hark, then, how one night, when I sleeping lay 

  Four horsemen came. ‘Arise, young lad’said they, 

  ‘For who but the Enlightened Ones draw nigh- 

  And you may see them straightway.’
7
  

 

The waking scenario, like the renewed allegiance of the wanderer, is to be taken both 

literally and metaphorically. Its main concern is to place an emphasis on memories. The 

effect of Magtymguly’s arousal from sleep within his dream, for example, is tied to a 

yearning for a dedicated tutelage under the great scholars of Islamic history as 

represented by the ‘enlightened Ones.’ 

Another point of comparison for ‘The Wanderer’ and Magtymguly’s works, as 

elegiac literary forms, is the usage and function of animals. The subject of animals in 

elegiac poems lends itself to assertions of distant immortality and helps in displaying 

reverence for the newly deceased. The wanderer’s loneliness in context is magnified by 

representations of ‘souls of men,’ by seabirds in far off distances.
8
 Reverting back to the 

wanderer’s dream-state images a looming melancholy is associated with his comrades as 

his mind leaps towards the birds as if reaching towards kinsmen:
9
  

 

 Then from his slumber  he starts lonely-hearted,  

 Beholding gray stretches  of tossing sea, 

 Sea-birds bathing,  with wings outspread, 

 While hailstorms darken,  and driving snow.
10

  

 

While our lone journeyman’s torment is rooted in his mortal grief, the birds stand in 

direct contrast as immortal comrades openly soaring in far off distances between this 

world and the next. The seafaring birds, therefore, represent the large degree of 

remoteness between the subject’s mortal torment and the immortality of his comrades.  

                                                 
7 Makhtumkuli, ‘Revelation,’ in Songs from the Steppes of Central Asia: The Collected Poems of 

Makhtumkuli, Eighteenth Century Poet-Hero of Turkmenistan, trans. Youssef Azemoun (Caversham, Great 

Britain: The Society of Friends of Makhtumkuli, 1995), p. 18. Also available at 

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html [last visited December 19, 2013]. 

8 Marijane Osborn, ‘The Vanishing Seabirds in “The Wanderer,”’ in Folklore, Vol. 85, No. 2 (1974), p. 

123. 

9 Ibid. 

10 ‘The Wanderer,’ p. 102.  
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 While the seabirds in the poem reflect a divide between immortality and corporeal 

life on earth, ‘The Wanderer’ also showcases other animalistic figures giving reverence 

towards the fallen. Killis Campbell brings some of these with their interpretive meanings 

to the forefront as he recalls how the raven and the wolf mentioned in the text of the 

poem are ‘now mingled in the mournful and vivid recollection of the sad fate of the 

warriors’:
11

  

 

  Some battle launched  on their long, last journey; 

  One a bird bore  o’er the billowing sea 

  One the gray wolf slew;  one a grieving eorl 

  Sadly gave  to the grave’s embrace.
12

  

 

The aforementioned lines devote a bird, generally accepted to be a raven or eagle, and a 

wolf to the mournful ritual of completing tasks which reverentially assist the dead on 

their journey to the grave. Their tasks are neither meant to illustrate carnage on fallen 

victims nor a wasteful spoilage of decomposing bodies. Their involvement, however, 

reflects a reverent state of lamentation for the newly deceased.  

 Magtymguly’s poems, as previously stated, share the common aim of using 

animals as poetic devices. Of those aims is the mission to emphasise the separate sphere 

in which the deceased reside and to help in honouring the dead. While many of 

Magtymguly’s poems remain to be translated, one can understand the connection when 

revealing the same motif in other Central Asian oral verse such as from the Kazakhs. One 

Kazakh poem reads: 

 

  From the distant dusty steppes, 

  A wild horse, lame, but sly had run away. 

  Over the hills, trampling dry bushy weeds,  

  He ran into the limitless steppe; 

  The hunter boy had frightened him,  

  The hunter boy whom you know well, oh Dzosy-Khan. 

  And bolting after the lame horse, without separating, 

                                                 
11 Killis Campbell, ‘The Sources of Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes,’ in Modern Language Notes, Vol. 

13, No. 6 (June 1898), p. 177.  

12 ‘The Wanderer,’ p. 103.  
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  Was a whole tribe of wild horses, 

  A tribe which hitherto had always 

  Pastured in the foggy vale. 

  And then a two-year-old tulpar, in passioned heat 

  Into the heard of wild horses carried the boy.
13

  

 

The child in this text is carried away from his place in life towards an immortal sphere 

separated by endless steppes. Unlike the seabirds of ‘The Wanderer’, the horses here do 

not represent in so much as immortalised comrades, but function as vehicles for carrying 

the deceased child towards a separation away from mortal life.  

 Just as poignant is the reverential degree of honour extended to fallen heroes.  

Like the animal figures in ‘The Wanderer’, Magtymguly’s poems exhibit a rich tapestry 

of honourific heroes venerated by animals. One such example is located in his panegyric 

work ‘The Judgement of Ali’, in which a dove from flight comes to pay homage to a 

praying Ali.  

 

  When through an archway flew a ring-necked dove.  

  Ali saw it. When its flight was done, 

  It settled by him. Lo, it spokie: 

  ‘Salaam Aleykum, All Bravest One.’
14

  

 

While the poem does not pay homage to fallen warriors, it does show comparison by 

meditatively venerating an iconic Islamic figure. By glorifying honourable figures 

beyond death, the animal’s own reverence for the figure head is used akin to that of the 

bird and wolf in ‘The Wanderer’.  

In addition to elaborating on the transcendental self and exhibiting some of the 

functions of animal figures within elegiac poems, ‘The Wanderer’, and poems by 

Magtymguly also dwell on issues of mutability. Rooted in this concern for mutability is 

the constancy of fate as part of God’s eternal plan, abandonment caused by the passing of 

                                                 
13 Thomas G. Winner, The Oral Art and Literature of the Kazakhs of Russian Central Asia (Durham, NC: 

Duke University Press, 1958), p. 43. 

14 Makhtumkuli, ‘The Judgement of Ali’, in Songs from the Steppes of Central Asia: The Collected Poems 

of Maktumkui, Eighteenth Century Poet-Hero of Turkmenistan, trans. Youssef Azemoun. Available at 

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html [last visited December 19, 2013]. 

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html
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man and the melancholic state in which this world exists. The poem is ‘concerned 

primarily with man on earth,’ with an emphasis, as I.L. Gordon urges, on the 

vulnerability of the lonesome wanderer contrasted heavily against the ‘security [that] is to 

be found in God and everlasting life.’
15

  

 

 And Fate’s decrees  transform the world.  

 Here wealth is fleeting,  friends are fleeting,  

 Man is fleeting,  maid is fleeting; 

 All the foundation of earth  shall fail!
16

 

 

These few lines in addition to serving as consolatory lines illustrate the constancy of a 

fated plan under the jurisdiction of God’s watch. The contrasting views of a fleeting 

world juxtaposed to God’s eternal plan, moreover, maximise the effect of an always 

present changing state.  

 While God’s plan may prove infinite and unwavering, man’s vitality is proven to 

be only temporary. One of the conditions of mutability is man’s own death. The wise 

man of ‘The Wanderer’, according to Campbell, makes great effort in explaining death: 

‘death on the war path, death on a sea-expedition, that is death in a foreign land, death, 

when outlawed, by a wolf; death in old age.’
17

 The grief suffered by the wanderer is 

doubly emphasized upon his reflection on the fate of his comrades.  

 

  If a shadow darkens  upon my spirit 

  When I reflect  on the fates of men— 

  How one by one  proud warriors vanish 

  From the halls that knew them  and day by day 

  All this earth ages  and droops upon death.
18

  

 

                                                 
15 I. L. Gordon, ‘Traditional Themes in the Wanderer and The Seafarer,’ in The Review of English Studies, 

New Series, Vol. 5, No. 17 (1954), p. 8.  

16 ‘The Wanderer,’ p. 104.  

17 Campbell, ‘The Sources of Davenant’s The Siege of Rhodes,’ p. 176.   

18 ‘The Wanderer,’ p. 103.  
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The passage emphasises a melancholy wrought with the unavoidable concept of death. 

Here man’s own fate stands in direct contrast to the infinite vitality of God as they pass 

on one by one.  

 Gordon’s three-part theory of mutability in ‘The Wanderer’ would not be 

complete without mentioning the grievous state of the current world in which the 

journeyman is imprisoned. ‘Mutability—earthly insecurity—is an important’ theme 

circulating within the lines of the elegiac poem.
19

 For the narrator the ‘wretchedness fills 

the realm of earth,’ with empty halls, stilled music, and a wasted world:
20

 

 

  The Warden of men  hath wasted this world 

  Till the sound of music  and revel is stilled, 

  And these giant-built structures stand empty of life.
21

  

 

The contemporary condition of the world during the wanderer’s stay on earth is wrought 

with a fleeting system spoiled with unabashed, reckless abandonment.  

Concepts centered on mutability such as fate, feelings of isolation brought upon 

by the departure of others, and the excruciating existence of the world are not limited 

only to Old English elegiac lamentations. Magtymguly’s poems, like ‘The Wanderer,’ for 

example, also show tendencies to transcribe these issues. A. Vozrozhdenov’s article 

‘Makhtumkuu—Poet and Thinker,’ has the following argument on Magtymguly’s 

perception of his inharmoniously fleeting world.  

 

The world is an executioner who, having spilled blood, goes away; the 

world is a prostitute for sale who, having once embraced you, goes away; 

the world is evil deeds, base, false, cunning, mad—this is how the world 

and his attitude towards it are described by… the leading figure of 

Turkmen classical poetry.
22

  

 

                                                 
19 Gordon, ‘Traditional Themes in the Wanderer and The Seafarer,’ p. 7.  

20 ‘The Wanderer,’ p. 104.  

21 Ibid., p. 103.  

22 A. Vorzroshdenov, ‘Makhtumkuu – Poet and Thinker,’ trans. Peter Hughes, The Journal of 

Makhtumkuli Studies, Vol. 1 (1997), p. 14. Available at 

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Makhtumkuli/Makhtumkuli_Poet_And.html [last visited 

December 19, 2013].  
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For Magtymguly the relationship between mutability and fate is connected by time. Time 

helps the reader understand fate as an eternal constant and essential element imbued with 

the power to change everything. This is exemplified in ‘Crying Crying’: 

 

Time passes, every pass by, 

My soul burns by the hour. 

At dawn and dusk I scan the sky.
23

  

 

Time’s effect on life is mentioned here as the executioner of his soul. With the implied 

guarantee that every passing hour and day brings mortal death, Magtymguly is able to 

centralise mutability within the concept of an omnipresent, everlasting fate.  

 Man’s own end is also a highlighted feature of mutability’s own poetic device. 

Magtymguly doesn’t shy away from using this aspect in not only magnifying his inner 

turmoil, but to also renew hope at the thought of his own demise. His ‘When I Cease to 

Be’ is replete with ideas of his own death: 

 

  Rejoice, untruthful world, rejoice I 

  Both gay and sad men fade away: 

  Soon only lofty hills will stay 

  With snow drifts blocking sight and voice.
24

  

 

The death of men for Magtymguly is a necessary part of mutability as represented in the 

above passage. It is, however, not despairing as it encourages the rejoicing of leaving an 

untrue world.  

Analysing poems representative of Old English verse and form—most notably 

poems elegiac in nature—such as ‘The Wanderer’, as well as works attributed to 

Magtymguly, the most prolific Turkmen poet, allows a comparison to be drawn between 

both set of works. Parallel ideas on the relationship between the external self and the 

mind or soul, and the function of animals, the mutability of the changing world, i.e., the 

                                                 
23 Makhtumkuli, ‘Crying Crying,’ in Songs from the Steppes of Central Asia: The Collected Poems of 

Maktumkui, Eighteenth Century Poet-Hero of Turkmenistan, trans. Youssef Azemoun. Available at 

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html [last visited December 19, 2013]. 

24 Makhtumkuli, ‘When I Cease to Be,’ in Songs from the Steppes of Central Asia: The Collected Poems of 

Maktumkui, Eighteenth Century Poet-Hero of Turkmenistan, trans. Youssef Azemoun. Available at 

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html [last visited December 19, 2013].  

http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html
http://www.turkmenhost.com/documents/Song/index.html
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transcendental soul, and ideas of death and memory, can be distinguished. Elegies and 

poems elegiac in nature, like those of Magtymguly’s and that of ‘The Wanderer’, are 

reminiscent of times of chivalry and honour. Both poems reflect efforts to eternalize great 

lords and saints who had passed within honourific verses.  


