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Books

Languages, Myths and Finds: Translating 
Norse and Viking Cultures for the 
Twenty‑first Century

By Eleanor Rye (St John’s, 2005, PhD student 
at the University of Nottingham)

Current and former members of ASNC took 
part in Languages Myths and Finds (LMF), 
an AHRC-funded programme involving 
PhDs and academics working in Old Norse-
Icelandic and Viking studies. LMF, like the 
Orkney Viking Heritage Project featured in 
the last newsletter, aims to help participants 
work with partner organisations to bring 
their research to non-academic audiences. 
After an initial workshop in ASNC, we had 
an introduction to the British Museum’s 
Vikings: Life and Legend, from its curator, 
Gareth Williams, and were very lucky to visit 
the exhibition as a group in March before the 
crowds came; all excellent preparation for 
the field-trips to areas which had a Viking-
Age Scandinavian presence.  Teams travelled 
separately to Dublin, the Isle of Man, 
Munster, Cleveland and the Hebrides in late 
spring, and explored Scandinavian activity by 
visiting museums and historic sites, but also 
by working with local people. The Cleveland 
team, of which I was a member, saw some 
impressive Anglo-Scandinavian sculpture, 
was taken up the Scandinavian-named 
hill, Roseberry Topping, which dominates 
the local landscape, and also ventured 
north to Lindisfarne. Each team talked to 
local audiences in the area, working with 
schools, giving public talks and, for the 

In May, Harper Collins 
published for the first 
time J.R.R. Tolkien’s 1926 
translation of Beowulf, 
with notes from his Oxford 
lectures on the poem.  The 
book will be gobbled up 
by devotees of his fantasy 
fiction; but it is also of 
special interest to all 
students of the Old English 
masterpiece. ASNaCs who 
have worked on the poem 
(especially takers of Beowulf 
Part II paper) are therefore 
well placed to assess 
Tolkien’s first-hand response 
to the text which inspired so 
much of his Middle-Earth, 
and the study of which he 
did so much to advance. 
Writing somewhat later, 
Tolkien famously said that 
‘If you wish to translate, 
not rewrite, Beowulf, your 
language must be literary 
and traditional … because 
the diction of Beowulf was 
poetical, archaic, artificial 
(if you will) in the day the 
poem was made’.  In his 
own rendering, he is as good 
as his word; its flamboyantly 
archaic diction (on the first 
page alone, notice foemen, 
throve, hearken and gallant) 
unashamedly broadcasts 
Tolkien’s delight in the 
poem’s verbal artifice. Yet 
it also largely stays close 
to the original, and one 
can often detect the voice 
of Tolkien the philologist 
and teacher, curating and 
glossing the text.  A nice 
example comes at lines 

One of many selfies taken at the BM shop—here David 
Baker (Magdelene, 2010) and his new wife Nicola 
Lugosch. [stop press - congratulations to them on the 
birth of baby Edmund this July]

Isle of Man team, staging a Viking burial with 
the help of a re-enactment group. Groups also 
produced a guide to the Scandinavian history of 
the areas visited; these will be available on our 
website very soon.  As I write, we’re gearing 
up for our closing conference at the University 
of Nottingham, ‘Unlocking the Vikings: Norse 
and Viking Cultures in the Twenty-first Century’, 
when teams will report on their areas of study. To 
find out more about the project – and (shameless 
plug!) to read about the Cleveland team’s rather 
exciting discovery – visit the LMF website at 
languagesmythsfinds.ac.uk.

Vikings: Life and Legend

ASNaCs will have enjoyed the wide press 
coverage given to the BM’s big Vikings: Life 
and Legend exhibition, which has just finished; 
indeed some fought through the crowds to see 
for themselves the magnificent reconstruction 
of the Roskilde 6 ship. Current ASNC PhD Jo 
Shortt-Butler (Girton, 2006) did just that and 
wrote a thoughtful account for the ASNC Blog 
(anglosaxonnorseandceltic.blogspot.co.uk 16 
May). The show provoked quite a variety of 
reviews and opinions, including, of interest to 
pre-2005 ASNaCs, a characteristically provocative 
piece in the London Evening Standard by David 
Dumville, ‘Let’s tell the bloody truth about the 
Vikings’ (25 February 2014, still available to read 
on the LES website). 

702b–3a of the Old English 
(many students’ favourite 
bit), ‘cwom on wanre niht / 
scriðan sceadugenga’, which 
in Tolkien’s version becomes 
‘There came in darkling night 
passing, a shadow walking’.  
The ‘darkling’ is a typically 
romantic flourish, aptly 
conjuring mood and setting, 
even if the corresponding 
Old English word (wanre) 
is much less showy.  But 
Tolkein’s sentence is difficult 
to parse: one could be 
forgiven for thinking, at first 
glance, that the subject of 
‘passing’ is ‘darkling night’, 
which does not make good 
sense; so Tolkien must 
be following the original 
word order precisely (‘came 
… passing’ for cwom 
… scriðan), privileging it 
even at the risk of making 

his own version slightly 
obscure.  The subject of the 
clause is actually, then, the 
same as in the original, the 
sceadugenga, a compound 
which Tolkien (alive to the 
etymological connection 
between the second element 
and the root of the verb 
gangan) cannot resist 
explaining, as ‘a shadow 
walking’.  In short, this new 
old translation is a literary 
and philological conversation 
between the Beowulf-
poet and one of his most 
engaging interpreters – ideal 
holiday reading for ASNaCs 
everywhere.

Richard Dance

A trinity of books has 
appeared in the last year 
representing the fruits, 
sometimes well fermented, 
of ASNC PhDs, so we 
can compliment Helen 
Foxhall Forbes (Trinity, 
2001), Levi Roach and 
Emily Thornbury (Trinity, 
1999) on the publication of 
Heaven and Earth in Anglo-
Saxon England. Theology 
and Society in an Age of 
Faith (Ashgate), Kingship 
and Consent in Anglo-
Saxon England, 871-978: 
Assemblies and the State in 
the Early Middle Ages (CUP) 
and Becoming a Poet in 
Anglo-Saxon England (CUP). 
And that’s only the ones that 
the newsletter editor knows 
about!
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Frodo, going out your door. 
You step onto the road, and 
if you don’t keep your feet, 
there’s no knowing where 
you might be swept off to.’ 
Well, isn’t that the truth? Four 
years ago, I stepped through 
ASNC’s door as that elusive 
being, a MATURE student 
(cue Prof Russell’s thunderous 
laugh as I remind him that 
refers to one’s age!). I had 
no idea how I’d juggle a PhD 
and raising two children in a 
new country, and was sure 
it would be very lonely. How 
wrong I was about that last 
part! I leave having made 
great friends, worked with the 
best of mentors, and taught 
some of Britain’s smartest (and 
certainly most fun!) students. 
ASNC is really special for 
fostering close interaction 
between staff, postgrads and 
undergrads and it has been 
my greatest pleasure to study 
and teach here. It seems like 
only yesterday we arrived, and 
now we’re off. Oh, but this 
adventure has been a great 
one! Goodbye for now! 

What ASNaCs Do Next

A while back, we included 
news from Edmund Hunt 
(Peterhouse, 2002; photo 
below left) about his career 
as a composer, and it’s great 
to be able to bring the story 
up to date by reporting 
the premier of Edmund’s 
orchestral piece, Argatnél, 
on 9 June, by the London 
Philharmonic Orchestra 
at the Queen Elizabeth 
Hall. Edmund is working 
with the LPO as part of 
their Leverhulme Young 

ASNC Society

Bret Cameron (Corpus, 
2013) describes this year’s 
ASNC Society trip: ‘Under 
the able helmsmanship of 
our Presidents, Sarah Mercer 
and Katie Haworth (both 
Newnham, 2011), ASNaCs 
(a selection pictured above) 
made a mead-fuelled January 
journey across the Southwest.  
We met in Winchester, 
dining in a building which 
once belonged to Emma of 
Normandy, before touring 
the cathedral. Next came 
Malmesbury, King Æthelstan’s 
burial place, and home of 
Aldhelm and William. After 
a night at the seaside town 
of Beer (its association to 
ASNC needs no explanation), 
we visited Tintagel, seat of 
generations of Dumnonian 
royalty and stuff of Arthurian 
legend [stuff of ASNC legend 
too: some readers may recall 
a night-time break-in to 

Tintagel led by Oliver Padel. 
Ed.]. Inspired by the cliff-top 
ruins, we staged a Celticist v. 
Germanicist standoff (winner 
still disputed! see photo; Bret 
on the left) Last stop was Bath 
scene of King Edgar’s second 
coronation. Many thanks to 
all who made the trip such a 
pleasure.’

The Society’s black-tie dinner 
was also in January, one of 
the best-attended ever, with 
a goodly number of alumni. 
We were especially delighted 
to see so many former ASNC 
Soc. presidents step up to 
drink from the mead-horn, 
including Morag Loader (née 
Wilson, Newnham, 1983).

Voth Valediction

Chris Voth (photo right; 
Newnham, 2010) bids a 
fond farewell as she moves 
to Frankfurt with her family: 
‘It’s a dangerous business, 

Composers programme. The 
new piece was, like many 
of Edmund’s compositions, 
inspired by Medieval Irish 
literature, in this case more 
abstractly, as Argatnél has 
no lyrics, but the word, 
literally ‘silver cloud’, is an 
early Irish poetic term for 
the otherworld, as depicted, 
for example, in the Immram 
Brain (‘The Voyage of Bran’), 
a tale of the mythical hero’s 
remarkable trip to the Land of 
Women.  There’s an interview 

with Edmund here www.
lpo.org.uk/news/getting-
to-know-debut-sounds-
composer-edmund-hunt.html. 
A review described Argatnél 
as ‘the most delicately 
beautiful piece of the 
evening, its sinuous clarinet 
and trumpet melodies leaving 
traces in the form of drifting 
string chords’ (Ivan Hewett, 
The Telegraph, 10 June 
2014). Bravo, Edmund!

ASNaCs have made a splash 
in other ways too: last 
autumn, Mairead Kelly (St 

Catherine’s, 2007; photo 
above © Vanessa Mills) hit 
the headlines, including in 
the Daily Mail (11 September 
2013), by becoming a 
professional mermaid, a 
career-change she chose after 
recovering from a rare kind 
of tumour diagnosed just as 
she was doing Part II. One 
of her fellow mermaids is 
Frankie Dubery (Newnham, 
2007). To book, see www.
realmermaids.co.uk 

Last year Shelby Switzer 
wrote about life since 
graduation. Recently she 
sent an update which 
led to her fascinating 
contribution to the ASNC 
Blog, ‘A Career in Coding’     
(anglosaxonnorseandceltic.
blogspot.co.uk February 
2014), reflecting on the skills 
gained during her time in 
ASNC and how they feed into
her current work in software 
development. Shelby has 
very generously decided to 
make an annual donation to 
ASNC, which will help fund 

the highly successful classes 
in Modern Irish, currently 
taught by Margo Griffin-
Wilson, as well as supporting 
the popular series of events 
hosted by ASNC to mark 
Seachtain na Gaeilge, an 
international celebration of 
Irish language and culture 
held every March. Thank you 
so much, Shelby, for your 
vision and enthusiasm! 
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Rich Booth (Clare, 2004) and 
Amelia Downs (Selwyn, 2004) 
were married within a fortnight 
of each other in May, but many 
miles apart (Malvern and Cape 
Town), to Rachel Ingram and 
Kirstein Combrink respectively. 
Eleanor Perkins (Trinity, 
2004) was one of Amelia’s 
bridesmaids, and James 
Appleton (Girton, 2004) was 
the photographer for Rich and 
Rachel [one of his classic light-
effect photos, middle]. Amelia’s 
‘hengagement’ party in 
London was a bit of an ASNC 
reunion [see photo top, with, 
left to right, Cornelia Zeh 
(Caius, 2004), Rachel Hilditch 
(Sidney, 2004), Amelia, Eleanor 
and Ruth Ward (née Wallace, 
Robinson, 2004); and bottom 
for a photo of Amelia and her 
groom].

Amelia has written in with 
further news of her activities 
since graduation, teaching 
music at an international 
school in Arusha, Tanzania, and 
then, this past year, studying 
the place of music and the 
arts in social and community 
development as an ‘El Sistema’ 
Fellow at the New England 
Conservatory in Boston (Mass.). 
Her new husband, Kirstein, 
is a South African missionary 
pilot, also based in Arusha. 
Next Amelia will be working 
for the music department at 
Makumira University, the only 
Tanzanian university offering 
a B.A. in Music, training local 
teachers to use music to serve 
their communities. She says 
that she is happy that her 

study of Germanic languages 
in ASNC is helping her learn 
Afrikaans.  

Rich, meanwhile, is now a fully 
trained barrister and working 
for a legal charity called The 
Bar Pro Bono Unit. There 
must be a good many ASNaC 
lawyers out there and given 
that we now have a Part II 
special paper called ‘Law and 
lawlessness’, we hope to run 
a feature on ASNC and law in 
the next newsletter, so please 
be in touch if you would like to 
contribute.

Warm congratulations go to 
Erik Niblaeus (Sidney, 2002) 
who has just been appointed 
to a Lectureship in the History 
Faculty of the University of 
Durham, where an outpost 
of ASNC is slowly building 
up (Helen Foxhall Forbes and 
Eleanor Barraclough are already 
there, getting the ball rollling). 
Just a little further south, at 
Lincoln Cathedral, Philippa 
White (née Cox, Corpus, 
2005), was ordained a deacon 
at Petertide: all the best to you, 
Philippa!

‘The Sea Stallion of Glenalough’, a reconstruction of Skuldelev 2, 
built in Dublin not long after the Battle of Clontarf.



DATES FOR YOUR DIARY (all in 9 West Road unless otherwise stated)

Moa Hoijer (Hughes Hall, 2008), Robin McConnell 
(Clare, 2008) and Kate McQuillian (Caius, 2008) at the 
Alumni reunion

ASNC Alumni Reunion: 
27 September 2014, 5–7 pm drinks in the ASNC 
Common Room    

University Festival of Ideas: 
20 October – 2 November 2014, including an 
evening lecture by Dr Phil Dunshea on 22 October 
(‘A Tour of Cambridge and its Surroundings 
before the University’) and ASNC-themed talks, 
performances and hands-on activities on 25 
October (details: www.cam.ac.uk/cambridge-
festival-of-ideas) 

Quiggin Lecture:
Thursday 4 December 2014, 5 pm: Dr Matthew 
Townend, University of York

ASNC Conference: 1014, Ireland and the Wider 
World 
5–6 December 2014: details to be advertised on 
the website

ASNC Society Black-tie Dinner: 
Saturday 17 January 2014 (location tbc): for 
details check the alumni events section of the 
ASNC website

Chadwick Lecture: 
Thursday 12 March 2015, 5 pm: Professor 
Catherine McKenna, Harvard University

Kathleen Hughes Lecture (at Hughes Hall, 
Pavilion Room):
Monday 27 April 2015, 5.45 pm: Dr James Fraser, 
Edinburgh University 

ASNC Summer Garden Party:
Wednesday 17 June, 6 pm: Trinity College, 
Fellows’ Bowling Green

ASNC Alumni are warmly welcome to attend 
any of these events (see www.asnc.cam.ac.uk 
for updates)

From the ASNC Alumni Outreach and 
Fundraising Committee

 
If you are interested in finding out more about our current 
research and teaching or our future plans, or would like to tell 
us news that you would like reported in future newsletters, 
please contact us through the Departmental Secretary at 
asnc@hermes.cam.ac.uk or by post: Dept of Anglo-Saxon, 
Norse, and Celtic, 9 West Road, Cambridge CB3 9DP, United 
Kingdom.  The Departmental website also has an alumni 
section (www.asnc.cam.ac.uk/alumni/index.htm).

Attendees at the 2014 CCASNC post-conference 
dinner at Newnham College (including the plenary 
speaker, Oliver Padel (Peterhouse, 1967))


