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The riddling tradition of early medieval England was a vibrant 
one: numerically speaking, riddles outnumber all other types of 
poetry that survive from this period. The earliest extant collec-
tion of riddles composed in England is Aldhelm’s Enigmata: a 
round hundred of mostly brief poems wrought in Aldhelm’s char-
acteristic, alliterative-flavoured Latin verse on topics ranging from 
the celestial to the mythical, from the exotic to the emphatically 
prosaic. Aldhelm begins his collection with a verse preface that 
serves as a literary manifesto, laying out both his debt to literary 
tradition and his own literary ambitions. This preface is valuable 
on a number of counts. It is rare to have such a mission statement 
attached to any early medieval literary collection. No comparable 
reading context or textual framework exists for the Old English 
riddles of the Exeter Book, for example. But it also tells us some-
thing about how these riddles work. Aldhelm sings the praises not 
only of the Christian God, but also of his prophet Moses, Job the 
soldier, and the psalmist David, alongside references to Castalian 
nymphs and the peaks of Parnassus. This wide-ranging naming 
serves a purpose beyond the elevation of famous music-makers: 
the first and last letter of each line of the preface support a double-
acrostic naming Aldhelm as the author of the riddle collection that 
follows.

This stylistic conceit strikes a particular balance between the 
communal and the individual that informs the Enigmata as a 
whole. The communal mingling of past poets comes together in 
the preface to support the individual name of the present author, 
while the individual author simultaneously stakes his claim as the 
sole progenitor of the multitudinous compositions that follow: 
Aldhelmvs cecinit millenis versibvs odas (‘Aldhelm has sung songs 
in a thousand verses’).1 Each individual riddle has its own indi-
vidual solution, and is spoken in the first person with its own 
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individual voice. But these individual voices are, themselves, parts 
of something greater. Jumping from leeches to unicorns, from the 
sun and the moon to pregnant pigs, we come at last to the final 
riddle, Creatura (‘Creation’), which draws together the preceding 
cacophony of individual voices into a unified celebration of com-
munal diversity.

It is this interplay between the individual and the communal that, 
we suggest, lies at the heart of the early medieval riddling tradi-
tion. It also speaks to the present popularity of these poems, among 
both academics and the wider public.2 The riddles of early medieval 
England, and particularly the vernacular riddles of the Exeter Book, 
have enjoyed a surge of critical interest in the past twenty years. No 
longer nugatory, marginal amusements, they now feature in discus-
sions of gender, literacy, runic encoding, slavery, agriculture, metre, 
among many other mainstream threads of criticism. Seen through 
such a variety of lenses, it is not surprising to find individual riddles 
provoking a multitude of different readings. Similarly, the potential 
of these texts has been better recognised in part because we now 
perceive that they participate in larger traditions: they are no longer 
an odd selection of ill-defined, short texts but rather the tip of at 
least two mighty icebergs: early medieval riddling and the broader 
riddling tradition explored most fully in folklore studies.

Despite having secured their place in a wide field for investiga-
tion, however, we still mostly turn to the Exeter Book riddles to 
hunt for new solutions. And who can blame us? Faced with texts 
like the one that most scholars know as Riddle 42, how could any 
reader refrain?

Ic seah wyhte wrætlice twa
undearnungav ute plegan
hæmedlæces; hwitloc anfeng
wlance under wædum, gif þæs weorces speow,
fæmne fyllo. Ic on flette mæg
þurh runstafas rincum secgan,
þam þe bec witan, bega ætsomne
naman þara wihta. þær sceal Nyd wesan
twega oþer ond se torhta Æsc
an an linan, Acas twegen,
Hægelas swa some. Hwylc þæs hordgates
cægan cræfte þa clamne onleac
þe þa rædellan wið rynemenn
hygefæste heold heortan bewrigene
orþoncbendum? Nu is undyrne
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werum æt wine hu þa wihte mid us,
heanmode twa, hatne sindon.3

[I saw two amazing creatures—they were playing openly outside 
in the sport of sex. If the work was successful, the woman, proud 
and bright-haired, received her fill under her garments. Through 
rune-letters I can say the names of both creatures together to those 
men in the hall who know books. There must be two Needs and the 
bright Ash—one on the line—two Oaks and just as many Hails. 
Who can unlock the bar of the hoard-gate with the power of the 
key? The heart of the riddle was hidden by cunning bonds, proof 
against the ingenuity of men who know secrets, but now for men at 
wine it is obvious how those two low-minded creatures are named 
among us.]

A text like this demands a response. It is impossible simply to 
read passively to its end. We want to be those ingenious men—and 
women—who know books, runes, and secrets. We want to assem-
ble the pieces to come up with an answer. We want to know how 
to interpret this blatant, non-judgemental reference to sex within 
a monastic context. That is, anfeng / … gif þæs weorces speow, / 
fæmne fyllo (‘if the work succeeded, the woman received her fill’) 
(2b–5a). This statement is, of course, a rather blunt description 
of the copulation of a cock and hen, but we can also take it as a 
summary of how the riddles of the early medieval tradition work: 
if the text succeeds, we will receive our fill—not simply a solution, 
but much, much more.

For example, the approach that this poem takes to riddling over-
laps with Aldhelm’s prefatory poem in striking ways. Both engage 
in letter games, whether acrostics or jumbled runes, and therefore 
invite multiple interpretations by reminding us that there is, liter-
ally, more than one way to read a text. Both also figure riddling as 
a kind of gift or precious item; Aldhelm entreats God to grant him 
the gift of poetic prowess, while the solution to the Exeter Book 
riddle is a treasure protected by keys and cunning bonds. The same 
relationship between the communal and the individual that stands 
at the heart of Aldhelm’s poem is also explored by the Old English 
riddle, although in a very different way, and with a very different 
image in its sights. From the ic of the opening line to the us of the 
penultimate one, this riddle is all about different ways of uniting 
individuals. The sex being enjoyed by the cock and the hen is one 
sort of union, of course, but so too is the ‘unlocking’ of the hoard-
gates that conceal the riddle’s solution. To solve a riddle is, after 
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all, to get into the mind of the person who poses it. And how do we 
solve this riddle? By uniting its jumbled mess of runic letters into 
one coherent solution.

Modern scholars have been engaging in this game of uniting 
apparently disparate clues for over a century. In 1857, Heinrich 
Leo ‘solved’ Wulf and Eadwacer.4 He answered the ambiguities 
of this little poem with the name ‘Cynewulf’, and proposed that 
some—perhaps all—of the riddles that follow it in the manuscript 
were written by the poet whose name appears in runes at the end of 
Christ II, Juliana, Elene, and The Fates of the Apostles. Today, the 
riddles are not considered to be the work of a single author, let alone 
a named one, and Wulf and Eadwacer is generally grouped with the 
Exeter Book elegies. Leo’s argument does, however, remind us of 
one crucial consideration when it comes to these poems: there is 
more than one way to solve a riddle.

The fact that the Old English riddles’ demands for solutions 
are offset by our inability to confirm our hypotheses with absolute 
certainty has in many ways shaped scholarly interactions with these 
texts. The Exeter Book riddles began to appear in print in the 
early decades of the nineteenth century, although the first edition 
solely devoted to the riddles themselves would not emerge until 
1910.5 In this early scholarship the quest for solutions—singular 
and definitive—looms large.6 Franz Dietrich, Moritz Trautmann, 
and Frederick Tupper, Jr, among many others, proposed extensive 
sets of solutions, frequently differing from one another, and often 
changing their own minds in subsequent publications.7 Many of 
these early solutions are still accepted today, others have been 
refined over the years, and some have been thrown out entirely.8

At the same time, the Anglo-Latin riddles had scarcely entered 
the scholarly consciousness. With the exception of the editorial 
work of Ernst Dümmler in the late nineteenth century,9 Tupper’s 
early twentieth-century edition of the enigmata attributed to Bede,10 
and Rudolph Ehwald’s edition of Aldhelm’s riddles—as part of 
his edition of Aldhelm’s entire corpus11—in the second decade of 
the twentieth century, it would not be until 1968 that multiple 
collections of Latin riddles were edited and translated en masse.12 
The forthcoming Dumbarton Oaks edition and translation of the 
entire early medieval English and Latin riddle tradition, alongside 
analogues from Ireland, Iceland, the continent, and further afield, 
is poised to make these texts significantly more accessible.13 Indeed, 
scholarly engagement with the Latin riddles is finally on the rise. 
Unlike the Old English riddles of the Exeter Book, the more numer-
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ous and diverse Anglo-Latin and comparative tradition has received 
less attention, perhaps in part because the game of solution-hunting 
is not an overt goal of all these texts. Many Latin riddles circulate 
in manuscripts that include their solutions, though whether these 
solutions are always singular or ‘correct’ is another matter.14

Numbering and naming

While hunting for solutions dominated early approaches, as it 
still does today, another question also defined the infancy of early 
medieval riddle scholarship: that of definition. What, exactly, is a 
riddle? For Leo, the Exeter Book riddle collection began with Wulf 
and Eadwacer, while other early scholars pushed the sequence back 
further still to include Deor, or even Soul and Body I.15 Even within 
the currently recognised boundaries of the corpus, the questions 
of where individual riddles start and end, how many we have, and 
how many we have lost, continue to be debated. When George 
Philip Krapp and Elliott Van Kirk Dobbie arranged the riddles 
for their ASPR edition of the Exeter Book, their count came to 
ninety-five. This numbering is still widely used today, although 
their individual editorial choices are far from universally accepted. 
Craig Williamson’s influential 1977 edition, on the other hand, 
begins by presenting Krapp and Dobbie’s Riddles 1–3 as a single 
poem, with the knock-on effect that every subsequent riddle is 
numbered differently from the ASPR sequence.16 Bernard J. Muir, 
the most recent editor of the entire manuscript, re-numbers the 
riddles once more, replacing Williamson’s ninety-one with a new 
count of ninety-four,17 while Andy Orchard questions this count 
with his edition’s ninety-one Exeter Book riddles.18 Just as there 
are no solutions to the riddles themselves, there seems to be no 
solution to the problem of how we number them.

The editors of this volume have, for some time, been interested 
in this problem. The issue of numerical consistency is just the tip 
of the iceberg. The very act of numbering the riddles emphasises a 
homogeneity that we do not believe the Exeter Book riddles possess: 
we would like to see them approached not just as a generic entity, 
but also as individual poems in their own right. Furthermore, num-
bering these poems makes it difficult to remember which riddle is 
which, providing a barrier to engagement for those uninitiated into 
the study of this collection. Titling the poems by their solutions 
is not, however, a less controversial option, since many of these 
riddles defy scholarly consensus. Is there a better way to approach 
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the naming of the Exeter Book riddles? We believe that there is, 
and this volume provides an ideal opportunity to test out a new 
system. As discussed in Neville’s recent note, this system draws 
key words from individual riddles, with ‘unique nouns, adjectives, 
or noun phrases that directly describe the riddle-subject and aim 
to be an answer from within the text to the question “What am 
I?” or “What is it?”’.19 Titles that stem from the texts in question 
provide highly appropriate alternatives to increasingly complex 
and competing numbering systems. A full list of the titles adopted 
here, in both Old and Modern English, can be found on the pages 
preceding this Introduction; from this point onward, the Exeter 
Book riddles will be referred to by these titles, accompanied by 
their ASPR numbering in brackets.

Although numbering the Anglo-Latin riddles has proven far 
less problematic, the extent to which these self-proclaimed enig-
mata should be held separately from the Old English riddles—as 
more serious pedagogical tools or exercises, rather than playful 
explorations of an occasionally bawdy world—also perplexed early 
investigators of this genre. This question of differences within the 
genre has now been attenuated by a scholarly trend away from an 
emphasis on the uniqueness of Old English poetry and toward an 
appreciation of the multilingual nature of early medieval English 
literary culture. Thus, alongside issues of solutions, editing, and 
generic cohesion, recent scholarship has favoured a focus on how 
we read the riddles. For many, context is key. Dieter Bitterli, 
for example, advocates for reading the Exeter Book riddles in 
the context of Anglo-Latin collections, arguing that they form 
‘a vigorous, common tradition of Old English and Anglo-Latin 
enigmatography’.20 The common thematic thread that links these 
collections is, Mercedes Salvador-Bello argues, the encyclopae-
dising tradition of Isidore of Seville.21 In a structural analysis of 
extant early medieval riddle collections, Salvador-Bello argues 
that the organisational principles underlying Isidore’s eminently 
popular Etymologiae inform the selection and grouping of poems 
across the Old English and Anglo-Latin collections. Yet there are 
other riddles, too, and other contexts for interpretation. Patrick 
J. Murphy thus argues for the relevance of popular and folkloric 
conundrums to the Exeter Book group.22 Murphy also lays out a 
theoretical context for reading the riddles: a riddle’s description 
(what Murphy terms its ‘proposition’) can at times relate both to 
its ultimate solution and to an underlying set of metaphors (its 
‘focus’), which are extended and coherent in their own right.23
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Language is key to this coherence, and thus John D. Niles draws 
our attention to another kind of context—a linguistic one.24 A lin-
guistic context means, first and foremost, answering the riddles in 
their own language, whether that be Old English or Latin.25 But 
Niles also emphasises playfulness, prioritising an approach to the 
riddles as a match of wits between riddling authors and adventur-
ous readers.26 Niles is not, of course, the first critic to empha-
sise language and play as vital elements in the riddles. Fred C. 
Robinson’s ‘Artful Ambiguities in the Old English “Book-Moth” 
Riddle’, a seminal study of a single poem, also reminds us of the 
central role of linguistic play in riddling texts.27 Insightful studies, 
both of individual poems and of the collection as a whole, celebrate 
the plethora of puns, wordplay, euphemism, and humour that 
characterises this tradition. These are, after all, poems designed 
to make us look at the world afresh. And, as Jennifer Neville dem-
onstrates, the humour of incongruous description can pave the 
way for radical statements about the order of the world and the 
categories—artificial and restrictive as they are—that we attempt 
to impose on it.28

When it comes to categorisation, the riddles once again pose a 
challenge to scholars. It is important to note that the riddle genre 
is not a rigid one but rather one that shares characteristics with 
many other early medieval literary types: elegiac, heroic, didactic, 
hagiographic, and devotional, to name just a few. Given this ten-
dency for genre-blending and -borrowing, it would be negligent to 
approach the ninety-five or so Old English riddles and the several 
hundred Anglo-Latin enigmata simply as one uniform entity: these 
are riddles, but not only riddles. As complex pieces of poetry, 
they should be read as the separate but intersecting texts that they 
are. Each riddle, after all, deserves scrutiny in its own right, and 
scrutiny—for at least some of these texts—is precisely what that 
this volume aims to provide.

This brief overview only hints at the multifarious nature of the 
scholarship devoted to the early medieval riddles. Indeed, plurality 
defines the field as much as it defines the material. The variety that 
characterises this scholarship reveals something important about 
the texts themselves: they invite multiple, varying, and some-
times contradictory readings. Consequently, this volume presents 
sixteen chapters that consider the riddles from different angles. 
This number of chapters, of course, could never cover every 
current approach, but this volume aims to represent more than the 
sum of its contents. The variety included here may be taken as an 
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illustrative corner of the vast, colourful quilt-work that is the wider 
field of early medieval riddle studies. And so, our volume aims to 
present a microcosm of riddle scholarship to date, embodying both 
traditional and experimental approaches to this complex genre. It 
represents, then, a casebook or sampler of scholarly interpreta-
tions. In bringing together chapters that offer philological, theo-
retical, and comparative approaches to early medieval riddling, this 
volume will help modern readers—both riddling debutant(e)s and 
old fans—to navigate a complex and growing field. Together, the 
chapters here ask what has been done, what can be done, and what 
are the future directions of riddle scholarship.

What is in Part I: Words

This volume is divided into three parts. Part I represents what 
might be called philological approaches to early medieval riddles—
interpretations rooted in close readings of the texts—for, above all, 
the riddles work by making us question what their words really 
mean. Hence, Jennifer Neville’s ‘Sorting out the rings: astronomi-
cal tropes in Þragbysig (R.4)’ analyses Þragbysig, arguing that pre-
vious interpretations have failed to identify tropes that are key to 
solving it. Neville investigates its potential astronomical contexts, 
positing a new solution: sunna (‘sun’). In the process, the chapter 
clearly lays out a riddle-solving methodology—identifying what to 
focus on when approaching these texts—in a way that will undoubt-
edly prove fruitful to other would-be solvers of ambiguous riddles. 
Ambiguity can be put to marvellous effect, as Sharon E. Rhodes 
demonstrates in ‘Wundor and wrætlic: the anatomy of wonder 
in the sex riddles’. This chapter probes several sex riddles from 
the Exeter Book—Womb wæs on Hindan (R.37), Wrætlic Hongað 
(R.44), Banleas (R.45), and In Wincsele (R.54)—arguing that these 
texts’ focus on wonder highlights the value of mundane topics that 
are all too frequently dismissed as low-status or obscene. Rhodes’ 
reading teases out hidden meanings in the words of each text, while 
simultaneously putting them in conversation with thing theory and 
emphasising the way objects in these riddles are transformed into 
things.

Like things, animals also emerge from their place in the back-
ground of early medieval England to take centre stage in the riddles, 
as we see in Megan Cavell’s ‘Domesticating the devil: the early 
medieval contexts of Aldhelm’s cat riddle’. This chapter explores 
the historical and comparative contexts of Aldhelm’s Enigma 65, 
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Muriceps (‘mouse-catcher’). Cavell’s close reading of this largely 
neglected poem identifies an ambivalence toward the early medie-
val cat, who straddles the roles of domestic guardian and diabolical 
sinner. Fascinating insights into cat/human relations can be gleaned 
from the limited textual evidence of the early medieval world, as 
cats travelled down their complex pathway to domestication. At 
times, the textual evidence is crying out to be heard, as Francesca 
Brooks explores in ‘The crafting of sound in the riddles of the 
Exeter Book’. This chapter draws a parallel between materially 
crafted artefacts and aurally crafted language in three Exeter Book 
riddles: Be Sonde Muðlease (R.60), Nama Min is Mære (R.26), 
and Feþegeorn (R.31). Highlighting the materiality of the spoken 
and written word, Brooks argues that these riddles’ shared interest 
in craft and sound are evidence of a self-conscious exploration of 
poetic acoustic structures, and the metaphors that link craft and 
sound in these texts continue to resonate in contemporary idioms 
for sound and language. This examination of the aural qualities 
of the riddles is taken in a different direction in Robert Stanton’s 
‘Sound, voice, and articulation in the Exeter Book riddles’, which 
analyses connections between sound, noise, and voice, placing 
these concepts within their classical and early medieval philosophi-
cal and grammatical contexts. Stanton explores the enigmatic focus 
on sound’s performative effects, arguing that these effects function 
through those principles essential to riddles: incongruity and the 
blurring of categories. This chapter concludes by connecting the 
masterful acoustic effects found in the Old English riddles back to 
the Latin enigmatic tradition and calling for further work on the 
subtle relationships between the two languages at play in the early 
medieval riddling tradition.

What is in Part II: Ideas

While reading carefully may lead to elegant solutions, such solu-
tions are not the end of the story or the end of the riddling game. 
The riddles work by presenting common things in uncommon 
ways, with the result that we think about objects, relationships, and 
experiences anew, and this new thinking can be facilitated through 
engagements with literary theory. This section begins with Karin 
Olsen’s ‘Warriors and their battle gear: conceptual blending in 
Anhaga (R.5) and Wæpnum Awyrged (R.20)’, which draws on 
cognitive theory to discuss the mental labour that underlies the 
identification and evaluation of riddle solutions. After mapping out 
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the process of conceptual blending, Olsen analyses Anhaga (R.5) 
and Wæpnum Awyrged (R.20), demonstrating how clues replace 
a blend’s narrative context and allow would-be solvers to narrow 
down possible referents. In so doing, Olsen makes the case for the 
multiplicity of solutions stemming from the diversity of ways in 
which we think and process information. Riddles not only provide 
ideal case studies for assessing how ambiguous references are pro-
cessed into clues; they also speak to their audience’s reaction to 
said ambiguity. Jonathan Wilcox’s ‘Humour and the Exeter Book 
riddles: incongruity in Feþegeorn (R.31)’ explores how humour 
works, both in a theoretical context and in relation to Feþegeorn. 
Wilcox outlines three types of humour theory—incongruity, 
superiority, and release theories—and argues that both humour in 
general and riddles in specific share an investment in appropriate 
incongruity, ambiguity, and release. Having established his theo-
retical foundations, Wilcox unpicks a riddle case study in forensic 
detail, laying bare its inner workings and providing a method for 
other humour-theory practitioners to follow. And yet, riddles 
can also have a darker side, as Rafał Borysławski emphasises in 
‘Memory and transformative fear in the Exeter Book riddles’. This 
chapter explores riddling fear, engaging with psychological and 
philosophical approaches and putting the different levels within 
which fear operates (structural, narrative, affective) into conversa-
tion with medieval Christian thought. Borysławski focuses espe-
cially on XII Hund Heafda (R.86), Gryrelic Hleahtor (R.33), and 
Nama Min is Mære (R.26), arguing that fear in these (and other) 
riddles is transformative; the experience of fear is a reminder of and 
therapy for the human condition. These short, apparently trivial 
texts thus can be seen to intersect with important philosophical, 
moral, and theological issues.

Riddles have also been known to push at boundaries in tre-
mendously non-trivial ways. Hence, Peter Buchanan’s ‘Monstrous 
healing: Aldhelm’s leech riddle’ addresses Aldhelm’s Enigma 43, 
Sanguisuga, arguing that the leech riddle queers dichotomies and 
unsettles hierarchies through its dual focus on monstrous body 
and healing touch. Drawing on Mel Y. Chen’s work on animacy 
as well as recent scholarship in the fields of animal studies and new 
materialism, Buchanan emphasises the importance of recognising 
the animal body, alongside the poetic resonances and lexical play 
at work in the poem. In combining theoretical and philological 
methodologies so effectively, this chapter provides a model for 
future work in Anglo-Latin riddling. Integrated methodologies are 
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also at play in Corinne Dale’s ‘Freolic, sellic: an ecofeminist reading 
of Modor Monigra (R.84)’, which applies ecocritical theory to this 
riddle, alongside Feþegeorn (R.31) and Earmost Ealra Wihta (R.39). 
Dale demonstrates biblical echoes of the powerfully feminised 
concept of Wisdom in the gendering of Modor Monigra’s solution, 
‘water’, arguing that gender and the natural world may be read 
together and within the context of oppressive, hegemonic struc-
tures. In urging a reassessment of assumptions about grammatical 
gender and solutions, furthermore, this chapter will undoubtedly 
lead to discussion of other riddles that employ gender in a mean-
ingful way. Similarly committed to riddle ecologies is James Paz, 
in ‘Mind, mood, and meteorology in Þrymful Þeow (R.1–3)’. This 
chapter engages with ecologically-invested new materialist theo-
ries, especially Timothy Morton’s concept of the ‘hyperobject’, 
in order to analyse nonhuman agency and ontology in Þrymful 
Þeow. Paz argues that the confined state of the wind within this 
riddle resembles the turbulence of the human mind in other early 
medieval English texts, a resemblance that troubles boundaries 
between the internal self and the external world. Paz thus makes a 
convincing case for the immediate relevance of premodern riddling 
to contemporary ecological crises.

What is in Part III: Interactions

Although we rightly begin our reading of the early medieval riddles 
by focusing close attention on their words and ideas, these texts 
also work by leading us to make connections with other fields, 
other languages, other times, and other places. Part III begins 
with an emphasis on cultural connections, in Mercedes Salvador-
Bello’s ‘The nursemaid, the mother, and the prostitute: tracing an 
insular riddle topos on both sides of the English Channel’. This 
chapter explores the complexity of the early medieval riddling 
tradition, arguing conclusively for a two-way cultural transfer 
between England and the continent. Salvador-Bello’s case study is 
the personification of Wisdom as a breastfeeding nursemaid, whose 
movement and adaptation (into mother and prostitute) she traces 
through a wide range of insular and continental contexts. In giving 
equal weighting to the riddle tradition’s life beyond the shores 
of early medieval England, Salvador-Bello provides an important 
reminder to scholars working in this global world. Bridging the 
same insular/continental divide, while at the same time emphasis-
ing interdisciplinary connections, is Neville Mogford’s ‘The moon 
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and stars in the Bern and Eusebius riddles’. This chapter maps 
out the interaction between riddles, astronomy, and computus 
in the Bern and Eusebian collections. Mogford argues that the 
 understanding of complex computistical calculations is essential 
to the understanding of individual riddles’ metaphors and motifs, 
such as those surrounding familial relations. In so doing, he draws 
together two types of intellectual work that are rarely discussed 
alongside each other. Drawing connections between the part and 
the whole, Britt Mize’s ‘Enigmatic knowing and the Vercelli Book’ 
refocuses our attention on the Old English tendency to riddle—to 
solicit intellectual labour and contemplation—which Mize dubs 
‘conditional revelation’. The process is not restricted to riddles, 
and this chapter explores it in relation to wisdom literature gener-
ally and the Vercelli Book in particular, emphasising the collection’s 
aim to inspire spiritual improvement through contemplation. In so 
doing, Mize identifies rhetorical techniques and motivations that 
speak to the broader context of the intellectual work at play in early 
medieval England.

Intellectual work is everywhere inflected by personal experi-
ence, as the final two chapters in this volume highlight. Pirkko 
A. Koppinen, in ‘The materiality of fire in Legbysig and Ligbysig 
(R.30a and b) and an unexpected new solution’, explores fire in 
two related riddles from the Exeter Book and their wider poetic 
context, and in relation to materiality as a cultural process. After 
outlining previous solutions to these riddles, Koppinen draws 
on her own experience of fire as essential to life growing up in 
Finland in order to propose a new solution: Ora (‘ore’). Her 
reminder that our sensory experiences interact with and shape our 
thinking—something that struck home for Koppinen when trans-
lating Old English riddles into her native tongue—invites a new 
approach to the riddles that looks both forward and back. That 
the translation process is such a powerful way into these texts 
is, finally, the topic of Miller Wolf Oberman’s ‘Dyre cræft: new 
translations of Exeter riddle fragments Modor Monigra (R.84), Se 
Wiht Wombe Hæfde (R.89), and Brunra Beot (R.92), accompanied 
by notes on process’. In this chapter, Oberman offers reflections 
on the poetic translation process—informed by Walter Benjamin 
and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak—that focus especially on han-
dling damaged riddles in a way that respects their fragmentary 
nature. His translation of Se Wiht Wombe Hæfde maps out the 
process with a view to its stages, and Oberman then provides 
new poetic versions of this and two other fragmentary riddles. In 
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highlighting the opportunities afforded by creative translation, 
this chapter speaks to the vitality of thousand-year-old verses that 
continue to inspire.

At the end of the volume, Cavell and Neville attempt to syn-
thesise the multifarious contributions made by our authors—to 
delineate how the riddles have worked on and in this community of 
individuals. The range covered by the chapters in this collection is 
very wide. Yet we are conscious that the riddles continue to work, 
and so we look forward to the new solutions, new approaches, and 
new ideas that will arise in future, perhaps in part as a response to 
the work presented here.
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