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ON THE NIBELUNGEN LIED.
xv


Fourteen ancient Traditionary Poems, all strangely intertwisted,
and growing out of and into one another, have come to light
among the Germans; who now, in looking back, find that they
too, as well as the Greeks, have their Heroic Age, and round the
old Valhalla, as their Northern Pantheon, a world of demi-gods
and wonders.

Such a phenomenon, unexpected till of late, cannot but interest
a deep-thinking, enthusiastic people. For the “Nibelungen”
especially, which lies as the centre and distinct keystone of the
whole too chaotic System,—let us say rather, blooms as a firm
sunny island in the middle of these cloud-covered, ever-shifting
sand-whirlpools,—they cannot sufficiently testify their love and
veneration. Learned professors lecture on the “Nibelungen” in
public schools, with a praiseworthy view to initiate the German
youth in love of their fatherland; from many zealous and nowise
ignorant critics we hear talk of a “great Northern Epos,” of a
“German Iliad ;” the more saturnine are shamed into silence,
or hollow mouth-homage: thus from all quarters comes a sound
of joyful acclamation; the “Nibelungen” is welcomed as a
precious national possession, recovered after six centuries of
neglect, and takes undisputed place among the sacred books of
German literature.

Of these curious transactions some rumour has not failed to
reach us in England, where our minds, from their own antiquarian
disposition, were willing enough to receive it. Abstracts and
extracts of the “Nibelungen” have been printed in our language;
there have been disquisitions on it in our Reviews: hitherto, 
however, such as nowise to exhaust the subject. On the contrary,
where so much was to be told at once, the speaker might be
somewhat puzzled where to begin: it was a much readier method
to begin with the end, or with any part of the middle, than like
Hamilton’s Ram (whose example is too little followed in literary
narrative) to begin with the beginning. Thus has our stock of
intelligence come rushing out on us quite promiscuously and
pellmell; whereby the whole matter could not but acquire a
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