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In light of the texts you have read for this module, what, for the Anglo-Saxons constitutes a heroic figure?

Old English literature ‘offers us not only a mode of poetic expression […] but a window into a different world of beliefs, myths, anxieties, [and] perspectives’.[footnoteRef:1] In addition, Old English literature is pervaded by the ethos of heroic life which provides us with rich material to assess what constitutes the nature of the heroic figure. In this essay I will examine the portrayal of heroic life in The Battle of Maldon, The Wanderer, The Dream of the Rood and Beowulf. The essay explores the context of these poems and how they are products of their Germanic past. It will also examine how the poems appear to possess an efficacious quality which allows them to speak to their largely Christian audience. That quality is mediated through the hero who holds these tensions whilst inviting a response from the reader.  [1:  M. Godden and M. Lapidge, The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), p. ix.] 


Blake argues that The Battle of Maldon is ‘the only poem in Old English literature which truly embodies the heroic spirit’.[footnoteRef:2] The poem ‘presents an opportunity to examine the points of intersection between the Old English literary conventions of the heroic ethos and the events of ‘real life’ in an occasional poem which is both a polished work of literature and a memorial of an historical event’.[footnoteRef:3] The poem describes the ‘heroic resistance’[footnoteRef:4] of an English army against Viking raiders in August 991. It has been argued that the poem must have been written very soon after Byrhtnoth's death ‘and must accurately represent "what really happened" at Maldon’.[footnoteRef:5] Freeman said it 'is evidently contemporary and local [and does] not hesitate to accept the main facts of the battle and the names of the actors as trustworthy [...] the speeches, no doubt, are, like most speeches in history, the invention of the poet’.[footnoteRef:6] Laborde argued in 1925 that the poem ‘has been universally accepted as a contemporary and authentic account of the battle’.[footnoteRef:7] Gordon says that the text ‘was composed soon after the battle: memory of all that had happened was still fresh, and the heroism of individual deeds and speeches still seemed of primary importance, their glory undimmed by the defeat’.[footnoteRef:8] There are others however who see the poem as a ‘propaganda piece’ but still as an important text which conveys a sense of heroism and the ‘ancient standards of conduct’.[footnoteRef:9] [2:  N.F. Blake, ‘The Battle of Maldon’, Neophilologus, 49 (1965), 332-345, p. 332.]  [3:  K. O’Brien O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, eds. M. Godden and M. Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 107-125, p. 117.]  [4:  Ibid and D. Beard, ‘The Battle of Maldon’, Medieval World, (July/August 1991), 10-14 < http://poppy.nsms.ox.ac.uk/woruldhord/files/original/8b36efe05b1ca1474f94555f715ab6b9.pdf> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 10.]  [5:  G. Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, Speculum, 43.1 (January 1968), 52-71 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2854798> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 54. ]  [6:  Ibid.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  R. Hamer, A Choice of Anglo-Saxon Verse (London: Faber & Faber, 2015), p. 46.] 


The poem is largely concerned with how the retainers of Byrhtnoth honour their commitments under the comitatus, the bond of loyalty between a lord and his retainer. The concept of comitatus potentially provides a point of reference for understanding what constitutes a heroic figure and is a significant element in the poems we are examining. The lord offers protection to his retainer, he houses him, feeds him and offers him reward. In response to this, the retainer makes a commitment to fight for his lord. It was therefore completely dishonourable to flee from a battle, especially if the lord had been killed. These qualities were found in pre-migration Germanic society and are ones which Tacitus associated with Germanic warriors. How much these qualities were operating in 10th century society is a matter of some debate. But as Beard argues, ‘the comitatus naturally features heavily in the early heroic literature and, with the conversion to Christianity, was absorbed into the poetic repertoire of the later poets’.[footnoteRef:10]  [10:  Beard, ‘The Battle of Maldon’, p. 14.] 


[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Criticism of the poem has not been ‘entirely monolithic’.[footnoteRef:11] The ‘received interpretation’ was outlined most clearly by Laborde and Tolkien.[footnoteRef:12] Tolkien asserted that the ‘exaltation of the undefeated will’ finds its ‘doctrinal expression in the words of Byrhtwold’ and his ‘suicidal chivalry’.[footnoteRef:13] Clark argued however that this view was challenged by people’s ‘intuitive response’ to the poem.[footnoteRef:14] Criticism today tends to challenge the ‘orthodox gloss’[footnoteRef:15] and focus on the issue surrounding the interpretation of lytegian and ofermode. Lytegian and ofermode are two crucial terms in this poem and their interpretation is fundamental to understanding what constitutes a heroic figure. The word lytegian is not used anywhere else in Old English, other than this poem, but it is ‘related clearly enough to the adjective lytig, ‘cunning’ or ‘wily’’.[footnoteRef:16] Arguments have been developed to show that this term is ‘relatively benign’ however ‘it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that lytegian had an unfavourable sense: the Vikings ‘used cunning’ to secure their passage’.[footnoteRef:17] According to O’Keefe, ‘the Vikings’ ‘cunning’ may simply reflect a poetic judgement that the Vikings talked their way across the ford.’[footnoteRef:18] Yet, what remains interesting is the lack of detail when discussing the Vikings and this makes lytegian have even greater force. Furthermore, ‘the Vikings are simply a force impelling the decisions to pay or fight, to flee or die; they are not objects of interest in themselves. Thus, the poem names the heroes and the cowards, but not the invaders’.[footnoteRef:19] [11:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 52.]  [12:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 52 and G. Clark, ‘The Hero of Maldon: Vir Pius et Strenuus’, Speculum, 54.2 (April 1979),  257-282 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2854973> [accessed: 24 July 2018], pp. 257 and 269.]  [13:  Clark, ‘The Hero of Maldon: Vir Pius et Strenuus’, pp. 257-258.]  [14:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 52.]  [15:  Clark, ‘The Hero of Maldon: Vir Pius et Strenuus’, p. 259.]  [16:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 119.]  [17:  Ibid.]  [18:  Ibid.]  [19:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 58.] 


There is considerable agreement that ofermod is essential to our understanding of the nature of the poem and indeed what constitutes the heroic figure. However Gnuess argues that what has been written is often ‘superficial and even careless’.[footnoteRef:20] There is substantial philological evidence that ofermod means ‘pride’ or ‘excessive courage’.[footnoteRef:21] Translations vary and include ‘overmastered by pride into foolish action’,[footnoteRef:22] ‘because of an excess of heroic feeling [...] courage [and] superb self-confidence’.[footnoteRef:23] Some, however, have avoided using an exact translation; Bessinger prefers to refer to ofermod as ‘a traditional heroic fault’.[footnoteRef:24] The word ofermod has been found in a collection of religious aphorisms, Instructions for Christians, and translated as ‘pride’. Satan is referred to as se engel ofermodes (Genesis A 272) ‘the angel of pride’.[footnoteRef:25] Mosse argues that the ‘poem is the story of a leader whose pride and self-assurance lead him to disaster, evidently deriving the meaning of the poem from the supposed meaning of ofermod’.[footnoteRef:26] Within a religious context the meaning is very clear, however within a secular one such as in this poem, ‘excessive courage’[footnoteRef:27] may well be an acceptable translation. But, furthermore, Byrhtnoth is presented as ‘a model of courage, patriotism and leadership’[footnoteRef:28] and elsewhere described as ‘vir religiosus et timens Deum’.[footnoteRef:29] It seems hard to believe that a proud man would pray to God about the conclusion of a battle, ‘to leave one's fate in the hands of God does not seem the normal conduct of the proud man’.[footnoteRef:30] As Gnuess argues, ‘it is difficult to reconcile a stinging judgment of sinful pride with a poem which is otherwise generous in its praise of a secular lord (and one well-known religious benefactor)’.[footnoteRef:31] Bloomfield argues that whilst ofermod may be the same as the Latin superbia, it does not always equate to the word ‘pride’. Commentators agree that there is a sense of ambiguity in the term. Bloomfield argues that the German cognate tbermut which means ‘high spirits’ or ‘pride’ may be closer to the true meaning.[footnoteRef:32] He continues by arguing that ‘its base mod has this ambiguity, in Old English, meaning spirit, mood, courage as well as pride, and the preposition ofer need not turn it completely into a pejorative’. [footnoteRef:33]  [20:  H. Gneuss, ‘“The Battle of Maldon” 89: Byrhtnoð's “Ofermod” Once Again’, Studies in Philology, 73.2 (April 1976), 117-137 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4173900> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 118.]  [21:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 119.]  [22:  O.D. MacRae-Gibson, ‘How Historical is “The Battle of Maldon”?’, Medium Aevum, 39 (January 1970), 89-107 < https://www.jstor.org/stable/43631264> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 89.]  [23:  M.W. Bloomfield, ‘Beowulf, Byrhtnoth, and the Judgment of God: Trial by Combat in Anglo-Saxon England’, Speculum, 44.4 (October 1969), 545-559 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/2850382> [accessed: 25 July 2018], p. 547 and Gneuss, ‘“The Battle of Maldon” 89: Byrhtnoð's “Ofermod” Once Again’, p. 119.]  [24:  Gneuss, ‘“The Battle of Maldon” 89: Byrhtnoð's “Ofermod” Once Again’, p. 119.]  [25:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 119.]  [26:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 52.]  [27:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 119 and MacRae-Gibson, ‘How Historical is “The Battle of Maldon”?’, p. 105.]  [28:  Gneuss, ‘“The Battle of Maldon” 89: Byrhtnoð's “Ofermod” Once Again’, p. 131 and Clark, ‘The Hero of Maldon: Vir Pius et Strenuus’, p. 265.]  [29:  Clark, ‘The Hero of Maldon: Vir Pius et Strenuus’, p. 265.]  [30:  Bloomfield, ‘Beowulf, Byrhtnoth, and the Judgment of God: Trial by Combat in Anglo-Saxon England’, p. 547.]  [31:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 57.]  [32:  Bloomfield, ‘Beowulf, Byrhtnoth, and the Judgment of God: Trial by Combat in Anglo-Saxon England’, p. 547.]  [33:  Ibid.] 


In terms of what constitutes the heroic, The Battle of Maldon, Gnuess argues, is not like:

‘[M]ost epic poetry, with time-tested heroes long in the public domain – Beowulf, Walter of Aquitaine, Theodoric, Roland. The battle itself does not seem to one of national importance. The poem is about an old man named Byrhtnoth and his retainers, petty noblemen of Essex, fighting and dying in a local battle which the disdainful historian might call a scuffle of no great importance’.[footnoteRef:34]  [34:  E.B. Irving Jr., ‘The Heroic Style in “The Battle of Maldon”’, Studies in Philology, 58.3 (July 1961), 457-467 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/4173350> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 458.] 


Or to put it rather simply, ‘the good die and the bad survive’.[footnoteRef:35] But it is at this precise point that other elements of what can be considered as heroic develop; there is a religious dimension to this poem and there are parallels with martyrdom accounts. Bloomfield argues that: [35:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 57.] 


‘Byrhtnoth's dying speech demands entrance into heaven such as only a martyr could ask for. The poem, it is quite clear, is not a passion tale, but it does emphasize the hero's faith as well as his prowess. There is no reason why Byrhtnoth should be as religious a figure as Roland, but this does not make him a pure pagan’.[footnoteRef:36] [36:  Bloomfield, ‘Beowulf, Byrhtnoth, and the Judgment of God: Trial by Combat in Anglo-Saxon England’, p. 548.] 


As Clark argues, ‘the central conflict in The Battle of Maldon is not between Anglo-Saxons and Vikings but between heroism and cowardice’.[footnoteRef:37] The ‘poet intends to praise heroes and condemn cowards, to divide men - Englishmen that is - into the classes of sheep and goats according to an unambiguous criterion: those who advance against the enemy are the good, those who flee from him are the bad’.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 58.]  [38:  Clark, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’, p. 71.] 


The Wanderer is ‘an image of compelling sadness’[footnoteRef:39] yet it brings a different dimension to what may constitute a heroic figure. The poem contains both ‘religious and secular ambiguities’[footnoteRef:40] and is difficult to categorise satisfactorily.[footnoteRef:41] The Wanderer ‘evokes the life of a lordless man. Cold and alone, he can do nothing but remember the joys of the past-companions in the hall, the giving of treasure and the favour of his lord. Not even sleep brings forgetfulness’.[footnoteRef:42] When he sleeps, he remembers his life as a retainer. To lack this relationship, is to lack everything; it represents the loss of role, place, friendship and family. Yet his misery: [39:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 107.]  [40:  J.M. Palmer, ‘Compunctio and the Heart in the Old English Poem The Wanderer’, Neophilologus, 88.3 (July 2004), 447–460 <https://link.springer.com/article/10.1023/B:NEOP.0000027476.71092.9d> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 447; F. Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, Neophilologus, 100.1 (January 2016), 121-142 < https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007%2Fs11061-015-9455-3> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 123 and C. Fell, ‘Perceptions of Transcience’, The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, eds. M. Godden and M. Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 172-189, p. 174.]  [41:  R. Fowler, ‘A Theme in “The Wanderer”’, Medium Aevum, 36.1 (January 1967), 1-14 < https://www.jstor.org/stable/43627308> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 1.]  [42:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 107.] 


‘[H]aving no remedy in this world, is balanced by the astringent comfort of the next [... The] final spiritual rejection of the world is figured in a lovingly detailed enumeration of its heroic joys: horse, kinsman, gift-giving, feasting, hall-joys, treasure, warriors and lord’.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Ibid.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]Sharma argues that ‘scholarship on The Wanderer has struggled to reconcile the Christian resolution of the poem with the speaker’s lingering dependence on Germanic-heroic cultural structures’.[footnoteRef:44] He is highly critical of the Cartesian philosophy which he believes has underpinned modern scholarship that has lead to a ‘worldless subject’.[footnoteRef:45] He argues that the speaker is going through a process in which his heroic identity has been lost because there is no surrounding heroic culture and he is being given an opportunity to be reborn. This profound moment and painful experience represents ‘the loss of heroic culture and the transition to a literate Christian sensibility’.[footnoteRef:46] But even Sharma acknowledges that in a sense, it is precisely the speaker’s heroic nature which allows him to confront the utter sense of loss. When considering what constitutes the heroic figure for Anglo-Saxons, Sharma says, that it ‘finds an alternative correlate: not the immediate plenitude of a quasi-mythical heroic past, but a contemporary cultural modality mediated by its loss’.[footnoteRef:47] Such an interpretation of The Wanderer allows for a new perspective on the meaning of heroism.  [44:  M. Sharma, ‘Heroic Subject and Cultural Substance in The Wanderer’, Neophilologus, 96.4 (October 2012), 611-629 < https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11061-011-9278-9> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 611.]  [45:  Ibid.]  [46:  Sharma, ‘Heroic Subject and Cultural Substance in The Wanderer’, p. 613.]  [47:  Sharma, ‘Heroic Subject and Cultural Substance in The Wanderer’, pp. 611-612.] 


It has been claimed that Boethian and Augustinian readings of The Wanderer have not allowed us to ‘embrace his Germanic heroic past’ or allowed us to experience ‘the consolation and the joys of the Christian Creator’.[footnoteRef:48] But Palmer takes a different approach and argues that The Wanderer can be viewed as a ‘poem about the narrator’s journey through and experience of the Divine gift of compunction’.[footnoteRef:49] The poem contains clear references to the heart and has a strong sense of compunction and that both aspects reveal the religious nature of this text. The Wanderer ‘experiences the grace of “holy mourning,” as defined by the Church Fathers in Defensor’s early eleventh-century dual language text and by St. John Climacus’.[footnoteRef:50] As Palmer argues, ‘placing the poem in the context of compunction allows us to see that the poet can indeed be interested in revealing the means by which a person learns and makes progress toward God’.[footnoteRef:51]  [48:  Sharma, ‘Heroic Subject and Cultural Substance in The Wanderer’, p. 612.]  [49:  Palmer, ‘Compunctio and the Heart in the Old English Poem The Wanderer’, p. 457.]  [50:  Ibid.]  [51:  Ibid.] 


Put in a theological context, which has the potential to reveal another layer of what constitutes the heroic for Anglo-Saxons, the poem can be seen as an ‘instructive account of how, in preparation for prayer, a contemplative trains the mind to transcend meandering thoughts and thereby actively seek divine grace, the source of theosis.’[footnoteRef:52] Leneghan reminds us that the survival of the poem was largely due to it being copied in a ‘Benedictine Reform’ monastery in the late 10th century and ‘suggests that it was considered useful reading materials for monks in late Anglo-Saxon England’.[footnoteRef:53] Leneghan draws out some out very clear parallels in the poem between Evagrius Ponticus and John Cassian, particularly in the area of theosis, ‘or deification, “the doctrine that the destiny of human kind, or indeed of the cosmos as a whole, is to share in the divine life, and actually to become God, though by grace rather than by nature”’.[footnoteRef:54] It is known that these texts were brought to Anglo-Saxon England in the 7th century.[footnoteRef:55] The monk’s mind is continually challenged by logismoi (wicked thoughts) and ‘demons’.[footnoteRef:56] Of particular importance here is that the demon is called ‘wanderer’ or ‘vagabond’ ‘which leads the mind out of itself in a sort of trance-like state to encounter former acquaintances, thereby distracting it from the contemplation of divine things’.[footnoteRef:57] The Wanderer therefore conveys an image of someone unable to pray, challenged by former memories, but anticipating the movement of grace. The poem, as it progresses, describes the process of examining one’s interior life and the darker aspects of the psyche which arise during such a process. Heroic qualities are needed in order to face such an experience of introversion. For the Anglo-Saxon monk, ‘the poem might, therefore, have served as a useful meditative tool, inviting them to turn their thoughts away from the self towards the vision of God (theoria); away from the Evagrian passions and towards the luminosity of the place of God’.[footnoteRef:58] Bjork, quoted by Leneghan, argued that ‘the poem describes the anhaga’s inner transformation from “the inferior, world-bound, essentially hopeless exile track of the Germanic world into the superior, heaven bound, hope-filled exile track of the Christian faith”’.[footnoteRef:59] Heroic life therefore may reveal a wounded nature. It reveals human flaws where the hero may perform what appear to be fatal errors. They may even be bound to a Germanic narrative yet this process of deification allows the hero to be exalted, even in a moment of weakness and frailty, because ultimately their action has a metaphysical integrity which moves away from the self to the ultimate horizon.  [52:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 140.]  [53:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 123.]  [54:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 124.]  [55:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 126.]  [56:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 124.]  [57:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, pp. 124 and 126.]  [58:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 138.]  [59:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 130.] 


Scholarship on The Dream of the Rood during the last 100 years has examined it from a number of different perspectives: liturgical, scriptural, monastic theology, soteriology, Christology, iconography and ‘literary and cultural ideals of heroism’[footnoteRef:60] to name only a few. The rich variety of sources and interpretations represent both its greatest innovation and also its strength as a poem.[footnoteRef:61] One aspect which makes The Dream of the Rood so memorable, and indeed significant when considering what constitutes a heroic figure, is that Christ emerges as a champion rather than a victim.[footnoteRef:62] In his crucifixion, Christ is an ‘active participant rather than a passive sufferer’.[footnoteRef:63] Christ is seen as ‘the athlete in his άγώωΐ the champion who fights single-handed against the Devil, and the chieftain supported by his loyal retainer, the Cross’.[footnoteRef:64] He is, in short, the ‘young warrior hero’.[footnoteRef:65] It is not unusual in exhortatory writing to find the use of military analogy, nor even a dependency on Tacitus’ comitatus, but del Mastro argues that what is unusual is how the code has been ‘used to indicate a reality directly opposed to its literal significance’.[footnoteRef:66] In terms of the lord-retainer relationship between Christ and the rood, the rood is frustrated at not being allowed to defend its lord and dislikes its reward of gold and silver for its ‘paradoxical disloyalty; and the inversion of the values of the comitatus’.[footnoteRef:67] The emotional reaction of the rood, at one level, is correct and it should feel ashamed for these things. Yet, del Mastro, argues that this does not reveal the true depth of the comitatus in this poem, ‘all the values of the comitatus have been inverted or reversed’.[footnoteRef:68] He argues that ‘what the poet does here is to take the imagery and customs traditionally ascribed to the Germanic warrior in battle poems, and reverse their central thrust. Thus, he creates a paradox mirroring the central Christian paradox, which sees life in death, victory in defeat, and glory in shame’.[footnoteRef:69]  [60:  B. Mize, ‘The Mental Container and the Cross of Christ: Revelation and Community in The Dream of the Rood’, Studies In Philology, 107.2 (2010), 131-178 < https://www.jstor.org/stable/25681414> [accessed: 24 July 2018], pp. 131-134.]  [61:  R. Stanton, ‘Book Review of Ó Carragáin, É., Ritual and the Rood: Liturgical Images and the Old English Poems of the Dream of the Rood Tradition (London and Toronto: The British Library and University of Toronto Press, 2005)’, Religion and the Arts, 12.4 (2008), 620-622 < http://booksandjournals.brillonline.com/content/journals/10.1163/156852908x357498> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 621.]  [62:  A.L. Klinck, ‘Christ as Soldier and Servant in The Dream of the Rood’, Florilegium, 4 (1982), 109–116 <https://journals.lib.unb.ca/index.php/flor/article/view/15348> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 109.]  [63:  Ibid.]  [64:  Ibid.]  [65:  M.L. del Mastro, ‘The Dream of the Rood and the Militia Christi: Perspective in Paradox’, American Benedictine Review, 27 (1976), 171–186, pp. 172 and 175 and B.C. Raw, ‘Biblical literature’, The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, eds. M. Godden and M. Lapidge (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), 227-242, p. 239.]  [66:  Del Mastro, ‘The Dream of the Rood and the Militia Christi: Perspective in Paradox’, p. 171.]  [67:  Ibid.]  [68:  Del Mastro, ‘The Dream of the Rood and the Militia Christi: Perspective in Paradox’, p. 172.]  [69:  Del Mastro, ‘The Dream of the Rood and the Militia Christi: Perspective in Paradox’, pp. 174 and 176.] 


Another powerful element of this poem is that the poet establishes a link with the audience and invites the reader to enter the comitatus. The poem may have been aimed at Anglo-Saxon nobility and used as part of a ritual or perhaps sacramentally.[footnoteRef:70] It is certainly clear that the author was religious and enjoyed a profound understanding of ecclesiastical liturgies which focussed on the cross.[footnoteRef:71] This also reveals the authors appreciation of theological issues of the day and the growing theology of the cross and the development of particular liturgical feats in the Roman Church.[footnoteRef:72] What is particularly relevant to the study of the heroic figure is that the cross comes to possess ‘some kind of personality [and] individual life and persona’.[footnoteRef:73] The cross becomes something which is alive, which buds and flowers as can be seen in the famous mosaic in the Basilica of San Clemente in Rome. This sense of the something being alive invites a response from the reader. The ritual or sacramental element to the poem also conveys a revelation which ‘has been deposited in what Gregory the Great calls the secretarium mentis [or] the mind as an enclosure [...] a treasure chamber or strongbox holding valuables [or] the containing mind’.[footnoteRef:74] Mizze argues that: [70:  H. Maring, ‘Towards a Ritual Poetic: Dream of the Rood as a Case Study’, Oral Tradition 26.2 (2011), 391-410 <http://journal.oraltradition.org/files/articles/26ii/09_26.2.pdf> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 394.]  [71:  H. Patch, ‘Liturgical Influence in the Dream of the Rood’, PMLA, 34.2 (1919), 233-257 <http://www.jstor.org/stable/457062> [accessed: 2 June 2018], p. 233.]  [72:  M. Swanton, The Dream of the Rood (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2016), pp. 42 and 44.]  [73:  Swanton, The Dream of the Rood, p. 50.]  [74:  Mize, ‘The Mental Container and the Cross of Christ: Revelation and Community in The Dream of the Rood’, pp. 137 and 142.] 


‘The Dream of the Rood most specifically promotes cultic veneration of the True Cross, but it establishes this devotional focus within a context of wisdom, spiritual understanding, and belief that are recognizable as exactly the kinds of mental valuables one should conventionally take into the treasury of one’s mind and subsequently share out to others.’[footnoteRef:75]  [75:  Mize, ‘The Mental Container and the Cross of Christ: Revelation and Community in The Dream of the Rood’, p. 149.] 


In the way that one encounters the relics of a saint it can be said that one experiences the saint, so too through this poem, or revelation, one directly engages with the cross and crucifixion scene. The wounded nature of the crucified and the cross, which was so ordinary, suddenly becomes so exalted and part of what constitutes heroic nature. It is little wonder that early Christian reliquaries of the cross were heavily jewelled on the parts which were considered wounded and therefore sacred. So too, the expectation of reading the poem is that one will carry one’s own cross therefore becoming ‘a private mental participant in the enlightened veneration of the Cross and simultaneously a participant in the universal community of such veneration that the poem idealizes’.[footnoteRef:76] Whilst reading the poem may be a solitary event, the experience unites the readers with the ‘whole community of faith’.[footnoteRef:77] Thus the metaphysical element of this poem is profound and reveals another layer to our understanding of what constitutes a heroic figure. The behaviour of the hero might not conform to conventional standards. Rather, because of this received wisdom, this sapiential revelation within their own being, they act according to a different law which may confound human expectations yet which still may be considered as a profoundly heroic. Death, therefore, becomes something to be desired, rather than feared.[footnoteRef:78] Del Mastro argues that, ‘the heroic qualities of this Germanic warrior are activated not to preserve his life, but to bring about his death’.[footnoteRef:79] As the dreamer understands the death of Christ, so his relationship to the cross changes and he becomes ‘assimilated to it, as the Cross becomes assimilated to Christ’.[footnoteRef:80] By sharing in the sufferings of Christ, through devotion to the cross, the dreamer may also share in the glory of Christ. The qualities of the heroic figure are therefore to not only be discovered in the poem itself but also by virtue of experiencing the poem. The qualities encountered are thus efficacious and become a part of the reader’s lived experience. As del Mastro argues, ‘each of the participants in the poem has used Germanic realities paradoxically, so must each audience member, each miles Christi, in his turn, live out reversed retainer-service, his militia, in terms of his own mode of being and life-circumstances’.[footnoteRef:81] [76:  Mize, ‘The Mental Container and the Cross of Christ: Revelation and Community in The Dream of the Rood’, p. 178.]  [77:  Ibid.]  [78:  Raw, ‘Biblical literature’, p. 240.]  [79:  Del Mastro, ‘The Dream of the Rood and the Militia Christi: Perspective in Paradox’, p. 176.]  [80:  Raw, ‘Biblical literature’, p. 241. ]  [81:  Del Mastro, ‘The Dream of the Rood and the Militia Christi: Perspective in Paradox’, p. 186.] 


Robinson’s Sir Israel Gollancz Memorial Lecture entitled, ‘Beowulf in the Twentieth Century’, acknowledges JRR Tolkien’s Gollancz Lecture of 1936, which Robinson says ‘will never be equalled’.[footnoteRef:82] Robinson says that largely because of Tolkien Beowulf has achieved the status it richly deserves. During the twentieth century, through developments in research into religion, art, literature and archaeological discoveries, the significance and impact of Beowulf has shed light on the ‘poem's place within its culture’.[footnoteRef:83] Historically the text has divided scholarly opinion with many disagreeing on whether it is allegorical or literal, oral or written, or pagan or Christian. Fundamental information such as the poem's author, date and place of origin, however, are still unclear and are often disputed about among scholars. Some seek answers by over analysing what little evidence is available to us whereas others ‘have turned to voodoo numerology,’[footnoteRef:84] which for Robinson, despite some choosing to explore such avenues, ‘happily, fewer yet are those who follow them’.[footnoteRef:85] His article contains an interesting challenge as Robinson argues that, whilst the so-called ‘Klæber consensus’ served the 20th century well, there was a need for a new ‘consensus’ for those engaging with the text in the 21st century.[footnoteRef:86] [82:  F.C. Robinson, ‘Beowulf in the Twentieth Century’, Proceedings of the British Academy, 94, 45-62 <https://www.britac.ac.uk/pubs/proc/files/94p045.pdf> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 46.]  [83:  Ibid.]  [84:  Ibid.]  [85:  Ibid.]  [86:  Robinson, ‘Beowulf in the Twentieth Century’, p. 62.] 


Kaske boldly states that ‘Beowulf is a poem essentially about a hero and heroism’.[footnoteRef:87] Indeed, Beowulf is seen as ‘the quintessential hero’.[footnoteRef:88] The impact of Beowulf on wider literature and our understanding of what constitutes the figure of a hero have been highly significant. Whilst there is, according to Neidorf, considerable debate about, ‘if Beowulf is fictional, was he drawn from the stock of traditional legendary heroes or was he invented by the poet?’[footnoteRef:89] Nevertheless, Beowulf provides a benchmark by which we can debate what is considered as heroic. Fisher provides a useful definition of what constitutes a hero, which helps us to unite The Battle of Maldon, The Wanderer, The Dream of the Rood and Beowulf:  [87:  R.E. Kaske, ‘Sapientia et Fortitudo as the controlling theme of Beowulf ‘, in Hamer, R., A Choice of Anglo-Saxon Verse (London: Faber & Faber, 2015), p. 269.]  [88:  A. Dogra and A. Dogra, ‘Beowulf – The Anglo Saxon Hero’, International Journal on Studies in English Language and Literature, 4.5 (May 2016), 79-81 <http://dx.doi.org/10.20431/2347-3134.0405011> [accessed: 7 June 2018], p. 79.]  [89:  L. Neidorf, ‘Beowulf before Beowulf: Anglo-Saxon anthroponomy and heroic legend’, The Review of English Studies, 64.266 (2013), 553-573 <https://academic.oup.com/res/article-abstract/64/266/553/1561096> [accessed: 24 June 2018], pp. 554 and 565.] 


‘[T]he conception of the hero derived from classical antiquity is that of a man who transcends the ordinary scope of human actions, and who aspires to divine honours. He is in a manner of speaking, the athlete of the Gods. The impact of his life which has enriched the traditions of his people exalts his struggle into a universal myth of the conflict which man wages in the field of his earthly environment to realise and assert his humanity. In the pursuit of this goal, the hero, unlike his fellows, goes beyond social convention and ordinary rewards’.[footnoteRef:90] [90:  Fisher, ‘The Trials of the Epic Hero in Beowulf’, p. 172.] 


The main characteristics of Old English poetry can be said to derive from Germanic tribes, Christian ideals and classical antiquity. As Huppé points out ‘there is a no a priori difficulty in assuming that an Old English poem contains narrative and didactic, heathen and Christian elements’.[footnoteRef:91] Neidorf argues that, ‘the dynamic weaving of tradition and individual talent provides Beowulf with much of its aesthetic texture and is doubtless a fundamental reason why audiences continue to admire this ancient poem even today’.[footnoteRef:92] Heroic poetry from the Germanic tribes was valued greatly, with emphasis on familial and tribal kinship as well as acts of bravery. Within a tribe it was expected that the people would possess unwavering loyalty to their king even if it meant giving one's life seeking retribution. In turn similar expectations would apply to a king, such as extending their loyalty to the people through rewards and generosity. If we look at Beowulf we find similarities with the values of Germanic tribes; supported by his strong relationship with King Hrothgar and his own soldiers, Beowulf seeks to honour the deaths of those killed by courageously slaying Grendel, his mother, and the dragon. Young Beowulf’s retainers ‘are praised for their warlike readiness to support their lord (B1246-50)’.[footnoteRef:93] Wiglaf’s speech at the dragon’s lair implies that Beowulf’s men had decided to fight unconditionally for their lord. He says that ‘death is better for a warrior than a life of disgrace (2890-1)’[footnoteRef:94] which refers to the life of exile imposed on those who flee from battle, ‘the price of cowardice was the loss of land rights for themselves and their kin’.[footnoteRef:95]  [91:  Fowler, ‘A Theme in “The Wanderer”’, p. 1.]  [92:  L. Neidorf, ‘Beowulf before Beowulf: Anglo-Saxon anthroponomy and heroic legend’, The Review of English Studies, 64.266 (2013), 553-573 <https://academic.oup.com/res/article-abstract/64/266/553/1561096> [accessed: 24 June 2018], p. 570.]  [93:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 109.]  [94:  Ibid.]  [95:  Ibid.] 


Another characteristic relates to the use of Christian ideals and the way concepts such as heaven, hell and forgiveness are assimilated into Anglo-Saxon poetry. A hero was not only a fearless warrior but also generous and kind to his people. As Dogra says: ‘His strength and courage are unparalleled, and he is much more humble (and honourable) than many of the corrupt warriors around him. Beowulf displays his great strength time after time.’[footnoteRef:96] Greek mythology permeates Old English poetry in the way that heroes, like Hercules, were viewed as not merely mortal but men touched by gods. Known for his incredible strength, Hercules is a hero not dissimilar to Beowulf, as recalled in the poem: ‘As peace-offering thither, that he thirty men’s grapple / Has in his hand, the hero-in-battle’.[footnoteRef:97] Death is seen as an honourable act for heroes. Hercules preferred death over the pain of his poisoned cloak and even asked the gods to help him end his life. After insisting on fighting the dragon alone in order to save his men, Beowulf is mortally wounded and dies. According to Dogra, an ‘Anglo-Saxon hero “had to be strong, brave, intelligent, and humble, but he must at all times keep his sorrows and fears to himself.” As a warrior the hero must appear stoic and fearless at all times, no matter what. Beowulf is the perfect example of an Anglo-Saxon hero’.[footnoteRef:98] Furthermore, ‘a warrior’s paramount goal is the achievement of a lasting reputation’.[footnoteRef:99] Immortality is an essential element of the heroic figure. Beowulf requests that his tomb be built on a coastal headland, so that those at sea ‘using the promontory as a landmark, will recall the barrow as Biowulfes biorh (2807). Both his desire for glory and his pursuit of it are this appropriately memorialised in the last word of the poem, where Beowulf’s men praise him as lofgeornost (‘most eager for glory’)’.[footnoteRef:100] [96:  Dogra and Dogra, ‘Beowulf – The Anglo Saxon Hero’, p. 79.]  [97:  Beowulf, VII, 8-10.]  [98:  Dogra and Dogra, ‘Beowulf – The Anglo Saxon Hero’, p. 79.]  [99:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 108.]  [100:  Ibid.] 


For Kaske, the concept of heroism in Beowulf is dependent on the concept of sapientia et fortitudo and he argues that this idea pervades the entire poem.[footnoteRef:101] Kaske believes that the author of the poem would have encountered sapientia et fortitudo in the literature of the day. In terms of what constitutes a heroic figure, fortitudo suggests courage and physical might. Whilst sapientia, seems to have included an ‘eclectic concept including such diverse qualities as practical cleverness, skill in words and works, knowledge of the past, ability to predict accurately, prudence, understanding, and the ability to choose and direct one’s conduct rightly’.[footnoteRef:102] What is worthy of note is that this understanding of heroism is different from an Augustinian sapiential approach which sees wisdom as something received or revelatory and is the clear rejection of pride, rather than a practical skill. There is also a very worldly dimension of sapientia which Beowulf choses to reject. Sapientia has also been associated with treasure and Gregory the Great saw that its pursuit leads to pride. Beowulf demonstrates just measure and maintains the right attitude towards the hoard.  [101:  Kaske, ‘Sapientia et Fortitudo as the controlling theme of Beowulf ‘ p. 272. ]  [102:  Ibid.] 


Fisher argues that in Beowulf:

‘[T]he hero combines the role of the warrior with that of the saviour of those with whom he comes in contact. The mode of redemption is not always clearly Christian, and it is obvious that the epic embodies a deep strain of the old Northern religion. This does not in any way obscure the fundamental pattern of the heroic adventure bur rather reveals the roots of the Anglo-Saxon conception of the warrior as hero and redeemer’.[footnoteRef:103] Soteriology therefore adds another layer to our understanding of what constitutes a heroic figure. Klæber, quoted by NcNamee, also felt ‘inclined to recognise features of the Christian saviour in the destroyer of hellish fiends’.[footnoteRef:104]  [103:  P.F. Fisher, ‘The Trials of the Epic Hero in Beowulf’, PMLA, 73.3 (June 1958), 171-183 <https://www.jstor.org/stable/460234> [accessed: 24 July 2018], p. 173.]  [104:  M.B. McNamee, ‘Beowulf – An Allegory of Salvation?’, Interpretations of Beowulf: A Critical Anthology (Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1991), 88-103, p. 88.] 


For Fisher, there is a continual struggle:

‘[B]etween the divine, the natural, and the demonic within the field of the hero’s experience. In Beowulf, the natural is made to serve the purpose of redemption, while the demonic is resisted and uprooted. The natural field of experience which is first represented by Heorot is cleansed, while the demonic Grendel and Grendal’s dam are destroyed. The cleansing is itself a preparation for rule over this field of experience which is later represented by the realm of the Geats and the fifty-year reign of the heroic king – the successor in epic myth to the original “divine king”’.[footnoteRef:105]  [105:  Fisher, ‘The Trials of the Epic Hero in Beowulf’, p. 172.] 


Whilst it has most certainly been used to justify a Christian and ritualistic interpretation, the descent into the mysterious mere, is unquestionably a heroic act reminiscent of the harrowing of hell. As McNamee says, ‘Beowulf’s descent into the serpent infested mere and his triumphant ascent from those waters purified of their serpents a symbolic representation of the death and burial and of the resurrection of Christ, and, in the purification of the waters, a symbol of the redemption of man’.[footnoteRef:106]  [106:  McNamee, ‘Beowulf – An Allegory of Salvation?’, p. 94.] 


In conclusion, The Battle of Maldon, The Wanderer, The Dream of the Rood and Beowulf offer a rich source for considering what constitutes the heroic figure for the Anglo-Saxons. The hero enables what Sharma describes as an ‘act of cultural mediation [which] encourages a creative, dialogical interaction between Christian present and Germanic-heroic past’.[footnoteRef:107] That process of dynamic engagement encourages a response from the reader, as we saw in The Dream of the Rood, where ‘the poet has linked his audience to the central action of the poem through the agency of his persona, the narrator-dreamer, and through the use of retainer-lord bonds’.[footnoteRef:108] The essential element of that life is the crucial relationship between the retainer and the lord, ‘whose binding virtue is loyalty’.[footnoteRef:109] That loyalty is expressed through the giving of treasure in which the lord augments his reputation and his retainer, whilst ensuring a commitment to future service. We have seen a rich ‘intersection between the language of heroic values and that of religious judgment’.[footnoteRef:110] Understood therefore within this context, the hero can be seen as someone who engages with physical and metaphysical forces, exterior as well as interior. Indeed some of these texts may well provide food for the contemplative mind ‘to actively seek divine grace, the source of theosis’.[footnoteRef:111] It is this process of immortality and deification which reveals the deeper wellspring of the hero who ‘did not merely ‘symbolise’ the trials of the race; he was the actual incarnation of those trials, hence the ‘historical’ elements which made the heroic career both authentic and real’.[footnoteRef:112] [107:  Sharma, ‘Heroic Subject and Cultural Substance in The Wanderer’, p. 613.]  [108:  Del Mastro, ‘The Dream of the Rood and the Militia Christi: Perspective in Paradox’, p. 186.]  [109:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 108.]  [110:  O’Keefe, ‘Heroic values and Christian ethics’, p. 111.]  [111:  Leneghan, ‘Preparing the Mind for Prayer: The Wanderer, Hesychasm and Theosis’, p. 140.]  [112:  Fisher, ‘The Trials of the Epic Hero in Beowulf’, p. 172.] 
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