Essay B

In Anglo-Saxon literature, do you detect a conflict between the imperatives of Christianity and the imperatives of heroic ideals? Refer to AT LEAST TWO texts that you have studied for the module, OR you may concentrate on Beowulf.

There were many changes in the heroic values and structures within the Anglo-Saxon period due to the religious changes in the society. The Anglo-Saxons slowly converted from paganism to Christianity in the late 6th century. In this essay I will be examining the conflict between the imperatives of Christianity and the imperatives of the Anglo-Saxon heroic ideals. I will be referring will be using these text to show/ argue that there was indeed a conflict going on between the imperatives of Christianity and the imperatives of heroic I deals. I will also be explaining how the newly converted Anglo-Saxon England people struggled to merge their original heroic ideas with the one of the Christian faith. 

To truly understand the conflict between religion and heroic ideals one need to understand/ examine what the heroic ideals where for Anglo-Saxon England.
In Anglo-Saxon culture and literature, to be a hero was to be a warrior. A hero had to be strong, intelligent, and courageous. Warriors had to be willing to face any odds, and fight to the death for their glory and people. The Anglo-Saxon hero was able to be all of these and still be humble and kind. In literature Beowulf is, perhaps, the perfect example of an Anglo-Saxon hero […][footnoteRef:1] [1:  The Anglo-Saxon Hero, by Christopher Garcia, http://csis.pace.edu/grendel/Proj2004A1/hero.html [Accessed 1st May 2018]] 


Beowulf is seen to be the perfect example of what an Anglo-Saxon hero should be, he was successful on the battlefield and illustrated/showed amazing loyalty to his tribe and more importantly his lord. Though he was a successful and known throughout the lands he was still humble and kind. ‘The mildest of men and the gentlest, kindest to his people, and most eager for fame’[footnoteRef:2] Throughout the heroic tale of Beowulf one would find many elements of Christian philosophy such as ‘that man survives only through the protection of God,’[footnoteRef:3] Beowulf is a great warrior who with no doubt has many years of battle experience and skills but his greatness must be given by God and not by his own attributes or experiences. Beowulf is recorded by scholars to be a pagan tale and a tale about blood and gore. In the story of Beowulf there is also quite a strong sense of heroic pride within the character of Beowulf which is at times in direct conflict with these Christian values as forewritten all earthly skills Beowulf had acquired is supposed to come from God. Beowulf throughout the tale repeatedly acknowledges God as his protector. When Beowulf reflects and thinks back on his fight with Grendel's mother, he states that ‘The fight would have ended straightaway if God had not guarded me’[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Beowulf. Translated by Burton Raffel. New American Library, 1999.]  [3:  Beowulf]  [4:  Beowulf] 


Even though there where many Christian elements in the heroic tale of Beowulf there was also a lot of pagan elements that could be found. As stated previously this was the norm for many Anglo-Saxon pieces of literature. There was an understandable conflict between the Christian and heroic value.  The pagan concept of vengeance can be found in the tale of Beowulf The best and clearest example of the concept of vengeance in the tale is after the death of Hrothgar's advisor. Beowulf explains to Hrothgar that it is better "for a man to avenge his friend than grieve him long"[footnoteRef:5] The concept that a man needs to get revenge for a friend clashes with what is taught and preached about in the bible. In the bible it written that ‘Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” ‘[footnoteRef:6]  But in the tale Beowulf sought out revenge for himself, unlike with his battles he does not leave it in the hands of God.  After Beowulf announces that he is going to get revenge Hrothgar’s “sprang up and thanked the Almighty for the hero's words"[footnoteRef:7] The writer once again attempts to tie vengeance back to Christianity, even though vengeance is not really linked to Christianity. The imperatives of Christianity and the imperatives of heroic can be seen clearly once again as the author attempts to join the pagan concept of vengeance with what is taught in Christianity. The Christian author of Beowulf had to try to please the Christian audience not just through the joining of pagan concepts with Christianity, but also through his representation of Anglo-Saxon kingship. Beowulf, when he became king of the Geats, has many similarities to the way Bede described King Edwin in ‘The Conversion of Northumbria’ as King Edwin too struggled to join Christianity with Anglo-Saxon paganism ‘deliberated in his heart how he should proceed, and which religion he should adhere to’[footnoteRef:8] [5:  Beowulf]  [6:  Holly bible KJV, Romans 12:19]  [7:  Beowulf]  [8:  Bede, Smith ed., p. 13
] 


	Like in the story of Beowulf in the passage about ‘Aelfric’s Life of King Oswald’ all battle honour was given to God. Even in a time of war where one would commend the heroic acts of the soldiers and their commanders in chief all praise was sent to God. Even though the Anglo- Saxons believed that warriors should be humble about their winnings there was still the right within the community to have ‘heroic pride’. 
‘[…] Oswald confronted him, and bravely fought against him with a small army, but his belief sustained him, and Christ helped him in the slaying of his enemies. […]] let us fall down before this cross and pry to the almighty that he should save us from our people.’[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Aelric life of king Oswald] 


The text it is written in a way that suggest that if it wasn’t for God they would have never been successful, there is no acknowledgment of battle plans or anything. The king Oswald in the text is praised as being a great king but not for his warrior and heroic virtues which was uncommon for Anglo-Saxon kings.
Anglo Saxons looked for their heroes, and therefore kings, to be great warriors, eloquent speakers, and renowned leaders. They should be of noble ancestry. Anglo Saxons also looked to their heroes to be generous, exemplify aristae (battles should be of the finest and most noble challenging foes of only equal or greater ability), seek fame and fortune, and hold up arête (the bringing of virtue to perfection), and (of course) be courageous and strong.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  https://www.enotes.com/homework-help/according-beowulf-what-characteristics-good-king-276219 [Accessed May 1st 2018]] 


In the text the king instead is praised for his devotion to God. He is praised that he brought monks to the country to educate his people in the way of Christianity. The passage doesn’t concentrate on him winning the battle. Even though the battle is mentioned it’s only mentioned to show/highlight that they prayed beforehand and that’s why they emerged victorious. Though the passage is supposed to be about the life of Oswald it only seems to concentrate on his Christian virtues.

If we look into ‘King Alfred’s Preface to his translation of the “Pastoral Care” which was written during the time when England was being concord by the people () invited into the country to help protect the country. The king doesn’t announce that he believes this happened because of lack of man power and the fact the country didn’t have a sustainable army to fight. Instead he blames the downfall of the country not on his lack of strength as a leader but the country’s lack of religious belief.
How happy times then were throughout England; and how the Kings who had ruled over the people were obedient to God and his messengers; and how they both upheld peace and morals and authority at home, and also extended their territory abroad; and how they prospered both in warfare and in wisdom […] [footnoteRef:11] [11:  King Alfred’s Preface to his translation of the “Pastoral Care] 


He truly believes that the downfall of the country is due to the lack of faith the people have shown. He uses past king’s conquests to back up his point and instead of doing what a norm king of the Anglo-Saxon period would (E.g. King Oswald) do which was to take up arms and go out to defend his country and land. He decides that it is better to put the countries resources into translating the bible from Latin to English. That way everyone would be able to understand it and with a unity of understanding they could pray for god to diver them out of their troubles. 

One of the best examples to highlight and portrays the conflict and the struggle Anglo-Saxon England had with the conversion from paganism to Christianity is the take ‘The Dream of the Rood’.  In ‘The dream of the rood’ the poet focuses heavily on the ‘rood’ which is a tree that has been turned into a cross that has been given the task of holding up Christ and the readers soon finds out that it feels deep regret and sorrow about being given this task. 
þær ic þa ne dorste ofer Dryhtnes word / bugan oððe berstan
Forced to participate in the crucifixion and suffer alongside Christ, the reluctance of the cross contrasts the willing, active approach of Jesus.[footnoteRef:12] [Translation] [12:  The dream of the Rood, Unknown] 


þurhdrifan hi me mid deorcan næglum
The cross takes on the burden suffered by Christ. Contrast of light and 'deorcan' nails. [Translation]

Even in the poem the cross it’s self is turned into a faithful soldier that has been given a vital task. This is an attempt to bring some Germanic understanding into the tale of the crucifixion bringing in a character that people of the society can relate to this character was the loyal and faithful servant to ‘The hero’ which in this case was Christ. 

In this poem you can clearly see a conflict between the imperatives of Christianity and the imperatives of heroic ideals. In ‘The Dream of the Rood’ the writer of the poem rewrites the crucifixion of Jesus in a way that was acceptable to the Anglo-Saxon society at the time. Jesus who is portrayed to be calm and level headed human in the traditional bible is rewritten to be a strong violent worrier. This shows the conflict between the Christian and Germanic culture. Even though the country was taking on the Christian faith they found it difficult to let go of their traditions that they still strongly beloved in and followed.  
In order to emphasize the momentous triumph of the crucifixion, the poet of "The Dream of the Rood" depicts Christ as an aggressive warrior who boldly confronts and defeats sin. This depiction is consistent with the honor and courage so highly valued in the early medieval culture. The words used to describe Christ's approach to the crucifixion in "The Dream of the Rood" reveal the poet's conscious choice to portray Jesus as a purposeful courageous warrior:

‘Then the young hero (who was God Almighty)
Got ready, resolute and strong in heart.
...the warrior embraced [the cross].’ [footnoteRef:13] [13:  https://history.hanover.edu/hhr/98/hhr98_2.html [Accessed 1st May 2018]] 


The poet presents the readers with a hero like imagery of Christ by portraying Jesus as a man getting ready for a battle or a war of some kind instead of an innocent man being lead unjustly and brutally to the cross.  The fact that "The Dream of the Rood" poet makes the character of Christ have the same heroic and warrior like confidence that usual great warriors of the medieval period have shows that the portrayal/image of Christ had been reshaped to fit the normal values of the Anglo-Saxon period.  Edward Irving, Professor of English stated that this was due to the fact that the 
Germanic culture was a "society that was dedicated to aggressive behaviour and the strutting niceties of personal honour." By emphasizing Christ's boldness and bravery over his more submissive characteristics, the poet presents an image of Christ that falls in line with the heroic ideals of the Middle Ages.[footnoteRef:14] [14:  https://history.hanover.edu/hhr/98/hhr98_2.html] 


The idea of a hero is being modified into a more tangible and achievable form, would be appealing to the newly converted Christians. They no longer needed to be warriors swearing loyalty to a norm lord (Landowner/king) but now swearing loyalty to a new kind of lord which was Christ and he was of a religious doctrine. The poem almost perfectly merged the two ideals together (Christianity and paganism) as the tale of the crucifixion was normalised into a form that the Anglo-Saxon people will understand.

In conclusion there was definitely a conflict between the imperatives of Christianity and the imperatives of the Anglo-Saxon heroic ideals. Even though the country wanted to take on a more Christian lifestyle they still struggled to let go of their pagan ways. Instead the Anglo-Saxon people decided to try and combine their Germanic faith with those of Christianity as can be seen in the heroic tale of Beowulf and the poem ‘Dream of the Rood.’ If we look into other stories like ‘The life and death of the devoted king Sigbert by Bede, you can see a king/hero is praised for taking on the Christian faith but also chastised and frowned on for forgetting his Germanic ways. 
‘Finding themselves less experienced in warfare than their enemies, asked Sigbert to go into battle with them and foster the morale of the fighting men. […] but mindful of his monastic vows, Sigbert, surrounded by a well-armed host refusrd to carry anything more than a stick, and when the heathen charged, both her and king Egric were killed and the army scattered.’[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Bede The life and death of the devoted king Sigbert, A.D. 635] 


Anglo-Saxon England sought for a way to combine both their faith and back ground together causing many conflicts within themselves.
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