In what senses might The Battle of Maldon be described as more ‘literary’ than ‘documentary’?

The Battle of Maldon can be described as being a more literary text than a documentary text. The poem itself is more literary but it has a historical core or foundation. That means that the basis of this poem is built around historical fact (we know it is a fact due to the battle being mention in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle) that has been embellished and built up by literary devices and ideas. The book, The Battle of Maldon: Fact and Fiction by Janet Cooper, states in its introduction that ‘…because if its appeal as an example of Germanic heroic values, it (the poem) has become the best known and most exploited source for the history of the battle. The appeal is understandable, but is its use as a historical source justified? Has the mere survival of this poem actually exaggerated the significance of the historical battle?’[footnoteRef:1] This question is an interesting idea and paired with this statement make this poem more intriguing. If the poem is in fact more literary than documentary, then this changes the way in which we study and understand the poem. Of course, this is all speculation as we do not know for sure because we cannot ask the poet of the poem on how the poem was meant to be analysed originally.  [1:  Cooper, J. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. ed. London: Hambledon Press, p. ix. ] 


The first point of argument that provides evidence for why The Battle of Maldon may be described as a more literary text rather than a documentary text is the way the poem is structured. In a translation of the poem by Louis Rodrigues, his introduction of The Battle of Maldon he states that ‘The Battle of Maldon, presented throughout from the retainers’ point of view, glorifies the military ideal and the best heroic and aristocratic traditions of Anglo-Saxon court poetry.’[footnoteRef:2] From my interpretation of the text, Louis makes an excellent point because the way the poet talks about Byrhtnoth’s sacrifice, that he died a heroic death, which is what all Anglo-Saxon warriors wanted, to die a heroic death in service of their lords and masters. Louis also states that The Battle of Maldon is ‘the only pure heroic Anglo-Saxon poem extant; since others are to small and incomplete or others, like Beowulf, is in its ultimate aim elegiac.’[footnoteRef:3] You could say to an extent, that this poem is also elegiac in the way its written as to my interpretation of this poem is that the poet is describing all these heroic figures and events during the battle and how the Anglo-Saxons lost, that the undertones of the writing suggest that he is mourning the way the culture used to be, how instead of paying the Viking the danegeld, they would charge into battle and fight and die heroically for their lord and country.  [2:  Rodrigues, L. (1991). The battles of Maldon and Brunanburh. ed. Felinfach: Llanerch Publishers, pp. 21-24.]  [3:  Rodrigues, L. (1991). The battles of Maldon and Brunanburh. ed. Felinfach: Llanerch Publishers, pp. 21-24.] 


Another factor in determining whether The Battle of Maldon can be described as being more literary than documentary is the language and how it is used. There are a few instances of alliteration/a literary cliché when addressing Anglo-Saxon heroic literature: ‘folc and foldan and gar to gupe’[footnoteRef:4] (the first means people to land and the second means spear to battle). These phrases would be used in a more literary sense than a documentary one. Another instance of how language is used making the poem more literary than documentary is the classical usage of heroic motif, where it has two or three warriors defending a narrow causeway or bridge until death, holding back the enemy for as long as possible. When I read the poem, the use of language and the structure of the poem sounded more literary than documentary, when the fighting comes to a climax, the poet intensifies the language of battle, compared to the Battle of Brunanburh, which has a very informative tone from start to finish. This seems to me that The Battle of Maldon was not necessarily written to inform people, but to remind them of this glorious and heroic past that was a part of their Germanic cultural heritage. The overall tone of this poem really hammers home the old heroic ideals and highlights the importance of them and that we should always be reminded of our cultural past.  [4:  Rodrigues, L. (1991). The battles of Maldon and Brunanburh. ed. Felinfach: Llanerch Publishers, pp. 40 and 50] 

If this poem was more documentary, then the tone of the poem would sound informative and straight to the point, whereas it actually takes its time to discuss and express many features that we do not actually need to know if this was a documentary. Most of the poem is taken up by long-winded speeches that just go on and on, that are very complex in nature because we can not be sure that the speeches were told as they were. The speeches of the Viking messenger and Byrhtnoth’s speeches to each other are described as being said from opposite sides of the causeway. Looking at the topography and geography of the area that the battle was supposedly held, the idea that these men would be able to make coherent speeches and hear what was said and rely accordingly is pure artistic licence as it would be impossible to hear anything being said as such a great distance apart. Parts of the action have been over-embellished and over-dramatized, if this was an actual documentary as we understand them today, it would be discredited and seen as a non-credible historical source. However, this does not in fact take away from the historical value and importance of this poem as aa source? No, it does not, it just makes historians weary of the source and it challenges us to think more critically and analytically about it, which if it was written as a documentary, it would be less complex but still a reliable source. One point that links to this is the correlation with what is stated about The Battle of Maldon in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicles. The Chronicles barely mention the battle. It is a brief extract that is only a few lines and reads as thus: ‘A.D. 991. This year was Ipswich plundered; and very soon afterwards was Alderman Britnoth (47) slain at Maldon. In this same year it was resolved that tribute should be given, for the first time, to the Danes, for the great terror they occasioned by the sea-coast. That was first 10,000 pounds. The first who advised this measure was Archbishop Siric.’[footnoteRef:5] This is the only mention of the battle that we have recorded and it does not go into that much detail about it. All we actually know for a fact that the battle was fought in 991 with Alderman Britnoth (Byrhtnoth) leading the Anglo-Saxons against the Vikings and being killed at the battle. Everything else surrounding the battle is pure speculation. The way that the poet talks about the events and the wording/adjectives used suggest that the poet was not there at the battle but heard it from one of the survivors (which is mostly likely one of the men who cowardly ran from the battle, which is why the poet condemns them so avidly.).  The frequent use of alliteration and rhyme in such a large quantity in The Battle of Maldon gives the indication that this poem should be considered being more literary than documentary. In the essay, The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction? written by D.G. Scragg, written in the book edited together by Janet Cooper, D.G. Scragg mentions how the poet uses the aspect of loyalty, that is woven throughout every paragraph in the poem, towards your lord (in this case its Byrhtnoth) and how it is an ‘archaic concept, more literary than historical, which gives a more metaphorical meaning to, rather than a literal explanation for, the decision of the loyal retainers to fight on to the death after their lord has fallen’[footnoteRef:6]. Scragg also goes on to say that ‘loyalty gives the poet the opportunity to turn the humiliating defeat onto a victory, a moral victory in which the story of a defeat is transformed into a memorial to courage’[footnoteRef:7]. This quote is relevant as evidence because Scragg states in the paragraph after that ‘Seen in this way, The Battle of Maldon is a work of fiction- fictional because such facts as it reports are given in a way that forces the audience to see them in a particular light’[footnoteRef:8]. It seems that Scragg mentions that as an audience, we have been manipulated by the poet into believing this was more documentary as that we should take it all as fact because of the detail that the poet goes into. However, earlier in the chapter, Scragg explains that, at the time this was written, the most accepted view by historians is that ‘the poem is a basic and accurate account of events, that has been given a measure of poetic licence’[footnoteRef:9]. I can understand why this view was widely accepted, due to the fact The Battle of Maldon was written into the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, even though it is only briefly mentioned, where there is a record of the major events in major or minor detail from the Anglo-Saxon world. Scragg then states that ‘Recently, however, comments have been more cautious…. because of the poet’s distance from historical accuracy. There is after all, a good case to be made for the poem being a work of fiction. As often observed, the speeches and much of the incident in the poem are ascribable to the poet’s art, even if we see the speeches as a translation into words of sentiments to which their deeds have borne ample witness’[footnoteRef:10]. Scragg goes onto explain that a good example of this can be seen in the part of the poem detailing Byrhtnoth’s death and the build up to it and after it. Scragg then explains that there is further evidence that an artistic purpose is being shown in The Battle of Maldon poem ‘comes in the fact that for the experienced listener in the medieval audience, the hero’s response to his success contains his downfall, when Byrhtnoth roars and his reference to god who controls all things, are signals for a sophisticated audience that the end is near’[footnoteRef:11]. Here Scragg, to my understanding of this reading, is basically saying the language used to describe Byrhtnoth’s death is a perfect example of evidence to suggest that the poem is more literary than documentary due to all the literary devises used to create atmosphere and tension, which in a documentary is not needed. Scragg then mentions the young warrior who avenges his lords death is a ‘nice example of heroic action and poetic justice but it is not likely to convince a professional soldier. It is fiction, not fact, and it has, moreover, a clear poetic function, which links to the poem’s theme of loyalty’[footnoteRef:12].  I have agreed with the argument Scragg has put forward, but here I have to disagree, only for the fact that the inspiration and theme of loyalty via heroic and poetic action does not mean that this poem is entirely a work of fiction and clearly not fact. The former argument made sense, in terms of language and poetic ideals are clear reasons why this is a literary text rather than a documentary text but to say the over-arching theme of loyalty and how it is described is the main reason why The Battle of Maldon is more literary than documentary is only based of what Scragg has interpreted and how Scragg perceives the idea of the text.  [5:  Avalon.law.yale.edu. (n.d.). Avalon Project - The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle: Tenth Century. [online] Available at: http://avalon.law.yale.edu/medieval/ang10.asp [Accessed 15 Jun. 2018].]  [6:  Scragg, D. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction. In: J. Cooper, ed., The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. London: The Hambledon Press, pp.19-31. ]  [7:  Scragg, D. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction. In: J. Cooper, ed., The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. London: The Hambledon Press, pp.19-31.]  [8:  Scragg, D. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction. In: J. Cooper, ed., The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. London: The Hambledon Press, pp.19-31.]  [9:  Scragg, D. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction. In: J. Cooper, ed., The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. London: The Hambledon Press, pp.19-31.]  [10:  Scragg, D. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction. In: J. Cooper, ed., The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. London: The Hambledon Press, pp.19-31. ]  [11:  Scragg, D. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction. In: J. Cooper, ed., The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. London: The Hambledon Press, pp.19-31.]  [12:  Scragg, D. (1993). The Battle of Maldon: Fact or Fiction. In: J. Cooper, ed., The Battle of Maldon: Fiction and Fact. London: The Hambledon Press, pp.19-31.] 


In conclusion, I can see why historian and scholars would think that The Battle of Maldon can be seen as more of a literary piece of text rather documentary without analysing the other pieces of evidence to support the contrary is not a good working ethic. Whether I believe that The Battle of Maldon is more literary than documentary is irrelevant in the grand scheme of things because I am more historically inclined than literary, so I will also believe the historical and documentary factor of the poem. I am however, not discarding the argument that the poem is more literary, I personally do not hold the literary argument in high regard as I am only interested in what is mostly regarded as fact. 
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