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In what ways does The Seafarer respond to and redefine heroic themes and ideas?

The Seafarer is a 124-line elegiac poem found in the Exeter book, Exeter Cathedral Library MS 3501. It is a tenth century manuscript containing an anthology of Old English poems.  Several Old English literary works have a two-part structure; secular and religious heroic poems, elegies and saints’ lives contain examples. The seafarer has a very clear two-part structure which is divided at line 64.  In the First half of the poem, the narrator reflects on his life at sea and the harshness of the conditions he endures. Furthermore, he expresses the loneliness he feels. He uses idiom to express his ideas and contrasts his solitary life with that of land dwellers who’s lives, he expresses, are much easier than his own.  The tone changes in the second part and has a more blatant evocation of  Christian themes. Despite the loneliness the seafarer feels, he expresses a desire to continue travelling and understands that life on earth is fleeting and ultimately, material gains are worthless. The narrator also offers a warning to the reader; God will hold all men accountable after death, so it is important to be pious. The seafarer’s acts are heroic but in a different sense to the traditional. He does not go to battle or fight monsters. However, he is tough and endures many challenges at sea: all for the will of God. This essay explores the ways that The Seafarer responds to and redefines heroic themes and ideas. 

 Germanic legend was important to the Anglo-Saxons and this influence can be seen throughout their literature. Roberta Frank explains that ‘Germanic legend… was somehow important to the Anglo-Saxons, who tried harder and harder with each passing century to establish a Germanic identity.’
  It is widely accepted by scholars, including Andreas Heusler, that the Anglo- Saxon’s learnt of Germanic legend through song. The Germanic heroic tradition permeates through Old English literature. A key reference to the singing tradition of Germanic tribes is Tacitus, Germania. According to Frank,
The Germania appears, like a fairy godmother, to mark and legitimise the birth of a Germanic consciousness… The imagination of the Anglo- Saxons was stirred by this tradition, vague and unformed, of something majestic out of the distant past, of a golden age in which men were taller, bolder, freer and more glorious.

The influence of Germanic heroic tradition is evident throughout Anglo- Saxon literature. Although, the tales differ, the heroic remains a central theme in most of the literary works of this period.
An important part of this heroic tradition was the relationship between a lord and his retainers, whose binding virtue was loyalty. One prominent example is found in Beowulf. Beowulf is a very popular epic poem that embodies the northern Heroic Age. Found in the late tenth century manuscript, British Library MS Cotton Vitellius Axv, it is the longest epic poem in Old English at 3000 lines long. The story centres around the eponymous hero of the poem, and his battles with three monsters. The importance of loyalty between retainer and lord is evident in Beowulf. When Beowulf kills the first monster, Grendel, who has been terrorising those within the grand hall, Heorot, he is rewarded greatly. Hrothgar proclaimed, ‘Now Beowulf, best of men, I will cherish you in my heart as a son; keep true henceforth this new friendship. You shall lack nothing in the world you desire if it lies in my power’.[945-950].
 Beowulf, once a seafarer, had shown his new lord, Hrothgar, his loyal intentions by avenging the deaths of his men and restoring Heorot to peace. In The Seafarer, the narrator discusses this relationship, and the acceptance that despite all that loyalty brings, death is unavoidable. He states that, 

 indeed no man in the world is so proud of heart, so fortunate in his gifts, in his youth so vigorous (hwaet), in his deeds so bold (deor), his lord so loyal to him, that he does not have anxiety about his sea journey, as to what (the) lord wishes him to do.[39-52]

 In this instance, the sea journey is a metaphor for death and the narrator explains that this is something that is not necessarily feared. Dying in battle, or when protecting or avenging one’s lord is something that is celebrated within Old English literature. Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe explains, ‘the primary tasks of a retainer, however- at least as represented in Old English verse texts- were defence of the lord in battle and revenge for injuries.’
 The relationship between the Lord and is retainer is particularly poignant in battle. Tacitus states, 

On the field of battle, it is a disgrace to a chief to be surpassed in courage by his followers, and to the followers not to equal the courage of their chief. And to leave a battle alive after their chief has fallen means lifelong infamy and shame. To defend and protect him, and to let him get the credit for their own acts of heroism, are the most solemn obligations of their allegiance. The chiefs fight for victory, the followers for their chief.

The Battle of Maldon depicts this sense of duty and loyalty.  Ultimately, a poem depicting a lost battle, a positive slant is instilled into the tale by the loyalty between the lord and the men that chose to stay and fight for his honour despite the odds being stacked against them,

Offa was rapidly hewn down in the battle—
though he had accomplished what he had promised his lord,
as he earlier vowed to his ring-giver
that they should both ride to the city,
healthy to home, or in the battle perish,
in the place of slaughter, killed by wounds:
he lay like a true thane close to his lord. [288-94]

  Furthermore, the language used to describe those who fled the battle further emphasises the importance of this relationship in Germanic heroic tradition,
Then they retreated from the battle spineless in the fray.
There the son of Odda was first to flight,
Godric from the fight, and abandoned the good man
who many times often given him a horse;
he leapt on the steed which his lord owned,
in those trappings which he had no right to take,
and his brothers were with him, both running away,
Godwine and Godwig, caring not for the fight,
but they turned from the war and sought the forest,
flying into the fastness and protecting their lives,
and more men as well, more than was proper,
if they had remembered all their favours
that Byrhtnoth had done for them to their glory. [185-97]

The use of language evokes a picture of cowardice and a clear sense that this was deeply frowned upon. The narrator expresses that the men had no right to take any gifts given to them because they were no longer loyal to their lord. They chose to spare their own lives instead of honouring the vow they had made to Byrhtnoth. Honour and loyalty were extremely important to the Anglo-Saxon’s. The narrator of The Seafarer accepts this, but provides a word of warning,

Each man must hold in moderation (mid gemete) his love for his beloved friend (leofne) and his hatred (bealo) towards his enemy (lapne), even though (peah pe) he may wish his enemy (hine) consumed in fire (fyres fulne) or the friend of his enemy (i.e., the friend that he his enemy has made (his geworhtne wine)) consumed on the funeral pyre. Fate (wyrd) is stronger, the Lord mightier than the intention (gehygd) of any man. [117-124]

The narrator is saying that, ultimately, God’s judgement is what really matters. Therefore, one should be mindful of this when carrying out their heroic obligations and remain pious because God will hold them accountable for their actions after death.
The  mead-hall is a central focus of heroic literature. It is a meeting place, a place to feel included and safe, where homage is paid to the lord who bestows gifts and hospitality in return for loyal service. Furthermore, it reflects the importance of inclusion to the Germanic society. Tacitus states that ‘to exclude any human being from their roof is thought impious.’
 The expectation of members of the Germanic society to host their fellow kinsmen was a fundamental aspect of their culture. Tacitus explains that ‘No nation indulges more freely in feasting and entertaining than the German. It is accounted a sin to turn any man away from your door. The host welcomes his guest with the best meal that his means allow.’
 In Beowulf, the grand hall, Heorot is the setting for, and an important symbol in the first part of the poem which emphasises the importance of the communal gatherings and sense of togetherness within the society. Swanton states, ‘the symbol of Heorot is introduced with great care by the poet. The home of Hrothgar’s people, their source of joy and national harmony.’
The mead-hall was important to the Germanic heroic society as it, not only provided a place of retreat from hostility, it was also where the bonds between the lords and his retainers were sealed providing a great sense of solidarity. The seafarer during his lonely sea journey, uses language evocative of the mead hall and the reader gains a sense of the importance of that space, and all it encapsulates, to heroic society. He reminisces about the entertainment and revelry of the mead-hall: ‘sometimes I took the song of the wild swan (ylfete) as entertainment for me; sometimes I took the cry of the gannet and the sound of the curlew for the laughter of men; sometimes I took the seagull singing for mead.’ [16-22]
 Due to the harshness of his surroundings and the loneliness he feels, he sometimes wishes to be in the comfort of the mead hall surrounded by his kin. He exclaims, 

those who live most happily on land do not understand how I, wretched and troubled , in winter have dwelt in the ice-cold sea, in the paths of an exile, without friends and kinsmen, surrounded by icicles; hail flew in showers. [12-16]

He scorns the easy life that land dwellers have in comparison to his own yet desires to return. However, by turning away from earthly pleasure, he can put his trust in God who is the only one who can provide lasting happiness. The sea is a metaphor for life and death with heaven being only one the ultimate hall.
The Anglo- Saxon warrior class believed, certainly within their literature, that the ultimate reward for heroism was to leave a legacy. The idea of their brave deeds being remembered and celebrated after death was very important.  Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe states that, ‘in the poetic ethos, a warrior’s paramount goal is the achievement of lasting reputation’.
 The Battle of Brunanburh opens with a proclamation: ‘King Athelstan, the lord of warriors,| Patron of heroes, and his brother too,| Prince Edmund, won themselves eternal glory| In battle with the edges of their swords.’[1-4]
 This emphasises the held belief that victory in battle would ensure lasting glory and that this really mattered to the Anglo- Saxon’s. Eternal glory meant immortality especially in Beowulf: ‘each of us must await the end of the world- let him who can achieve glory before death; that will be best afterwards for a warrior no longer living.’[1386-9]
 Beowulf’s desire for glory is evident and he pursues it throughout the poem. This is memorialised by his men at the end of the poem:
So the Geatish people, the companions in the hall, mourned the death of their lord. They said that of all earthly kings he was the mildest and gentlest of men, the kindest of his people, and the most eager for renown. [3178-82]

Interestingly, there is no proclamation of warlike spirit and heroic exploits, instead they emphasise his mild nature which is probably due to the moderating influence of Christianity. In The Seafarer, the Christian influence is very clear yet the desire for a lasting reputation is still evident:

 Indeed, for every man (eorla gehwam) the best epitaph (lastworda betst) is the praise (lof) of those living and speaking about him afterwards, for what he brought about (gewyrce), before he had to depart, through good deeds in the world against the violence of enemies (and) through brave deeds against the Devil, so that the sons of men should afterwards praise him, and his renown (lof) should afterwards live with the angels for ever and ever (awa to ealdre), (in) the glory of eternal life and (in) joy with the (heavenly) hosts. [70-80]

The poet is combining the two traditions, the heroic and the Christian when discussing the posthumous benefits. There are clearly earthly and heavenly voices in praise of the living within this passage. Also, there is a balance between human and spiritual actions, as well as a balance of praise from men and heavenly beings. 
In Anglo- Saxon literature, exile is predominantly something that is feared. To the Anglo-Saxon warrior, his ties to his lord and kin defines his role in society. Therefore, without this relationship, the warrior is without identity. The Wanderer is an elegy in which a man who is forced to follow the path of exile to find a new lord, laments the life of an exile: 
The experienced one knows how cruel
sorrow is as companion,
he who has few adored protectors—
the paths of the exile claim him,
not wound gold at all—
a frozen spirit-lock, not at all the fruits of the earth.
He remembers hall-retainers and treasure-taking,
how his gold-friend accustomed him
in his youth to feasting. Joy is all departed! [29b-36]

The wanderer feels isolated without lord and kin. This sense of isolation is heightened by the images of winter in the poem:  
The tumbling snows bind up the earth,
the clash of winter, when the darkness comes.
The night-shadows grow dark, sent down from the north,
the ferocious hail-showers, in hatred of men. [97-105]

Similarly, The Seafarer contains winter imagery to heighten the sense of isolation and loneliness its narrator feels: ‘The shadow of the night grew dark; it snowed from the north; Frost bound the earth; hail fell on the earth, The coldest of grains.’ [31-35]
 Wilderness is a common image within exile themed poems which The Wanderer and The Seafarer being two of the best examples. Other common images were of inhumanity and madness. In Beowulf, Grendel lives in exile and is regarded as monstrous because of this. This idea of bestial outlawry was also a common theme that was hinted at using metaphor and allusion. Grendel is described as a misshapen human figure, but he is not described in detail. This allows more scope for the reader’s imagination. He taps into the consciousness of society: the outside, fear of the unknown and the other. This mirrors the fear of exile that many in society felt: the fear of being on the outside in the unknown wilderness. Grendel is drawn to Heorot by the sounds of the merry making. Perhaps, not aware of the significance of this place, he is none the less intent on destroying it. His violent acts within Heorot, not only threatens the society physically, it also threatens their ideals and the importance that is placed on the mead hall and what it signifies. What Grendel is trying to destroy is exactly what many exiled people mourn. Furthermore, those who faced exile as a punishment considered it a living death.

The Seafarer provides a different perspective on exile than the common view: it is to be embraced instead of feared. The seafarer is not in exile in the traditional sense, but in self-exile. Although, his journey is lonely and he faces many hardships, his faith in God allows him to accept that true happiness can only be achieved in heaven. Holton states that, ‘although the sea is the element of death, it none the less leads to eternal life, and even though the Seafarer’s thoughts are bound to his mortality, he will finally have joy in heaven.’
 The Seafarer acknowledges that all the luxuries life on land offers are transient and, although, the life of an exile is difficult, it has greater rewards in the end. He declares,

Indeed now my spirit travels beyond ‘the enclosure of my heart’ my spirit is with the sea, (and) travels far and wide over the homeland of the whale, over regions of the earth, and comes back to me again ravenous and greedy; the solitary flyer cries out, incites irresistibly the spirit onto the sea, over the water (gelagu) of the sea. Indeed, the joys of the Lord are far more inspiring (hatran) than this dead transitory life on land. [58-66b]

In contrast to other Anglo-Saxon elegiac literature where exiles lament their home and all they have lost; the Seafarer’s exile is a journey to his true home.
The Seafarer offers a critique of the heroic. The poem analyses the world of heroic society and the things that were most important to them, reflecting the influence of Germanic heroic tradition that is evident in Anglo-Saxon literature. The most important being, the relationship between lord and retainer. However, The Seafarer also offers a profound alternative view of the heroic which is that the narrator embraces exile. This is a uniquely positive stance on exile as commonly it was considered something to be feared.
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