In The Dream of the Rood in what ways do the three major figures, the Dreamer, the Cross and Christ, both collectively and individually, redefine heroism?
The Anglo-Saxon poem The Dream of the Rood focusses on the story of three characters, which are presented in the prose. The first character met is the Dreamer, who narrates the first and last parts of the poem. The second character is the Cross, another narrating character, however rather than a human being, the Cross is the personification of the wooden cross, or ‘Rood’, in the story of Christ’s crucifixion. The third and final character is Christ himself, who though doesn’t narrate, is given some voice through the narration of the Cross. These three main figures in the poem all contribute to the presentation of heroism in the poem in different ways, such as a religious perspective on the topic of heroism and the twisting of common characteristics to fit the Anglo-Saxon popular opinion. 
The author of The Dream of the Rood is unknown. In the past, there have been two poets associated with the piece and labelled as potential authors, however there is little evidence other than coinciding dates to support either as the true author of the poem.[footnoteRef:1] The first of the two thought to be the author is Caedmon, the first Old English Christian poet whose writing comes from between the years 658 and 680.[footnoteRef:2]  Caedmon’s story, which can be found in Bede’s writing, is similar to that of the figure of the Dreamer’s in the poem, where upon a vision, their faith in God gets strengthened. Caedmon, who was an illiterate herdsman, was said to have been visited by a stranger and ordered to sing about “the beginning of things”,[footnoteRef:3] which led to Caedmon continuing along this path of Christian oral poetry. The similarities in the two stories could indicate that Caedmon wrote The Dream of the Rood as homage to his past. The other potential author is Cynewulf, a Northumbrian or Mercian poet from the ninth century and author of four Old English poems,[footnoteRef:4] however there is also little evidence to support the theory of him being the poet behind The Dream of the Rood however much of Cynewulf’s work can be found in the Vercelli Book,[footnoteRef:5] and Old English manuscript from the tenth century, which holds works of his such as Elene and The Fates of the Apostles, however more interestingly the Vercelli Book also holds The Dream of the Rood.[footnoteRef:6]  [1:  Britannica, The Dream of the Rood (2017) [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/topic/The-Dream-of-the-Rood Assessed: 24/03/2018]  [2:  Britannica, Caedmon (2017) [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Caedmon Assessed: 25/03/2018]  [3:  Bede, Ecclesiastical History]  [4:  Britannica, Cynewulf (2017) [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/biography/Cynewulf-English-poet  Assessed: 25/03/2018]  [5:  Ibid.  ]  [6:  Britannica, Vercelli Book (2017) [online] Available: https://www.britannica.com/topic/Vercelli-Book   Assessed: 25/03/2018] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The Dream of the Rood was not found first in the Vercelli Book, but rather in fragmented form on the Ruthwell Cross in runic inscriptions from the eighth century.[footnoteRef:7] The Ruthwell Cross is now standing in the parish church of Ruthwell and few parts of the original poem can be seen still. It wasn’t until the discovery of the Vercelli Book in Northern Italy in 1822 that the entire poem became known to us.[footnoteRef:8] [7:  Britannica. The Dream of the Rood [online]]  [8:  Ibid.] 

The first figure the audience is introduced to in The Dream of the Rood is the character of the Dreamer. In this poem the Dreamer is an unknown poet that comes across the Rood or Cross on which Christ was crucified which in turn tells the Dreamer his story of the crucifixion in a dream. Upon hearing the story, the Dreamer seemingly regains faith in God or possibly even salvation, this can be seen through the change in language from the first narration piece from the Dreamer’s perspective to the second piece. In the introductory narration, the Dreamer describes how he is “stained with sins” and “wounded with guilt” before the vision and speaks little of his personal belief or the glory of Christianity, however in the final section, the Dreamer’s narration is made up almost entirely of praise to God, “the almighty ruler”. The Dreamer even goes as far to say that he looks forward to death, so that the Lord will “fetch [him] in this transitory life, and him [him] to where there is great bliss.” Because of the role of the Dreamer throughout the poem, it can be said that the purpose of the literature is to help those who are losing faith in God, the retelling of the crucifixion story from the figure of Cross and the reaction of the Dreamer to become more enveloped in the Christian faith presents the story of regaining lost faith, suggesting that the poem could be more rooted it converting Anglo-Saxons that still follow the pagan religion to Christianity, over its role as a piece of heroic literature. This poem not only presents the change in his viewing of God, and therefore suggests the rediscovery of faith to a potentially struggling audience but also suggests that people should not be afraid of death. With the constant presence of war in the Anglo-Saxon period, whether it be against the native Britons or invading Vikings, the potential of death through battles is an ever-present factor in an Anglo-Saxon person’s life, and so through this poem the author can present death as a positive and heroic deed, rather than a negative end to a battle. 
The Dreamer presents the religious aspect of heroism in the Anglo-Saxon period and is used as a literary device to present the importance of Christianity to the Anglo-Saxons. The entwining of Christianity and heroism is common in Anglo-Saxon literature as most literature from the early medieval period comes from monks or other religious figures, as they were the ones educated enough to write in Anglo-Saxon English, or Latin later into the medieval period.[footnoteRef:9] Other texts that link religion and heroism include Bede’s Ecclesiastical History and Ælfric’s Life of King Oswald, both of which are texts that are written by men of the church and depict historical heroes and their feats. Bede was a Benedictine Monk at the monastery of St. Peter and Ælfric was an English abbot, educated under Saint Æthelwold at Winchester, this shows how closely the historical and heroic are linked to the Christian religion, and how you cannot have one without the other. Because of this, the use of the Dreamer as a pawn in the poem to present religion as being an important factor of becoming a hero is a common theme in Anglo-Saxon literature, however the use of the figure in the way of having him be subject to this religious experience, is an unusual way of depicting this.  [9:  G. Ferzoco and C. Muessig, Medieval Monastic Education (London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2001) p.56] 

The figure of the Cross in The Dream of the Rood is the personification of the inanimate object of the crucifixion cross. As the poem progresses to narrate the story of Christ’s crucifixion, as told through the perspective of the Cross, the author explores the thoughts and feelings of both the Cross and of Christ at this time. The figure of the Cross is presented as a thane to Christ throughout the poem, the Anglo-Saxon Dictionary defines a thane as “an Anglo-Saxon nobleman, inferior in rank to an eorl and ealdorman”[footnoteRef:10] In the case of The Dream of the Rood, if considering the Cross as a thane, Christ can then be characterised as the more superior character, and therefore the main hero in the poem. Thanes are not uncommon characters in Anglo-Saxon poetry, the poem The Wanderer follows a thane on his journey after the death of his Lord, and so the presence of the Cross in such as role only adds to the importance of Christ as the hero and the overall heroic theme to the poem. This presentation of the Cross as a thane is a very standard feature of heroic poetry as thanes are categorised as a largely important part of early medieval culture, however the use of an inanimate object in a human role is an uncommon and inventive way of presenting the relationship between two heroic figures such as a Lord and a thane, or in this case Christ and the Cross.  [10:  J. Bosworth, Anglo-Saxon Dictionary (Kent: J. R. Smith Publishing, 1848) p.270] 

The Cross as a heroic figure in The Dream of the Rood is also used to present the view of vengeance in Anglo-Saxon England. King Alfred in his law codes allowed for “immediate vengeance”[footnoteRef:11] before the judgement of the law in many cases, including ‘heroic’ acts such as protecting the females in your family[footnoteRef:12] and this outlook is presented in throughout the poem. Since the Cross in unable to take vengeance against the people who are responsible for the death of Christ, both due to the Cross being an inanimate object and therefore unable to take action, and also due to the context of the situation and Christ’s willingness to die for people’s sins, the figure of the Cross portrays its inability to act, to counteract the overwhelming opinion of the Anglo-Saxon audience that vengeance must be taken. Throughout the narrative portion told through the point of view of the Cross, the term “ne dorste” is repeated in relation to the Cross’ actions. ‘Ne dorste’ can be translated to mean ‘dare not’ or ‘could not’ meaning that though the Cross would like to take vengeance for Christ, as the Anglo-Saxon audience would expect from a thane, it is unable to. This allows for the Cross to still be respected by the audience despite its lack of action. Overall, this different commentary on vengeance regarding heroes in literature and their thanes, redefines heroism as not needed the aspect of vengeance to still be a conveying piece of heroic literature.  [11:  Brown et al. Essays in Anglo-Saxon Law (London: Macmillan and Company, 1876) ]  [12:  Ibid.  ] 

The final character presented in The Dream of the Rood is the figure of Christ, who is the only of the three personas presented that does not narrate a part of the poem. The average depiction of Christ in the majority of literature is of a pacifist viewpoint and gentle demeaner, and example of this is the depiction of religious figures in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, especially in the story of Caedmon, where Caedmon’s hymn describes God, and through association Christ, as “majesty”,[footnoteRef:13] “might”[footnoteRef:14] and “glory everlasting”.[footnoteRef:15] However, unlike most Anglo-Saxon literature, The Dream of the Rood presents Christ in another way. The term “hæleð” is used often to describe Christ from the point of view of the Cross, this can be translated to ‘young warrior’ and greatly contrasts most depictions of Christ. In The Dream of the Rood Christ is presented as a more aggressive character, stereotypical of an average Anglo-Saxon hero rather than the normal depiction of Christ. This presents the need for alteration of the character of Christ to fit the form of a hero in Anglo-Saxon literature. [13:  Bede, Ecclesiastical History]  [14:  Ibid.]  [15:  Ibid. ] 

The three figures of the Dreamer, the Cross and Christ together present the redefining of heroism in Anglo-Saxon literature through the overall presentation of religion in the poem. The Christian religion at during the Anglo-Saxon period was in a time of transition as conflicting opinions from the Byzantine Empire and Roman Christianity. The Eastern view, coming from Byzantium states that Christ was God in a human form, and through this did not suffer and was more of a God-like figure, however Western view, originating from Rome was that Christ was both God and man, and so suffered physically as a human man would. This therefore causes friction regarding the crucifixion story, as Western belief would say that Christ suffered on the cross to which Byzantine opinion disagrees. The solution to these conflicting Christian factions came in the form of a compromise of beliefs, agreeing that Christ was of two wills or natures and therefore suffered in body and not in soul. The Dream of the Rood presents this compromise through the personification of the Cross and therefore depicting two figures of holy value, the Cross then suffers as man would throughout the crucifixion in the poem, and Christ is shown to remain the Godly, unwavering figure. The need to depict the third figure of the Cross in order to appease religious values shows the importance of the Christian religion on heroic literature, as for it to reasonably depict such a poignant biblical story, the traditional values of heroism must be met and shown, leading to the juxtaposition of the two Christian opinions of Christ. This can be interpreted to show the redefining of heroism through translating religion into the most modern version to the Anglo-Saxon period, as well as presenting the need to alter religious aspects of biblical stories to appease the Anglo-Saxon audience and merge heroism and religion into one poem. 
To conclude, the Anglo-Saxon poem The Dream of the Rood presents the theme of heroism in multiple different ways, which can be categorised as both standard and non-standard depending on the representation being explored. Certain aspects of the poem redefine heroism and take a less usual route to exploring Anglo-Saxon heroic values, such as the links made throughout the poem to Christ as a warrior figure, this is one example of how the author manipulates a well-known story to fit into a mould of heroism common in the Anglo-Saxon period. However, aspects of the poem such as the religious connotations of the Dreamer’s vision alter the way heroes are viewed by the audience to link them further into religious values and therefore redefine heroism with these extra Christian standards. The Dream of the Rood overall not only redefines aspects of heroism to appeal to an Anglo-Saxon audience but also alters other characteristics of Anglo-Saxon life and twists them to support heroic norms, making The Dream of the Rood a poem that appeals to much of an Anglo-Saxon audience. 
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