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‘The Battle of Maldon functions as a remedy for the trauma of defeat.’ Discuss.
The Battle of Maldon was a battle between warriors of Essex and marauding Viking forces in the year 991 CE and was one of the earliest known examples of the establishment of the Danegeld in Anglo-Saxon Britain. An unspecified amount of time later, a poem supposedly detailing the events of the battle was composed and a fragment containing the battle proper fortunately survived to this day. This piece of poetry will be the subject of this essay as we discuss the purpose and function of the text.
When considering all of the ways in which many of the tableaus and events of The Battle of Maldon can be perceived, the text can seem to be a litmus test for a variety of readings both optimistic and cynical. First let us explore the premise of the above statement – that The Battle of Maldon serves as a consolation piece for the people of Essex following their defeat at the hands of the Vikings and the loss of their elder Byrhtnoth. This interpretation of the text stems from the glorification of Byrhtnoth and his thegns despite – or even because of – their defeat in the battle. This glorification seems to be deeply rooted in the typically Germanic representations of those involved in the battle on the Anglo-Saxon side, the text being replete with the names of young warriors, unflinching loyalty and veneration of the dead.
Firstly, the poem has a focus on the individuality of its fighters through named and motivated characters, a staple of many warrior cultures such as that which existed in the Anglo-Saxon culture pre-Christianisation. The leader of the force is named as would be expected but beyond Byrhtnoth many of those in the Essex army are also named, many in commemoration for their deaths and sacrifices, some in recognition of their prowess shown in battle, others only because their children and kinsmen fight for their ancestral honour and one in condemnation of his cowardice shown in the face of adversity.
This kind of reporting on battles is typical of Germanic warrior cultures, where literature surrounding conflicts not only report the events – and do so in a heroic and storied manner in kind to the verbal tradition – but also individuals from the battle are named and either celebrated or shamed for their actions, therefore this poem is also acting as social reporting in this context. On the typicality of The Battle of Maldon, a 1961 journal piece by Edward B. Irving wrote; ‘Yet it is this fragment of medieval journalism which has often been placed beside Tacitus’ Germania as the classic statement, the pure essence of the Germanic ideal.’

The connection to Tacitus’ Germania is a curious one as it was penned near the year 100 AD, whereas The Battle of Maldon was written nearly a millennium later, after the Christian missions commenced in Britain where the Anglo-Saxon warrior culture began to decline. Therefore, this often-drawn comparison between the two texts shows not only how enduring Germanic values were, but how effective a piece The Battle of Maldon is at capturing that ‘Germanic ideal’ of kinship, honour in battle and more specifically, honour in death. It is from this perspective of a typical piece in the Anglo-Saxon library that this idea of remedy for defeat has originated.
Tacitus’ Germania itself states, in Chapter 14:

‘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 the chief. And to leave a battle after their chief has fallen means lifelong infamy and shame.’

Tacitus’ analysis of the Germanic warrior culture is presented through this hierarchy of courage and commentary on the shame of not following a fallen leader to the grave. The idea of staying in the battle till either death or victory is replicated in the poem itself where Leofsunu, a random named warrior, declares after Byrhtnoth’s demise, ‘“I promise this, that I will not flee from here the space of one foot, but will go forward and avenge my dear lord in battle.”’
 Here Leofsunu gives a boast wherein he intends to fight till Byrhtnoth is avenged. As he says this, others flee, their shield wall is broken, and the battle is already lost, to continue to fight is a futile task. Yet it is this futility that is celebrated in the Germanic reading of the poem, where the maxims of Anglo-Saxon warrior culture demand that thegns, to have an honoured death and uphold the honour of their family, must die for their lord, their loyalty being something worthy of great praise and praise of the honour-bound Germanic culture as a whole.
This takes the poem further from a recounting of the actual events and becomes viewed more as a literary epic portraying a glorious defeat whereby those involved died fighting for their principles and unyielding loyalty towards the land that they served, losing the battle but achieving a moral victory. In another declaration of the intent of the thegns and remaining soldiers, another warrior by the name of Ælfwine states the following in this passage of the text:
‘So the son of Ælfric, a warrior young in the years, encouraged them forth; he, Ælfwine, then said and spoke courageously: “Remember the times when we often spoke at the mead-drinking, when we made our vows on the mead-benches, warriors in the hall, about hard battle. Now we may find out who is brave.”’

This quotation from the poem is particularly interesting because in trying to mirror the standards of old Germanic hero stories such as Beowulf, the text achieves anachronistic levels of representation of the Anglo-Saxon culture as mead halls and such conversations within them would never have taken place in Anglo-Saxon Essex, let alone on the eve of this battle a decade before the first millennium. This notion of the mirroring of old Germanic texts is made much more powerful when it is considered that the learned men who would have composed this piece of poetry would almost certainly have had access to Tacitus’ Germania itself.
With mention of Ælfric too we have the aforementioned veneration of the elders in their culture, adding another dynamic wherein the warriors who fell at Maldon not only died for their honour but for the honour of their father and grandfather’s name, and thus it was a just and right way to lose the battle by keeping their cultural integrity and dying as warriors. The mention of the non-existent mead halls and the paragraphs of speech about loyalty, honour and ancestry supposedly given during the tumult of battle are narrative devices that take The Battle of Maldon to the status of an epic or – perhaps more cynically put – propaganda, intended to lionise those who died and celebrate their sacrifice to Anglo-Saxon warrior culture values in the face of loss and continuing adversity at the hands of the Vikings. The Battle of Maldon’s romanticising of the old heroic traditions of the Germanic warrior cultures could also be considered not only an appeal to nostalgia and an attempt at damage control but also an appeal to return to those values in the face of the Christianisation of Britain and more pressingly the impending Danegeld enforcers, stating that it is better to die fighting than to be cowed to the will of the Viking invaders.
In this heroic tale of brave warriors giving their lives for their lord and land there is also another instance to which the loss is attributed:
‘Godric, the cowardly son of Odda, has betrayed us all. Very many men believed, when he rode away on the horse, on that proud horse, that it was our leader; therefore, the people were divided on the field, the shield-wall was broken.’

The aforementioned shield wall that was broken is done so by the fleet of Godric on Byrhtnoth’s horse, and this is what the text states caused a chain reaction that led to the Essex army routing. Here again we see the father of the cowardly Godric being named for purposes different to Ælfric being named prior, instead the function here being the shaming of Odda for his son’s actions and the blame for the loss of the battle is therefore placed at the feet of Godric and his whole family. By not adhering to the Germanic values of standing by their fallen liege and giving themselves to the battle till either they die or Byrhtnoth is avenged, Godric cost the entire realm the battle, which supports the pro-Germanic warrior culture idea that the poem is thought to be consoling the people of Essex with, that it was the failure to adhere to Anglo-Saxon values and not a failure of the values themselves.
However, for all of the ascription of motive to the story of the loss of Byrhtnoth’s army as being a celebration of the Germanic warrior culture traditions, certain readings of the poem can present The Battle of Maldon as a parable on hubris. This reading stems from not necessarily the fight but the scenario that takes place prior to the fight proper, wherein Byrhtnoth has the strategic advantage; controlling a bridge that the Vikings must cross to engage the full force of their army with the army of Essex. After a period of flighting where Byrhtnoth makes it known that he will not pay the Danegeld and fight against the Vikings, Byrhtnoth makes a choice that seals the fate of the entire battle.
‘Ða se eorl ongan    for his ofermode
   alyfan landes to fela    laϸere ðeode.’

‘Then the leader, because of his great zeal
began to allow too much land to the hateful people.’

Not only can the differing interpretations of The Battle of Maldon be found in one scenario within the poetry; they can be reduced to one word within it. The word ‘ofermode’ has been the subject of intense academic discussion from scholars trying to discern the meaning of this passage. The given English translation of ‘great zeal’ is only one of the many ways in which this word can be received. Literally ‘over-heart’, the two prevailing connotations of this word either mean that Byrhtnoth acted with overconfidence and hubris or daring courage to allow the Vikings to meet his forces on the open land.
The courageous translation could be seen, in the Anglo-Saxon warrior culture perspective discussed thus far, as a warrior acknowledging his strategic advantage over the Viking forces – an advantage that allowed him to halt the Viking advance using just three men – and rescinded his advantage so that he may meet the Vikings in open combat in an act of magnanimity to win higher glory for fighting a battle not so utterly decided by the terrain.
However, the more cynical translation lends itself to the idea that the writing of The Battle of Maldon was not a consolation piece meant to lionise the lost Essex forces and restore the morale of the beaten Anglo-Saxon people, but was criticising this pride in his prowess by identifying it as overreaching and neglectful to his land and people. Rather, it could be the efforts of a scholar, upon hearing the tale, to chart where and why Byrhtnoth lost the battle in a didactic tragedy to the rest of the realm and its warriors, to avoid another such loss at the hands of hostile invaders.
J.R.R Tolkien wrote about the ‘ofermode’ problem and fell on the side that The Battle of Maldon poem is a condemnation of chivalric attitudes and warrior pride, going as far as to write a conclusion to the fragment that we have and portraying Byrhtnoth as a figure of hubristic pride. On the interpretation of Byrhtnoth as being overly proud Tolkien wrote the following:

‘Yet this element of pride, in the form of the desire for honour and glory, in life and after death, tends to grow, to become a chief motive, driving a man beyond the bleak heroic necessity to excess-to chivalry. "Excess" certainly, even if it be approved by contemporary opinion, when it not only goes beyond need and duty, but interferes with it.’

This interpretation points the blame at Byrhtnoth for the loss of the battle, labelling his preoccupation with glory as being an interference in his duty as an elder and defender of the realm. This is contradicting the material of the poem itself where Godric was said to be the cause of the defeat, but in the poem also lies language that would suggest ‘ofermode’ has less positive meaning than simply zeal. During the flighting sequence – another characteristic of epics composed around battles – Byrhtnoth and the Viking emissary engage in threats and boasts to psychologically manipulate the opposing side. After Byrhtnoth refuses the offer from the Vikings to submit to the Danegeld, and after three men of Essex hold the entire Viking force across the bridge back the poem describes how the Vikings appeal to be let across the bridge. The text reads as follows:

‘Ϸa hi ϸæt ongeaton    and georne gewason
ϸæt hi ϸær bricgweardas    bitere fundon,

ongunnon lytegian ϸa    laðe gystas,

bædon ϸæt hu upgangan    agan moston,

ofer ϸone ford faran    feϸan lædan
‘When the hateful strangers realised and clearly saw that they had encountered fierce guardians at the bridge, they began to use cunning, and they asked that they be allowed to have passage to the land across the ford, to lead their troops.’

Here the word ‘lytegian’ – to act with cunning – seems to suggest that this appeal is more than the offer of a fair fight, but a display of guile in tricking Byrhtnoth into accepting such terms that would allow for Byrhtnoth’s defeat. This would suggest that ‘ofermode’ is a word for recklessness and negative pride displayed on Byrhtnoth’s part that, as Tolkien surmised, is not only the cause of the loss but a gross betrayal of Byrhtnoth’s duties.
There are theological implications to this notion that it was pride and want for glory that led to Byrhtnoth’s downfall, which opens up the text to interpretations of Christian messaging found in other pieces of this period where the Christianisation effort reinterpreted old Anglo-Saxon tales by identifying the presence of the virtues and sins in their characters. Attaching Christian messaging to the pre-existing stories made Christianity as a whole more palatable to the people in Anglo-Saxon Britain, and with the analysis that it was the sin of pride that caused Byrhtnoth’s defeat it is possible that The Battle of Maldon transcript that we have today is a copy of a contemporary Christianised recounting of the battle where ‘ofermode’ pertains to hubris. This would make Byrhtnoth’s prayers to God before the battle much more complicated as it could be argued this goes against The Battle of Maldon being a parable of Christian sin and points more to the pagan interpretation of the word as meaning zeal and courage, with only passive Christian prayers placed in the text. However, it could also be argued that the prayers to God were meaningless as he had already lost divine favour upon committing the sin of pride and condemning his land to the Danegeld.
John Halbrooks wrote that many of Byrhtnoth’s actions can be read in both ways, and summarised his thoughts on the ‘ofermode’ problem thusly; ‘…ofermod carries resonances both of pride and great-heartedness; and the entire poem conveys ideals both of quasipagan heroism and Christian self-sacrifice.’
 Here he rightly acknowledges that the seemingly positive portrayal of Byrhtnoth in the poem can be Christian whilst not necessarily being negative by highlighting that his and his thegns’ deaths were both Germanic courage and Christian self-sacrifice to hold the enemies of the land at bay, commenting on the true complexity of the ‘ofermode’ problem and subsequently the text at large.
In conclusion, The Battle of Maldon functioning as a remedy for a traumatic defeat is far from the only way in which the text can be perceived and is not even so simple as positive pagan or negative Christianised interpretations as Christian ideas of sacrifice can be mirrored in the Germanic maxims of thegns giving life for their leader, and their leader their life for the land. Therefore, to assume that Byrhtnoth’s fall and thus the poem at large is attributable to any one of the many questionable interpretations of the original Old English wording used would be a dangerously presumptive assertion. Readings of the text from the Germanic perspective will appear as either romantic tales of loyalty and courage in battle or excessive foolhardiness that costs the lives of many for the sake of social grandeur, and from a Christian perspective either the faithful self-sacrifice to their land and God from heathen invaders, or a tragedy wrought by the sinful hubris of the army’s ill-tempered leader.
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