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[bookmark: _GoBack]5. 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 name Christ at one time in history had no true bearer, and the ancient world swung its gaze about looking for a new messiah or anointed one. It was only after the kind deeds and noble words of a certain man that beget the people of Rome to whisper the title of Christos. 
In this essay I will be analysing ‘The Dream of the Rood’ to uncover its themes within Christianity and Anglo-Saxon heroic literature and comparing the three main figures within the piece to their relevance in redefining heroism during the Dark Ages. 
The poem opens with mention to ‘those who bear speech’ (Reordberend), A saying most likely relating to humanity’s compulsion to tell stories, but also stated as a fact that humans are the only beings of speech. This is an interesting thing to be encountering first, as later in the poem we will see how this is not true to this fiction. On this note, who it was who authored the piece is unknown, but scholars have narrowed down two individuals who are the most likely candidates. Caedmon and Cynewulf. Caedmon had, according to Bede, dreamt of how he might praise God with beautiful verses of song, and went on to become the foremost Christian poet within Britain for his time, inspiring Cynewulf and even Bede himself. He also notes that he had been an illiterate herdsman before his vision.[footnoteRef:1] As for Cynewulf, his life is dated later than we would expect for him to be the author (770-840 A.D), but little is truly known about his life.[footnoteRef:2]
Britain was mainly divided at this time by the Northern border between Scot and Pict lands and that of the Romano-Britons. After the abandonment of the island by the Roman empire around 410AD the remaining citizens and Britons were left with no defence against their northern Celtic brothers, or the invading Danes from across the eastern sea. An alliance was forged with mercenary warbands from the Angle, Saxon, and Jute Germanic tribes, which according to Gildas, eventually lead to their betrayal and the overthrowing of leadership within the old Roman lands of Britain. However, we would be wise to note that the acculturation of Celtic and Roman ways of life were not ethnically cleansed but culturally. Even then it seemed that ethnicities within Britain allowed for their own beliefs to foster. It was only in the 6th century, approx. 597 A.D, when Augustine comes to Britain that the true conversion of the British residents begins. The remaining Celtic/Roman peoples had not tried to convert their new masters, perhaps out of fear, or a general acceptance to new ways, but it is known that the population was not entirely Christian, meaning that there would not have been such a clamour about the odd pagan here and there. In fact, Odin (Woden) and Thor were still widely accepted as deities at large. [footnoteRef:3] 

The Ruthwell Cross is an 18-foot standing Anglo-Saxon cross sporting vine-tracery and carved runes depicting scenes from the Gospels, Latin antiphons, images of Christ healing the blind, and segments of ‘The Dream of the Rood’. Much of it was lost during the Scottish Reformation, but it still mostly survives within the Vercelli Book, which is named for its geographical location, stored away in the city Vercelli in Italy. Not only does it contain a fuller account of ‘The Dream of the Rood’ but contains other poems such as ‘Elene’ which details the story of Constantine’s mother trying to find the true cross that Jesus was crucified upon. Both are attributed to Cynewulf within the book, but we will come back to the latter shortly.[footnoteRef:4]
This cross gives us a point in history from which we might decide upon the authorship of the poem. As I have said, it is debatable whether it was constructed by Cynewulf or by Caedmon, but we might gain some knowledge from Ruthwell’s Cross as to who wrote it. Daniel H. Haigh says that “On this monument, erected about A.D. 665, we have fragments of a religious poem of very high character, and that there was but one man living in England at that time worthy to be named as a religious poet, and that was Caedmon”. George Stephens also backs him up as a runic scholar, stating that the language and structure of the verses dated to a time before Cynewulf, and that the only poet alive then able to have devised this piece was Caedmon, Let alone the claim that part of the runic inscriptions on Ruthwell’s Cross translates as ‘Caedmon made me’.[footnoteRef:5] However, it is majoritively still a refuted fact that Caedmon is the author, and instead experts turn their heads towards Cynewulf. In the Vercelli Book there can be seen many similarities between the works of ‘The Dream of the Rood’ and ‘Elene’, which heavily implies that the two were written by the same person. Franz Dietrich states that there are four main points (or arguments) that we should consider: In first, that the theme for both is centred around the cross suffering alongside Christ; secondly, that this cross is referenced as the same identical object in both poems; thirdly, Cynewulf often used the first person to narrate his stories; and finally, both poems mention the Dreamer as old, having lost much of his joy in life, and is ready to depart this world.[footnoteRef:6] [1:  Bede. ‘Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of England’ (731)]  [2:  Krstovic, Jelena. ‘The Dream of the Rood: Introduction’ Classical and Medieval Literature Criticism. Vol 14. Gale Group, Inc. (1995) 
]  [3:  Bede. idib]  [4:  Drabble, Margaret. ‘The Vercelli Book: Introduction’ The Oxford Companion to English Literature. 5th Edition. Oxford University Press, (1985)]  [5:  Cook, Albert S. ‘The Dream of the Rood: An Old English Poem Attributed to Cynewulf’. Oxford: Clarendon Press, (1905)]  [6:  Idib.] 

The rood itself is the adornment of a large physical symbol of the crucifixion of Christ, one that we see in most churches dating back to the medieval era. Within the poem it takes the role of an oracle, relaying the message of Christs death and the victory it meant for the (Christian) people. It is interesting to note here that the religious symbolism is uncanny to that of Odin being tied to Yggdrasil (Tree of Life) in the poem ‘Runatal’ in the Norse ‘Havamal’, where Odin sacrifices himself, for/to himself, proving that he is worthy to gain knowledge on the runes of power that control worlds. There is an obvious parallelism here when we examine how Jesus was said to have died on the ninth hour of his crucifixion, while Odin, wounded by a spear, remained upon the tree for nine nights.[footnoteRef:7]
Germanic culture was mainly oral and therefore literacy was uncommon, so it is important to note that Christian monks would have been the ones to have written the story down, and would have done so a long time after the creation of the poem. The poem itself was written as if it was a heroic epic and is not presented in a biblical tone. It goes about substituting old ideas for new ones. The hero (Jesus) fights for sinners and not over material gain and seeks mercy instead of vengeance. The concept of Valhalla is converted into Heaven, with the idea that everyone there is feasting and living in joyous bliss. This is the hero’s reward. Eternity at Gods table, rather than a material treasure. This is what can be argued attracts people to the Christian heroic example rather than the warrior type, as being a passive hero is much more accessible to the common man (sinner), not needing to be necessarily brave or skilled in combat. Remember also that this poem is in the format of a dream, which is relatable by most human beings.
Christ is seen in the poem as a young thorough hero character, who is honourable and distinguished in his battle against Satan. He resembles the perfect liege lord being godly in power and benevolence, and his many Thanes (disciples) are there to back this up. Note that the highest love that can be given in Anglo-Saxon culture is that of a Thane to his liege lord. The duty he has taken upon himself to defend and obey his lord, while the master presumably cares for his followers. In war, the liege lord does not pay his men with the spoils of war, as they are rightfully his, but they would often be gifted parts of the takings. This undertaking would represent a good and reasonable lord who knew how to keep the hearts and loyalty of his men, but we might understand it through a Christian lens as a form of charity.
The usual depiction of Jesus suffering is replaced by this image of a heroic and victorious lord, and while the rood takes the brunt of the misery and suffering, there is an almost clear disposition shown towards that of Christianity in holding Christ above the Life Tree in his victory and its subservience. Here you could say that the emotions of the Cross and Christ have been reversed, with the Cross feeling vulnerable, miserable and reluctant to help the Romans kill his lord, while Christ is described as courageous and willing. It is easy to spot how the author relates Christ to that of a classic Anglo-Saxon king, but it is the Cross that we find a more interesting similarity to that of a Thane. Other than its obvious obedience to God and Christ, the Cross is gifted upon its warrior’s burial; ‘they clothed me with gold and silver.’[footnoteRef:8] This gifting is the same as the gifts a liege lord would bestow his Thane for being loyal, marking an obvious Anglo-Saxon theme within the poem. The gifts do not end there however, as the Cross is to be venerated for all time for its deeds as its obedience to God marks it as a hero by itself. 
The poem expresses the Christian ideal of passivity and the ability to turn the other cheek. Something warrior cultures would most likely have found abhorrent, yet, both obligations to God and to Heroism may lead to an early death. Either heroic in deed or for the sake of martyrdom. 
On line 39 we see the uncharacteristic passivity from the Cross; ‘I did not dare to bow to the earth… I did not dare to bend’. After this the salvation of Christ on the cross takes over the story, but here is a direct subversion of Anglo-Saxon culture to consider that of the Christian instead, where the brave and spiritually correct action is to not react with violence.
Near lines 77, we spot allusions retaining to the true cross and its resurrection to becoming an object of honour, and even a mentioning of Adams original sin. The Cross and Mary (mother of Jesus), are both selected to support the son of God (Both females and trees symbolically give life), and both are extremely venerated throughout history, even to the point of having their own religious sects; The cult of the Cross and the Cult of Mary.
Changing the direction of the poem the Cross instructs the Dreamer to relay what he has seen. The Cross is no longer a victim but an authority. Line 95 is the end of the command; the Dreamer is no longer a listener and has received redemption. To experience the cross as he has is to go through a transformation, or conversion. This subtle detail adds to the mindset for those Anglo-Saxons listening, that their own conversions are not to be ashamed off in the wake of the old gods, who also look to Christ as the saviour. [7:  Larrington, Carolyne. ‘The Poetic Edda’ Oxford World's Classics. (1999)]  [8:  Swanton, Michael. ‘The Dream of the Rood’ Manchester University Press. (1970)] 

Whether the poem is an authentic recording of an experience or even a device used to convince readers of an authentic personal account is impossible to truly decide. However, through the expert moulding of the two different religious and cultural ideas, we can presume that the piece had been constructed for the use of conversion on the Anglo-Saxon inhabitants of Britain. 
Personal voice was not common in Anglo-Saxon literature, and we can see the emotional conflicts within the poem that allude to why it must be directly related to the author, who must have found inspiration from other such tales as ‘Elene’ (and later its influence on Holy Grail stories) and the story of the first Christian Emperor from the 4th century. Constantine. ‘The Vision of Constantine’ relays the story of how he received this vision telling him to place the symbol of the cross upon his standard before an important battle. After this point in history, similar action was taken by Christian nations, and the Symbol of the Cross became far more renowned and respected.
Another story we might relate to ‘The Dream of the Rood’ is Bede’s account of Sigbert, Saxon king and convert, who became a monk after visiting Gaul. A conflict arises between the East Angles (his people) and a Saxon tribe the Mercians, and he is physically dragged into the conflict from his monastery to lead his men. Yet, he will not carry arms, which completely symbolises the conflict between the heroic fighting tradition and the new Christian ideologies surrounding those people at the time. 
In this essay I hoped to have summarised the main redefinitions of heroism applied in ‘The Dream of the Rood’ relating to the figures of Christ, the Cross, and the Dreamer. I hope to have exemplified the Christian focus on forgiveness and self-sacrifice, all in site of the goal of a heavenly kingdom that rejects this material world, which is in dichotomy between the Anglo-Saxon and Christian worlds. Also, to have shown how the story itself is a model for the obligations of both using vernacular language like riddles, which involve the inanimate coming alive and preach knowledge for us to decipher and master ourselves. Most importantly the imagery of Christs crucifixion as being a heroic and victorious battle against sin, reimagining him as a Germanic warrior lord who fights alongside his noble thanes, the disciples and the Cross or Life Tree. 
The Cross tells dreamer, Dreamer repents by the cross, penance to tell others, tells it to us. It is its own justification as the author has completed the Cross’ command and whoever reads it falls into having completed its will also. This is a Sermon relating to the death we all must face, and the final judgment, Christian purpose and message, the cross saves, but to be saved is to be judged and found justified, then you are saved.
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