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In light of the texts you have read for this module, what for the Anglo Saxons constitutes a heroic figure?

The heroic figure is defined as a “created hero” who embodies the values of Anglo-Saxon warrior culture. Scholars have argued to what degree these figures are fictional or historical, or whether they are completely within the imagination of the authors. The “good” heroic figure is designed to illustrate a great leader and manifests the attributes which the Anglo-Saxon readers would admire and wish to emulate. They symbolise an important part of what is the heroic culture, although remain firmly in the Germanic tradition of hero-making.  The heroic figures are centred around the Germanic construct of the comitatus, a tradition involving the exchange between a lord and his vassals. Constructed as a feudal system where kings ruled under the consultation of a warrior, creating a powerful Warband. The concept of the comitatus was remarked on by Tacitus in Germania:  
To defend and protect him and to give him the credit for one’s own deed of valour are the most solemn obligations of their oath of allegiance. The chiefs fight for victory, their followers for their chief[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Tacitus, ‘Agricola and Germany’, translated by A.R Birley, (Oxford: Penguin, 1999), XIV, lines 5-7] 

Beowulf the most famous of the Anglo-Saxon Heroics is largely considered to represent a fictional character with a fictional comitatus. Importantly, the idea of the comitatus in a significant way. The vassals would pledge military service to the lord in exchange for rewards in the form of land, compensation, and privileges. The arrival of Beowulf is presented as opportune, where he comes to the help of the Danes to rid them of the monster Grendel. The king of the Danes, providing goods on the guarantee that his new champion will survive. Thus, providing a notable view of the comitatus structure, importantly when the hall is destroyed, taking with it the values of Saxon society, but also the presentation of cowardice and heroism.
In Anglo-Saxon literature, loyalty was designed to demonstrate the role model for the elite warrior, inserting a history of a pre-Christian past, rooted in the Germanic tradition.[footnoteRef:2] The Battle of Maldon written like a historical poem, exploring the conflict between the Anglo-Saxons and the Vikings, is also a piece of “imaginative literature”.[footnoteRef:3] The poem representing a historic figure, although scholars suggest it is fictitious, the authenticity can be easily sourced in archaeological evidence across Britain, including the 1939 Sutton Hoo Ship burial and in 2003 the Prittlewell Anglo Saxon Royal Burial. Therefore, how did the Anglo-Saxons understand the heroic figure? What do the literary sources tell us about the warrior culture and the idea of loyalty and the comitatus? This essay aims to answer the question, what constituted as a heroic figure. To achieve this, it will form a close reading of the Anglo-Saxon Heroics. Firstly, it will explore “honour and the reciprocal obligation” through the study of treasure-giving, enhancing a warrior’s reputation, but also the tenuous relationship which could lead to betrayal. Secondly, examining the “attributes of the role-model”, acting as a paradigm of behaviour through the concept of strength. Thirdly, assessing “victory” as a religious symbol of leadership in the form of a Christian knight. Furthermore, acknowledging the binding of the comitatus with the image of the heroic figure as understood in its Anglo-Saxon context.  [2:  Tolkien, J.R.R., “Beowulf, the Monsters and the Critic”, Sir Israel Gollancz Lecture, 1936, p.11.]  [3:  Clark. G., ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’ in Speculum, Vol. 43, No. 1 (Jan 1968), pp. 52-71, p.56.] 

 
Honour and Reciprocal Obligation:
A feature of the heroic figure is obligation in the form of loyalty and honour. In the Anglo-Saxon warrior society, honour was presented in the form of bestowing gifts. Loyalty between a lord and his vassals was essential to any alliance to strengthen bonds. The relationship was as much a weakness as a strength and was easily broken if gifts were not provided for good service. Loyalty and the idea of honour was also an “unstable commodity, which could easily lose its value”.[footnoteRef:4] The treasure was not only a reminder of a verbal bond between a lord and his vassal; it was also a reminder to the vassal of his obligation. By the lord providing treasure, he enhanced not just his reputation, but also that of his retainer.[footnoteRef:5] The binding of a lord and his vassal was the offering of gifts, symbolic of heroic acts. These treasures could be in the form of an alliance with a strong ally or material possessions such as weapons or gold. The lord would be expected to provide treasure as an agreement for his vassal to fight in battle. In Beowulf, Hrothgar the Danish king honours his champion, with generous awards, but only in exchange if he survives: ‘I shall offer the great man treasures for his impetuous courage’.[footnoteRef:6] A custom which if not given could lead to disloyalty and even rebellion. For the Anglo-Saxons, the gifts were not just a symbol of loyalty but ensured a warrior could achieve a lasting reputation. As a result, further gifts would be expected for the warrior to continue his loyal service.  [4:  Baker, P.S., “Introduction” in Honour, Exchange and Violence in Beowulf, (D.S Brewer, Cambridge, 2013), pp.1-134, p.17.]  [5:  O’Brien-O’Keeffe, K., ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, edited by M. Godden and M. Lapidge, (Cambridge University Press, 2007), pp 107-125, p.107-108.]  [6:  Anonymous, Beowulf, translated by M. Swanton, (Manchester, 1997), p.58, lines 384-385] 

The act of loyalty in the form of treasures would secure a warrior into a verbal agreement, and a reminder of the reciprocal obligation when war and vengeance were required by the lord.[footnoteRef:7] The subject of reciprocal obligation could also determine the fate of a warrior.  In Anglo Saxon society the revenge code of honour would mean that a lord would be held responsible for his vassal’s act of slaying, whether criminal or in battle[footnoteRef:8]. In Beowulf, the Finnsburh episode highlights this code, where a lord is conflicted by loyalties and moral obligations.[footnoteRef:9] Hengest the leader of the half-Danes must choose to avenge the death of his lord, and the agreement to honour the vows made previously to Finn[footnoteRef:10]. The obligation requires Finn to welcome the half-Danes into his home, but with the agreement of peace:  [7:  O’Brien-O’Keeffe, Heroic Values and Christian Ethics (Cambridge University Press, 2013), p.107]  [8:  Fry, D.K., Finnsburh: A New Interpretation in The Chaucer Review, Vol. 9, No. 1 (Summer, 1974), pp.1-14 p.6]  [9:  Moore, B., ‘The Relevance of the Finnsburh Episode’ in The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, Vol. 75, No. 3 (Jul 1976), pp. 317-329, p.317]  [10:  Moore, B., ‘The Relevance of the Finnsburh Episode’, p317] 

No man should break the treaty by word or deed . . . if however, any Frisians by rash speech should continually call the deadly hatred in mind, then it would have to be settled with the edge of a sword[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Anonymous, Beowulf, p.87, lines 1099-1106] 

The breaking of codes and obligations could lead to further conflict and even death. In Beowulf, the final battle with the dragon saw Beowulf’s vassals leave him to the mercy of the dragon: ‘In no way did his close companions, sons of princes, take up a stand in a band around him with honour in battle, but they turned to the wood, saved their lives’.[footnoteRef:12] The breaking of their oath subsequently led to the death of their leader and the end of the Geatish people.  [12:  Anonymous, Beowulf, p.159, lines 2596-2599] 

Receiving treasures or “glories” had two objectives, it provided wealth but also reputation, both symbols of success in battle. These treasures were motifs that defined a warriors’ prowess in battle. In early medieval society, a man's value was determined by his prowess as a warrior and everything worth having – status and possessions which were gained, however depended on his lord’s recognition of his prowess.[footnoteRef:13] Treasure was a prerequisite of heroic deeds, which would bring honour to a warrior. Reputation was central to the heroic code; it was an attribute that would elevate societies. A strong warlord could keep enemies from attacking communities, but it would also be an important asset on the battlefield. Material possessions are a symbol of a good reputation, the more the treasures, the greater the warrior. In the Wanderer tangible possession is a mark of his identity as a warrior. Possessions could be in the form of a horse, kinsmen, weapons, treasures and a home. All of which have been acquired by reputation. The Wanderer presents the idea of possessions as an embodiment of a warrior, a tangible object which is severed from the warrior when he dies: ‘Those caring for reputation often bind fast in their breast some sorrowful thing. So I, often wretchedly anxious, separated from my home, far from noble kinsman'.[footnoteRef:14] [13:  Baker, P.S., Introduction, p.10]  [14:  Anonymous, ‘The Wanderer’, in Anglo-Saxon Poetry, translated by S.A.J Bradley (Everyman, 1997), p322, lines 14-20] 

The value of the treasure was important to the nature of the comitatus and ensured the vassals would fulfil their role of servitude to his lord; achieved by a willingness to die in conflict and gift-giving from successes. Treasure as a symbol of reputation was not easily attained. To receive a good reputation required the warrior to fight for his lord. The idea of turning away from a battle was a criminal act, which would leave the lord and his vassals without protection. In Beowulf, the poet is explicit in his views on turning away from battle: ‘To a warrior death is better, than a life of disgrace’.[footnoteRef:15] Even in a failed battle as seen in The Battle of Maldon, it was part of the heroic code to stand with the lord, even with the likelihood of failure. To choose to flee rather than fight until the last man stands was distinctively an inexcusable path. A warrior’s reputation would be at stake, and his place in the comitatus would be forfeited: ‘He may grieve for ever who from this war work would think of withdrawing’[footnoteRef:16]. Therefore, treasures were a feature of his reputation, emphasising his ability as a skilled swordsman. Furthermore, the prospect of a loyal servant, who will remain honourable in the face of defeat. The reputation of a warrior’s prowess was a feature of his obligation on the battlefield but would present him as a strong, dedicated warlord. [15:  Anonymous, Beowulf, p173, lines 2890-2891]  [16:  Anonymous, Battle of Maldon: Text and Translation, translated by B. Griffiths, (Anglo- Saxon Books, 1991), p62, lines 315-316] 

As a warrior culture, battles were frequent, rivals were common, and riches were a must. However, with the object of treasures, came greed. The threat of betrayal was always a possibility. In an Anglo-Saxon context, Beowulf’s battle with the dragon is no doubt a paradox. If he defeated the dragon then he would take the treasure and distribute it accordingly. But the outcome of his defeat resulted in his death, had left his people without a leader. Eventually leading to the destruction of the Geatish people. Importantly, the narrative breaks the boundary of the Germanic tradition of the warrior, who lives and dies by rewards. His death reinvents him as a selfless hero, or as scholars have deemed, a “Christian warrior”. Illustrative of the transition between the Pagan and Christian tradition, evident in the recent archaeological excavation of Prittlewell in Essex.  Revealing an Anglo-Saxon royal burial, during what is believed to be an early Christian site, bridging a gap between the Pagan and Christian Britons. 
The relationship between the lord and retainer was uncertain and betrayal was a concern. Betrayal to the lord could be an act of breaking a vow, cowardice and even murder. In the dragon episode, the cowardice of Beowulf's men not only doomed the leader but also destroyed the Geatish people. The poet suggests that had they acted with loyalty and honour, Beowulf may not have been wounded so grievously, and he would have survived. The moral duty of the retainers is to stand firm in battle, even at the cost of their own lives.  The act of cowardice had broken faith with the lord and broke the contract of loyalty and service.  In the Battle of Maldon, loyalty to the lord, even at the cost of failure, is central to the heroic code of honour: ‘We needn’t be reduced to war if you’re rich enough: we for gold will give you our guarantee’.[footnoteRef:17] In the poem, Godric one of Byrhtnoth’s men fled the battle with his brothers by stealing Byrhnoth’s horse. The reader instinctively knows that Godric represents a Judas type of character, even though he has been honoured with gifts and a valued reputation. The idea of a coward’s behaviour for the Anglo Saxons is depicted not as panic but as personal disloyalty to anarchic order[footnoteRef:18].  The taking of gifts and smearing the obligation of the vassal is a dire act. It would be viewed as better to fight in honour of the leader and die than to run from battle. In the eyes of an Anglo-Saxon audience a warrior would be better off dead than to lose the privileges he obtained from his life in the comitatus. The Battle of Maldon as Clark highlights is to choose between a life of disgrace or death and honour.[footnoteRef:19]  The poet’s decision to present two Godric’s is significant. Firstly, the son of Odda, who runs from battle; secondly, the son of Æpelgar, who “That was not the Godric who fled the engagement”.[footnoteRef:20] Illustrating a warrior who chooses loyalty over betrayal, fulfilling his obligation to his lord.  [17:  Anonymous, The Battle of Maldon, p53, lines 34-35.]  [18:  Robinson, F.C., ‘God, Death and Loyalty in the Battle of Maldon’, in Old English Literature edited by R.M. Liuzza, (Yale Press, 2002), p.437.]  [19:  Clark., The Battle of Maldon, p.57.]  [20: Anonymous, Battle of Maldon, p63, lines 325] 

The Attributes of the Role-Model
A further feature of the heroic figure was the idea of the role-model. Loyalty undeniably was at the core of the comitatus. It was the intangible agreement by binding a vassal to his lord, with insurance that his warriors would succeed in conflict. In the Heroics we see frequently the idea of the perfected hero, illustrating a warrior who remains strong in battle, combined with his physical and mental capabilities. The ability of a vassal to be composed in times of conflict was the mark of a skilled warrior. In the Battle of Maldon, Byrhtnoth is represented as the “dying military hero”,[footnoteRef:21]battling against the "heathen" Vikings. It was, therefore, vital for a lord to have a strong Warband around him, acting as a deterrent for any possible invasion. Furthermore, a historical figure within a fictional comitatus would have appealed to its audience.  The battle at Maldon is historical, however, the narrative fictionalises the historical event. Creating morals and values which may not be present in historical accounts. In Beowulf, the reader instinctively understands Beowulf to be a great warrior, his ability being characterised by his physical strength: ‘I have never seen a mightier warrior on earth than is a certain one amongst you, a hero in armour’.[footnoteRef:22] As a result, the audience would understand heroic figures being created to provide a model of behaviour.  Fictionalising events was a medium to explore role-models in more depth. Scholars argue the motivation of Beowulf’s actions are scrutinised as self-serving, even if they are not for political advantage.[footnoteRef:23] Beowulf’s strength is key to his vanity, but it can also be argued that heroic strength is considered a gift from God, whether it is used rightly or abused.[footnoteRef:24] Whatever Beowulf’s reasons are, he completes what he sets out to do, even at the risk of his allies. [21:  Irving, E.B., ‘Heroic Role Models: Beowulf and Others’ in Heroic Poetry of the Anglo-Saxon period, edited by H. Damico and J. Leyerle, (1993, US: West Michigan University), pp. 347-363,p.351]  [22:  Anonymous, Beowulf, p47, lines 247-259]  [23:  Irving, E.B., Heroic Poetry of the Anglo-Saxon Period, p.361]  [24:  Wilson Tietjen, M.C., ‘God, Fate, and the Hero of "Beowulf’, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, Vol. 74, No. 2 (Apr 1975), pp.159-171, p.168] 

In Anglo-Saxon society, fighting for personal honour such as blood debts was standard. Vengeance for the death of kin is explored in detail when Grendel's mother avenges the death of her son. Beowulf takes on the role of the leader, administering action, which elevates him to the position of role-model.
Rise up, guardian of the kingdom; let us go swiftly to examine the trail and Grendel’s relative. I promise you this: she will not escape under cover, neither in the bosom of the earth, nor in the mountain forest, nor at the bottom of the ocean, go where she will. For today have patience in every affliction, as I expect you to.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Anonymous, Beowulf, p101, lines 1390-1396] 

Beowulf highlights the concept of violence, which is undoubtedly a social transaction within the comitatus.[footnoteRef:26] The readers would view any imagery of violence as the norm, but it is the act of brutality against the comitatus which would be a greater offence. The destruction of the Heorot by Grendel was not just an act of violence, but a symbol of destruction against the social order of the Danes. Clearly, the act of violence was core to a warrior's identity, becoming a symbol of property that affected his reputation and the rewards he would inherit. Marking him as a good fighter and a man of honour.  [26:  Baker, P.S., Introduction, p.7] 

The physical attributes of a warrior were certainly a characteristic of the role-model, symbolically a weapon was another motif that defined him as a good warrior. Weapons were, therefore, a means of survival. It is of no surprise that a warrior would hold his weapons in such high regard. A close relationship with his war-gear was essential. Military identity was undoubtedly expressed through material culture, rewards and the ability to handle weapons well in conflict.[footnoteRef:27] The sword was the very symbol of the warrior, it was also a motif for his loyalty in battle. In some cases, the sword would be one of the many spoils from war. Anglo-Saxon burials where a well-crafted sword is present suggests the degree of high regard his lord held for him. Not all weapons were given as gifts from battles, some may have been awarded to a warrior achieving a certain rank or status. In the Wanderer, the weapon is one of the ‘joys which a warrior owns’[footnoteRef:28], It is one of the many gifts which a warrior acquires such as money, kinsmen, warrior status and honour[footnoteRef:29]. In Beowulf, the weapons have lives of their own, and not merely a tangible object, but a personification of the warrior - having distinctive attributes and habits.[footnoteRef:30] The weapons becoming vassals to their lord and expressing the close bond as understood between characters such as Beowulf and Hrothgar.  [27:  Mattingley, D., An Imperial Possession: Britain in the Roman Empire, 54 BC-AD 409, (Penguin, 2007), p.205.]  [28:  Anonymous, The Wanderer, p. 323, lines 42-43]  [29:  O’Brien-O’Keefe, K., Heroic Values and Christian Ethics, p.107.]  [30:  Cherniss, M.D., ‘The Cross as Christ’s Weapon: The Influence of Heroic Literary Tradition on “The Dream of the Rood”’, Anglo-Saxon England Vol. 2 (1973), pp. 241-252, p.244.] 

It had endured many hand-to-hand encounters before, often sheared through the helmet, war coat of a doomed man; it was the first occasion for this precious treasure that its glory failed.[footnoteRef:31]  [31:  Anonymous, Beowulf, p. 107, lines 1525-1528] 

The recent excavation of Prittlewell in Essex provides a significant insight into royal burials.  The sword is described as “skilfully crafted”, identifying the warrior’s rank, though possibly of royal or high aristocratic status. Weaponry found in Saxon warrior burials, reveals that weaponry could symbolise age, ethnicity or rank.[footnoteRef:32] The burial dates from c. 580 CE during the early Christian period, identifying the location of the sword on the floor of the tomb, rather than buried with the dead. Traditionally the warrior would be buried with the sword, suggesting an intentional separation between the Christian burial and the sword. Archaeologists believe the dating of the burial is during the Pagan and Christian transition. Interestingly, fitting into the period identified in Beowulf, within its Danish roots. The evidence associated with the burial confirms the deceased as a Christian convert.[footnoteRef:33] Comparatively, the Sutton Hoo ship burial provided an extensive collection of grave goods, although shields, daggers, and helmets were common in burials, swords are rarer. Many men would have been liable to fight in battle, the more prized weapons were those of Royalty or high nobility.[footnoteRef:34] Scholars can analyse evidence from these hoards to the literary evidence associated in Beowulf: ‘Furnished with weapons of war and battle garments, with swords and coats of mail’.[footnoteRef:35]Therefore, both burials reveal the importance of weapons in the life and identity of the warrior. The Prittlewell burial identifies the idea of a sword as separate from his life as a Christian. But, in the Sutton Hoo burial, the evidence reveals the Anglo-Saxon association of weapons as a personification, which is rightly buried with the owner in the coffin. [32:  Halsall, G., Warfare and Society in the Barbarian West, 450–900. (Routledge, 2003) p.163]  [33:  Hirst., S and Blair, I., “New Secrets from Prittlewell: Reconstructing a Burial Chamber Fit for a Prince”, Current Archaeology, Issue 352, July 2019, p26-32, p30]  [34:  Campbell, J and et al, “the First Christian Kings” in The Anglo- Saxons, edited by J. Campbell, (Penguin, 1991), p55]  [35:  Anonymous, Beowulf, p37, lines 39-40] 


The Christian Knight and Victory
A final feature of the heroic figure is the depiction of Heroics, created as a religious motif enhanced by the notion of the “Christian knight”. It was common for texts such as the Battle of Maldon and Beowulf to be commissioned or sponsored by the clergy, as a symbol of a great religious warrior. The Anglo-Saxon notion of a heroic figure was to be an influential leader. The ideal lord is to be wise in matters of politics and provide good counsel in times of war. Furthermore, he needed those intangible qualities in the form of leadership.[footnoteRef:36]Hagiographical poets were able to establish behaviours expected of a good Christian, such as Byrhtnoth in the Battle of Maldon.  The poem highlights victory as a celebration of heroism with the promise of a welcomed life after death, it was not a case of the act of death, which encouraged the warriors to achieve heroic status, but the sacrifice which the reader would understand as significant and worthy:[footnoteRef:37]  [36:  Stratyner, L.A., Forged Ties: the 'Comitatus' and Anglo -Saxon, PHD Thesis, (Louisiana State University and Agricultural & Mechanical College, 1991) p47]  [37:  Robinson, F.C., God, Death and Loyalty in the Battle of Maldon, p.432] 

‘Receive my gratitude, God of all, for every lockful honour, I’ve enjoyed in life. Yet now, merciful Maker, I have the most need that You should give assistance to my soul that my spirit may speed to Thee, come to Thy kingdom, King of Angels, pass through in peace’.[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Aelfric, Saint Oswald, p57-58, lines 173-180] 

Thus, representing a death which the Anglo-Saxons saw as a triumph over evil, in the form of self-sacrifice. In Anglo-Saxon society, the actions in life and reputation were the only hope for immortality. This is evident in the transformation of Beowulf when he is killed in battle and recognised as his only selfless act. Immortality, however, can suggest fame and arrogance which are the traits readers recognise in Beowulf. In the dragon episode, Beowulf honouring his people in the form of treasures and protection; yet it is the challenge of weakening his ability as a warrior which promotes him as a heroic figure. The poet’s intention to advocate Beowulf as a heroic figure is emphasised by the outcome of the battle. For a Christian reader, it is fundamental that Beowulf loses the battle; a Christian reader would expect him to take the treasure from the dragon and distribute the bounty for his men as a symbol of loyalty. [footnoteRef:39] Beowulf as a non-Christian presents a challenge for the Anglo-Saxon audience, he is a pagan prince epitomising a hero, who battles for battle sake. He alters into a Christian icon of heroics when he kills the dragon for the welfare of his people, thus changes into a character to what was acceptable to a Christian audience. His battles against the mythical creatures revealing his superhuman strength were essential for an epic hero, becoming fragmented from his role as a religious hero. In the Wanderer there is a clear definition between the life of a warrior and the Christian knight: [39:  Baker, ‘Beowulf’s Last Triumph’, in Honour, Exchange and Violence in Beowulf, (Boydell and Brewer, 2013), pp, 200-239, p223] 

The whole kingdom of earth is full of hardship; the dispensation of fate makes mutable the world below the heavens. Here wealth is ephemeral; here friend is ephemeral; here man is ephemeral; here kinsman is ephemeral; all this foundation of earth will become desolate.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  Anonymous, The Wanderer, p325, lines 106-110] 

Beowulf as a non-Christian represents a challenge for the Anglo-Saxon audience, he is a heroic prince in search of honour, who transforms into a King of the Geats, fighting a mythical beast. It is his life as King and his actions to kill the dragon for the welfare of his people, which would transform into a character acceptable to the readers. King Oswald of Northumbria in Aelfric’s Life of King Oswald illustrates the perfect Christian knight: ‘There was a noble king called  Oswald in the land of the Northumbrians, who believed very greatly in God’.[footnoteRef:41] The image of the Christian knight was not subject to a lord or king, it could also be transferred into a religious figure. The Life of St Cuthbert by Bede depicts a different kind of heroic figure. Cuthbert represented values that Bede had seen as a symbol of good leadership. Scholars suggest the text was composed as a model of a church leader which ‘embodied the reforming ideas advocated by Bede’.[footnoteRef:42] Evidently, Bede has created a model of leadership through the values as a ‘state of perfection’[footnoteRef:43] found in the clergy. Leadership is an intangible quality by good faith in God, rather than in physical actions readers would understand in the Battle literature. However, it is clear through Bede and other religious texts, that the heroic battle is not always a mark of physical strength. Cuthbert is both leader to the Northumbrians, but he is also an obedient servant to God.  [41:  Aelfric, ‘St. Oswald: King and Martyr’, in Lives of Saints, edited by W. W. Skeat, (Turner & Co, 1894), XXVI, p.125, lines 1-2]  [42:  Higham, N.J & Ryan, M.J., The Anglo-Saxon World, (Yale University Press, 2013), p.171]  [43:  Bede, ‘Life of St. Cuthbert’ in the Two Lives of St. Cuthbert, edited by B. Colgrave, (Cambridge University Press, 1985), I, lines 3] 

‘The venerable man by these and other spiritual exercises of the same kind, aroused in good men the desire to imitate him and recall the wicked and those who rebelled against the rule from the obstinacy of their error’.[footnoteRef:44]   [44:  Bede, Life of St. Cuthbert, XVI, lines p.213] 

Clergymen in the Life of St Cuthbert are viewed as ‘Blessed Warriors of Christ’[footnoteRef:45], a notion which is suggested throughout the hagiography where Cuthbert battles demons, disease, storms, and his own sickness. The text provides almost a parallel between Cuthbert’s life as a priest in the Anglo-Saxon world to the life of Jesus in the New Testament. Therefore, no longer presenting a clergyman as only a hermit, but a warrior battling supernatural ‘monsters’ as seen in many of the heroics. His election to the bishopric of Lindisfarne, where he battles against his will to live a life of solitude to take up the appointment: ‘for a little time was fighting the good fight in secret with his wonted devotion to the lord’.[footnoteRef:46] A battle that is not much different from what is represented in the Dream of the Rood. The poem describes the events of the crucifixion as observed by the dreamer, the cross experiences the suffering - speaking directly to the dreamer. Religious values were an essential part of creating heroic religious figures. The poem demonstrating martyrdom as a victory. The crucifixion is traditionally viewed as a representation of a heroic battle. Jesus becoming a heroic figure and the disciples of his loyal vassals. The Cross is traditionally viewed as a retainer standing firm and protecting his lord; however, it undoubtedly illustrates a weapon, protecting the lord as a symbol of his rank and status.  [45:  Bede, Life of St Cuthbert, XLVI, p.305, lines 4]  [46:  Bede, Life of St. Cuthbert, XXV, p239-40] 

In the Dream of the Rood, the cross is presented as a different type of weapon as seen in the other heroics, becoming a symbol of protection and defence. In ecclesiastical terms the cross is different to the disciples, bearing the mark of Christ which is emphasised in the poem: ‘I quivered when the hero clasped me, yet I dared not bowed to the ground, fall to the earth. I had to stand firm’.[footnoteRef:47] The weapon as a personification of the lord, previously discussed is significant, as the object which suffers with Christ. In the Anglo-Saxon world, warriors were buried with their weapons as a mark of their status, but the weapon was also a symbol as the object which kept them alive.  Symbolically becoming a mark of protection through life, but also in the afterlife. The cross was an important symbol as emphasised by King Oswald who promoted the cult of the cross, ‘Oswald raised the cross quickly to the honour of God before he came to the battle’.[footnoteRef:48] Undoubtedly the cross becomes more than a symbol of Christ, but as a weapon which the Anglo-Saxons saw as infinite protection against non-Christians. Referring to the Life of St Cuthbert and the archaeological evidence found in his tomb during the exhumation in 1827, the pectoral cross is an important symbol of his status as bishop. The cross, his portable altar and the later Anglo-Saxon vestments, suggests the Anglo Saxon’s saw him as a knight or protector of the North, and these objects were his weapons. Cuthbert appears to have been used as a symbol of military conflict in the medieval period. The St Cuthbert banner was carried to battle against the Scots at the Battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346, revealing his place as a blessed warrior of Christ.  [47:  Anonymous, ‘Dream of the Rood’, in The Anglo-Saxon World, translated by K. Crossley-Holland, (Oxford, 2009), p.201, lines 42-43]  [48:  Aelfric, St Oswald: King and Martyr, p.127, lines 17-18] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The essay has demonstrated loyalty as a central motif of how the Anglo-Saxons constituted a heroic figure. It has achieved this through a close study of the Anglo-Saxon Heroics, to depict an accurate assessment of the texts, but also the historical sources to draw together a conclusion. It has achieved this through the study of the comitatus and the significance of the lord and vassal relationship – core to the Saxon social structure developed from the Germanic tradition. The essay firstly explored “honour and obligation”, studying the concept of treasure-giving as significant to a warrior’s loyalty in battle, enhancing their reputation and ensuring obligations to their lord. Secondly, the idea of the “role-model” as a model of behaviour, highlighting the physical and mental attributes of the vassal; ensuring a warrior remained strong in battle. However, the battles become an act of violence which was understood as a social transaction and a motif of strength. Thirdly, the theme of “victory” and “triumph” and the representation of the Christian knight, emphasising the importance of a pious leader as found in hagiographical texts. Overall, the Anglo-Saxons viewed the heroic figure as symbolising a “good” leader, which centred around the construct of the comitatus. Despite the heroic figures like Beowulf who was presented as “self-serving”, he represented to the audience a role-model who against his better judgement in conflict, revealed the values which the heroic figure represented in the Anglo-Saxon literary canon, illustrated by other sources such as the Battle of Maldon and the Wanderer. Tying together these themes, it is clear that loyalty was the centre of these heroic figures, despite whether they were fictional or historical, they give a modern audience a glimpse of how the Anglo-Saxons viewed the heroic figure as illustrative of their own values in the Anglo-Saxon society. 





























Bibliography
Primary Sources:
Birley, A.R, ed., Tacitus: Agricola and Germany (Oxford University Press, 1999)
Bradley, S.A.J, ed., Anglo-Saxon Poetry, (London: Every Man,1997)
Crossley-Holland, ed., The Anglo-Saxon World: An Anthology, (Oxford, 2009)
Colgrave, B., The Two Lives of St. Cuthbert: A Life by an Anonymous Monk of Lindisfarne and Bede’s Prose Life, Text, Translations and Notes, (Cambridge University Press, 1985)
Griffith, B., The Battle of Maldon: Text and Translation, (Anglo-Saxon Books, 1991)
Skeat, W.W. ed., Aelfric: Lives of Saints, (Turner & Co, 1894)
Swanton, M. ed., Beowulf (Manchester, 1997)
Secondary Sources:
Baker, P.S., Honour, Exchange and Violence in Beowulf, (Boydell and Brewer, 2013) 
Cherniss, M.D., The Cross as Christ’s Weapon: The Influence of Heroic Literary Tradition on “The Dream of the Rood”, Anglo-Saxon England Vol. 2 (Cambridge University Press, 1973)
Clark. G., ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem’ in Speculum, Vol. 43, No. 1 (Jan 1968)
Fry, D.K., ‘Finnsburh: A New Interpretation’ in The Chaucer Review, Vol. 9, No. 1 (Summer, 1974)
Godden. M and Lapidge, M., The Cambridge Companion Old English Literature, (Cambridge University Press, 1996)
Halsall, G., Warfare and Society in the Barbarian West: 450–900, (Routledge, 2003)
Higham, N.J & Ryan, M.J., The Anglo-Saxon World, (Yale University Press, 2013)
Hirst., S and Blair, I., “New Secrets from Prittlewell: Reconstructing a Burial Chamber Fit for a Prince”, Current Archaeology, Issue 352, (July 2019)
Irving, E.B., Heroic Poetry of the Anglo-Saxon Period, (Western Michigan University, 1993), 
Mattingley, D., An Imperial Possession: Britain in the Roman Empire, 54 BC-AD 409, (Penguin, 2007)
Moore, B., ‘The Relevance of the Finnsburh Episode’ in The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, Vol. 75, No. 3 (Jul., 1976)
O’Brien-O’Keeffe, K., The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, edited by M. Godden and M. Lapidge, (Cambridge University Press, 2013).
Robinson, F.C., “God, Death and Loyalty in the Battle of Maldon”, in Old English Literature, edited by R.M. Liuzza, (Yale Press, 2002)
Stratyner, L.A., Forged Ties: the 'Comitatus' and Anglo -Saxon, PHD Thesis, (Louisiana State University and Agricultural & Mechanical College, 1991)
Tolkein, J.R.R., ‘Beowulf, the Monsters and the Critic’, Sir Gollancz Lecture 1936, Available at: https://jenniferjsnow.files.wordpress.com/2011/01/11790039-jrr-tolkien-beowulf-the-monsters-and-the-critics.pdf [Accessed on 29th December 2019]
Wilson Tietjen, M.C. ‘God, Fate, and the Hero of "Beowulf’, The Journal of English and Germanic Philology, Vol. 74, No. 2 (Apr 1975)



2

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





