UNIT 4

The Heroic and Battle Literature

This unit asks you to read and consider two Anglo-Saxon battle poems and the
differences in the nature of the Christian perspective in both texts.

The earlier of the two poems is The Battle of Brunanburh which forms the
entry for 937 - the year of the battle — in the Ang/o-Saxon Chronicle. Historians
have never been able to decide on the precise location of Brunnanburh, but the
area around the Solway Firth has been suggested. The later of the two battle
poems is The Battle of Maldon which took place at Maldon in Essex in 991. | have
included with these documents a page headed ‘The Battle of Brunanburh” which
sets out the political events between 937 and 991 (Maldon), and up to 1016.

The Battle of Brunanburgh is a celebration of an important Anglo-Saxon
victory in what was a long campaign to recover the Danelaw. It is militaristic in its
emphasis and tone, but in the midst of this the poet introduces a Christian
perspective. In this text, in what ways and to what effect is heroic given a
Christian perspective?

The Battle of Maldon commemorates a battle fought in 991 at Maldon in
Essex in which the Anglo-Saxon forces (who were, of course, Christian) were
defeated by a Viking raiding force. The Vikings were pagan, and are referred to in
this way in the text. The Battle of Maldon dramatizes the battle in strikingly heroic
terms from the point of view of the Anglo-Saxons: the Anglo-Saxon force is
defeated, it would seem, down to the last man after their leader, Byrhtnoth (one
of the four chief nobles in Anglo-Saxon England, the ‘ealdorman’ of Essex) has
been killed. The latter part of the poem focusses on Byrhtnoth’s men making
speeches in which they declare their loyalty to their leader and vow to die fighting
the Vikings to avenge the death of Byrhtnoth. This theme is remarkably similar to
the account of Germanic heroic values given by Tacitus in the Germania (see
Document 6). Although it is tempting to say that this is evidence of the
persistence of an heroic ideal in Germanic culture from the 1st century to the late

10th century, there are no other examples in Anglo-Saxon heroic literature, not




even Beowulf, which articulate the theme of men dying for their lord. The
conclusion that scholars have drawn is that the poet of The Battle of Maldon has
taken this idea probably directly from Tacitus and incorporated it into his poem to
heighten the heroic character of the text and to provide an explanation for the
defeat of the Anglo-Saxon army and the death of one of King Athelred’s four chief
nobles.

One of the intriguing features of The Battle of Maldon is the way in which
the poet, who clearly would have been Christian, uses the Christian perspective in
the narrative. Early in the poem Byrhtnoth declares that the heathen Vikings must
die in battle, and says that God alone knows who will control the battlefield. But,
the contemporary audience would have known that the Vikings, who were not
Christian, would at the end of the day control the battlefield, and it would not be
the (‘heathen’) Vikings who would fall in battle but the Christian Anglo-Saxons.
When Byrhtnoth kills one of the Vikings the poem says that he thanked God ‘for
the day’s work that the Lord had given him’ (see lines 146-8); it is at this point
that the events leading to Byrhtnoth’s death begin. There is, it would seem, a
degree of ambiguity in the way in which the poet uses the Christian perspective,
and this is a subject for debate. Might the poet of The Battle of Maldon be aiming
to suggest something about his own people, the Anglo-Saxons, at this pointin their
history? One thinks back to the way in which King Alfred in his Preface
characterized the earlier Viking invasion and settlement in the Danelaw in the Sth
century.

In your reading of The Battle of Maldon consider the nature of heroism and
the way in which it is presented. Although this is a late Anglo-Saxon text, it has
been argued that it articulates more clearly than almost any other text Anglo-Saxon
heroic ethics and ideals. In that sense, it may be an attempt to recreate something
that has been lost from the culture. Whatever is the case, the textis a useful point
of reference for secular, heroic ideals and a system of heroic values.

To what extent does The Battle of Maldon give a Christian perspective on
heroic ethics and ideals? How does this presentation of heroism differ from that
in ZKlfric’s Life of Oswald?




The Battle of Brunanburh

The date of the battle is 937. The Anglo-Saxon forces were under the leadership of
Athelstan (ZEbpelstan), king of Wessex.

ng Alfred of Wessex; reigned: 871-899
Edward the Elder; reigned 899-924. Edward was the eldest son of Alfred.

Athelstan (Abelstan); reigned 924-939. ' Athelstan was thie eldest son of Edward the Elder.
He had been brought up in Mercia, and he was recognized as king of Wessex and
Mercia. Athelstan had a stronger base of power than his father, and in 927 his
supremacy was recognized by the kings of Scotland and Strathclyde and the English
lord of Bamburgh. Over the next four years his supremacy was extended over the
western and northern kings of Britain, and many of the Welsh princes. The Battle
of Brunanburh (937) began as the result of an alliance of Olaf (Anlaf; Norse king of
Dublin), the king of Scotland, and the king of Strathclyde; the latter two were
threatened by English domination, while Olaf’s father had been expelled by Athelstan
from Northumbria in 927. Athelstan’s army was drawn from Wessex and Mercia.
The battle destroyed the alliance of Anlaf and the kings of Strathclyde and Scotland.
The victory of the Anglo-Saxons achieved for them a certain semse of political
identity, and the state over which Athelstan was king included peoples descended
from the Danish settlers who had been enemies of King Alfred of Wessex. .

Edmund reigned 939-946. He was brother of Athelstan and had fought at Brunanburh. In
the text he is referred to as Edmund Ztheling.

Eadred; reigned 946-955. He was brother of Athelstan and Edmund.

Eadwig; reigned 955-959. Eadred had died without children, so Eadwig, the elder son of
Edmund, became king. Eadwig’s reign begins a period of peace which lasts to 980;
during this time Anglo-Saxon England was free from the threat of foreign invasion.
It was in 980 that the series of Danish raids and attacks on Anglo-Saxon England .
began, which led to the Battle of Maldon in 991, and the eventual conquest of
England by the Scandinavians. Also, it was during this period that Byrhtnoth of
Essex came to power along with ealdormen of Mercia and East Anglia.

Edgar; reigned (957) 959-975. Edgar was the second son of Edmund. In 957 the Mercians
and the Northumbrians renounced the allegiance that they had given in 955 to

Eadwig, and shifted their allegiance to Edgar. On the death of Eadwig in 959 Edgar
was accepted as king of Wessex.

Edward; reigned 975-978. Edward was the son of Edgar by his first marriage.

Athelred (the Unready); reigned 978-1016. He was the son of Edgar by his second marriage
and half-brother of Edward. He became king under suspicious circumstances and
seems never to have felt secure and confident as king. It was in 980 that the Danish
attacks on Anglo-Saxon England began again, so destroying the peace that had existed
since 955. It is during the reign of Zthelred, in 991, that the Battle of Maldon
occurs and the death of the ealdorman Byrhtnoth, who was one of the four most
powerful nobles in Anglo-Saxon England. '

Ednund; reigned April to N ovember 1016. He was the son of Ethelred
Cnut: Danish; he was accepted as king in 1016.
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