Undergraduate assignment feedback form
(to be completed by marker)


	Student Name: Alexandra Owen-Smith


	Module Code: CSEN5006

Module title: Anglo-saxon heroic literature

	Student number: 1705406

	For completion by marker:
Comments:












	Marker’s signature:
	Date:

	Provisional mark: 
NB.  All marks are provisional until confirmed by the final examination board. 










[bookmark: _GoBack]‘The Battle of Maldon functions as a remedy for the trauma of defeat.’ Discuss.

      Much debate has arisen over the years with regards to The Battle of Maldon’s meaning.  Debates have ranged from the poet’s intent to possible translation theories of certain Old English words. Ofermode is a primary example of a word that has stirred controversy and debate over its meaning within the poem, a meaning that could determine the poem’s underlying purpose. This essay will discuss whether, and if so, how The Battle of Maldon functions as a remedy for the trauma of defeat, ‘D.G Scragg, in ‘The Battle of Maldon; Fact or Fiction?’ argues that the poet’s manipulation of the audience response testifies to the fictional nature of the poem.’[footnoteRef:1] The poem emerged at a time of great difficulty in England, not long after Byrhtnoth’s death, a time when tributes of high amounts were being paid by the Anglo Saxons, as the Danes slowly started taking over. Although the poem cannot be seen as documentary it discusses events that are known to have taken place, the death of Byrhtnoth being the most important. Although the poem is not in its entirety (the beginning and end being lost) I will begin by discussing possible responses generated by the part of the poem we have, and then whether it can be seen as a remedy for the trauma of defeat.  [1: http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/518111.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3A417733003449ba151493ad1754fd613b (accessed 26/3/18)] 

     As mentioned ofermode has generated much debate as to its translation in this particular poem. In order to discuss whether the poem functions as remedy for the trauma of defeat ofermode must be explored in its multiplicity of possible meanings. Firstly, if ofermode is taken to mean pride, this along with other points in the poem that will be discussed here in further detail, could allow a person to view this as a cautionary tale, a critique dealing with the mistakes made at the battle. ‘Professor Mossé asserts that the poem is the story of a leader whose pride and self-assurance lead him to disaster, evidently deriving the meaning of the poem from the supposed meaning of ofermode.’[footnoteRef:2] Byrhtnoth in the poem, allows the Vikings passage across the bridge to fight them on land, this is where the word ofermode is used when talking about what influenced his decision. If he granted them passage due to his pride, it can be seen then that the flaw or sin of pride leads him to make a horrible mistake. If his pride had not gotten in the way they could possibly have won the battle if he had allowed Wulfstan to continue taking out the Vikings as they approached the bridge one by one.  [2: http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/2854798.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Afe2139bca28947c7b577ce8b46c8210c (accessed 28/3/18)] 


      Furthermore, if lytegian is taken to mean ‘to act cunningly’ could it be assumed that Byrhtnoth’s gullibility is being questioned, and therein lies another mistake made, it could be argued and is argued by some. ‘But we may protest that if our poet, or perhaps historian, saw Byrhtnoth’s gullibility as crucial to the action and a key to the significant of the event’[footnoteRef:3] [3: http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/2854798.pdf?refreqid=excelsior%3Afe2139bca28947c7b577ce8b46c8210c (accessed 28/3/18)] 


  50 lines are given to Byrhtnoth’s death scene, indicating its importance. Throughout the poems death scene, Byrhtnoth’s skill and honour are presented, when he is stricken by the enemy;

         The Warrior was enraged; with his spear he stabbed the proud Viking who has given him the wound. The warrior was experienced in battle, and he let his spear go through the neck of the young man; he directed his hand so that he touched life in the Viking Then he quickly shot another so that the coat of mail burst; he was wounded in the chest through his ring-mail shirt and the poisoned point of the spear stood in his heart, the warrior was happier because of hat; the proud man laughed and said thanks to God for the day’s work that the Lord has given him.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  ‘The Battle of Maldon’ Anglo-Saxon Heroic Literature, CSEN5006 (UWTSD, Faculty of Humanities 2017/18) line 137-148] 


It could be said that this is where the poem balances out the mistakes made by Byrhtnoth, a heroic death redeems him. This may then lead readers to see the poem as a remedy for the trauma of defeat. Even though mistakes had been made, he was still a valiant heroic figure in their culture and he died fighting invaders. The fleeing of the cowards that follows adds to this remedy for the trauma of defeat in the sense that it demonstrates mistakes were made also by others, a mistake that could have been pivotal to the outcome of the battle. This mistake is then followed by a reprimand of said cowards, by the loyal men that stayed to avenge their lord. The remedy here could be the the form of a cautionary tale, how not to behave.   

Moving on to another possible reading and whether this reading allows us to view it as a remedy. Firstly, if we were to take ofermode to mean something different, over-confident or of great-spirit for example then the poem could be read differently. In this case it could be seen as a heroic feature of the poem, that Byrhtnoth allows the enemy passage to land to fight in order to remain fair or honourable, not unlike when Beowulf throws away his sword to fight Grendel’s mother. Features of the heroic will be discussed along with the cultural influences of the period in relation to the poem and how these factors can be seen as remedy for the trauma of defeat in the form of a rallying cry to the nation, more explanation of this will follow after further exploration into the heroic and shame/honour culture present in poem. 

      Firstly, the heroic nature of this poem can be seen throughout, one instance of this is presence of oral composition techniques. However, perhaps this is done to mirror the style and tradition of the older heroic, before people began to write poem and such down, when they were committed to memory and recited verbally. An example of this is when it takes four lines to say that someone was coming, this was part of the technique of oral composition in that period;

          Then the messenger of the Vikings (wicinga ar) stood on the bank and finally called out; he delivered his speech; in a threatening way (on beot) he delivered the message of the Vikings to the leader where he stood on shore.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Battle of Maldon, line 25-29] 


 Another example of the heroic being shown here would be at the beginning as we are taken into the battle, when all leisurely activities are removed from the mind and dedication to the fight ahead is the main focus ‘he then let his beloved hawk fly from his hands into the woods, and he advanced to battle.’[footnoteRef:6] The Imagery of the hawk flying toward the woods, a figure associated with sporting activities, taking shelter in the nearby woods away from the imminent battle. This continues as the poem goes on to talk of how Byrhtnoth rode up and down the battle line instructing his men how to stand and hold their weaponry. The scene is set of the heroic leader leading his men into a battle. The poet moves on and continues to build a heroic picture, for example, with use of words such as hearth-troop and shield wall. A heroic presence is also felt in the poem with use of a technique the poet uses to recreate heroic historic scenes. An example of the poet recalling a past heroic age is mid-way through the poem during Ælfwine’s speech;  [6:  Battle of Maldon, line 5] 

  
      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.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Battle of Maldon, line 212-215] 


This seems to be a technique, as this is not generally how they would have lived day to day at that point, with Thanes all around. Furthermore, the speeches that follow are unlikely to take place during battle, supporting the notion of it being a literary technique to imply the heroic nature of the poem. The speeches that are used here could be understood as a signal to their honour culture and remind everyone of the values they hold dear. As Ælfwine’s speech continues he begins to talk of his lineage, ‘I want to make known to you all my lineage, that I am descended from a great family in Mercia…’[footnoteRef:8] The discussion opens up to further explore the honour culture that is present throughout the poem. The fact that this speech vows to honour his family’s reputation demonstrates that honour was a large part of their culture, carrying the whole reputation of your ancestors with you, based on your actions. This can also be seen other places throughout the poem. Another example that demonstrates the culture is governed by honour is when ‘Wulfnær, kinsman of Byrhtnoth, was wounded; he chose his place of rest among the dead; he Byrhtnoth’s sisters son, was violently cut down.’[footnoteRef:9] A feature of the honour culture held  a special obligation a man had for his sister’s son. Furthermore, it being an eye for an eye culture the person on the enemy side responsible for this death would be targeted and most likely be the next killed on the battle field. Vengeance would have to be returned after such a hurtful loss to him, as so follows in the poem.  [8:  Battle of Maldon, line 216-217]  [9:  Battle of Maldon, line 1113-116] 

       
        Notably, the names and actions of individuals are singled out from the beginning, ‘…kinsman of Offa first realised that the leader was not willing to tolerate cowardice…’ and ‘Eadric was intent upon supporting his leader’ These are both presented in the first ten lines of the poem. There is a sense of individuality built into the fabric of this piece of literature which stands out as a feature possibly to reflect the honour culture present to contemporary audiences. The quotes above also demonstrate the level of honour and commitment men have toward their lord. This is visible later on in the poem also, during the speeches of reprimand of the fleeing cowards. The remaining men pledge their allegiance to the point of death, they will do all they can do avenge their lord. Honour and allegiance to the point of death for a lord is also evident in other literary sources of the period, Tacitus Germania for example. The same ethic of staying to fight to the death in the name of your lord is equally an emphasis there. However, there are 900 years between the two and it seems that this notion isn’t presented anywhere else in Anglo-Saxon literature, perhaps this is the literary device of the poet again in order to recall an ancient Germanic past. 

    The counterpoint to honour is shame and is also evident throughout the poem. The juxtaposition between Byrhtnoths bravery to the cowards fleeing leading in turn to the display of allegiance from the remaining men could be seen as a signal or message to the contemporary audience in order to encourage them to stand up and fight back against the enemies that are slowly taking over, and the tributes being made all over the country to the Vikings. The display of Byrhtnoth finding too much shame in paying tribute (tributes had not been paid before) ‘It seems to me too shameful that you should go to your ship unopposed now you have come so far into our country’[footnoteRef:10] also could be seen in the context of the poem as a signal for the nation to rally together and fight back. [10:  Battle of Maldon line 55] 


All of the point generated from reading the poem as heroic with the display of heroic language to the technique of recalling an ancient Germanic past which in turn lead to the emphasis on their honour/shame culture can be seen as a rallying cry to a contemporary audience. With this idea in mind and with consideration into the personal state of the Anglo-Saxon country at the period the poem was released, this being that tributes had become frequent across the country and were increasing to an all-time high. Greenwich in 1014 paying a 21,000 tribute as an example lends this to be a plausible notion, that the poem could be read as a rallying call. The poet could have been trying to recall an ancient past and display their values in order to encourage action and regain their reputation. Therefore, the poem could, if read this way, may be seen as a remedy for the trauma of defeat. 

      In conclusion, if the poem is read and translated in either of these ways I believe it can be seen as a remedy for the trauma of defeat. Whether it is read as a rallying cry to rally the nation in order to encourage action to stand up and retaliate against the humiliation they have suffered. Or whether it is read as a cautionary tale of how not to behave, the wrongful allowance of pride in some or the shameful fleeing of others accompanied with the balancing of the mistakes achieved through heroic actions that follow each mistake. Both of these readings suggest the poem can be seen as a remedy for the trauma of defeat, especially in a culture with such a strong vengeance ethic, with the correct remedy the country could have been spurred into making a change and avenging all they have lost by rectifying mistakes they made. 
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