UNIT 5

The Dream of the Rood

The Dream of the Rood is one of the mastefpieces of Anglo-Saxon literature. Its
origins have puzzled scholars who have detected influences from the liturgy,
hymns, sermon writing, rhetoric, theological controversy, the Anglo-Saxon riddles,
and the tradition of heroic writing. The text is a striking for the ways in which it
conceives the story of the crucifixion of Christ in terms of an heroic ethos, while
at the same time retaining the theme of suffering. The poet’s brilliant strategy is
to present the story of the crucifixion from three perspectives, that of the dreamer,
the cross, and Christ. Further, within the account of the crucifixion, Christ is
presented as a young warrior preparing for and then doing battle with the Deuvil,
while the cross relates its own story of passive suffering. The cross is presented
as a follower of Christ and as a member of his comitatus. His instinct is to defend
his lord, but, paradoxically, he is obliged to suffer humiliation and not to seek
vengeance against those attacking Christ. One of the intriguing aspects of The
Dream of the Rood is how the text uses and at the same time redefines heroism,
producing, it would seem, something that we might call ‘Christian heroism’.

A sheet accompanying The Dream of the Rood headed ‘Analogues’ contains
a translation of a Latin sermon which uses the rhetorical device of personification
for the cross. It may be that this sermon, which was widely distributed in the
Anglo-Saxon period, is in the background of the Old English poem. The sheet also
contains some material from the liturgy for the ‘Exalation of the Holy Cross’ which
contains some of the themes and ideas found in The Dream of the Rood and may
have influenced its composition.

In your reading of The Dream of the Rood consider how the conflict between
heroic ideal and Christian obedience is developed. Both the dreamer and the cross
are keen to relate their stories. What purposes can you suggest for the emphasis
in the text on personal revelation? To what extent can The Dream of the Rood be

described as a poem about transformation?
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THE DREAM OF THE ROOD: ANALOGUES

1. Pseudo-Augustine, Sermon IV

Then Jesus came to the tree from which death’s laws had sprung. When He
ascended this citadel of sin, He brought down the keystone of the enemy’s pOwer.
The tree, which had formerly been the mother and source of torments, unknowingly
received the Just Man. It pierces and afflicts Him. He is not guilty and yet His
punishment is savage. O (Satan), cruelest of murderers, you have lost the props of
your cause. The Cross itself cries out against you; the very instrument of death and
pain rejects you. ‘I do not recognize that the man I punish is a criminal’, the Cross
says. ‘These apples are not of my seed; this man is not mine. You are deceived, for
you graft alien fruit onto me. He derives nothing from me. Why does He hang upon
me? I see only the image of my apples’ shape, for I do not recognize my native
poison in Him.” Then the Man -- strong in battle, righteous on the gibbet and
innocent in the hostile torment -- crushed the horns of sin with His spotless hands.
When He fastens Himself completely to the wood, He blunts death’s sting and kills
the sin which a tree created. Then the blood, pouring from His side, washed away
whatever sin had earlier stained; shining from its sullied mesh of branches, the Cross
beamed forth radiantly. The innocent blood ran through the wood’s fibres, once the
instrument of punishment and suffering. With this medicinal blood the fibres in turn

prepare the sacraments of salvation, where previously they had provided death’s food
for those about to live. '

2. from the liturgy for the Exaltation of the Holy Cross

V. The sign of the Cross shall be in the heavens. R. When the Lord shall come to
judge.

~Ant. O Cross more splendid that all the stars, honoured throughout the world,
deeply loved by men, holiest of all things: you alone were worthy to bear the price
of the world’s ransom. O sweet wood, O sweet nails, that held so sweet a burden:
save this flock gathered today to sing your praises.

Hymn Tell, my tongue, of the victory gained in glorious conflict, and sing a
triumphal song about the trophy of the Cross, telling how man’s Redeemer offered
His life and thus won the day. The Creator in grief at the harm done to the first man
when, by eating of the fatal apple, he fell headlong to death, Himself at that moment
marked a tree to undo the harm done by a tree.

Hymn Faithful Cross, tree that is alone in its glory among all other trees; no forest

ever yielded its equal in leaf, flower and fruit. Loving nails and.loving wood bear
a loving burden. :

Hymn The standards of the King appear, the mystery of the Cross shines out in
glory, the Cross on which Life suffered death and by that death gave back life to us.
Tree of dazzling beauty, adorned with the purple of the King’s blood, and chosen
from a stock worthy to bear limbs so sacred. How favoured the tree on whose
~ branches hung the ransom for the world.... o




