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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 Dream of the Rood draws the reader into a poem of heroic deeds and valour in what one might call the traditional heroic tradition, and yet it is a tale of Christ’s suffering and eventual resurrection, reinventing a new form of what we call ‘heroism’. In this essay, I aim to discuss in what way did this famous Anglo-Saxon poem redefined heroism to that warrior culture, also to find out in what way was this poem ground-breaking within the Anglo-Saxon heroic tradition, why it perhaps influenced a people who were not fully converted to Christianity. According to historian Michael Swanton ”Heroic elements in the poem are allusive and a matter of mere vocabulary…to illuminate the aspects of the Redemption rather than to linger on the theme of victor prince.”1 Though I believe the poem suggests much more than this and while it does indeed ‘illuminate’, I would not necessarily agree with this statement as a whole, as there is a continual theme of battle and heroic valour in Christs self-sacrifice that would suggest it is more than ‘mere vocabulary’ and perhaps behind The Dream of the Rood’s obvious Christian message lies a deeper meaning, which I hope to gain some understanding of in this essay.

The Dreamer sees the cross as a cross of victory.2 The reverence with which he holds the cross is made clear throughout the poem, and it is almost as if it were Christ himself speaking to him in the Dream and not singularly the rood, which is perhaps what the poet intended, a sense of ambiguity. This is an interesting parallel, as the Cross feels the pain that Christ felt while nails were driven into him, the blood pouring over him, the pain that Christ felt as he was nailed to the cross and what he was made to suffer, as stressed in lines 46-49 at the hands of the ‘enemies’. Also in lines 46-49 however, the cross does make mention of the mocking of the enemies, ‘they mocked us both’ this could also be suggestive of the beginnings of a battle, where often the rival soldiers would mock one another prior to the fight.
 According to historian Christina Heckman ”…the poem connects heroic behaviour to its account of the passion…”3 This is made evident throughout The Dream of the Rood, it is a heroic retelling of the crucifixion of Christ, in a way easily understood by the reader. Historian Kent Hare is of the opinion that “resistance to the pagan Vikings and consolidation of the Kingdom of England in the tenth century, the Christian heroism that permeates the poems played a crucial role.”4 This poem would be crucial to the Christianisation of a Kingdom, to a people not fully converted to Christ. This poem would likely to have been a tool of sorts, to penetrate into the Anglo-Saxon mind of the heroic valour of Christ in ways that would be easily understood by these battle-hardened warriors, who were used to hearing valiant tales of Beowulf and tales of heroic battles from such poems as The Battle of Maldon in the mead halls, tales of battle, blood lust and revenge. However, to these pagan warriors, The Dream of the Rood must have been seen as a fantasy, the poet a peace-weaver, to do battle without raising a blade must have seemed fantastical to this war loving people. To put the Christian figure of Christ as described in lines 122-133 as the ‘King of Glory’ fighting heroically for his kingdom, without raising a sword, or drawing blood, but indeed remaining prone on the hill, must have been truly a new form of heroic to the people of that dark time.
The Dreamer, Christ and the Cross
The Dreamer is the most unusual form of hero, he is compounded with guilt and despair, friendless and alone. The reason for his being in such a deprived state of mind could be perhaps suggestive of a past misdeed he may have committed. According to historian Christina Heckman, the Dreamer is “…tormented by his own sin and by the suffering which his sin inflicts upon Christ. Through the cross…he gains the hope of forgiveness and fulfilment in Christs heavenly home.”5 That Christ suffered for the sins of mankind is well-known, but what the Dreamer represents is in many ways all of mankind, the reader is the Dreamer, the suffering of Christ is brought to the attention of the reader by the words that He ‘suffered for men’ in the poem, emphasizing this fact. The Dreamer and the Cross are suffering with Christ, watching and feeling through their torment. Through his vision of the crucifixion of Christ, the Dreamer is turned from his self-pity and wretched hatred of himself, and rather than praying for death to claim him, his depression is lifted and hope is fulfilled for the salvation of his soul and finally fulfilment, and his happiness is gained through this understanding. Christ orders the Dreamer to spread his vision to the rest of mankind, hence the heroic act of the Dreamer, to gain Christ a Christian army to fight Satan and his army of darkness.
The Dream of the Rood uses the image of the Cross as a symbol of the act of redemption6, in fact the word ‘symbol’ is repeatedly used to describe the Cross throughout the poem. Historian Michael Swanton observes that “The conflict between heroic ideal and Christian obedience is utilised powerfully to augment the personal perplexity of the cross.”7 The Cross shows extreme strength and heroic valour in its obedience to Christ, the Rood wants to destroy the enemies, but instead stands fast against what it believes to be right, hence where the Christian obedience comes in. The Dreamer describes in lines 12-23 of the tree that the cross was fashioned from as ‘…garments shining beautifully, adorned with gold.’ So, this suggests that the tree the Cross was created from, stands out amongst other trees as the weapon of choice, much like the best metals chosen for the blacksmith to fashion the blade of a sword. This description of the tree could almost be describing an Anglo-Saxon sword hilt8 which were very often gold and decorated with the most lavish of decorations, such as gleaming gems of great beauty. In fact, the more adorned the weapon is, the more honoured the wielder of the blade was.9 The tree was therefore honoured to have been selected to be the cause of Christs death, and thus the adornment in gold and jewels is used to signify this. Again, in lines 13-23 there are references to the tree being fashioned into a weapon, the weapon being the cross, in preparation for a warrior, the warrior being Christ himself. In lines 13-23 when the Dreamer describes the vision of the Cross as from being soaked with blood to the garments visibly showing, it is almost as of the Cross is the sword wielded in battle, striking down at the enemies one by one, then pulling free to strike again, causing much destruction in its wake.
The Rood of the poem becomes the weapon he wields in defence of his Kingdom and for the creation of mankind. Indeed, historian Michael Cherniss is of the opinion that the sword theme of heroic literature is evident throughout this poem, stating that the Cross “…faces Christs enemies with him – as the ‘weapon’ of heroic literary tradition.”10 The Weapon being the sword, and Christ appears to be portrayed as a Christian alternative to Beowulf in The Dream of the Rood. This theory would make much sense, particularly due to the description of Christ in the poem in lines 35-45 as a ‘young warrior’. Interestingly throughout the poem, it is not Christ that speaks to the Dreamer, but the Cross, an inanimate object speaking through Christ. The use of inanimate objects speaking in heroic poems and literature, was not uncommon at this time and there is even a personification of objects that frequented heroic tales, with swords such as Excalibur in the tales of King Arthur.11 This common theme occurs again and again in heroic literature such as Beowulf with the ‘Giants Sword’. It is also a referring theme in Anglo-Saxon riddles (such as those within the Exeter Book Riddles), where swords and shields very often speak to the reader, to discover what type of object they are. So, it would stand to reason that to the Anglo-Saxon culture, they would not think the form of an inanimate object having a voice as anything new or peculiar.
Historian Michael Cherniss is of the opinion that the Cross, through the way it is represented as a loyal follower in the service of Christ, sounds much like ”a retainer in the service of his secular lord.”12 That the Rood will sacrifice itself willingly in the service to his liege lord, much like the faithful retainer would to his King.
The poem makes mention of a ‘hail of arrows’ interestingly according to historian Michael Swanton archers in early Christian art signify the devil and “…in early Anglo-Saxon literature archers shooting arrows generally signifies the prompting of sin.”13 This is an interesting theory, but whether this has anything to do with the hailing of arrows towards Christ and the Cross in lines 50-65 of The Dream of the Rood, one cannot be sure, and one may perhaps be reading too much into it and perhaps, it is just a mere suggestion of battle.
 In lines 35-45 the poet described the preparation of Christ’s ascent of the Cross as ‘Stripped himself’ The word ‘strips’ is in itself interesting, ’stripping’ suggests a man readying himself for battle and a victorious win.14 The poem repeatedly makes references to Christs ‘self-sacrifice’, much like the warrior heading into battle, preparing to sacrificing himself for his kingdom, he is not submissive in his self-sacrifice, but like the cross in lines 35-45 ‘stands firm’. There are repeated references to Christs youth throughout the poem, again in this description of Christ’s youth and heroicness, the poet makes Him seem much like the young and heroic Beowulf.
In the Dream of the Rood, the Cross is repeatedly referred to as the ‘Gallows’, the word gallows to describe the cross would suggest that Christ is a criminal solider, signifying Christ’s status as the warrior-lord to the Anglo-Saxo reader.15 The gallows stands on a hill to afford the onlookers to get a clear view of the condemned man. There is also the word ‘enemies’, this is a word often repeated, which according to historian Christina Heckman this could in fact be referring to the Romans, and Christ is battling against them.16  Although ‘enemies’ could also be suggestive of the Devil and his minions, Christs battle with evil. 
When death eventually claims Christ, he does not lose the battle as one would on a real battlefield, but much in the style of The Battle of Maldon, he fought heroically and valiantly against the enemy. And despite the relinquishing of his life, he was victorious in his self-sacrifice, he fought with evil and won through his heroic resolve, he gave his life for the sins of mankind. Historian Michael Cherniss observes, again on the theme of the loyal retainer, that the Cross ”…finds its Germanic heroic correlative…by becoming the instrument of its lords death becomes the instrument of his victory.”17 Without the Roods’ strength and heroic courage and in indeed the self-sacrifice of the Cross as they were buried together, the Cross and Christ were one being, united in life and death.
Towards the time of Christs entombment in the poem on lines 70-77, there the line ‘they began to sing of sorrow’ meaning the warriors, and then ‘the voices of the warriors rose up, the corpse cooled’ would suggest the aftermath of a battle, when a King has died and the warriors are grieving for their fallen King, as indeed the whole of mankind grieves for the death of Christ.
Summery
In conclusion, through the information that I have gathered on The Dream of the Rood, it is clear that this poem was intended to appeal to those already familiar with a tradition of heroic literature which emerged from a warrior society. The Dreamer, the Cross and Christ individually and collectively redefined heroism, as they were the heroic warriors in the battle against evil. This poem could be easily envisioned and understood by the battle hardened warriors of Anglo-Saxon society, and while it is not in the traditional heroism of Beowulf, the heroic descriptive style of the poem is much the same. The Dream of the Rood redefines Heroism by the very nature that Christ is the heroic warrior, and the Cross as a hero standing firm against the enemies. Cross and Christ were one being, fighting together for the saviour of mankind. Even when Rood saw his liege lord lay dead at the hands of the enemy, he did not break, but heroically is entombed along with Christ. The Dreamer was a witness, an observer who becomes the ‘Speech-bearer’ as stated in lines 78-94 , a hero as the teller of this vision. Historian Bernard Huppe is of the opinion that ”The Crucifixion is pictured as a battle and both Christ and the Cross are warriors whose deaths are victories, and whose burials are preludes to the triumph of the resurrection.”18 The Dreamer was heroic by the inner strength he had against his battle through his pain and self-loathing, he fought through his weakness and won, to share his vision with the world and deliver Christs’ message to the people. Historian is of the opinion “…its clear evocation of warband with Christ as thane to His Father and Lord to the Cross and the Dreamer.”19 This is an interesting theory in that the Dreamer could be seen as on the same standing as the cross, but instead of standing firm against the enemies of Christ, he battles with the demons of his mind, and much in the same way that the cross and Christ were died and were resurrected, the Dreamer was also…”Christian heroic ethos was an integral part of Anglo-Saxon civilization.”20 The Dream of the Rood sets in place a new take on heroism, a powerful poem to inspire the Anglo-Saxon people to dedicate their lives and service in the name of God. The message in The Dream of the Rood, is that salvation can be achieved by every man, no matter what misdeeds he may have committed as long as he holds to the ‘true faith’, to the Anglo-Saxon mind, this would have been a very poignant message.
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