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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? 


Heroism can be defined in a person as a quality that seeks to inspire individuals. Strength, courage, and honour are among some of the qualities that people view as heroic in early periods of time, just as the idea of a heroism has been reconceptualised for modern culture, some qualities remain the same. In Anglo Saxon poetry, heroism is a common theme as Halbrook states:  

‘Like the poets of Beowulf and The Battle of Maldon, the writer celebrates deeds of martial prowess, praises heroic virtue, and narrates the rise and fall of a great man in a direct, vivid style, which is far removed from the elliptical narrative of the early books of the Old Testament and the gnomic passages of the synoptic Gospels.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  John Halbrooks, “Ælfric, the Maccabees, and the Problem of Christian Heroism.” Studies in Philology, vol. 106, no. 3, 2009, pp. 263–284. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25656015. [Accessed 26th March 2018]] 


	Anglo Saxon culture shares a reoccurring idea of the heroic and how a person can be perceived to be heroic. One of the Anglo Saxon poems I will be looking at that explores this idea is The Dream of the Rood. However, in The Dream of the Rood I will be looking at how heroism is redefined for an Anglo Saxon audience and how the major figures in the poem can be interpreted to redefine heroism on a different level. 
	The three major figures in the poem are The Dreamer, The Cross and Christ himself. The Dream of the Rood has a narrative feel as the dreamer is first person narrating his account from a dream he has had. We also have the other speaker in the poem which is The Cross itself and gives us a first hand experience of what is happening in the poem. One of the common themes in anglo saxon literature is the use of personification by the poet as it states: ‘(…)she concluded that The Dream of the Rood owed its form, if not to the direct influence of Latin poems employing the device of prosopopoeia, at least to the Anglo Saxon poet's familiarity with the study of rhetoric in the medieval schools.’[footnoteRef:3] This is particularly the case when it comes to the perspective of The Cross. The Cross says ‘Warriors bore me on their shoulders until they set me on a hill; many enemies fixed me there. I then saw the Lord of mankind hasten with great zeal when he wanted to climb upon me.’[footnoteRef:4] To an Anglo Saxon audience, the cross can be understood as a thane to Christ; a thane who does not abandon his lord on the eve of battle, or the threat of defeat. The Cross later says ‘I trembled’ and ‘I did not dare to harm any of them.’[footnoteRef:5] The Cross demonstrates the qualities of loyalty and courage by not abandoning Christ or even destroying his enemies when it is able to. The Cross follows the orders of its Lord/King even if it means that they will both fall in battle: ‘There, against the word of the lord, I did not dare to bend or break when I saw the surface of the earth tremble. I might have destroyed all the enemies; however, I stood firm.’[footnoteRef:6] The Cross is relatable to the Anglo Saxon culture as they would be aware and drawn to the same qualities in their own heroic figures, that being loyalty and endurance.   [3:  Michael D. Cherniss, “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., <https://www.cambridge.org/core/services/aop-cambridge-core/content/view/13D94996EC323E169281857B27CEE9F2/S0263675100000454a.pdf/cross_as_christs_weapon_the_influence_of_heroic_literary_tradition_on_the_dream_of_the_rood.pdf> [Accessed 26th March 2018]]  [4:  Michael Swanton, The Dream of the Rood, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1970; rpr. 1978, and frequently reprinted), 24-34.]  [5:  Swanton, 35-49.]  [6:  Swanton, 35-45.] 

	Christ’s portrayal by the poet is also more relatable to the Anglo Saxon audience as he can be seen to be the brave, mighty warrior ready to do battle as it says: ‘(…) “the young hero’s advance. And ascent of the Cross, is at once painless and heroic, and is therefore a most admirable symbol of the divine nature of Christ.’[footnoteRef:7] The portrayal of Christ here can be seen as an aggressive warrior as he ‘stripped himself’[footnoteRef:8] in preparation to do battle with his enemies. Christ, normally being viewed as a pacifist by Christians, is reconceptualised here in The Dream of the Rood to appeal to the Anglo Saxon culture. Instead of being viewed as a martyr as he would ordinarily be seen, Christ is portrayed as a mighty warrior who willingly gets on the cross as a sacrifice for all humanity as Woolf suggests; ‘(…)that with the Anglo-Saxon conversion to Christianity, the English inherited an heroic tradition of the saints that would have been compatible with the native sense of heroism.[footnoteRef:9] The qualities of heroism that Christ displays here would be identifiable to the Anglo Saxons and would have been understood as something more on a different level; a redefining of heroism that might potentially convert Anglo Saxon culture to the religion of Christianity.  [7:  Canuteson pp.293-297 ]  [8:  Swanton, 35-45.]  [9:  Halbrooks, pp.263-284.] 

	The battle that Christ is eager to begin is not that with anything human, but a spiritual battle between himself and the devil, the forces of good and evil. The divine battle that Christ undergoes as he accepts the torture of The Cross is another way in which the Anglo Saxon peoples can relate to Christ. The relationship between Christ and the cross from one perspective is that Christ the aggressive warrior or Lord/King fights a battle with his thane, The Cross. The Cross is honour bound to Christ as it says ‘I did not dare to bend’ and ‘They mocked us both together.’[footnoteRef:10] The thane who would die for his Lord/King is a quality The Cross displays here. The Cross has the power to defeat Christ’s enemies for him, but follows his lord/kings orders and his role in this poem to the very end. The Cross bears the pain along with Christ and doesn’t abandon him in his time of need. As Christ is portrayed as the aggressive warrior type of figure here who is battling a divine evil, The Cross is portrayed as the pacifist human side of Christ who endures Christ’s suffering along with its own.  The poet showing both sides of Christ here in The Cross and Christ himself can be seen redefining heroism as both the figures combined can represent how Anglo Saxon culture are inspired by heros who perform great feats. The idea of good versus a divine evil or monster has taken different forms in heroic literature such as Grendel in Beowulf, which is one of the more popular Anglo Saxon heroic poems of that time period. Christ fighting his spiritual battle with the devil can be seen as a close analogy to that of Beowulf and adding that extra element of the spiritual fight is another layer to how the poem redefines the heroic to Anglo Saxon culture.   [10:  Swanton, 46-49.] 

	Another perspective of Christ and The Cross is that the The Cross is Christ’s weapon in which he engages his divine battle with. Christ and the only object that is mentioned when he is crucified could be interpreted to be his weapon as it says: ‘(…)the close personal relationship between Christ and his cross as essentially the same as the intimate bond between a hero and his weapons in heroic poetry.’[footnoteRef:11] Weapons in Anglo Saxon culture were always related to the warrior who was wielding them. These weapons would usually be named by the hero and personified. The Cross to Christ is his symbol of Christianity and his victory over the forces of evil. The Cross is described by The Dreamer: ‘I saw that the tree of glory adorned with garments shining beautifully, adorned with gold. Gems had covered honourably the tree of the Ruler.’[footnoteRef:12] In another piece of Anglo Saxon poetry called Elene, The Cross is described:  [11:  Cherniss, pp. 241–252.]  [12:  Swanton, 13-23.] 


He saw, brilliant with ornate treasures, the beautiful tree of glory in the vault of the skies, decorated with gold, gleaming with jewels. The shining tree was brilliantly and radiantly inscribed with letters: “With this emblem you will overpower the enemy in the perilous offensive; you will halt hostile armies.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  George P. Krapp, The Vercelli Book, (New York: Columbia University Press 1932, rp 1961) pg 158] 


	The Cross is always described as something beautiful and magnificent, a symbol for all who follow Christ for his heroic battle and sacrifice for all the sins of mankind. The Cross becomes immortalised as a symbol for heroism and Anglo Saxons could understand the strength in the brave warrior’s weapon. In Anglo Saxon culture, crucifixions are usually one of the most shameful punishments on a person. The culture is a culture that reputation was very important to the people as it was a honour/shame culture. The Cross, which is something that is usually associated with an act of shame in the culture, transforms into something associated with heroism and honour, redefining heroism to the Anglo Saxon people with the new found symbol of heroism linked to Christ’s spiritual battle.     
	The Dreamer who is witness to all of the events in the Dream engages the reader’s attention as if a burden of grief has fallen upon him, which makes us interested in his story. The Dreamer can be interpreted to be a prophet sent by God to relay the message of Christ’s great sacrifice for all of mankind’s sins. The account of the dream by The Dreamer changes towards the end in The Dream of the Rood because at first he is only a witness to the happenings in the poem, but by the end in the climax, he is given the role by The Cross as it says: ‘Now I command you, my beloved man, that you relate this vision to human kind; reveal in words that it is a cross of glory on which the Almighty God suffered for the many sins of humankind and Adam’s original sin.’[footnoteRef:14] The Dreamer is not worried about his own wrong doings now as Brezezinski says: ‘Thus comforted and assured of his own salvation, the Dreamer in his last description of Judgment presents, not judgement itself, but its results for those like himself who have already merited salvation and who have been admitted to heaven at their death.’[footnoteRef:15] There is a dramatic feel here almost like the feel of a sermon in The Cross’ speech as it reflects on what has just happened and asks the dreamer to take it as a warning and carry it forward in life for the betterment of mankind. This can be interpreted in one way as The Dreamer accepts his mission from God just as Christ accepted his spiritual battle against the devil. The Dreamer feels at ease knowing that he will be safe if he embraces Christ and Christianity as it says:  [14:  Swanton, 95-121.]  [15:  Monica Brzezinski, “THE HARROWING OF HELL, THE LAST JUDGMENT, AND ‘THE DREAM OF THE ROOD.’” Neuphilologische Mitteilungen, vol. 89, no. 3, 1988, pp. 252–265. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/43343865. p.256 [Accessed 26th March 2018]] 


The spiritual revelation in The Dream of the Rood, once imported into the private space of the dreamer's mind, is subject to this expectation that reified wisdom should not be hoarded but distributed for public benefit, and that is exactly what the Rood commands the dreamer to do.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Mize, Britt. “The Mental Container and the Cross of Christ: Revelation and Community in The Dream of the Rood.” Studies in Philology, vol. 107, no. 2, 2010, pp. 131–178. JSTOR, JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/25681414. [Accessed 26th March 2018]] 


An Anglo Saxon audience may potentially see the Dreamer in themselves and realise that they can also embrace Christ and Christianity to be able to enter into the kingdom of heaven. The Dreamer offering another spiritual way of life after death to the Anglo Saxon culture, thus creating another layer in the narrative to The Dream of the Rood that can be understood through the symbol of the Cross representing the religion of Christianity.
	Another way of viewing The Dreamer is as an exile, which is another common theme related to Anglo Saxon types of heroic literature. The Dreamer can be interpreted to be one witnessing the great battle that Christ undergoes spiritually, which The Dreamer can then embrace the heroic qualities that a Lord/King would possess. Christianity being a religion that forgives the past sins of people as long as the people embrace Christ and Christianity. The Cross can be seen to redefine heroism to the Anglo Saxon audience here as The Cross offers salvation to any exile who has no Lord or purpose and would want to be taken in somewhere. The divine offer of a spiritual forgiveness and a place of belonging would be an ideal purpose for one who has been cast aside in Anglo Saxon culture. The offer of another way of serving a lord, one that is almighty and spiritual adds a different perspective on the heroic understanding of life. 

The major figures in The Dream of the Rood can be seen to explore different ways in which the heroic to the Anglo Saxon culture can be seen on another level. The other layer of meaning to the major figures in the poem, redefines what the heroic can be and how it can be seen in the Anglo Saxon culture. Christ being the aggressive warrior would be something the Anglo Saxons people could rally to and comprehend leading them to see a whole new perspective on the heroic. Christ is the willing warrior of sacrifice, an honourable quality in any Anglo Saxon heroic figure that would be respected for his courage. Christ does this individually and collectively along with The Dreamer’s perspective and also the other side of Christ which is The Cross. The conversion of Anglo Saxon England to Christianity from their Pagan Gods may be something of a new idea or a culture changing event. The perspective of Christianity by Christ and his portrayal in The Dream of the Rood can be interpreted in a new spiritual way that can be seen to redefine how the the heroic was viewed to the Anglo Saxon culture. It gave the people something more to have faith in, possibly more than they might have been used to. The Dreamer, who carried The Cross’ message to all those who are willing to accept Christ and Christianity can be viewed as God’s messenger; A way in which Anglo Saxon culture would identify themselves with the dream of The Dreamer and take into account the actions that Christ took for all of humanities sins. The Cross is still a symbol for Christ’s crucifixion today and this emphasises how much his spiritual battle with the devil meant something to the people of Anglo Saxon time and todays time period. Christ’s sacrifice has conquered time as Christianity is one of the dominant religions in today’s cultures around the world. The Anglo Saxon heroic qualities combined with the Christian pacifist ways, introduces an emergent ideology that paves the way for a new perspective on heroism redefined by the major figures .in The Dream of the Rood.  
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