Introduction

Two opposing influences, war and Christian faith, were combined in expressive, violent poetry during the Anglo Saxon period, and the six poems newly translated in this book are among the finest products of this cultural mix. Some of them are rarely translated, while others are relatively well known. All are significant survivors of a fascinating period in literature. The original poems are all works of art in their own right, written with a skill and emotional immediacy that demands attention. This introduction considers one aspect of their interest in detail, but they share many other characteristics and there is much else to appreciate in them.


In their original language, these poems are not very accessible to the general reader, and they are often submerged beneath lengthy introductions discussing linguistic and textual variations, sources and interpretaive theories. This book is an attempt to give them a wider audience. Although all translations, of necessity, differ from the originals, I have tried to stick as closely to the source as possible, and to recreate some of the rhythmic effects of their alliterative style. I hope that these new versions remain faithful to the spirit of the originals.


I have largely left the translations to speak for themselves, but notes to aid the reader follow each one. The poems come from a range of manuscripts, and the circumstances of their survival are also discussed in the notes on the poems. I have selected the works partly for their quality and partly for how much they are products of changes in the Old English literary warrior tradition. The poems are not arranged in order of their chronological age, which is often open to debate. Some of the works' oral roots could easily stretch centuries back beyond the earliest written records. Instead, I have arranged the poems so that they move from the "pure" warrior tradition exemplified by The Fight at Finnsburgh to the supremely beautiful synthesis of battle imagery and Christian sentiment in The Dream of the Rood.


This synthesis reflects the complicated story of how the pagan Anglo Saxon kingdoms become Christianised. Most surviving Old English poetry is at least superficially Christian, which is hardly surprising given that it was written down by monks in well-established monasteries. That Christianity has, however, been shaped by the pre-existing pagan warrior culture that dominated the various English kingdoms before Augustine, envoy of Pope Gregory I, landed on the coast of Kent in 597. The conversion of the kingdoms was nominally complete by the end of the seventh century, but the process was tortuous.


There were already Christian missionaries in what became England by the time Augustine landed. These men came from the churches that had survived the withdrawal of Roman troops two hundred years before and ministered to the Celtic-speaking peoples beyond Anglo Saxon domination. The Celtic church, as it has become known, differed from the Rome-centred one in many ways. These differences were officially settled at the Synod of Whitby in 664, largely in Rome's favour.


Despite the appearance of unity imposed at Whitby, Christianity throughout this period was adaptable, absorbing significant elements of the native pagan religions in to order to make itself more acceptable to the unconverted. The most striking example in the British Isles is the use of the name of a pagan goddess whose festival fell in the spring for the most important Christian celebration: Eostre to Easter. Christianity also had to adapt itself to the interests of kings.


The conversion of whole kingdoms largely depended on the inclinations of the king. In 627, King Edwin of Northumbria converted, but when he was killed in 632, the kingdom became "pagan" again until King Oswald restored the faith introduced by Edwin. The records only concern themselves with kings and senior figures, so we can only guess at what was happening among the people.


There was little difference in practice between "Christian" and "pagan" kings during the period of the conversion. Fundamentally, the early Anglo Saxon king was a warlord whose role was to protect his people and increase his power through conquest. A king who was not a ruthless warrior would not last long – the crown was gained by the sword, not heredity. To survive in this world, the passive, meek face of Christianity had to be obscured – Christ was to be a warrior, not a victim.


Many kings converted because they thought the Christian God would give them victory in battle. Others hedged their bets, allowing their wives, for example, to convert while remaining pagan themselves – this compromise would keep all the deities happy.


By the time the surviving manuscripts containing the poems translated in this book were written, Christianity had become central to society, but it had not displaced the old love of battle. In some of these poems, Christian imagery is called on to justify war, and ancient assertion that "God is on our side". In others, however, war is used as the underlying support for Christian values: "war is on God's side." This latter form is especially striking in The Dream of the Rood, where by the end the overall effect is one of harmony and peace despite the warlike undertones.


At their best, these poems' emphasis on the social and religious concerns of a long-past civilisation does not give them historical interest alone. They provide an unexpected point of access to questions about the nature of power and belief and the mingling of separate traditions that arise in all societies. They challenge us to examine our certainties and bring us close to minds whose expression of the world around them emerges in the form of great and enduring art.

A Note on the Translation

Old English

Old English is a fully inflected language, which means that, unlike in Modern English, the meaning of sentences mostly depends on the endings of words rather than on word order. As in Modern German, the verb on which a sentence depends is often found at the end, and the rest of the sentence leads up to it. This can present problems for a translation, although it can also buoy the sense along in unusual ways.


Another feature of the language, particularly in its poetry, is that there are many synonyms for key concepts. For example, in the poems translated here, a ruler can also be described as a lord, a warrior, a king, a ring giver, and a shield bearer. Originally, such a wealth of equivalents would have added variety to the poems and assisted the poets' alliterative schemes. More importantly, these words also highlighted specific features of the thing being named – the title “ring giver” emphasises a particular element of a ruler’s duties in his post. For the modern reader, many of these names will have lost much of their resonance. It is not really possible to resolve this problem, but I have tried to find ways of matching the original works in the hope that this may bridge the gap between the Old and Modern forms of the language.

Old English Poetry

Almost all Old English poetry is written in what amounts to the same form: continuous alliterative half-lines. Although the meaning of the term “continuous” is fairly obvious – works are not divided into stanzas, but run from beginning to end without a break – “half-line” and “alliterative” as used in this context require some explanation. Essentially, the Old English metrical unit is not the full line as such, but a half one with two main stresses and a variable number of weaker syllables. Two half lines making up a line are linked by alliteration. The two main stresses in the first half begins with the same letter, and one of the two stresses in the second line begin with that same letter. This metrical arrangement has given rise to the modern convention of presenting Old English poetic lines on the page as two separate units (it is written out in the same way as prose in the manuscript), a convention I have followed in this book.


Vowels alliterate interchangeably (as in “all to the earth; awful fate!”), and alliterating letters do not have to fall at the beginning of words so long as the stress is on the syllable that they begin.


The alliterative scheme ultimately derives from the oral roots of Old English poetry, when minstrels would recite, or even improvise, verse for their audience (see the note on The Fight at Finnsburgh, for further details about the inpact this has had on Old English poetry). Alliteration provides the verse with a rhythmic structure that makes it attractive to listen to and serves as a tool for the speaker to use for emphasis and dramatic effect. That Old English poetry, to an almost unique degree, is so structured around this method is an indication of the importance of the oral tradition.

The Modern English Versions

As stated in the Introduction, I have tried to as faithful to the letter of the originals as possible. Given the differences between Old and Modern English, however, paraphrases and alterations have of necessity crept in. One important example is that I have avoided trying to replicate the whole range of poetic synonyms in the poems. Many of the words used would have no resonance with the modern reader. I have also avoided archaic and archaic-sounding words because to use them would not only sound forced but would also probably be quite misleading – it is the simpler words in Modern English that tend to have Old English roots. The more “high-sounding” ones are often from Latin or French.


To render some things more comprehensible to word-order-dependent Modern English, the half-lines that make up an individual line have occasionally been swapped round. I have also introduced “paragraph breaks” between sections in the poems. They are entirely my own. Similarly, all the punctuation is my own, although I have been guided by modern editions of the original texts.


To try and recreate the poems' original alliterative scheme while trying to be faithful to their content was impractical. The alliteration in these translations is therefore much freer. For example, often two alliterated stresses appear in the second half of a line and only one in the first. At a very minimum I have ensured that at least one stress in each half line alliterates with one stress in its partner. This should, I hope, allow the reader to gain some flavour of the alliterative scheme.


Damaged sections in the poems are represented by dots. I did not attempt to try and fill in the gaps, partly because I have tried to remain faithful to the text, and partly because these gaps represent to me part of the poems’ appeal: in spite of their defacement they still speak eloquently.

The Fight at Finnsburgh

……………     gables burn?"


Hnaef spoke then,     war-young sovereign:


"No eastern daybreak this,     nor flight of the dragon,

nor do this hall's     high gables burn,

but enemies come forth:     death-crows will sing,

the grey wolf wail,     spears whistle,

shield answer to shaft.     Now the moon shines

wild between clouds,     woeful deeds arise

and this people's hate     will pour forth.

But wake now     my warriors,

shoulder your shields,     be sure of great deeds.

Fight foremost,     firm spirited."


Then gold-laden thanes arose     and girded their swords.

To one door walked     two lordly warriors,

Sigeferth and Ealra,     with drawn swords.

To the other went     Ordlaf and Guthlaf,

and Hengest himself     was behind them.


Guthere strove     to dissuade Garulf:

such a noble life     in the first assault

on the hall doors     should not dare arms

now that hard fighters     wished to have it.

But Garulf asked     openly, over all,

who was the dauntless soldier     that held the doors?


"Sigeferth is my name.     I am a Secgan prince,

an adventurer widely known.     I've endured many troubles,

hard battles:     you'll certainly have here

whatever from me     you wish for."


Then in the hall     slaughter's noise was heard,

embossed shields     in bold hands,

breaking helms,     the hall floor booming,

until in the fighting     Garulf fell,

the noblest man     among all men,

Guthlaf's son.     Around him many good

corpses were scattered.     The raven circled,

dark and dismal.     Swords danced

as if all Finnsburgh     were aflame.


I've never heard better     in men's battles

than this struggle     by sixty warriors,

nor of men for bright mead     making such payment

as Hnaef got     from his young household.

They fought five days     and none fell

among the comrades,     but they kept to the doors.


Then a hero walked, wounded,     passing on his way,

said his mail     was split apart,

his armour ruined     and his helm ripped through.

The comrades' commander     questioned him

how the warriors     bore their wounds

or whether there a youth     …………………

Notes on The Fight at Finnsburgh
Put crudely, it does not matter why the protagonists are fighting in this poem, nor even who they are (this is discussed below, however). The meat of the matter is how the fighting is done: more precisely, how it is presented. Although only a fragment of the work survives it contains many of the tropes that reappear continually in Old English poems, even when they are not explicitly about warfare.


The Fight at Finnsburgh as we have it is largely a poem about the comitatus. This term was used by the Roman historian Tacitus in his account of the Anglo Saxons' ancestors in Germany, but it has been used since to describe the moral system that underpins the social hierarchy described in Old English literature. That hierarchy's prime tenet was absolute, unconditional loyalty to one's lord, and then to one's kin. The lord repaid this loyalty with gifts of gold, land, prestige, food, drink and friendship. The bonds of blood in the kin were mutual and provided protection. The blood feud is the best-known aspect of this principle. How closely the ideal described in the poetry matched historical reality is open to question (see The Battle of Maldon), but in this poem it is the ideal that matters.


The action of The Fight at Finnsburgh is that of a blood feud, and the heroism of Hnaef's sixty warriors is explicitly a result of the comitatus contract. The significance of this theme is emphasised by the reappearance of the same story in Beowulf, when a minstrel offers commentary on the deeds of that poem's hero, who is in many ways the epitome of the Old English warrior as we know him.


Finnsburgh's language and imagery has come straight from a template for early Anglo Saxon poetry. Such poetry was originally composed and recited orally, and so the minstrels that created it often fell back on standard phrases that would have been both easy to remember and easy for the audience to absorb immediately. Carrion beasts, the noise of weapon on shield, the momentary glimpse of the corpse-strewn battlefield: these are among the most characteristic features of Old English was poems and draw on communal memory in the same way as the comitatus theme.

The story behind the poem, as told in Beowulf, stems from hostility between the Frisians and Denmark. Hoc, king of the Danes, marries his daughter Hildeburh to Finn, king of the Frisians, in an effort to make peace. Hnaef succeeds Hoc after the latter's death, and goes to visit his sister Hildeburh. Violence breaks out, and Hnaef and his household are besieged in the hall, as Finnsburgh describes. 


Finn's son is killed, but so is Hnaef. Hengest now takes charge of the Danes. Finn is unable to take the hall, and so offers to keep Hengest and his men as members of his own household throughout the winter until they can sail back to Denmark. The Danes agree, although this means that they will be, albeit temporarily, followers of their lord's killer. Hengest broods over the dishonour all winter. 


In spring, Hengest is stirred up again, and Finn's hall is attacked. The Frisian king is killed and Hengest takes Hildeburh back to Denmark.

These lines are all that remains of what is presumed to be an epic poem. They were copied out in 1705 by George Hickes from an original manuscript he found in Lambeth Palace Library. The original has never since been found and all subsequent editions of the poem have come from Hickes' copy.

The Battle of Brunanburgh

King Aethelstan,     lord of earls,

brave men's ring giver,     and his brother

Edmund the prince     won eternal glory

fighting war     with sword edges

at Brunanburgh.     They broke the shield wall,

hewed linden shields     with hammer-like swords:

Edward's brood,     so bred

by their kin     that often in conflict

they from all enemies     defended their land,

treasurehoards and homes.     Hostile men died:

Scottish soldiers     and ship sailors

were doomed to die.     

                                      The field was darkened,

blood soaked,     from the sun's rise

in the morning,     when that marvellous star

glided over earth,     the bright candle of God

the eternal Lord,     until the noble creation

sank to sleep.     There lay many soldiers

vanquished by spears,     Viking warriors

spiked over their shields,     and Scotsmen

wearied by war.     

                               The Wessexmen onwards,

all day,     in troops

on foot hunted     the hated tribes,

hewing the fleeing army     fiercely from behind

with stone-ground swords.     The Mercians did not stint

hard hand play     to any hostile man

that with Anlaf     over the rough waves

in ships' stomachs     sought land,

doomed in battle.     

                                 Five lay dead

on the field,     five young kings

put to sleep by swords,     and seven

of Anlaf's earls,     and uncounted numbers

of Scots and sailors.     There was sent fleeing

the Norsemen's lord,     in dire need,

to his ship's stern     with small company:

the ship set sail,     the king set off

on the coloured waters     and kept his life.


So also the wise man     in flight made it

to his northern country,     Constantinus,

old warrior,     with nothing to rejoice

in that sharp meeting:     sheared of kinsmen,

his friends felled     on the battlefield

lifeless after the quarrel,     and his son left

in the place of death     destroyed by wounds,

the youth in battle.     He never wanted to brag,

the greybeard,     of that sword grappling,

old trickster,     any more than Anlaf.

With their stragglers     they could not scoff

that their battle deeds     were better

on the field     where flags clashed,

in the spear meeting,     hero mixing,

the weapon wrestling,      that they in war

attempted to play     with Edward's sons.


The Norsemen sailed     in nailed ships –

dreary remnants after spears –     on Dingesmere,

over deep water     seeking Dublin:

again to Ireland,     all ashamed.

So also the brothers     both together,

king and prince,     came home

to the West Saxons' land,     exulting in war.


They left behind,     sharing the bodies,

the dark-cloaked     dismal raven,

horny beaked,     the grey-hooded

white-backed eagle,     the carrion-eager

greedy war hawk     and that grey beast

the forest wolf.     Never was more slaughter

on this island,     ever yet

before this time     more people felled

by the sword's edge,     as books say

and old wise men     since, from the east,

Angles and Saxons     arrived,

seeking Britain     over the broad brine,

proud warsmiths     who overcame the Welsh:

glory-eager warriors     who gained this land.

Notes on The Battle of Brunanburgh
The work now known as The Battle of Brunanburgh appears in four versions of the Anglo Saxon Chronicle for the year 937. The Chronicle, a year-by-year record of Anglos Saxon history from the traditional arrival of the first settlers in 449 (although the Chronicle was not actually begun until the ninth century) was kept by monks in abbeys around the country, and each of the seven surviving versions differs from the others. Despite its importance as the major source for most of the period's history, the Chronicle's tone tends towards the laconic. Brunanburgh is a major exception, both in its length and its triumphalist mood. The events described in the poem are assumed to be historical, but neither Brunanburgh nor Dingesmere have been located.


Like all Anglo Saxon poems, in manuscript Brunanburgh is untitled and written out as a continuous paragraph. It has been argued that it is in fact an example of highly stylised prose that draws on poetic conventions for its effect. I have treated it as a poem.


Brunanburgh's vindictiveness towards the defeated marks it out even from other Old English battle poems, and it lacks the grandeur of The Fight at Finnsburgh or the blow-by-blow immediacy of The Battle of Maldon. It is, however, a good example of the way in which the traditions of warrior poetry inform every level of the literature.


Aethelstan's role as the lord who exacts loyalty through gifts is expressed in the second line, and the kinship support system is mentioned shortly after. The conventions of imagery noted in The Fight at Finnsburgh reappear. One important difference is evident, however: the Christian God is invoked. His appearance is only brief, and he is not credited with granting the Saxons victory, only illuminating it. The oversight of God nevertheless implies heavenly approval, identifying the Saxons as the defenders of Christianity against heathen hordes. War and faith are thereby inextricably linked.

The Battle of Maldon

……………..     become broken.

The lord then ordered each man     to leave his horse,

drive it far off     and go forth,

to think of handiwork     and high courage.


When Offa's kinsman     first found that

the earl would not     endure cowardice

he let, from his hand,     fly his beloved

hawk to the woods,     to stoop to war;

by that he might know     that his knight would not

weaken in war     when he seized his weapon.

And Eadric wished     to help his elder,

his lord, in the battle,     and so bore

his spear to war.     He had sound thoughts

while he in his hand     might hold

shield and broad sword;     he always, he swore,

would fight     in front of his lord.


Then Byrhtnoth began     to bolster his men, 

riding and ordering,     instructing them

how they should stand     and stay in position,

that their shields     should be held right,

firm in their hands,     and not to fear.

When he had that troop     well prepared,

he alighted among the men     most close to him:

there he his hearth warriors     knew well.


Then stood on shore,     and sternly called,

the northmen's messenger.     He made words,

voicing threats     from the Vikings,

a speech to the leader     where he stood on the bank:


"I was sent to you     from bold seamen,

commanded to speak:     quickly send

rings for your defence;     you would do better

to stave off with tribute     this spear storm

than we should     share battle.

We need not destroy each other     if you can do this;

we will with the gold     work a truce.

If you resolve,      who is richest here,

that you your people     will preserve,

send to the seamen,     just as they say,

money in friendship,     and make peace with us.

We will, with the gold,     go to our ships,

put forth to sea     and hold our peace."


Byrhtnoth spoke     brandishing his shield,

waving his slender spear,     made words,

angry and resolute,     gave answer:


"Do you know, seaman,     what this people says?

They wish you to have tribute,     to give spears,

stabbing points     and old swords,

war gear     no good to you in battle.

Seamen's messenger,     go and send again,

say to your lord    a less pleasant message,

that here stands, noble,     an earl and his soldiers

who will hold     their homeland,

Aethelred's land,     my lord's,

this folk and fields.     You shall fall,

heathens, in the battle.     Too humiliating, I think it,

that you with our gold     should go to ship

unfought,     or further

come into     our country.

Nor shall you so easily     seize our treasure:

sword and point, we shall    first settle

this grim battle game     before giving tribute."


The shield bearer ordered     his army to advance

so that on the riverbank     they were ranked.

The water prevented     each troop pressing to the other;

there came flowing    the flood after the ebb,

enclosing stream.     It seemed too long to them

before they together     could bring their spears.

They by Panta stream     stood in troops,

the East Saxon vanguard     and the Viking army.

They could do no     damage to each other,

nor except through arrow flight     take their fall.


The tide receded;     the invaders stood ready,

many Vikings     eager for violence.

To hold the bridge     the bold defender ordered     

a war-hardened warrior     called Wulfstan,

keen among his kin,     who was Ceda's son:

the first man     was felled by his spear

that boldly there     stepped on the bridge.

There stood with Wulfstan     warriors unafraid,

Aelfere and Maccus,     bold-minded two,

who would not at the ford     seek to flee

but firmly     against the foe would fight

while they weapons     could wield.


When they understood     and saw well

that they bridge guards     bitter had found

they began deception,     the detested guests.

They asked for land passage     to be permitted them,

to pass over the ford     leading their footsoldiers.


Then the earl began,     overspirited,

to allow too much land     to the loathsome crowd.

He began to call     over cold water,

Byrhthelm's son,     bold men listening:


"Now a way is opened.     Walk quickly to us,

soldiers to slaughter;     God alone can say

how the killing     will come out."


Forward came the Vikings     ignoring the water,

the slaughter wolves     west over the Panta,

over shining water     bearing their shields;

the seamen came ashore     carrying weapons.

There again fiercely     awaiting stood

Byrhtnoth with his men;     he commanded them with shields

to build the wall,     and that barrier hold

fast against the foe.     Then the fight was near,

glory in war.     The time was come 

when fated men     would fall.

An uproar was raised,     ravens circled,

eagles, carrion eager;     there were cries on earth.

They let fly from their hands     file-hard spears;

grimly piercing     points flew;

bows were busy,     shields caught blows.


The battlerush was bitter,     bold men fell.

On every side     soldiers lay.

Wulfmaer was wounded;     he chose war rest,

Byrhtnoth's kinsman;     he with blades was,

his sister son,     swiftly hacked down.

Then the raiders     received requital.

I heard that Eadweard     slaughtered one

swiftly with sword,     not stopping his blows

so he fell at his feet,     fated warrior.

His thane     said his thanks

to his chamberlain     when the chance arose.


So they stood,     stubborn minded,

warriors at war,     eagerly working out

how with metal     they first might

force the life     from fated men,

warriors with weapons.     War slaughter fell on earth.


They stood steadfast;     Byrhtnoth instructed them,

commanded each fighter     to consider battle

who wished the Danes     death in war.

A bold fighter advanced,     weapon aloft,

shield in defence,     directly to the lord.

Resolute too advanced     the earl to the commoner,

each to the other     intending harm.

The seaman hurled      his southernmade spear,

which wounded     the warriors' lord;

he struck it with his shield     and broke the shaft.

The spear shattered     and sprang from the wound.

The lord stormed;     his spear stung

the proud Viking,     piercing a wound.

Furious was the leader,     he let his sword fly

through the soldier's side,     steered by his hand

so that in the far-traveller     it found the life.

Then he another     swiftly assaulted

bursting the mailcoat;     he was wounded in the breast

through the hooked rings.     At his heart stood

the fatal blade.     The earl was blissful,

laughing, courageous man,     gave thanks to the Creator

for the day's work     the Lord had dealt.


Then a seaman loosed     a spear from his hand,

fly from his fist     so it went forth

through the earl,     Aethelred's thane.

Beside him stood     a boy ungrown,

a squire in the battle.     He boldly

pulled from the man     the bloody point:

Wulfstan's son,     young Wulfmaer,

let fly     far again

the spear in anger,     and on the earth lay

he who had the lord     severely hurt.


An armoured one     advanced on the earl;

he wanted the man's      rings to make away with,

clothes, mail shirt     and well-made sword.

Byrhtnoth drew     the blade from its sheath,

broad and bright,     and battered the corselet.

Too quickly he was hindered     by a hard Viking

who the earl's     arm wounded.

It fell to the ground,     the gold-hilted sword:

he could not hold     a hard blade

nor wield weapons.     But words he still spoke,

grey-haired lord,     to enliven his men,

he bid them go forth     with good fortune.

On foot he could not long     stand firmly.

He to heaven spoke:


"I thank you     Thane of nations

for all the pleasures     I've experienced in the world.

Now I own, mild Lord,     great need

that you my spirit     send well,

so that my soul to you     might safely go,

into your keeping,     King of angels,

pass in peace.     I plead with you

that hellish attackers     do not harm it."


Then he was hacked down     by heathen seamen

and both the men     that stood by him,

Aelfnoth and Wulfmaer,     were laid down

and alongside their lord     gave up their lives.


Then fled from the battle     those who feared to remain.

Odda's son     was earliest in flight,

Godric from the battle,     and forgot the good man

who often many     horses gave him.

He leaped on the steed     belonging to his lord,

with that harness,     as was not right.

His brothers with him     both galloped,

Godwine and Godwig,     giving no thought to battle

but went from the war     seeking the woods,

fled to that sanctuary     and saved their lives,

with many more     than was meet

if they the acts     had all recalled

that Byrhtnoth to do them good     had done.


So to him Offa that day     had said before

at the meeting place     where they had marched,

that there boldly     many would boast

but in hour of need     would not endure.


So was felled     that folk's leader,

Aethelred's earl;     all saw,

his hearth companions,     that their commander lay dead.

Then there went forth     proud followers,

undaunted men,     eager again.

They all wished     one of two things:

to lose life     or avenge their loved lord.

To embolden them     Aelfric's son,

winter-young warrior,     spoke words;

Aelfwine spoke,     saying valiantly:


"I remember the times     we talked, at mead,

when we on benches     made boasts,

warriors in the hall,     about hard battle:

now we will learn     how brave we are.

I make my ancestry     known to all:

know, my father was     named Ealhelm,

wise ealdorman,     prosperous in the world.

That people shall not,     thanes, protest

that I from this army     am eager to flee,

seeking home,     now my senior lies

hacked in the battle.     This is the worst harm:

he was both my kinsman     and my lord."


Then he went forth,     war minded,

so that with his spear     he struck one

seaman of that people     so that he slumped to the earth,

killed by the weapon.     Then he called to the men,

friends and kinsmen,     to go forth.


Offa spoke,     spear aloft:


"Hear! Aelfwine you have     urged all

thanes in this need     now our lord lies dead,

earl on the earth.     All of us must

each other     and others embolden,

warriors to war,     while we weapons may

have and hold,     hard mace,

spear and good sword.     So, Godric has

abandoned us,      Odda's cowardly son.

Many men thought     when he rode that mount,

lordly horse,     that it was our leader,

so here on the field     our forces scattered,

the shield wall broke.     Misery be his

who has so many     men put to flight!"


Leofsunu spoke,     lifting his shield,

his targe, in defence;     he declared to the men:


"I swear that     from this spot

I won't flee a foot's space     but will go forward,

revenge with conquest     my revered lord.

The men of Sturmer need not,     steadfast fighters,

with words reproach me     now my worshipped leader is dead,

that I, lordless,     escaped home,

walking from the battle,     but weapons shall take me,

point and iron."

                              His spirit was enraged, 

he fought fearlessly;     flight he forgot.


Dunnere spoke,     brandishing his spear,

humble commoner,     he called over all,

instructed each man     to avenge Byrhtnoth:


"He may not flinch    who means vengeance

on that people for his lord,     nor lament for his life."


Then they went forward     without thought for life.

The warriors began     brutal fighting,

grim spear bearers,     praying to God

that they might avenge     their honoured lord

and on their enemies     unleash death.


Then the hostage began     eagerly to help;

he was Northumbrian,     of hard kin,

Ecglaf's son,     called Aeschferth.

He did not draw back     in the battle-play

but flung forth     frequent arrows.

Sometimes he struck a shield,     sometimes tore a man –

every moment     he made a wound

there while he weapons     could wield.


Also forward stood     Eadweard the tall,

ready and eager.     He spoke rousing words,

that he would not fly     a foot's space of land

or budge back     now his better lay dead.

He broke the shield wall     and battled the Vikings

until he his treasure-giver     on the invaders

had worthily avenged,     before he lay in the slaughter.

So did Aetheric,     noble soldier,

death ready, forward eager     fighting determinedly.

Sibryhte's brother     and so many others

clove the round shields,     keen in defence.

They burst the shield rims     and the mail shirts rang

a song of terror.     

                              Then in the battle Offa struck

the sea wanderer     so he fell to earth.

Then Gadde's kinsman     sought the ground.

So in the fighting     Offa fell, hewn;

he had there performed     what he promised his lord,

as he vowed before     with his bold ring giver:

that they should both     ride back to the stronghold

whole to home,     or against the horde fall

on the battlefield,     broken with wounds.

He lay thane-like     beside his lord.


Then shields were smashed.     Seamen advanced,

war-enraged;     his spear went through

fated ones' life-dwellings.     Wistan went forward,

Thurstan's son,      and with the seamen fought;

there in the crush     he killed three

before Wigelin's son     lay weary in the slaughter.


There was hard meeting:     they held firm,

warriors in the struggle.     Soldiers fell,

wound weary.     War-death fell on earth.

Oswold and Eadwold     all the while,

both brothers,     emboldened the men,

called on with words     their dear kinsmen

that they at need     should endure,

not weakly     use their weapons.


Byrhtwold spoke,     brandishing his shield,

an old comrade,     ash spear aloft;

he openly     encouraged the men:


"Minds must be the harder,     hearts the bolder,

spirit the more,     as our strength lessens.

Here lies our commander     hacked down,

goodness in the grime.     He will grieve

that now from this war-field     seeks to flee.

I am old in life,     I will not go

but by the side     of my brave lord,

most beloved of men,     I mean to lie."


Then Aethelgar's son     all encouraged,

Godric, to the battle.     Often he let go a spear,

a slaughter-spear     into the seamen;

so he on the invaders     firmly advanced,

hewing and wounding,     until he was hacked down.

That was not the Godric     who fled from war…

Notes on The Battle of Maldon
Heartfelt tribute, lament – or bitter satire on one man's warrior pretensions? On the face of it, this most famous of Anglo Saxon battle poems is one of the first celebrations of "glorious English defeat", in which brave and hopeless stands represent moral victory over the physical victors. In this reading, the poem consciously calls on the tradition of comitatus poetry (see notes on The Fight at Finnsburgh). But is Byrhtnoth really presented as a proud inheritor of that tradition or does the poem hint that he is a failure who leaves England undefended through arrogance? If the latter, the further implication is that the self-sacrifice of good, experienced warriors is a waste rather than a noble gesture – the heroic tradition has perhaps become an anachronism.


The physical poem has had an eventful history. The manuscript was recorded in the Cotton Library, a huge collection of ancient manuscripts gathered by the seventeenth-century antiquary Sir Robert Bruce Cotton, already incomplete. It was destroyed in a fire in 1731. A copy had been made, however, by David Casley, and it is from this that all subsequent editions of the poem come.


We know from the manuscripts of the Anglo Saxon Chronicle (see notes on The Battle of Brunanburgh) the full story of the historical Battle of Maldon. Pagan Viking raids on rich, weak Christian England are recorded almost every year at this time. That of 991 landed on the Isle of Northey near Maldon in Essex and Byrhtnoth, ealdorman of the district and important figure in England's aristocracy, raised the local levies. With them and his own warrior household he marched to meet the attack.


The poem's geographical details are accurate – Northey is cut off from the mainland at high tide by the Panta (now the Blackwater). When the tide falls an easily defended strip of land is exposed.


As is made plain in the Chronicle, the English were defeated and Byrhtnoth and most of his household were killed. The defeat left East Anglia exposed to the brutal depredations of the raiders.

Nothing the poem says explicitly challenges the perception that the work is anything but a traditional battle poem, as exemplified by The Fight at Finnsburgh. Nevertheless, even if the poem is meant to be as thematically and stylistically conservative as it first appears, there are some concessions to the times. The first of these is the repeated acknowledgement of the local levies, whom Byrhtnoth trains early in the surviving text. Such men were vital to the defence of England at the time, but had hitherto been invisible in literature. One of them, Dunnere, even gets a speech among those of all the noblemen. His words are short, but their very presence moves the poem away from the stylised clash of aristocratic blades towards something newer.


As we have it, the poem also contains many irregularities in its verse. Some lines do not alliterate at all, but the end words of the half lines rhyme. The line introducing Byrhtnoth's final speech is only half, without a completing partner. Such variations might be the result of textual corruption – or might be evidence that the alliterative tradition, which had endured throughout Anglo Saxon poetry from its first written appearance, was weakening toward the end of the period. If the line irregularities are original, they might lend weight to the contention that although the poem appears to be a reversion to the conventions of the past, it is nothing of the sort.

Much of the debate about Maldon's real attitude to Byrhtnoth has centred on his decision to let the Vikings cross to the mainland. I have translated the key word, "ofermode" as "overspirited", while others have used the word "pride". "Pride" is a loaded word, implying explicit criticism, a sense that is not necessarily present in "ofermode". Nonetheless, Byrhtnoth's overspiritedness could well be a dig at his heroic aspirations (warriors are often referred to as "modig"; bold, brave), which lead him to grant "too much land" to the Vikings in the hope of glorious victory. 


There are many other places in the poem where potential ambivalence can be detected. For example, Byrhtnoth dismounts among his hearth warriors, whom he "knew well". But those hearth warriors would have included Odda's sons, who discard the comitatus ideal and flee – how well did their lord really know them?


The chief example of such dramatic irony in the poem comes at the moment when Byrhtnoth is "blissful" after killing two Vikings – he is immediately attacked and his fighting prowess avails him nothing. He has a nobly Christian final speech, but it is followed by a curt summary of what happened next: "Then he was hacked down by heathen seamen."


The death of Byrhtnoth leads to total disaster as Odda's sons run for their lives. Godric's departure is accompanied by the dry comment implying that he had already received plenty of horses from Byrhtnoth without needing to steal another. The heroic principle that informs the poem collapses completely.


Offa's later speech reinforces the absurdity of the consequence, that the shield wall Byrhtnoth hade built was broken because men thought they saw Byrhtnoth heading terrified for the woods. No matter how much his household praise him, it remains unspoken throughout the rest of the poem that much of the English army believed that its leader had turned tail in the first onslaught.


It is, however, impossible to deny the poem's closeness to the conventional heroic tradition, nor that the poet gave full and free expression to tradition heroic sentiments. Loyalty to one's lord and kin find strong and sympathetic voice among the characters. Perhaps the answer to the question of whether The Battle of Maldon is a satire ids that it is, but at the same time it is also what it first appears to be – an account of inspirational bravery in the face of vicious and overwhelming enemies.

The poem lacks both beginning and ending, as the original manuscript did. Every proper personal name in it refers to a member of the English army. "Offa's kinsman" in the fifth line is Aethelred II ("the Unready"; more accurately "the Unadvised"). There are two Wulfmaers, as there are two Godrics. Textual corruption may explain why Wistan is described as both Thurstan and Wigelin's son, and why the subject shifts abruptly around the section dealing with Offa's death.


Aeschferth, the Northumbrian, described as a hostage, was probably a member of a noble family committed to Byrhtnoth's custody at a young age as a guarantee that his family would keep the terms of an agreement. This was an accepted arrangement in noble Anglo Saxon society and Aeschferth, having grown up in Byrhtnoth's household, would have been loyal to the ealdorman.

The Descent into Hell

They began at dawn,     noble-blooded women,

making ready to go.     The meeting of men knew

the prince's corpse     was covered in earth.

Those weary women wished     to weep, mourning

the prince's death     a drear while,

bewailing and lamenting.     Cold lay the grave,

hard the journey;      but the men were high-spirited

that they at the grave mound,     all glad, encountered.


So came mourning     Mary at daybreak

calling the other with her,     earl's daughter.

Sorrowing, they sought     God's victorious son

alone in the earth;     they had earlier known

that the men of Judea     there had hidden him.

They thought that, entombed     he had to tarry

alone that Easter night.     But another thing

the women would know     when they turned on their way!


There came at dawn     an angel crowd

encircling, in joyful throngs,     the Saviour's grave.

The earth gaped;     the great prince's corpse

received life's breath,     the ground reeled,

Hell's inhabitants rejoiced.     The young man awoke

mighty from the earth;     majesty arose,

supreme and wise.     John spoke,

hailing Hell's dwellers,     happily talking

proudly to the crowd     about his kinsman…..


"He said to me,     our high Saviour,

when he down this way     wished me to go,

that he would seek me out     after six months,

lord of all peoples.     Now……..passed.

I believe certainly     and assuredly

……..today     our lord will

search ……….     God's holy son."


He then set out,     Saviour of man;

The Helm of Heaven would     Hell's walls

break and hold down,     that great burg

begin to ravage,     eternally stern ruler.

He cared nothing in that battle     for fighters bearing helms,

nor he mailcoated soldiers     to that city's gates

would lead –     but the locks fell,

the bars, from that fortress,     the fair king rode in,

the lord of all peoples     pressed forward,

world's glory.     Exiles gathered

where they their Saviour     could see,

Adam and Abraham,     Isaac and Jacob,

many noble lords,     Moses and David,

Isaiah     and Zachariah,

many high fathers     and many more men,

crowds of prophets,     a press of women,

unnumbered virgins,     people uncounted.


Then John saw God's holy son

with king's glory     come to Hell.

The sorrowing man viewed     the voyage of God himself.

He saw Hell's doors     highly shining

that since long before     had been confined

in coverings of darkness;     the good man was in delight.


He spoke boldly,     chief of the borough dwellers

courageous before the multitude     and addressed his kinsman

and the welcome visitor     greeted with these words:


"Thank you,     our Thane

that you us…..     willingly sought out

now we in these bonds     abide………

He has bound     brotherless

wretched………     he is a wide-roaming foe,

but none is fastened     in fetters…….

these bitter binds     under baleful knots

who may not     manage courage

when he on his lord's     grace can lean,

so that he from these bonds     will be ransomed.


"So we all to you     singly trust,

my dearest lord.     I have endured much

since you enjoined me     to go journeying,

when you gave me     good sword and mailcoat,

helm and armour,     which I have still,

and you announced to me,     joy's glorious emperor,

that you preserver     of me planned to be.


"Oh Gabriel,     how you are gracious and wise,

mild, compassionate     and mindful,

wise in your wit     and knowledgeable in your words!

This you revealed     when you that knight

Brought to Bethlehem.     We had bided long –

sitting in sorrows     seeking happiness,

wonders and hope –     when we God's word

through his own mouth     heard spoken.


"Oh Mary,     how you the most noble

king bore,     when you that boy to us

brought in Bethlehem.     We who bowed

behind Hell's gates     had hard to endure,

biding in bonds.     The devil was blissful in his work;

our old enemies were     all in joy

when they heard     how we sorrowed

…….in crying     for our kinsmen

until……….     our lord's son

among us………     ….king of all kings.


"Now we proudly you     ………………

gave from our youth.     We through greedy spirits

betrayed ourselves;     now we the sins bestow,

that we bear in our breasts,     to the baleful devil's hands,

and we shall to our enemies     intend peace.


"Alas Jerusalem     in Judea,

you in that place     yet remain!

Nor may they cross you     men on earth,

all with life,     that sing your praise.


"Alas Jordan     in Judea,

you in that place     yet remain!

Nor may you flow     among men on earth,

nor may they your waters'     wonders enjoy.


"Now I entreat you     our Saviour,

from deep in cares –     you are Christ lord –

that you grant us mercy,     man's maker.

You for love of man     your mother's bosom

sought yourself,     victorious Saviour,

not from necessity,     nation's king,

but from mercies     you to mankind

often displayed,     when we stood in dire need.


"You might embrace     all people's homes

and you may count,     kingdom's lord,

all the seas' sands,     greatest of all sovereigns.


"So I entreat you,     our Saviour,

by your childhood,     chief of kings,

and by those wounds,     Lord of the world,

your arising,     royal joy-bringer,

and by your mother     named Mary

that all Hell-dwellers     hail and praise,

…………………     that stand about you

that you let sit     …………..hand,

that you in this exile,     Lord, all peoples

through your own will     will seek;

and by Jerusalem     in Judea –

though that city     stands awaiting yet,

your return     revered lord –

and by Jordan     in Judea –

we in that river     washed together –

sprinkle with your holy water,     world's Lord,

blissful spirited,     all burg-dwellers,

so you with John     in Jordan

with your baptism     blessedly inspired

all this middle earth.     Many thanks to the Maker!"

Notes on The Descent Into Hell
The action of The Descent Into Hell places the apocryphal Christian story of Christ's rescue of all pre-Christian "good souls" from the devil after his crucifixion against the backdrop of the traditional Anglo Saxon warrior poetic structure. This is clearly demonstrated by the terms in which Christ's assault on Hell is conceived – though in recognition of his greater power he is shown not to need the conventional retinue of actual warriors. 


John's allegiance to his lord is expressed as that of a retainer – he has been given gifts (of weapons) and prestige, and in return his loyalty is absolute. Again, however, these bonds are shown to survive in more extreme conditions than a battlefield.


These themes' resonance extends throughout it, giving particular context to the happy reversal of the opening and the fervent prayer of the conclusion. The strengthening of heroic concepts in God's hands shows that divine values and those of those of Anglo Saxon society are compatible.


The opening section could be dismissed as a distraction from the main narrative, but it contains the poem's finest images and frames the events in Hell with a sense of both earth and Heaven. The depiction of the grieving, weeping women suddenly finding themselves the broad daylight of unexpected joy gives the poem an engaging human dimension it would otherwise have lacked.


This poem is contained in the Exeter Book, a compendium of religious and secular verse. It was brought to Exeter Cathedral by Bishop Leofric in 1052. It is not certain when the poems were actually composed. The book was severely damaged when a piece of burning wood fell on it. This burning accounts for the missing words in the poem.

The Dream of the Rood

Listen, the best of dreams    let me tell you

that I met with     near midnight

when speech-bearers     were sleeping.

I thought I saw     a sparkling tree

lifted on high,
     laden with light,

the brightest of trees.     All the beacon was

gilded with gold;     gems gripped it

gleaming across all earth,     and five of them

were on the cross-beam.     I saw an angel chorus,

beautiful creation;     no cruel gallows this:

holy spirits     beheld it there,

men throughout the world     and this wondrous creation.


Sublime, the tree was,     and I was foul with sin,

wounded and filthy.     I saw the wondrous tree

become more beautiful,     bound with streamers,

wound with gold;     gems gathered

nobly covering     the King’s tree.

But through the gold     I could glimpse,

though buried by sinfulness,     that it began

to bleed on its right side.     I was racked with sorrow,

afraid before that fair sight;     I saw that fine beacon

change its colours;     it was moisture coated,

furled in flows of blood,     then folded in treasure.


So I lay there     a long while,

sorrowfully staring at     the sacred tree,

until I heard     how it spoke;

the celestial wood     was saying these words:


“It was years ago,     or so I remember,

that I was torn     from the trees’ edge,

ripped from my root.     Strong enemies gripped me,

made me a spectacle,     swung their criminals from me.

I carried men on my crossbeam     until I was fixed on a crag;

many enemies set me there.     I saw mankind’s Lord

walk boldly, quickly,     eager to climb up.

There I could not,     against the Creator’s will,

quiver or fall,     though I saw quake

the earth’s surface.     I was able

to slaughter all the enemies,     but I stood firm.


“The young man, Heaven’s King,     cast off his clothes,

strong and firm spirited;     he stood on the gallows

bravely, beheld by many,     to break mankind free.

I trembled as the man embraced me;     I dared not topple to earth,

fall to the ground;     I had to stand fast.

As a cross I was raised,     carrying the mighty king,

heaven’s lord.     I could not lean away.


“They drove dark nails into me;     

                                                  the dreadful cuts are still seen,

open, malicious wounds;     I dared not harm one of them.

They insulted us both together;     I was all besmeared with blood

from the man’s side     once he sent forth his spirit.


“On that hillside      I had to live through

many loathsome fates;     I saw the Lord of Hosts

terribly wracked;     darkness rolled over,

covering with clouds     the Creator’s sky;

shadow swallowed     the shining light,

lowering darkness.     All earth lamented,

cried out the King’s fall;     Christ was on the Cross.


“But then friends     came from far

to the prince;     I perceived it all.

I was torn sorely by sorrows,     but lay down, submitting

with humble spirit.     They called on their high God,

lifted up their tormented burden;     they left me there,

standing stained with blood;     nails stabbed me.


“He had laid down his tired limbs;      they stood by his lordly head.

They gazed at heaven’s lord,     and he rested there a while

weary after his great struggle.     They began to work on a tomb

carving it from the stone     in the sight of his slayer.


“They set the mighty Lord inside     and began to lament,

wretched as dusk fell,    that they must depart again,

weary, from the renowned lord;     he remained, alone.

We crosses waited there     a long while

on our foundations;     the voice fell still

in the man;     the corpse grew cold,

the beautiful body.     Then men broke us trees

all to the earth;     awful fate!

We were thrown in a deep pit     but the Lord’s thanes,

his friends, found us     ………………….

and graced me     with gold and silver.


“Now you may hear,     my beloved man,

how wicked men     wore at me

with sore sorrows.     The time has now come

when I will be honoured     far and wide;

men across earth     and all this glorious creation

come to this cross.     On me the King’s son

suffered a while;     so I am now worshipped,

towering under heaven,     and I can heal

everyone    in awe of me.


“Before, I was given     the hardest blame,

loathed by all,     until I life’s way

could clear     for mankind.

So I am honoured     by the holy Lord,

heaven’s guardian,     over all great trees,

just as his mother,     Mary herself,

all men’s     almighty God

honours above     all womankind.


“Now I bid you,     beloved man,

to voice to the world     this vision,

reveal in words    that this is the wondrous tree

on which the Saviour     suffered

for mankind’s     many sins

and Adam’s     first act.

He tasted death;     but directly arose

through his great might     to help mankind

on Doomsday.     The Dread Lord himself,

Almighty God     with his angels

Will then judge,     wielding all judgement’s power,

each one     according to how

he deserved    in this drifting life.


“None may be     boldly unafraid

of the words     the Lord will speak:

he will ask the many there     if each man

dare, for his name,     know death’s

bitter taste     as he did on the tree.

They will be afraid then,     and have few thoughts

of what they could     say to Christ.

None there     need fear

if they bear in their breast     the holy beacon;

through that cross    heaven’s kingdom

each soul     will seek from earth

that is willing     to worship the Lord.”


Then I bowed  before the tree     with blissful spirit,

all eagerly,     there alone

without company.     I was keen

to depart this life     and spent many days

in longing.     It is now my life’s joy

that I might seek     that sacred tree

more often     than all other men

to do it honour.     I desire that

much in my spirit,     and my protection is

the cross’s rule.     I have remaining

few friends on earth,     but they have gone forth

careless of earth’s joys     to find the wondrous King;

they live now in heaven     with the High Father

thinking on wonder;     and I wish for

that day     when the dreamed-of cross

that I saw     stand before me on earth

will fetch me     from this feeble life

and bring me     to where there is great bliss,

joy in heaven,    to join the Lord’s people

always sitting     in unceasing bliss.

I will sit     where afterwards

I’ll live in glory,     amidst good men,

enjoying joy.     

                         The Just Lord is my friend

that endured before     here on earth

on the cross     for mankind’s sins;

he redeemed us     and restored our life

and heavenly home.     Hope was renewed

with glory and bliss     for those who had endured burning.


The Son was victorious     on this venture,

mighty and swift.     When he came with many

men’s spirits     to the sanctuary of God,

the Almighty Ruler,     the angels rejoiced

with all the saints     that had sat in heaven before,

living in glory,     that God was come,

heaven’s king,     to where his homeland was.

Notes on The Dream of the Rood
The Dream of the Rood is one of the most sophisticated and beautiful Old English poems. It prefigures the flowering of dream poetry in the Middle Ages and the personal intensity of later period's literature. For all that, it is quintessentially Anglo Saxon, not least in its presentation of Christ as a lord in the tradition of the warrior poems, his self-assertive embracing of his fate, and the Cross' use of battle imagery.


The poem's invocation of the warrior Christ is another example of the validation of Christian faith through the medium of war that appears in The Descent into Hell, but what is striking in this poem is the extent to which the references to war are transformed by the intensity of the poem's vision. This transformation gives the poem's interpretation of Christianity's central story its magnificent clarity and strength.


The relationship between Christ and the whole of creation is one of lord and his retainers. This puts the Cross in the nightmarish position of being the instrument of its own lord's death. Yet the agony it feels is qualified by two important factors: Christ goes willingly to his death; and the Cross consciously chooses not to take up the warrior mantle and protect its lord from his enemies. The underlying pressure of the poem's relationships is towards battle, but battle is transcended by a different kind of struggle. That struggle is characterised by the more obviously Christian qualities of restraint and mercy.


The transcendence of the conventions of heroic poetry recurs throughout the poem. Most clearly this is achieved through Christ's resurrection: unlike Byrhtnoth, he rises again. His followers do not fall around his body; instead he raises them from death in hell to life in heaven. His return to his homeland is similar to that of Aethelstan and Edmund, and indeed the dreamer's idea of that heaven is clearly Germanic, redolent of mead benches. No carrion beasts follow his trail, however: his train is of angels and rescued souls.


The dreamer too finds that his position as a follower undergoes a profound change. At first he believes himself unworthy of his lord, having proved his disloyalty through sin. Yet the response of the Cross, and Christ's behalf, is to continue in the lordly role, granting the gift of heaven. Not only is the relationship maintained in a form that recognisable draws on, yet alters, the old heroic ideal, but what the lord grants his follower also transcends the traditional gifts. The poem's heaven draws on heroic conventions but converts warriors into saints.


In this resolution, rather than the more striking and beautiful images of the poem's opening, The Dream of the Rood gathers together all the threads of the two traditions out of which it arose. Christian patience and mercy are exalted, but they do not diminish the idea of the warrior. Instead, he is enhanced, becoming a more complex figure, less easy to categorise but more sympathetic, more human.

The Dream of the Rood is included in the Vercelli Book (see notes on "Constantine's Vision"). During the eighth century, lines similar to ones in the poem were inscribed in runs on a stone cross that has survived at Ruthwell in Dumfriesshire. Another cross, housed in the Cathedral of Saints Michel and Gudule in Brussels, is also inscribed with lines that appear related to the poem. The relationship between the poem and the crosses is obscure, but it seems clear that the theme of the speaking cross had profound resonance in the Anglo Saxon world.
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