3: Heroic Poetry
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Figure: Sutton Hoo helmet (CC-BY-SA WMC user)

Key Questions

▶

How much of Old English poetry/literature qualifies as heroic?

▶

What are the characteristics of a heroic Old English poem?

▶

What are the tenets of heroic society as depicted in the poetry?

▶

Did such a society ever exist among the Germanic peoples?

▶

How Christian is Beowulf ?

▶

What can The Battle of Maldon tell us about the gap between
literature and history?

Part I : Poetry

Old English Heroic Poetry
Title
Beowulf
The Battle of Maldon
Widsith
The Battle of Brunanburh
Waldere A
Waldere B
The Finnsburh Fragment
Deor
Total
Proportion of corpus

Lines
3,182
325
143
73
32
31
48
42
3,851

Words
17,304
2083
845
366
185
172
293
224
21,472
0.57 percent (counting the Latin)
0.71 percent (without the Latin)
c. 12 percent of the poetry

But then there’s also:
▶
▶

The Wanderer
The Seafarer

▶
▶

Genesis A, B
Exodus

▶
▶

Andreas
… (next week)

Heroism and Cowardice

(YouTube)

(YouTube)

Disentangling Heroic Concepts

Heroism
Action reflecting a moral code that values courage over measured
calculation

Heroic Society
An economic system in which raiding contributes significantly to a
group’s income

Heroic Literature
A literary genre that combines both of the above with additional stylistic
conventions

The Comitatus

lord

keeps, pays

finance

fight for

retinue

victims

Disentangling Heroic Concepts

Heroism
Action reflecting a moral code that values courage over measured
calculation

Heroic Society
An economic system in which raiding contributes significantly to a
group’s income

Heroic Literature
A literary genre that combines both of the above with additional stylistic
conventions

Boasts, Rings, and Mead: Key Terms
Old English
bēot, n.:
gylp, f.:
ofermōd, n.:
wlenco, f.:
Also:
bēah, m.:
bēor, m.:
gold, n.:
medu, m/n:

Old Norse

boast, vow
boasting; pride
pride, arrogance, overconfidence
pride, arrogance
ring, bracelet
beer
gold
mead

baugr, m.:
heitstrenging, f.:

ring, bracelet
solemn vow

Boasts: Beowulf

“

675 Gespræc þa se goda gylpworda sum,
Beowulf Geata, ær he on bed stige:
‘No ic me an herewæsmun hnagran talige
guþgeweorca þonne Grendel hine;
forþan ic hine sweorde swebban nelle,
680 aldre beneotan, þeah ic eal mæge.
Nat he þara goda þæt he me ongean slea,
rand geheawe, þeah ðe he rof sie
niþgeweorca; ac wit on niht sculon
secge ofersittan gif he gesecean dear
685 wig ofer wæpen, ond siþðan witig God
on swa hwæþere hond, halid dryhten
mærðo deme, swa him gemet þince.’

”

Boasts: Beowulf

“

Then good Beowulf of the Geats spoke a certain boast before
going to bed: ‘I don’t count myself weaker in war-stature, in
battle-deeds, than Grendel does himself; therefore I will not do
him in, take his life, with the sword, though I totally could. He
doesn’t have equipment by which he could strike back at me,
hew at my shield, though he be bold in deeds of hatred; but if
he dares to pick a fight without weapons, we will duel in the
night, and then may wise God, the holy Lord, judge the glory on
either side, as seems appropriate to him.’

”

Boasts: Beowulf

“

2515 Gegrette ða gumena gehwylcne,
hwate helmberend hindeman siðe,
swæse gesiðas: ‘Nolde ic sweord beran,
wæpen to wyrme, gif ic wiste hu
wið ðam aglæcean elles meahte
2520 gylpe wiðgripan, swa ic gio wið Grendle dyde;
ac ic ðær heaðufyres hates wene,
oreðes ond attres; forðon ic me on hafu
bord ond byrnan. Nelle ic beorges weard
oferfleon fotes trem, ac unc feohte sceal
2525 weorðan æt wealle, swa unc wyrd geteoð
metod manna gehwæs. Ic eom on mode from,
þæt ic wið þone guðflogan gylp ofersitte.
Gebide ge on beorge byrnum werede,
secgas on searwum, hwæðer sel mæge
2530 æfter wælræse wunde gedygan
uncer twega.

Boasts: Beowulf

“

Then the keen helmet-wearer addressed everyone, his dear
companions, one last time: ‘I would not carry a sword, a
weapon, against the worm, if I knew how else I could gloriously
[or boastingly] grapple with that fierce opponent, just as I did
against Grendel, but I expect the heat of battle-flame there,
breath and poison; that’s why I have a shield and mailcoat on
me. I do not want to retreat a foot’s space from the guardian of
treasure, but there will be a fight between us at the wall, as the
Lord of all humans allots us our fate. I am bold in spirit, so that I
will refrain from boasting against that battle-flier. Await on the
hill, men, protected by mailcoats, in your armour, which of the
two of us may better endure a wound after the rush of combat.’

”

Boasts: The Battle of Maldon

“

211

Ælfwine þa cwæð (he on ellen spræc):
‘Gemunað þa mæla þe we oft æt meodo spræcon,
þonne we on bence beot ahofon,
214 hæleð on healle, ymbe heard gewinn:
nu mæg cunnian hwa cene sy.’

“

”

Then Ælfwine said (he spoke courageously), ‘Remember the
times when we often spoke over mead, when we, warriors in
the hall, raised up boasts on the bench concerning severe
combat: now we may find out who is brave.’

”

Boasts: The Battle of Maldon

“

12

15

“

Eac him wolde Eadric his ealdre gelæstan,
frean to gefeohte; ongan þa forð beran
gar to guþe. He hæfde god geþanc
þa hwile þe he mid handum healdan mihte
bord and bradswurd; beot he gelæste
þa he ætforan his frean feohtan sceolde.

”

Eadric too wanted to accompany his leader and lord into
combat; he then carried his spear forth to battle. He had good
intent while he was able to hold shield and broad sword in his
hands; he accomplished his boast when he had to fight ahead
of his lord.

”

Cf. Tacitus: “It is shameful for a leader to be surpassed in valour, shameful
for his retinue to lag behind. [….] The leaders fight for victory, the
retainers for their leader.” (14.1)

Boasts: Beowulf

“

Wiglaf maðelode, wordrihta fela
sægde gesiðum (him wæs sefa geomor):
‘Ic ðæt mæl geman, þær we medu þegun,
þonne we geheton ussum hlaforde
2635 in biorsele, ðe us ðas beagas geaf,
þæt we him ða guðgetawa gyldan woldon.
[…]
2646
Nu is se dæg cumen
þæt ure mandryhten mægenes behofað,
godra guðrinca. Wutun gongan to,
helpan hildfruman, þenden hyt sy
gledegesa grim. God wat on mec
2650 þæt me is micle leofre þæt minne lichaman
mid minne goldgyfan gled fæðmie:
ne þynceð me gerysne þæt we rondas beren
eft to earde, nemne we æror mægen
fane gefyllan.’

Boasts: Beowulf

“

Wiglaf spoke, he addressed many instructions to his
companions (his heart was saddened): ‘I remember the time
when we were drinking mead, when we vowed to our lord, who
gave us these rings, in the beer-hall, that we wanted to repay
him for that battle-gear. […] Now the day is come when our
lord is in need of strength, of good warriors. Let us go at it, help
our battle-lord, while the fierce fire-terror lasts. God knows
that it is far preferable to me that the flame receive my body
along with with my gold-giver: it does not seem fitting to me
that we should bear our shields back home unless we may first
fell the foe.’

”

Cf. Tacitus: “Infamy and lifelong scandal await the man who outlives his
leader by retreating from the battle-line: to defend their chief and guard
him, to ascribe to his glory their own brave deeds, is their foremost oath.”
(14.1)

Selective Scandinavian Drinking Vows
▶

Eiríks saga víðfǫrla: Eiríkr vows to find the earthly paradise

▶

Flóamanna saga:
▶ Hersteinn vows to marry no-one but Helga
▶ Helga’s brother Ingólfr vows to marry her to no-one but Leifr

▶

Jómsvíkinga saga:
▶ The Jómsvíkingar vow to kill or drive away Athelstan of England
▶ The Jómsvíkingar vow to kill or drive away Hákon of Norway
▶ Otto of Saxony vows to convert Denmark within three years

Selective Scandinavian Drinking Vows
▶

Eiríks saga víðfǫrla: Eiríkr vows to find the earthly paradise

▶

Flóamanna saga:
▶ Hersteinn vows to marry no-one but Helga
▶ Helga’s brother Ingólfr vows to marry her to no-one but Leifr

▶

Jómsvíkinga saga:
▶ The Jómsvíkingar vow to kill or drive away Athelstan of England
▶ The Jómsvíkingar vow to kill or drive away Hákon of Norway
▶ Otto of Saxony vows to convert Denmark within three years
→ WHO: EU “the heaviest-drinking region in the world”
→ WHO: “There is no safe level for drinking alcohol”

The Beasts of Battle
▶
▶
▶

“

60

65

“

Wolf
Raven
Eagle
Letan him behindan hræw bryttian
saluwigpadan, þone sweartan hræfn,
hyrnednebban, and þane hasewanpadan,
earn æftan hwit, æses brucan,
grædigne guðhafoc and þæt græge deor,
wulf on wealde.
(The Battle of Brunanburh)

”

Behind them they let the dark-coated, black raven, with
crooked beak, and the grey-coated eagle, white at the rear,
enjoy the carrion, the greedy battle-hawk, and the grey animal,
(The Battle of Brunanburh)
the wolf of the forest.

”

The Sounds and Sights of War

▶

Sounds
▶ Ringing of chainmail
▶ Clash of metal on metal, metal on wood
▶ Cry of men (and beasts of battle)
▶ Sounding of battle-horns

▶

Gleaming
▶ Swords (beadoleoma “light of battle”)
▶ Spears
▶ Chainmail
▶ Standards and banners

The Sights and Sounds of War: Beowulf

“

320 Stræt wæs stanfah, stig wisode
gumum ætgædere. Guðbyrne scan
heard hondlocen, hringiren scir
323 song in searwum, þa hie to sele furðum
in hyra gryregeatwum gangan cwomon.

“

”

The street was chequered with stones; the road showed the
company of men the way. The tough, hand-woven battle-byrnie
shone, the bright ringed iron sang in its fabric as they came
marching closer to the hall in their terrifying trappings.

”

The Sounds (and Beasts) of War: The Battle of Maldon

“

106 Þær wearð hream ahafen, hremmas wundon,
earn æses georn; wæs on eorþan cyrm.

“

”

A tumult was raised up there; ravens circled, eagles eager for
carrion; there was a clamour on earth.

”

The Sounds (and Beasts) of War: Genesis A

“

Foron þa tosomne. Francan wæron hlude,
wraðe wælherigas. Sang se wanna fugel
under deoreðsceaftum, deawigfeðera,
1985 hræs on wenan. Hæleð onetton
on mægencorðrum, modum þryðge,
oðþæt folcgetrume gefaren hæfdon
sid tosomne suðan and norðan,
helmum þeahte. Þær wæs heard plega,
1990 wælgara wrixl, wigcyrm micel,
hlud hildesweg. Handum brugdon
hæleð of scæðum hringmæled sweord,
ecgum dihtig.

”

The Sounds (and Beasts) of War: Genesis A

“

Then they came together. The spears were loud, the
slaughter-armies fierce. The black bird sang below the
dart-shafts, dewy-feathered, in expectation of carrion. The
warriors hastened along in their formations, brave in their
hearts, until the peoples’ armies from the south and the north
had joined their trajectories. There was rough play, the
exchange of slaughter-spears, great cry of war, the loud sound
of battle. With their hands, warriors drew their ring-adorned
swords from their sheaths, firm of edges.

”

The Networked World of Heroic Tradition: Widsith

“
60

65

Ic wæs mid Hunum ond mid Hreðgotum,
mid Sweom ond mid Geatum ond mid Suþdenum.
Mid Wenlum ic wæs ond mid Wærnum ond mid wicingum.
Mid Gefþum ic wæs ond mid Winedum ond mid Gefflegum.
Mid Englum ic wæs ond mid Swæfum ond mid ænenum.
Mid Seaxum ic wæs ond Sycgum ond mid Sweordwerum.
Mid Hronum ic wæs ond mid Deanum ond mid
Heaþoreamum.
Mid þyringum ic wæs ond mid þrowendum,
ond mid Burgendum, þær ic beag geþah;
me þær Guðhere forgeaf glædlicne maþþum
songes to leane. Næs þæt sæne cyning!

”

The Networked World of Heroic Tradition: Widsith

“

45

48

“

Hroþwulf ond Hroðgar heoldon lengest
sibbe ætsomne suhtorfædran,
siþþan hy forwræcon wicinga cynn
ond Ingeldes ord forbigdan,
forheowan æt Heorote Heaðobeardna þrym.

”

Hroþwulf and Hroðgar, nephew and uncle, kept the peace
together for a long time after they expelled the Vikings’ kin and
humbled Ingeld’s vanguard, slew the host of Heaðobeardas at
Heorot.

”

The Networked World of Heroic Tradition: Hrólfr kraki

Old English

Old Norse
Hálfdan

Hróarr

Helgi

Hrólfr

Healfdene

Hroðgar

Halga

Hroðulf

The Networked World of Heroic Tradition: Deor

“
5

“

Welund him be wurman wræces cunnade.
Anhydig eorl earfoþa dreag,
hæfde him to gesiþþe sorge ond longaþ,
wintercealde wræce, wean oft onfond,
siþþan hine Niðhad on nede legde,
swoncre seonobende on syllan monn.
Þæs ofereode, þisses swa mæg!

”

Weland endured misery at the hands of the serpent. The
resolute warrior suffered dire straits, had grief and pining as his
companions, winter-cold misery. He often experienced woe
after Niðhad put constraints on him, the better man, with a
supple sinew-bond. As for that, it passed; it may for this, too!

”

The Networked World of Heroic Tradition: The Franks Casket

Figure: Franks Casket, front (detail; s. viii; CC-BY John W. Schulze)

The Networked World of Heroic Tradition: Sigemund/Sigurðr

“

871

Secg eft ongan
sið Beowulfes snyttrum styrian
ond on sped wrecan spel gerade,
874 wordum wrixlan. Welhwylc gecwæð
þæt he fram Sigemundes secgan hyrde
ellendædum, uncuþes fela,
877 Wælsinges gewin, wide siðas.

“

”

The man then artfully told of Beowulf’s journey and
successfully recited the tale with skill, varied his words. He told
everyone that he had heard tell of Sigemund’s courageous
deeds, many strange things, the struggle of the son of Wæls, his
wide travels.

”

The Networked World of Heroic Tradition: Sigemund/Sigurðr

Old Norse

Old English

Vǫlsungr

Wæls

Sigemund

Sigmundr

Sigemund

Sifrit

Sigurðr

Middle High German

Is Beowulf a Pagan Poem?

No.

Beowulf References *an* Interventionist God

“

‘Ac wit on niht sculon
secge ofersittan gif he gesecean dear
685 wig ofer wæpen, ond siþðan witig God
on swa hwæþere hond, halig dryhten
mærðo deme, swa him gemet þince.’

“

”

‘But if he dares to pick a fight without weapons, we will duel in
the night, and then may wise God, the holy Lord, judge the
glory on either side, as seems appropriate to him.’

”

The Scop Sings of Creation

“

90

Sægde se þe cuþe
frumsceaft fira feorran reccan,
cwæð þæt se ælmihtiga eorðan worhte,
wlitebeorhtne wang, swa wæter bebugeð,
gesette sigehreþig sunnan ond monan
95 leoman to leohte landbuendum
ond gefrætwade foldan sceatas
leomum ond leafum, lif eac gesceop
cynna gehwylcum þara ðe cwice hwyrfaþ.
Swa ða drihtguman dreamum lifdon
100 eadiglice, oððæt an ongan
fyrene fremman feond on helle.

”

The Scop Sings of Creation

“

He who was able to recount the beginning of humans from
long ago spoke: he said that the almighty one made the earth,
the plain bright with beauty as the water encompasses it,
exulting in victory he established the lamps of sun and moon
as light for the land-dwellers, and he embellished the corners
of the earth with trunks and leaves. He also created life for all
the species that move with life. Thus the retainers lived
blessedly in joys, until a certain fiend in hell began to work sin.

”

Giants of Genesis

“

6:1 And after that men began to be multiplied upon the earth,
and daughters were born to them,
6:2 The sons of God seeing the daughters of men, that they
were fair, took to themselves wives of all which they chose.
6:4 Now Giants were upon the earth in those days. For after the
sons of God went in to the daughters of men, and they brought
forth children, these are the mighty men of old, men of renown.

”

→ sons of God + daughters of men = powerful, renowned people/giants!
(The Hebrew source for gigantes means “falling ones”.)

Cross-Breeding in Genesis A

“

1255 ‘Ne syndon me on ferhðe freo from gewitene
cneorisn Caines, ac me þæt cynn hafað
sare abolgen. Nu me Sethes bearn
1258 torn niwiað and him to nimað
mægeð to gemæccum minra feonda.’

“

”

The offspring of Cain has not gone free from my mind, but that
race has sorely angered me. Now Seth’s children are renewing
my wrath and take women from my enemies as their mates.
→ sons of Seth + daughters of Cain = ethnic/moral corruption!

”

The Narrator Roots Grendel in Old Testament Narrative

“

102

Wæs se grimma gæst Grendel haten,
mære mearcstapa, se þe moras heold,
fen ond fæsten; fifelcynnes eard
wonsæli wer weardode hwile,
siþðan him scyppend forscrifen hæfde
107 in Caines cynne. Þone cwealm gewræc
ece drihten, þæs þe he Abel slog;
ne gefeah he þære fæhðe, ac he hine feor forwræc,
metod for þy mane, mancynne fram.
Þanon untydras ealle onwocon,
112 eotenas ond ylfe ond orcneas,
swylce gigantas, þa wið gode wunnon
lange þrage; he him ðæs lean forgeald.

”

The Narrator Roots Grendel in Old Testament Narrative

“

The harsh spirit was called Grendel, the famed walker of the
borderlands, he who ruled the mountains, fen, and fastness.
The miserable man guarded the land of the kin of
water-monsters for a while after the Creator condemned him to
Cain’s kin. The eternal Lord avenged that killing, his slaying of
Abel; he did not take pleasure in that feud, but he, the Lord,
banished him far from humankind for that crime. All the evil
creatures arose from there, giants and elves and orcs, the titans
too, those who strove against God for a long time; he repaid
them for that.

”

Part II: History?

Mind the Gap

1

“

3

“

Hwæt! We Gardena in geardagum,
þeodcyninga, þrym gefrunon,
hu ða æþelingas ellen fremedon.

”

Listen! We have heard of the glory of the spear-Danes, the
nation’s kings, in days of old, how the princes performed acts of
courage.

”

Archaeological Evidence

Figure: Sutton Hoo helmet (CC-BY-SA Rob Roy)

Archaeological Evidence

Figure: Benty Grange helmet (CC-BY-SA Nathan D. Beal)

Boar-Creasted Helmets in Beowulf

Figure: Benty Grange helmet detail (CC-BY-SA Nathan D. Beal)

“

1285 þonne heoru bunden, hamere geþruen,
sweord swate fah swin ofer helme
ecgum dyhttig andweard scireð.

“

”

when the pattern-welded blade, hammer-forged, the
blood-stained sword strong of edges cuts the boar above the
helmet opposite.

”

Boar-Creasted Helmets in Beowulf

“

1448 se hwita helm
1450

“

[…]
since geweorðad,
befongen freawrasnum, swa hine fyrndagum
worhte wæpna smið, wundrum teode,
besette swinlicum, þæt hine syðþan no
brond ne beadomecas bitan ne meahton.

”

The bright helmet […], decorated with treasure, enclosed in
splendid bands, as the weapon-smith wrought it in days of old,
marvellously made it, beset it with the shapes of boars, so that
neither sword nor battle-blades might afterwards damage it.

”

Military Finds

Figure: Staffordshire hoard (CC-BY David Rowan)

Military Finds

Figure: Chessel Down sword (CC0 WMC user)

Military Finds

Figure: Gilling sword (CC-BY-SA Pat Hadley)

Documented Raiding Patterns

▶

Saxon raids on Gaul, Britannia (ss. iii ff.)
▶ Cf. “Saxon Shore”: original purpose uncertain, s. iv defended
against Saxons and Franks

▶

Pictish raids on Britannia (ss. iii–v)

▶

Irish raids on Britannia (Scoti, ss. iv–v)

▶

Frisian raids on Britain (s. viii, in 12th-c. chronicles)

▶

Viking raids on Britain, Frisia, Gaul (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle et al., ss.
viii–xi)
▶ Cf. Old Norse narrative evidence

Egils saga (Iceland, c. 1225)

“

Then Egill ran at Grímr and drove the axe into his head so that
it stuck in his brain right away. […] When Egill got home, his
father was none too impressed, but Bera [his mother] said that
Egill was Viking material [víkingsefni] and said that it would
suit him to be given a warship when he had reached the
appropriate age. Egill spoke a verse:
7

Þat mælti mín móðir,
at mér skyldi kaupa
fley ok fagrar árar,
fara á brott með víkingum,
standa upp í stafni,
stýra dýrum knerri,
halda svá til hafnar,
hǫggva mann ok annan.

My mother said
that I should be bought
a ship and fair oars,
sail away with vikings,
stand up high in the prow,
steer a splendid vessel,
thus make for the harbour,
kill a man and another.

”

Tacitus (c. 98 ce): A Cult of Bravery

“
“

To abandon one’s shield is a shocking disgrace, and it is wrong
for a man so shamed to take part in religious rites or enter an
assembly; many who escape death in battle end their ill repute
with a noose. (Germania 6.4, trans. Rives)
The generals lead more by example than command; if they are
energetic and seen by all, if they are active in the front ranks,
their men look up to them. (Germania 7.1, trans. Rives)

”
”

Tacitus (c. 98 ce): Comitatus Culture

“

Distinction of birth or great deeds done by their fathers confers
on mere lads the rank of chief; the others attach themselves to
more mature men whose worth has had prior approval, and
they do not blush to be seen among their retainers. Indeed,
there are even degrees in the retinue itself, determined by the
man they attend. There is keen rivalry both among retainers, as
to who will rank first with their leader, and among the leaders,
as to whose retainers are most numerous and brave. This
among them is both status and strength: always to be
surrounded by a large throng of picked young men, a
distinction in peace and protection in war. That is a man’s
renown and that is his glory, not only among his own people
but in neighbouring states as well, if his retinue excels in
number and valour; for then they are sought by embassies and
honoured with gifts, and often by reputation alone all but bring
wars to an end. (Germania 13.2–3, trans. Rives)

”

Tacitus (c. 98 ce): Do Not Outlive your Lord

“

When battle has been joined, it is shameful for a leader to be
surpassed in valour, shameful for his retinue to lag behind. In
addition, infamy and lifelong scandal await the man who
outlives his leader by retreating from the battle-line: to defend
their chief and guard him, to ascribe to his glory their own
brave deeds, is their foremost oath. The leaders fight for victory,
the retainers for their leader. (Germania 14.1, trans. Rives)

”

Tacitus (c. 98 ce): An Economy of War

“

If their native state grows sluggish from prolonged peace and
leisure, many well-born youths actively seek tribes that are
then involved in a war, because peacefulness displeases that
people and they can win renown more easily in the midst of
hazards, while a large retinue is hard to maintain except by
violence and war. For the men demand of their leader’s
liberality their martial steed and their framea covered in gore
and glory: banquets and a lavish if unpolished pomp serve the
man as pay. The means for this munificence comes from
robbery and war, and one could more easily persuade them to
challenge an enemy and earn their wounds than to plough the
soil and await the annual harvest; indeed, it seems to them
slothful and unmanly to acquire with sweat what one can
obtain by blood. (Germania 14.2–3, trans. Rives)

”

The Germans According to Tacitus

▶

Glory is as much a currency as is gold

▶

The economy depends on warfare for both types of tender
→ Economy of war

Can Tacitus Be Trusted?
▶

Used the Germans as noble savages by which to critique his own
society

Cynewulf and Cyneheard (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle s.a. 755)

“

Þa on morgenne gehierdun þæt þæs cyninges þegnas þe him
beæftan wærun þæt se cyning ofslægen wæs, þa ridon hie þider
[…] ⁊ þone æþeling on þære byrig metton þær se cyning
ofslægen læg, ⁊ þa gatu him to belocen hæfdon ⁊ þa þærto
eodon, ⁊ þa gebead he him hiera agenne dom feos ⁊ londes gif
hie him þæs rices uþon, ⁊ him cyþdon þæt hiera mægas him
mid wæron þa þe him from noldon. ⁊ þa cuædon hie þæt him
nænig mæg leofra nære þonne hiera hlaford ⁊ hie næfre his
banan folgian noldon, ⁊ þa budon hie hiera mægum þæt hie
gesunde from eodon, ⁊ hie cuædon þæt tæt ilce hiera geboden
wære þe ær mid þam cyninge wærun. Þa cuædon hie þæt hie
hie þæs ne onmunden þon ma þe eowre geferan þe mid þam
cyninge ofslægene wærun. ⁊ hie þa ymb þa gatu feohtende
wæron oþ þæt hie þærinne fulgon ⁊ þone æþeling ofslogon ⁊ þa
men þe him mid wærun alle butan anum, se wæs þæs
aldormonnes godsunu, ⁊ he his feorh generede ⁊ þeah he wæs
oft gewundad. (A-text)

”

Cynewulf and Cyneheard (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle s.a. 755)
1. King Cynewulf of Wessex visits a woman, bringing a small retinue
2. His rival Cyneheard learns of this and surrounds the fortification
3. Cynewulf rushes out and dies fighting
4. When the king’s retainers arrive at the scene, Cyneheard offers them
life and compensation
5. All refuse and are killed
6. The king’s other retinue learns of this and ride to the scene
7. Cyneheard offers them land and riches in return for the kingship
8. They refuse to follow their lord’s killer
9. The king’s retainers eventually penetrate the defences and kill
Cyneheard

The Battle of Maldon (991): What Happened, Byrhtnoth?

Figure: Vikings world tour 991 (© Google; Imaging: Terrametrics)

The Battle of Maldon (991): What Happened, Byrhtnoth?

“

Her on ðissum geare com Unlaf [Tryggvason] mid þrim ⁊ hund
nigontigon scipum to Stane ⁊ forhergedon þæt onytan ⁊ for ða
ðanon to Sandwic ⁊ swa ðanon to Gipeswic ⁊ þæt eall ofereode
⁊ swa to Mældune; ⁊ him ðær com togeanes Byrhtnoð
ealdorman mid his fyrde ⁊ him wið gefeaht, ⁊ hy þone
ealdorman þær ofslogon ⁊ wælstowe geweald ahtan. ⁊ him man
nam syððan frið wið, ⁊ hine nam se cing syððan to bisceopes
handa ðurh Sirices lare Cantware ⁊ Ælfeages Wincæstre
bisceopes. (Anglo-Saxon Chronicle [A], s.a. 993 for 991)

”

The Battle of Maldon (991): What Happened, Byrhtnoth?

Figure: Northey Island (© Google; Imaging: Bluesky, DigitalGlobe, Getmapping
plc, Infoterra Ltd & Bluesky, Landsat)

The Battle of Maldon (991): What Happened, Byrhtnoth?

Figure: Northey Island (© Google; Imaging: Bluesky, DigitalGlobe, Getmapping
plc, Infoterra Ltd & Bluesky)

Courage and Cowardice: The Battle of Maldon

“

79

82

“

Þær stodon mid Wulfstane wigan unforhte,
Ælfere and Maccus, modige twegen,
þa noldon æt þam forda fleam gewyrcan,
ac hi fæstlice wið ða fynd weredon,
þa hwile þe hi wæpna wealdan moston.

”

There stood by Wulfstan fearless warriors, Ælfere and Maccus,
two brave ones who did not want to take to flight at the ford
but they vigorously defended against the enemies for as long as
they were able to wield their weapons.

”

The Battle of Maldon (991): What Happened, Byrhtnoth?

Figure: Northey Island (© Google; Imaging: Bluesky, DigitalGlobe, Getmapping
plc, Infoterra Ltd & Bluesky)

The Battle of Maldon (991): What Happened, Byrhtnoth?

Figure: Southey Creek salt marsh (CC-BY-SA Glyn Baker)

Courage or Folly: The Battle of Maldon

“
85

90

95

Þa hi þæt ongeaton and georne gesawon
þæt hi þær bricgweardas bitere fundon,
ongunnon lytegian þa laðe gystas,
bædon þæt hi upgangan agan moston,
ofer þone ford faran, feþan lædan.
Ða se eorl ongan for his ofermode
alyfan landes to fela laþere ðeode.
Ongan ceallian þa ofer cald wæter
Byrhtelmes bearn (beornas gehlyston):
‘Nu eow is gerymed, gað ricene to us,
guman to guþe. God ana wat
hwa þære wælstowe wealdan mote!’

”

Courage or Folly: The Battle of Maldon

“

When they perceived and clearly saw that they had run into
fierce bridge-guards there, the hateful guests began to use
guile: they asked to be granted landing, cross the ford, leading
their footsoldiers. Then, on account of his excessive courage,
the earl allowed too much land to the hateful people. Then
Byrhthelm’s child called across the cold water (men listened):
‘Now room has been made for you; come to us quickly, men to
battle. God only knows who may rule the battle-field!’

”

Courage and Cowardice: The Battle of Maldon

“

117

Gehyrde ic þæt Eadweard anne sloge
swiðe mid his swurde, swenges ne wyrnde,
þæt him æt fotum feoll fæge cempa;
120 þæs him his ðeoden þanc gesæde,
þam burþene, þa he byre hæfde.

“

”

I heard that Eadweard struck one mightily with his sword — he
did not hold back the blow — so that the doomed warrior fell
at his feet. His lord thanked him, his chamberlain, for it when
he had the opportunity.

”

Courage and Cowardice: The Battle of Maldon

“

185 Hi bugon þa fram beaduwe þe þær beon noldon.
Þær wurdon Oddan bearn ærest on fleame:
Godric fram guþe, and þone godan forlet
þe him mænigne oft mear gesealde
(he gehleop þone eoh þe ahte his hlaford,
190 on þam gerædum þe hit riht ne wæs)
and his broðru mid him begen ærndon,
Godwine and Godwig, guþe ne gymdon,
ac wendon fram þam wige and þone wudu sohton,
flugon on þæt fæsten and hyra feore burgon,
195 and manna ma þonne hit ænig mæð wære,
gyf hi þa geearnunga ealle gemundon
þe he him to duguþe gedon hæfde.

”

Courage and Cowardice: The Battle of Maldon

“

Then those who did not want to be there turned away from the
battle. Odda’s sons became first in flight: Godric ran from
battle and abandoned the good man who had often given him
many a mare (he mounted the horse his lord owned, which it
was not right for him to ride on), and both his brothers ran
with him, Godwine and Godwig, they did not care for battle,
but they turned from the conflict and made for the woods, fled
to that fastness and saved their lives, and more men than
would have been at all proportional if they had all remembered
the rewards which he had given them in the form of treasure.

”

The Heroic Spirit: The Battle of Maldon

“
310

315

Byrhtwold maþelode bord hafenode
(se wæs eald geneat), æsc acwehte;
he ful baldlice beornas lærde:
‘Hige sceal þe heardra, heorte þe cenre,
mod sceal þe mare, þe ure mægen lytlað.
Her lið ure ealdor eall forheawen,
god on greote. A mæg gnornian
se ðe nu fram þis wigplegan wendan þenceð.
Ic eom frod feores; fram ic ne wille,
ac ic me be healfe minum hlaforde,
be swa leofan men, licgan þence.’

”

The Heroic Spirit: The Battle of Maldon

“

Byrhtwold spoke; he grasped his shield (he was an old retainer),
shook his ashen spear; he instructed the warriors most boldly:
‘The mind must be the firmer, the heart the keener, courage
must be the greater, as our strength diminishes. Here lies our
leader all cut up, the good one among the rubble. May he who
now considers turning from this battle-play ever regret it. I am
old in years; I do not want to leave, but I intend to lie down by
the side of my lord, by a man so dear to me.’

”

Next Week’s Reading

▶

Root (trans.), Andreas
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