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The Dream of the Rood:  Germanic Heroic Tradition vs. Wyrd 

 

 The Anglo-Saxon poem The Dream of the Rood, composed around the tenth century, is a 

piece of Medieval literature that remains an important part of literary history, studied by scholars 

for a number of reasons.  Written as a dream vision, the elegiac poem tells the story of Christ‟s 

crucifixion from the point of view of the cross, ending with the narrator‟s conversion to 

Christianity.  Adhering to many conventions of the epic genre, this poem can be read as more 

than just an elegy.  However, though a close reading can prove that it does bear several traits of 

the epic, there are ways in which it defies the Germanic heroic tradition.  Specifically, though in 

some ways The Dream of the Rood accurately illustrates the relationship between lord and 

retainer, it also must disrupt some of the traditional attributes of that same relationship in order to 

demonstrate the insignificance of tradition in comparison to the Anglo-Saxon concept of wyrd. 

 According to The Bedford Glossary of Critical and Literary Terms, the epic genre 

contains several specific conventions, those being a heroic figure with values such as bravery 

and wisdom, a setting that “encompasses the known world at the time of the epic‟s composition,” 

a plot with actions that could be considered “noble, fantastic, [or] even superhuman,” the 

involvement of supernatural entities in the affairs of the hero, the beginning of the story „in 

medias res‟ (in the middle of things), and the undertaking of a quest of some sort (Murfin and 



Ray 144).  The Dream of the Rood can be shown to demonstrate these qualities of the epic.  The 

character of Christ is depicted as a heroic figure, as in her essay “Biblical literature: the New 

Testament,” Barbara Raw asserts that “the picture of Christ willingly mounting the cross has all 

the heroic qualities of secular writing” (240).  Providing direct evidence, the text reads, “Then 

the young hero made ready—that was God almighty--/strong and resolute; he ascended on the 

high gallows/brave in the sight of so many, when he wanted to ransom mankind” (38-40).  

Further, Christ‟s crucifixion to save mankind (which is also his quest) can be considered noble, 

as it is a selfless deed, and the fact that he is resurrected after three days is evidence of a 

superhuman action. 

…May the lord be my friend,/he who here on earth once suffered/on the hanging-tree for 

human sin;/he ransomed us and gave us life,/a heavenly home.  Hope was renewed/with 

cheer and bliss for those who were burning there. /The son was successful in that 

journey,/mighty and victorious, when he came with a multitude,/a great host of souls, into 

God‟s kingdom…  (143-151) 

Demonstrating even more conventions of the epic genre, the action of the story takes place in a 

vast setting—encompassing both Heaven and Earth, and the story begins „in medias res,‟ with 

the tree being seized from the forest for the purpose of a crucifixion. 

 However, more interesting than the way these general characteristics of the epic genre 

manifest themselves in The Dream of the Rood is the way we see the Germanic heroic tradition 

displayed, and perhaps challenged.  In her essay “Heroic values and Christian Ethics,” Katherine 

O‟Brien O‟Keeffe states: 



The ethos of heroic life pervades Old English literature, marking its conventions, 

imagery and values.  The touchstone of that life—as represented in Old English literature, 

at least—is the vital relationship between retainer and lord, whose binding virtue is 

loyalty. (107)   

The relationship that O‟Keefe is talking about can be viewed throughout Anglo-Saxon literature, 

specifically in The Dream of the Rood, between Christ and the rood.  In the introduction to the 

piece, found in The Broadview Anthology of British Literature: The Medieval Period, the reader 

is informed of Christ‟s position as the heroic warrior and lord, and the Cross‟ role as the retainer 

(31).  These roles are made even more evident by the text, when upon being seized from the 

forest, the rood says: 

Then I saw the lord of mankind/hasten eagerly when he wanted to ascend onto me./There 

I dared not bow or break,/against the lord‟s word, when I saw/the ends of the earth 

tremble.  Easily I might/have felled all those enemies, and yet I stood fast./Then the 

young hero made ready—that was God almighty--/strong and resolute;…/I was reared as 

a cross: I raised up the mighty king,/ the lord of heaven; I dared not lie down. (32-44) 

We can compare this relationship to another Anglo-Saxon literary lord-retainer relationship—

that of the characters of Beowulf and Wiglaf in the epic poem Beowulf.  In Beowulf‟s final battle 

against the dragon, it is Wiglaf that rushes to his aid and remains by his side, as described in this 

portion of the text:   

He hurried through the deadly fumes, bore his helmet/to the aid of his lord…Then, I have 

heard, in his king‟s hour of need/the earl beside him showed his bravery,/the noble skill 



which was his nature./He did not heed that head when he helped his kinsman… (2661-

2697) 

In both of these cases, we see men who are fighting together, for a common cause.  In the case of 

The Dream of the Rood, the fight is to save humankind from eternal damnation, while the fight in 

Beowulf is to save the Geats from the dragon that is terrorizing their homeland.  As Edward B. 

Irving, Jr. points out in his book Introduction to Beowulf, it is the “self-sacrificing relationship 

between the two men” that does lead to victory—which holds true for both works (85).  In both 

The Dream of the Rood and Beowulf, the two warriors sacrifice themselves in order to defeat the 

threats that loom over the population they are trying to protect. 

 Also part of the Germanic heroic tradition is the bestowing of gifts from lord to retainer 

in exchange for loyalty and service, as well as the shared glory that comes through victory 

(O‟Keeffe 107).  Therefore, another similarity between the two relationships that one can 

observe comes when victory is attained, rewards are distributed, and glory is shared.  In The 

Dream of the Rood, Christ is able to attain victory only by ascending onto the rood.  Without the 

rood, Christ‟s death by crucifixion cannot occur, and so together they brave the horror: 

They drove dark nails through me; the scares are still visible,/open wounds of hate; I 

dared not harm any of them./They mocked us both together; I was all drenched with 

blood/flowing from that man‟s side after he had sent forth his spirit./Much I have endured 

on that hill/of hostile fates… (45-50) 

After fighting together, and coming to win the battle against sin and death, Christ ascends into 

Heaven to claim his triumph.  As the rood remained loyal to him, doing battle by his side, the 

glory of victory is shared by both men. 



Now you can hear, my dear hero,/that I have endured the work of evil-doers,/harsh 

sorrows./Now the time has come/that far and wide they honor me,/men over the earth and 

all this glorious creation,/and pray to this sign.  On me the son of God/suffered for a time; 

and so, glorious now/I rise up under the heavens, and am able to heal/each of those who 

is in awe of me./Once I was made into the worst of torments,/ most hateful to all people, 

before I opened/the true way of life for speech-bearers./Lo! the King of glory, guardian of 

heaven‟s kingdom/honored me over all the trees of the forest,/just as he has also, 

almighty God, honored/his mother, Mary herself,/above all womankind for the sake of all 

men.  (77-93) 

Much in the way Christ is buried, then ascends on the third day into heaven and takes his place, 

the rood is also interred, but then journeys upward and becomes a revered symbol of salvation 

and hope, sharing in the honor that is given to Christ (Raw 241).  Scholar John Canuteson takes 

this a step further in his essay “The Crucifixion and the Second Coming in The Dream of the 

Rood,” arguing that through the process of crucifixion, the rood and Christ have become one 

entity (296).  In addition, not only does the rood share the glory of Christ, but it is also granted 

treasure.  The first time the narrator introduces us to the rood, we are given a description of its 

brilliant appearance: “Wondrous was the victory-tree, and I was fouled by sins/wounded with 

guilt; I saw the tree of glory/honored in garments, shining with joys,/bedecked with gold; gems 

had/covered worthily the creator‟s tree” (12-16).  Upon reading more of the poem, we see how 

the rood first came to be decorated with such treasure:  “They dug for us a deep pit, yet the lord‟s 

thanes,/friends found me there…/adorned me with gold and silver” (74-76).   

 The final battle of Beowulf also illustrates this idea of shared treasure and glory between 

lord and retainer.  On his deathbed, Beowulf requests that Wiglaf look after the Geats, bestowing 



upon him great honor (2799-2801).  Then, he proceeds to give tangible rewards to his loyal 

retainer: “The boldminded nobleman took from his neck/a golden circlet, and gave it to the 

thane,/the young spear-carrier, and the gold-covered helmet,/ring and byrnie, bid him use them 

well…” (2809-2812).  Much like the rood in The Dream of the Rood, Wiglaf is given both honor 

and treasure from his lord upon his death, and while the rood is charged with the task of telling 

of Christ‟s heroic deed, Wiglaf is entrusted with the protection of the Geats. 

 While The Dream of the Rood is consistent with many traditions of the Germanic heroic, 

it doesn‟t comply with all of them.  According to Tacitus‟ Germania, it is considered shameful in 

Germanic culture and tradition for a retainer to survive his lord in battle, therefore retainers are 

expected to defend and protect their lords—at all costs (O‟Keeffe 113).  We see this happen as it 

should (according to Germanic heroic tradition) in Beowulf.  Wiglaf jumps in to fight with his 

lord, risking his own life in order to save that of Beowulf.  Though he doesn‟t survive, Wiglaf 

did his duty in putting forth his best effort—which complies with Tacitus‟ writings.   

However, in The Dream of the Rood, we are met with an entirely different situation.  

Instead of protecting the life of its lord, the rood is forced to take on the role of active participant 

in the death of Christ.  In his essay “Toward a Critique of The Dream of the Rood,” Alvin Lee 

writes on this matter, arguing that as a loyal retainer, the rood could have fought to defend his 

lord and protect his life, but the unspoken command of Christ for him to stand strong and endure 

the hardship is of greater importance than his duty to protect and fight (177).  This does present 

the rood with somewhat of a dilemma, forcing him into a paradox where he must betray his lord 

in order to be obedient.  In The Earliest English Poetry, Charles W. Kennedy writes of this 

inconsistency, saying “Though struck with horror, it could not in disobedience reject the fate 



appointed” (263).  Although the rood did not wish to participate in the death of his lord, it was 

something that he had to do in order to maintain loyalty. 

 Arguably, it is not obedience that holds power over the duty to protect and defend one’s 

lord; rather, it is the concept of fate, or as the Anglo-Saxons refer to it, wyrd (Lee 177).  Beowulf 

declares, while on his deathbed, to Wiglaf, “You are the last survivor of our lineage,/…fate has 

swept away/all of my kinsmen, earls in their courage,/to their final destiny; I must follow them” 

(2813-2816).  He makes clear that there was nothing that Wiglaf could have done to save him—fate 

has the final word in all things.  What did matter is that Wiglaf was loyal, and did as his lord asked 

of him.  Much like this, the rood is not simply following the higher power of obedience, but he is 

instead subject to the rule of fate (Lee 177).  Though the rood tells us that he “dared not bow 

down or break,/against the lord’s word, when [he] saw/the ends of the earth tremble” (34-36), there 

is a power at work, higher than duty, which drives Christ’s command for the rood to allow him to 

die.  Fate has declared that Christ must die on the cross to save humankind from hell, and the only 

way that he can do that is for the rood to stand and bear it, taking a part in the death of his lord.  

The rood was not powerless to defend Christ against those who crucified him, as the poem reads, 

“Easily I might/have felled all those enemies, and yet I stood fast” (36-37).  Therefore, not only 

does the rood become the means by which the Christ is killed, but it does so in a manner that 

requires it to turn against every instinct that it has to fight for the life of its lord. 

  The Dream of the Rood is a great example of Anglo-Saxon literature, following traditions 

of the elegy and the epic, while also demonstrating traditions associated with the Germanic heroic.  

However, though the relationship of Christ and the rood in the poem doesn’t adhere to the 

tradition that requires the retainer to fight for the life of his lord—at any cost, it does remain true to 

the characteristic of Anglo-Saxon lord-retainer relationships that mandates complete loyalty.  



Further, The Dream of the Rood illustrates that obedience isn’t the highest power in a relationship 

between a lord and his thanes.  Instead, it becomes fate, or wyrd.  In Beowulf, we see fate 

intervene when Wiglaf is unable to save the life of his lord, and in The Dream of the Rood, this 

same force steps in and mandates that the rood defy his obligation to protect his lord, and instead 

participate willingly in his death.  By comparing the bond of Christ and the rood to that of Beowulf 

and Wiglaf, of the epic poem Beowulf, one can come to understand that The Dream of the Rood 

illustrates something much deeper than traditional bonds between lord and retainer; it 

demonstrates the power of fate over duty, and the less than ideal ways in which loyalty can be 

exemplified. 
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