The Dream of the Rood

The Dream of the Rood was written, probably at the end of the seventh century, in
Northumbria, the northernmost of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms, by a poet whose name
-we do not know. We have the text from the collection of Anglo-Saxon poetry and
sermons known as the Vercelli Book, written down in the second half of the tenth
century and preserved for centuries in the cathedral library at Vercelli, in north
Italy. Certain passages are carved, in runic script, on the sculptured stone cross at
Ruthwell in Dumfriesshire, Scotland, probably erected in the early eighth. century,
the golden age of Northumbria}(Fig. 23). L

The poem, standing out from the rest of Anglo-Saxon poetry in its graphic intensity,

its richly visual quality, and its firmly integrated structure, seems to owe little to any

_known particular source. There are analogies with and reminiscences of Latin hymns,
but they are not many or important. Though the biblical narrative of Christ’s Passion

naturally stands behind it, the poem’s imaginative achievement is far beyond that of .
the common Anglo-Saxon poetic form of biblical paraphrase. it is built with great skill

round the co-existence in the Passion of the human suffering and divine triumph of

Christ. Giving the Cross (the Rood) a share in each, and using its degradation and

glorification as a figure of Christ on Golgotha, the poet is probably_echoiqg the

doctrinal disputes of his day:. - L

In the prelude, he describes how the glorious Cfoss, glittering with gold ap_dliﬁgﬂe_ms

(compare the late fourth-century mosaic picture in Sta. Pudenziana at Rome of the
jeweled Cross), changes its appearance to the Cross unadorned and bloodied by
Christ’s Passion, and then becomes again the figure of his triumph. Then, when the
Cross itself, by the rhetorical device known as prosopopeia, is made to speak, it is

not naiveté. Great shame was attached to leaving
a battlefield alive if one’s lord had been killed

—cf. Tacitus, Germania, 6.

Heart . . . braver the perfect statement of the
heroic code of battle, “Heart” being ‘“‘warrior’s
pride’’

He . . . fight ironic, rhetorical understatement,
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transformed into a figure of Christ’s suffering,” its own tortures detailed: as it is hewn

from the forest and dragged to become afg‘éhﬁws for criminals, sadly bends to receive
Christ, feels his wounds and his agony with him, is itself cut down and buried. Then,

in a parallel to the resurrection of Christ, ‘it is discovered, adorned “and worshiped,

triumphant in the triumph of Christ as he harrows Hell, breaking down the gates and
elevating the just to heaven (Fig. 7). Similarly, Christ the divine warrior; h:asfening
boldly and willingly to mount the Cross, ‘confident in divine victory but suffering for
a time in his human nature, rises triumphant at his Resurrection and comes again to

triumph over Hell and the Devil. The figure of Christ as warrior-hero voluntarily ac-
cepting the contest with the forces of evil is an example of both the Anglo-Saxon
convention of restating a Christian subject in terms.of its own heroic code and the
borrowing of a notion of Christ as warrior-contestant that goes back to Greek
patristic sources. (A visual expression can be seen in the figure of the imperial,
victorious -Christ in the Chapel of the Palace of the Archbishop at Ravenna.)
Throughout the poem, the paradoxes of the Passion, its extremes of suffering and

glory, of darkness and light, alternate with each other, and culminate in the final
triumphant image.

The Dream of the Rood

Lol Iwilltell  the dearest® of dreams

That I dreamed in the midnight ~ when mortal men
Were sunk in slumber. Me-seemed I saw

A wondrous Tree towering in air, o
Most shining of crosses ~ compassed with light.
Brightly that beacon was gilded with gold;
Jewels adorned it fair at the foot, |
Five on the shoulder-beam, ° blazing in splendor.
Through all creation the angels of God

Beheld it shining— no cross of shame!

Holy spirits gazed on its gleaming,

Men upon earth and all this great creation.

Wondrous that Tree, that Token of triumph, °
And I a transgressor soiled with my sins!
I gazed on the Rood arrayed in glory,
Shining in beauty and gilded with gold,

The Cross of the Saviour beset with gems.

But through the gold-work  outgleamed a token |
Of the ancient evil of sinful men
Where the Rood on its right side®
Saddened and rueful, = smitten with terror

LTS

right side In art the wound in Christ’s side is
usually shown (especially before the later seven-

teenth century, but often later ag well) on the
right of his body.

dearest most splendid

Five . . . shoulder-beam i.e. either on the cross-
beam or at the intersection of the beams, sym-
bolizing the five wounds of Christ

triumph The Cross ‘is often called the Tree of
Triumph in Latin hymns.
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-Eeoffrey Chaucer was born into a well-to-do bourgeois family, in London, about 1343,
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k . ?-Ti - "Nor there may any be free from fear by which it has been possible to piece together the career of'mode'rately -distinguished

| % Hearing the words ~ which the Wielder shall utter. public service which he made for himself, we know a good many details.

o He shall ask before many: Where is the man

His tamily name goes back to the thirteenth century in the London area, and the
Who would taste bitter death as He did on the Tree?

Chaucers were already prosperous members of the rising commercial. class in the days

And all shall be fearful and few shall know of Geoffrey’s grandfather. Chaucer’s father, a wine merchant, was a member of the

What to say unto Christ. But none at His Coming | ... Browing number of men in the commercial centers of England, especially in London,

Shall need to fear if he bears in his breast ~ who were beginning to exert a- powertul -effect .on the structure of English society.

This best of symbols; and every soul They ‘were ‘Mr'c::'aﬁi"hi:'ij‘ﬁ"é'i""s;"“’"W'h-o"*"w-ere-'f-'&dv-anei-ng...{a---i-n-------w-eal-th,: ~office-holding, and “social

From the ways of earth  throu gh the Cross shall come - ; prestige to a_position™above ‘the-ordinary, but were excluded from the aristocracy

129 To heavenly glory, who would dwell with God.’ - by birth, and from the country gentry by their City occupations. They were somewhere
Then with ardent spirit and earnest zeal, i__n.....b'é'ti&ééh..:;_tlﬁe.'..QB;é.gi:.'ritﬁlnjgfs; of the English middile class, =~~~
Companionless, lonely, I prayed to the Cross.  There was no place in thewmthmkmg-—-orm Chaucer's—for the leveli ng doctrines of

My soul was fain of death. I had endured John Ball, the fourteenth-century social agitator: “. . . matters cannot go well in

| Many an hour of Ionging- It is my life’s hope Q England and never will until all things be in common; and there shall be neither serfs

That I may turn to this Token of triumph, nor gentlemen, but we shall all be equal. . . ” A father from Chaucer’s stratum of

I above all men, and revere it well. | society would wish to advance his son’s interests. He would send him first to school!

This is my heart’s désire, " and all my hope and then either to the University (which would often mean that the son was intended
Waits on the Cross. In this world now for the priesthood, the third order of English society); or he would place him in a
I have few powertful friends: they have fared hence | noble household, where he might have the chance to continue his education in-a less
1 130 Away from these earthly gauds seeking the King of glory, ; formal and devout way. In his early teens, Geoffrey Chaucer was made a page in the
Dwelling now with the High Father in heaven above, e household of one of England’s most considerable noblemen, Prince Lionel, third son
Abiding in rapture. Each day I dream _of King Edward. |11, and later Duke of Clarence. The connections he made there must

- Of the hour when the Cross of my Lord, whereof here on earth : ~have served him well in later life and we know that his talents kept him in association

I once had vision, trom this fleeting life may fetch me . with members of the aristocracy. His first great patron was. john of Gaunt, fifth son of

And bring me where is great gladness and heavenly bliss, the king and the most powerful noble in England, who may also have been his fn'end.

Where the people of God are planted and stablished for ever From the successive kings, Edward I, Richard ll, and Henry IV, Chaucer I-'ECE.‘:I‘:fEd

In joy everlasting- There may it lodge me , offices, grants of money, and other privileges for his services in various capacities.

Where I may abide in glory knowing bliss with the saints. He married well; his wife Philippa was a member of the households of both Queen

May the Lord be gracious who on earth of old ; Philippa and of the third wife of john of Gaunt, and was probably the daughter of

140 Once suffered on the Cross tor the sins of men. . a knight. A Thomas Chaucer; probably their son, rose to public prominence and
He redeemed us, endowed us with life and a heavenly home. 1 Alice Chaucer, possibly their granddaughter, married into the aristocracy not once

Therein was hope renewed with blessing and bliss ' : but twice. From this tangle of connections, it emerges that the family was steadily

For those who endured the burning.° In that great deed rising in its social position.

God’s Son was triumphant, possessing power and strength! h Geoffrey Chaucer was the chief agent in this rise. The fact that his family had
Almighty, Sole-Ruling He came to the kingdom of God money and had been able to give him certain advantages obviously helped greatly,
Bringing a host of souls to angelic bliss, but his abilities also kept him on the road to advancement. In 1359 he went on one

To join the saints who abode in the splendor of glory, of Edward IlI's many expeditions against the French, was taken prisoner, and ransomed

When the Lord, Almighty God, came again to His throne.

the following year: he then probably spent some time in study of the law, was made
“valet” to the King in 1367 (an honor, not a servant’s position), went on diplomatic

missions to France several times, to Flanders in 1377 and to Italy in 1372-73 and
1378. In 1374 he was given a rent-free London house and made Controller of the
Customs and Subsidies on Wool, Skins, and Hides for the Port of London. This was 3
lucrative office, for the wool trade was England’s most important at the time. Other
Customs appointments followed, but in 1386 Chaucer seems to have fallen on less
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Day of Doom Day of Judgment (Fig. 50) . of those (including Adam and Eve, the patri-
those . . . burning This is a reference to the  archs and prophets) who have awaited this
Harrowing of Hell, when Christ, the King of manifestation of his victory and his mercy. The
Glory, descended after his death to break down  chief biblical basis for the Descent into Hell is
the gates of Hell, and bring out of it the souls Matthew 27:52 ff,

- -u..'-'\;-.__E
= i, oS A
ST AT R

119




