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More praise for


The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to  English and American Literature


“Not only does Elizabeth Kantor know what they don’t want you to learn from English literature, but she is ready, willing, and able to tell you. Her book itself instructs and delights, as she reminds us of literature’s noblest functions.”


—J. O. Tate, Professor of English, Dowling College

 



“A sane, sound, and sensible overview that helps the reader unlock the treasure trove of great literature, where courage and cowardice, love and hate, death and justice and joy, all spring to life through the words of great writers. Unlike the ‘foul and pestilent congregation of vapours’ that cloud our literature departments, this book provides a dose of pure oxygen. Read, learn, and enjoy!”


—David Allen White, Professor of English, U.S. Naval Academy

 



“Like plumbers and dentists, English teachers can be divided into the good and bad. However, when the plumber and the dentist don’t know what they’re doing, your toilet overflows and your tooth aches. English teachers can cover up a radical failure to understand their discipline by diverting the attention of students from the work of literature itself to biographical materials; sources and analogues; and, most recently, deconstructionism, a formulaic approach that is little more than shameless indoctrination. The Politically Incorrect Guide™ to English and American Literature redirects the attention of the student to the text—with a renewed respect for its integrity and a mean wit that makes the study of poetry and fiction fun again, as it was intended to be all along.”


—Tom Landess, former Professor of English and Academic Dean at the University of Dallas
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This book is dedicated 
with gratitude and affection 
to 
Mary Hills Baker Gill 
and 
Mark L. Reed, 
the best readers I know





Introduction
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WHY THIS BOOK IS NEEDED


Why a Politically Incorrect Guide™ to English and American Literature? Well, for starters, English professors are so politically correct they’re beyond parody. PC English professors believe (and write, and teach) truly amazing things: That Jane Austen was a feminist subversive whose novels express her rage against the patriarchy . . . that Stalin was valiantly struggling to turn the Soviet Union into a democracy... that Shakespeare wrote Macbeth to domesticate women.

Too many of the folks who teach English in college are out of touch with reality and bored with their subject. Enroll in an English class at an American university, and you might find yourself studying Marxist theory, or the history of ballet. You could be treated to an investigation of pornography through the ages. Or you might spend the semester watching foreign films. What is far too unlikely to happen is that you will be taught to understand and appreciate great literature in the English language.

These days English professors seem to be teaching anything and everything  but classic English Literature—from “gender theory” to Freud to “Latino/a popular culture.” PC English professors are busy replacing the “dead white males” of the traditional literary canon with the authors of ’80s bestsellers that hit all the politically correct themes. Departments of  English are staffed by professors dedicated to suppressing English literature, not to teaching it.

The problem isn’t just that English professors waste their students’ time, though they certainly do. And it’s not just that they do their best to indoctrinate their students into leftist politics, turn them into bitterly unhappy feminists, or recruit them for the antiwar movement—though they do all those things too. The real problem is that they don’t teach great English and American literature. After all, why would a PC professor  want his students to learn about Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, and the rest of the much-abused dead white males who used to make up the now deconstructed canon of great literature in English? The politically correct line is that Western civilization is the root of all evil. Why on earth would PC English professors want to help perpetuate it?

The departments of English in our universities were established to preserve our literary and linguistic heritage and transmit it to future generations. We’ve allowed those departments to come under the control of people who hate and fear that heritage. The result? English and American literature are full of things that are worth learning, but that English professors can’t be bothered to profess. This Guide is an introduction to what you should have learned in college, but your professors didn’t want you to know.

This book will teach you what every well-educated, well-read, literate, and humane American should know about English and American literature, but—through little fault of his own—probably doesn’t: the great stories, the delightful plays, the powerful and sometimes achingly beautiful verse. It will give you the tools (formerly taught in departments of English, now neglected by PC English professors) that you need to be able to get the most out of this literature—to enjoy it more intensely, to learn from it in a way you can’t learn from anything else, and to make it your own. The Guide will also show you how to pick your way through the minefield of “literary theory,” which can quite  effectively cut you off not just from great literature, but from all the wellsprings of Western culture.

The fact is, even if you sign up for a course with “Shakespeare” or “Faulkner” in the title, there’s absolutely no guarantee that you’re going to be taught English or American literature. On the contrary, the professor is all too likely to make use of the literature to indoctrinate you in some ideology that’s worse than irrelevant—that’s positively hostile—to the literature you’re ostensibly studying. The professor will be interested in the novels or plays not as great works of art that speak to the human race on themes of universal importance, but as cultural artifacts that “privilege” white males over “marginalized” groups such as women and racial minorities. The professor’s own politics (Marxism, “deconstruction,” or some other radical agenda) will be the real content of the course.

Imagine that you’ve just arrived at Ivy University and discovered that your English class is being taught by a professor who takes the position that “[t]he question is not whether Shakespeare studies need feminism, but whether feminism needs Shakespeare.” She’s assigned the following readings, all from A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare:
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She plans to spend the rest of the semester proving to the class that Shakespeare doesn’t deserve to be read by women.

As far as I know, there is not a university Shakespeare course built around A Feminist Companion to Shakespeare. But that volume is a fair  sampling of opinions you might encounter in any university’s department of English: the essays are written by respected scholars with responsible positions in our universities, and the opinions, assumptions, and modes of analysis that appear in those essays are typical of the attitudes your own professor or T.A. is all too likely to bring to the literature you’re studying. If you’re a recent college graduate—or if you’ve spoken to one—you know all about this trend.

When Shakespeare isn’t being arraigned by feminist professors for propping up “the patriarchy,” he’s being searched for evidence of complicity in the slave trade and the rape of the Americas. Othello and Macbeth  and The Tempest no longer have anything to say about human nature—only about racism, sexism, and colonialism. Or, rather, the folks teaching English in college seem strangely ignorant of the fact that there  is any content to human nature beyond racism, sexism, and similar modes of oppression.

Their ignorance seems particularly odd when you consider that they have an enormous body of evidence to the contrary at their disposal. That is, it would be at their disposal if they could bring themselves to pay real attention to the great literature they ought to be teaching, instead of projecting postmodernist ideologies onto it—or simply avoiding the literature entirely and teaching other subjects. English and American literature make up an unparalleled introduction to the wide breadth of human concerns, human capacities, and human wisdom. What you learn in English classes these days is, in contrast, a handful of pinched and bankrupt ideologies, not one of which has as much truth or humanity in it as a single Shakespeare play.

The story of one recent graduate is instructive in several respects.2  Megan Basham reports on what it was like to major in English at Arizona State University—and also on the surprising things that began to happen to her when, despite the best efforts of her professors, she managed to get  beyond the superficialities of postmodern literary education and into the literature itself.

Arizona State, as Basham herself points out, is more famous as a party school than as an intellectual powerhouse. The attitudes and ideas she describes are not the eccentricities of some cutting-edge innovators. The ideologies that have wrecked the study of our literature were first taken up in our elite institutions, but today they’re mainstream, pervasive across the country and throughout all the ranks of our higher education system, from elite universities to community colleges.

Basham learned to “deconstruct the racist, misogynistic, homophobic subtext” of the literature she studied. She noticed that “appreciation for John Donne’s subtle, metaphysical metaphors has been replaced by appreciation for Adrienne Rich’s obvious, sexual ones.” English Literature, as it was taught to her, “left a lot of room for would-be intellectuals to take up class time debating the homoerotic interpretations of As You Like It and Richard III.” Her epiphany came during a survey class that covered medieval and Renaissance literature. She’d decided there was “[n]o point examining the actual texts”—she was doing fine giving the professor back the same line he was feeding the class: Chaucer’s “Wife of Bath’s Tale” was “enlightened” because of its bold treatment of sexual themes; Spenser’s poetry was marred by “unhealthy self-denial and recrimination.” This system broke down when she was writing a paper on Sir Thomas Malory’s Morte D’Arthur.


For the Malory paper, she made the mistake of actually reading the literature, and the sources behind it. She then made the further mistake (at least, from the point of view of PC English professors) of taking what those texts said seriously, instead of dismissing it all as so much unenlightened “self-denial and recrimination” from our misogynist past. She discovered that the story of Lancelot’s guilty relationship with Guinevere offered some insight into the lives she and her peers were living. Like  Lancelot, they had at their command opportunities beyond most people’s dreams. And like him, they were infected by a certain “sickness of soul.” “An encounter with Christ’s sacred chalice changed Lancelot’s heart,” explains Megan Basham. “An encounter with Lancelot changed mine.”

Self-criticism and Christian faith are by no means the only valuable things you can discover in English and American literature. You can learn to recognize and admire certain qualities that that literature paints in all their glory (and solid worth): military valor, mental balance, chastity. You can catch the Romantic poets’ passion for exploring the capacities of the human mind and heart, or the Victorian novelists’ fascination with character. Or you can simply learn to love beauty, and despise ugliness—to admire skill, and know the difference between consummate achievement and lazy bungling. What all these lessons have in common is that it’s hard to imagine politically correct English professors’ being pleased that their students were learning them.

This Politically Incorrect Guide™ will introduce you to the grand range of things that you can learn from literature in English, and that you won’t have picked up from your college professors. I’ve tried to provide at least a taste of the greatest literature from every historical period, but there are inevitable omissions and imbalances. Oscar Wilde, for example, probably gets more space than his literary accomplishments warrant, and Edmund Spenser certainly gets much less than he deserves, because of the need to cover some important themes from the end of the nineteenth century on the one hand, and the abundance of fine Renaissance poetry on the other.

The lists at the beginning of each chapter include the literature discussed as well as additional works; together they add up to a curriculum for a self-taught survey of English and American literature. The literary works, themes, and modes of analysis treated in this Guide will give you a solid start and help you figure out where you want to go next, but no survey can possibly be exhaustive. There’s an almost infinite variety of  wonderful literature written in our language—and of life-changing lessons that you can take from it.

The one lesson that you can’t learn from great English and American literature is the politically correct point of view: the idea that the culture of the West is nothing but a source of injustice, and that only perpetual vigilance against all its “ism”s and “phobia”s can protect us against the return of oppression and misery. If you could learn from our great literature to despise and fear Western civilization, the PC professors wouldn’t have quit teaching it.





Part I

WHAT THEY DON’T WANT YOU TO LEARN FROM ENGLISH LITERATURE
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An Introduction to the Canon, from  Beowulf to Flannery 0’Connor





Chapter One
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0LD ENGLISH LITERATURE

THE AGE OF HEROES

Heart must be the hardier, courage the keener,
 Spirit the greater, as our strength lessens.

—The Battle of Maldon

 



 




English literature begins with Beowulf. Or it used to, before PC professors decided that 1) Heroism is irrelevant to modern life; 2) It’s impossible to know the truth about the past (nothing scholars said about Beowulf before the dawn of postmodernism communicates the objective truth about the poem, its author, or the Anglo-Saxon England that it was written in—their understanding of the poem only betrays their  agendas); and 3) Studying the Old English language is a waste of graduate students’ time, which could, after all, be better employed reading more “literary theory”—Marxism, feminism, and so forth.


The Old English literature you must not miss


Cædmon’s Hymn  
Beowulf  
The Dream of the Rood  
The Battle of Maldon




Study of the language Beowulf was written in—Old English (also known as Anglo-Saxon)—was, until quite recently, part of the standard curriculum for serious students of English.1 Old English is closely related to German, and more distantly to the Scandinavian languages. It was spoken by the barbarian Germanic peoples, known collectively as the Anglo-Saxons, who had conquered and settled England when the Roman Empire was collapsing. Old English is almost entirely opaque to modern English-speakers, but there are words and sometimes even whole phrases—“þæt wæs god cyning”2 (that was a good king), for example—that seem to jump off the page to remind you that Beowulf is, after all, written in an earlier incarnation of our own language.

Students of English literature (even if they didn’t plan to become specialists in Old English poetry) used to learn to read Anglo-Saxon. By studying the development of the English language over time, they also used to learn something about the mechanics of all speech: which sounds are made in which parts of the mouth, how the different sounds are physically related to one another. That way, even scholars concentrating in Renaissance drama or Romantic poetry had an acquaintance with the nuts and bolts, as it were, of the English language.




Beowulf: The hero and the poem 

Eliminating the Old English requirement was one of the first triumphs of the fans of “literary theory” (“deconstruction” and its ilk) in departments of English. Graduate students in English don’t read Beowulf as they used to, and they’re missing something well worth knowing.  Beowulf is full of all kinds of fascinating things, but this is what the central plot boils down to:

The hero, Beowulf the Geat, travels to Denmark to help Hrothgar, King of the Danes, get rid of a lake-bottom-dwelling monster called Grendel. Heorot, the beautiful hall Hrothgar built, has been unusable (at least at night) since its inaugural feast, when Grendel, disturbed by the music at the celebration, came to the hall, killed thirty warriors, and carried them off to eat. Grendel hasn’t left Heorot alone since, and Hrothgar and his wise men have despaired of a solution—until Beowulf arrives. The hero and his men stay the night in Heorot to wait for the monster. Grendel shows up looking for supper, kills and eats one of the Geats, and makes the mistake of grabbing Beowulf for his second course. The monster  escapes from the warrior’s grip only by leaving one of his arms behind, torn out of its socket at the shoulder. A blood-trail to a lake reveals where Grendel has crept off to die.

Hrothgar thanks and rewards Beowulf, but it turns out that Heorot still isn’t safe. Grendel’s mother visits the hall the next night, kills a Dane, and escapes with Grendel’s arm. Beowulf goes into the lake after her and kills her with an ancient sword he finds in her lair. Richly rewarded for his deeds, the hero returns to the land of the Geats, where he eventually becomes king.

Finally, fifty years later, Beowulf kills a dragon that is ravaging the Geatish countryside—but only with the help of a young kinsman; and Beowulf himself is killed in the accomplishment of this last great feat. The Geats burn Beowulf’s body and build a tower to house the ashes and the treasures he won from the dragon. Without their great king, the Geats must look forward to defeat at the hands of the many enemies Beowulf kept at bay during his lifetime.
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Can You Believe the Professors?

“Anglo-Saxon England is  nothing other than what it has been perceived to be by historically grounded human beings, from the time of the Anglo-Saxons to the present moment.”


John D. Niles, denying the objective reality of the subject to which he’s devoted his career. “Appropriations: A Concept of Culture,” Anglo-Saxonism and the Construction of Social Identity, ed. Allen J. Frantzen and John D. Niles, (Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 1997), 209.





That’s the basic plot, but it’s far from being the whole story. Looming behind and peeking around the corners of the main plotline are a number of other stories which give extra depth—whole other dimensions—to the poem. The Beowulf  poet (we don’t know his name, and we have only guesses about what sort of man he was, and where and when exactly he lived) tells us about a dragonslayer named Sigemund, whose adventure was already an old story in Beowulf’s day—and who shows up in Wagner’s Ring cycle. He refers to obscure episodes from the wars of the  Danes and the Geats with other Germanic peoples: Franks and Frisians, Swedes and Heathobards. The poet sheds light on his characters by comparing them to other figures of history and legend. And he hints at what will happen after the end of the poem. It’s foreshadowed, for example, that Heorot will one day be destroyed by fire, and that Hrothgar’s sons will be killed by their father’s trusted nephew.

It’s a great adventure story, exactly the kind of poem you’d think—if it were in the right professorial hands—would stand a decent chance of turning the thousands of Lord of the Rings movie fans at our nation’s universities into aficionados of great English poetry. But English professors approach Beowulf from a great ideological distance. Not many would go as far as John Niles, who flatly denies that Anglo-Saxon England has any reality beyond people’s ideas about it. But they do worry that Beowulf is “too masculine and too death-haunted”3 or otherwise out of step with the world as they see it.
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Can You Believe the Professors?

“The epic poem, as Marx once observed, requires historical conditions which the steam-engine and the telegraph put paid to. . . . In any case, we no longer believe in heroism. . . .”


Terry Eagleton explains why heroism and Beowulf  are irrelevant to modern people (in an article that appeared in the London Review of Books a little less than two years before September 11, 2001). “Hasped and Hooped and Hirpling,” London Review of Books 21, no. 22 (November 11, 1999): 16.





And no wonder. Beowulf is full to the brim with ideas and attitudes that are exactly opposite to the postmodernist intellectuals’ beliefs about the world. The typical English professor hardly wants his students learning the kinds of things you can learn from Beowulf: for example, to admire war heroes, to prefer the tried and true to the trendy and radical, to see Christianity as a powerful civilizing force, and—possibly worst of all—to ask what’s wrong with the clever man who hates the warrior (who’s a better man than he is).

Your average college professor is not a great admirer of all things military. He tends to think of soldiers as bloodthirsty  killers or deluded dupes. And Beowulf is one long hymn of praise for the warrior. It’s also—which may be even worse, from the look-down-your-nose-at-those-ROTC-idiots point of view—a defense of the necessity of military heroism.


Beowulf takes place in a world that’s dangerous, and not just because it’s inhabited by monsters and fire-vomiting dragons. The ordinary dangers that fill up the background of the poem—dangers to men from other men—are quite realistic. The circumstances of the remembered historical conflicts may have been changed to make a better story. But real situations in which the choice was kill or be killed were an inescapable feature of life among the ancient Germanic tribes, the ancestors of the Old English.

The Beowulf poet continually reminds us that peace is fragile; that deadly conflict can break out on any occasion; and that attempts at peace-making are especially dangerous. For example, as Beowulf explains to his own king on his return from Hrothgar’s court, Hrothgar plans to patch up the Danes’ feud with the Heathobards by giving his daughter in marriage to a Heathobard prince. Inevitably, as Beowulf predicts, Hrothgar’s plan will end in disaster. Violence will erupt when, at the wedding feast, an old Heathobard warrior points out to a young companion that it’s his father’s sword that some Dane is wearing, and reminds him of how his father died fighting the Danes. The Heathobards won’t be able to resist the opportunity for revenge, and the feast will end in more killing.

The Roman historian Tacitus, writing about the Germanic tribes in the first century A.D., described men like these: warriors whose lives were defined by pride, fidelity, and violence, who measured themselves and one another by their valor in battle and their fierce loyalty to their own. The culture Tacitus described in his Germania has some unique features, but a lot of what he wrote about is common to societies as distant from each other in time and space as the Bronze-Age Greek heroes of Homer’s  Iliad and the warlike Indians the French and English encountered in  North America. In these cultures, which we may call heroic or primitive,  men of standing don’t do productive work, which is the province of women and slaves. Except for hunting (the leisure activity of the warrior) what the hero contributes to society, his full-time job, is the defense of his own people against other men like himself—or, alternately, the conquest and plunder of other peoples for the enrichment of his own. His other activities, whether singing and competing in drinking contests (among the Germanic tribes) or decorating the backs of his cattle by rubbing ashes into their hair (among the Nuer people that anthropologist E. E. Evans-Pritchard studied in twentieth-century Sudan),4 are ritual or ornamental.



What They Don’t Want You to Learn from  Beowulf


Heroes deserve our respect and gratitude; if we don’t admire them, there’s something wrong with us.




But the warrior’s defense of his own people by his heroism is not merely decorative; it’s absolutely necessary. The strategic insertion of a few conflict resolution experts via time machine would not have changed the dynamics of the heroic age, allowed the ancient Danes and Heathobards to realize that they were irrationally demonizing each other by viewing outsiders as “Other,” and ironed the violence out of their culture. Ancient Germanic tribesmen didn’t fight because they despised their enemies. When Beowulf talks about the Heathobards who will wreak havoc at the wedding, he considers them not as “Other”—inexplicable, alien, or monstrous—but as great-hearted warriors, too proud to forgo their opportunity for revenge.

The primitive ancestors of the English fought against men they respected and even identified with—because in the absence of what used to be called civilization there is no way to be sure of freedom, prosperity,  or self-respect except to determine to die rather than yield. And, despite what some modern people seem to think, the civilizing element absent from the primitive or heroic society is not the insight that these things simply aren’t worth dying and killing for. There were many men living in heroic-age cultures who didn’t easily take offense, who didn’t consider revenge a duty, and who didn’t think their reputations were worth defending with their lives: they were known as slaves.

The virtues of the heroic age have always been necessary. Wherever and whenever civilization begins to fray among us, you can see the dynamics of the heroic age begin to reassert themselves—as in gang and drug-lord culture, where men risk death and kill for their honor. And we all depend on heroic virtues in our soldiers, to defend our civilization against barbarism from outside.


Beowulf affirms the two aspects of the heroic life that are most offensive to the modern intellectual: the unavoidable waste of men, and the necessary structure of military command. In Old English poetry, to be lordless is to be hopeless.5 Beowulf’s own death is a disaster because he leaves his people at the mercy of their many enemies. The Geats without Beowulf will be in the fix the Danes are in in the poem’s “Finn episode” after their leader Hnæf is slain by the Frisians: forced into a humiliating and untenable subjection to their enemies. Military command is a necessary condition of freedom—and the death of some is necessary for the security of others. As the poet argues after one of Beowulf’s companions is killed by Grendel, Grendel would have killed more, if Beowulf’s courage (and a wise God) had not prevented that fate.

But courage in Beowulf is not just something necessary for safety, like burglar alarms, vaccines, or paying your income taxes. Heroism is glorious; it’s good in itself; it deserves praise. It’s self-evidently valuable—like gold, which is its natural reward. Bravery is preeminent among the things the Beowulf poet continually brings to our attention as deserving our  respect. It’s the quality that determines the worth of a man. To the extent he has it, he’s worthy of praise. To the extent he lacks it, he has to hear the humiliating things that the man who “wants to speak the truth” (wyle soð sprecan) must say: Men who are faithless in battle have no reward, no glory, no honor, nothing left but their lives—and they’d be better off dead.

The Beowulf poet is interested not just in who’s brave and who’s not, but also in who wants to tell the truth about these things, and who doesn’t. The man who wants to speak the truth “in accordance with what is right” (æfter rihte) will distinguish what’s good from what’s base. He’ll recognize nobility wherever he sees it—in the courage and faith of a hero, or in the generosity of a king who rewards warriors with gold. But not everyone tries to know the truth.

We can only guess what the Anglo-Saxons would have thought of the modern antiwar intellectual, but the Beowulf poet does address a similar phenomenon. Bravery like Beowulf’s naturally inspires wonder and praise, telling and retelling. But there is one man in the poem who refuses to acknowledge Beowulf’s courage. Hrothgar’s courtier Unferth dismisses Beowulf’s past exploits and predicts he’ll fail against Grendel.

The Beowulf poet makes it clear that while Unferth’s attitude has something to do with one positive capacity the courtier has—his “wit” (a capacity he, interestingly enough, shares with our intellectuals)—the underlying motivation for his grudging attitude is nothing more or less than envy: “It vexed him greatly, the adventure of Beowulf, that high-spirited seafarer. For he did not admit that any other man on earth might ever achieve more glory under heaven than he himself.” Unferth attacks Beowulf with words for almost exactly the same reason that Grendel attacks the Danes with his murderous claws. He hates a good that’s beyond him. Our intellectuals tend to ask why our soldiers’ lives are spent in vain, or who benefits from the glorification of the military hero.  The Beowulf poet was interested in a different question: What’s wrong with the man who won’t give the hero the glory he’s earned?




The Dream of the Rood 

By the time Beowulf was written, the heroic culture of the Anglo-Saxons was being transformed by the civilizing power of Christianity. We’re used to thinking of the very first Christians—the disciples Jesus called from their fishing nets—as poor, unlettered men from a provincial backwater of the Roman Empire. But the Apostles were urban sophisticates compared to the Germanic barbarians who invaded the Roman Empire and began to convert to Christianity as it was collapsing.

There’s a story told about Clovis, King of the Franks,6 that illustrates the almost unbridgeable gap the Germanic tribesmen had to reach across to accept the gospel. Clovis is said to have been much moved when he was first told the story of the Crucifixion. “If I had been there with my Franks,” he exclaimed, “I would have avenged His wrongs!”7 It’s hard to think of anything more alien to the Crucifixion as it’s portrayed in the New Testament than the duty of revenge among the German tribes. You can make a pretty good case that these barbarians misunderstood Christianity completely. And yet there was something they saw and loved there, not really understanding it; and it changed them. Beowulf is a fruit of that transformation.

Beowulf’s battles are not just the exploits of an ordinary hero in defense of his people against warriors from some other tribe. And they’re not the timeless contests of pagan myth, either. Grendel isn’t a fairy tale bogey or a mythological monster. When Grendel first appears, the Danes are rejoicing and a poet is singing the story of God’s creation. The poet makes clear that Grendel represents the kind of evil you can read about in the Bible. He’s descended from Cain, the first murderer. And Cain’s murder of his brother was a result of the original disobedience of Adam and Eve, which itself came about because of Lucifer’s rebellion against God. Grendel’s hostility to men is part of the eternal enmity of mankind’s original Enemy.



What They Don’t Want You to Learn from  Beowulf and The Dream of the Rood


Christianity is a powerful transformative—and civilizing—force.



And in Beowulf’s character there is a glimpse of virtue that transcends the ethic of the heroic age. Behind the hero, you can see the shadowy image of a Man who is stronger, braver, and more patient than any other man, and Who faces death and emerges with a different kind of victory.

But to get the full flavor of the intersection between Christianity and the heroic pagan culture of the Anglo-Saxons, you have to read another Old English poem: The Dream of the Rood. This poem begins with a dream in which the poet sees the Cross (the Rood), sometimes as a sign of victory, covered in gold, but alternately wet with blood. Then the Cross itself begins to speak. It tells its story, which is the story of the Crucifixion.

Except that in this telling of the passion of Christ, all the passion—that is, the suffering—is attributed to the Cross itself, while Christ is shown as a victorious warrior. The Cross is the one manhandled, wounded, and bound by enemies. Then the Rood sees Christ coming toward it—not as a beaten prisoner, but as a brave warrior, eager to do a great deed: “The young hero ungirded himself, Who was almighty God, strong and stout-hearted. He took His stand on the lofty gallows, courageous in the sight of many, since He would free mankind.”

The Cross speaks as if it is the hero’s loyal retainer, duty bound, in the heroic tradition, to hold the ground, not daring to flee the battle. But then comes the poem’s most poignant moment: “A shadow went forth, dark under the sky. All created things wept; they mourned the fall of the king. Christ was on the Cross.” This is the moment at which the hero of the  poem, the brave warrior, is no longer able take an active role, to play the Germanic hero. Or, if you look at it another way, this is a window on the crisis in which the pagan culture of the Anglo-Saxons encountered a heroism that was beyond its reckoning, and was broken and changed by it.




“This life on loan” 

Christendom—the civilization of Christian Europe—was the eventual result of the encounter that the Anglo-Saxons and their Germanic cousins had with Christianity. We’re the heirs of that civilization, in an unbroken line, never interrupted by a catastrophe as total as the barbarian invasions and the breakdown of order, technology, and culture that ended the Roman Empire.

Not that there aren’t some among us who seem to be looking forward to such a catastrophic breakdown—Marxist professor Terry Eagleton among them. Here’s Eagleton (the fellow who thinks Beowulf is irrelevant because heroism is passé) anticipating the long overdue, but still somehow inevitable, collapse of the capitalist system and rallying the socialists that, even now he fondly imagines, will play a vital role in shepherding us all through the crisis:
The system undermines its own hegemony, without much need of help from the left. What is to be feared is . . . the prospect that it will begin to unravel while the left is disheveled, disorganized and incapable of steering ragged, spontaneous revolt into productive channels. The problem then is that a lot more people are likely to get hurt than might otherwise be the case.8






Our intellectuals’ tendency to look forward to a great clearing of the decks and a fresh start is yet another way in which they’re hopelessly out of sympathy with Old English literature. The Anglo-Saxons, who were  living in the aftermath of just such a clearing of the decks and in the midst of just such a fresh start—the last really fresh start Western civilization has seen—were backward- rather than forward-looking. In Beowulf,  everything good is old. The best roads (the only ones that are actually paved) are the old Roman roads. The only kind of sword that’s any good is an old one, the work of ancient smiths. And the best sword in the poem, the one Beowulf takes off the wall of Grendel’s lair and uses to kill Grendel’s mother, is the oldest of all, with the history of the primordial war between good and evil and the destruction of the antediluvian children of Cain engraved on its hilt.

One of the first things that you notice when you start to read Old English poetry is a pervasive feeling of what you might call nostalgia, if nostalgia weren’t far too weak a word. “ Þis læne lif”—this life on loan—is a phrase that recurs in Anglo-Saxon poetry in the same way as “wine-dark sea” keeps showing up in Homer. Old English literature is drenched in a terrible grief for the loss of the past, a passionate longing for what’s gone, and a keen awareness of how fragile every human good is.

Loss and sorrow figure heavily in the surviving poetry of the Anglo-Saxons. J. R. R. Tolkien—Old English literature scholar (and, in his off hours, the author of a prose epic, recently turned into three major motion pictures)—famously disagreed with the usual classification of Beowulf as an epic like Homer’s Iliad or Virgil’s Aeneid. According to Tolkien,  Beowulf is an elegy, the first 3,000-plus lines of which are merely a prelude to Beowulf’s funeral dirge.9 Many of the shorter Anglo-Saxon poems are complaints about painful losses. But the elegiac note in Old English poetry is about more than individual unhappiness. There’s a larger grief that pervades the whole literature. The Anglo-Saxon poets are acutely aware that all things are passing away. “Swa þes middangeard” (Thus this middle-earth), says the Wanderer, “ealra dogra gehwam dreoseð ond fealleþ ” (each and every day declines and falls).10 Life is on loan; peace is fragile and short-lived; warmth and companionship are fleeting; valuable goods are rare things, too easily lost.



What Else They Don’t Want You to Learn from Beowulf, and the Rest of Old English Literature


Prosperity is self-correcting.



This sense of the fragility of things was intensified—if it wasn’t created in the first place—by the history and situation of the ancient English. The Germanic tribes inhabiting Western Europe, including the Anglo-Saxons, were still relatively primitive peoples living in the ruins of a civilization that their ancestors had helped to destroy. Remnants of that civilization—particularly the ruins of stone buildings—seemed so much beyond the capacity of the Anglo-Saxons that they spoke of them as enta geweorc—“the work of giants.” And yet they pictured the old buildings as they must once have been, full of light and people, before enemies, disease, time, and weather emptied and wrecked them.11


The early English lived in conditions of scarcity that we can hardly imagine: there wasn’t enough of anything. People, pleasures, skills, useful objects, and beautiful things were all rare and valuable. Perhaps it’s natural that the Anglo-Saxons should have appreciated so keenly what they had, and mourned so intensely for what they knew had been lost.

And perhaps it’s natural that our intellectuals, living in conditions of unexampled abundance, should be impatient with a teeming world population and a bewildering array of material goods, and that they should feel an irresistible urge to sweep the board clean and start again from scratch. One of the things you might pick up from reading Beowulf—but  only from really reading it, not picking through it hunting for signs of racism, sexism, and homophobia—is that the material prosperity we live in cannot be taken for granted as the universal birthright of mankind. Professor Eagleton’s assertion that the left’s demand for “conditions in which everybody in the planet can get enough to eat and have a job, freedom, dignity and the like” is a “remarkably modest” proposal12 would have dumbfounded the Anglo-Saxons. Among the early English, as among most people in most times and places, the basic necessities of life were hardly won. Objects of desire came at a high price, even for the king or the hero.

Among us, on the other hand, even the very poorest suffer not so much from a lack of things as from a kind of squalor arising from badly managed abundance. The homes of our “underclass” are strewn with broken objects of an intricacy and usefulness beyond the wildest imaginings of the Beowulf poet. What wouldn’t have been beyond his imaginings, though, is the connection between what a Marxist would call the “material conditions” of our lives and the mental and moral attitudes of our intelligentsia.

That prosperity should breed overweening pride, violent urges, and (ultimately) self-destructive behavior would come as no surprise to the Old English. Here’s how the Beowulf poet has the Danish king Hrothgar warn Beowulf, after his great triumph, against just such an ending to his so-far successful story: Don’t be like Heremod, he warns. God gave Heremod power and glory, but he became violent toward his own people. As Hrothgar explains, prosperity isolates a man from the hardships that ordinarily keep men in check. The successful man enjoys unalloyed power and pleasure; he can let his pride grow, and his conscience sleep. And he becomes dissatisfied with what he has. Things are bound to end badly for him. Prosperity never lasts forever, and men who, like Heremod, are spoiled by it are likely to go on making ever larger errors of judgment until they bring on a final disaster, that it’s too late for them to learn from.

This is not the kind of analysis of the economic underpinnings of thought that Marxist critics are typically interested in. But it’s a line of inquiry they might profitably pursue (before, as for Heremod, it’s too late). Our intellectuals are spoiled by and at the same time impatient with our unprecedented abundance, whether of objects or of knowledge or of people. But prosperity can’t last forever—largely because it does spoil people. In our lifetime the population of Europe will begin to shrink for the first time since the Middle Ages. And our own country has been attacked by men who behave more barbarously than the Germanic tribes who overran the Roman Empire. It is by no means certain that our civilization, which has continued unbroken since the Anglo-Saxons were civilized, is, finally, any less fragile than the one the Anglo-Saxons helped destroy.


The Anita Hill of the Dark Ages?


Besides Heremod, the proudest and most wantonly destructive character in Beowulf (among the ordinary human beings, that is) is the beautiful princess Modthryth, who specializes in false accusations. She gets any man who dares to raise his eyes to look at her killed.

Remember the feminist activists who couldn’t seem to work up any interest in whether Anita Hill was telling the truth about Clarence Thomas? After all, the only important thing was that sexual harassment should always be taken very seriously (never mind whether it had actually happened in this particular case or not).

Well, there’s a feminist professor who writes as though Modthryth’s story is really about male violence against women. To Professor Gillian Overing of Wake Forest University, Modthryth’s murders amount to “complicity—also a form of mimicry—in the masculine objectifying, destructive mode.”


Gillian R. Overing, Language, Sign, and Gender in Beowulf (Carbondale and Edwardsville: Southern Illinois University Press, 1990), 105.








The Battle of Maldon 

It’s instructive to put the twenty-first-century intellectual’s attitude toward the hero side by side with the attitude of his heroic-age counterpart. After the September 11 attack on America, Arizona Cardinals safety Pat Tillman turned down a $3.6 million contract and trained as an Army Ranger—finding a new use for the extraordinary combination of intelligence and determination that had made him such a remarkable football player. On May 22, 2004, serving in Afghanistan with the Rangers, he was killed by friendly fire.

Five months later, John Jota Leaños, assistant professor of Chicana and Chicano studies at Arizona State University (where Tillman had played college football)—and self-styled “Xican@ public artist, performance artist, and cultural worker”—distributed posters calling Pat Tillman’s heroism into question. 13


Leaños suggested that while Tillman was a hero “to many of you,” his death was more a shame than an achievement. “FRIENDLY FIRE” screams the headline across the top of the poster. Next to Tillman’s picture, Leaños, speaking as if in Tillman’s own voice, complains:
My death was tragic

My glory was short-lived

Flawed perceptions

of myself

my country

and


 the War on Terror

resulted in the disastrous

end to my life.





In the last decade of the tenth century, Vikings sailed ninety-three ships to England and ravaged the Essex coast. At Maldon the earl Byrhtnoth and his men opposed their landing, Byrhtnoth was slain, and the Vikings won the day. The Battle of Maldon, written soon after this disaster, celebrates the heroism of the English in their defeat.

The unknown author of this poem could, like John Leaños, be described as a kind of “public artist, performance artist, and cultural worker”—the public intellectual of his day. Also like John Leaños, he believed that at least some of the deaths he memorialized were unnecessary: the results of mischance, of the cowardice of fellow soldiers, and even of a disastrous mistake arising from a flaw in the character of the English commander.

Both the beginning and the end are missing from the surviving manuscript of the poem. The fragment we have of The Battle of Maldon begins with the men’s dismissal of their horses (the English were to fight the Vikings on foot). One young man lets his beloved hawk go—by which sacrifice, the poet tells us, we can know the boy will not fail in the fight. The hawk flies to the woods; the boy steps to the battle. The earl’s men are letting go of the pleasures and responsibilities of their ordinary lives and steeling themselves to face the invader and, very possibly, death.

Byrhtnoth orders his men for the battle, and they listen as the Viking herald offers peace if the English are willing to pay tribute. The earl refuses, and the men wait what seems like “too long” for the battle to be joined. The tide between the mainland where the English are mustered and the island where the Vikings have landed goes out, and the Vikings attempt to come across, but the English cut down the first man over: the ford is narrow, and the attackers are at a disadvantage.



What They Don’t Want You to Learn from The Battle of Maldon


It is noble to die in battle, even if your death was caused by your own side’s mistake



Here’s where Byrhtnoth makes the fatal mistake. The Vikings ask leave to cross unmolested onto the mainland and fight the English there, and the earl, as the poet explains, “because of his pride” (for his ofermode) lets the enemy come across the ford. Now the odds are against the English, and they begin to fall. Their case becomes hopeless soon after the earl himself is hit by a thrown missile and then cut down. In the crisis, some of Byrhtnoth’s men flee, betraying their lord and breaking their oaths; one Godric takes the earl’s own horse and flees from the battle, confusing loyal soldiers, some of whom think that it is Byrhtnoth himself quitting the fight, and turn to run. The shield wall is broken. But those who know the earl is dead and who are true to the end shout out to each other to remember the vows they made to their lord, and keep them. They know now that their only choice is disgrace or death.

Anglo-Saxon loyalty and heroism by no means depended upon uncritical enthusiasm for leaders, à la the Hitler Youth. As a matter of fact, the King of England at the time of the Battle of Maldon, the man Byrhtnoth refers to as his own lord, was a man known to later generations of school-boys as “Ethelred the Unready,” a rough translation of Aethelræd Unræd: Ethelred the Badly Advised, or Ethelred the Poorly Judging. This unflattering nickname is evidence that the English of a millennium ago were not blind to their rulers’ flaws. And the Maldon poet places the blame for defeat squarely on the shoulders of Earl Byrhtnoth.

But it doesn’t occur to the poet that the catastrophic mistake of the earl—any more than the poor judgment of the king, or the cowardly betrayal of Godric, or the ultimate futility of the English defense—diminishes the warriors’ heroism. Quite the opposite. Their deaths, their defeat,  and even their betrayal by some of their companions (and in another sense by the pride of their own lord), make their loyalty and their courage more powerful. That’s not because Old English poetry celebrates the unthinking obedience that our intellectuals associate with traditional loyalties (but that really has its home in modern totalitarian movements, including Marxism). And it’s not because the “death-haunted” Anglo-Saxons had some kind of sick, “Goth”-style fascination with death and disaster. It’s simply because the hardest conditions are the ones in which the hero’s mettle is truly tested. In the last speech we have from The Battle of Maldon, the old warrior Byrhtwold encourages his fellows thus:
Heart must be the hardier, courage the keener, 
Spirit the greater, as our strength lessens.





If Pat Tillman’s “glory was short-lived,” as John Leaños so confidently claims, who’s to blame?



[image: 012] Is it Tillman, who, like those heroes of old, let go of the thing he loved and sacrificed his youth and his strength, his native intelligence and his hard-won skill, because of his loyalty to something greater than himself?


[image: 013] Is it President Bush, the generals, or Tillman’s fellow soldiers, who—as rulers and commanders and soldiers always have done and always will do—made mistakes, misjudged things, failed in the moment of crisis and confusion?


[image: 014] Or is it our artists and “cultural workers,” our critics and our poets, who don’t feel the generous impulse that propelled the Maldon poet to hold up such heroism for our emulation, who no longer recognize the nobility of such a sacrifice—who can’t see how it shines?
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