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A Hero in Need of a Rescue: Defending Maldon’s Byrhtnoth in Lines 84-90 Once Again

Byrhtnoth, the leader of the English army in the Old English poem The Battle of Maldon, makes a grave mistake by letting the Vikings cross the land-bridge onto the land he is defending. Byrhtnoth should not have let himself be tricked by the cunning “lytegian” (“plot”) of the Vikings, nor should he have allowed them “landes tō fela” (“too much land”), a tactical error, and it is especially blamable that he did so in his “ofermōde” (“overconfidence;” Maldon 86; 90; 89).[footnoteRef:1] But is such a critical interpretation an accurate one? The scholarly debate would suggest otherwise. I am referring to the contentious lytegian-ofermod-landes-to-fela scholarly crux of The Battle of Maldon that stretches from line 84 to line 90. Here it is in full: [1:  All Old English quotations taken directly from Maldon, unless otherwise indicated, will come from Baker, Introduction to Old English. All Modern English translations taken directly from Maldon, unless otherwise indicated, will come from Black, Joseph, et al., The Broadview Anthology of British Literature: The Medieval Period. Line numbers will come from the latter. Note: The Old English quotations will not necessarily match up with these.] 

Þā hī þæt onġēaton     and ġeorne ġesāwon
þæt hī þǣr bricgweardas     bitere fundon,
ongunnon lytegian þā     lāðe ġystas:
bǣdon þæt hī ūpgang     āgan mōston,
ofer þone ford faran,     fēþan lǣdan.
Ðā se eorl ongan     for his ofermōde
ālȳfan landes tō fela     lāþere ðēode.

(When they perceived this, and clearly saw
that they would meet bitter bridge-wardens there,
the hateful visitors hatched a plot—
they asked if they could have access
to lead their footsoldiers across the ford.
	Then the earl in his overconfidence began
to allow too much land to that hateful people.) (Maldon 84-90)
The Old English word lytegian is usually glossed in Modern English as “to act cunningly” (“hatched a plot” in my translation), while ofermod is usually glossed as “excessive pride” or “overconfidence.” Landes to fela is always glossed as “too much land.” The problem with the above interpretation of lines 84-90, what I will call the anti-Byrhtnoth position, is three-fold: (1) it is unclear what this “cunning” by the Vikings is and how Byrhtnoth could fall for it; (2) it is unclear why the poet would be criticizing Byrhtnoth here for “pride” or “overconfidence” seemingly without supporting this criticism throughout the poem; and (3) it is unclear in what sense Byrhtnoth “allow[s] too much land” and why he would do so. Scholars attempt to solve these problems by determining more accurate translations of lytegian and ofermod and by using details from the text, other texts, and history to come up with plausible understandings of the crux. I shall argue, however, that Byrhtnoth remains supremely heroic, unmistaken, and unrebuked by the poet. Following George Clark, I accomplish this by glossing lytegian as “to smarten up,” by glossing ofermod as “exceeding courage,” and by showing that landes to fela is lamentful forewarning of Byrhtnoth’s death. Before I argue for these pro-Byrhtnoth positions, I provide refutations of the attempts scholars have made to preserve the anti-Byrhtnoth position. I begin with a discussion of methodology and presuppositions, then a cursory overview of some positions scholars have taken on the crux of lines 84-90, followed by my arguments on lytegian, ofermod, and landes to fela.
I believe the nature of one’s methodology and presuppositions has been the primary cause of past successes and mistakes in Maldon scholarship on the crux of lines 84-90. Four kinds of interpretive approaches can be used to interpret the crux: the lexicographical, the historical, the analogical, and the textual. The lexicographical approach involves discovering the meanings of words like ofermod and lytegian based on how they or their cognates are used in other texts; the historical approach involves using information of the historical battle of Maldon to fill in gaps in the text and outline useful background assumptions for interpreting what is already in the text; the analogical approach involves making an analogy between Maldon and some other similar text to elucidate what is unclear in the poem; and the textual approach involves using details taken directly from the poem itself (this discussion of interpretative approaches is inspired by Clark [1968]). All of these approaches are helpful in analyzing the Maldon crux, but how each has been erroneously used by scholars can be drawn out by outlining a distinction between fundamental epistemic approaches, namely, what I will call foundationalism and coherentism. The foundationalist approach involves using the findings of one or more of the interpretive approaches as the absolute truth of which the rest of the poem must conform; whereas the coherentist approach involves using the findings of the interpretive approaches insofar as they form a coherent whole. For example, if one is a foundationalist on the lexicographical finding that ofermod must mean “overconfidence” or “excessive pride,” as many past scholars have asserted, then the rest of the poem will be interpreted using this information, closing off the possibility that parts of the poem contradict the lexicographical finding. On the other hand, the coherentist may say that “overconfidence” or “pride” may appear as the most plausible prima facie glosses for ofermod, but when he finds that these glosses are incoherent in light of other details from the text and historical information, he will not hesitate to choose a more coherent gloss, although it seemed at first to have been one that lexicography deemed prima facie less plausible. The root of error of most, if not all, the past anti-Byrhtnoth scholarship on the crux has been taking a foundationalist approach to findings that suggest the words lytegian, ofermod, and landes to fela necessarily suggest something negative about Byrhtnoth, the real problem being the elucidation of how and why they are negative. Whether one’s foundational presupposition is the assumption that because the English lost they should not have tried to fight the Vikings at all, or the assumption that landes to fela is self-evidently a critique of Byrhtnoth, or any other assumption, these claims must be shown to be justified and coherent. The anti-Byrhtnoth position primarily rests on three key claims: (1) Byrhtnoth failed to resist the lytegian of the Vikings; (2) Byrhtnoth let his ofermod get the best of him; and (3) Byrhtnoth made a tactical error in giving landes to fela to the Vikings. I will argue that scholars have not provided sound justification for these claims.
The strength of my approach has come from a willingness to unearth and critique presuppositions past scholars have made that they thought either did not need much justification, or needed no justification at all. My approach was further strengthened from the fact that I did not rigidly hold to findings or assumptions that seemed prima facie to be the most plausible and or well accepted; instead, I accepted the findings and assumptions that holistically were the most coherent. For example, I will show many times that one scholar’s interpretation of a word holds an incoherent relation to his interpretation of another word, as I will show with Cavill’s interpretations of ofermod and landes to fela, for example. The beauty of my interpretations of lytegian, ofermod, and landes to fela is that they are all relatively self-contained. That is, by virtue of the nature of their meanings, lytegian as “to smarten up” does not necessitate explaining a causal relationship to ofermod, and ofermod as “exceeding courage” does not necessitate explaining one to landes to fela (at least when one holds that Byrhtnoth “allows too much land” in, and not because of, his ofermod). One may object that my coherentist approach is too wishy-washy or eliminates contradictions when there really are some, but in response I would say that it acknowledges, instead of ignores, the reality that truth claims in one domain depend on truth claims in other domains, and it is more likely and charitable to assume a poem, especially a masterpiece like Maldon, is coherent rather than incoherent.
The debate over the crux of lines 84-90 has an extensive history. The debate seems to start when J. R. R. Tolkien, in his work, “The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Beorhthelm's Son," published in 1953, translated lines 89-90 as “then the earl in his overmastering pride actually yielded ground to the enemy, as he should not have done” (Tolkien). Tolkien translates lines 89-90 this way because he believes that “[t]o fela means in Old English idiom that no ground at all should have been conceded,” and that “ofermod . . . is in fact always a word of condemnation” (Tolkien). Accordingly, Tolkien sees “Byrhtnoth’s actions as an attempt to gain personal glory rather than to do his duty” (Halbrooks 236). “Beorhtnoth was wrong,” Tolkien writes, “and he died for his folly” (Tolkien). Tolkien’s interpretation became “an orthodox reading of the poem” (Halbrooks 236). Arguing against Tolkien’s interpretation, in the article, “The Battle of Maldon: A Heroic Poem,” published in 1968, George Clark argues that “The Battle of Maldon embodies the ancient code of the comitatus as a living ideal and dramatizes the worthiness of the leader and men who aspire to and attain that ideal” (71). In other words, he does not see lines 84-90 containing a criticism of Byrhtnoth, but an exemplification of his heroism. Clark seems to accept lytegian as “[o]bsequious behaviour [that] may be prudent, guileful, or ridiculous,” while he accepts ofermod as "great, high courage" (68; 69). His approach emphasizes details within the text, such as Offa’s speech of lines 230-243, and rejects what he sees as overreliance on lexicographical, historical, and analogical arguments. Helmut Gneuss, on the other hand, emphasizes lexicography and history in his article, “The Battle of Maldon 89: Bryhtnoð's ofermod Once Again,” published in 1976. After what looks to be a comprehensive lexicographical study of ofermod, Gneuss concludes that “‘pride’ with its various shades of meaning” seems to be the best fit for the meaning of ofermod, although he admits some qualifications (Gneuss 130). Holding this definition, he states that “in lines 84-90 the poet is obviously censuring the hero of the poem” for his “fatal mistake” (131). Gneuss infers from this that the poem must be “essentially historical” and that Byrhtnoth’s mistake is “the fact that Byrhtnoð was employing the right tactics but did not, or not yet, have a fighting force sufficiently strong to carry through his plan” (131; 133). Gneuss buttresses this claim with historical evidence to show that Byrhtnoth would have had a much smaller army than the Vikings, which makes the “poet’s [use of] ofermod . . . understandable” (137). Thusly, Tolkien, Clark, and Gneuss helped begin the controversy over the crux of lines 84-90.
More recent scholarship on the issue begins with Paul Cavill’s 1995 paper, "Interpretation of The Battle of Maldon, Lines 84–90: A Review and Reassessment," where he provides a sober analysis of the successes and mistakes of past scholars, ultimately transcending them with his own original contributions and conclusions. He offers the following interpretations of ongunnon lytegian, landes to fela, and ofermod: lytegian means “practising cunning” and “refers to the act of asking for passage across the Pante;” landes to fela is “literal criticism of Byrhtnoð allowing the Vikings upganga, [too much] room to manoeuvre on the mainland;” and ofermod means “excessive belligerence” and is what causes Byrhtnoth to let the Vikings cross and give them too much land  (Cavill 150; 158). Though Cavill sees “the poet as criticizing Byrhtnoð’s tactics and temperament,” this is not done “in such a way as to blame him wholly for the defeat, nor in such a way as to stain his character” to any significant degree (158). In the article, “Byrhtnoth's Great-Hearted Mirth, or Praise and Blame in The Battle of Maldon,” published in 2003, John Halbrooks argues that ofermod “is a sign of both praise and blame” and that “the word’s ambiguity[,] . . . like the poem as a whole, . . . pushes the reader in contradictory directions, both toward heroic elegy and toward Christian admonishment” (235). Noting that “it is difficult to view Byrhtnoth’s ofermod as completely negative,” because there are positive examples of ofermod-related words in the poem, Halbrooks glosses ofermod as “great-hearted pride” (248-249). While his gloss of ofermod makes it “a term of praise and blame” by the poet, Halbrooks notes that “admiration seems to win out, especially in the moving tribute provided by the courage and loyalty of Byrhtnoth’s retainers” (249). Valentine A. Pakis published his article, “Insults, violence, and the meaning of lytegian in the Old English Battle of Maldon,” in 2003. In it, he refutes glosses of lytegian that are similar to Donald Scragg’s “to use guile,” Clark’s “to behave prudently,” and James W. Earl’s “negotiate” (Pakis 217; 218). After sifting through many cognates of lytegian and considering the context in which lytegian is used, Pakis proposes that lytegian “simply means ‘to slander, jeer, insult,’” and that line 86 could therefore be plausibly translated as “then the odious invaders began to jeer” (219; 220). This means that Byrhtnoth’s decision to let the Vikings cross the bridge is “impassioned by a verbal duel—an honor challenge—and that the Vikings, who ongunnon lytegian, insulted their way to victory” (220). Finally, in the article, “The Battle of Maldon: the Guile of the Vikings explained,” published in 2016, Mark Griffith states that “no sense for the verb lytegian has been proposed which is more plausible than ‘act cunningly’, ‘use guile’, ‘behave craftily’, or something similar” (181). However, since it is unclear how the Vikings manifest this guile in line 86, Griffith proposes that their guile is them “turn[ing] [Byrhtnoth’s] words against him” by requesting to cross the bridge (184). The Vikings are able to do this because Byrhtnoth’s defense on the bridge is not actually a battle, but he promised in his response to the Viking messenger that there would be one (184). Byrhtnoth is compelled to agree to their request because “[i]f he fails to agree, then he will be shamed in front of all his men” and be considered a “coward” and a “liar” (184). Certainly, scholars have not arrived at a consensus on exactly how the crux of lines 84-90 of The Battle of Maldon should be interpreted.
Before I make the argument for my gloss of lytegian, I must first show why the conventional gloss of lytegian as “to act cunningly” is not plausible. As I first noted in my introduction, the prima facie problems with the conventional gloss are that there appears to be no cunning because there is no clear account of what it is, and that, given Byrhtnoth’s character in the other parts of the poem, there is a low probability that he would fall for it. Multiple scholars have proposed solutions to these problems, and I will deal with four of them—Pulsiano, Cavill, Griffith, and Pakis—each in turn. This is followed by my argument in favour of Clark’s gloss, “to smarten up.”
Taking lytegian as “having to do with dissimulation,” Phillip Pulsiano endeavours to make sense of this and Byrhtnoth’s “fatal decision” by referring to a “long-established tradition” of seeing the Danes as experts in linguistic manipulation (Pulsiano 14; 23; 23). He establishes the existence of this tradition with a review of various texts, mainly historical and literary, from medieval to contemporary, that all see Danes as especially adept at using linguistic manipulation. This verbal guile of the Danes is apparently powerful enough to “usurp [Byrhtnoth’s] reason and good sense,” leaving him with “no choice but to” let the Vikings cross the causeway (25). The audience at the time would have been so aware of the power of Danish guile that “precisely what the Danes say is unimportant;” the mere mention of lytegian would have been enough for them (24). Additionally, the Scandinavian language in the poem would have primed the audience for this characteristically Danish feat. Many of Pulsiano’s presuppositions could be attacked but, to focus on this idea that there existed this Danish proficiency in linguistic manipulation and everyone was well aware of it, even if this is accepted, it is completely contradicted by the utter failure of the Viking messenger to use this linguistic guile to extort gold from Byrhtnoth (Maldon 29-62). If this guile is as immensely powerful as Pulsiano makes it out to be, then surely Byrhtnoth would have given in to it the first time around. On the contrary, Byrhtnoth forcefully rejects it while psychologically fortifying his army: “Byrhtnoth's refusal to pay tribute opposes the messenger's rhetoric at every point and aims at enhancing his army's confidence, unity, and sense of commitment” (Clark [1968] 65). This is despite a rhetorically crafted attempt on the part of the Viking messenger “to flatter Byrhtnoth, to make it seem possible for him to pay tribute and yet retain his status” (64). Furthermore, that the Viking guile was so powerful that it left Byrhtnoth no choice but to irrationally let them cross the causeway is an extraordinary claim that requires, in my view, answering some tough questions. Pulsiano's argument fails to answer the question of what the Vikings say as part of their guile. Pulsiano says his argument makes this question irrelevant, but I think it makes it all the more important, as one must wonder what the Vikings could possibly have said to necessitate Byrhtnoth’s irrational decision to let them cross. A more detailed response is in order, for, as even Pulsiano accepts, Byrhtnoth is a “‘valiant leader’ possessing ‘marvellous wisdom’” (Pulsiano 15). The Vikings may be masters of manipulation, but Byrhtnoth is an exceptional opponent. Although I find Pulsiano’s argument unconvincing, he makes an important claim when he says that the Danish manipulation, because it is so powerful, detracts not in the least “the heroism of Byrhtnoth;” it may even increase it (25). This means that if an argument is successful in showing that Byrhtnoth is deceived, this does not necessarily entail that the poet criticizes Byrhtnoth for this.
Paul Cavill begins his argument on lytegian with an insightful critique of the presupposition that because the Vikings engaged in deception, they were necessarily successful in it: “It is in fact perfectly possible to practise deceit or cunning without achieving deception. It seems that Byrhtnoð was practised upon, not deceived” (Cavill 149). Cavill cites Byrhtnoth’s change in tone, going from a confidant remark to the Viking messenger that “The heathen are destined to fall in battle,” to his remark made after letting the Vikings cross that “God alone knows who will control the battlefield,” which suggests Byrhtnoth’s decision to let the Vikings cross was not “done . . . lightly or thoughtlessly,” as it would have been if he was deceived (149-150). That last remark by Byrhtnoth further suggests that he was not self-deceived by any “unreal notions of ‘heroism’” (150). Cavill begins his own argument on lytegian by noticing that “bœdon in line 87 is in apposition with ongunnon lytegian in line 86,” meaning that the “syntax indicates that asking for safe passage is the same thing as ‘practising cunning’” (150). That is, ‘asking for safe passage’ is a specification of ‘practising cunning.’ I presume that Cavill sees this as an act of cunning because it, on the one hand, is clever in that it is an “anomaly of an attacking force [to] [ask] a defending force for space to manoeuvre and time to array themselves,” and on the other hand, it achieves its goal in that it results in Byrhtnoth, “with clear eyes,” “[giving] away tactical advantage,” something “so obviously to the Viking’s advantage” that Byrhtnoth’s behaviour should be viewed with “head-shaking amazement and dismay” (150-151). Cavill notes in his conclusion that Byrhtnoth’s decision to allow passage “was not in itself disastrous” (158).
The problem I have with Cavill’s argument is that what he describes as cunning does not seem to fit the definition of cunning. I would define “cunning” as clever and deceptive action taken to achieve some advantage over someone. Cavill seems to say the Viking action is clever because it is so unexpected and intelligent that it is thereby effective. It may be unexpected in the sense that it rarely, if ever, happens in history that an army must ask for passage, but within the poem it seems to be the obvious, if not the only, course of action that could lead to a defeat of the English army. It is not necessarily intelligent to any significant degree for the same reason, and while the Vikings may be skilled warriors, their intelligence is not anything special based on how their attempt at extortion backfired and they had to let at least one of their men die on the causeway before realizing they would not be able to overcome the “bricgweardas bitere” (“bitter bridge-wardens”) defending it (Maldon 85). Regarding deceptiveness, Cavill admits that Byrhtnoth lets the Vikings cross “with clear eyes,” and that he “was not deceived” by the Viking request (Cavill 151; 150). That Byrhtnoth did not think he was gaining any advantage, as he would if he was deceived, is made clear from his remark that “God alone knows who will control the battlefield” (150). Finally, although Cavill says that Byrhtnoth is “[giving] away tactical advantage,” Cavill later says that letting the Vikings cross “was not in itself disastrous,” and that Byrhtnoth only truly “gave away the advantage” when “he was over-generous with the space” he gave the Vikings (150; 158). I will say more later on how much land Byrhtnoth gives, but suffice it to say that the Vikings do not seem to be gaining any advantage over Byrhtnoth in crossing the causeway. It does not help them win the battle in as much as it merely allows the possibility of victory. Therefore, since the Viking request is neither clever, deceptive, nor advantageous, it is not an act of cunning, so lytegian must mean something else.
Griffith’s gloss of lytegian as “act cunningly” may very well be the most “plausible” gloss because of its “[derivation] from the related and frequently-attested adjective lytig ‘cunning, astute, sly, artful, crafty, wily’” (Griffith 181). Nevertheless, this is mere lexicographical plausibility which must be accompanied by contextual plausibility, and as Griffith admits, his gloss “seems to be defied by the context” (181). He proceeds to argue why ‘act cunningly’ is compatible with the context, but the flaw in his argument is his interpretation of Byrhtnoth’s thoughts on whether his defense on the bridge is really a battle. Griffith notes that after the Vikings cross the bridge, Byrhtnoth says the following: “Now the way is open to you: come quickly to us, men to battle” (184; Griffith’s italics). Griffith infers from this that “the hero himself did not think of the blocking encounter on the causeway as . . . ‘battle’” (184); indeed, “[w]ere the men already [at battle] he could hardly invite them to [battle]” (184). There is, however, a simple objection to Griffith’s claim: Byrhtnoth sees the Vikings crossing the bridge as a pause of the battle that he started with his defense on the bridge. Byrhtnoth asking the Vikings “to battle” is him resuming the battle they started on the bridge. It would be reasonable to say that a battle begins, at the very least, with an act of aggression, and this occurs when the Vikings launch their attack on the land-bridge and Wulfstan kills “ðone forman man . . . þe þǣr baldlīcost on þā bricge stōp” (“the first man / who [steps] most boldly across the bridge”) with a “francan” (“Frankish spear;” Maldon 77-8). Furthermore, Griffith’s argument is premised on the claim that Byrhtnoth, when he said he wanted to start a battle while talking to the Viking messenger, “underestimated the strength of the foe,” and so now that he sees what he is up against at “lines 68-69” he decides to defend the bridge and not enter a battle like he said he would (Griffith 186). If that was the case, then how could Byrhtnoth, being shocked by the superiority of the Vikings, let the Vikings come over the bridge in his ofermod, what Griffith glosses as “over-great courage” or “excessive impetuosity” (185)? If Byrhtnoth understands that the Vikings are superior and that he is only compelled to let them over because he would otherwise “be regarded by his men . . . as a man without integrity,” then it seems impossible that he could let the Vikings cross the bridge in his “over-great courage” or “excessive impetuosity” (186; 185). It appears that he could only let them cross in his fear or out of a sense of dignity. Griffith fails to account for how his gloss on ofermod fits with his argument. Thus, Griffith fails to make a compelling case for why lytegian should be glossed as “act cunningly.”
Now that I have shown that the gloss of lytegian as “to act cunningly” does not seem plausible, I will review Pakis’s gloss. Pakis argues for glossing lytegian as “‘to slander, jeer, insult,’ or something within that semantic field” (Pakis 219). This makes line 86 of the poem read as, “then the odious invaders began to jeer” (220). He finds lexicographical support for this translation from the meaning of one of lytegian’s Scandinavian cognates, namely, lýta. Paki’s gloss has non-lexicographical support over the conventional gloss of “to act cunningly” in that it fits the pattern of “violence” being “activated by  . . . verbal duels comprised of insults;” it is consistent with “the twelfth-century Liber Eliensis (2.62), where it is insinuated that Byrhtnoth was goaded into battle by being called a coward;” and it “[vindicates]” “[t]hose critics” “who sensed that . . . the heart of the matter concerned a challenge to Byrhtnoth’s honor” (220). Pakis concludes that “it is tenable to suppose that Byrhtnoth’s Todestrieb [death drive] was impassioned by a verbal duel—an honor challenge—and that the Vikings, who ongunnon lytegian, insulted their way to victory” (221).
While Pakis’s gloss on lytegian may make lexicographical and contextual sense, it does not make grammatical sense. As I have said earlier, Cavill points out that “bœdon in line 87 is in apposition with ongunnon lytegian in line 86,” meaning that the “syntax indicates that asking for safe passage is the same thing as ‘practising cunning,’” or in this case, the same thing as ‘insulting’ (Cavill 150). That ‘asking for safe passage’ could be construed as a specification of ‘insulting’ strains credulity, and thus fails Cavill’s apposition test. This grammatical error notwithstanding, one can still entertain the possibility that “what is said . . . by the Vikings rouses Byrhtnoth’s ofermod—‘superbia, pride’ (Gneuss [1976] 1994)—to such an extent that he elects to forfeit his advantageous position, by granting passage to his enemies over a causeway” (Pakis 216). However, simply because the Vikings made insults does not necessarily mean that Byrhtnoth felt insulted and thereby proud. Pulsiano, using the conventional gloss of lytegian, attempts to establish “this causal relationship” between lytegian and ofermod by pointing out “the sequence of events in the text: . . . ‘Then the earl, because of his pride, set about allowing the hateful people too much land’” (Pulsiano 25; italics his). The problem with Pulsiano’s argument here is that he is committing the logical fallacy known as post hoc ergo propter hoc. Simply because Byrhtnoth’s decision motivated by his ofermod occurs after the lytegian of the Vikings does not necessarily mean that lytegian caused his ofermod; something else could have caused his ofermod. Thus, because Pakis’s gloss of lytegian as “to insult” neither has grammatical nor causal plausibility, it should be rejected.
I will now argue in favour of Clark’s gloss of lytegian as “to smarten up” as the most plausible gloss thus far proposed (Clark [1979] 273). Clark finds lexicographical support for this gloss in lytegian’s cognates “lytig and lytigness,” illustrations of which can be found in the “Kentish glosses to Solomon’s Proverbs” (273). As Pakis explains in more depth: “the Kentish glosses of Solomon’s Proverbs, letig and leti (orthographic variants of lytig) stand for Latin astutus ‘clever, cunning’, callidus ‘worldly-wise, experienced’, and versutus ‘shrewd, clever, deceitful’ (1979: 273); elsewhere, Latin astutia, an occasional synonym of prudentia, is rendered as lytignes and of lote (1968: 68)” (Pakis 218). Clark provides the following explanation for how his gloss works in the poem: “When they ‘ongunnun lytegian,’ the Vikings apparently realized from experience that they could not force their way ashore before the causeway disappeared beneath the rising tide” (Clark [1979] 273). This insight arises from the deaths of “the Vikings who perished in the Pante” trying to break the defense of Byrhtnoth’s men on the causeway, and in this way these dead Vikings “serve as an object lesson their comrades heeded” (273). Pakis objects to Clark’s gloss on the grounds that it compliments the Vikings, and so “should be understood in a positive light,” but, as other scholars have noted, there is “overwhelming evidence in favor of lytig (and its cognates) having negative connotations,” and “[i]t is difficult to imagine, moreover, ‘that his “hateful” enemy’ . . . would be complimented for astuteness in a good sense in acting ‘wisely, sensibly, or prudently’” (Pakis 218). However, Pakis seems to have missed that Clark says explicitly that his gloss is in fact “uncomplimentary,” and for this reason “would fit the context aptly though inelegantly” (Clark [1979] 273). That the gloss can be plausibly interpreted in a negative sense is confirmed in the situation of a mother telling her child ‘to smarten up’ after he has misbehaved. The poet in Maldon, then, is essentially making fun of the Vikings for having sent men to die before realizing their strategy of penetrating Byrhtnoth’s forces defending the causeway is stupid and hopeless. As Clark puts it: “the word’s impact seems clear: lytegian deflates the masterly presence, the assured posture which had been assumed by the vikings' messenger and treats the invader with the fine contempt that line 84 indicated” (Clark [1968] 68). Clark’s gloss seems to pass Cavill’s apposition test, in that ‘smartening up’ could be reasonably and directly construed in a more specific form as the Vikings ‘asking for safe passage’ over the causeway. The beauty of Clark’s gloss of lytegian is that it, instead of criticizing Byrhtnoth, criticizes the Vikings who are routinely called ‘hateful,’ and the gloss is self-contained, that is, it does not necessitate establishing a causal relationship with Byrhtnoth’s ofermod. Thus, I hope I have shown that lytegian need not be glossed as “to act cunningly;” rather, it should be glossed as “to smarten up,” for this makes not only logical sense in itself, but is consistent with a positive view of Byrhtnoth.
I will now argue that past attempts to gloss ofermod in a negative sense, as in “pride” or “overconfidence,” have been unsuccessful. As I have mentioned in my introduction, the initial problem with glossing ofermod as “pride” or “overconfidence” is that it is a criticism lacking further support from, or even in contradiction to, other parts of the poem. Additionally, it is unlikely that Byrhtnoth, a wise and experienced leader, could let his pride get the best of him. Scholars such as Gneuss, Cavill, and Halbrooks have attempted to defend a negative gloss, but I will show why each fails to make a convincing case. This is followed by my argument in favour of Clark’s gloss of ofermod as “exceeding courage.”
Gneuss begins his argument on ofermod with an extensive overview of how the word has been translated in The Battle of Maldon, citing a distinct lack of rigorous investigation of the term. Part of the difficulty with ofermod is that “the word as a noun occurs only four times, three times in OE poetry and once in a glossary,” although the word as an adjective “occurs 123 times” (Gneuss 125; 128). After his own extensive lexicographical study of ofermod—and after he admits the highly speculative and provisional nature of his study—Gneuss concludes, with some qualifications, that “all the evidence we have points to [ofermod meaning] ‘pride’” “with its various shades of meaning” (129; 130). Because ofermod means ‘pride,’ it follows that “in lines 84-90 the poet is obviously censuring the hero of the poem” (131). But this is puzzling, as Gneuss admits, because Byrhtnoth “is presented to us as a model of courage, patriotism, and leadership” “throughout the first half of the poem” (131). It seems that the “only explanation for this” is that The Battle of Maldon must be “essentially historical,” and so the poet had to include this detail he heard of Byrhtnoth’s pride to remain historically accurate (131). To make sense of this detail and answer the question of what Byrhtnoth’s “mistake was  . . . and why the battle was lost,” Gneuss argues that “Byrhtnoð was employing the right tactics but did not, or not yet, have a fighting force sufficiently strong to carry through his plan” (131; 133). In support of this claim, Gneuss cites historical information that shows the Vikings probably had an army that “was not considerably smaller” than “2000 to 2500 men,” whereas the English probably had “about 550 warriors” (134; 133; 136). This would mean “that Byrhtnoð’s men were in a very difficult, if not desperate, position as soon as the Vikings had been allowed to cross the brycg [causeway], and” because of this “our poet’s ofermod becomes understandable” (137).
On the contrary, it seems Gneuss has obscured ofermod more than he has elucidated it. On the one hand, Gneuss says that “there is no indication that the poet should have considered it advisable for Byrhtnoð and his men to avoid fighting against the Vikings at all,” and “it seems safe to assume that . . . the Vikings would have sailed away in order to ravage a part of Byrhtnoð’s earldom, or of the country, that might have been without military protection” (131; 132-133). On the other hand, Gneuss says that “Byrhtnoð was employing the right tactics but did not, or not yet, have a fighting force sufficiently strong to carry through his plan” (133). In other words, Byrhtnoth should fight the Vikings regardless of the size of his army, but at the same time, he should not fight the Vikings because his army is too small. This is clearly an incoherent position for Gneuss to hold. To salvage it, I would hold that Gneuss’s reasoning for why Byrhtnoth should fight the Vikings is sound, but his reasoning for why he should not fight is unsound. He seems to think that ‘pride’ is a word of criticism primarily because it occurs in the context of lytegian and landes to fela, which he thinks “clearly point to an error of judgment committed by Byrhtnoð” (130). It appears that Gneuss is committing the guilt by association fallacy here: because lytegian and landes to fela are apparently critical of Byrhtnoth, so too must ofermod, for it is found in the same context as them. Of course, this is not necessarily the case and avoids the issue of how exactly ofermod is a criticism of Byrhtnoth. Even if one accepts the validity of Gneuss’s logic here, his argument falls apart if one accepts my arguments that neither lytegian nor landes to fela are critical of Byrhtnoth. It seems to me that for Byrhtnoth, out of a sense of duty, to voluntarily enter a battle with the Viking army, knowing it is at least around four times as large as his, would be the height of courage, not pride. Byrhtnoth would be sacrificing his life to help mitigate any damage the Vikings might do if they were left to sail away and attack any unprotected people of England. It does not help that Gneuss fails to narrow down what sense of ‘pride’ is used on line 89 of the poem because “[d]epending on the context, ‘pride’ may be a deadly sin, a fault, or a virtue” (Clark [1979] 275). From my aforementioned reading of the context, ‘pride’ appears to be a virtue, not a criticism. Finally, although I assumed for the sake of argument that the English army was small, Gneuss is probably wrong to conjecture that the English army was vastly outnumbered. Clark notes multiple instances in the poem that suggest that the English army was comparable to that of the Vikings: it seems that the English “ranks must have stretched a considerable distance” based on Byrhtnoth having to ride a horse “to form up and encourage his fyrd,” and the English were able to “[stand] firm (line 127) in the first assault despite indeterminate casualties” (Clark [1979] 263; see 263 for more textual evidence). In addition to textual evidence, there is historical evidence. At the time, “the fyrd may have consisted of a man from each hide, potentially about 2700” (263). Furthermore, historical records, namely, the Vita Oswaldi, Florence, and the Ely Book, all “suggest an essentially even contest with a high casualty rate on both sides and assess the battle as a hard-won victory for the Vikings” (263). There is no record of the Vikings having “raided or besieged Maldon itself” (263). Therefore, because Gneuss’s argument is not only invalid on his own terms, but is based on a highly contestable historical claim, he fails to make a convincing case for glossing ofermod as “pride.”
Cavill argues for glossing ofermod as “excess in courage or confidence or belligerence,” or put succinctly, “excessive belligerence” (Cavill 157; 158). That is Byrhtnoth’s “problem, if such it is” (157). It causes him to be “too eager for battle,” and for this reason “he was over-generous with the space and gave away the advantage” when he let the Vikings onto the mainland, although this “was not in itself disastrous” (158). I find Cavill’s discussion of ofermod rather bizarre because after arguing extensively against glossing ofermod as “pernicious pride,” noting how highly renowned Byrhtnoth was, and noting evidence in favour of a positive sense of ofermod, he nevertheless concludes in favour of a negative sense of ofermod. Further, Cavill uses this negative sense “not in such a way as to blame him [Byrhtnoth] wholly for the defeat, nor in such a way as to stain his character indelibly and make him less than admirable as a warrior and as a Christian” (158). Contradictions notwithstanding, Cavill seems to think that ofermod must be glossed in a sense that is critical of Byrhtnoth because he understands landes to fela as suggesting a criticism of Byrhtnoth, and it appears that ofermod causes Byrhtnoth to give landes to fela to the Vikings. Cavill interprets landes to fela in a literal sense: “he [Byrhtnoth] gave them [the Vikings] too much land, too much room to manoeuvre, and should have attacked them while they were down on the mud, or hemmed in around the causeway” (152). Based on this understanding of landes to fela, however, glossing ofermod as “excessive belligerence” seems incompatible. If Byrhtnoth possessed “excessive belligerence,” if he truly was “too eager for battle,” then he would indeed “have attacked them [the Vikings] while they were down on the mud, or hemmed in around the causeway” (158; 152). He would not have had the patience to wait for the Vikings to gain landes to fela. Thus, because Cavill argues for an contradictory gloss of ofermod and does so in light of abundant evidence in favour of a positive gloss that he himself mentions, ofermod as “excessive belligerence” is not compelling.
Halbrooks argues in favour of glossing ofermod as “great-hearted pride” (249). Noticing that scholarly criticism on the word, based on arguing for either a strictly positive or a strictly negative sense, seems incapable of coming to a resolution, Halbrooks decides it may be best to embrace ofermod’s “ambiguity” as “no accident or aesthetic failure on the part of the poet” (235). It would make more sense to see that, “like the poem as a whole, the word pushes the reader in contradictory directions, both toward heroic elegy and toward Christian admonishment. It is a sign of both praise and blame” (235). What the poet is trying to do is “reconcile” “two contradictory visions of the hero [Byrhtnoth] in the poem,” who is “both prudent and audacious, both confident and unsure,” and so “ofermod carries resonance both of pride and great-heartedness; and the entire poem conveys ideals both of quasi-pagan heroism and Christian self-sacrifice” (235; 239). Halbrooks primarily draws out this “doubleness” of Byrhtnoth by drawing an analogy between him and “Hákon,” “the king of Norway,” from “the Skaldic poem known as the Hákonarmál by Eyvindr Skáldaspillir, probably a tenth-century poem” (239). Halbrooks concludes that ofermod “is a term of both praise and blame, a term that reflects an anonymous poet’s admiration for the resolution of a great hero as well as his regret for the hero’s unfortunate fall” (249).
	While Halbrooks makes a compelling case for seeing ofermod as a term of praise, his case for seeing it simultaneously as a term of blame is severely lacking, and even he does not seem to put much stock in it. When Halbrooks is not begging the question that there is blame or equivocating blame with regret, the closest he comes in his essay to explaining how ofermod is blamable is its relation to the fact that Byrhtnoth “has given what turns out in hindsight to have been landes to fela” (Halbrooks 248). This, however, commits the guilt by association fallacy. Giving landes to fela may be blamable, but that does not necessarily mean that what causes it, namely ofermod, is blamable as well. It is possible for bad to come from good. Nevertheless, if one accepts my argument below that landes to fela is not critical of Byrhtnoth, it follows that, to use Halbrooks’s faulty logic, neither would ofermod. I would be remiss if I did not grapple with Halbrooks’s other attempt to conserve a negative sense of ofermod: “Byrhtnoth may be guilty of over-confidence, or at least misplaced confidence that these retainers [“the cowards who break ranks”] would hold the defenses even in difficult circumstances” (254). Whether or not Byrhtnoth has confidence his retainers will hold the defenses, if one accepts the reasoning that he had to fight the Vikings, then Byrhtnoth has no choice but to use the men he has and risk defeat. He could only be blamed for failing to prepare and inspire his men for battle, but Halbrooks points out that Byrhtnoth engages in a “careful preparation of his troops,” and his example of himself was inspiring enough that his “retainers emulate . . . his battlerage” (246; 244). It seems to me that the question of blame is a red herring in comparison to this idea of regret Halbrooks discusses. Revealingly, after he says that ofermod “is a term of both praise and blame,” he says that it is “a term that reflects an anonymous poet’s admiration for the resolution of a great hero as well as his regret for the hero’s unfortunate fall” (249). The phrase “regret for the hero’s unfortunate fall” does not seem to have anything to do with “blame;” indeed, “unfortunate” implies that Byrhtnoth’s defeat was beyond his control, thereby negating his responsibility for it (249). It is not that the poet regrets that Byrhtnoth made some mistake, but that he did everything he could and was still defeated. As Clark puts it: “Defeat and death do not come only to those who have somehow deserved them but also to those who have deserved better. To deserve better and accept the worse magnanimously is heroism indeed; Byrhtnoth and his faithful followers display that heroism” (Clark [1968] 70). Halbrooks, even more revealingly, admits how uncompelling the idea of blame is when he says that “[o]n balance . . . admiration seems to win out, especially in the moving tribute provided by the courage and loyalty of Byrhtnoth’s retainers” (Halbrooks 249). He continues: “The poet would, I think, ultimately concur with . . . St. Oswald, who wrote of Byrhtnoth at Maldon: ‘Who, sustained with eloquence, could say how gloriously, how bravely, how boldly the battle-leader exhorted his men in the battle array?’” (249). As much as Halbrooks tries to sustain a sense of blame for ofermod, Halbrooks himself does not truly seem to believe in one, and so perhaps there is no good reason for trying to preserve one at all.
I will now argue for Clark’s gloss of ofermod as “great, high, or exceeding courage” and argue that Byrhtnoth was justified in choosing to let the Vikings cross the bridge and risk defeat in battle (Clark [1979] 279). It may be simplest to begin with the root of ofermod, namely mod or modig, and work out from there. Considering how mod is used in Old English in general, Cavill notes that “for the most part where it does not refer in a very general sense to the mind, it denotes ‘courage,’” and “to be modig . . . is appropriate to a warrior” (Cavill 156). It is worth quoting in full Cavill’s enumeration of the numerous positive instances of mod in Maldon:
in The Battle of Maldon, mod, modig are used unambiguously (as in most heroic poetry) of positive traits; in Byrhtwold’s maxim, more mod is needed in the battle [(line 313)]; speaking modelice is good as long as it is followed by deed ([line] 200); the causeway is initially guarded by the modige Ælfere and Maccus ([line] 80); and Byrhtnoð himself is a modi man [(line 147)]. . . Mod is the characteristic which distinguishes the good from the bad on the English side. (156)
There is not the space here to analyze in detail each positive instance of mod, but it would be worthwhile to elaborate on Byrhtwold’s maxim calling for more mod, as well as his whole speech, for it is the most important instance.  Here is the maxim, occurring as the first part of his speech near the end of the poem: “Hiġe sceal þē heardra, heorte þē cēnre, / mōd sceal þē māre     þē ūre mæġen lȳtlað” (“Spirits must be the harder, hearts the keener, / courage [mod] the greater, as our strength grows less;” Maldon 312-313). The implication of this maxim seems to be that it is not only numbers of men that decide a battle, but also mental fortitude, that is, mod. If one has mod on his side, he has everything he needs to win, for more mod can compensate for fewer numbers, at least to some degree. If this is the case, then it seems impossible to have too much mod, meaning that the large quantity of mod suggested by ofermod cannot be excessive, as every bit would help. The primacy of mod is reinforced by the call being repeated three times for mental fortitude of some kind, mod as well as hige and heorte. Readers of Maldon often assume by the point of Byrhtwold’s speech that an English victory is hopeless, but this seems at odds with Byrhtwold’s maxim. Why would he say that more mod is needed because “our strength grows less” if a resurgence in mod would not be able to compensate for dwindling English numbers? Byrhtwold is not just calling for mod insofar as one needs it to honourably die on the battlefield, although that is a part of the reason behind his call. He also sees mod as a tactical resource that could help the English achieve victory if only they would tap into it more. That one should take Byrhtwold’s speech seriously as truthful wisdom, not as desperate plea, is suggested by it being “lǣrde” (said as a “lesson”), one “ful baldlīċe” (“most boldly [given]”) from someone who is “frōd fēores” (“an old man;” 311; 317). One might object that infinitely more mod is desirable in the context of Byrhtwold calling for it but not in the context of Byrhtnoth’s decision, apparently caused by his misplaced ofermod, to let the Vikings cross the causeway. This objection is contradicted, however, by Byrhtwold calling Byrhtnoth “gōd” (“a good man”) and “lēofan men” (“a beloved man”), one worthy enough to risk dying “be healfe” (“by the side of;” 315; 319; 318). Byrhtwold would not show so much affection here for Byrhtnoth if he thought Byrhtnoth made an error in having too much mod.
Now that I have established a positive sense for mod both lexicographically and within the poem itself, I will turn to the prefix ofer. In response to Cross’s claim that “ofer as a simplex never means ‘great,’” Gneuss states that “[e]ven a cursory examination . . . makes it evident that OE noun and adjective combinations with ofer in the sense of ‘great x’ are semantically and morphologically perfectly legitimate and do occur” (Gneuss 124). In other words, there is nothing inherently negative about ofer. It does not seem, then, that if ofer and mod are combined to form ofermod that the meaning would necessarily be negative. In fact, Clark observes multiple uses of ofermod’s cognates outside Maldon that have positive meanings: “Schabram notes two passages wherein oferhygd ‘exceptionally’ designates a good or desirable quality rather than ‘the sin of pride,’” and these can be found in “the Alfredian Boethius” and “Guthlac” (Clark [1979] 274; 275). Clark also finds that in the Kentish gloss of Proverbs a “positive sense at 8.18 when he [the Kentish glossator] glossed his text’s ‘superbe’ as ‘ofermode’” (279). Most importantly, there is “one appearance of a word from the ofermod- group in a historical, secular, and military setting” found in “Florence’s Latin rendering” of The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle that shows that “ofermodig can have a positive sense in Anglo-Saxon” (279). While I do not see lexicography as definitive, there is a plausible basis in lexicography for glossing ofermod in a positive sense as “exceeding courage.”
One main reason ofermod is glossed negatively is because the “noun and adjective ofermod appear three times in the characterization of Lucifer in Genesis B” (Clark [1968] 69). However, whereas Lucifer “rebelled against his subordinated position, aspiring to be a ruler,” “[running] blindly into destruction” with “unqualified self-confidence,” Byrhtnoth, on the other hand, “takes his place in battle as his station in society requires, exercising his rightful and inescapable authority and acknowledging his subordination” to his king Æthelred, and “he acknowledges the possibility of defeat” (see Clark [1968] 70, and Clark [1979] 280-281). In other words, Byrhtnoth is far from being analogous to the overconfident and proud Lucifer. In fact, there is much evidence, inside and outside the poem, to suggest that “Byrhtnoð was an outstanding Christian, a model if not a saint” (Cavill 153). Cavill notes that the “external evidence suggests strongly that the tendency of the tradition was towards seeing Byrhtnoð as a martyr,” and “[w]ithin the poem . . . Byrhtnoð gives thanks to God, and before his death, like Christ and all the saints, he prays that his spirit may be in God’s keeping . . . He is wise . . . old, pious and brave” (153). Cavill concludes: “It is indeed ‘hard to imagine a saint displaying pernicious pride’” (154). Moving on from the Christian element of the poem, I will note for the second time that immediately after Byrhtnoth’s ofermod is mentioned, he makes a remark that suggests he is not feeling overconfident or proud at all: “God āna wāt / hwā þǣre wælstōwe wealdan mōte” (“God alone knows / who will hold this place of slaughter;” Maldon 94-95). He is admitting that he does not know whether he will win against the Vikings because he recognizes that they represent a formidable force, although not necessarily an undefeatable one. This is why glossing ofermod as “exceeding courage” makes more sense than “overconfidence;” knowing that he and his men could lose, it would take great courage to bring the Vikings onto the mainland, especially considering that this is not something he must do to survive. Further importance of glossing ofermod as “exceeding courage” comes from its stark contrast with cowardice, not overconfidence or pride, in the poem. Clark goes so far as to say that “[t]he central conflict in The Battle of Maldon is not between Anglo-Saxons and vikings but between heroism and cowardice; the narrator sets the noble desire for honor against the base impulse toward survival” (Clark [1968] 58). By taking on a formidable foe that could be left alone and in dying after a valiant attack when he could have stood safely back, Byrhtnoth represents the pinnacle of courage, whereas Godric, by fleeing on Byrhtnoth’s horse, represents cowardice at its very worst. I agree with Earl, who says, “In war, at least when your back is to the wall, you cannot have too much mod” (Earl 80). Indeed, it seems to me that the only sense in which Byrhtnoth could be said to have “excessive courage” is from the standpoint of the deserter Godric, but he is roundly rebuked by Offa. I hope I have now disproven Cavill's statement that “it has to be admitted that the evidence for interpreting ofermod as a term of praise is pretty thin” (Cavill 152).
In contrast to lytegian and ofermod, there is no controversy over the gloss of landes to fela as “too much land,” although an explanation is still in order for how exactly landes to fela should be interpreted and why Byrhtnoth would allow landes to fela to be given away. Either of two positions are generally taken on landes to fela: “those who read the words to fela as literally implying that Byrhtnoth was over-generous in allowing the Vikings room to manoeuvre, and those who believe the words are a figure of litotes implying that the decision to allow the crossing in the first place was wrong” (Thomas 795). The latter is implausible for a number of reasons. It assumes that letting the Vikings cross the bridge inevitably leads to the English defeat. This cannot be the case because “[a]ccording to the poem many of Byrhtnoth’s men fled and their flight decided the outcome of the battle” (Clark [1979] 258). This is evinced when the poet mentions that after Byrhtnoth dies, “Oddan bearn . . . fram gūþe” (“the sons of Odda . . . left the battle”), bringing “manna mā þonne hit ǣniġ mǣð wǣre” (“many more [men] beyond any good measure”) with them (Maldon 186-187; 195; cf. Clark [1979] 258). Yes, part of ‘beyond any good measure’ is in reference to the fact that men are leaving despite “þā ġeearnunga ealle ġemundon / þe hē him tō duguþe ġedōn hæfde” (“all the rewards / he [Byrhtnoth] had given them for their services;” Maldon 196-197). However, this does not necessarily exclude the reading that “many more beyond any good measure” is a reference to the absolute number of men that fled. This meaning is supported when the poet goes on to mention, as if to confirm, what “Offa on dæġ ǣr āsǣde” (“Offa had said, earlier that day”), which was “þæt þǣr mōdiġlīċe manega sprǣcon / þe eft æt þearfe þolian noldon” (“that many a man spoke bravely there / who later would not stand firm at need;” 198; 200-201; italics mine). Thus, the poet himself thinks that a large number of English men fled the battle. It is important to establish that the poet, and not just Offa, thinks this because the poet, as the poet, has an omniscient view of the battle. So, when the poet says a large number of men fled that means that this is true and that this number is significant in the course of the entire battle, significant, I would suggest, in the sense that it may decide the battle’s victor. If the English and Viking armies are evenly matched, as I have argued, the desertion of a large number of men would probably decide the battle, as it would detract not only from the army’s numbers, but also its morale.
Besides the poet, Offa confirms how detrimental the desertion was in his speech:
Ūs Godriċ hæfð,
 earh Oddan bearn,     ealle beswicene.
 Wēnde þæs formoni man,     þā hē on mēare rād
240on wlancan þām wicge,     þæt wǣre hit ūre hlāford;
 forþan wearð hēr on felda     folc totwǣmed,
 scyldburh tōbrocen.     Ābrēoðe his anġin,
 þæt hē hēr swā maniġne     man āflȳmde!

(Godric,
wretched son of Odda, has betrayed us all.
When he rode off on that horse, that proud steed,
too many men thought it was our lord;
and so our forces were divided on this field,
the shield-wall broken. Shame on his deed,
by which he caused so many men to flee!) (Maldon 237-43; italics mine; see also Clark [1979] 258)
Offa emphasizes two things in this speech, (1) how many men fled and (2) the effect this had on the shield-wall and positioning of the English troops. Like the poet, Offa says that many men fled with the sons of Odda, though Offa seems to say this more forcefully and explicitly. Importantly, Offa reveals not only that many men fled, but also that this caused the English “folc totwǣmed” (“forces [to be] divided”), leaving “scyldburh tōbrocen” (“the shield-wall broken;” 241; 242). Because the essence of the English defense is its shield-wall, its breaking creates a major defensive weakness for the English. With the shield-wall, the English fight as a united front. Without it, the English are attacked on multiple sides. Before the battle, Byrhtnoth “rincum tǣhte / hū hī sceoldon standan and þone stede healdan / and bæd þæt hyra randas rihte hēoldon” (“showed the soldiers / how they should stand and hold the field, / told them to hold their shields securely;” 18-20). This suggests that the men holding the shield-wall were probably not trained soldiers, so their effectiveness without it probably would have substantially decreased. The power of a shield wall is demonstrated when the Vikings utterly fail to penetrate the initial shield-wall that blocks the causeway (74-88). Lastly, Offa, in his speech, does not criticize Byrhtnoth for letting the Vikings in. Neither in their speeches do Byrhtnoth’s remaining retainers, who are in fact highly motivated to “ġewrecan hyra winedrihten / and on hyra fēondum fyl ġewyrċan” (“avenge their dear lord / and bring about the downfall of their foe;” 263-264).
It appears that “[n]othing in the text makes concrete a possibility that Byrhtnoth could refuse the Viking request [to battle] without failing in his duty” (Clark [1979] 258). That is, while there is technically the option for Byrhtnoth not to fight the Vikings, there is no explicit mention by the poet that this is an option or that it is a desirable one. The poet himself seems to say battle is desirable and inevitable when he states: “Tō lang hit him þūhte / hwænne hī tōgædere gāras bēron” (“It seemed too long / until they could bring their spears together;” Maldon 66-67). Whether or not it was likely in the first place that Byrhtnoth could defeat the Vikings, it was his duty to try; the Vikings could not simply be left to ravage Maldon unabated. If Byrhtnoth “blocked the ford,” then it is probable that “the Vikings would have sailed away in order to ravage a part of Byrhtnoð’s earldom, or of the country, that might have been without military protection” (Gneuss 132-133). Though Byrhtnoth lost the battle, he was probably successful in “[blunting] the Viking thrust” because “no source reports that the Vikings raided or besieged Maldon itself” (Clark [1979] 263). I have already mentioned while arguing against Gneuss’s gloss on ofermod that Byrhtnoth’s army was probably comparable to the Viking one and that the Vikings seem to have only had a Pyrrhic victory, which suggests that the English likely would have won if the deserters did not flee. Thus, it was not wrong for Byrhtnoth to have allowed the Vikings onto the mainland.
Instead of arguing that Byrhtnoth was not justified in giving any land at all, Cavill argues for a literal interpretation of landes to fela: “I take the poet to imply that Byrhtnoð allowed the Vikings the space they asked for, and that he gave them too much land, too much room to manoeuvre, and should have attacked them while they were down on the mud, or hemmed in around the causeway” (Cavill 152). The obvious counter to this argument is that “Byrhtnoth had to withdraw his troops far enough to assure his shrewd and cautious enemies that the English would not attack before the Vikings had crossed the Pante and drawn up their forces” (Clark [1979] 270). Giving the amount of space that Byrhtnoth gave to the Vikings, then, was a necessary evil. It could be possible, however, that Byrhtnoth still gave up more land than he needed to, but it is hard to believe that the wise and experienced Byrhtnoth would have made such an obvious tactical blunder. Furthermore, this advantage of extra room to manoeuvre that the Vikings supposedly gain has no other textual support or clarification other than the phrase landes to fela. As I have argued, the defeat of the English is explicitly blamed on the deserters who reduce the fighting force of the English and disrupt its shield-wall. Cavill notes some stylistic features supposedly showing the excitement of the Vikings about crossing over, but this has no direct relation to an abundance of room to move around in. Assuming Byrhtnoth could have given less room to the Vikings, this strategy Cavill mentions of the English rushing the Vikings before they are ready does not seem feasible on the grounds that it would be highly dishonourable and would, perhaps, disorganize the English shield-wall. There are too many weakness with the argument that landes to fela should be interpreted literally and thereby as a criticism of Byrhtnoth.
Because interpreting landes to fela as a criticism of Byrhtnoth seems implausible on its own grounds and would be inconsistent with a positive portrait of Byrhtnoth, the only other option seems to be Clark’s interpretation. One part of his argument is that “[t]he narrator’s comment that Byrhtnoth granted the vikings landes to fela (90) does not rebuke the hero for his decision but rather forewarns the audience of its outcome” (Clark [1968] 70). The poet seems to be referring to a giving of land to the Vikings that spans the entire battle, culminating when the Vikings win. This seems to be supported in the poet’s use of the word “ongan” (“began”) in “ongan . . . ālȳfan landes tō fela” (“began / to allow too much land;” Maldon 89-90). In the immediate context, the land-giving stops for Byrhtnoth when he says, “Nū ēow is ġerȳmed” (“Here’s room enough”), but the poet, looking back with the benefit of hindsight, knows that it is only the beginning (93). This is not to say that Byrhtnoth’s initial giving of land was wrong because it eventually resulted in defeat: “Defeat and death do not come only to those who have somehow deserved them but also to those who have deserved better” (Clark [1968] 70). Byrhtnoth heroically accepts the possibility of defeat when he says, “God āna wāt / hwā þǣre wælstōwe wealdan mōte” (“God alone knows / who will hold this place of slaughter;” Maldon 94-95). The other part of Clark’s argument is that “‘landes to fela’ may express the poet’s sense of loss at the imminent death of a great and beloved leader rather than an ironic rebuke” (Clark [1979] 270). In this sense, “landes to fela’ . . . may be hyperbole rather than meiosis” (270). The poet knows that Byrhtnoth knows he only gives the Vikings a small area of land initially, but the poet laments the fact that Byrhtnoth does not know, like the poet does, that this land-giving will only end when the Vikings have taken it all from Byrhtnoth’s army. Such a great leader did not deserve to die, and did not deserve to be disgraced by a defeat, specifically one caused by cowardice, when by contrast Byrhtnoth was supremely courageous and heroic in his final moments. Indeed, in lines 89-90 the poet may be lamenting the fact that despite Byrhtnoth having “exceeding courage,” he nevertheless allows the Vikings to have an amount of land by the time of their victory that far exceeds expectation based on Byrhtnoth’s level of courage, although it is consistent with the level of courage of the deserters who fail to live up to Byrhtnoth’s standard. I would further speculate that landes to fela could be a hyperbole referring to the fact that because the Vikings are such a “lāþere ðēode” (“hateful people”), it is a pity they have to be given any land at all to begin fighting with them (Maldon 90). Based on the many previous arguments made in this essay in favour of a positive view of Byrhtnoth, I do not think that I would be unjustified in arguing that interpreting landes to fela as criticism of Byrhtnoth would be incorrect on the basis of it being wildly inconsistent with this positive view of Byrhtnoth. Clark’s interpretation of landes to fela as a sorrowful forewarning, then, seems the most plausible.
I hope I have successfully shown that neither lytegian, ofermod, nor landes to fela suggest criticism of Byrhtnoth. Lytegian should be glossed as “to smarten up,” not as “to act cunningly.” Ofermod should be glossed as “exceeding courage,” not as “pride” or “overconfidence.” Landes to fela should be taken as lament and forewarning, not as suggestion of mistake. Byrhtnoth, then, should be taken as wise, heroic, courageous, unmistaken, and therefore praiseworthy, not as incompetent, prideful, reckless, mistaken, and therefore blamable. Many have made arguments on the famous crux of lines 84-90, but few have thought them through to their logical endpoints or closely examined their foundations. George Clark is a shining light in this regard. He began his first essay on Maldon recognizing a simple yet powerful faculty of the human mind: “Intuition may identify the poem as heroic, the hero as Byrhtnoth, and the theme as the praise of heroes and the condemnation of cowards, but orthodox readings of Maldon take quite another course” (Clark [1968] 52). Many scholars have gone against intuition by holding fast to certain findings and assumptions. There are hints of this tension in my discussions of most, if not all, the scholars whose work I have reviewed, especially Cavill and Halbrooks. Yet, because their arguments were at odds with the common intuition that Byrhtnoth is represented as a great hero, they had little persuasive force, hence why so many of them were made against Byrhtnoth. Not only did the arguments have logical problems that needed improvement, as I have shown, but the idea that the poet was criticizing Byrhtnoth in lines 84-90 required its repetition in order to have plausibility. The pro-Byrhtnoth argument, on the other hand, only had to be made once (Clark [1968]), followed by a single defense (Clark [1979]). It seems that even after half a century of scholarship, Clark’s conclusions still hold up, though few, if any, scholars have fully accepted them (Cavill and Halbrooks come closest). Without an acceptance of the arguments I have put forth, one cannot fully accept the greatness of Byrhtnoth: his courage in voluntarily taking on a formidable enemy, his patriotism in sacrificing himself for the good of his nation, his composure in the face of adversity, and his piety in thanking God for all that he has. Byrhtnoth may not have won the battle, but his heroism certainly won the hearts of his loyal men—and no doubt should win the hearts of many readers.
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