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Emotional Communities in Ælfric’s Maccabees

Abstract

The present article studies Ælfric of Eynsham’s homily based on the biblical books of 
Maccabees. It uses Barbara H. Rosenwein’s concept of an “emotional community” to 
elucidate Ælfric’s treatment of anger and violence in the process of adapting the bibli-
cal source in his Old English homily. His presentation and characterisation of characters 
draws upon the hagiographic technique of polarisation. He makes vivid contrast between 
fury-driven persecutors and the just Hebrew, whose conduct is a commendable example of 
self-master over emotion. The argument of the article is that Ælfric handles his representa-
tion of anger and violence to enhance the fi gurative, tropolotical exposition of the homily.

Between 992–1002 Ælfric included in his collection of Saints’ Lives his Old 
English adaptation of the Old Testament Books of Maccabees. Entitled Passio 
Sanctorum Machabeorum, his work narrated wars contended by Mattathias and his 
fi ve sons, John, Simon, Judas, Eleazar and Jonathan against the Seleucid empire 
ruled by Antiochus IV Epiphanes. It has often been remarked that Ælfric’s account 
of the Maccabees’ heroic resistance to King Antiochus is resonant with some of 
the secular heroic values residual in the Old English poetry. Ælfric’s use of the 
word “hwæt” to begin an account of Judas’s adventures is for example strongly 
reminiscent of heroic poems such as Beowulf. Such a reading might be buttressed 
by Ælfric’s dedication of the collection to his two lay patrons, Æthelweard and 
his son Æthelmær, who were warriors. Ælfric, it seems, was aware that the story 
would inculcate the heroic ideal if it was presented to his audience in a form 
unmediated by his own exegesis. As the present article will show, his aim was to 
prevent such an interpretation. His adaptation was presented to his patrons with 
a exegesis of the Maccabees’ military exploits as a fi guration of the Christian 
spiritual warfare rather than a commendation of heroism. 

The aim of this article is to show that Ælfric sustains his emphasis on the 
spiritual warfare also by implementing subtle changes into the characterisation. The 
main alteration to the source, as will be shown in the following pages, concerns 
the connection between moral conduct and the expression of anger. Although these 
changes are minor, almost imperceptible, they are integral to his vision of  Christian 



6 Jacek Olesiejko

society that he inculcated in his audience. Another important change is of a struc-
tural kind and results from his shift of emphasis from warfare to martyrdom. 
Ælfric rearranges the biblical material, incorporating into the introductory part 
of the narrative some material from the second Book of Maccabees that narrates 
the martyrdom of seven boys and their mother. This change was not only neces-
sary to substantiate his inclusion of the adaption to his collection of passiones of 
martyred saints, but was also instrumental in introducing a motif that is otherwise 
absent from the Old Testament narrative, namely, the motif of spiritual warfare. 

The question asked in this article concerns the parameters that infl uence 
Ælfric’s aff ective poetics that pervade the homily. Ælfric draws upon two genres 
that appeal to communities which value diff erent ways of expressing emotion, 
namely, heroic narrative and hagiography. The violence exercised by the protago-
nists of the Book of Maccabees is moderated by Ælfric’s evocation of the ideal of 
spiritual manliness that is typical of saints’ lives. This ideal is radically diff erent 
from secular ideal of masculinity. Whilst the latter relies on the idealisation of 
warfare and physical prowess, the former inculcates the ideal of self-control and 
self-mastery in the face of an internal impulse to resist the enemy with violence. 
As in the many saints’ lives of the early Middle Ages, the holy men exercise the 
self-mastery over their mind to avoid a violent emotional outburst in moments of 
crisis. Accordingly, Ælfric moderates the anger of some the protagonists, while 
placing more emphasis on the anger emanating from the antagonists. The change 
that Ælfric brings to the biblical representation of anger, as well as his exegesis 
of the biblical account, is thus coloured by his introduction of the hagiographic 
convention into the source. The argument of the present paper is that this change 
is aimed at moderating the implied praise of warfare that can be inferred from 
the biblical book; the Old Testament conception of warfare must not compromise 
Christian morality.

1. Ælfric’s Textual Community as an Emotional Community

Since emotion plays an important role in the society that Ælfric imagines in the 
homily, I will draw upon Barbara H. Rosenwein’s idea of an “emotional commu-
nity,” a term coined to denote “groups in which people adhere to the same norms 
of emotional expression and value – or devalue – the same or related emotions” 
(2006, 2). The emotional communities that Ælfric imagines in the homily encode 
some of the values of the textual community that he represents. However, more 
than in many other of his works, he is also perceptive of an emotional commu-
nity that is preoccupied with heroic and secular values. Ælfric’s Maccabees is 
implicated in a complex relationship that involves the author with his secular 
patrons, Æthelweard and his son Æthelmær – for whom the entire of collection 
of Saints’ Lives was composed – as well as the historical context of the Viking 



 Emotional Communities in Ælfric’s Maccabees 7

invasions that pestered England of their time. Apart from making splendid political 
careers under king Æthelred’s reign, both men were famous for their fondness for 
learning.1 The heroic content of the homily is manifestly relevant to the turbu-
lent time at which Ælfric wrote; the Seleucids’ attacks on Israel can be read as 
a typological foreshadowing of the pagan Vikings’ attacks on Ælfric’s England. 
Ælfric’s motivation to write Maccabees refl ects his conception of moral educa-
tion for military class. Ælfric brings an apt role-model for his lay patron from 
the Old Testament. Like Saints, Judas performs the will of God, imitating their 
spiritual warfare. Unlike Saints, however, he resorts to violence, which renders 
his warfare overshadowed by the spiritual warfare of the saints. Being a hero 
rather than a saint, Judas is presented as worthy of emulation for Ælfrics’s secular 
audiences.2 His disregard for material values, his trust in the effi  cacy of prayer as 
well as his enlightened notion of honour separate him from his pagan enemies. 
Ælfric’s depiction of Judas shines a light on his attempt at incorporating the secular 
values, to which his lay patrons adhered, into the Christian frame of reference. 

The heroic aspect of the narrative invites comparisons with secular poetry. 
The question of heroic tradition as a source for Ælfric’s is, however, debatable. 
Some critical readings of the homily rule out a possibility that Anglo-Saxon heroic 
tradition had an infl uence on Ælfric’s account of the biblical story. This position 
is maintained by Hugh Magennis, for instance, who claims that “in his diction 
he does not adopt the language applied to secular heroes in Old English poetry, 
choosing instead to fashion a new formulaic language” (2001, 51). There have 
been readers of the homily, however, who condescend to the possibility of such 
an infl uence. Dorothy Berthurum perceives “a connection between the saints and 
the early Germanic heroes, with the idea of replacing the latter by the former, 
but clothing the story of the saints in a form familiar to heroes” (1932, 533). 
Joycelyn Wogan-Browne claims that “rather than an alternative or opposition 
to Christian culture, the heroic is now more credibly seen as proceeding from 
within Christian culture and as having its own history of changing assimilations 
there” (2002, 217). But she eventually claims that “in Ælfric’s works, Christian 
traditions supply their own critique of militarism and it is extremely (and in this 
context, signifi cantly) diffi  cult to prove that he anywhere makes specifi c use of 
heroic verse that could be called distinctively Germanic and unaccounted for 
by the traditions and images of Christian thought about war” (2002, 221). John 
Halbrooks also points out that Ælfric “had to contend also with the native ideas 
of heroism that a such a text [The Biblical Books of Maccabees, trans. J.O.] might 
have invoked and encouraged” (2009, 264). 

While some of these critics have been right to claim Ælfric evokes some 
aspects of heroic culture, his evocation of it may be accounted for and elucidated by 
his aff ective poetics that pervade his interpretation of the biblical account. Aligned 
to the above-mentioned argument of this article – that Ælfric builds a textual 
emotional community in which self-mastery is valued over military masculinity 
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characterised by mental instability – is that Ælfric evokes the hydraulic model of 
the mind, common both in heroic culture, which he contests, and hagiographic 
tradition, which he values. 

2. Hagiographic Tradition and the Hydraulic Model of the Mind

Ælfric makes a contrast between the Seleucid invaders and Israel as two distinct 
emotional communities. He imposes on the biblical source a hagiographer’s 
perception of emotion and human mind. The hagiographic tradition presents 
a tension between the values of secular society and a religious individual. In 
hagiography, especially passio, the predominant model of emotion is the hydraulic 
one. According to Rosenwein, “whether Darwinian or Freudian, psychologists 
assumed that passions were ‘drives’ or forms of energy that would surge forth 
toward ‘discharge’ unless they were controlled, tamped down, or channelled” 
(2006, 13). In this model, emotions are to be supressed. Anger and other violent 
emotions drive the persecutors to despise and destroy the saint (although there are 
cases in which holy men and women experience righteous anger, when indignant 
at the sins of the wicked).

The most comprehensive study of the hydraulic model of mind in Anglo-
Saxon thought and literature is represented by Leslie Lockett’s Anglo-Saxon 
Psychologies in the Vernacular and Latin Traditions (2011). Lockett argues that 
the vernacular psychology of Anglo-Saxon England was cardiocentric, as the heart 
was considered to be the seat of the intellect, while the Latin tradition was cepha-
locentric, with the brain as the repository of all mental faculties (2011, 14). In the 
cardiocentric model, the heart in Old English poetic language, sometimes called 
“breostcofa” (“breast-chest”), is represented as a container. As Lockett observes, 
“foremost among the physical phenomena that accompany mental events is the 
production of heat in the chest cavity” (2011, 57). Mental activity is thus depicted 
as seething and boiling. These depictions, according to Lockett, “rely on words 
from one of two families: that which includes weallan and wylm, or that which 
includes belgan. Weallan ‘to swell, boil, seethe’ and wylm ‘that which wells up 
or boils’ refer primarily to the surging of bubbling up of a liquid, often but not 
always caused by heat” (2011, 59). 

This model of the human mind can be identifi ed with a Christian spiritual 
tradition in which self-mastery over oneself is represented as true manliness, 
while the desire for mastery over others motivates the persecuting pagan to sin 
gravely against God. Such a perception found one of its fi rst expressions in Ad 
Martyros by Tertullian:

Yet the man who objected to the confl ict, both fi ghts with all his strength, and when 
victorious, he rejoices in the battle, because he reaps from its glory and spoil. It 
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is our battle to be summoned to your tribunals that there, under fear of execution, 
we may battle for the truth. But the day is won when the object of the struggle is 
gained. This victory of ours gives us the glory of pleasing God, and the spoil of 
life eternal. But we are overcome. Yes, when we have obtained our wishes. There-
fore we conquer in dying; we go forth victorious at the very time we are subdued. 
(Apology, chapter 50, 81)3

As Kuefl er demonstrates, the early Christian writers “made a frequent reference to 
the paradox of the Christian reversal of symbols, in which weakness of strength 
and defeat was victory, to create a manifestor for a new Christian masculinity” 
(2001, 111). The hydraulic model of mind and emotion turned out be conducive 
to representing this idea of manliness in later Christian literature, including Anglo-
Saxon religious literature. Such a perception of manliness corresponds to the 
hydraulic model of emotion; the one in which emotion must be supressed or put 
aside. The hydraulic model of the mind subtends the characterisation technique 
common in the hagiographic tradition; while the saints maintains the steady control 
over his or her impulses, the persecuting antagonist gives vent to all his impulses, 
his desire to destroy the holy man or woman being driven by rage. 

This way of characterising the protagonist and the antagonist can be gleaned 
from the many Old English holy lives adapted by Ælfric from the Latin tradi-
tion. Ælfric’s Life of Saint Martin of Tours, included in the same collection as 
Maccabees, may serve as a good example, because Martin was a soldier before 
he entered religious orders. After a two-year service in the army, he boldly refuses 
to bear weapons against the Galls, which has enraged emperor Julian who asserts 
that “yrhðe” [“cowardice”] (Life of Martin, l. 107),4 rather than piety, motivates 
Martin’s disobedience. Martin is pitted against emperor Julian, whose formulaic 
characterisation as a persecutor is drawn from hagiographic tradition. Julian is 
“arleasan” [“impious”] (Life of Martin, l. 103) and, in keeping with hagiographic 
conventions, it is reported that he “gebealh hine” [“grew angry”] (Life of Martin, 
l. 107), facing the saint’s opposition. The verb “gebealh” is associated with the 
hydraulic model of the mind of the Anglo-Saxon vernacular tradition, described 
by Lockett. Julian’s mind is represented as a container in which the emotion boils 
and seethes under pressure. Martin remains calm and self-possessed, denouncing 
Julian’s accusation, boasting that he will march towards the enemy weaponless, 
only protected by a cross (Life of Martin, ll. 111–115). Once he embraces the 
trappings of “godes cempa” [“soldier of God”] (Life of Martin, l. 106), Martin 
fl aunts the military accoutrements, risking the accusation of cowardice. The 
episode builds up this anxiety only to alleviate it by upholding Martin as one 
who redefi nes himself by inverting the traditional and secular notion of masculine 
honour, as he assumes a new identity of miles Christi. 

This model of emotion may also be found in many hagiographic works of 
Ælfric. Ælfric’s Life of St Edmund will serve as another example here, because 
it shares with Maccabees the theme of war. The Life relates an account of King 
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Edmund’s death. East Anglia has been pestered with attacks from the Vikings 
led by Hingwar. Hingwar is twice referred as “reþa” [“angry”] (Life of Edmund, 
ll. 58 and 90).5 Hingwar has sent to King Edmund an envoy with a message 
to surrender. Before he replies, Edmund seeks a bishop’s advice. The narrator 
remarks that the bishop is afraid [“forhstode se bisceop”] (Life of Edmund l. 59), 
mindful of the fact that the scarcity of king’s human resources will lead to utter 
disaster. The bishop’s fear is contrasted with Edmund’s spirit of fortitude that he 
is maintaining in the face of the impending defeat. His reply to the messenger is 
framed by a narratorial comment that Edmund spoke “cynelice” [“like a king”] 
(Life of Edmund l. 63). Edmund is characterised as “cene” [“brave”] (Life of 
Edmund l. 73) and “unforht” [“undismayed/without fear”] (Life of Edmund l. 84), in 
contrast to the bishop. Edmund’s reply articulates his refusal to engage in violence: 

Verily thou wouldest now be worthy of death, but I will not my clean hands with 
thy foul blood, because I follow Christ, who hath so given us an example, and I will 
blithely be slain by you, if God hath so ordained. (Edmund ll. 85–89)

When Hingwar and his men approach Edmund, the king ostentatiously throws away 
his sword in imitation of Christ “who forbade Peter to fi ght with weapons against 
the bloodthirsty Jews” (Edmund ll, 104–105). Edmund is demanded to renounce 
his faith in Christ. Once he refuses to do so, he is martyred by decapitation. 

As Edward Christie has astutely shown, martyrdom was juxtapos ed against 
heroic prowess and resistance by Ælfric in his Lives of the royal saints, where “by 
self-controlled, self-imposed passivity” kings are portrayed to display “a subjuga-
tion more potent than the simple physical potency of subjugating others” (2004, 
154). Christie goes on to argue that “by surrendering his will to God he [Edmund 
of East Anglia in Ælfric’s Life] subjugates his own desire for the exploit that 
signals the pagan hero” (2004, 154). This ideal of self-control may further eluci-
date the aff ective poetics that Ælfric employs in Maccabees and his treatment of 
the theme of physical and spiritual warfare. The account of martyrdom that the 
introductory material of the homily off ers is highly relevant to Ælfric’s perception 
of warfare infl uenced by specifi cally Christian and monastic ideals.6 The voluntary 
deaths of the Old Testament martyrs are not dissimilar to Ælfric’s portrayal of 
King Edmund of East Anglia and the decision he makes on the battlefi eld not to 
engage in military violence against the pagan soldiers who were about to attack 
and kill him. 

In Christian literature from the times of Tertullian, death, rather than engage-
ment in war and combat, testifi es to the spiritual valour. Such a perception of 
manliness, representing a reversal of secular values, can be gleaned from a range 
of religious writings that focused on the martyrdom of saints. However, there 
remains a diffi  culty regarding Maccabees, namely, how does the hydraulic model of 
emotion fi t a narrative in which the Maccabees are represented as violent? I argue 
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that the Old English adaptation does fi t the values of Ælfric’s emotional commu-
nity on condition that his Maccabees is read fi gurally. The text never commends 
military warfare; for Ælfric the violent actions of the Maccabees must be read 
fi gurally as spiritual warfare. Although he admits that there is a dispensation for 
war in Christianity, violence is allowed only under some circumstances. Most 
importantly for this study, the protagonists of the homily function as idealisation 
of self-mastery, much as Edmund and Martin do. 

3. Emotional Community in Ælfric’s Maccabees

Ælfric evokes the emotional vocabulary that characterises two traditions: namely, 
the Christian literary hagiographic tradition and the native heroic tradition. These 
two traditions complement one another in his adaptation: while hagiographic 
tradition idealises the saint’s self-control and self-possession, the enemy’s fury is 
represented in accordance with the hydraulic model of the vernacular tradition. 
Although religious and secular audiences of Ælfric’s time represented confl icting 
values, Ælfric’s aim was to provide an integrative vision of the Anglo-Saxon 
society, in which diff erent groups, from religious and secular orders, contribute 
to the formation of gentis Anglorum. He bases his ideal of emotional community 
on the hagiographic tradition, carefully adapting the source to the realities that 
his contemporaries faced.7 

Since Ælfric abbreviates a complex narrative that extends over two Books of 
the Old Testament, it is pertinent to provide a summary of Ælfric’s homily. King 
Antiochus invades Jerusalem and ravages the Temple, despoiling it of treasures 
and destroying its altar. In addition, he issues an order that the Hebrew should 
bow before pagan idols, established on the site of the destroyed altar. According 
to the order, the Hebrew must also eat pork, forbidden by the Mosaic law. Much 
opposition arises. Eleazarus, an old wise man, sets an example to all Hebrew, 
adamantly refusing both to eat the unclean food and genufl ect before the idol. 
Due to his opposition he is put to death alongside seven youths and their mother, 
who emulate Eleazarus. At this point, Ælfric complements the narrative with an 
explication of the prohibition against eating the pork that was binding under the 
Old Covenant. Ælfric goes on to narrate the war against the Seleucid empire waged 
by Mattathias and his fi ve sons, John, Simon, Judas, Eleazar, and Jonathan. On 
being forced to consume pork, Mattathias kills a fellow Hebrew, who has bowed 
before the idol. Matthatias destroys the idol and fl ees to the wilderness, followed 
by his fi ve sons and some volunteers. Some of the volunteers are killed by the 
pursuing enemies, as they refuse to fi ght on Sabbath. However, once Mattathias 
raises an army against Antiochus, he manages to put the enemy to fl ight. Dying, he 
elects Judas the military leader. Following a number of victories over Antiochus’ 
generals as well as Antiochus’s son Eupator, he cleanses the Temple from the 



12 Jacek Olesiejko

presence of the enemy and restores the altar. Judas is killed in fi ght against the 
army raised by Demetrius. His body is taken from the battlefi eld and interred in 
Modin beside his father.

 Ælfric rearranges the biblical material so as to provide a sharply hagi-
ographic perspective on emotion. The introductory part of the work is adapted 
from the second book of Maccabees and is an account of the martyrdom of an 
old man Eleazarus, seven boys and their mother. Ælfric couches the account of 
their martyrdom in most of the paraphernalia that characterise passio. As John 
Halbrooks notes, “these pre-Christian, Jewish heroes were celebrated as proto-
Christian martyrs and typological fi gures of Christ and had their own feast in the 
medieval Christian calendar on Lammas Day” (2009, 265). The story of Judas and 
his brothers’ achievement barely fi ts this context, as Halbrooks further refl ects. 
However, I would like to show that Ælfric juxtaposes the two accounts to formu-
late an ideal emotional community against which secular, whether Christian or 
pagan, communities can be measured. 

The idea of emotional community that Ælfric uses is a construct that he 
borrows from martyrological tradition, in which passive defi ance is a true mark 
of masculinity, while the oppressor infl icts on holy men and women violence that 
is the symbol of his emasculating loss of control over his mind. Ælfric repre-
sents the enemy of the Hebrew as an emotional community of individuals who 
value emotions that are contradictory to the Christian formulation of the ideal 
of self-mastery in the face of an overpowering persecutor. Rather than eat pork 
and worship pagan gods, Eleazarus “wolde […] werlice sweltan” [“wanted to die 
manly”] (l. 85).8 The adjective “werlice” is Ælfric’s own addition to the source, 
since in the Vulage text of the book one of Maccabees Eleazarus speaks not of 
manly, but of glorious death (2 Mac 6.19). As in the source Eleazarus dies in 
order to set an example to the youth: “ac ic læte bysne þam iungum cnihtum gif 
ic cenlice sƿelte arƿurðum deaðe for ðære halgan ǽ” [“I shall aff ord an example to 
the young folk, if I boldly die an honourable death for the holy law”] (ll. 101–103). 
The boys follow Eleazurus’s example, and Ælfric makes another forceful addition 
to the source; their mother says to the last son in his homily, but not in the source, 
“ic ðe to men gebær” [“I bore thee as a man”] (l. 175). Ælfric uses a rhetorical 
tradition, described by Keufer, whereby apparent unmanliness defying the secular 
perception of honour is recognized as true spiritual masculinity that defi nes the 
Christian notion of honour. 

In the Vulgate text of Maccabees, the most frequent words for anger are 
ira or iratus. Ælfric draws from a range of Old English words. He uses a verb 
“yrsian.” For example, he translates “iratus itaque rex” [“the king grew angry”] 
rather unremarkably as “yrsode se cyning” [“the king grew angry”] (l. 115). The 
verb “yrsian” is only applied to the enemy in Maccabees. Ælfric, as will be shown 
in the next section of this article, forges a strong association between the verb 
“yrsian” and unjust war that the enemy wages against the Hebrew. 
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Ælfric also uses stronger emotional words to depict the anger of the enemy 
than those that are used in the source. When Antiochus is about to put the last 
and youngest of the brothers to death and the boy derides his threats, Ælfric uses 
an adjective “wælhreow” [“fi erce”] (l. 193), where the author of the Old Testa-
ment uses “ira” [“anger”] in the source. The word “wælhreow” connotes loss of 
emotional control. “Wælhreow” transcends the neutrality of ira, matching the 
fi erceness of furor. Ælfric transfers the expression of fury from the protagonists 
to the antagonists, In the biblical account, Mathathias’a violence arises from fury. 
Like in the source, Mathathias kills a Jew who complies with the enemy, eats pork 
and makes sacrifi ces to gods at the pagan altar. Here, however, Ælfric contributes 
a major alteration to the source. In the Vulgate text of Maccabees, the emotions 
that Eleazarus experiences are intense and complex: “et vidit Mathathias and doluit 
et contramuerunt renes eius et ascendit furor eius secundum iudicum regis at insil-
iens trucadavit eum super aram” [“And Mathathias saw, and was grieved, and his 
reins trembled, and his wrath was kindled according to the judgment of the law, 
and running upon him he slew him upon the altar”] (1 Mac 2.24). Mathathias’s 
internal pain and trembling cumulate and contribute to furor arising in him. Furor 
is a stronger emotion than ira, experienced by his enemies. According to Catherine 
Peyroux, “in antiquity, furor had the force of raging madness, even insanity” 
(1998, 45). Ælfric, however, suppresses Mathathias’s fury, perhaps in order to 
demonstrate that his mental state diff erent from that of his enemies. He depicts 
Mathathias as “geangsumnod” (l. 234). Although Skeat translates this word as 
“enraged in his mood” (l. 234) in his edition, the emotion is less strong than fury. 
According to Bosworth and Toller’s dictionary, it means “vexed, made anxious 
or uneasy.” Mathathias’s violence is motivated by his concern over his people’s 
purity, rather than agitation or fury. In Ælfric’s version, it is Antochious who is 
“wælhreow” [“fi erce”] (l. 193), but not Mathathias. 

4. War and Anger: Ælfric’s Use of the Verb “yrsian”

Of course, Matthiathias and Judas do not represent self-mastery over emotions, 
unlike the martyred boys. Warriors and saints are indeed represented as having 
separate duties to fulfi l. In the emotional community imagined in saints’ lives, 
self-mastery over one’s mind, however, takes precedence over the expression of 
anger and violence as well as the heroic desire to gain honour and glory. Ælfric 
uses the emotive language of hagiographic tradition to show the enemy driven 
by anger while commending the self-mastery of the heroes as worth emulation 
for his military audience. Judas is a model worth of emulation, like the boys, 
but for diff erent reasons. First of all, Ælfric makes a distinction between just and 
unjust war, and, since he argues that it is necessary to defend one’s homeland, the 
Maccabees are sanctioned to be involved in military activity. Secondly, Ælfric 
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associates the unjust war with anger, consistently using the verb “yrsian” to 
describe actions and feelings of the heathen enemies in his adaptation. Thirdly, war 
in Maccabees, not commendable in itself but justifi ed as an act of the defence of 
religion, is only fi gurative, it is represents the human life conceived in terms 
of the spiritual resistance to sin and temptation. 

Ælfric’s adaptation does nothing to represent warfare as commendable. For 
example, the episode of Judas’s heroic death is brief:

Hi comon þa to-gædre and begunnon to feohtenne 
on twam gefylcum forð eallne ðone daeg 
and iudas þat beseah to þare swyðran healfe 
þæt þa wæron strængran and stop ðyder sona 
mid ðam anrædystum mannum þe him mid fuhton 
and todrifon þone ende ac him æfter eode 
þæt oðer gefyclce mid gefeohte hindan 
and feollon ða on twa healfe on þam gefeohte manega 
and iudas eac feoll and þa oðre ætfl ugon. (ll. 664–672)

They then came together, and began to fi ght in two troops, throughout the whole day, 
and Judas then looked to the right side, that they were the stronger, and advanced 
thither soon with the most hardy men, that fought with him, and chased that end (of 
the army), but after him went the other troop, with battle behind (him); and there 
fell then on both sides many in battle and Judas fell also, and the rest fl ed away. 
(trans. Walter Skeat)

Ælfric does not amplify the biblical source. On the contrary, by way of the 
rhetorical strategy of abbrevatio, he reports Judas to have died an unremarkable 
death. More to that point, his death is followed by his army’s desertion from the 
battlefi eld. In the fragment quoted above, Ælfric draws attention to their unheroic 
conduct by means of alliteration, linking “feoll” [“died,” line 672] with “ætfl ugon” 
[“fl ed,” line 672]. Not only does Judas not die manfully; his followers’ actions are 
unmanly, and Ælfric precludes an evocation of heroic values. Although “hwæt” at 
line 274 may evoke heroic code, as Halbrooks claims (2009, 274), it has escaped 
critical attention that Ælfric represents the circumstances of Judas’s death as 
a direct inversion of heroic code as well as the complete opposite of a Christian 
reinterpretation of the heroic ideal that Katherine O’Brien O’Keefe identifi es in 
other works by Ælfric, for example, Life of Saint Edmund (2013, 109–110). The 
anticlimactic account of Judas’s death results from the Christian framework of 
reference, on which the Old English adaptation is founded, in which heroic death 
on the battlefi eld is not as commendable as martyrdom resulting from passive 
resistance to the enemy. 

Judas’s fall makes a strong contrast to Eleazarus’s martyrdom in terms of 
the commendation associated with martyrdom, but also to the other deaths of the 
military heroes of Ælfric’s saints’ lives, like King Oswald and Kind Edmund. Judas 
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is supposed to serve as a moral guidance for Ælfric’s audience only if his heroism 
is understood as a fi gural representation and, therefore, a narrative extension to 
the martyrdom of Elezearus, seven boys and their mother. Immediately after 
Judas’s death is narrated, Ælfric interrupts the biblical account with a exegetical 
exposition of the war that Maccabees waged:

On þam dagum wæs alyfed to alecganne his fynd 
and swiþost ða hæðenan the him hetole wæron 
and se wæs godes ðegen þe ða swiðost feaht 
wið heora onwinnendan to ware heora [leoda] 
ac crist on his tocyme us cydde oðre ðincg 
and het us healdan sibbe and soðfæstnysse æfre 
and we sceolon winnan wið þa wælhreowan fynd 
þæt synd ða ungesewenlican and þa swicolan deofl a 
þe willað ofslean ure sawla mid leahtrum. 
Wið ða we sceolon winnan mid gastlicum waepnum 
and biddan us gescyldnysse simle aet criste 
þaet we moton ofer-winnan tha waelhreowan leahtras 
and þaes deofl es tihtinge þaet he us derian ne maege 
þonne beoð we godes cempan on ðam gastlican gefeohte 
gif we ðone deolol forseoþ þurh soðne geleafan 
and þa heafod-leahtras þurh gehealtsumnysse 
and gif we godas willan mid weorcum gefremmað. (ll. 684–700) 

In those days he was permitted to defeat the enemies, and especially the heathen, that 
were angry against them; and he was God’s thane, that most often fought against their 
conquerors, in defence of their people. But Christ, at His coming, taught us another 
thing, and bade us hold peace and truthfulness ever; and we ought to strive against 
the cruel enemies, that is, the invisible ones, and the deceitful devils, that wish to 
slay our souls with vices. Against them we should fi ght with ghostly weapons, and 
pray for protection for us, continually, of Christ, that we may overcome the cruel 
iniquities, and the devil’s enticement, that he may not harm us; Then shall we be 
God’s champions in the spiritual battle if we despise the devil, through true belief, 
and the chief vices [cardinal sins], through self-control, and if we perform God’s 
will with our works. (trans. Walter Skeat)

Ælfric provides a tropological interpretation of the war in Maccabees. First, 
whilst war was commendable under the Old dispensation, it is not a commendable 
course of conduct under the New.9 In fact, the military warfare that the Maccabees 
led veils a commendation of spiritual warfare to which all Christians have been 
called since the coming of Christ.10 In Maccabees, Ælfric strongly relies on miles 
Christi as a moral ideal for laymen and clerics alike. He depicts the faith as the 
major weapon against the devil and sin (ll. 701–705). Ælfric’s exhortation to 
“winnan mid gastlicum wæpnum” [“fi ght with spiritual weapons”] (l. 693) must 
have evoked in his audiences Paul’s exhortation “induite vos arma Dei” “take on 
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yourself the arms of God” (Eph 6.11).11 For Ælfric, Israel’s warfare against the 
Seleucids represents, by way of tropology, Christians fi ghting against sin and vice. 

Only after this formulation of the correct interpretation of the signifi cance 
of war in Maccabees does Ælfric acknowledge the necessity of waging wars, 
turning to the Isidorian idea of iustum bellum:

Þæt ealde godes folc sceolde feohtan þa mid wæpnum
And heora gewinn hæfde haligra mann getacnunge
þe to-dræfað ða leahtras and deofl a heom fram
On ðære niwan gecyðnysse the crist sylf astealde.
Secgað swa-ðeah lareowas that synd feower cynna gefeoht
Iustum thæt is rihtlic iniustum unrihtlic
Civile betwux ceaster-gewarum. Plusquam civile betwux siblingum.
Iusstum bellum is rihtlice gefeoht with ða reðan fl ot-menn
Oððe wið oðre þeoda þe eard willað fordon.
Unrihtlic gefeoht is þe of yrre cymð
Þæt þridde gefeoht þe of gefl ite cymð
Betwux ceaster-gewarum is swyðe pleolic
And þæt feorðe gefeoht the betwux freondum bið
Is swyðe earmlic and endeleas sorh. (ll. 701–714)

The ancient people of God had to fi ght then with weapons, and their contest had the 
signifi cation of holy men who drive away vices and devils from them in the New 
Testament, that Christ himself appointed. Nevertheless teachers say that there are 
four kinds of war; iustum, that is, just; iniustum, that is, unjust; civile, between citi-
zens; plusquam civile, between relatives. Iustum bellum is just war against the cruel 
seamen, or against other peoples that wish to destroy our land. Unjust war is that 
which comes of anger. The third war, which comes of contention between citizens, 
is very dangerous; and the fourth war, that is between friends, is very miserable, 
and endless sorrow. (trans. Walter Skeat)

An important fact about Ælfric’s expression of the idea of the just war may be 
elucidated in the context of his idea of emotional communities depicted in the 
adaptation. Christians may only go to war with a view to defending their land. 
Importantly enough, Ælfric establishes a connection between unjust war and an 
expression of anger, yrre, the noun which intratextually evokes the verb yrsian that 
often describes the pagan invaders in Maccabees. This association is important 
because it testifi es to Ælfric’s conviction that war is motivated by vice. 

Conclusion

Ælfric adapts genres from diff erent emotional communities, heroic narrative and 
hagiography and homily, to make warrior aristocracy and religious orders part 
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of one textual community that may be characterised by Rosewein’s concept of 
emotional community. The Old Testament is translated for the Anglo-Saxon textual 
community in which value is laid on self-control and self-mastery regarding the 
expression of emotion. The hagiographic conventions determined most of Ælfric’s 
choices of words denoting anger as well as his technique of characterisation. His 
aff ective poetics is also determined by the allegorical interpretation of the book 
that Ælfric inculcates in his audience that is represented by both religious and lay 
persons. The military ethos that the Maccabees endorse foreshadows the spiritual 
warfare waged by Christians; they do not represent heroism worthy of identifi cation. 

Notes

1 Æthelweard is responsible for writing Chronicon, a Latin translation of Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle. Also, Ælfric translated parts of the Old Testament to Old 
English on their request. After Æthelweard’s death in 998, Æthelmær continued 
his father patronage of Ælfric, founding for their spiritual guide Cerne and 
Eysham, where Ælfric continued his vocation, respectively, as monk and abott. 
The Christian subject emerges from an opposition against the pagan Other, 
placed outside the Christian community that Æthelweard represents with his 
son. Æthelweard and Æthelmaer’s duties as Christians and warriors are thus not 
contradictory, but complementary. Ælfric advances for his patrons a spiritual 
identity that complements their secular authority of defenders of England. 

2 John Halbrooks claims that Ælfric’s adaptation suggests “a signifi cant analogy 
between saints’ lives and Old English heroic poetry, a literary corpus that also 
creates a pattern of exemplary fi gures” (2009, 266).  

3 This fragment of Tertullian’s Apology is quoted and discussed by Mathew 
Kuefl er (2001, 112–113). 

4 All quotations from Ælfric’s Life of St Martin come from Skeat, Walter (ed.). 
1881–1890. Aefric’s Life of Saints. London: Early English Texts Society. 

5 All quotations from Ælfric’s Life of St Edmund come from Skeat, Walter (ed.). 
1881–1890. Aefric’s Life of Saints. London: Early English Texts Society. 

 6 It has already been noted that in Ælfric’s representations of war there are 
reversals of the formal and thematic elements characteristic of the heroic nar-
ratives. Katherine O’Brien O’Keeff e notes that Ælfric depicts King Edmund 
of East Anglia’s death “within the framework of the passion of a saint” rather 
than in heroic terms and that in Aefrics Life of Edmund the king’s “reasons 
against fl ight are an interesting reversal of the loyalty of a thegn to his lord” 
(115). Unlike Oswald of Northumbria and Edmund of East Anglia, Jusdas’s 
death is not depicted as martyrdom. 

7 The focus in his homily on the theme of war intimates its relevance to the 
immediate political situation that King Æthelred’s kingdom of Wessex faced 
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around the time of Ælfric’s composition; at that time the Anglo-Saxons were 
being overwhelmed by Danish Vikings’ incursions. 

8 All quotations from Ælfric’s Maccabees come from Skeat, Walter, ed. 1881–
1890. Aefric’s Life of Saints. London: Early English Texts Society. 

9 For Halbrooks, these lines are subtended by a crisis of heroic virtue that “lies 
with the reader who might take from a narrative of military triumph the idea 
that marshal prowess and heroic virtue are synonymous and who might give 
up a life of piety for the glory of battle” (2009, 283). 

10 The contrast that Ælfric maintains between biblical and Christian ethics with 
regard to war is evocative of the reservations made by Christian writers towards 
war and violence. As early as in the third century, Origen of Alexandria read 
the Old Testament war narratives allegorically as models for spiritual warfare 
(Smith 2011, 18). 

11 The quotation comes from Biblia Sacra Vulgata. 2007 [1969]. Ed. Robert Weber 
and Roger Gryson. (The fi fth edition.) Stuttgart: Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft. 
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