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ABSTRACT. Old English literature (c. 500-1100) reflects a profound
cultural transformation shaped by the spread of Christianity throughout
Anglo-Saxon England. As pagan oral traditions encountered Christian
theology, new literary forms, values, and narratives emerged. This article
examines the central role of Christianity in Old English literature, highlighting
its influence on genres, themes, symbolism, and moral perspectives. Through
an analysis of major works such as Beowulf, Caedmon’s Hymn, The Dream of
the Rood, and homiletic writings, the study shows how Christianity served as
both a spiritual guide and a literary framework during the period.
KEY WORDS: Christianity,Old English literature,Anglo-Saxon

culture,Christianization,Heroic tradition,Biblical allusion,Divine
providence,Monastic learning,Religious symbolism,Moral instruction.
INTRODUCTION

Between the 7th and 11th centuries, the Anglo-Saxon world underwent
extensive Christianization, a process that shaped education, manuscript
culture, and literary production (Bede, 731). Monasteries became centers of
learning, scriptoria preserved oral traditions in written form, and Christian
doctrine influenced the worldview of poets and scholars. As a result, Old
English literature contains a unique blend of pagan heroic elements and
Christian moral teachings (Godden, 1992).Christian writers reinterpreted
traditional concepts such as wyrd (fate), merging them with ideas of divine
providence. In Beowulf, the hero repeatedly acknowledges God as the ultimate
source of victory: “Fate often saves an undoomed man when his courage is
good” but also “the wise Lord rules over all” (Beowulf ll. 572-573, 1057).
Scholars note this fusion as evidence of a transitional society negotiating
between pagan and Christian ethics (Irving, 1968).The Christian Hero.The
figure of the hero shifted from a warrior seeking earthly fame to a spiritual
combatant defending the faith. Texts like The Dream of the Rood depict Christ
not as a passive sufferer but as a heroic warrior conquering sin and death
(Hill, 1995). This reinterpretation provided Anglo-Saxon audiences with a
familiar heroic model infused with Christian theology.Moral Instruction.Old
English literature frequently served a didactic purpose, promoting virtues
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such as humility, obedience, generosity, and faith. Homilies by AZlfric and
Waulfstan preached moral reform and Christian duty, reflecting the Church’s
role in unifying and civilizing society (Clemoes, 1997).Christian Imagery and
Symbolism.Biblical Allusions.Poets often drew upon biblical narratives and
motifs. Works like Genesis, Exodus, and Daniel retold scriptural stories using
Germanic poetic techniques, emphasizing moral struggle and divine
intervention (Doane, 1991).The Cross as a Symbol.In The Dream of the Rood,
the cross becomes an animated, speaking figure that shares Christ’s suffering
and victory. This literary innovation reflects the theological importance of the
Crucifixion and symbolizes the union of sacrifice and triumph central to
Christian belief (Swanton, 1970).Many pagan elements—monsters, feuds,
treasure, and heroic quests—were reinterpreted through a Christian moral
lens. Grendel in Beowulf, for example, is described as a descendant of Cain,
allowing the poet to connect Germanic mythology with biblical history
(Beowulf 1l. 105-113). Christian monasteries preserved and produced nearly
all surviving Old English literature. Monks in scriptoria copied manuscripts,
translated Latin works, and recorded oral traditions. This institutional
framework explains why Christian themes dominate the written record of the
period (Lapidge, 2006)Writers such as Caedmon and Cynewulf created
vernacular religious poetry that made Christian doctrine accessible to
ordinary Anglo-Saxons. Caedmon’s Hymn, the earliest recorded English poem,
praises God as the Creator, marking the beginning of English Christian literary
tradition (Bede, Historia Ecclesiastica).Sermons and homilies reinforced
theological teachings and moral guidance. Wulfstan’s Sermo Lupi ad Anglos
warned of divine punishment for moral decline, reflecting the belief that
history was governed by God’s judgment (Wulfstan, 1014).Beowulf.

Although rooted in pre-Christian traditions, Beowulf incorporates
repeated references to God, divine justice, and moral righteousness. The poem
presents Beowulf as a God-guided protector who ultimately sacrifices himself
for his people.The Dream of the Rood.This poem offers a mystical vision of the
Crucifixion through the perspective of the cross, combining heroic imagery
with deep spiritual symbolism.Caedmon’s Hymn.The earliest English Christian
poem emphasizes God’s role as the eternal Creator, demonstrating the
integration of new religious ideas into the Anglo-Saxon poetic tradition.

CONCLUSION

Christianity played a transformative role in Old English literature by
shaping its worldview, themes, symbols, and purpose. As Anglo-Saxon
England transitioned from paganism to Christianity, literature became a
vehicle for spiritual reflection, moral instruction, and cultural identity. The
fusion of Germanic heroic tradition with Christian theology resulted in a rich
and distinctive literary legacy that remains foundational to English literature.
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