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ABSTRACT 

Xodern l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m  of Beowul f  has r a i sed  the poem 
f a r  above i ts  value a s  merely an h i s t o r i c a l  document. That 
the  author  worked pr imari ly  a s  an a r t i s t ,  and only secondzri ly  
as an h i s t o r i a n  of t h e  Anglo-Saxon pre-migration period,  is 

widely recognized. Nor d id  he merely r e t e l l  an o lder  folk- 

t a l e  about heroes and monsters, al though the  main events ,  
t h e  t h r e e  g r e a t  f i g h t s ,  a r e  arranged chronological ly .  Rather,  

t h e  poet has f ixed  i n  h i s  mind t h e  i d e a l s  of a pre-Christian 
hero ic  s o c i e t y ,  and he designs h i s  poem t o  r evea l  these  i d e a l s  
through t h e  charac ter  and ac t ions  of Beowulf, presented first 
a s  a young r e t a i n e r  w d  then a s  an old king. 

Beowulf comes i n t o  the  s t o r y  as he comes i n t o  the  l a r d  of 
t h e  Danes---as a complete s t r anger ;  but i n  t h e  exchange of 
speeches i t  i s  evident  t h a t  he is  no wandering adventurer 

seeking personal glory.  He has come t o  he lp  the  Danes i n  
t h e i r  twelve-year feud aga ins t  Grendel, and he awaits  Xrothgar 's  

permission t o  a c t  as the  Danish champion. The f i r s t  700 l i n e s  
of t h e  poem lead  up t o  Hrothgar ls  e n t r u s t i n g  h i s  g r e a t  h a l l ,  
t h e  symbol of  Danish g lo ry ,  t o  Beowulffs p ro tec t ion ,  and the  
a c t u a l  f i g h t  i s  thus  only a crowning p o i n t ,  v e r i f y i n g  a l l  t h a t  
has been revealed of Beowulf---his g r e a t  s t r e n g t h  and h i s  

equal ly  g r e a t  courage, 
Although t h e r e  is a l e a p  i n  t h e  chronological progression 

of events  a f t e r  Beowulf r e t u r n s  t o  h i s  Geatish king---we a re  
suddenly t o l d  t h a t  he became king and has ru led  well  f o r  fifty 
years---there is no break i n  the  poe t ' s  imaginative progression. 
Hrothgar had preached t o  Beowulf the  v i r t u e s  of good kingship,  

dec la r ing  t h a t  the  young thane has only t o  use wel l  those g i f t s  
which God has given him, and which he has already displayed.  

I t  i s  with t h i s  knowledge of Beowulffs charac ter  t h a t  we 
. must i n t e r p r e t  h i s  last g r e a t  f i g h t ,  i n  which he again revea l s  

t h e  q u a l i t i e s  he had shown aga ins t  t h e  descendants of Cain. H i s  
death is given a l s o  an h i s t o r i c a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  s e t  a s  i t  is  

between t h e  e a r l i e r  w a r s  of t h e  Geats and Swedes and the  fu tu re  



wars i n  which h i s  people expect  t o  be defea ted .  3 e o u ~ l f  n ~ s  

given t h e  Geats f i f t y  yea r s  of peace--- n o t  by overconing 

p o s s i b l e  enemies, b u t ,  we a r e  l e d  t o  b e l i e v e ,  by his cha rac t e r  
a lone .  The las t  350 l i n e s  of  t h e  poem concen t r a t e  upon the  
profound sorrow of t h e  Geats i n  t h e  d e a t h  of t h e i r  k i n g :  f o r  
t hey  r e a l i s e  t h a t  t h e i r  l o s s  i s  even t h e  l o s s  of t h e i r  l i v i n g  

i d e a l  of h e r o i c  conduct and of t h e i r  own s e c u r i t y .  
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Chapter One: INTRODUCTION 

However indebted the modern reader is to scholarly works 

on Beowulf, most of these writings will not have helped him 

directly if his primary concern has been the study of the 

poet's imaginative presentation of a heroic figure, expressed 

through a carefully constructed pattern which reveals not only 

him, but also his impact upon the society of which he is the 

ideal. The antiquarian interests of the nineteenth century 

scholars revolved around such questions as the date of the 

poem's composition, its historical accuracy, and the stories 

involved in what they saw as a primitive heroic tale.' Although 

such questions are interesting, they are. quite independent of 

poetic appreciation, and must not be conceived to be necessary 

for the understanding and enjoyment of the poetry of Beowulf. 

R.W.Chambersls Beowulf: an Introduction to the Study of the Poem 

is representative of the state of'Beowulf scholarship up to 1921. 

Besides collating various analogues of the ''Bear's Son's Talett, 

Chambers divides the poem into two kinds of elements, judged 

for their historical or non-historical content; then he outlines 

. aEd comments upon various theories of the origin, date and 

structure of the poem. His primary concern, as indicated in 

his title, is not the poetry of Beowulf, but rather those stud- 

ies which are derived from earlier scholarly interest in the 



t e x t  

i z e s  

This 

a s  h i s t o r y .  With t h i s  l imi ted  perspect ive he thus  smmr- 

h i s  remarks on the  Chr is t ian  elements: 

The g r e a t  meri t  of Beowulf as a h i s t o r i c  document is 
t h a t  i t  shows us a p ic ture  of a period i n  which the  
v i r t u e s  of the  heathen 'Heroic Aget were tempered 5y 
the  gent leness  of the  new b e l i e f ;  an age war l ike ,  y e t  
Chr is t ian :  devout, ye t  t o l e r a n t e 2  

enl ightening  observation must indeed be the  product of a 

c lose  reading of t h e  poem, but Chambers says  nothing about t h e  

a r t i s t i c  presenta t ion  of these  two moral codes. 

J.R.R,Tolkienls B r i t i s h  Academy l e c t u r e  (1936) i s  o f t en  

.considered t o  have been t h e  turning-point of Beowulf c r i t i c i s m ,  

i n  t h a t  he emphasized the  necess i ty  of dea l ing  with t h e  poen 

as a  work of a r t ,  and not  merely as a h i s t o r i c a l  docment  o r  

a museum piece of i n t e r e s t  t o  s tudents  of t h e  pas t .  Except i n  

a few d e t a i l s ,  To lk ienqs  approach met wi th  l i t t l e  opposi t ion,  

and moreovel: it s e t  a new generat ion of scho la r s  t o  work on 

i n t e r n a l  evidence, e luc ida t ing  the  a r t i s t r y  of the  poem, and 

evalua t ing  the  whole as a work of art ,  It should be noted t h a t  

before To lk ien8s  l e c t u r e ,  few c r i t i c s  dared t o  maintain t h a t  

t h e  l i t e r a r y  mer i t s  of Beowulf c a l l e d  f o r  t h e  s tudy of the  poem 

by a l l  se r ious  s tuden t s  of English l i t e r a t u r e .  But today, i f  

any were t o  maintain t h a t  the  poem is  unski l led  and i n a r t i s t i c ,  

and not  at  a l l  worthy of the  a t t e n t i o n  of t h e  modern reader ,  

he would necessa r i ly  have t o  d e a l  with hundreds of a r t i c l e s  of 

the  last t h i r t y  years  which focus upon a multi tude of minute 

d e t a i l s ,  and which claim t o  demonstrate t h e  high l e v e l  of a r t -  

istic competence of the  Beowulf poet. I n  t h e  most comprehensive 



study y e t  of the  poem as a work of a r t ,  A.G.Brodeur concludes 

t h a t  "Beowulf is the  work, not of an i l l i t e r a t e  ' s i n g e r t ,  but 

of a g r e a t  l i t e r a r y  a r t i s t ,  dominating, expanding, and t rans-  

cending t h e  l i m i t s  of the  form i n  which he e l ec ted  t o  com2ose. 113 

Although o u r  ignorance of Anglo-Saxon poe t i c  convention and 

l i t e r a r y  form has l e d  some c r i t i c s  t o  deny our  r i g h t  t o  judge 

t h e  poem as a work of a r t ,  Brodeur has demonstrated t h a t  through 

a s t u d y ' o f  t h e  poem i t s e l f ,  var ious techniques,  whether conven- 

t i o n a l  o r  o r i g i n a l ,  a r e  seen t o  be s k i l f u l l y  handled by the  

poet t o  s u i t  h i s  a r t i s t i c  purposes. It may be s a i d  t h a t  t r u e  

apprec ia t ion  depends upon the  kind of perspect ive used i n  viewing 

t h e  poem---historical, mythical,  Chr i s t i an ,  pagan: but a modern 

reader  whose primary concern is  poe t i c  apprec ia t ion  w i l l  read 

t h e  poem assuming t h a t  the  composer i s  above a l l  an artist. 

The r e a d e r ' s  s tudy of the  poem may possibly disappoint  him, but 

he must, a t  l e a s t ,  approach the  poem wi th  wl open niind. Admit- 

t e d l y ,  without t h e  work of those scho la r s  of the  pas t  and the  

so-called "dragon9s curse of phi lo logyu,  t h e  modern reader  

would be fzced with insurmountable l i n g u i s t i c  d i f f i c u l t i e s ;  

while a f u r t h e r  d i f f i c u l t y  t o  evalua t ion  is ,  a s  s e v e r a l  c r i t i c s  

have shown, t h a t  Beowulf is unique i n  the  corpus of Old English 

poetry i n  s t y l e ,  plan,  and sub jec t ,  and s o  I tex is t s  f o r  us ,  i n  a 

kind of l i t e r a r y  vacuum without h i s t o r i c a l  perspect ive.  l t 4  

The t e x t  of t h e  poem i s  found i n  the  Nowell Codex of the  

manuscript designated "Cotton V i t e l l i u s  A xvtl along with two 

prose p ieces ,  Wonders of the  East and Alexander's L e t t e r  t o  

A r i s t o t l e ,  a combination probably r e s u l t i n g  from t h e i r  mater ia l  



i n  common; t h a t  i s ,  monsters. That they were copied f ron  soze 

o ther  manuscript o r  manuscripts i s  a t t e s t e d  by the  two dip'- L A ~ r e n t  

handwritings of the  Nowell Codex, b u t . l i t t l e  more can be ascer- 

t a ined  about the  transmission of the  t e x t .  Although t h e  z a j o r i t y  

or' c r i t i c s  do not oppose the  'educated guess t  t h a t  the  poein was 

composed some time i n  the  second h a l f  o f  t h e  e ighth  century,  

t h e  quest ion remains open u n t i l  more t rustworthy evidence i s  
I 

•÷found.  Likewise, the  charac ter  of t h e  poet and h i s  audience 

may be determined through i n t e r n a l  evidence,  but nothing c e r t a i n  

is known; most scholarsh ip  on these  poin ts  grows out of scggest ions 

and ambigui t ies ,  and the re fo re  they must always be reckoned as 

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  r a t h e r  than as v e r i f i a b l e  f a c t s .  I f  the  poet is  

primari ly  6.n art is t ,  he w i l l  have shaped h i s  subject-matter t o  

s u i t  h i s  purposes, and these purposes w i l l  i n  t u r n  be shaped by 

l i t e r a r y  conventions of the  time. But t h e  ordering and es tab l i sh -  

ing  of evidence t o  demonstrate both t h e  cha rac te r  of the poet 

and h i s  audience and a l s o  t h e  purpose of t h e  poem ( i f  t h i s  i s  

f e l t  not  t o  be pr imari ly  a e s t h e t i c )  w i l l  fo rever  be developed 

from t h e  p o e t ' s  own suggestions and ambigui t ies ,  and fed by our 

own sub jec t ive  emphasis. And f o r  t h i s  reason,  we f ind  c r i t i c a l  

poin ts  of view on, f o r  example, the  pagan-Christian quest ion,  

ranging from F.A.Blackburnt s "The Chr i s t i an  Coloring of The 3eowulf 

t o  L.D.Bensonts "The %gan Coloring of Beowulf"; while the  audience 

has been l imi ted  t o  the  s i x  o r  seven suggested by Shel ley f o r  

h i s  Prometheus Unbound, and has been expanded t o  include cowherds 

such as Caedmon who would requ i re  d iv ine  in te rven t ion  i n  order  

t o  be ab le  t o  compose l i n e s  l i k e  those which t h e  Beowulf poet has  



Ero thgar t s  scop s i n g  i n  Heorot. 

The language b a r r i e r  separa t ing  the  modern reader  f ron  

poe t i c  apprec ia t ion  of Beowl-f  can never be completely over- 

come; but every s tudy,  however minute and d e t a i l e d ,  attem2ting t o  

determine the  prec ise  shade of meaning of each word i n  i t s  con- 

t e x t  is  valuable  t o  the  reader .  F.Klaeber, i n  h i s  f i rs t  ed i t ion  

of t h e  poem i n  1922;, recognized the  c r e a t i v e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  of the  

language and the  necess i ty  of comparing the  use of p a r t i c u l a r  

words i n  o ther  contexts ;  accordingly,  he i n d i c a t e s  whether a 
'1 word is  found only i n  t h e  poem, or  i n  o the r  poems a s  wel l ,  or 

I 

a l s o  i n  prose. About the  same time, H.C.Wyld recognized the  main ri 
1 
1 d i f f i c u l t y  i n  o u r  s tudy of Beowulf, t h a t  we must understand what 
I 

emotional e f f e c t  a word may have had on t h e  Anglo-Saxon audience I 

before we can f u l l y  apprec ia te  t h e  poetry. The breadth and depth 

of a l l  those s t u d i e s  of t h i s  kind which have appeared s ince  

Tolk ienls  l e c t u r e  i n  1936 is indeed formidable;  but t h i s  kind of 

minute knowledge o f t h e  language of Beowulf i s  acquired with p r o f i t  I 

and is  ava i l ab le  through t h e  methods of modern l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c i s m .  

This he lps  t o  make t h e  d i f fe rence  between, f o r  example, the  

s tudy o f  Yeats and the  s tudy of Beowulf, as far  as t h e  s tudent  

of l i t e r a t u r e  i s  concerned, one of degree,  not  of  kind: t h a t  

being t h e  degree t o  which scholarsh ip  is necessary f o r  c r i t i c a l  

a n a l y s i s  and h i s t o r i c a l  understanding. Admittedly, s ince  the  

l i t e r a r y  t r a d i t i o n  of the  Anglo-Saxons l i e s  half-buried i n  the  

so-called 'dark ages t  of Western c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  "the c a r e f u l  

undoing of the  e f f e c t s  of time" is a more necessary preliminary 

task f o r  the poe t i c  apprec ia t ion  of Beowulf. The s tudent  of 



i i t e r a t u r e  must t u r n  t o  the  non-aesthetic s t u d i e s  of the  23s: 

pr imar i ly  because they a r e  necessary f o r  e luc ida t ing  tte pcez 

even a s  poetry. Since To lk ien l s  l e c t u r e  Eeowuif has been x c l i  

praised by those who have used the  var ious a i d s  of phiiology, 

l i n g u i s t i c s ,  h i s t o r y  and archeology f o r  discovering the  poez, 

and some of these  t s c h o l a r - c r i t i c s l  p ra i se  the  poet as a  i i t e r a r y  

a r t i s t  on the  l e v e l  of Chaucer, t r a d i t i o n a l l y  regarded a s  the  

Father  of English L i t e ra tu re .  

Although e a r l y  c r i t i c s  o f t en  remarked on t h e  r e p e t i t i o n  

of words and phrases,  and t h e  v a s t  number of words which could 

be used t o  express a given idea  ( f o r  example, 39 f o r  m) , 
i t  is  becoming increas ingly  evident t h a t  " there  a r e  i n  f a c t  no 

synonyms i n  the  s t r i c t  sense of the term i n  Old English poetry. 11 5 

The d i f fe rences  between beorn, f r e c a  and wig a r e  not  evident 

when we g loss  then  a l l  by the  modern English warr ior ,  but t o  

say  t h a t  t h e  poet used them indiscr iminate ly  t o  s i g n i f y  our 

concept warr ior  i s  an unwarranted assumption rooted i n  our 

ignorance of the shades of meaning i n  t h e  language of s warrior- 

s o c i e t y m 6  Knowledge of those prec ise  shades of meaning i s  a l s o  

e s s e n t i a l  f o r  a modern r e a d e r ' s  apprec ia t ion  of what 'Klaeber 

has c a l l e d  "the most important r h e t o r i c a l  f i g u r e ,  i n  f a c t  the 

very  s o u l  of t h e  Old English p o e t i c a l  s t y l e l t 7 ,  namely, va r i a t ion .  

Not only,  however, must we recognize t h e  d i f fe rences  of  - wine 

3enip;a, f r e a  Scgldinga, @eoden m r n e ,  a l l  s ign i fy ing  ;irothgar 

[350-3531, t o  r e a l i s e  t h a t  they a r e  not  mere r e p e t i t i o n s  of a  
i 

s i n g l e  concept of kingship,  but we must a l s o  recognize the  d i f -  

ferences among, for example, the  t h r e e  vers ions  of Beowulfls 



f i g h t  with Grendel ls  mother. 

One of the  most debated sub jec t s  i n  Beowulf c r i t i c i s r  has 

been t h a t  of the  s t r u c t u r e  and uni ty  of t h e  poem, which has 

developed from the  arguments f o r  and aga ins t  the  nineteenth 

8 century l i e d e r t h e o r i e .  Klaeber observed t h a t  t h e  poem l a c k s  

"steady advance"' and t h a t  t h e  poet f r equen t ly  d ig resses  f roa  

t h e  main s t o r y  of the  e x p l o i t s  of the  hero,  thus  repeat ing  ac t ion  

a l raady t o l d ,  r e f e r r i n g  t o  o ther  s t o r i e s  of the  past  and fore- 

shadowing f u t u r e  events ,  some of which do no t  occur within the  

poem. The impl ica t ion  is ,  of course,  t h a t  t h e  poem should have 

a s teady advance, a l i n e a r  movement which cha rac te r i zes  hero ic  

s t o r i e s  of o ther  l i t e r a t u r e s ,  and t h a t  such a gap i n  the  n a r r a t i v e  - 
a s  Beowulf's f i f ty -yea r  r u l e  i s  a  s e r i o u s  s t r u c t u r a l  weakness. 

However, s ince  To lk ienqs  well-received at tempts  t o  explain the  

s t r u c t u r e  and u n i t y  of the  poem as "a balance,  an opposit ion 

of ends and beginnings"l0 which denies  us  t h e  r i g h t  t o  expect a 

s teady advance, s e v e r a l  c r i t i c s  have looked much more c lose ly  

i n t o  t h e  problem of s t r u c t u r e  without such preconceived ideas ,  

and have found a kind of v a r i a t i o n  similar t o  t h a t  mentioned 

The obvious danger i n  concentrated s t u d i e s  of the  d i c t i o n  

of Beowulf is  t h a t  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  of s t y l e  can e a s i l y  remain un- 

r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  work of art as a whole. The b e t t e r  approach t o  

s t y l e  is the re fo re  one which aims a t  e s t a b l i s h i n g  "soae unifying 

,112. p r i n c i p l e ,  some genera l  a e s t h e t i c  a i m  pervasive of a whole work , 
Brodeur f i n d s  t h e  pervasive a e s t h e t i c  a i m  of the  poet t o  be 

xariation. He compares t h e  a e s t h e t i c  e f f e c t  of t h i s  device i n  

Beowulf with t h a t  i n  o ther  Anglo-Saxon poems, but i n  doing s o  he 



f i n d s  i n  t h e  o thers  not "such consciously a r t i s t i c  use  of 

va r i a t ion" .  

i s  t o  t r e a t  

major s t u f f  

look behind 

t o  d iscover  

Following the  poet I s  technique, Brodeurls approach 

h i s  words Itnot as items i n  a g lossary ,  but a s  the 

of the language of poetry";  i n  o ther  words, " t o  

the  word and t h e  word-group t o  t h e  image, the f i g u r e ,  

t h e  poet s imagination a t  work1'. 13 

The design of the  e n t i r e  poem, t h e  way i n  which t h e  v a i o u  

p a r t s  f i t  t oge the r ,  should a l s o  be viewed as the  product o f  t he  

p o e t ' s  imagination. I n  h i s  Epic and Romance W.P.Ker indica ted  

h i s  d isp leasure  wi th  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of the  poem, m a i ~ t a i n i c g  

t h a t  the  p r i n c i p a l  ac t ions  a r e  "curiously t r i v i a l t 1  and t h a t  

compared wJth the  Nibelung legend, t h e  t a l e  of Finnesburg, and 
a 

t h e  poem dea l ing  with the  B a t t l e  of Maldon, i t  i s  lacking  i n  

weight. l4 Believing t h a t  h i s t o r i c a l  events  and b a t t l e s  among 

men a r e  more important than legendary f i g h t s  with monsters, Xer 

notes  t h a t  "the l a r g e s t  of the  ex tan t  poems of t h i s  school 

has  the  l e a s t  important subject-matter:  while th ings  e s s e n t i a l l y  

and i n  t h e  a b s t r a c t  more important,  l i k e  t h e  tragedy of Prods 

and Ingeld ,  a r e  t h r u s t  away i n t o  the corners  of the poem1'. 15 

Even Klaeber ls  remarks a re  colored by such expectat ions,  a s  though 

t h e r e  were some haunting t r u t h  t o  the  l i e d e r t h e o r i e .  But fortun- 

a t e l y ,  p a r t l y  through a number of a r t i c l e s  on the  poem's design, 

i t  i s  now widely recognized t h a t  the  poet used h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  

sub ject-matter f o r  a e s t h e t i c  purposes much more soph i s t i ca ted  and 

more s u b t l e  than those of hero ic  lays .  I n  1935 Adeline B a r t l e t t  

found s t r u c t u r a l  u n i t s  or  what she c a l l s  " l a rge r  r h e t o r i c a l  

pa t t e rns" ,  and descr ibes  these  as "a wave-like movement of l i n e s ,  



a r i s i n g  and f a l l i n g , o f  emphasis". On des ign ,  then,  she coments  

a s  follows: 

Each verse  pa t t e rn  i s  a panel o r  s e c t i o n  of the  s t o r i e d  
t apes t ry .  It has an organic un i ty  o f  i t s  own an2 i t  
has a l s o  i ts  place i n  t h e  s e r i e s  of p i c t u r e s  ( n a r r a t i v z ,  
d e s c r i p t i v e ,  o r  d i d a c t i c )  which t e l l s  a  connectec m i f i e d  
s to ry .  A t  any given moment the  poet nay appear t o  be 
more i n t e r e s t e d  i n  the e labora te  d e t a i l  than i n  t h e  
composition of the  wholeol6 

Although such desc r ip t ion  does not consider  the  manner i n  which 

t h e  poet weaves t h e  var ious p ic tu res  i n t o  a  un i f i ed  s e r i e s ,  it 
. . 

does suggest t h a t  the  s tory-pat tern is much more than the simple 

n a r r a t i o n  of events.  Joan Blomfield, i n  he r  view of the t o t a l  

design of Beowulf, has described t h e  sub jec t  a s  "a c i r c w s c r i b e d  , 

f i e l d  i n  which the themes a r e  drawn out by a center  of a t t r a c t i o n . . .  

t he  cha rac te r  of t h e  good warrior".  l7 Her impl ica t ion  t h a t  the  

poe t ' s  mind is  focused upon t h e  i d e a l s  of an hero ic  s o c i e t y ,  

however tempered by the  Chr i s t i an  moral code, is  indeed weil- 

founded, as is h e r  f u r t h e r  observation t h a t  t h e r e  is no r e a l  

development of p l o t  o r  character .  Beowulf is a f lawless  hero 
-- 

throughout the  poem, performing deeds vhich  a r e  cont inual ly  

evaluated by the  poet and given new dimensions. 

More r e c e n t l y ,  John Leyerle has compared t h e  s t r u c t u r e  

of t h e  poem with t h e  "pos i t iona l  pa t t e rn ing  of threads" i n  

t a p e s t r i e s .  Not only does t h i s  i n t e r l a c e  design contain the  

s tory-pat te rn ,  but  it a l s o  commands a s p e c i a l  treatment of the  

subject-matter inasmuch as it  revea l s  " the meaning I of coincidence, 

t h e  recurrence of human behavior,  and t h e  c i r c u l a r i t y  of t i n e " .  

The i n t e r l a c e d  s t r u c t u r e  allows f o r  "the i n t e r s e c t i o n  of n a r r a t i v e  

events  without regard f o r  t h e i r  d i s t ance  i n  chronological t ime, 



and shows the  i n t e r r e l a t e d  s ign i f i cances  of episodes without 

the need f o r  any e x p l i c i t  comment by the  poet. 11 18 Such a 

desc r ip t ion  i s  c e r t a i n l y  f a r  removed from Klaeber 's  remark t h a t  

"the poem.,.consists of two d i s t i n c t  p a r t s  joined i n  a very 

loose manner and held together  only by the  person of the hero"; 19 

and furthermore t h i s  new perspect ive of t h e  design gives nore 

weight t o  each of B a r t l e t t l s  Itverse pa t te rns" .  In  Leyer le l s  

view, then ,  the  p l o t ,  t he  s tory-pat te rn  of Beowulfts e x p l o i t s ,  

must not  be separa ted  from what have been widely ca l led  d ig ress ions ;  

i n  h i s  own words, "unravel the  thread and the  whole f a b r i c  fa l l s  

This  b r i e f  summary of t h e  t rend  of Beowulf c r i t i c i s m  has 

been n e c e s s a r i l y  s e l e c t i v e .  And a l t h o w h  one might say  t h a t  

much progress has been made i n  e luc ida t ing  Beowulf as a  work of 

a r t ,  t h e r e  were s e v e r a l  acute  observat ions made by nineteenth- 

century scho la r s  regarding the a r t i s t r y  o f t h e  poem, even i f  such 

i n t e r e s t  was not  a t  t h a t  time i n  fashion.  It i s  r a t h e r  i r o n i c a l  

t h a t  t h e  Danish scho la r  Nikolai  Grundtvig, who discovered i n  1817 

t h a t  t h e  Hygelac of Beowulf and the  Chochilaicus of Gregory of 

Tours were one and t h e  same, held t h e  a r t i s t i c  mer i t s  of the 

poem i n  high regard:  f o r  h i s  discovery s e t  i n  motion almost a 

century of s t u d i e s  i n  philology and race  h i s t o r y ,  but hi's rexarks 

on t h e  a r t i s t r y  went unnoticed, o r  at  l e a s t  were not  considered t o  be 

of prime importance, I n  h i s  t r a n s l a t i o n  of t h e  poem, which 

appeared i n  1820, Grundtvig c a l l s  it "a work of ar t  boldly l a i d  

ou t ,  b e a u t i f u l l y  expressed, and i n  many ways g lo r ious ly  executed", 

and i n  h i s  opinion it "deserves and requires . . ,a  d e t a i l e d  and 



thorough study1' .  20 Indee, i, h i s  remarks on t h e  s ig r i i f i c axce  of 

t ha  monsters and of Beowulfls  f i g h t s  a g a i n s t  them a r e  ;zrilike 

T o l k i e n l s  symbolic i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of them. 

? i n a l l y ,  and t o  summarize, l e t  u s  observe t h a t  H. % b e ,  

i n  h i s  H i s to ry  of  Engl i sh  L i t e r a t u r e ,  as long  ago as 1864 ex- 

h i b i t e d  h i s  a b i l i t y  t o  a p p r e c i a t e  poe t ry  even more remote t o  

him than  it is  t o  u s  now: 

Tine a f t e r  time they  r e t u r n  t o  and r e p e a t  t h e i r  i d e a :  
'The sun on h igh ,  g r e a t  star, God's b r i l l i a n t  c and le ,  t h e  
noble  c r e a t u r e ! '  Four t imes  s u c c e s s i v e l y  they employ t h e  

bS same thought ,  and each time under a new a s p e c t .  A11 i* 
d i f f e r e n t  a s p e c t s  r i s e  s imul taneous ly  before  t h e  3 a r b a r i z n 1 s  
eyes. .  ..The success ion  of thought i n  t h e  v i s i o n a r y  i s  n o t  
t h e  same as i n  a reason ing  mind. .One c o l o r  induces  
ano the r :  from t h e  sound he passes  t o  sound: h i s  irzag%ation 
i s  l i k e  a diorama of unexplained p i c t u r e s .  , H i s  phrases  
r e c u r  and change; he emi t s  t h e  word t h a t  comes t c  h i s  
l i p s  wi thout  h e s i t a t i o n ;  he l e a p s  over  wide i n t e r v a l s  
from i d e a  t o  idea.2l 

Leyer le  ha s  come t o  a similar view: t h a t  a s s o c i a t i o n  of i d e a s ,  

n o t  l o g i c a l  and ch rono log ica l  o r d e r ,  i s  t h e  essence o f  t h e  

des ign  o f  t h e  poem, 
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Chapter Two : THE LINZXR MOVEPENT OP THB POEM: THX T E i E Z  ZIGX,?S 

Despite the so-called lack of stea,dy advance, and Leyerlels 

revelation of the interlace texture of the  complicate^ 'surface1 

of the poem, we do have a story told about Beowulf and his 

fights with three monsters. These fights are arranged chrono- 

logically, and there is a progression, from the defeat of Grendel 

to that of his mother, onward to the final fight, that with the 

dragon, whose resistance causes the death of the hero. However 

circumambient the structure may be, this basic sequence of events 

is presented in a straight-forward and easily recognizable 

manner. If we consider only this linear movement, leaving aside 

any kind of mythic interpretation, it is indeed llcuriously 

trivial", and is especially suitable for translators creating 

a fairy-tale or, more accurately, a folk-tale, for children. 

Significantly, however, a great deal of the Anglo-Saxon poem 

must be left out of these new creations, and the whole poem then 

undergoes considerable changes. Most of these translations are, 

in fact, much closer to what C.M.Bowra calls tlfolk-heroic" poems 

than our poem is, for the composers are especially concerned 

with wking everything clear and interesting by keeping to the 

aain thread of their narrative. If we single out Beowulfls B 
three fights as the material of the main story, then any part 

of the narrative which is not directly connected to this Cora 



nay be considered a  d ig ress ion ,  and most of Beowulf c r i t i c i s ; ?  

approaches the  poem i n  t h i s  way---even Tolkien considered the 

r e a d e r ' s  a t t i t u d e  t o  the  monsters t o  be t h e  most important 

f a c t o r  i n  i ts poet ic  appreciat ion.  

Kuch e a r l y  c r i t i c i s m  was spent  on e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  folk- 

t a l e s  behind our poem, and even now t h i s  kind of approach i s  

used t o  determine "what has gone t o  the  making of the  c e n t r a l  

f ab le  of Beowulf, and what kind of use t h e  poet has rade o f  

what was a v a i l a b l e  t o  him f o r  itt1.' Anyone who has turfied t o  

Boccaccio's I1 F i l o s t r a t o  i n  h i s  s tudy of Chaucerls Troi lus  and 

Criseyde can e a s i l y  apprec ia te  the  usefu lness  of such study; 

f o r  t h e  changes, t h e  d i f f e rences  between t h e  work under study 

and i ts  analogues, point the  reader  i n ' t h e  d i r e c t i o n  of t h e  

p o e t ' s  imagination. But t h e  analogues of Beowulf a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  

nebulous, f o r  we cannot be su re  what the poet had t o  work with,  

and any conclusions drawn from such s tudy a r e  therefore  specu- 

l a t i v e .  The danger of t h i s  approach may be seen i n  G.Smithersls 

a n a l y s i s  of t h e  ' last. survivor-dragon crux. Having shown t h a t  

i n  t h r e e  Norse Sagas the  dragon is i n  some pecu l i a r  way a dead 

man, he maintains t h a t  "we must reckon wi th  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of 

a misunderstanding by our poet".2 Expressed s o  d e l i c a t e l y ,  such 

a p o s s i b i l i t y  might we l l  be admitted, but  i t  i s  as po in t l e s s  t o  

t h e  s tudent  of l i t e r a t u r e ,  as t h e  last  surv ivor  i n  the  poen is  

t o  Smithers. It may be a loose thread from the  o r i g i n a l  folk- 
. ,' 

t a l e ,  but t h i s  i s  beside t h e  point  i n  our apprec ia t ion  of the  

.Eeowulf poem. However v i t a l  a r e  the  r o o t s  of the  main s t o r y  i n  

t h e  Germanic hero ic  age, we have, i n  Cotton V i t e l l i u s  A xv t h e  



workmanship of an a r t i s t ,  shaped from old mater ia ls  i n t o  soffie- 

t h ing  t h a t  has meaning and s igni f icance  f o r  h i s  contemporaries, 

and. s o  the  poe t ' s  Chr is t ian  a t t i t u d e s  and va lues  permeate the 

t o t a l i t y .  

That the  a c t i o n  takes  place i n  t h e  land of  the  Anglo- 

Saxons' ances tors  a t  once t e l l s  us t h a t  t h e  poet is  harking 

back to' former times. The s t o r y  is an old one and is  f a m i l i a r  

t o  a l l :  

H w z t ,  we Gardena i n  geardagum 
Peodcyninga Prym gefrunon, 
hu 8a =@elingas e l l e n  fremedon! (1-3) 

The poet begins,  not  with h i s  hero,  but with the  g lo ry  of the  

ancient  Danes, and p a r t i c u l a r l y  t h a t  of Scyld Scefing and h i s  

magnificent and mysterious funera l .  Since t h e  discovery o f  the  

Sut ton Hoo ship-burial  i t  is  evident t h a t  t h e  poet descr ibes  

the  coming and t h e  going of Scyld t o  s e t  t h e  tone of h i s  work. 

I n  t h i s  in t roductory  passage ( t h e  f i r s t  f i t  begins a t  l i n e  53) 

he is ab le  t o  dep ic t  t h e  kind of man who would be honoured i n  

any na t ion ;  who can overcome a l l  t h e  neighboring peoples and 

render  them s l a v e s ,  e i t h e r  l i t e r a l l y ,  o r  t echn ica l ly  by having 

them pay t r i b u t e ;  and who provides h i s  people with a l i n e  of 

ab le  r u l e r s .  Tracing genealogy, the  poet b r i e f l y  mentions 

Beow ( u l f )  and Healfdene , then Healfdene 's ch i ld ren ,  and then 

t u r n s  quickly t o  the  a c t i v i t i e s  of Hrothgar, the  second son. 

I f  it were a l i n e a r  n a r r a t i v e ,  t h e  poem would begin here,  -- 
/---?.., 

o'r would begin with ~ e o w u l f  t h e  Geat hearing about the monster 

Grendel. If it were t h i s  kind of poem, we could r i g h t l y  expect 



the  whole s t o r y  t o  be concerned with those g l o r i e s  of the  3anes 

with which i t  does begin. Ins tead ,  the  poet merely szys that 

heresned was given t o  Hrothgar, and h i s  band of warr iors  in- 

c reases  i n  s t r e n g t h  and repu ta t ion ;  then the  g r e a t  h z l l  OI Zeorot 

i s  erec ted ,  Hrothgar ls  p res t ige  is derived i n  p a r t  from h i s  

m c e s t r y ,  and he is able  t o  r u l e  success fu l ly  the  land and i t s  

people i n h e r i t e d  from h i s  f o r e f a t h e r s .  Hrothgar ls  r e ign  i s  

introduced as only one of many g lo r ious  l e a d e r s h i p  of the  

Danish pas t ,  The poet has s e t  the  scene of Beowulfls first 

f i g h t  amid g r e a t  k ings ,  but i n  such a way t h a t  we have no d e t a i l e d  

knowledge of t h a t  grea tness ;  Hrothgar simply r u l e s  i i k e  h i s  

ances tors ,  and h i s  own cornitatus grows ' in s t r eng th ,  We have, 

however, c e r t a i n  important d e t a i l s  about the  

which r e v e a l  t h e  goodness of Hrothgar; f o r  it is i n  t h i s  h d l  

t h a t  he plans t o  share  with both young and old a l l  t h a t  God 

has given him, When the  hea lmna  mzst is  completed, he I1wnose 

words had power wide and farl1[79] g ives  i t  the  name of Heort; 

whereupon 

He beot ne a l eh ,  beagas dzelde, 
s i n c  eet symle, ( 80-1 ) 

3 Some c r i t i c s  have found i n  t h i s  Grendel s e c t i o n  a subplot of 

t r eachery  wi th in  t h e  Danish court  which corresponds with the 

monster 's  t reachery  from without ;  and they have accordingly 

found i n  t h e  p o e t ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward Hrothgar and h i s  worldly 

g l o r y  a kind of censure which l eads  him t o  foreshadow the  deadly 

ha te  which is  t o  a r i s e  between son-in-law and father-in-law and 

t h e  des t ruc t ion  by f i r e  t h a t  awaits t h e  h a l l .  But the  poet 

always poin ts  t o  e v i l  d i r e c t l y ,  by us ing  t h e  method of con- 



trast: the  rnedoxrn m i c e 1  awaits  the des t roying  f i r e  (as do a11 

wooden cons t ruc t ions ,  unless  l e f t  t o  r o t ) ,  and the  s o 7 u a s  of 

joyous r e v e l r y  a r e  endured i n  misery by the  powerful s p i r i t .  
-- -- - -- - 

Those sounds include the  c l e a r  songs of the  scop, c h i e f l y  one 

about Creation and the o r i g i n  of man; but however b e a u t i f u l i y  

God has adorned t h e  ear th-regions,  t h e r e  i s  a l s o  i n  exis tence 

t h e  "feond on h e l l e t 1 ,  condemned by t h e  Creator and dr iven  from 

mankind. I n  seventy l i n e s  of d e t a i l  the poet presents  a nope- 

l e s s  and miserable s i t u a t i o n  which is endured by the  Danes f o r  

twelve years.  ' Grendel 's  crimes aga ins t  Hrothgar a r e  made hown 

i n  songs, and s o  a r e  heard by a thane who happens t o  be the  

s t ronges t  man i n  t h e  world a t  t h a t  time. The t h i r d  f i t  begins 

with a summary of the  Danish s i t u a t i o n :  

Swa %a m l c e a r e  maga Healfdenes 
s i n g a l a  sea8; ne mihte snotor  hiele'S 
wean onwendan; wies  B2-t gewin t o  swy$,  
l ap  ond longsum, be on a leode becom, 
nydwracu nibgrim, nihtbealwa mast. ( 189-193 

The poet does not  consider t h a t  Hrothgar himself shorrld have 

attempted t o  f i g h t  Grendel; he presents  Grendel as an invulner- 
- . -- - 

able  force  aga ins t  men of ordinary physical  s t r e n g t h ,  a monster 
- . _ - -  -- _ i___lI._---- - 

who is  able  t o  des t roy  t h i r t y  thanes a t  once. I n  the face of 

t h i s  i t  would be foolhardy of  Hrothgar, of whom we a r e  given no 

reason t o  expect extraordinary physical  s t r e n g t h ,  t o  >it himself 

aga ins t  such an enemy. He i s  deeply d i s t r e s s e d  mainly because 

as l eader  agains t  Grendel he i s  use less ,  however successfu l  he 

had been i n  pas t  c o n f l i c t s  aga ins t  men. Later  i n  the  poem the  

, p o e t  c o n t r a s t s  the  youthful  Beowulf wi th  the  aged Hrothgar, ye t  

he never once suggests  t h a t  Hrothgar could have defeated Grendel 



had he been young again,  
I 

Khen we hear  of t h i s  s t ronges t  of.men who determines t h a t  

Hro thgar ' i s  i n  need of a s s i s t ance  and immediateJy prepares t o  

go t o  him, we can reasonably expect some change i n  the twelve- 

year  feud, i f  only some long-awaited opposi t ion.  I n  t e rms  of 

l i n e a r  movement, t h e  main ac t ion  unfolds very slowly, f o r  500 

l i n e s  intervene between t h e  in t roduct ion  of t h e  unrianed Geatish 

thane and the  account of h i s  f i g h t  with Grendel. But these l i n e s ,  

which w i l l  be more c lose ly  s tudied  i n  t h e  next chapter ,  give us 

a s a t i s f y i n g  p ic tu re  of t h e  Danish cour t  and i t s  e t i q u e t t e  and, 

more importent,  a d e f i n i t e l y  hero ic  view of Beowulf. He is a 
- 

s t r a n g e r  i n  t h e  Danish cour t ,  who c a r e f u l l y  r evea l s  himself 

and h i s  plan of ac t ion ;  before t h i s ,  we follow t h e  Geatish band 

from t h e  coast  t o  the  h a l l ,  The poet t e l l s  us very l i t t l e  about 

them i n  d i r e c t  descr ip t ion .  The coast-guard and Wulfgar a r e  

impressed with the  appearance of the  war r io r s ,  and of the  l eader  

i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  and Hrothgar claims t o  have heard t h a t  t h i s  Geat 

has t h e  s t r e n g t h  of t h i r t y  men i n  h i s  g r i p ,  which makes him a 

pe r fec t  match f o r  Grendel, 

Any doubts t h a t  Hrothgar may have of v i c t o r y  over the  monster 

a r e  gathered up by Unferth i n  t h e  accusat ion of foolhardiness;  4 

but  Beowulfts r e p l y  e s t a b l i s h e s  once and f o r  a l l  h i s  a b i l i t y  

t o  f i g h t  and overcome superhuman monsters, However successfu l  

Unferth and h i s  fellow warr iors  a r e  i n  human c o n f l i c t s ,  the 

v i c t o r i o u s  Danes [597] a r e  powerless i n  t h i s  one. Beowulf i s  

t h e  only man i n  whom the re  can be placed any hope of v ic tory :  

t h i s  is  i n e v i t a b l e  from t h e  b a s i c  s t o r y ,  from t h e  l i n e s  which 



s e t  up the  circumstances, descr ib ing  the  g lo r ious  3anes ~ ~ l d  

the  t e r r o r  of Grendel, t o  t h e  sudden i n t e r e s t  i n  some Geat who, 

l i k e  us ,  has heard of the  feud. We f i n d  only l a t e r  t h a t  he is 

an experienced monster-fighter,  and t h a t  t h i s  is considered 

extraordinary.  Undoubtedly, the  poet could have presented t h i s  

ma te r i a l  more quickly ,  and moved t o  the  f i g h t ;  but he was not 

pr imar i ly  concerned with h i s  hero bea t ing  t h e  monster, or  any 

o the r  monster; i f  he had been, then h i s  s t o r y  would have been 

s h o r t  indeed, What we do f i n d ,  however, is  the  meaning and 

s ign i f i cance  of the var ious  d e t a i l s  drawn o u t ,  and the  r e s u l t ,  

as many c r i t i c s  have observed, is a slow and d ign i f i ed  e p i c  s t y l e ,  

complex cha rac te r i za t ion ,  and a most important ac t ion .  As i n  

t h e  analogous fo lk - t a l e s ,  o the r  people a r e  saved by the  h e r o ' s  

v i c t o r i e s ;  both t h e  Danes and t h e  Geats a r e  protected agains t  

t h e  superhuman des t ruc t ive  f o r c e s ,  al though f o r  each of these 

peoples the re  is a d i squ ie t ing  f u t u r e  ahead. 

5 
, This saviour  element is  only one aspect  of Beowulf I s  

ac t ion .  The poet ,  however, has changed t h e  point  of emphasis 

from the  f i g h t s  t o  t h e  charac ter  of t h e  hero, The f a c t  i s  t h a t  

t h e  Danes a r e  s t i l l  a very powerful peo2le i n  s p i t e  o f  Grendei ls  

twelve-year r e i g n  of t e r r o r ,  and Brothgar 's  sorrow der ives  both 

'from t h e  l o s s  of some of h i s  b e s t  war r io r s ,  and from h i s  lack 

of power agains t  h i s  foe. H i s  sorrow would be lessened i f  he 

could avenge the  deaths  of those companions by defea t ing  Grendel, 

and s o  Beowulf's t a s k ,  as he himself s e e s  i t ,  is  t o  cieanse 

Heorot of i t s  r u l e r  by night .  
- - M y  

I n  terms of l i n e a r  movement, then,  Beowulf de fea t s  Grendel, 
I 
\ 

.' 
and a g r e a t  f e a s t  and much g i f t -g iv ing  fol lows;  but Grenael 's  

/ 



mother comes t o  t h e  h a l l  and avenges the  death of her  son ty 

czrry ing  o f f  one Hrothgar 's  c l o s e s t  counsel lors .  

then goes t o  the  monster 's  l a i r ,  where he succeeds i n  k i l l i n g  
b 

t h e  mother, and then r e t u r n s  t o  Heorot wi th  the head of Grendel. 

He goes back t o  the Geatish court  and r e l a t e s  h i s  zaventures 

t o  Hygelac. If we a re  i n t e r e s t e d  only i n  t h i s  s e r i e s  of ac t ions ,  

then we a r e  bound t o  be s t ruck  with the  break i n  the  s tory-  

p a t t e r n  a t  l i n e  2200, f o r  we a re  suddenly t o l d  t h a t  Beowulf 

ru led  the"Geats  f o r  f i f t y  years  u n t i l  a c e r t a i n  dragon was d i s -  

turbed,  What follows then is an account of the  last  

of the  hero,  f o r  t h i s  dragon i n f l i c t s  a mortal  wound on Beowulf 

before i t  is k i l l e d  with Wiglaf l s  help.  The poem draws t o  a 

c lose  with a d e s c r i p t i o n  of t h e  f u n e r a l  and the  b u r i a l  mound 

ordered by Beowulf before he succumbs t o  h i s  wounds, - i 
But, as Bruce Mitchel l  poin ts  out ,6 t he  bas ic  point which 

t h e  poem makes is  not  t h a t  Beowulf k i l l s  t h r e e  monsters, but 

t h a t  on t h r e e  occasions the  hero s tands  face  t o  face  with death. 

This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  suggests the  way i n  which the  s t o r y  i s  t o l d ,  

and i t  emphasizes those th ings  which t h e  poet has emphasized. 

Returning, then, t o  t h e  Grendel f i g h t ,  we a r e  a t  once t o l d  of 

i t s  outcome, t h a t  God g ran t s  v ic to ry  t o  the  Geatish warriors.  

Any doubt up t o  t h i s .  point  t h a t  Beowulf would not  be able  t o  
I 

overcome t h e  monster is thus  wiped out by t h e  poet. These fore-  

shadowing~ funct ion t o  a l l e v i a t e  the  t e r r o r  of Grendel, f o r  he 

i s  ~ a d e  a formidable and overpowering opponent. ' The poet is  

saying  t h a t ,  however monstrous Grendel may be,  Beowulf w i l l  i n  

fact de fea t  him: though the  opposit ion i s  s o  g r e a t ,  t h e  hero i s  - 



revealed i n  such a way t h a t  we f e e l ,  t oge the r  with Hrothgar, 

t h a t  the  Geat is wel l  s u i t e d  f o r  the  task .  And say 

I God i s  on the  s i d e  of Beowulf i s  hardly d i f f e r e n t  from saying 

t h a t  God promotes Good r a t h e r  than E v i l  i n  t h e  world. I n  t h i s  

poem Grendel is  t h e  E v i l  One, who bea r s  God's anger. 

t' There ye t  remains suspense u n t i l  we d iscover  jus t  how 

Beowulf w i l l  win. Lines 703 t o  727 show how the  poet nanages 

h i s  t a l e :  Grendel is s t a l k i n g  t o  the  h a l l  under the  cover of 

'darkness; not  once, but four  times we a r e  t o l d  he i s  coning, 

' and he br ings  with him as much t e r r o r  as any monster could. 

The door of t h e  h a l l  gives  way t o  the touch of h i s  hands, and 

he s tands  over t h e  s leeping  warr iors ,  a h o r r i b l e  l i g h t  gleaming 

from h i s  eyes. A l l  t h i s  we s e e ,  a s  though we were i n  the h a l l  

Y 
with t h e  warr iors ,  but l i k e  Beowulf, not  as leep.  We a r e  suddenly 

s h i f t e d  t o  the  monster 's  point  of view, see ing  through h i s  eyes: 

t h e  s i g h t  of the  war r io r s ,  a l l  of them apparent ly a s l eep ,  g ives  

him cause f o r  e v i l  joy, s ince  he now has hope of g r e a t  f eas t ing .  

Even though we know t h a t  t h i s  w i l l  be h i s  las t  f e a s t ,  t he re  i s  

s t i l l  a g r e a t  d e a l  of t e r r o r ,  s i n c e  he s t i l l  has the  upper hand. 

The v i v i d  and gruesome desc r ip t ion  of h i s  devouring a s leeping 

warr ior  is  s u f f i c i e n t  evidence t h a t  Grendel means i n s t a n t  death 

t o  t h e  ordinary man; and however sure  we a r e  of h i s  de fea t ,  i f  

Beowulf p i t s  himself aga ins t  t h i s  monster as he had promised, 

then he is  indeed s tanding face  t o  f ace  with death. 

The s tudy of c e r t a i n  analogues has l e d  some c r i t i c s  t o  

f i n d  i n  t h e  wai t ing  of Beowulf while Grendel devours Hondscio 

t h e  remnant of an o lde r  t r a d i t i o n  which has t h e  younger warrior 



l e t  the  o lder  one prove himself e f f e c t i v e ,  or  i n e f f e c t i v e ,  

before he himself attempts t o  f i g h t  the  enemy. but t h e  poe t  

includes t h i s  gory descr ip t ion  t o  enable us t o  s e e  v iv id ly  the 

way i n  which Grendel mistreated t h e  Danes i n  t h e i r  own h a l l ;  
d 

t h e  devouring of a  Geatish v i s i t o r  is a l l  the  more inpor taz t ,  

s i n c e  it i s  t h e  Geat Beowulf , with h i s  group of war r i c r s  , who 

has undertaken the  venture,  and he now has a personal reason 

f o r  a t  tacking Grendel. 

The s t rong  and mighty kinsman of Hygelac had been, l i k e  

us ,  and unl ike t h e  o ther  warr iors  i n  the  h a l l ,  watching Grendel ls  

mode of a t t a c k ,  and he is prepared f o r  h i s  approach. Once 

se ized  by Beowulf, t h e  monster is immediately f i l l e d  with f e a r  

and eager t o  f l e e ;  he knows t h e r e  is no g r e a t e r  hand-grip i n  

the  world than  t h a t  which i s  clamped around h i s  arm. The h a l l  

resounds with the  noise of the  s t r u g g l e ,  but  i t  i s  no t  r e a l l y  - 
a f i g h t ,  f o r  Grendel i s  i n t e n t  only on r e t r e a t .  The Danes, who 

-C-- --. 

a r e  not  i n  t h e  h a l l ,  a re  f i l l e d  with panic ,  and a r e  sure t h a t  

t h e  bu i ld ing  w i l l  f a l l  t o  the  ground, f o r  the  mere sound of 

t h e  s t rugg le  means f i e r c e  f igh t ing .  Ins ide  the  h a l l  t h e  benches 

a r e  ripped from t h e i r  p laces ,  and Grendel c r i e s  out h i s  grzeleo%. 

The Geatish companions t r y  t o  he lp  i n  t h e  s t r u g g l e ,  but f ind  

t h e i r  weapons a r e  useless .  Beowulf continues t o  hold on t o  t h e  

arm, and Grendel p u l l s  away wi th  such fo rce  t h a t  i t  breaks from 

h i s  body. He f l e e s  from t h e  h a l l ,  knowing t h a t  h i s  wound is  

mortal ,  and we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  h i s  arm remains as a c l e a r  token 

There is l i t t l e  doubt who, i s  winning t h e  f i g h t  as soon as 



Beowulf s e i z e s  Grendel 's  arm; Grendel 's  r e a c t i o n  is  e c t i r e i y  

animal,  and t he  ac t ion  by Beowulf is  similar t o  t h a t  09 s s i z -  

ing  a  c a t  I s  tail---the c a t  does t h e  p u l l i n g  and the  h ~ r d  riierely 

holds on. It i s  r a l a t e d  i n  such a way t h a t  the  physical  s t r a i n  

becomes the  f o c a l  poin t ,  with the  c.1imax i n  the  t e a r i n g  of 

Grendel t s  arm away from h i s  body. The whale s t rugg le  is  a t e s t  

of physical  s t r e n g t h ,  but the v i c t o r ,  although perhaps no 

. s t r o n g e r ,  is  i n  t h e  r i g h t .  Grendel ts  t e r r i f i e d  r e t r e a t  i s  i n  

a way ant i -c l imact ic ,  but the poet quickly br ings  t o  mind the  

s igni f icance  of t h e  s t ruggle :  the  h a l l  has been cleansed,  

*\ t h e  Geat has f u l f i l l e d  h i s  boast  and t h e  Danes need no longer 

k s u f f e r  the  ravages of t h e  monster +. [825-8331. Although Grendel 
k 

has escaped, he has l e f t  behind as a s i g n  of h i s  defea t  h i s  arm 

and shoulder. A l l  t he  warriors s c r u t i n i z e  t h i s  g r e a t  a m  

which is  hung high up on the  gable of t h e  h a l l ,  and those who 

followed the monster's t r a c k s  t o  the bloody mere r e t u r n  i n  

joy, f o r  h i s  death is ce r t a in .  Beowulf i s  not happy t h a t  

Grendel was a b l e  t o  escape, but he a s c r i b e s  it t o  t h e  w i l l  

of God. Unferth is now a s i l e n t  man as he s c r u t i n i z e s  the  hand; 

f o r  t h e  hand which t o r e  it off  belongs t o  Beowulf. 7 
/---\.\ 

--\ 

Such i s  t h e  emphasis of t h i s  e l l i p t i c a l  n a r r a t i v e .  %That "I 
happens is sim2le and s t raightforward,  but t h e  poet weaves - - I 

i i 
i n  h i s  p a t t e r n s  of meaning, as the  main s t o r y  moves slowly / 1 

along,  i n  such a way t h a t  the  circumstances of the  f i g h t  

and t h e  a t t i t u d e s  of the  combatants a re  cons tant ly  i n  the  ( :  
foregrourd. The s c e a d u ~ e n ~ a  had come t h a t  n ight  t o  the  h a l l  ) 
of s leeping  war r io r s ,  but Beowulf was wai t ing  f o r  him. Before 

Grendel reaches t h e  door we a r e  made f u l l y  award of both t i e  



t s r r o r  of h i s  presence a s  he comes and the  h e r o ' s  owc bolnenmod 

a s  he awai ts ,  prepared f o r  f i g h t i n g ,  though unarmed; we are 

a l s o  impressed with the  f a c t  t h a t  Grendel i s  about t o  xeet  

something which he does not expect. When Beowulf s e i z e s  his 

arm, a l l  h i s  thoughts t u r n  from cannibal  f e a s t i n g  t o  esca2e. 

It i s  made c l e a r  t h a t  Beowulf holds on with h i s  mzgenes c m f t  

( s t r e n g t h  and the  conviction t o  use i t ) ;  t h i s  alone br ings  about 

Grendel l s  de fea t ,  

& ~ t  wzs geocor si% 
&t s e  hearmsca'pa t o  Heorute ateah! (765-6) 

Comparing t h i s  s t rugg le  with t h e  o the r  two g r e a t  f i g h t s ,  

we f i n d  t h a t  Grendel is  i n  f a c t  the  l e a s t  of the  monsters, s ince  

he puts  up no r e a l  f i g h t  a t  a l l .  Indeed, BeowuLf --- --- has -- - g r e a t e r  - 

d i f f i c u l t y  i n  overcoming Grendelss  mother even though he is a r m e s  
- - 

i d  i n  t h e  f i g h t  with the  dragon not  only i s  he mortal ly  wounded, 

but  Wiglaf l s  d i r e c t  he lp  is  necessary f o r  him t o  k i l l  h i s  foe.  

That Beowulf needs more he lp  each time he f i g h t s  has suggested 

t o  s e v e r a l  c r i t i c s ,  such as H.L.Rogers ,8 t h a t  t h e  poet thus 
, 

"shows t h e  weaknesses of hero ic  - socie ty t1  more n t h i n g  e l s e ;  - 
," 27-x \, 

s i n c e  t h e  hero ic  materials,,' both physic& s t r e n g t h  b d  weagons, 
\ - 

become l e s s  e f f e c t i v e  again& superhuman fo rces  as the  poem pro- 

g resses ,  But if t h i s  were t h e  i n t e n t i o n  o f  the  poet ,  he c e r t a i n l y  

does not  emphasize i t ,  On t he  cont rary ,  along with the nount- 

ing d i f f i c u l t y ,  the great powers of both con tes tan t s  becoze 

more evident :  Beowulf must exh ib i t  more s t r e n g t h  and s k i l l  in 

, f igh t ing  Grendel 's  mother, f o r  she is  s o  much more aggressive 

than h e r  son was i n  Heorot, It was well-known t h a t  Grendel d id  \ 

no t  use weapons aga ins t  t h e  Danes, but depended s o l e l y  upon h i s  / 



-5-;- 

' \ bru te  s t r eng th .  So ~ e o w u l ~ h e r o i c a l l ~ m e e t s  him on equal  tern94 - .- 

/ I  

But no such t h i n g  is  known about t h e  monster8s mother. beowulf 

arms himself i n  preparat ion f o r  t h e  f i g h t  with h e r ,  and t h e  

poet cont r ives  t h a t  i n  doing s o  he 'again meets h i s  opponent on 

equal  terms, f o r  h e r  hide impenetrable as h i s  byrnie ,  and 

h e r  k n i f e  is  as deadly a s  h i s  sword. Both weapons f a i l  t o  c u t ,  

and Beowulf quickly s e i z e s  a g r e a t e r  sword t o  perform the  t a sk .  

That he must r e l y  on something i n  add i t ion  t o  h i s  physical  

s t r e n g t h  is not  & extraordinary when we r e a l i z e  t h e  he lp  which 

h i s  opponent depends upon. Beowulf is now t h e  unwelcome p e s t  / 
i n  t h e  monster's home, and she f i g h t s ,  a s  i t  were, with her  bzck 

t o  the  wall, whereas Grendel at  l e a s t  had somewhere t o  f l e e  f o r  

sa fe ty . /Accord ing ly ,  she is  more desperate  and more aggressive,  

f o r  shd  must e i t h e r  f i g h t  o r  die .  We have no reason t o  expect I 

Beowulf t o  f i g h t  t h e  monster unarmed, f o r  she is armed h e r s e l f ,  

and she is  i n  t h e  pro tec t ion  of he r  home. : Simi la r ly ,  Beowulf 
I 
1 

meets t h e  dragon on equal terms: h i s  i r o n  s h i e l d  counterzcts  

the  f i e r y  b rea th ,  h i s  byrnie performs t h e  same funct ion  as t h e  

dragon's s c a l e s ,  and h i s  sword i s  l i k e  i t s  t e e t h .  That Wiglaf 

a c t u a l l y  p a r t i c i p a t e s  i n  t h i s  f i g h t ,  i n s t ead  o f ,  f o r  example, 

merely handing the  hero a more e f f e c t i v e  sword, does indeed take  

away some of t h e  g lo ry  of Beowulf's personal achievement, f o r  

Wiglaf is thus  made a monster - f ighm.-a lso ,  - _ and p a r t  of t h e  

grea tness  of Beowulf8s deeds is t h a t  he i s  t h e  only one who 

could fig3 these  m g n a t ~ a n h - ~ - t O - w L  But t o  say t h a t  

~e 'owulf  is l e s s  a hero because he needs t h i s  he lpdoesn& f o l -  

low from t h e  poe t ' s  presenta t ion  of Wiglaf and t h e  circumstances 

of t h a t  help. Without Wiglaf, Beowulf as king would stand alone 



and i n  a s o c i a l  vacuum,\and though t h i s  may be f i n e  i n  a f o l k -  
\. 

t a l e ,  it hardly s u i t s  the purposes of t h e  poet i n  .so f a r  as 

these  can be determined t h i s  point  i n  h i s  poem. 

f i r s t  two f i g h t s  a r e  indeed s o c i a l l y  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  however g r e a t  

t h e  personal g lory  he ga ins  through performing these  t a s k s ,  

and i t  p a r t i c u l a r l y  important t h a t  h i s  las t  f i g h t ,  which 

br ings  t o  an end h i s  hero ic  ca ree r ,  should a l s o  be s e t  s o l i d l y  

wi th in  an outer  frame of h i s t o r i c a l  t r a d i t i o n ;  f o r  i f  i t  has 

no relevance t o  t h e  pas t  and f u t u r e  of mankind, then  i t  has 

meaning only as an i s o l a t e d  and personal  achievement of the  

hero. 

AS he comes t o  each f i g h t ,  t he  hero does need more he lp  i n  

a d d i t i o n  t o  h i s  own physical  s t r e n g t h ,  but  t h e r e  is  a t  the  same 

time a decrease i n  the  wi l l ingness  of h i s  comitatus t o  he lp  him, -_ .- - 

I n  t h e  f i g h t  with Grendel, though Beowulf has  promised t o  f'ight 

the  monster single-handed, he i s  surrounded by h i s  coxiipariions 

i n  t h e  h a l l ,  But Beowulf l i e s  wai t ing while the  o thers  s l e e p ,  

and when they  do awaken, they  a r e  unable t o  he lp ,  and t h e i r  

l e a d e r  must f i g h t  a lone,  I n  the  second f i g h t  Beowulf must leave 

h i s  warr iors  a l t o g e t h e r ,  and t h e i r  he lp lessness  i s  made poignant 

i n  t h e i r  a n t i c i p a t i o n  of t h e  r e s u l t s  of the  c o n f l i c t  which i s  

s o  far removed from them. The Danes i n  f a c t  give up hope and 

r e t u r n  sorrowful ly t o  t h e i r  cour t ,  l eaving  t h e  Geats t o  m o m  

t h e  l o s s  of t h e i r  l eader ,  But Beowulf r e t u r n s  t r i u m p h a t ,  and 

they  r e t u r n  toge the r  as the  v i c t o r i o u s  Geats, Beowulf has won 

wi th  d i - f f i cu l ty ,  and h i s  war r io r s ,  l ikewise  with d i f f i c u l t y ,  

c a r r y  the  head of Grendel t o  Heorot. I n  both  these f i g h t s ,  

Beowulfls comitatus is presented as a l o y a l  and courageous group 



who, i f  they could, would have helped him i n  h i s  need. Eut  -- . " 

such f i g h t s  a r e  f o r  t h e i r  l eader  alone. - --- I n  the  dragon f i g h t  

which, as noted above, is s o  much more t e r r i b l e ,  the  warr ic rs  

a r e  t o l d  t o  s t a y  out of the  f r a y ,  and indeed such warning is 

unnecessary, f o r  they a l l  f l e e  f o r  s a f e t y  with the  first advance 

of t h e  monster. Only Wiglai, who f e e l s  t h e  bonds of k inship  - 

and h i s  duty as a l o y a l  r e t a i n e r ,  r e t u r n s  t o  he lp  h i s  king. 

The o the r  warriors, a l l  of whom were chosen f o r  t h e i r  bravery,  

a r e  t e r r i f i e d  by the  dragon, and they have every cause t o  Se; 

but  Wiglaf ss courage and l o y a l t y  outweigh h i s  f e a r ,  and however 
. - 

t e r r i b l e  a r e  t h e  odds, he must s tand by h i s  leader .  It must be 

noted t h a t  the  condi t ions a r e  d i f f e r e n t  from those of the  pre- 

vious f i g h t s ;  t h e  comitatus a r e  physical ly  able  t o  h e l p  t h e i r  
. 

- - 

l e a d e r  i f  the  dragon proves too  g r e a t  i n  b a t t l e .  Yet i t  i s  s o  

f i e r c e  t h a t  ordinary warr iors  f l e e  f o r  s a f e t y ,  and only a nan 
. . 

l i k e  Wiglaf, whose charac ter  is  f u l l y  presented by the  poet,  

and whose own valour  is more l i k e  t h a t  of Beowulf than t h a t  of 

ordinary men, can be of  any ass i s t ance .  By performing h i s  d u t i e s  

as a l o y a l  r e t a i n e r  he is  made worthy of succeeding t o  the  throce 

of t h e  Geats, but i n  no way i s  he made equal  t o  the  g r e a t  Beowulf, 

who had performed i n  h i s  own youth t a s k s  t h a t  were f a r  beyond 

h i s  d u t i e s  as a r e t a i n e r  of Hygelac. I f  the  dragon f i g h t  is  

isola 6 ed -- from the  r e s t  of the  poem, then  c e r t a i n l y  Y i g l a f l s  h e l p  

i n  the  f i g h t  d e t r a c t s  from t h e  personal g l o r y  of Beowulf i n  the  

performing of h i s  t a s k ;  but i f  the  poem is considered as a whole, 
- -- 

t he  need f o r  Wiglaf i s  seen not  a t  a l l  as evidence of the weak- 

ness  of Beowulf and his heroic  i d e a l s ,  but  r a t h e r  as evidence 



of the  E v e  d i f f i c u l t y  -- of. t h e  f i g h t ,  t he  greatne'ss of the 

cha rac te r  of Wiglaf, and t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  s ign i f i cance  of  Ee~wuif's 

last- -.at deed-. Wiglaf i s  thus made worthy t o  lead the  Geats  

i n  performing Beowulf I s  l a s t  wishes, but  he f u l l y  r e c o ~ ~ i z e s  

' t he  grea tness  of h i s  dead king, and has the  t ~ a s u r e  burled with 
-- 

hLm. Once Beowulf i s  dead a l l  t he  Geats,  inc luding  Wiglaf, a r e  

overcome with sorrow. Beowulf, i n  h i s  g rea tness ,  has kept thein 
- 

s a f e  as a na t ion ,  and now t h a t  he i s  gone, they can ex2ect the  
--- - - 

worst;  f o r  when a man l i k e  Beowulf passes away, as he must, a l l  ---- 
mankind muit s u f f e r  the  l o s s .  

- .  

The dragon f i g h t  indeed made s i g n i f i c a n t  f o r  human s o c i e t y ,  

but  t h i s  i s  not  d i f f e r e n t  from what is made of t h e  o the r  f i g h t s ,  

We have seen how t h e  poet presents  t h e  first f i g h t ,  by changing ,, 
1 - 

t h e  n a r r a t i v e  focus i n  such a way t h a t  the  event i t s e l f  i s  used 

t o  por t ray  important aspeCts of the  cha rac te r s  involved i n  t h e  
I 

event ,  and he makes a l l  t h e  more s i g n i f i c a n t  the  s o c i a l  s e t t i n g s  

of t h e  ac t ion .  The r e s u l t s  of t h e  Grendel b a t t l e  a r e  r e l a t e d  

before t h e  a c t u a l - s t r u g g l e ,  occurs,  but  only t o  have t h e  sigriifi- 

c a m e  of t h e  a c t i o n  made more evident.  Likewise, of each of the  

t h r e e  f i g h t s  we a r e  given t h r e e  accounts which vary i n  d e t a i l s .  

Repet i t ion  of t h e  main events ,  t h e  t h r e e  f i g h t s ,  c e r t a i n l y  
C 

does r e t a r d  t h e  l i n e a r  movement, but  t h e  s e v e r a l  accounts a r e  

e s s e n t i a l l y  v a r i a t i o n s  of t h e  s i n g l e  event. Beowulf's own account 

of h i s  s t rugg le  wi th  Grendel r evea l s  f u l l y  h i s  hero ic  a t t i t u d e  

toward such a f i g h t :  he was i n t e n t  on k i l l i n g  the  m'onster t h e r e  

and then,  but  w a s  unable t o  keep him from escaping. The monster 

was too  desperate  t o  be stopped, but he l e f t  beh'ind h i s  arm and 



shoulder i n  order  t o  save his l i f e .  God must have willga_-t:ne 
F__ 

_ _  

monster 's  escape, but  the  wound i s  deadly,  and therefore  God 
--- - - 

--. - 

must have sentenced him t o  death. A s  pointed out above, Crcndei's 
- 

escape d e t r a c t s  from ~ e o w u l f  ' e r s e n d  victory_, a . - i t  i s n e c e s -  - - --- ---\-- 

s a r y  t h a t  the  f i g h t  should continue i n t o  a n  encounter with the  

monster 's  mother; the  t a sk  is  completed when Beowulf brings the-_ 

head of Grendel back t o  t h e  h a l l .  Beowulf a l s o  r e l a t e s  h i s  

adventures t o  Hygelac a f t e r  r e tu rn ing  t o  h i s  hoaeland, and not 

only a r e  some d e t a i l s  added i n  t h i s  account of h i s  f i g h t  with 

Grendel, but t h e r e  i s  a marked change i n  emphasis. Beudulf t e l l s  

of a l l  t h e  Geats await ing the  coming of t h e  nons ter ,  and he 

descr ibes  Hondscio as the  first of the Geats t o  f a l l  i n  the  

b a t t l e ,  Hygelac would n a t u r a l l y  want t o  know t h e  name of the 

war r io r ,  but  Beowulf has made the  r o l e  of Hondscio more v a l i a n t  
, - - 

than it r e a l l y  was. A s  Beowulf would have i t ,  the  monster plan- 

ned t o  s e i z e  each of the  Geats and pack them away i n  h i s  a. 
It is p rec i se ly  a t  t h i s  poin t ,  when Beowulf s e i z e s  Grendel ls  

arm and t e r r i f i e s  the  monster, that t h e  hero says 

l o  l ang  ys t o  reccenne, hu i c  %am 1 e o d s c e a L  
y f l a  gehwylces ondlean forgeald ;  
@r i c ,  fpeoden min, @ine' leode 
weor'8ode weorcum, ( 2093-2096 ) 

Beowulf t e l l s  t h e  s t o r y  of a group of Geat ish warr iors  who boldly I 

I 
1 

await  the  monster i n  the Danish h a l l ,  but  when the  r e a l  c o n f l i c t  I 
i 

occurs,  between himself and Grendel, he merely summarizes ?;he 

r e s u l t s  of h i s  ac t ions .  There i s  no doubt t h a t  he alone has 

brought Grendel down, f o r  t h e  o the r  warr iors  were w. 
i n  the  s t rugg le ;  but  Beowulf is  n ~ _ h r ~ t ~ .  who seeks only personal 

. 
renown> S imi la r ly ,  the  f i g h t  with Grendel' s mother i s  described 

t o  Hrothgar as very d i f f i c u l t  but f o r t u n a t e l y  God granted t h a t  1 



he saw the  huge fiimt-sword. . .  Beowulf g ives  the  h i l t  of the  

sword t o  Hrothgar: it i s  described i n  d e t a i l ,  f o r  the king 
-- - - - - 

s t u d i e s  i t  c lose ly .  Without t h i s  sword Beowulf would not l ~ v e  

achieved v i c t o r y ,  and accordingly he makes a g rea t  d e a l  of it. 

Hygelac Beowulf descr ibes  t h i s  f i g h t  very b r i e f l y  : 

h o l ,  heo l f re  weoll ,  ond i c  heafde becearf 
i n  $an eu'8sele Grendeles modor 
eacnum ecgum; ( 2138-2140) 

It i s  not  t o l d  i n  detail---although t h e  poetl ,s  a c c o m t  was r i c h  

i n  description---surely because the  o the r  Geats have no pa r t  in 

t h i s  f i g h t .  Beowulf has achieved personal  g lory  - by - -- h i s  deeds ,  

but  he i n  no way boas ts  of t h i s  t o  h i s  own leader .  On the con- 

t r a r y ,  he claims only t h a t  he has brought fame t o  t h e  Geatish 
-*. 

king and h i s  people, as indeed he has. 

- 1  Let us r e t u r n  now t o  t h e  l i n e a r  movement of the  poem. 

When Beowulf has defeated t h e  two monsters i n  t h e  land of the 

Danes, a g r e a t  f e a s t  is  enjoyed by a l l ,  and Beowulf is  duly re-  

warded, as a r e  h i s  warr iors ,  before he r e t u r n s  home. Kost of 

t h e  f e a s t  i s  taken up with what may be considered Fzothgar 's  

r e p l y  t o  Beowulfts account of t h e  f i g h t  i n  t h e  l a k e ,  and though 

h i s  speech is o f t e n  seen a s  an i s o l a t e d  homily on how a good 

king should l i v e ,  it is r e a l l y  the  turning-point of t h e  poen, 

f o r  Hrothgar can we l l  imagine t h a t  t h e  young hero w i l l  becom 

king  of the  Geats. We might wel l  ask what Krothgar could effec-  
/--I ---- --- - - - 

t i v e l y  say i n  r e p l y  t o  t h e  tremendous deeds performed by the 

hero who had saved h i s  kingdom from the  ravages of the  h i t h e r t o  

uconquerable  Grendel, but what he does say i s  the  highest  c o w  

pliment t h a t - h e  could have made. The poet has c a r e f u l l y  presented 
-- - - - - - 



Xrothgar: he is  r u l e r  of a very powerful na t ion ,  and e s r l y  i:. 

l i f e  was granted heresyed. But a t  t h e  time of Grend2i 's  SeuL 

he i s  an aged and grey-haired man who nus t  depend or1 h i s  S t : l ~ C ~ z  

r a t h m  than on physical  s t r e n g t h  t o  continue h i s  r u l e  succ2ss- 

Y f u l l y .  Whether o r  not sapientia and f o r t i t u d o  a r e  c o n t r ~ l l l ~ g  

themes i n  the  poem, both a re  c e r t a i n l y  necessary c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of a king i n  he ro ic  soc ie ty ,  i f  he is  t o  have a long and peace- 

f u l  re ign.  

Xrothgar has ruled the Danes f o r . f i f t y  yea r s ,  and t h c ~ h  

he was himself powerless aga ins t  such monsters as Grecdel, such 

a locg  r e i g n  can only suggest t h a t  h i s  kingship was successfu l ;  

we need not go outs ide  the poem t o  r e a l i z e  t h e  ~ i g n i f i c ~ c e  02 

t h i s ,  f o r  the  poet a l ludes  t o  s e v e r a l  l a y s  and h i s t o r i e s  which 
I 

v i v i d l y  por t ray  t h e  v i c i s s i t u d e s  of Germanic hero ic  sociezy, 

Indeed, these  people l ived  by the  sword and, consequently, Cied 
C 

by i t ,  but t h e  poet sees  Beowulf pr imar i ly  a s  a monster-slayer 

who engages i n  few c o n f l i c t s  with o ther  men. Brothgar 's  advice\ 
-i 

t e l l s  us of t h e  dangers of being such an independent hero zs 

Heremod, and he need only remind Beowulf t h a t  Death will 02s i 
day take each of us. Power can e a s i l y  d i s t o r t  a m n t s  good 
- 
judgment, and s o  Beowulf must be e s p e c i a l l y  ca re fu l .  These \ 
a r e  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n t o  which Beowulf's g rea t  s t r e n g t h  could I' 

t ake  him; if he becomes over-proud, then nothing good w i l l  ever  

come of h i s  l i f e .  From Hrothgar 's  homily we seem t o  know w h z t  

Beowulf w i l l  no t  become as a king. /' 
The hero r e t u r n s  t o  Hygelac and hands over the  rewards he 

h a s  earned, as a l o y a l  r e t a i n e r  should, and the s t o r y  seeas t o  



draw t o  a c lose  with a  eulogy not unl ike the  l a s t  l i n e s  02 t h e  

poem: 
X 

Swa bealdode beam E,cgdeowes, 
gma gu8urn cu%, godurn dzdum, 
dreah z f t e r  dome; n e a l l e s  druncne s l o g  
heor8geneatas; nxs him hreoh s e f a ,  
a c  he mancynnes m s t e  c r z f t e  
g i n f ~ s t a n  g i f e ,  be him God s e a l d e ,  
heold hildedeor.  ( 2177-2183 ) 

But  t h i s ,  we soon f i n d ,  is only a summary of Beowulf's charac ter  

which suggests  a t  onca t h a t  he would make an i d e a l  king. Pollow- - - 

i n g  these  l i n e s  the  poet has Hygelac give t o  Beowulf what m y  

be taken as a symbol of Geatish r u l e ,  namely, Kre the l ' s  sword, 

along with a g r e a t  t r a c t  of land ,  a h a l l ,  and the  rank of chief-  

t a i n .  A t  t h i s  time Hygelac ru led  the  wide kingdom, but i n  l a t e r  

days (ufaran  dogrum) Beowulf ru led  it we l l ,  a f t e r  both Hygelac 

.and h i s  son. Heardred had been k i l l e d  i n  b a t t l e s  aga ins t  fore ign  

enemies. It is  here t h a t  most e d i t o r s  d iv ide  t h e  and 

indeed i t  i s  most tempting t o  th ink  only i n  terms of the chrono- 

l o g i c a l  order ,  f o r  up t o  l i n e  2199 Beowulf is a young man, l i v i n g  

under t h e  r u l e  of Hygelac, and from l i n e  2200 onward, he has been 
I f o r  f i f t y  years  king of the  Geats. But i f  t h e  t o t a l  passage, 

the t h i r t y - f i r s t  f i t ,  i s  s tudied  a; s u n i t ,  t h e  poet I s  point of 

emphasis, h i s  p a t t e r n  of  thought,  covers t h i s  chronological 

jump. The s i m i l a r i t y  of t h i s  pa t t e rn  t o  t h a t  of Hrothgar ts  r e i g n  

i s  made obvious. Beowulf is  l i v i n g  t h e  good l i f e  of c h i e f t a i n ,  

then  king; he r u l e s  we l l ,  l i k e  Hrothgar, f o r  f i f t y  years ,  when 

suddenly a dragon is dis turbed  and ravages t h e  land. The rernain- 

d e r  of t h e  poem is the  s t o r y  of h i s  f i g h t  wi th  t h i s  monster. 

~ b v i k ~ s l ~  t h e  poet wishes t o  g e t  t o  the  point as quickly 
/ 



a s  poss ib le ,  however he may expand and develop f r o ~  t L e r e ,  j ~ s t  

as he has Grandel s t i r r i n g  i n  t h e  darkness i ~ m e d i a t e l y  acter 

Esorot is  b u i l t .  The pa t t e rn  i s  a l s o  evident  i n  

advice t o  Beowulf: 

Swa i c  Hring-Dena hund missera 
weold under wolcnum ond h i g  wicge beleac 
rnanigum =&a geond bysne middangeard, 
ascun ond ecgum, bzt  i c  me m i g n e  
under swegles begong gesacan ne tea lde .  
Kwxt, me @s on eble  edwenden cwom, 
gyrn a f t e r  gornene , seob8an Grendel wears, 
ealdgewinna, ingenga min; 
i c  @re socne s inga les  wzg 
modceare micle. (1769-1778) 

Such fondness f o r  sharp  con t ras t  has a l ready been noted; sCd t o  

t h i s  the  c o n t r a s t  between Hrothgar t h e  aged king and Beowiilf 

t h e  youthful  war r io r ,  which i s  made throughout the  Grendei 

s e c t i o n ,  and we should not  be surpr ised  t h a t  the  poet mkes  z 

s i m i l a r  c o n t r a s t  between ---- Beowulf the  l o y a l  r e t a i n e r  and Beow~lf 
*------ 

t he  aged king. We can assume, a t  any r a t e ,  t h a t  Beowulf's f i f t y  
- 

year  r u l e  i n p l i e s  success fu l  kingship,  \ 

If straight-forward n a r r a t i v e  and s t eady  advance a r e  char- 

a c t e r i s t i c s  of a well-told s t o r y ,  then t h e  dragon s e c t i o n  i s  

even more of a d i s a s t e r  than the one about Grendel. The za in  

a c t i o n  may be summarized very b r i e f l y ,  leaving  out a few d e t a i l s ,  

although t h e  poet takes  near ly  a thousand l i n e s  t o  t e l l  the  s to ry .  

Xaving presented t h e  sudden appearance of the  dragon, both i n  

t h e  Geatish kingdom and i n  t h e  poem, he goes i n t o  minute d e t a i l  

t o  descr ibe  how the  dragon was aroused, who caused t h i s ,  a?& how 

t h e  treasure-hoard had o r i g i n a l l y  been amassed, But t o  s s y  t h a t  

a l l  t h i s  is  d ig ress ion  from t h e  main s t o r y  hardly does jus t i ce  



t o  what t h e  poet has made of the  main p l o t ,  And it i s  especially 

svident  i n  t h i s  dragon sec t ion  t h a t  t h e  poet has reshaped x>~a t  

probably was a fo lk- ta le  o r  possibly two separa te  lays about 

t h e  h e r o ' s  f i g h t s ,  i n  such a way t h a t  l i n e a r  movercent =LC szeady 

advance a r e  f u r t h e s t  from h i s  purposes. The s ign i f i cacce  

the  l a s t  surv ivor ,  however r e l a t e d  t o  the dragon i n  analogues, 

nust  be r e a l i z e d  if we a r e  t o  grasp  what t h e  poet makes of the  

t r easure .  Indeed, he begins t o  weave t h e  web of Beowulf's des t iny  

around t h i s  wealth s o  t h a t  Beowulf's l as t  speech i s  not su rp r i z ing ;  

he be l i eves  t h a t  the t r e a s u r e  w i l l  bene f i t  h i s  people: 

IC 3 a r a  frztwa Prenn e a l l e s  aanc ,  
Wuldurcyninge wordum s e  cge , 
ecum Dryhtne, be i c  he r  on s t a r i e ,  
&es %e i c  moste minum leodum 
ar swyltdzge swylc gestrynan. 
Nu i c  on maama hord mine bebohte 
frode feorhlege , fremma8 gena 
leoda  bear fe ;  ne mzg i c  h e r  l eng  wesan. (2794-2801) 

Treasure was indeed e s s e n t i a l  i n  hero ic  s o c i e t y  and t h e  poet 

inc ludes  the  r i g h t  use of it i n  h i s  presenta t ion  of g lor ious  

kingship.  I n  the opening l i n e s  of t h e  poem he moralizes on the  

famous Danish dynasty: 

Swa s c e a l  geong guma gode gewyrcean 
fromum feohgiftum on fade r  bearme... (20-1) 

And he is s u r e l y  p ra i s ing  Hrothgar f o r  keeping h i s  pronise  hen 

i he d e a l s  out I1sinc set  symlew a f t e r  t h e s h a l l  is  b u i l t .  But t h e  

\ \, l a s t  s u r v i v o r ' s  speech s e t s  t h e  p a t t e r n  f o r  dea l ing  with t h i s  

p a r t i c u l a r  t r easure :  t h e r e  a r e  no heroes l e f t  t o  enjoy the  t r e a s u r e ,  
/--- 7 

and s o  i t  is given over t o  t h c e a r t h .  j I n  the l a t e r  age the 
-? -- 

Geatish people have undoubtedly r e a l i z e d  the  grea tness  of t h e i r  

king,  and a t reasure 'won by h i s  dea th  must needs be buried with 



him, f o r  the re  a r e  no warr iors ,  no heroes l e f t  who are  worthy 

of i t .  Wiglaf is t h e  only one who can be considered a hero,  

bnt i t  is he who conducts the  funera l  ceremonies and h ~ s  the 

t r e a s u r e  brought out of the  cave and buried with t h e  remzins 

of Seowulf. Taken out of i ts  context ,  Wig la f l s  l a s t  speech m y  

suggest a f a u l t  i n  the charac ter  of Beowulf similar t o  Byrntzoth ls  

ofminod i n  the  B a t t l e  of  Maldon: 

O f t  s c e a l l  e o r l  monig anes wi l l an  
wmc adreogan, swa us geworden is. 
Ne meahton we ge laran  leofne beoden, 
r i c e s  hyrde rzd znigne,  
)I& he ne g r e t t e  goldweard bone, 
l e t e  hyne ' l i cge  , W r  he longe w a s ,  
wicum wunian o ? woruldende. (3077-3083 ) 

The Geats wished Beowulf t o  leave  t h e  dragon alone,  presumably 

because i t  was such an awesome opponent. Likewise, Hygelac 
--- 

d id  not  want Beowulf t o  go out aga ins t  t h e  t e r r i b l e  Grendei. 

both ins tances  the  concern is f o r  Beowulf I s  l i f e ,  , first a 

devoted t h a n e ' s ,  and then t h e  beloved k ing ' s .  Hygelac had 

suggested t h a t  the  Danes should s e t t l e  t h e i r  own feuds,  t t a t  

Beowulf need n o t  r i s k  h i s  l i f e  f o r  o the r  t r i b e s ;  but the  h e r o ' s  

might, we a r e  t o l d  by both the  poet and Krothgar, is a g i f t  
3 

from God, and thus should be w e d  t o  perform good works. Beovulf 
/ 

I 
star,ds above a l l  o the r  men, and it i s  he who must fi&-t%e 

dragon, f o r  t h e r e  i s  no one e l s e  able  t o  do go. Such i s  the F 
f a t e  of a hero: i n  Wiglaf I s  own words, he must Itheold on heah- 

gesceapt1[3084]. 

So Beowulf goes t o  meet %he -.dragon i n  an atmosphere of doom. 
\ 

Vherexyouthful bxuberance charac ter ized  t h e  first two f i g h t s ,  



--. 

a hesvy melancholy pervades t h i s  one. Beowulf i s  now as sad 

as Krothgar was i n  h i s  feud w i t h  Grendel, but there  is  no doubt 

i n  h i s  mind t h a t  he should f i g h t ,  f o r  he must a.venge t h i s  z t t ack  i 
on h i s  land and h i s  people. The ser iousness  of the a t t a ck  i s  

nade c l e a r  i n  the  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  own g r e a t  h a l l  i s  burnt t o  t h e  ? 
1 

ground by t h e  dragon. He has a s p e c i a l  s h i e l d  made, arid however 

sad he is ,  he i s  a l s o  r e s t l e s s  and eager  t o  g e t  on with the  

f i g h t  [2420]. After  reviewing the b a t t l e s  of h i s  t ime m i  t he  

one now i n  prospect ,  Beowulf shouts  a challenge t o  t h e  dragon, 

f o r  "he gebolgen wzsw, and t h e  b a t t l e  begins. It i s  t h e  saxe 

hero who dived i n t o  the t e r r i f y i n g  mere i n  pursu i t  of Grendei's 

mother. Age h a s n o t  withered" -- - - - . . h i s  s t r e n g t h  a s  it had I-;rothgarts; 

i n  t h e  ensuing c o n f l i c t  i t  i s  evident t h a t  both h i s  s t r e n g t h  

and h i s  courage a r e  a s  g r e a t  as ever. But however c lose  he was 

t o  dea th  before ,  t h i s  time i t  is  "immeasurably near".  Xe is 

saddened by t h e  thought t h a t  he must leave  t h i s  l i f e ,  afid f o r  

t h e  poet whether o r  not Beowulf wins the  e t e r n a l  l i f e  of the  

Chr i s t i an  doc t r ine  i s  beside the  point :  throughout the  poem a l l  

emphasis is  on t h i s  l i f e  here and now, and no t  on the  l i f e  a f t e r  

death.  So the  main point is a g a i n - t h a t  Beowulf comes face  t o  

face with death,  only t h i s  t ime, s ince  he is  an old aan now, it 

1 is much nearer .  

It is  no wonder, then, t h a t  t h e  a c t i o n  proceeds very slowly. 

Interwoven i n t o  t h e  l i n e a r  movement a r e  accounts of the ' two 

Geatish-Swedish wars and of Hygelac's F r i s i a n  r a i d .  That thess  

a r e  not  adornments of t h e  main p lo t  is  c l e a r  from t h e i r  s e v s r a l  

appearances, each of which t akes  on new meaning wi th in  the  vary- 



i n g  contexts .  Geatish h i s t o r y  i s  drawn i n t o  the  main a c t i ~ n ,  

s ince  the  passing of Beowulf br ings t o  an end not  only a iong 

and successfu l  r e i g n ,  but a l s o  t h e  pence which we a r e  led  t o  

be l i eve  was dependent on t h e  charac ter  of the  king. Xe a r e  

the re fo re  t o l d  of possible  n a t i o n a l  d i s a s t e r s  by aembers of the  

Geatish people, and it is indeed not  an unusual f e e l i n g  t h a t  

when one ' s  king d i e s ,  the re  w i l l  be chaos. History may ~ l i  

support  such expectat ions;  but i n  the poem the  purpose of such 
-. 

thoughts is of course t o  add t o  t h e  s t a t u r e  of the  king/ 
-- --I- -I 

I n  t h i s  attempt t o  d e a l  with the  poem as a  l i n e a r  progres- 

s i o n  i t  should be evident t h a t  t h e  t h r e e  f i g h t s  of Beowulf a re  

presented chronological ly ,  but c e r t a i n l y  not s t r a igh t - fomard ly  

and obiec t ive ly .  If the  poet worked upon a n  e a r l i e r  l a y  about 
. , 

some g r e a t  man who excel led i n  de fea t ing  monsters, h i s  own poem 
1 

i s  made i n t o  a  g r e a t  dea l  more than a n a r r a t i v e  of g rea t  events. 

The s k e l e t a l  p l o t  may indeed be t r i v i a l ,  and i f  we can separa te  

t h i s  p l o t  from t h e  poem, t h e  more important th ings  w i l l  assuredly 

seem t o  be I t thrust  i n t o  t h e  cornt?rs1lfl We may say t h a t  there  is  
, 

s o  much t h a t  is  no t  e s s e n t i a l  t o  t h i s  p l o t ,  which i,s at tached 

only very loose ly .  But t h e  poet has reshaped the  o r i g i n a l  s t o r y  

t o  s u i t  h i s  own a r t i s t i c  purposes, and the re fo re  we cannot 
i 

blame the  poem f o r  lacking  q u a l i t i e s  which the  poet h inse l f  

shows l i t t l e  attempt t o  achieve. The f a c t  is  t h a t  a  study of 

the  l i n e a r  movement g ives  us very l i t t l e  of the  poem, and t o  

d i scuss  Beowulfts f i g h t  with the  dragon without considering 

those many passages of Geatish h i s t o r y  is t o  d i s t o r t  the  work 

of t h e  poet at  t h e  expense of t h a t  f u l l e r  apprec ia t ion  of the 



artistry of the poem which should be the aim of such discuss ioi i .  
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Chapter Three: PFGSENTATIOB OF TEY FEBO 

Heroism - -  - is what Beowulf is about,  and from the  opening 
- 

declamation on t h e  Danish r o y a l  dynasty, t o  t h e  eulogy on the  

dea th  of Beowulf, each verse-paragraph, each so-called d igress ion ,  

u l t ima te ly  has something t o  say  about t h i s  c e n t r a l  point  of . 
*Germanic l i f e >  We a r e  now t o  see  how t h e  poet goes about pre- 

sen t ing  t h i s  ma te r i a l ,  how he succeeds i n  making h i s  hero the  

paragon of heroism. There i s  l i t t l e  need t o  s t r e s s  t h a t  t h e  

p o e t ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward Beowulf and h i s  g r e a t  deeds is  one of 

awe and admiration,' f o r  t h i s  has been recognized by every 

reader  of the poem; we the re fo re  f i n d  t h a t  t o  d iscuss  the char- 

a c t e r  of Beowulf is  t o  d iscuss  the  whole f o r  i t  is around 

him t h a t  t h e  poem revolves.  

A s  we have seen,  the  first 193 l i n e s  s e t  the  scene of Beowull 's 

f irst  mighty deed, the  cleansing of Heorot, and through these 

l i n e s  the  poet e s t a b l i s h e s  the  grea tness  of the  Danish dynasty, 

thereby i n d i c a t i n g  t h e  grea tness  of t h e  fo rces  agains t  which 

Erothgar and h i s  warr iors  a r e  he lp less .  The f i n a l  somary  or' 

t h e  s i t u a t i o n  before Beowulf is introduced---"nydwracu nipgrim, 

nihtbealwa maestU---calls t o  mind a l l  of these  d e t a i l s .  The poet 

then presents  Beowulf i n  terms of g r e a t  physical  s t r eng th :  



azt Tram ham gefrqyn Higelaces @egn 
god mid Geatum, Grendles dzda; 
s e  w a s  moncynnes ,mgenes.s t rengest  
on @em dzge bysses l i f e s ,  
@ele  ond eacen. (194-198) 

The t e r r o r  of Grendel has a l s o  been presented a s  a physical  

f o r c e ,  but untempered by human values  ; none the remaining 

Danes dares  t o  face  him, f o r  none i s  of s t r e n g t h  and c o u a g e  

t o  match the  monster 's ,  The poet then c a r e f u l l y  presents  the 

equal  of Grendel, t he  mm t h a t  can s tand up t o  the  a t t a c k s ;  

and s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  t h i s  i s  done mainly from the  Dariish point 

of view, However much we, and the  Anglo-Saxon audience, must 

know of t h e  hero ic  legends and h i s t o r i c a l  t r a d i t i o n s  a l ludec  

t o  i n  t h e  poem, the  hero is  i n  f a c t  unknown, and is  presentsd 

as the  s t r a n g e r  he is i n  the  eyes of nea r ly  a l l  of the  Dhnes; 

t h e  poet makes the  charac ter  of h i s ,  hero t h e  f o c a l  point of h i s  

s t o r y ,  and he revea l s  i t  throughout, both i n  the  main events 

and i n  the so-called digressions.  

Ye a r e  t o l d  t h a t  a c e r t a i n  thane of t h e  Geatish king Bygelac 

hears  of Grendel 's  feud wi th  t h e  Danes, and i m e d i a t e i y  resolves  

. t o  go t o  Hrothgar, "@a him wias manna bearft t[201].  Indeed, 

Hrothgar 's  warrior-band has been d r a s t i c a l l y  deple ted ,  but more 

of t h e  same w i l l  hardly he lp  him: r a t h e r ,  he needs the  he lp  of 

soae g r e a t e r  man than an ordinary war r io r ,  soneone who can i n  

some way equal  the  t e r r o r  of Grendel. That Beowulf was the 

s t r o n g e s t  of men a t  t h a t  time i s  given as a f a c t  without any 

k icd  of evidence. It is qu i t e  probable,  however, t h a t  the  poet 

and h i s  audience have a s p e c i a l  regard f o r  Hygelac and the Geatish 

people, f o r  Frnnkish h i s t o r i a n s  had w r i t t e n  of h i s  g igan t i c  s i z e ,  



2 alone; with an  account of h i s  F r i s i a n  r a i d .  A s  a l ready riot5d 

i n  t h e  first chapter ,  t h i s  fragment of v e r i f i e d  h i s t c r y  s e t  

scho la r s  t o  work on the  h i s t o r i c a l  elements of the poex, ;rroduc- 

i n g  voluminous re sea rch  on r a t t e r s  which, though i n d i r e c t l y  

valuable  t o  the  s tuden t  of l i t e r a t u r e ,  a r e  not  d i rec ted  t ~ w z r d  

a f u l l e r  understanding of the  poem a s  poetry. That the  poet 

used much of t h e  ma te r i a l  of h i s t o r y ,  a s  opposed t o  f i c t i o n ,  

can hardly be doubted, but it is equal ly c e r t a i n  t h a t  the poet 

used t h i s  mater ia l  i n  order  t o  shape h i s  poem, and he should not 

be expected t o  have aimed f o r  h i s t o r i c a l  accuracy: he used such 

' h i s t o r i c a l  mat ter '  alongside what we c a l l  ' fabulous n a t t e r ' ,  

and it is  highly doubtful  t h a t  he himself made such a d i s t i n c t i o n .  

We have reason t o  quest ion Dorothy Whitelock's assumption t h a t  

t h e  Anglo-Saxon poet is h i s t o r i c a l l y  accura te  i n  h i s  presenta t ion  . # 

i 

of Hygelac as a Geat, while the  Frankish h i s t o r i a n s  made h i n  a a 

) Dane f o r  the  sake of c l a r i t y ,  However, some knowledge of the  

1 
1 

. ;  r a t h e r  e lus ive  and mysterious Getae, and t h e i r  coruiection with 
, h i  

$ 

g i a n t s ,  r e f e r r e d  t o  by both the  ancient  Greeks and the  e a r l y  
I 

8 .  

1 ' medieval Lat in  w r i t e r s ,  may explain the  poe t ' s  choice of the  
6- I 

I; people t o  which h i s  hero belongs, i f  t h i s  had not  a l ready been I 

I 

done i n  t h e  ma te r i a l  he worked with,  4 

However con jec tu ra l  t h i s  may be ,  we may assume t h a t  the  

name Hygelac suppor ts ,  f o r  the  poet and h i s  audience, the idea  

t h a t  Beowulf was the  s t ronges t  man i n  t h e  world; h i s  possibly 

being one of t h e  Getae would re in fo rce  t h i s  contention. The 

h e r o ' s  in t roduct ion  a l s o  incorporates  the  poe t ' s  s o l u t i o n  t o  

another  a r t i s t i c  problem; Orendel 's  s t r e n g t h  was superhuman, 



inasrcuch as human fo rce  represented by t h e  contern_norary gmera t ior ,  

of t h e  Ar-Scvldingaswas completely h e l p l e s s  i n  the face  o? i t ,  

and the re fo re  t h e  force  needed t o  overcome Grendel must bs even 

more superhuman. But i f  h i s  hero i s  t o  be superhuman, t h e n  

h i s  l i f e ,  h i s  deeds, however awe-inspiring, a r e  t h a t  much l e s s  

n e a n i n ~ P u l ,  l e s s  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  terms of everyday hman l i f e  

and 

h i s  

and 

clan 

f o r  

t h e  

everyday human deeds. It i s  obvious t h a t  the  poet saw i n  

v i s i o n  of heroism a way of l i f e  f o r  mankind i n  generz l ,  

r e a l i s e d  t h a t  however magnificent was a b a t t l e  betweec one 

and a superhuman monster, such an event became s i g n i f i c a x t  

mankind only i f  worked i n t o  the  context  of human soc ie ty  as - 
poet and h i s  audience knew i t .  Thus Grendel i s  made the 

descendant of Cain and, however t e r r i b l e  and monstrous, he i s  I 

_ - i 
a l s o  considered i n  human terms. Beowulf is made a meizber o f  t he  

Geatish na t ion ,  and however mighty he may be,  he i s  ye t  very 
, !  

much a humm being, exh ib i t ing  the  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of a follower 

of Hygelac, and l a t e r ,  those of a k ing  of the  Geatish people. 

To repea t ,  then: the  poet assumes nothing,  beyond what he 

presents  i n  h i s  poem, about t h e  cha rac te r  o f  h i s  hero,  and seems 

t o  depend upon our lack of knowledge f o r  a p a r t i c u l a r  a e s t h e t i c  

e f f e c t ;  we come t o  know Beowulf through t h e  experiences of the 

Danes, t o  whom he i s  almost as much a s t r a n g e r  a s  he is  t o  us. 

It i s ,  indeed, by t h i s  method of presenta t ion  t h a t  the  s t o r y  is 

unfolded, and it demands l i t t l e  more of t h a t  'suspension of 

d i s b e l i e f 1  - than  t h a t  with which any work of a r t  i s  t o  be approach- 

edO5 The Danish coast-guard is the  first t o  meet t h e  Geatish 

band, wheq they a r r i v e  on t h e  Dani'sh shore. Instead of having 



3aowulf and h i s  men brought s t raightway tc? t he  k ing ' s  c o x $ ,  

t he  poet follows i n  d e t a i l  t h e  a r r i v a l  and journey overlaria t o  

Eeorot. The wary coast-guard, i n  keeping with h i s  pos i t ion ,  

s e e s  possible  dangers i n  the  a r r i v a l  of an unknown basd of arzed 

warr iors :  he sees  wargear ready f o r  use ( f y r d s e a r u  fuslicu;. 

iiaving gone down t o  meat them, he boldly shakes h i s  spear  and 

asks who they  a r e  and why they have come there .  Aithowgh the re  

i s  l a t e r  mention of o ther  Danes under h i s  orders ,  t h e  poet 2resents  

him a s  i f  a lone,  confront ing the  f i f t e e n  armed warr iors  f r o 2  the  

s h i p ;  c e r t a i n l y ,  i f  these  had been h o s t i l e  they could have made 

s h o r t  work of him. The Danish land is  well-guarded by brave 

men---they a r e  not  a t  a l l  cowards. I n  h i s  speech the  coastguard 

shows h i s  warr ior  q u a l i t y ;  he expresses himself both eloquently 

and formally,  and h i s  boldness makes h i s  mention of  t h e  appear- 

ance one of t h e  s t r angers  even more s i g n i f i c a n t :  

Nzfre i c  maran geseah 
e o r l a  o f e r .  eorban, %onne is eower sun, 
secg on searwum; n i s  &t seldguma, 
wzpnum geweor%ad, m f n e  him h i s  w l i t e  leoge ,  
s n l i c  ansyn. ( 247-251) 

However awesome i n  appearance is t h i s  armed man, t h e  coastguard 

makes c l e a r  t h a t  he recognizes t h i s  only as appearance, ar,d t h a t  

the re fo re  he may very well  be mistaken. We need not be t o l d  

t o  whom the  coastguard r e f e r s ,  and se y l d e s t a  r e p l i e s  t o  the 

Dane's que r i e s ,  formally and t o  the  point .  He i d e n t i f i e s  h i s  

band a s  Geats , and more p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  as Hygelac 's heor%ger.eatas. 

The speaker ' s  f a t h e r  was t h e  famous Ecg'peow (who as we find 

l a t e r  had l i v e d  wi th  t h e  Danes), and t h e  band has come t o  he lp  

i irothgar overcome Grendel. These e s s e n t i a l  points  of  the  Geatish 



# 

r ep ly  a r e  more s i g n i f i c a n t  when we consider t h e  way i n  which 

the  speaker presents them. Being t h e  son of Xcgtheow places 

t h e  speaker i n  a noble l ineage  and, as we .discover  l a t e r ,  l i n k s  

him with the  Danish king i n  a pecu l i a r  way. The way ia which 

' t h e  main characters  a r e  introduced,  by des ignat ing  the  name 

of t h e i r  f a t h e r ,  is indeed conventional and formal,  but i t  i s  

a l s o  q u i t e  usefu l  i n  c a l l i n g  t o  mind the  q u a l i t i e s  of the  

f a t h e r  t o  i l luminate  those of h i s  son.6 If the  coastguard 

a l ready knew of Ecgtheow (and we a r e  given reason t o  bel ieve 

t h a t  he d i d ) ,  then t h i s  is s u f f i c i e n t  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  a d  it  does 

indeed s u f f i c e  f o r  the  Dane. On t h e  matter  of h i s  purpose, 

Beowulf does not boast  t h a t  he has come t o  de fea t  the  monster 

aga ins t  whom the  Danes a r e  h e l p l e s s ,  f o r  t h i s  i s  n e i t h e r  the 

time nor t h e  place f o r  such boasting. Ins tead ,  we hear 

Beowulf asking the  advice of t h e  coastguard on t h e i r  g r e a t  

mission (mice1 zrende) :  

3u wast,  g i f  h i t  is 
swa we sob l i ce  secgan h  rdon, 3 @et mid Scyldingum scea  ona i c  n a t  hwylc, 
deogol dzdhata d e o r c m  n i h t y  
eawe'6 Purh egsan u n c u h e  ni%, 
h y n h  ond h ra fy l .  (272-277) 

Beowulf, i n  e f f e c t ,  reminds the  Dane of the  t e r r i b l e  a f f l i c t i o n ,  

and dec la res  h i s  wish t o  advise t h e  king,  nfrod ond god1', 

how t o  defeat  h i s  t e r r i b l e  enemy. I n  t h i s  way Beowulf has 

suggested t h a t  it is  t h e  king himself ,  Hrothgar, who w i l l  

achieve v i c t o r y ,  who w i l l  b r ing  joy t o  Heorot again. It i s  

t h i s  point which is emphasized t h r o ~ h o u t  Beowulfls v i s i t ,  

f o r  Hrothgar is  never once regarded as a weak leader-he i s  

old and wise, but  i n  no way waak, and it i s  Beowulf I s  a t t i t u d e  



t o  him thus  revealed which s t r e s s e s  the  grea tness  of the  L m i s h  

people and t h e i r  leader .  The coastguard w i l l  hardly xant t o  

oppose v i c t o r y  over Grendel, and it  i s  t h i s  choice which 

Seowulf has given him: e i t h e r  demand t h a t  t h e  s t r angers  dzpart  

a t  once, or l e t  them go a s  welcome gues t s  t o  he lp  Hrothgar 

overcome h i s  enemy. 

I n  h i s  rep ly  t o  Beowulfls i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and statement 

of purpose, the  coastguard announces h i s  pos i t ion:  

AEghw@res s c e a l  
scea rp  scyldwiga gescad wftan,  
worda ond worca, s e  be we1 pence%. (287-289) 

Not only does he be l ieve  i n  the  good i n t e n t i o n s  of the  Geats, 

but he himself w i l l  guide them t o  Heorot, and i n  add i t ion  the  

Danes w i l l  p ro tec t  t h e i r  s h i p  aga ins t  enemies. Thus the Geats 

a r e  received as welcome gues ts  i n  the  land of the  Danes, 

s i g n i f i c a n t l y  through t h e  appearance and t h e  one speech of 

se y ldes ta .  Although Beowulf is  the  cen t re  of a t t e n t i o n ,  the  
I - 

poet a t t ends  t o  him r a t h e r  d i s c r e e t l y :  we s t i l l  know only 

t h a t  he is  Hygelac's thane and Ecgtheow's son, but though we 

do not  know h i s  name we have seen how he a f f e c t s  o thers  

around him---not those who a r e  f a m i l i a r  wi th  him, but one t o  

whom t h e  Geat is a t o t a l  s t r anger .  A l l  t h i s  is presented i n  

a s i g n i f i c a n t  context.  Beowulf is  made no g r e a t  but unattached 

adventurer who boldly and even r e c k l e s s l y  comes t o  sone fore ign  

land t o  d e l i v e r  t h e  people from t h e i r  unconquerable foe ;  

he is indeed made g r e a t ,  but f i rmly  wi th in  the  confines of 

human s o c i e t y ,  and a s  p a r t  of t h a t  he ro ic  s o c i a l  group, the  . 

can i t a tus .  He submits t o  t h e  s o c i e t y  of t h e ' ~ a n e s ,  afid 



recognizes Krothgar a s  the  t r u e  l eader  i n  t h i s  land. X i s  

i n t e n t i o n s  a r e ,  indeed, honorable,  a s  he s e e s  t h e  Danes a r e  i n  

need of he lp ,  and not a t  a l l  does he come t o  f i gh t  G r e n ~ e i  i c  

order  t o  win g lo ry  a t  the  expense of Danish fame. 

A s  the  coastguard tu rns  back t o  h i s  watch, he wishes the  

Geats luck on t h e i r  mission. Tha t  he should c a l l  upon the 

Father  Almighty (Fzder  alwalda,316) t o  p ro tec t  then has led  

some readers  t o  consider t h e  l i n e s  a Chris$.ian i n t e r p o l a t i o n ,  

and indeed they would be i f  such a wish were out of c h a r a c t e ~ ,  

and clashed i n  t h i s  context.  B u t ' t h e r e  is  nothing non-Ciiristian 

s o  far  i n  the  s t o r y ,  and Beowulf and t h e  coastguard a r e  not of 
I , 

un-Christian charac ter .  Without imposing upon the  poem o w  

own ideas  of Chr i s t i an  and pagan a t t i t u d e s ,  we can explain such 
1 

a c a l l  f o r  good luck as evidence of the  p o e t ' s  i n t e n t i o n  t o  show 

good charac te r s  i n  t h i s  presenta t ion  of Anglo-Saxon a n c e s t r a l ,  

but  pagan, s o c i e t y ,  I n  doing t h i s  he has brought them as  c lose  

as poss ib le  t o  a Chr is t ian  i d e a  of goodness. 

From t h e  point  whkre t h e  coastguard leaves  t h e  Geats, the  

t e n  l i n e s  descr ib ing  the  warr iors  approaching Beorot focuses 

e n t i r e l y  upon t h e i r  armoured appearance: 

~ u $ b ~ r n e  scan 
heard hondlocen, hr ingi ren  s c i r  
song i n  searwum, pa h i e  t o  s e l e  fur&m 
i n  hyra gryregeatwum gongan cwomon. (321-324) 

The s i g h t  and sound of t h i s  advancing band c e r t a i n l y  impressed 

t h e  Danes a t  the h a l l ,  and t h e  poet summarizes h i s  desc r ip t ion ,  

w s s  s e  i r enbrea t /  wapnum geworpad (330-1). 

Wulfgar, Fro thgar ' s  Itar and ombiht", begins h i s  questions:  
9 



Hwnnon f erigea)d ee fdt t e  s cyldas , 
grzge syrcan,  ond grimhelmas, 
heresceaf ta  heap? (333-335 

But Wulfgar is  i n  no way discomposed a t  the  sight o f  these 

a r m d  men outs ide h i s  l o r d ' s  h a l l ,  On t h e  cont rary ,  he i s  

s t r u c k  with t h e i r  appearance, and exclaims 

Ke seah i c  elpeodig 
pus manige men modiglicran (336-7). 

Xe' supposes t h a t  they a re  not ex i led  adventurers ,  but have 

sought h i s  king " f o r  wlencou and f o r  llhige@rymmurn". The fornai- 

i t y  of the  ensuing conversation i s  s t r i k i n g ,  but again pointed. 

Beowulf is  gg y l d e s t a ' ,  and the re  is  no doubt t h a t  he whose 

appearance was praised by the  coastguard is t h e  l eader  and speaker 

on both  occasions. He wishes t o  inform t h e  g r e a t  pr ince of h i s  

mission, 

. . . g i f  he us geunnan wi le ,  
&et we hine swa godne g re tan  moton. (346-347) 

Again Beowulfts sense of decorum, h i s  recogni t ion  of the  k ing ' s  

super io r  pos i t ion ,  is  emphasized, and Wulfgar, who i s  known f o r  

h i s  bravery and wisdom, responds grac ious ly  t o  h i s  a t t i t u d e  to- 

ward H r  othgar : 

I c  @s wine Deniga, 
f r ean  Sci ld inga  f r i n a n  w i l l e ,  
beaga b r y t t a n ,  swa $u bena e  r t ,  

8e me s e  goda ag i fan  pence8. 
3 bnd $e ba andsware zdre  gecy an ,  

(350-355 

'dulfgar ' s four  appe l l a t ions  r e f e r r i n g  t o  Hrothgar a r e  v a r i a t i o n s  

on the  s i n g l e  concept of kingship o r  r u l e ,  but  they a re  far from 

i d e n t i c a l  i n  meaning and s igni f icance:  wine Deniga ind ica tes  

t h e  warm and f r i e n d l y  r e l a t i o n  between t h e  l o r d  and h i s  follow- 
- 1 

e r s  which is necessary i n  a cornitatus-society; f r e a  Scvldinga 



t 

conveys h i s  lo rdsh ip  and s u p e r i o r i t y  over h i s  people, the s m s  

of Scyld;  benpa b rv t t an  descr ibes  the  d u t i e s  of t h a t  k ingsh i ? ,  

f o r  it is by dea l ing  out t r e a s u r e s  t h a t  t h e  l o r d  rewards the 

hero ic  deeds of h i s  fol lowers;  peoden m r n e  i n d i c a t e s  h i s  rs- 

nown, and it i s  not  co inc identa l  t h a t  Beowulf uses the  saze 

e p i t h e t  o r  formula i n  r e f e r r i n g  t o  Hrothgar [345], f o r  it is  i n  

t h i s  r e spec t  t h a t  he has come t o  know of t h e  Danish kirLg. ill- 

though Beowulf i s  t h e  cent re  of a t t e n t i o n ,  the  pos i t ion  of 

Hrothgar is most important i n  the background. Because of the 

s t o r y ,  we expect t h a t  Beowulf w i l l  g e t  i n t o  Heorot and t e l l  t he  

king t h a t  he plans t o  f i g h t  Grendel, and indeed he does. But 
I 

here a t  the  doorway he is not  presented a s  bold and g r e a t ;  11 

r a t h e r ,  he awaits  t h e  permission of t h e  king t o  en te r .  Beowulf I 

i s  a t  once r e s p e c t f u l  and courteous,  and cculd very wel l  be 

only t h e  formal emissary of a neighboring s t a t e  who comes t o  

. t h e  Danish cour t  with m arende,  This is Beowulf's own i n t e r -  I 

p r e t a t i o n  of h i s  mission, f o r  we f i n d  l a t e r  t h a t  h i s  l o r d ,  

Kygelac, did not  want h i s  thane r i s k i n g  h i s  l i f e  t o  f i g h t  on 

behalf  of a fo re ign  people, although t h e  wise men of t h e  Geats 

had recommended it, -. 

Wulfgar i d e n t i f i e s  the  men f o r  Hrothgar, and adds t h a t  

t h e  y l d e s t a  is  c a l l e d  Eeowulf; it is  t h e  opinion of  'dulfgar 

t h a t  he should not r e fuse  t o  s e e  these  Geats,  f o r  

. Hy on wiggetawum wyr%e @incea% 
e o r l a  geaht lan;  huru s e  a l d o r  deah, 
se @am hea%orincum h ide r  wisade. (368-370) 

So Wulfgar is a l s o  impressed with t h e  cha rac te r  of Beowulf, 



and b ids  Hrothgar welcome them. There a r e  two t h i n g s ,  a t  

t h i s  poin t ,  which should be noted about the  presence of t h e  

Geats a t  Hrothgar 's  court .  Since they disembarked, de ta i l ed  

a t t e n t i o n  has bean given t o  t h e  appearance of the  group. Their 

armour had f lashed i n  t h e  eyes of t h e  coastguard,  and t h e i r  

war-bymiis sh ine  and clang a s  they march t o  the  h a l l .  U2on 

reaching the  h a l l ,  t h e  Geats s i t  down, but t h e  poet then gives 

a complete p ic tu re  of the scene as .it must have appeared t o  

Wulf g a r  : 

Set ton  szmebe s i d e  scyldas ,  
rondas regnhearde w i $  ws recedes weal; 
bumon ha t o  bence, byrnan hringdon, 
gu8searo gumena i garas  st odon , 
szmanna sea ro  samod ztgizdere , 
~ s c h o l t  ufan p g ;  wzs s e  i r e n b r e a t  
wapnum geworbad . (325-331) 

It i s  t h i s  imposing s i g h t  which evokes t h e  coment  of 'dullgar 

quoted above, and which prompts him t o ,  recommend a welconing 

ges tu re  from h i s  king. The second point  i s  t h a t  o s c i l l a t i o n  of 

a t t e n t i o n  between the  ind iv idua l ,  Beowulf, and the  whole group 

of Geats. Since a s i n g l e  man without l o r d  o r  r e t a i n e r s  is  i n  

hero ic  s o c i e t y  an outcas t  whose l i f e  i s  f i l l e d  with I c i s e r y  and 

wretchedness, the  problem, f o r  t h e  poet ,  may be s t a t e d  thcs:  

how can he c r e a t e  a hero who embodies the  contemporary i d e a l s  

of heroism, who is  per fec t  i n  every way and perforins deeds which 

a r e  beyond the  c a p a b i l i t i e s  of ordinary human beings,  and ye t  
. - 

make - h i n  a i n t e & a l  part of h i s  society\-which- ta a i m o r  

t h e  poet I s  own soc ie ty?  Conpared wi th  he ro ic  2oetry i n  gexera l ,  

Beowulf is ,  according t o  C.N.Bowra, the  product of a Chr is t ian  - -= 

mora l i s t ;  now, one of t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of hero ic  poetry i s  
-4 

, . ;  ..$ 



t h a t  i t  is  t o l d  objec t ive ly  and i n  a  s t ra ight forward  ~a-ririer, 

f o r  o r a l  s inger s  do not draw morals from t h e i r  t a l e s ,  bu t  a r e  

i n t e r e s t e d  almost wholly i n  the  s t o r y  i t s e l f  and its capaci ty  

t o  e n t e r t a i n  t h e i r   listener^.^ That our poet moralizes on 

s e v e r a l  occasions cmnot  be denied, but  we must recognize t h a t  

such moralizings a r e  ind ica t ive  of t h e  p o e t ' s  i n t e r e s t  beyond 

t h e  simple s tory-pat te rn ,  and he presents  some important views of 

the  Anglo-Saxon concept of heroism as t h e  main fo rce  i n  h i s  

soc ie ty ,  I n  t h e  Anglo-Saxon Chr is t ian  ep ics  the  hero is  heroic  
- - A -  _. 

i n  the  Chr i s t i an  context :  h i s  l o r d  is  recognized as t h e  Chr is t ian  

God, the  b a t t l e  is  agains t  e v i l ,  and t h e  reward is  e t e r n a l  salva- 

t i o n .  -_ The poet of Beowulf, who was i n  a l l  p robab i l i ty  f a m i l i a r  - -. 

with t h e  Chr i s t i an  e p i c s ,  chose h i s  pre-Christia:? subject-  

mat te r  t o  show t h e  p o t e n t i a l  goodness of a soc ie ty  whose s o l e  

concern was with l i f e  here and now: he does not  make a Chr is t ian  

ep ic  out of h i s  a n c e s t r a l  mater ia l s .  Kowever close t h e  sen t i -  

ments expressed by both Hrothgar and Beowulf a r e  t o  those of 

C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  t h e r e  is no mention of  Christ o r  of an a f t e r - l i f e ;  

t h e  ilanish king values goodness, generos i ty  and wisdoa, not a s  

m a n s  t o  ga in  e t e r n a l  s a l v a t i o n ,  but a s  a means t o  v- 
- -4- 

---- -. ' \ 
good *. l i f e  here on e a r t h ,  Although t h e  poet moralizes on the  . 
v i r t u e s  of t h i s  kind of l i v i n g ,  he s i g n i f i c a n t l y  does not i n d i c a t e  

whether these  b e s t  of pagan heroes have i n  f a c t  gained e t e r n a l  

salvat ion.8 He merely presents  the  p o s s i b i l i t y .  

The poet ,  then,  takes  care  t o  present  Beowulf both as t h e  - .  

i nd iv idua l  g r e a t  man t h a t  he is ,  and as a  p a r t  of the s o c i a l  

group of Geats t h a t  have a r r i v e d  a t  Heorot. Beowulf ssems t o  



i a p r s s s  people a s  the  Geatsl  n a t u r a l  leader .  A t  t h e  zen t ion  

of t h s  l e a d e r ' s  name, Hrothgar recognizes him a s  t h e  son o f  

Ecgtheow ( thus  confirming Beowulf s own words )-the husbud  o l  

H r e t h e l t s  oniy daughter-and not  only does t h e  king b o w  of 

Beowulfls l ineage ,  but he has heard 

@t he b r i t i g e s  
manna mzgencrzft on h i s  mundgripe 
heaborof hzbbe. (379-381) 

Ero thgar l s  first thought i s  t h a t  "ha l ig  God" has sen t  t h i s  a igh ty  

Geat a s  hope aga ins t    rend el;' he plans t o  f o s t e r  t h i s  hope by 

following t h e  hero ic  code i n  o f f e r i n g  t r e a s u r e s  as reward f o r  

success.  Not only i s  the re  no suggestion t h a t  these  worldly 

th ings  a r e  use less  i n  the Chr is t ian  sense ,  but  the  poet dwells 

on such t r e a s u r e s  as arms and armour as evidence of the  grea tness  

and goodness of t h i s  soc ie ty .  So Wulfgar r e t u r n s  t o  bid the 

Geats welcome; but  i n  accordance wi th  custom, they must leave 

t h e i r  s h i e l d s  and spea r s  outs ide ,  and e n t e r  the  h a l l  only with 

t h e i r  ngu,getawum/ under heregriman". It i s  not  Beowulf alone 

who e n t e r s  t h e  h a l l :  

Aras pa s e  r i c a ,  ymb hine r i n c  manig, 
@ry%lic  Pegna heap; sume &er bidon, 
heaaoreaf heoldon, swa him s e  hearda bebead. (399-401) 

But, although they  a l l  e n t e r ,  it i s  Beowulf who i s  cen t ra l :  

...on him byrne scan,  
searonet  seowed smibes orbancum, (405-6 3 

and i t  i s  he who begins the  exchange of speeches, He goes 

s t r a i g h t  t o  t h e  point :  he is  Hygelac's kinsman and thane,  and 

has wrought many g r e a t  deeds i n  h i s  youth. Therefore,  having 

heard of t h e  ravish ings  of Grendel, t h e  wise men of tne  Geats 



advised him t o  go t o  Hrothgar, f o r  they know of Beowulfls 

"mgenes c r~~?f t " [418] .  H i s  v i c t o r i o u s  record includes t h e  defea t  

of f i v e  g i a n t s  and innumerable seamonsters. H i s  one request o f  

Rrothgar is t h a t  he w i l l  permit him and h i s  e o r l a  ~edryht t o  

c leanse Heorot. Not only w i l l  he f i g h t  Grendel, but with h i s  

sense of f a i r  play he w i l l  meet him unarmed, s ince  the  monster 

' 'cares not  f o r  weapons". It w i l l  be a contes t  of sheer  s t rength .  

This i n i t i a l  boast  of Beowulf is  not  so,much tha t  he w i l l  
-- 

defea t  h i s  opponent, but t h a t  he w i l l  s tand  up t o  the monster as 

h i s  equal. The u l t imate  purpose of the  venture ,  t o  clear.se 

Heorot, is held i n  r e se rve ,  f o r  Beowulf goes on t o  poic t  out the  
1 

dangers of such a t a sk :  

Wenf i c  @t he w i l l e ,  g i f  he wealdan mot, 
i n  &em gu&sele Geotena leode 
e tan  unfo h t e ,  swa he o f t  dyde, 
mgen Hre 6 manna. (442-445 ) 

Moreover, he specula tes  on t h e  chance of de fea t :  Brothgar need 

not  worry about t h e  d i sposa l  of h i s  body, f o r  Grendel w i l l  t ake  

care  of i t  by e a t i n g  i t ;  h i s  byrnie ,  "Hrgdlan l a f , /  Welarides 

geweorcu, Hrothgar can send t o  Hygelac, and the  hero c loses  

h i s  speech with the ominous words, " ~ 8 %  a wyrd swa h i o  scelf l  

[455].  We a r e  l e f t  with the  main thread of h i s  speech, t h a t  

i t  i s  f a t e ,  t h e  web of des t iny ,  which has brought n him t o  Iirothgar. 
A<k€ 

We a r e  not l e f t  with the f e e l i n g  t h a t  t h i s  w_nd i s  an al l-  

powerful force which con t ro l s  the  l i v e s  of men, but r a t h e r ,  -- - - -  - 
t h a t  it i s ' t h e  outcome of a c t i o n ,  the simple 'what-will-happen1 

of a man's fu tu re .  Beowulf has super io r  s t r e n g t h ,  an& the re fo re ,  

according t o  t h e  Geatish wise men, he should use it t o  perform 



good deads; s o  he determines t o  f i g h t  Grendel, E X A ~  he does this 

with f u l l  r e a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  possible  consequences. The l i g h t  

is  considered by him a s  a con tes t ,  and t h e r e f o r e  the  c c n t e s t a r ~ t s  

must be made equal.  But though we have heard,  l i k e  Erotngar,  

t h a t  Beowulf has the  g r i p  of t h i r t y  men and t h a t  he has fought 

o the r  monsters, t he  t e r r o r  of Grendel s t i l l  looms i n  the back- 

ground as an overwhelming fo rce ,  and we wonder whether Beowulf's 

sense of equa l i ty  is rooted i n  over-confidence. 10  
-....- 

But the  p o e t ' s  reason f o r  developing these  cond i t io r s  of 

b a t t l e  i s  indeed t o  make the  venture a g r e a t  a c t  of courage 

and s t r eng th ,  i n  no way t h e  r e s u l t  of foolhardiness  and f o o l i s h  
I 

boast ing.  The moral impl ica t ion  is  t h a t ,  given t h e  monster 's  

wrath,  and one man whose physical  s t r e n g t h ,  i s  such t h a t  he can 

meet the  monster on equal  terms, it i s  h i s  moral duty t o  use 

h i s  g i f t  when it i s  needed. There i s ,  then ,  a surges t ion  t h a t  

Beowulf f i g h t s  e v i l  on behalf  of the  good God, but i t  is  only -- - ------_- -- . 

a suggestion a,nd it is  never s t a t e d  e x p l i c i t l y .  I f  i t  were, we 

would hzve a Chr i s t i an  ep ic ,  but e a r l y  i n  the  poem t h e  poet I 

(----_ 

s t a t e s  t h a t  these  people did not  know God as he an4 h i s  Chr is t ian  

audience know H i m ,  and though he has t h e  main chancters r e f e r  

t o  God (always ' 'the Fa the r" ) ,  they  never completely C grasp  the 

Chr i s t i an  s ign i f i cance  and meaning of H i s  presence. 
. 

He is  
- /- 

recognized as t h e  supreme force  of Good, and is  confessed by 

Hrothgar when he hears  of Beowulf 's coming. Likewise, when 

Beowulf s p i e s  a g r e a t  sword among the  t r e a s u r e s  i n  t h e  cave, 

which is  of such g r e a t  s i z e  and q u a l i t y  t h a t  it is  able  t o  

penet ra te  t h e  monster's tough h ide ,  he recognizes t h a t  God has 



intervened t o  h e l p  him. Grendel and h i s  mother being of t h e  

race  of Cain, they a r e  s a i d  t o  f i g h t  perpe tua l ly  agzins t  - God -- _ - 

and H i s  goodness, but the  ances tors  of t h e  Anglo-Saxon p e ~ 2 l e ,  

though pagans, a r e  not  such e x i l e s  from mankind; they have s i ~ 2 l y  

not  had the  good for tune  t o  know of t h e  teachings of Chris t .  

They a r e  as pre-Christian a s  t h e  cha rac te r s  of the  Old Tes tamnt ,  

Hrothgar ls  r ep ly  t o  t h e  Geatish hero i s  a s u b t l e  weaving 

of h i s t o r y  i n t o  t h e  present s i t u a t i o n . .  The Danish king had 

done Eeowulf's f a t h e r  a s e r v i c e ,  f o r  he had s e t t l e d  Ecgtheow I s  

debt o r  wergild t o  t h e  Wylfings with and ea lde  rni%n;as, i n  

r e t u r n  f o r  Ecgtheowls oaths of a l leg iance .  Thus it is  t h a t  

t r e a s u r e  can save a man's l i f e !  Immediately following the  a c c o u t  

which he gives of past  events ,  Hrothgar descr ibes  t h e  unenCing ,I{ I 

feud t h a t  Grendel wages agains t  t h e  Danes. Beowulf i s  su re ly  

expected t o  f e e l  some duty toward t h e  Danish king i n  r e t u r a  f o r  
1 

Hrothgarss  he lp  t o  h i s  f a t h e r ,  though Hrothgar i s  by no means 

e x p l i c i t ,  He ' i s ,  however, very w i l l i n g  t o  bestow t reasure  upon 

3eowulf f o r  t ak ing  upon himself t h e  s e t t l i n g  of the  feud between 

Grendel and t h e  Danes, s ince  Grendel would not  s e t t l e  the  feud 

f o r  money, and he would indeed have nothing t o  do with 2eace 

o f  any kind, H i s  kind of feud promised t o  be endless ,  s ince 

he completely overpowered the  Danish warriors. Refer r ing  t o  

t h e  v ic t ims  of t h i s  feud,  Hrothgar s a y s ,  "hie  wyrd forsweop/ 

on Grendeles gryre" ,  ind ica t ing  t h e  t r end  of wyrd f o r  the  pasz 

twelve years.  It is  the  p a t t e r n  of both pas t  and f u t u r e  events 

which i s . d e s i g n a t e d  by wyrd, and i n  t h i s  case the  pas t  has not  

been hopeful. It i s  not  extraordinary,  then ,  t h a t  Hrothgar adds 



t h a t  God can e a s i l y  put an end t o  the  d o l s c e d a :  God cioes i r - t e r -  

vene i n  the  a f f a i r s  of men, Hrothgar does not  pray f c r  such 
. -- - - 

he lp ,  f o r  Divine Providence is f u r t h e r  removed f r o x  h i n  t h m  

it is f rom Christians---but it is not completely beyond h i s .  

I n  add i t ion  t o  t h i s ,  the  monster t h a t  Beowulf plans 

i s  presented as an enemy of God's  good-nes-s, which i s  a l l  the 
---- -. 

more reason why God should he lp  men who cannot pray t o  H i m >  

Beowulf expresses the  sentiment,  

Wyrd o f t  nere's 
unfegne e o r l ,  Bonne h i s  e l l e n  deah! (572-573) 

i n  which wyrd seems t o  be some kind of power over the  a f f a i r s  

of men. But it is l i k e  Divine Providence, f o r  i n  Chr is t ian  

doc t r ine  God w i l l  in tervene f o r  a deserving man, t h a t  i s ,  one 

who i s  f a i t h f u l  t o  Chr i s t i an  teachings;  the  poet sees  God helping a ' 

deserving-pagans whose e l l e n  i s  gbod. Expressed most simply, 

e v i l  i n  .the Chr i s t i an  world is  not  d i f f e r e n t  from e v i l  i n  a I 

2 

pagan o r  pre-Christian world, i n  terms of human s o c i e t y  and man's 

l i f e  here on ea r th .  

Hrothgar ends h i s  r ep ly  t o  Beowulf by r e c a l l i n g  the  t e r r o r  

of Grendel, but  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  he does no t  comment on i3eowulf1s 

p e t i t i o n .  The Geats a r e  i n v i t e d  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  the  Daqish 

f e a s t ,  and the  same sounds o f  joy which had i n  the  beginning 

angered Grendel again emanate from the  h a l l ;  Beowulf i s  l o s t  

among t h e  r eve l ry ,  and t h e  scop ' s  song resounds,  f o r  

B z r  wzs b 1 e 8 a  dream, 
d u g d  u n l y t e l  Dena ond Wedera. (497-8) 

But the  note of  d iscord  is s t r u c k  by the  man of t h a t  name, 

Unferth,  who i n  h i s  jealousy doubts whether Seowalf is any hope 



aga ins t  the  monster. Indeed, the  i n t e r r u p t i o n  is  sudden and 

coaple te ,  f o r  t h e r e  i s  no sound of joy during t h e  t aun t  ac6 

t h e  r e p l y ,  though the f e a s t  continues a f t e r  Beowulf has nade 

h i s  boast .  The hundred odd l i n e s  which comprise the  conversa- 

t i o n  have been s tudied  by a number of c r i t i c s ,  and t h e i r  i n t e r -  

p r e t a t i o n s  of t h e  meaning i n  terms of t h e  whole poem a re  var ious 

and contradictory.  But f e w ' w i l l  deny t h a t  t h i s  " Unferth 

IntermezzoM, as Klaeber has ca l l ed  i t ,  gives  us sone valuable 

i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  charac ter  of the  hero and the  na ture  of heroism. 

Unferth,  we a r e  t o l d ,  is g r e a t l y  vexed by the  a r r i v a l  of 

a man who plans t o  do b a t t l e  with Grendel, a t a s k  which he hin- 
1 0  

s e l f  dares  not  attempt.  Beowulf is  c e r t a i n l y  zlready being 

,honoure,d simply by h i s  o f fe r ing  t o  f i g h t  t h e  monster, but 

Unferth has apparent ly heard of one of Beowulfls adventures 

which, i f  t r u e ,  i s  no proof of the  grea tness  of t h e  Geat. Ee 

thus  begins h i s  t aun t  with an accusat ion o f  r eck less  and f o o l i s h  

boast ing:  

Eart pu s e  Beowulf, s e  be x i 8  Brecan wunne, 
on s idne sz ymb sund f l i t e  , 
&r g i t  f o r  wlence wada cunnedon 
ond f o r  dolg i lpe  on deop w ~ t e r  
aldrum nebdon? (506-5iO) 

The swimming con tes t  which Unferth had heard.of l a s t e d  seven 

days,  -d both Breca and Beowulf ventured t h e i r  l i v e s  only t o  

keep t h e i r  f o o l i s h  promises, f o r  the  t a s k  was not  worth the  

r i s k .  Bot only d id  Beowulf go on, heedless  of advice,  but he 

l o s t  t o  Breca. No wonder, then ,  t h a t  Unferth expects worse 

th ings  of Beowulf than v i c t o r y  over Grendel. For any ordinary 

nan t o  f i g h t  Grendel is, according t o  Unferth,  whose fane anong 



the  Danes a s  a brave and courageous warr ior  depends u2on the 
I 

i n v u l n e r a b i l i t y  of the  monster, mere foolhardiness  t h a t  czm 

only end' i n  defea t .  It should be noted t h a t  the poet deezs 

i t  s u f f i c i e n t '  t o  i n d i c a t e  Unfer th ls  pos i t ion  i n  'the Da-.is:? 

cour t  by having him sea ted  a t  the  foo t  of the king. There i s  

no i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  Unferth speaks out as the  ,b.vle o r  o ra to r  

of Hrothgar; but  r a t h e r ,  from the  p o e t ' s  introcluction of the 

m a n ,  we a r e  l e d  t o  be l ieve  t h a t  he is  considered, o r  a t  l e a s t  

t h a t  he considers  himself , the g r e a t e s t  war r io r  among the  D=es, 

whose deeds 

t h e  world. 

r e a l l y  a r e ,  

Unferth. 

a r e  g r e a t e r  than those of any o ther  man throughout 

I n  Beowulfts r e p l y  we f i n d  out what g r e a t  deeds 

f o r  the  hero con t ras t s  h i s  own deeds with those of 
..- 

Beowulfts r e p l y  has r i g h t l y  been considered a nasterpiece 

of r h e t o r i c ,  inasmuch as he uses a l l  t h a t  h i s  t a u n t e r  had sa id .  

P i r s t ,  "wine min unfer'b'l has ,  Itbeore druncenft , s a i d  a g rea t  d e a l  

about Breca and h i s  adventure,  but  the  t r u t h  i s  t h a t  he h imsel f ,  

Beowulf, showed g r e a t e r  s t r e n g t h  i n  swimming than any other  man. 

Admittedly, t h e i r  boas ts  were not  necessary,  f o r  they were mere 

boys a t  the t ime,  but it was not  siaply a swimming contest .  On 

t h e  cont rary ,  Beowulf had swum out t o  s e a  f u l l y  armed, and en- 

gaged i n  a t e r r i b l e  s t rugg le  agains t  sea-monsters. S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  

h i s  desc r ip t ion  of the  under-water b a t t l e  aga ins t  t h e  "mn-eaters  

can only remind t h e  Danes of t h e i r  own l ack  of success agains t  

Grendel; but  whereas these  monsters expected t o  f e a s t  on h i s  

body, they received only t h e  sword's edge, and i n  the morning 

t h e r e  were nine n ice ras  l y i n g  dead on t h e  shore.  This was no 

i d l e  venture,  f o r  now s e a f a r e r s  can pass over t h e  high seas  



unhindered by these  monsters. Wyrd o f t en  saves an u d o o z e ~  

man when h i s  courage is  good," moralizes Beowulf, and i t  i s  

emphatically h i s  courage which saves him from the "fara f ecg"  

of the  sea-monsters. Beowulf thus r e v e a l s ' t h e  d i f ference  bet- 

ween foolhardiness  and g r e a t  courage, and shows furthermore 

t h a t  h i s  adventure with Breca was success fu l  because he had 

t h a t  g r e a t  courage. 

This i s  exact ly  the  point which Beowulf must nake i n  order  

t o  be permitted t o  f i c h t  on the  Danes' behalf .  And t o  s t rengtken 

h i s  pos i t ion  f u r t h e r ,  he br ings  Unferth t o  h e e l  by accusing h i a  

of l ack ing  t h a t  courage needed t o  f i g h t  such g r e a t  b a t t l e s :  

No i c  wiht fram be 
swylcra searonisa  secgan hyrde,  
b i l l a  brogan. ( 581-583) 

Nei ther  Breca nor Unferth has performed such bold deeds, s o  the  

l a t t e r  has no reason t o  accuse Beowulf of f o o l i s h  boast ing i n  I 
I 

p l a m i n g  t o  f i g h t  Grendel. Unferth had conceded t h a t  the Geat 

was s t rong  i n  human c o n f l i c t ,  but had declared t h a t  t h i s  was no 

reason t o  hope f o r  success a g a i n s t l ~ r e n d e l ;  i n  introducing Uoferth 

t h e  poet had indica ted  t h a t  t h e  Dane thought himself t h e  greatest 

f i g h t e r  on e a r t h ,  and i n  h i s  manner of quest ioning the  past  

deeds of t h e  Geat he confirms h i s  jealous a t t i t u d e .  Certainly 

we a r e  l e d  t o  be l ieve  t h a t  Unferth is famous f o r  h i s  pas t  deeds, 

but  we hear  nothing of these  u n t i l  Beowulf g ives  an i r o n i c  t w i s t  

t o  h i s  reputa t ion .  Not only has he not  fought b a t t l e s  as g r e a t  

as Beowulfts, but he is  infamous f o r  the  s l a y i n g  of h i s  kinsmen. 

Such a deed is s e t  i n  complete con t ras t  with Beowulfls deeds, 

f o r  it is one of t h e  g r e a t e s t  of human e v i l s ,  and r i g h t l y  br ings  



down upon the  Dane the  eood anger of the  b e t t e r  nan. The 

condemnation i s  expressed i n  Chr is t ian  terms, and we cay f e e l  

t h a t  the  poet goes t o o  far i n  c r e d i t i n g  Beowulf with such no t ions ,  

but the  poet i s  emphasizing t h e  point t h a t  the good pagan recog- 

n i z e s  e v i l  when he s e e s  i t ,  and q u i t e  r i g h t l y  spezks out aga ins t  

i t .  

A s  Beowulf sees  i t ,  Grendel would not  have perforzed h i s  

h o r r i b l e  deeds i f  Unfer th 's  courage had been as g rea t  a s  he 

claims. But Grendel has found out t h a t  he need not  f e a r  the 

"sige-Scyldingas" a t  a l l .  Indeed, Hrothgar 's  sorrow i s  com- 

pounded by t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  no Dane who can s tad  up t o  

the  monster, a n d ' t h e r e  i s  no mention of even the  s l i g h t e s t  r e s i s t -  ( I /  

ance by h i s  warr iors  who were k i l l e d .  Beowulf concludes h i s  

sgeech wi th  the he ro ic  boas t ,  but it is  s t r i k i n g l y  d i f f e r e n t  /'I 

f r o n  the  f i r s t  boast  i n  which the  prospects  of de fez t  a re  

emphasized. I n  the  midst of the f e a s t ,  which includes dr inking 

of mead and bee r ,  Beowulf is more pos i t ive  as t o  the outcoise o f  

of the  f i g h t ,  a f t e r  Unfer th ' s  accusation: 

. . . i c  him Geata s c e a l  
eafo8 ond e l l e n  ungeara nu, 
gube gebeodan. GzP e f t  s e  be mot 
t o  nedo modig, sibpan morgenleoht 
o f e r  y lda  bearn obres dogores,, 
sunne sweglwered suban scine'a! (601-606) 

The need f o r  opposi t ion t o  Grendel 's  a t t a c k s  i s  a s  c l e a r  a s  day, 

and Beowulf indeed made a g r e a t  attempt t o  prove t h a t  he is  

worthy of the  Danes1 t r u s t .  ' It is  h i s  f i r m  reso lve  which both 

Erothgar and Wealhtheow admire, and it is now t h a t  Hrothgar g ives  

h i s  permission. It has taken the poet 700 l i n e s  t o  br ing  h i s  

hero face t o  face with  Grendel, but  s o  much more do we now h o w  
,/ 



oZ t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  he ro ,  and of h i s  h e r o i c  s i t u a z i o n .  it 

i s  no t r i v i a l  ma t t e r  t o  l e t  Beowulf a c t  as champion of t h e  Canes, 

and Hrothgar i s  e x p l i c i t  about t h i s :  

h f ~ e  i c  Eenegum ffien Eer a l y f d e ,  
s i p &  i c  hond ond rond hebban n i h t e ,  
$ry@mn Dena but  on be nu %a. 
&fa nu ond geheald husa s e l e s t ,  
gemyne qzrpo,  m g e n e l l e n  cy8,  
waca wi8 wrapurn! (655-660)  

The g l o r i e s  of t h e  Danish people have been duly por t rzyed:  

they  a r e  no mean people ,  bu t  world-famous w a r r i o r s  f e a s t i n g  i n  

t h e  g r e a t e s t  of h a l l s .  We a r e  never  g iven  t o  be l i eve  t h a t  t hey  

a r e  weak, bu t  r a t h e r  t h a t  Grendel is  s o  over-poweringly t e r r i b l e .  

He i s  presented as one wi th  mankind, and y e t  t o t a l l y  agsisst II 

. o t h e r  men. Although he and h i s  mother a r e  more human than  t h e  

dragon can eve r  be ,  t hey  a r e  t h e  enemies of a l l  mankind. Grendel I 

s e e s  on ly ' s leep ing  w a r r i o r s ,  n o t  Danes and then  Geats;  he I 

i n d i s c r i m i n a t e l y  k i l l s  bo th ;  and s i m i l a r l y  t h e  dragon i s  aroused I 

by o:.~- , I :  t h en  r ages  a g a i n s t  a l l  mankind. 

2eowulf a r r i v e s  a t  Heorot as a th-ane- of Hygelac . and -- -- he 

behaves as a good r e t a i n e r  should;  bu t  h i s  "mgenes  c m f t v ,  
--- --- - - -  - - 

supported by an equa l ly  g r e a t  - s p i r i t ,  makes him t h e  one h u m  
. -- - . - -  - - - - -  ______ ___--- 

being who has  any hope of d e f e a t i n g  Grendel.  For men l i k e  Urderth 
- -- - 

i t  would be foolhardy t o  a t tempt  t o  f i g h t  t h e  n o c s t e r ,  but  l o r  

Beow-ulf, whose ba t t l e_expe r i ence  - i n c l u d e s  - .- .- s u c c e s s f u l l y  - - -  - - f i g h t i n g  

such b e a s t s ,  t h e  performance of such a t a s k  is most r i g h t  sxd 
-- - _ __--- - - ,  - -  - - 

f i t t i n g .  The poet  does n o t  p resen t  us w i t h  a d e t a i l e d  p i c twe  
--- 

of t h e  phys i ca l  f o r c e s  meeting i n  t h i s  g r e a t  f i g h t ,  f o r  we know 

only t h a t  Grendel can d e s t r o y  t h i r t y  thanes  a t  once, and t h a t  



3eowulf is  s a i d  t o  have the  s t r eng th  of t h i r t y  men i r ~  h i s  hand- 

g r i p .  The t e r r o r  of the  monster i s  r e a l i z e d  i n  the  a c c m u i ~ t e d  

psychological r eac t ion  of the  Danes t o  the monster 's a t t acks .  

Indeed, the  mere s i g h t  of Grendel ls  lake  s t r i k e s  t e r r o r  ir.to 

the  h e a r t s  of these  men t o  such an ex ten t  t h a t  Beowulfls plunge 

i n t o  t h e  murky waters  becomes a supreme z c t  of courage. 

The p o e t ' s  s o l u t i o n  t o  the problem which a rose ,  probably, 

out of the  ma te r i a l s  with which he worked i s  not found i n  a y  

one l i n e :  i t  is i n  h i s  expansion of the  a r r i v a l  of Beowulf, 

and i n  the  leading  up t o  Hrothgar 's  g iv ing  over t h e  g r e a t  h a l l ,  

t h e  symbol of Danish power, t o  the  p ro tec t ion  of the  Geats, 

t h a t  t h e  cha rac te r  of t h e  hero is  revealed ,  and the  s igni f icznce  -_ -- 

of h i s  ac t ions  i s  understood. The t e r r o r  of Grendel, though iUl l 

l 

i t  has el iminated most of Hrothgar ls  b e s t  warr iors ,  i s  not s o  

much t h a t  i t  th rea tens  the l i v e s  of a l l  Danes, f o r  the  l i v i n g  

war r io r s  merely s l e p t  i n  places  o ther  than  t h e  h a l l  [l38]. 

Rather,  the  monster has upset t h e  s o c i a l  l i f e  of Hrothgarls  

court  by r u l i n g  i n  the - h a l l  ... when darkness comes, and i t  i s  t h i s  
7- 

- 

which makes Hrothgar s o  unhappy. 'J3eowulf o f f e r s  t o  cleanse 

the  h a l l  of i t s  r u l e r  by n igh t ,  thus  g iv ing  Grendel h i s  due 

reward f o r  the  t e r r i b l e  crimes he has committed aga ins t  nankind. 

H i s  de fea t  of Grendel, however much it shows the  grea tness  of  

h i s  s t r e n g t h  and courage, equal ly  shows how such - a hero czn 

u t i l i z e  h i s  s p e c i a l  g i f t s  f o r  the  b e n e f i t  of m k i n d .  The ord- 

i n a r y  hero,  who engages i n  human c o n f i i c t s  only,  performs deeds 

of va lour  which a r e  important t o  h i s  t r i b e ;  whereas Bsowulf 

comes not  as an exile-adventurer seeking t r e a s u r e  as reward f o r  



h i s  brave deeds, but r a t h e r  as a thane of Hygelac who r e c ~ ; ~ . i z e s  

h i s  duty t o  put h i s  extraordinary s t r e n g t h  t o  good use a g z n s t  

an e v i l  force  i n  the face of which ordinary human s t re r ,g th  is 

use less .  On the su r face ,  i t  may be s a i d  t h a t  such herois:: is  

not  appl icable  and has l i t t l e  relevance t o  a s o c i e t y  of  sen 

whose s t r e h g t h  i s  ordinary,  and who a r e  not  a f f l i c t e 2  by such 

monsters, and indeed, t h i s  is  the view of W.P.Ker. Sa t  the 

artist  dea l s  i n  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ;  i n  which, given c e r t a i n  c o n d i t i o ~ s  

o f  ex t raordinary  s t r e n g t h  aga ins t  ex t raordinary  enenies ,  S e o w ~ l f  

is  t h e  i d e a l  cha rac te r  who makes t h e  b e s t  of the  s i t u a t i o n  aEd 

whose ac t ions  a r e  therefore  t r u l y  heroic .  He i s  indeed one of 

mankind, and h i s  ac t ions  a r e  exemplary, though they  cannot be 

dupl ica ted  by ordinary man. 

The first t h i n g  we a r e  t o l d  about Beowulf i s  t h a t  

s e  wzs moncynnes mgenes s t r e n g e s t  
on &m dgge Bysses l i f e s ,  
@ele  ond eacen... (196-198) 

and it is t h i s  g i f t  which determines t h e  g r e a t  des t iny  

hero,  f o r  l i k e  a king who must use h i s  g i f t s  wisely and w e l l ,  

Seowulf recognizes h i s  moral duty t o  u s e  i n  the b e s t  I way those 

th ings  which God has granted him. He approaches the  Danish 

court  completely subservient  t o  the  recognized a u t h o r i t y ,  Hrothgar, 
P 

and h i s  main purpose is t o  be granted permission t o  f i g h t  Grendel. 

Although h i s  seeking of permission draws emphasis away f r o a  t h e  

f i g h t  i t s e l f ,  which i s  descr ibed r a t h e r  b r i e f l y  compared t o  h i s  I 

presenta t ion  at  the  Danish cour t ,  it is e s s e n t i a l  t o  the poet ' s  I 

I 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  of the  a c t u a l  f i g h t .  We have, then,  more em2hasis 

upon the  circumstances of t h e  f i g h t  than on t h e  f i g h t  i t s e l l ,  and 



more focus upon t h e  psychological aspects  of the characters  

than on t h e i r  physical  a t t r i b u t e s .  I n  t h i s  l a s t  respect  it 

i s  enough t o  know t h a t  Beowulf is  except ional ly  s t r ~ n g  t h a t  

Grendel i n c i t e s  t e r r o r  i n  the  b e s t  of ordinary warr iors .  

The poet has the utmost regard f o r  the  t o t a l  cohesion of 

the  poem. .The Geat ish band of warr iors  a r e  an imposing s i g h t  

t o  the  Danes, whose awed reac t ion  t o  Beowulf i s  importaqt f o r  

our understanding of him. Beowulf s tands  ma jes t i ca l ly  i n  h i s  

f u l l  armour before Hrothgar and asks t h e  Danish king t h a t  t h e  

fasous byrnie ("$at i s  Hmdlan laf ,/ Weiandes geweorc") be 

re turned  t o  t h e  Geatish king,  Hygelac,in t h e  event of h i s  defea t .  
4 

During t h e  f e a s t ,  however, a , t ten t ion  is  d i rec ted  toward the 

t r u l y  g r e a t  cha rac te r  of the  hero,  discovered through the 
in 

w- 

speeches. Once he i s  i n  the  presence of Hrothgar, Beowulf s tands  

aione and unarmed among the  Danes---concentration now i s  upon 

h i s  r e a l  worth. Soon he s tands  alone and unarmed agains t  

Grendel. But f o r  t h e  contes t  with Grendel 's  mother we a r e  given 

a d e t a i l e d  desc r ip t ion  of Beowulf arming himself before ec te r ing  

the  monster 's  l a k e ,  not  simply t h a t  we may r e v e l  i n  the  s i g h t  

of a f u l l y  armed mighty warrior, but  t o  give him the  aeans by 

which he achieves v i c t o r y  i n  h i s  second s t rugg le .  

2 -  
! 

We have, then ,  a complete presenta t ion  of Eeowuif' chzr- 

: a c t e r :  it is  no t  immense physicalqstrength,  proved i n  the  f i g h t ,  

t which i s  the  main point of emphasis---though it may have been i n  
\ 
: t h e  o r i g i n a l  folk-tale---but r a t h e r  t h e  t r u l y  powerful charac ter  
! 
i of t h e  hero t h a t  the  poet r evea l s  i n  t h e  700 l i n e s  preceding t h e  
I 
i 
t-- 4 



. 
actual demonstration of his strength. 



NOTES 

1. I n  d i s c u s s i o n s  on t h e  audience I s  a t t i t u d e s  toward t h e  x d i v i d -  
u a l  hero  and h i s  deeds t h e r e  is  cons ide rab l e  &is~,ree: ;cat ,  
bu t  nos t  admit t h a t  a hero  whose a c t i o n s  a r e  "epics;" Fer- 
l o rms  as r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of h i s  group,  He i s  zdxiirec as 
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of what is  b e s t  i n  man. Accordingly,  
E l i z a b e t h  Sewel l  w r i t e s ,  V h a t  a r e  G i l g a m e ~ ~ h  o r  B e o w ~ l f  
o r  Dante o r  Adam doing ,  i f  t hey  a r e  n o t  c a r r y i n g  us fo r -  
ward w i t h  them, exp lo r ing  and s t r u g g l i n g  and s u f f e r i n g ,  
ou t  i n  advance of us  b u t  one w i t h  u s  s t i l l ? "  

2. See R.ld.Chambers, o p . c i t . ,  pp.3-4. 

3 .  Dorothy Whitelock,  The Audience of Beowulf, Oxford a t  Clarendon 
P r e s s ,  1951,  p.60. 

4. The h i s t o r i c a l  i d e n t i t y  of t h e  Geats has  long  been a 2ebsted 
s u b j e c t ,  though t h e  Old Norse Gautar  ha s  been i n  r e c e n t  
y e a r s  t h e  more popular  cho ice ,  f o r  l a c k  of a b e t t e r  pos- 
s i b i l i t y .  However, Jane A. Leake has  a n  a t t r a c t i v e  sw- 
g e s t i o n  t h a t  t h e  poet p laced 3eowulf among t h e  Gets ,  t h a t  
t r i b e  of people whose myster ious  e x i s t e n c e  i s  mentioned lih n 

i n  bo th  c l a s s i c a l  and e a r l y  medieval  w r i t i n g s .  

5. C e r t a i n l y ,  we a r e  expected t o  accep t  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of Grendel ,  
h i s  mother, and t h e  dragon,  a long  w i t h  t h e  g r e a t  s t r e n g t h  
of Beowulf, bu t  t h e  poet  p r e s e n t s  t h e s e  i n  such a way t h a t  

1 

we cannot doubt h i s  word. 

6. Th i s  t echnique  i s  used throughout t h e  poem. That it i s  no 
mere ornamentat ion is seen  i n  t h e  i n t r o d u c t i o n  of Wiglaf 
i n t o  t h e  a c t i o n ;  f o r  Weohstan a i d  h i s  sword a r e  considered 
p a r t  of  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  of Beowulf ls  l o y a l  r e t a i n e r .  See 
R.E.Ksske, "Weohstan's Sword1I, KGN W[Y(l96O),  pp.465-8. 

7. Even Aldhelm, who was s a i d  t o  have drawn crowds by t e l l i n g  
h e r o i c  t a l e s ,  d i d  no t  draw morals  from then ;  having c a p t u e d  
t h e  peop le ' s  a t t e n t i o n ,  he t hen  t u rned  t o  s p i r i t u a l  mat te r s .  

8. The p o e t ' s  a t t i t u d e  t o  h i s  p re -Chr i s t i an  c h a r a c t e r s  has been 
l i n k e d  wi th  t h e  llsemi-Pelagian" d o c t r i n e  t h a t  t h o x h  
g race  is  neces sa ry  f o r  s a l v a t i o n ,  a l l  men a r e  equa l  before  
God. See C,Donahue, I1Beowulf, I r e l a n d  and t h e  Ka tu ra l  Goodt1, 
T r a d i t i o  VII(1949-51), pp. 263-277. 

9. Though Hrothgar  s e e s  Beowulf as a man s e n t  by God, it mst 
be noted tha t  he d i d  no t  pray f o r  such  he lp .  See l i n e s  
171-188. 



10. Both J. Leyer le  and G.N.Garnonsway f i n d  t h a t  heroism dc?ecds  
fi:)on "a c e r t a i n  excess"  and indeed it does ;  but  nosx l d e s i s  
are such  t h a t  we must r i s e  above t h e  o rd ina ry  i f  - we z r e  t o  

. a p y o a c h  them. Nei ther  t h e  M~l.don poet  r,or t h e  ~ ~ ? o ~ n !  f 
poet  e x p l i c i t l y  condemn such oferfiod: and i t  i s  LO ~ ; o ~ . d e r ,  
f o r  t hey  are i n  f a c t  c e l e b r a t i n g  t h e  e f f e c t s  of  t h i s  excess .  



Chapter Four: THE DRAGON AXD THE DZATH OF SZC;';!C%F 

If t h e  Grendel adventures,  or  the  s t o r y  of Beowulf i n  the  

land of t h e  Danes, r e v e a l  t h e  ac t ions  and the  charac ter  o f  

i d e a l  warr ior ,  a l o y a l  r e t a i n e r  who i s  a t  the  peak o f  youth --- 
and s t r e n g t h ,  then  the  dragon adventure c e r t a i n l y  r evea l s  the 

ac t ions  and cha rac te r  of an i d e a l  king. The poet underl ices  
/-- 

-- - -__ _ 

t h e  s igni f icance  of Beowulfls f i g h t  wi th  I the dragon by drawing 

i n t o  t h i s  main s t o r y  the  h i s t o r y  of Geatish wars with the  

Swedes and Hygelacls F r i s i a n  expedi t ion,  and by extending the 

s t o r y  t o  include t h e  doom of the  Geatish people. These events 

alone do not  r e v e a l  t h e  h e r o ' s  g rea tness ,  al though we night  

expect t h a t  Beowulf, as the  s t rong  r i g h t  arm of the  king of the  

Geats , would have an important p a r t  i n  Hygelac s . and Heardred s 

wars, and t h a t  l a t e r ,  as king himself ,  he would leave behind 

him a s t r o n g  and powerful na t ion ,  unthreatened by neighboring 

t r i b e s .  This is ,  at  l e a s t ,  t he  p a r a l l e l  p i c tu re  of the  g lor ious  

Danish dynasty at the  beginning of t h e  poem, where God Himself 

i s  s a i d  t o  have granted woroldar t o  the  Danes i n  the  person of 

S c y l d l s  son,  ~ e o w ( u l f ) ,  f o r  He had seen t h e  fyrenbearf of people 

who were f o r  a long time without a s t r o n g  leader .  

Beowu.lfls des t iny  is  given an h i s t o r i c a l  s ign i f i cance ,  f o r  



i t  is  bound with h i s t o r i c a l  a l l u s i o n s ,  and u l t imate ly  xit?.  t h e  

de fes t  of the  Gest ish people. This accounts f o r  the  m t e r i a l  

which is not d i r e c t l y  connected t o  the,  main s t o r y ;  but t h i s  

ma te r i a l  has d ive r t ed  a t t e n t i o n  from the  g lo r ious  death of the 

hero t o  the ing lo r ious  suggestion of n a t i o n a l  defea t .  A f s w  

c r i t i c s 1  who attempt t o  l o c a t e  a Chr is t ian  'tmessage" o f t t h e  

poem i n  the  dea th  of the  hero the re fo re  interpret the  bisrial  
I 

of the  use less  t r e a s u r e  which Beouulf won a t  t h e  cos t  of h i s  

l i f e  a s  i n d i c a t i n g  t h e  purposelessness o f  t h e  f i g h t  i t s e l f ;  

and moreover, i t  is seen t o  emphasize t h e  hero ' ss  t r a g i c  f law,  - .- 

nase ly ,  h i s  placing t o o  much importance upon worldly t r easures .  

Their  argument runs t h a t  i f  Beowulfls r o l e  i n  t h i s  l a s t  pa r t  

of the  poem is compared with t h a t  of Hrothgar i n  the f i rs t  p a r t ,  

t h e r e  is evidence of a paradox, a  c o n f l i c t  between the  r o l e  of 

a hero and t he  r o l e  of a kingm2 I f  t h e r e  i s  one, then Seowulf 

cannot perform both r o l e s  without d e t r a c t i n g  f rom one or the 

o the r ,  No-d Hrothgar was a wise and good king,  but age had 

withered h i s  s t r e n g t h  and the re fo re  h i s  f i g h t i n g  prowess, s o  

t h a t  he is i n  no way a hero,  and he does not  attempt,.to perforn 

such a  r o l e .  But Beowulf is  s t i l l ' t h e  epitome of t h e  strerigth 

and courage t h a t  he displayed i n  e a r l i e r  years ,  and i n  perforz- 

i n g  the  good deeds of a g r e a t  hero he endangers t h e  l i v e s  of h i s  

s u b j e c t s ;  c l e a r l y  foreshadowed is t h e i r  defea t  i n  the  near  fu tu re .  

Such a view seems t o  accord with Wiglaf t s  sentiments on h i s  k i n g ' s  

l a s t  f i g h t :  

Oft s c e a l l  e o r l  monig anes wi l l an  
wmc adreogan, swa us geworden is. (3077-8) 

The u l t imate  flaw, then,  i s  i n  t h e  r o l e  of a hero---he is oce 



who performs h i s  deeds i n  an h i s t o r i c a l  vacu7m w i t t o ~ t  regsrd t o  

the  possible  consequences of h i s  ac t ions .  Beowulf, 312 a re  t o  

understand, is not  aware of what w i l l  happen a f t e r  h i s  death,  

and i n  f a c t  he does not  ca re ;  inc tead ,  he i s  concerned w i t h  

personal  glory and consequently, contrary t o  the  advice of h i s  - 
people, he goes 'out t o  f i g h t  the  dragon. I f  the  al lusior is  t o  

t h e  pas t  wars of t h e  Geats and t h e  Swedes and t o  the ?robable 

. f u t u r e  wars give an h i s t o r i c a l  perspect ive t o  Beowulfls dezth,  

thsn  indeed t h e  cha rac te r  of Beowulf as king has a grave weak- 

ness  and h i s  f i g h t  with the  dragon is not  a  g lo r ious  deed a t  a l l ,  

but  a  foolhardy one which des t roys  both himself and h i s  peosle. 

The poet c a n  be s a i d ,  i f  t h i s  is  s o ,  t o  have shown the b a s i c  

weakness of pagan he ro ic  s o c i e t y ,  and u l t ima te ly ,  the  wealaess 

of t h a t  heroism which is  d i rec ted  not  toward God, but toward (in 

g lo ry  among men and worldly th ings .  

Such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  however, does not follow f r o n  t h e  ' I  

p o e t ' s  presenta t ion  of the dea th  of Beowulf, but r a t h e r  i t  d i s t o r t s  

h i s  emphasis; h i s  main technique of expos i t ion  i s  t h a t  of con- 

t ras t ,  and it i_ss<pificant t h a t  we have no e x p l i c i t  con t ras t  
-. 

t o  show any weakness i n  t h e  h e r o ' s  character"";b the  c o ~ t r a r y ,  
_+-- 

following the  death of Beowulf comes an impressive presenta t ioa  

of t h e  funera l  and the  tower niade t o  mark h i s  grave on Hronesnass. 

The p ra i se  heaped upon the  memory of t h e i r  king i s ,  l i k e  the 

t r e a s u r e  which i s  heaped on h i s  ashes ,  not  a t  a l l  use less  ar,d 

' v a i n ,  i n  terms of poet ic  s igni f icance .  The f a c t  i s  t h a t  those 

sane people who see  i n  t h e  death of t h e i r  king t h e i r  own defea t  

a l s o  recognize t h a t  t h e i r s  was a g lo r ious  king whose worth i s  



f a r  g r e a t e r  than t h e i r  own. Indeed i t  would be gross iy  ir~ccn- 

s i s t e n t  of Wiglaf t o  c r i t i c i s e  Beowulfls l a s t  a c t  as foolnardi-  

ness ,  and then t o  claim t h a t  he is "wigend weor%ful los t~ i3093] .  

There is throughout the  dragon s e c t i o n  a cons i s t en t  attitude to- --_ _ -- 

ward Beowulf I s  l i f e ,  h i s  l a s t  b a t t l e  and t h e  consequences of 

h i s  dea th ,  and the re  i s  t r u t h  i n  the suggest ion t h a t  the  2oet 

has est,ended the  Grendel s t o r y ,  which presents  the  g lor ious  l i f e  

of h i s  hero,  i n  order t o  b r ing  about - t he  g lo r ious  death of t h a t  

same hero. This extension i s  impl ic i t  i n  t h a t  passage of trmsi-,  

t i o n  which has Beowulf heaped with honours, as a thane of Xygelac, 

and then a few l i n e s  l a t e r  presents  him as a king whose re ign  of 

f i f t y  peaceful years  is  in te r rup ted  suddenly by the  fu ry  of the  

dragon. The poet does not simply r e l a t e  the  event ;  he i s  ~ a i n l y  

concerned with the charac ter  of the  hero,  and the  s igni f icance  of 

h i s  ac t ions .  There is  no suggestion t h a t  Beowulf should not  f i g h t ,  
. 

but r a t h e r ,  it seems imperative t h a t  he should do s o ,  f o r  the  I 

. same reasons a s  those t h a t  made him v i s i t  Hrothgar. I n  h i s  own 

words , 
N i s  )pt eower sig, 

ne gemet mannes, nefne min anes,  
eorlscype efne. (2532-2535 ) 

Orily he can face  the  monster; t h i s  is not  an i d l e  boas t ,  f o r  

eleven of h i s  b e s t  warr iors  f i n d  t h e  t e r r o r  of t h e  dragon too  

much, and f l e e  f o r  sa fe ty .  Only Wiglaf f i n d s  t h e  courage t o  

e n t e r  t h e  f r a y ,  being of the  same s tock  as Beowulf himself. 

The dragon s t o r y  is separated from the  youthful  adventures 

of t h e  hero only chronologically---there is  no reason f o r  reading 

it as a separa te  e n t i t y .  Klaeber has 'maintained t h a t  each s t o r y  



could s tand on i t s  own; t h a t  the dragon f i g h t  was not "de~,en?ent 

f o r  i ts  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  on the  events of  the  first  p lo t" .3  Cer- 

t a i n l y  the  adventures of the youthful  hero i n  the  fo re ign  lac id  

of the  Danes a r e  separa te  from the l a s t  adventure of t h a t  s a x  

hero i n  the  land of which he i s  now king. But the  poet p r e s e n t s  

a g rea t  d e a l  more than a simple monster-fight, and a l l  t h a t  goes 

i n t o  h i s  s t o r y  is  necessary f o r  the  p o e t ' s  emphasis. That he 

depends upon our knowledge of the cha rac te r  of Beowulf a s  he 

has presented i t ' t o  us i s  recognized by Klaeber,  s ince  he ces- 

c r ibes  the  poem as cons i s t ing  of Ittwo d i s t i n c t  p a r t s  joined i n  a  

vary loose manner and held together  only by t h e  person of the  

hero. lt4 But, because of the  fashionable i n t e r e s t  i n  o r ig ins  

coiouring h i s  view of the  poem, Xlaeber is more inc l ined  t o  see 

t h e  b a s i c  s tory-pat te rn  than what the  poet has  done with it i n  I 

making h i s  poem. 

Af ter  the  few l i n e s  descr ib ing  how t h e  kingdom c=e i n t o  

the  hands of Beowulf, we a r e  t o l d  only t h a t  he ru led  well  f o r  

f i f t y  years  and " w e s  %a f rod  cyning,/ ea ld  epelweardfl[2209-101, 

u n t i l  a c e r t a i n  dragon began t o  r i c s i a n  i n  the  dark n ight .  The 

p a t t e r n  thus  r e c u r s ,  f o r  Hrothgar had r u l e d  f o r  f i f t y  years 

u n t i l  Grendel took over h i s  g rea t  h a l l .  The poet thus  swmar izes  

t h e  e a r l i e r  s i t u a t i o n :  

Swa r ixode ond 
m a  w i 6  eallum, 
husa s e l e s t .  

Beowulf i s  as wretched as 

n i g h t ,  f o r  the  dragon has 
- 

, t h e  people with ''bale ond 

w i %  r i h t e  wan, 
0-8 &t i d e l  s tod  

(144-146) 

Hrothgar was under Grendel 's  r u l e  a t  

s e t  burning a l l  Geatland, surrounded 

brondeI1, and even destroyed Beowulf 's 



own home, tha " g i f s t o l  Geata". This i s  su re ly  far  worse t?.sy., 

Grandel 's  kind of warfare ,  f o r  a t  l e a s t  Heorot i t s e l f  w i t k s t o o d  

h i s  a t t acks .  The poet I s  choice of words here is  mewL% t o  r e c a l l  

f o r  us the  splendor and s igni f icance  of Heorot; i n  corx~aring 

tha two s i t u a t i o n s  we e a s i l y  r e a l i s e  the g r e a t e r  of the tit.-o 

e v i l s .  Grenhel could not approach the  Danish p i f s t n l ; 5  bot  

the  dragon a e l t s  t h a t  of the  Geats, thus  des t roying  t h e  syii~bol 

of t h e  power and g lo ry  of the  seople and t h e i r  king. 

Although Beowulf i s  weighed down with sorrowful broodings 

on the  possible  reason f o r  such advers i ty ,  he ixrmediztely "con- 

t r i v e s  vengeance11[2336], and orders the  making of a g r e a t  i r o n  

s h i e l d  t o  withstand the  hea t  of the  dragon's  flames. His 

immediate r e s o l u t i o n  p a r a l l e l s  h i s  dec is ion  t o  go t o  the a s s i sza rce  

of Hrothgar, f o r  it i s  the  recogni t ion  of t h a t  sane heahcescean 

t h a t  Wiglaf l a t e r  mentions [3084]. For vengeance f ollowicg the  I 

I 

death  of U s c h e r e ,  Beowulf had s e t  out aga ins t  Grendel ls  mother, 

and had s a i d  t o  the  unhappy Hrothgar t h a t  "it is  b e t t e r  t o  avecge 

the  death of a f r i e n d  than t o  mourn greatlyt1[1384-51. He recog- 

n izes  t h a t  he must perform t h e  t a s k  aga ins t  the  dragon alone,  

f o r  it is f a r  too  g rea t  f o r  other  men; as f o r  himself ,  

no he him $a szcce ondred, 
ne h'm @zs wyrmes wig f o r  wiht dyde, 
eafo  $ ond e l len . . .  (2347-9) 

Xe a r e  then given an account of Beowulf 's share i n  Kygelac I s  

P r i s i a n  expedi t ion and of h i s  r o l e  during Xeardredls re ign .  The 

poet b r ings  i n  h i s t o r i c a l  ma te r i a l  t o  s u i t  h i s  purposes, f o r  a t  

t h i s  point Beowulf is ready t o  f i g h t  t h e  dragon, and h i s  f i g h t  

wi th  Grendel is reca l l ed .  We hear  of the  h e r o ' s  escape from 



F r i s i a  by swimming away with t h i r t y  hilder;e3,twa on h i s  ar::;, 

which again emphasizes h i s  g r e ~ t  s t r e n g t h ,  T h i s  is followed 

by a b r i e ?  account of Beowulf Is succession t o  tk,e Geatish throne. 

The passage, e a s i l y  considered a  d ig ress ion  i n t o  h i s t o r i c a l  

t r a d i t i o n ,  has two important funct ions:  f irst ,  the r e f ~ r s n c e  

t o  Grendel r e c a l l s  Beowulfls experience i n  f i g h t i n g  ~ o n s t e r s ,  

and h i s  duty t o  do s o ,  which leads  us t o  accept once xore t h a t  

Seowulf is  the  only man f o r  t h e  t a s k ;  secondly,  t h e  p o e t ' s  accowt 

of h i s  succession t o  the throne again br ings  out the  h e r o ' s  high 

regard f o r  s o c i a l  usages, f o r  Hygd had of fered  him the  kingship,  

but  he chose t o  he lp  the  young Heardred, t h e  d i r e c t  descesdant 

of Hygelac, and t h e r e f o r e ,  i n  the  eyes of the  Anglo-Saxons, the  

r i g h t f u l  h e i r .  The poet a l s o  c r e d i t s  Seowulf with th2 avenging 

of t h e  death of Keardred, though we f i n d  l a t e r  on t h a t  he was I 

only i n d i r e c t l y  connected wi th  the s l augh te r  of Onelz. Although 

Beowulf obviously was an important fol lower of both Hygelac I 

I 

and Heardred, t h e  poet does not  concentrate  upon hi's he ro ' s  

a c t i v i t i e s  i n  human c o n f l i c t s ;  they a r e  d i f f e r e n t  i n  kind f r o s  

h i s  t h r e e  g r e a t  f i g h t s  with the  monsters, t 

Nevertheless,  the  g lory  of Beowulf's r e i g n  a t  t h i s  point 

is  t h a t  he has survived numerous human c o n f l i c t s .  The poet 

summarizes t h i s  background i n  the  l i n e s  

Swa. he ni36a gehwane genesen hzfde,  
sli&a ges lyhta  sunu ~ c & i o w e s ,  
ellenweo,ca,  06 $one a m e  dzg, 
be he w i '  8 barn wyrme gewegan sceolde,  (2397-2400) 

\- The poet wants us t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h i s  w i l l  be Beowulf's l as t  
i' 

f i g h t ,  which w i l l  end i n  h i s  death,  The a c t u a l  outcome of the 

f i g h t ,  t h a t  the monster is  s l a i n ,  but  not befora he has del ivered 



an a t t a c k  which w i l l  end the  he ro ' s  l i f e ,  i s  t h e  climax f o r  which 

t h e  post c a r e f u l l y  prepares us with the  prophecy; 

Sceolde lzndaga 
=bel ing mgod ende ~ e b i d a n ,  
worulde l i f e s ;  ond se wyrm somod, 
beah Be hordwelan heolde lange. (2341-2744 j 

k* a r e  t o  recognize the' grea tness  of Beowulf's deed. ?art of 

t h i s  g rea tness ,  indeed t h e  main p a r t ,  is  t h a t  Beowulf knows 

t h a t  he w i l l  d i e .  He knows h e w i l l  be s tanding  face  t o  face 

with Death, jus t  as he did when he met with Grendel; only cow 

ha is an old man. Yet he i s  as f e a r l e s s  and courageous as he 

has always been and as determined as before upon a contes t  as 

equal  as poss ib le ,  

That the hero a c t s  as t h e  s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g  saviour  of h i s  

people is  suggested,  but  c e r t a i n l y  not emphasized by the poet,  

f o r  jus t  a s  he had fought Grendel ts  mother t o  zvenge the  death 

of U s c h e r e ,  s o  he goes now t o  f i g h t  t h e  dragon with vengeance 

i n  mind. That the  mere-monster would have continued her  a t t acks  

i s  not  c l e a r l y  e v i d e n t , ' b u t  she was k i l l e d  never the less ;  as f o r  

t h e  l a t e r  c r i s i s ,  Wiglaf r evea l s  t h 2 t  the  Geatish people had 

?advised Beowulf t o  leave the  dragon i n  i t s  barrow, not t o  pro- 

voke it as he planned t o  do. I f  we a r e  t o  bel ieve t h a t  the  

dragon w i l l  not  continue h i s  night-burnings, then the  ac t ions  

Beowulf t ake  r a t h e r  d i f f e r e n t  s ign i f i cance  from those 

of a saviour .  The dragon has revealed himself i n  a most t e r r i b l e  - .  -- - - - - _-------- - -- 

manner; he 'has wrought des t ruc t ion  among the  Geats, and t h i s  
L- - .-- 

/- 

shduld be aveng% by Beowulf i f  he has t h e  courage and s t r eng th  

t o  face  t h e  c rea tu re .  Ordinary men would wisely shr ink  from 



such n f i g h t ,  but  Beowulf, t h e  experienced monster-li&te;-,  is 

t h e  r i g h t  mnn f o r  i t .  I n  t h e  Grendel f i g h t  t h e  poet l ocusas ,  

no t  upsn t h e  ne re  d e f e a t  of t h e  nons t e r ,  bu t  upon t k e  xay is 

which Beowulf f a c e s  h i s  deadly f o e ,  and though t h e  o the r  Ceats  

t r y  t o  h e l p ,  t h e i r  a c t i o n s  a r e  q u i t e  u s e l e s s ,  a;?d i t  i s  3eowulf 

a lone  who performs t h e  t a s k .  Although he i s  now gloony 05 

thought ,  "which was not  h i s  custom", he does no t  doubt whzt he 

must do. H i s  f i f t y - y e a r  r e i g n  of peace i s  suddenly ended, =d 

h i s  first thought is  t h a t  he has broken ea lde  r i h t  and has -- 
Srought down t h e  wrath of t h e  e t e r n a l  Lord. But no nore is  s a i d  

of t h i s ,  and we f i n d  him determined t o  avenge t h e  dragon ' s  c r i n e s .  

Vhat t h e  poet  means by "old l a w "  cannot be exac t ly  ar.d 

c l e a r l y  known, though it i s  tempting t o  equate  i t  wi th  t h e  

C h r i s t i a n  concept of b t u r a l '  law. The phrase does f ~ ~ l c z i o n  
I 

a s  an a l l u s i o n  t o  Beowulf 's r ecogn i t i on  of  moral du ty ;  and h i s  

de te rmina t ion  t o  a c t  i n  accordance wi th  t h i s  du ty  i n d i c a t e s  h i s  

judgment of t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  t h a t  he has  n o t , a f t e r  a l l ,  broken 

ea lde  - r i h t .  Between h i s  gloomy thoughts  and his d e t e r a i m t i o n  

f o r  vengearfce comes t h e  f u l l  r e a l i z a t i o n  of  h i s  h e z h e e a c e a ~ .  

Those w r i t e r s  who b e l i e v e  t h a t  Beowulf r i s k s  h i s  l i f e  

n e c e s s a r i l y ,  t h u s  p l ac ing  t h e  l i v e s  of h i s  people i n  danger,  i n  

f a c t  ignore  t h e  even more a n c i e n t  law of death .  For a t  t h i s  

po in t  i n  h i s  l i f e  Beowulf is  f aced  w i t h  an a l l - i n p o r t a n t  choice ,  

n o t  t h e  choice  between l i f e  and d e a t h ,  b u t  between poss ib l e  -? 
d e a t h  i n  an h e r o i c  f i g h t  and dea th  by any one of the  ignoble 

\ 
ways e n m e r a t e d  by Hrothgar:  i 

e f t  sona b i g ,  
&t @ec a d 1  d%e ecg eafopes  setwiefe%, 



o%p f y r e s  feng,  086c f l o d s s  wglrn, 
o$ .e g r ipe  rneces, o'bde gares  f l i h t ,  
odde a t q l  yldo; o b e  eagena bezrhtm 
f o r s ' t e b  ond forsworce%; semninga bii6, 
W t  i e c ,  dryhtguma, dens oferswyae?3. (1762-1768) 

I n  h i s  confor t ine  r ep ly  t o  Hrothgar 's  e a r l i e r  t a l e  of woe 3eowull 

had expressed the  t r a d i t i o n a l  hero ic  sent iments  about glory i n  

l i f e :  

Ure zghwylc s c e a l  ende gebidan I 

worolde l i f e s ;  wyrce s e  be mote 
domes ier deape; Bret b i 8  drihtguman 
unlifgendum aefter s e l e s t .  (1386-1389 ) 

And it i s  Beowulf 's in ten t ion  t o  win v i c t o r y  ovek the  dragon 

before death takes  him awsy from h i s  people and the  joys of 

l i f e :  t h a t  he should d i e  because of wounds i n f l i c t e d  by the 

dragon has f u l l  poet ic  j u s t i f i c a t i o n .  The g lo ry  of the  he ro ' s  

dea th  i s  thus  made even more apparent i n  i t s  con t ras t  with t h e  

usual  ways i n  which ordinary men meet death;  and although tha 

poet r i g h t l y  r e f r a i n s  from having Beowulf speak d i r e c t l y  about 

h i s  endedzg, t h a t  i s ,  he does not  say  t h a t  s ince  he must d i e ,  

he w i l l  f i g h t  the  dragon, y e t  t h e  tone of the  dragon s t o r y  i s  

e l e g i a c ,  including t h e  h e r o ' s  speeches before t h e  f i g h t .  In  

t e r m  of the  main p l o t ,  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  the  dragon f i g h t  

is  t o  a r r i v e  a t  a noble death f o r  t h e  g r e a t  man, and so the  

whole p a r t  is pervaded by tragedy and gloom. 

But again,  Beowulf prepares f o r  t h e  f i g h t  f u l l y  i n t e n t  on 

v i c t o r y ,  and i n  no way is  he shown a hero d i f f e r e n t  from what 

. . he was i n  h i s  youth. He had armed himself aga ins t  Grendel ls  

mother i n  such a way t h a t  the  two met on equal  t e r a s ;  and now, 

aga ins t  the  dragon's  f i r e  he has made the  s p e c i a l  s h i e l d ,  and 

aga ins t  t h e  tough hide and t e e t h  he bears  h i s  armour and sword. 



The d i f f i c u l t i e s  encountered by the  hero increase  fros ficht 
I 

t o  f i g h t  u n t i l  t he  point i s  reached when he must s a c r i f i c e  t l s  

l i f e  i n  order t o  be v ic to r ious .  I n  the  Grendel f i g h t  t k s  c m -  
I 

t e s t a n t s  a r e  unarmed: physic91 s t r e n g t h  and determination s e t -  

t l e  t h i s  wres t l ing  match. But Grendel 's  motner e x h i b i t s  no 

such g r e a t  s t r e n g t h ,  though she has l i t t l e  d i f f i c u l t y  i n  czrry- 

i n g  of f  AEschere. But whereas Grendel r evea l s  only hatred of 

human joy, h i s  mother is  mucpmore - humd,  -- f o r  her  motive i s  
------?. 

e ! q e  ; and she takes  only one war r io r ,  but d i sp lays  he r  
___-- 

by leaving  h i s  head on t h e  shore t o  t e r r o r i z e  those who wculd 

dare t o  follow her.  

On the  o the r  hand, the  dragon is  completely overpowering; 

he is  f i f t y  f e e t  i n  length  and i n  one night-at tack he ravages 

the  e n t i r e  country. U n t i l  the  dragon comes Beowulf has l i v e d  

a g lo r ious  l i f e ,  and the  death of t h i s  c r e a t u r s  involves the  

g lo r ious  death of t h e  hero. 6 The account of t h e  a c t u a l  f i g h t  

' follows two long speeches by Beowulf which end with the t r a d i -  

t i o n a l  he ro ic  boast :  

Xolde i c  sweord beran, 
wzDen t o  wyrme, g i f  i c  wis te  hu 
w i 8  % a m  ,glrecean e l l e s  meahte 8  YIP^ P ~ P Y ,  swa i c  g i o  wig Grendle dyde; 

E r  heaoufyres h a t e s  wene, 
gre jc e s  ond a t t r e s ;  foraon i c  me on hafu 
bord ond byrnan. (2518-2524) 

Indeed, it would be foolhardy f o r  him t o  f i g h t  the dragon ua- 

armed and unprotected: t h i s  is  a pos i t ive  s t a t e x e n t  of h i s  
. . 

courage and g rea tness ,  and it i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  the  sane as  h i s  

e a r l i e r  boas ts .  The poet has c a r e f u l l y  s e t  out the  two r o l e s  

of hero and king i n  such a way t h a t  they  do not  c o n f l i c t .  



Grendel 's  feud with the Danes cofies a t  prec ise ly  the  r i g h t  

time i n  Beowulf's hero ic  career  and l ikewise the  dragon corns 

when he is  most needed---that i s ,  f o r  the purposes of the 2 ~ e t .  

Although it is  e a s i l y  recognized t h a t  the  three  f igh ts  

b2come more d i f f i c u l t ,  i t  i s  a l s o  t r u e  t h a t  Beowulf's courage 

and s t r e n g t h  become more evident .  I n  t h e  f irst  f g h t ,  once the 

hero has gripped t h e  monster 's  arm, we hear  mainly about the 

i m e d i a t e  f e a r  of Grendel, whose r e s i s t a n c e  a t  once coi lapses .  

Against Grendel 's  mother Beowulf must show g r e a t e r  s t r e n g t h  

and s k i l l  i n  f i g h t i n g ,  and h i s  en te r ing  t h e  gruesome lake takes 

a g r e a t  d e a l  more courage than simply wai t ing  i n  Heorot f o r  

Grendel; he has t o  e n t e r  the  lake  more as an explorer  of unknown 

regions ,  than a s  a g r e a t  f i g h t e r  boldly a t t ack ing  the  nonster ,  

and h e r  grappl ing with him before he reaches t h e  bottom i n  some 

neasure r eve r ses  t h e  r o l e s  of monster and hero i n  the  f i r s t  

f i g h t ,  f o r  Beowulf is now t h e  in t ruder .  But in  t h e  dragon f i g h t  

t h e  poet '  focuses upon Beowulf's bold a s s a u l t  on t h e  c r e a t u r e ' s  

domain, which draws it out t o  meet him. , 6 

We might have expected him t o  approach t h e  barrow i n  the 

same way as the  s l ave  had done, f o r  i f  t h i s  man could sneak 

pas t  t h e  dragon t o  s t e a l  a cup, possibly Beowulf could a l s o  

cgtch him off  guard.7 But again,  the  poet is  i n t e r e s t e d  not  

. s o  much i n  the  de fea t  of the  monster as i n  the  charac ter  of the  

hero and h i s  manner of f ac ing  the  overwhelming enemy. After  

s i t t i n g  t o  r e l a t e  the  h i s t o r y  of t h e  Geats i n  h i s  l i f e t i n e ,  

climaxed with t h e  a.ccount of h i s  crushing Wghrefn,  Beowulf 

apologizes f o r  h i s  need of arms and armour i n  t h i s - f i g h t ,  and 



" t r u s t i n g  i n  h i s  s t r eng th"  he boldly gazes upon the  e r i t r a x e  

of the  barrow.8 However fearsome the  dragon, Beowulf shovs 

h i s s e l f  equal t o  i t s  t e r r o r :  

Let %a of breostum, %a he eebolgen wies , 
Weder-Geata leod word u t  f a r a n ,  
s t e a r c h e o r t  styrmde; s t e f n  i n  becom 
heasbotorht hlynnan under harne s t a n .  (2550-2553) 

A t  t he  f i r s t  s i g n  of t h e  dragon, h i s  f i e r y  b rea th ,  the  hero 

r a i s e s  h i s  s h i e l d  made jus t  f o r  t h i s  danger;  then we a re  t o l d  

t h a t  t h e  h e a r t  of the hringboga was ready f o r  b a t t l e ,  and s o  

i s  Seowulf, who draws h i s  good sword, "gomele l a f e , /  ecgui  u n s l ~ i " .  

The poet thus  summarizes: 

aghw&%rum was 
bealohycgendra broga fram o h m .  (2564-5 ) 

Since Klaeber ' s  comment on the  "remarkable gradat ion" i n  the  

t h r e e  f i g h t s ,  more a t t e n t i o n  has been given t o  t h e  dragon's 

power than t o  t h a t  of i ts  opponent. Klaeber ' s  claim t h a t  we 

tremble f o r  t h e  venerable king is a response not a c t u a l l y  

created by the  account of t h e  f i g h t :  h i s  sword f a i l s ,  but we 

have a l rsady seen t h i s  happen t o  the  hero i n  h i s  mighty s t roke  

with Hrunting against the hide of Grendel l s  mother, He nzy 

s t i l l  survive.  We may indeed tremble because of the  p o e t ' s  

r en iade r s  t h a t  t h e  hero has reached h i s  endedzg; but B e o ~ u l f  

h i n s e l f  does not  tremble a t  a l l .  He must f u l f i l  h i s  hero ic  duty. 

The account of the  f i g h t  i s  simple: the  dragon m k e s  three  

a t t acks .  The first i s  a c a i n s t  

fa i l s  t o  cu t .  The second time 

the he lp ,  h t h o u g h  unavai l ing,  

i n  the  underwater f i g h t  he had 

Eeoyulf a lone ,  i n  which h i s  svord 

the  dragon a t t a c k s ,  Beovull h2s 

of Wiglaf; a t  t h e  turning-point 

success fu l ly  used the  g i g a ~ t i c  



t 

sword, but t h i s  time h i s  sword breaks because t h e  blox is 

t oo  nighty f o r  i t .  I n  t h e  t h i r d  a t t a c k ,  "$a him run ageald",  

the  dragon g r i p s  Beowulf around h i s  neck, but Idiglaf, h i s  

kinsman, s t rong  and resource fu l ,  s t r i k e s  h i s  blow ariZ x z ~ k e n s  

the  dragon jus t  a t  the moment when i t  is i n t e n t  on 3ecwulT; 

the  king then comes t o  h i s  senses and c u t s  t h e  c rea tu re  "on 

mlddan",. The f i g h t  ends wi th  the  dragon k i l l e d  and aeowulf 

mortal ly  wounded, as he now knows: 

wisse he gearwe, 
@t he dzghwila gedrogen hzfde,  
s o r b  wynne; 8 a  rs e e l 1  sceacen 
dogorgerimes, dea ungemete neah. (2725-2728) 

He did not  f i g h t  t h e  dragon t o  win a g lo r ious  dea th ;  on the 

con t ra ry ,  a t  t h e  dragon's  first a t t a c k  we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  the 

s h i e l d  would p ro tec t  Beowulfts l i f e  and body a s h o r t e r  t i z e  

"ponne h i s  myne sohteu[2572]. There is  a v i c t o r y  i n  h i s  death 

which becomes e x p l i c i t  i n  t h e  speech he how d e l i v e r s :  

I c  %as l e  ode heold 
f i f t i g  wint ra ;  nzes s e  folccyning,  
yrnbesittendra senig )dara, 
be mec &winurn gre tan  d o r s t e ,  
egesan $eon. I c  on earde bad 
m l g e s c e a f t a ,  heold rnin t e l a . ,  
ne sohte  searoni$zs ne me swor f e l a  
a'6a on unr ih t .  I c  ' 8 ~ s  e a l l e s  mreg 
feoxhbennum seoc g ,fean habban; -E fo rdam me witan ne e a r f  Waldend f i r a  
moia'orbealo rnaga, ponne min sceace8 
l i f  of l i c e .  ( 2732-2743 ) 

Beowulf has indeed kept  the  ealde r i h t  t o  the  end, and i s  in- 
' nocent of t h e  crimes of t reachery  he mentions: he has l ived  a 

C 

good and noble l i f e  and s o  d i e s  happily. A g a i n , . a l l  enphasis 

i s  on t h i s  l i f e  on e a r t h ,  and though Waldend f i r a  would suggest 

t o  t h e  Chr i s t i an  Anglo-Saxon the e t e r n a l  l i f e  with God in heaven, 



the  poet is  c a r e f u l  t~ kegp' Beowulfl-': a#s&uu on the  good - -- 
l i f e  here and now. We have then ,  only a suggest icn of S e c w ~ l f  I s  

e t e r n a l  s a l v a t i o n ;  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  i s  l e f t  open. Zut 

the  pagan world knows nothing about t h i s ,  and s o  a l l  a t t e n t i o n  

i s  d iver ted  t o  the  t r e a s u r e  and what Beowulf has l e f t  behisd. 

The f i g h t  i t s e l f  takes  up only 57 l i n e s  f.2569-2591, 2069- 

whole 1,000 l i n e s  of the  dragon adventure revolve 

around i t ,  expanding the  circumstances, t h e  charac ter  of the  

hero ,  aLd the  l o y a l t y  of h i s  r e t a i n e r .  I n  h i s  l a s t  $ xords Beowulf 

expounds the  i d e a l s  of the  l i f e  of heroism and kingship,  f o r  

now he is  Itold enough and s u f f i c i e n t l y  f u l l  of honours t o  d ie  
9 

happily" and t h e r e  is  f o r  him a sure  v i c t o r y  i n  death. A s  king 

of t h e  Geats he leaves  with h i s  people t h e  g r e a t  treasure-hoard 
- __-_ _ _C- 

of the  dragon, But the  poet was not  content t o  end h i s  poem - - -- 

s h o r t  of an h i s t o r i c a l  context.  - The Geats choose t o  b w y  the __ - - - - 

t r e a s u r e  wi th  t h e i r  king; which Professor  Brodeur i n t e r p r e t s  as 
- -- - - - - 

i n d i c a t i n g  the  t r a g i c  s ign i f i cance  of Beowulf's death.  The 
- - 

king leaves  t h e  t r e a s u r e  with h i s  people, hoping f o r  t h e i r  con- 

t inued peaceful  and g lo r ious  exis tence.  But the  t r easure  i s  
--- 

cursed. They bury it with him, thus  f r u s t r a t i n g  h i s  l a s t  wish. 

The.tragedy of Beowulf's death is t h e r e f o r e ,  as Brodeur sees  i t ,  

t h a t  he d i e s  i n  va in ;  f o r  not  only do t h e  Geats lose  t h e i r  g r e a t  

l e a d e r ,  but  h i s  death,  involved as it is  with the'  curse on the  

t r e a s u r e ,  which cannot b e n e f i t  anyone, l eads  d i r e c t l y  t o  t h e i r  

own doom. 

Beowulfts r e ign  was not successfu l  i n  t h e  same way as t h a t  

of Scyld, his Danish forerunner.  The "cod cyning" Onela [2330] 



had grac ious ly  l e t  Beowulf become r u l e r  of the  Geats,  after 

Gsardred was defea ted ,  and though we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  Beegulf 

avenged t h e  dea th  of the  young Geatish k ing ,  he does not  r i s e  

i n  p r a s t i g e ,  

0% $t him reghwylc imbsi t tandra  
ofeP hronrade hyran scolde,  
gomban gyldan ... ( 9-11 1 

as the  "god cyning" Scyld had done. Beowulf does not  rcaks h i s  

enemies f o o t s t o o l s ;  r a t h e r ,  h i s  r e i g n  of f i f t y  years  seems t o  

be one of peaceful  co-existence, with h i s  country surrounded 

by enemies who w i l l  no t  a t t a c k  a s  long as Beowulf is king. 

And t h i s  is  t h e  point  of t h e  whole las t  p a r t  of t h e  poem; the  

g r e a t  k i n g , i s  dead, and s o  the  Geats can expect the  kind of l i f e  
' they l i v e d  under Hygelac and Heardred, namely wars a d  defea t .  

Xow t h e r e  is  no one of such power as Beowulf t o  r u l e  t h e a  i n  

peace amidst t h e  warrior-nations . No wonder, then ,  t h z t  Xiglaf 

a t t a c k s  t h e  o the r  warriors f o r  t h e i r  cowardice, f o r  the  death 

of Beowulf br ings  t o  an end the  giving of g i f t s ,  t he  joys o f  

peaceful  l i f e  which have charac ter ized  t h e  k i n g ' s  g lo r ious  

re ign .  The warr iors  r an  away t o  save t h e i r  own l i v e s ,  but  as 

Wiglaf poin ts  out ,  

~ e a %  bi% s e l l a  
e o r l a  gehwylcum Ponne edwi t l i f !  (2890-1) 

. . Xere death is l inked i n  a pecu l i a r  way wi th  hero ic  l i f e ,  f o r  

a hero is one who s tands  face  t o  face  with death. A hero whose 

moral duty l eads  him t o  face  t h e  dragon is  indeed l i v i n g  a 

g lo r ious  l i f e .  If Beowulf had chosen t o  forego h i s  vengear~ce 

on t h e  dragon, he would have placed himself i n  a s i t u a t i o n  



similar t o  t h a t  of Hrothgar,  which, however g l o r i o u s  aaocg the  

n a t i o n s ,  was i n g l o r i o u s  i n  t h e  Grendel feud.  The 2 o e t ,  i t  

should be no ted ,  does no t  f o r  a moment ques t ion  Esowulf ' s  

r z s o l v e  t o  avenge t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n :  i n  h i s  mind, t h e r e  i s  only  

one r i g h t  way f o r  h i s  hero  t o  a c t .  And what fo l lows  Beowulfls  

d e a t h  i s  sorrow, f e l t  by t he  Gea t i sh  people a l l  t h e  more deeply 

because. of the  doom t h a t  faces them. 
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Chapter Five: CONCLUSION 

Beowulf is primari ly  about a hero and heroism. This is  

hardly a debatable poin t ,  but  the re  i s  a  g r e a t  d e a l  of 

controversy about the  p o e t ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward h i s  charac ters  

&-id about h i s  moral judgment upon t h e i r  i d e a l s ,  t h e i r  va lues ,  

and t h e i r  ac t ions .  Opinions on the  poe t ' s  u l t i n a t e  purpcse 

range from t h a t  which sees  t h e  poem as present ing the  e s s m t i a l  

weaknesses of heathen hero ic  s o c i e t y ,  t o  t h a t  which sees  i n  

the  poem the  b e s t  of a pre-Christian he ro ic  soc ie ty .  The poet 

c e r t a i n l y  does por t ray ,  as i n  Unferth and Heremod, both e v i l  

charac ters  and e v i l  a c t i o n s ,  but these  a r e  c o n t r a s t s  t o  

i l luminate  t h e  good charac ters  and good a c t i o n s ;  s o  t h a t  

though the re  is  no development of cha rac te r ,  by the  end 

of the  poem we have a f u l l  picture..of an i d e a l  heroc The 

poet does not  present  h i s  subject-matter through objec t ive  

l i n e a r  n a r r a t i o n ;  t h e  poem is  not merely a s e r i e s  of sequen t i a l  
f 

events ,  al though t h e  o r i g i n a l  fo lk - t a l e  undoubtedly was. 

The poet used h i s  subject-matter t o  fashion  somethicg o ther  

than an heroic  l a y  o r  a f o l k - t a l e ,  with the  r e s u l t  t h a t  

the  t h r e e  f i g h t s  occur pr imari ly  as examples of hero ic  

a t t i t u d e s ,  The t h r e e  f i g h t s  a re  held up t o  view; turned 

around i n  t h e  poe t ' s  hand, and seen from s e v e r a l . a n g l e s ,  , 



n 7 ~ n e r e  is l i t t l e  o r  cothing t h a t  i s  m r e  ornamentatios, and 

a s  Leyerle poin ts  our ,  the re  a r e  no d igress ions .  Certairi ly,  

if t h e  main events a r e  ex t rac ted  from the  t o t a l  design,  r ~ s t  

of t h e  o ther  ma te r i a l s  w i l l  be seen as d ig ress ion ,  but t h i s  

approach does not take i n t o  account t h e  way i n  which the poet 

has grssented h i s  subject-matter.  

he ks o, not w 

e  have seen,  the  poet very c a r e f u l l y  introduces his 

as a s o l i t a r y  f i g u r e  above the  whole of mankind, but 

a s  a  l o y a l  thane of t h e  famous and h i s t o r i c a l  Hygelac; he 

comes t o  t h e  Danish court  a s  a s t r a n g e r ,  and a s  the Danes 

come t o  know him, s o  do we. H i s  v i r t u e s  and a b i l i t y  t o  

f i g h t  the  monster a r e  not s e t  out a t  once, but a r e  revealed 

through dialogue and ac t ion :  t h e  main events a r e  r ecomted  

i n  such a way t h a t  even more is revealed about t h e  na ture  

of these  hero ic  deeds and therefore  of heroism i t s e l f .  The 

"curiously t r i v i a l 1 '  p lo t  i s  more meaningful, even f o r  the  

modern reader  who does not  expect he w i l l  ever meet such 

monsters, than it would have been as a fo lk- ta le .  The pos t ' s  

delay i n  naming h i s  hero,  u n t i l  he is  c a l l e d  upon t o  i d e n t i f y  

himself f o r  t h e  Danish king, i s  only one of many seaas  by 

which we a r e  l e d  t o  be l ieve  i n  Beowulf. O u r  "suspension bf 

d i s b e l i e f u  is  aided by the  poe t ' s  rea l i sm of presenta t ion  

throughout the  poem, and by h i s  f r i e n d l y  a t t i t u d e  toward 

these  pagan charac ters .  He is  convinced of t h e i r  goodness, 

and i n  present ing t h i s  he r evea l s  t h e i r  f i l l  cha rac te r  as 

i cd iv idua l s .  Among them Beowulf s tands  out as the  per fec t  
'% 

i nd iv idua l ,  combining the  kind of wisdom which makes Hrothga 



a good k ing  wi th  t h e  kind of s t r e n g t h  and 

made Eygelac famous. That t h e  poet wished 

courage which t a s  

i t o  p resen t  heowuif 

as t h e  i d e a l  he ro ,  bo th  as a r e t a i n e r  a n d . a s  a k ing ,  i s  

e v i d m t  i n  h i s  s e l e c t i o n  of  m a t e r i a l s  and h i s  emphasis or1 

v i r u t e s  revea led .  
.... 

The obvious d i f f e r e n c e  between Krothgar and Eeowulf i s  . 
t h a t  t h e  one was h e l p l e s s  a g a i n s t  t he  t e r r o r  of Grencei ,  

and t h e  o t h e r  no t  only defea ted  him, bu t  performed t h e  t z s k  

single-handed and unarmed. And however wise Hrothgar cay b e ,  

Seouulf shows a g r e a t  d e a l  of p o l i t i c a l  wisdom i n  h i s  d i s t r u s t  

of  t h e  kind of peace between the  Danes and t h e  HeathoSards a r r a g e d  

5y t h e  marriage of Hro thgar ' s  daughter  and t h e  Beatho'mrd ? r i m e  

Inge ld .  Kygelac, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, i s  c l o s e r  t o  our  i d e a  

of  Germanic warrior-kings.  X i s  r a i d  on t h e  Z r i s i a n  c o a s t ,  

mentioned f i v e  t imes  i n  t h e  poem, ended h i s  l i f e  wla ?laced 

t h e  Gea t i sh  n a t i o n  i n  a dangerous s i t u a t i o n .  He i s  remambereci 

by t h e  messenger f o r  no t  g i v i n g  f r z twe  t o  h i s  noble war r io r s  

and f o r  i n c u r r i n g  the  enmity of t h e  Merovingians. 

such complaint c a n  be l a i d  a g a i n s t  Beowulf---he has  dest royed 

h i s  only enemy i n  h i s  f i f t y - y e a r  r e i g n ,  and has  won f o r  h i s  

poeple t h e  g r e a t  t reasure-hoard.  

The p o e t ' s  C h r i s t i a n  s p i r i t  of  h e l p f u l n e s s  and c h a r i t y  i s  

c e r t a i n l y  n o t  confined t o  t h e  so-cal led C h r i s t i a n  passages ,  b u t  

i s  r evea l ed  throughout t h e  poem. Beowulf i n  p a r t i c u l a ~  z o n g  

t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  is  presented wi th  v i r t u e s  t h a t  merge Germanic 

h e r o i c  i d e a l s  w i t h  C h r i s t i a n  thoilght; and y a t  h i s  blend of nqlg- 

f u l n e s s ,  love  of  kinsmen and l o r d ,  gene ros i ty  and o t h e r  q u a l i t i e s  



a r e  used i n  t h e  poem t o  d i g n i f y  human l i f e  r a t h e r  thar, tc poin t  

a ' p a t h  t o  e t e r n a l  s a l v a t i o n .  The magnaninity of t he  hero iz 

a v e r - p e s e n t  , and i s  measure+ a g a i n s t  t h e  inadequacies of the 
c 

l e s s e r  c h a r a c t e r s .  Beowulf 's phys i ca l  s t r e n g t h  i s  Geroanic, 

-bu t  h i s  Ese or' i t ,  o r  h i s  -moral s t r e n g t h  i s ,  according t o  t h e  

p o s t ,  what r e a l l y  makes t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between Beo-dulf and 

o t h e r  men. I n  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  e p i c a l  a c t i o n  Paul Goodiari 1 

f i n d s  t h a t  h e r o i c  e x p l o i t s  flow fr0.m t h e  e s s e n t i a l  v i r t u e  of  

t h e  he ro ;  and such i s  t h e  case  i n  our  poem. The p o e t ' s   air 

concsrn i s  t o  r e v e a l  t h e  f u l l  c h a r a c t e r  of Seowulf, a2d t h e  

. t h r e e  f i g h t s  a r e  t h u s  t h e  crowning p o i n t s  i n  h i s  l i f e .  The 

l a s t  l i n e s  of t h e  poem c e l e b r a t e ,  no t  f i g h t i n g ,  bu t  t h e  

c i v i l i z i n g  f o r c e  of h i s  c h a r a c t e r  and t h e  g e n t l e n e s s  of h i s  

bear ing :  

Swa begnornodon Geata leoda 
h l a f  ordes  h ry re  , heor"Sgeneatas ; 
cwdon @t he wme wy uldcyninga 8 mmna inildust  ond mon wzrus t ,  
leodum l i 8 o s t  ond l o f  geornos t . 
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