
Beowulf: The Monsters and the Criticst

~~~

~i

I

,
J. R. R. TOLKIEN

~
In 1864 the Reverend Oswald Cockayne wrote of the Reverend Doc-l
tor Joseph Bosworth, Rawlinsonian Professor of Anglo-Saxon: 'I have .
tried to lend to others the conviction I have long entertained that ,\,
Dr. Bosworth is .!l2!. a man so diligent in his special walk as duly to t
read the books ... which have been printed in our old English, or~
so-called Anglosaxon tongue. He may do very well for a professor.'l ~
These words were inspired by dissatisfaction with Bosworth's
dictionary, and were doubtless unfair. If Bosworth were still alive, a
modern Cockayne would probably accuse him of not reading the
'literature' of his subject, the books written about the books in the
so-called Anglo-Saxon tongue. The original books are nearly buried.

Of none is this so true as of The Beowulf, as it used to be called.
I have, of course, read The Beowulf, as have most (but not all) of
those who have criticized it. But I fear that, unworthy successor and
beneficiary of Joseph Bosworth,.l-have not peen a man so diligent in
my special walk as duly to read all that has been printed on, or touch­
ing on, this poem. But I have ~ead enough, I think, to venture the
opinion that Beowulfiana is, while rich in many departments, spe­
cially poor in one. It is oor in cri .. , criticism that is directed to
the understandin s a oem. It has been said of Beowulf
itself that its weakness lies in pacIng t e unimportant things at the
centre and the important on the outer edges. This is one of the opin­
ions that I wish specially to consider. I think it profoundly untrue of
the poem, but strikingly true of the literature about it. Beowulf has
been used as a quarry of fact and fancy far more assiduously than it
has been studied as a work of art.

It is of Beowulf, then, as a poem that I wish to speak; and though
it may seem presumption that I should try with swich a lewed mannes
wit to pace the wisdom of an heep of lerned men, in this department
there is at least more chance for the lewed man. But there is scrmuch
that might still be said even under these limitations that I shall con­
fine myself mainly to the monsters-Grendel and the Dragon, as they
appear in what seems to me the best and most authoritative general
criticism in English-and to certain considerations"of the structure
and conduct of the poem that arise from this theme.

There is an historical e:qJlanation of the state of Beowulfiana that
I have referred to. And. that explanation is important, if one would

t From "Beawulf: The Monsters and the Critics," Sir Israel Gollancz Memorial Lecture, Pro­
ceedingsofthe British Academy, 1936, pp. 245-95. Reprinted by permission of HarperCollins.
I. The Shrine, p. 4.
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venture to criticize the c~. A sketch of the history of the subject
is required. But I wiIInere o""rity attempt, for brevity's sake, to present
my view of it allegorically. As it set out upon its adventures among .
the modern scholars, Beowulf was christened by Wanley Poesis­
Poeseos Anglo-Saxonic:£ egregium exemplum. But the fairy god­
mother later invited to superintend its fortunes was Historia. And
she brought with her Philologia, Mythologia, Archaeologia, and Lao-
~2 Excellent ladies. But where was the child's name-sake?
~as usually forgotten; occasionally admitted by a side-door;

sometimes dismissed upon the door-step. 'The Beowulf, they said,
'is· hardly an affair of yours, and not in any case a protege that you
could be proud of. It is an historical document. Only as such does
it interest the superior culture of today.' And it is as an historical
document that it has mainly been examined and dissected. Though
ideas as to the nature and quality of the history and information
embedded in it have changed much since Thorkelin called it De
Danorum Rebus Gestis, this has remained steadily true. In still recent
pronouncements this view is explicit. In 1925 Professor Archibald
Strong translated Beowulf into verse;3 but in 1921 he had declared:
'Beowulf is the picture of a whole civilization, of the Germania which
Tacitus describes. The main jnterest whjch the poem has for us is
thus not a purely literary interej,t. Beowulf is an important historical
document.'4

I make this preliminary point, because it seems to me that the air
has been clouded not only for Strong, but for other more authori­
tative critics, by the dust of the quarrying researchers. It may well
be asked: why should we approach this, or indeed any other poem,
mainly as an historical document? Such an attitude is defensible:
firstly, if one is not concerned with poetry at all, but seeking infor­
mation wherever it may be found; secondly, if the so-called poem
contains in fact no poetry. I am not concerned with the first case.

IThe historian's search is, of course, perfectly legitimate, even if it
does not assist criticism in general at all (for that is not its object),
so lon~ it is not mistaken for criticism. To Professor Birger Ner-

2. Thus in Professor Chambers's great bibliography (in his Beowulf: An Introduction) we find
a section, § 8. Questions of Literary History, Date, and Authorship; Beowulf in the Light
of History, Archaeology, Heroic Legend, Mythology, and Folklore. It is impressive, but
there is no section that names Poetry. As certain of the items included show, such con­
sideration as Poetry is accorded at all is buried unnamed in § 8.

3. Beowulf translated into modern English rhyming verse, Constable, 1925.
4. A Short History of English Literature, Oxford Univ. Press, 1921, pp. 2-3. I choose this

example, because it is precisely to general literary histories that we must usually tum for
literary judgements on Beowulf. The experts in Beowulfiana are seldom c,oncerned with
such judgements. And it is in the highly compressed histories, such as this, that we dis­
cover what the process of digestion makes of the special 'literature' of the experts. Here
is the distilled product of Research. This compendium, moreover, is competent, and writ­
ten by a man who had (unlike some other authors of similar things) read the poem itself
with attention.
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man as an historian of Swedish origins Beowulf is doubtless an
important document, but he is not writin2 a history of En2lish
poetry. Of the second case it may be said that to rate a poem, a thing
at the least in metrical form, as mainly of historical interest should
in a literary survey be equivalent to saying that it has no literary
merits, and little more need in such a survey then be said about it.
But such a judgement on Beawulf is false. So far from being a poem
so poor that only its accidental historical interest can still recom­
mend it, Beowul is in fact so interestin as oet in laces oetrY
so powerful: that this uite overshadows the historical content, and .;
is largely independent even of the most important facts (suc as t e ..f-
ate an I entIty 0 yge ac a researc as IScovere. t is

indeed a cunous fact that It IS one of the peculiar poetic virtues of
Beawulf that has contributed to its own critical misfortunes. The
illusion of historical truth and perspective, that has made Beowulf
seem such an attractive quarry, is largely a product of art. The author
has used an instinctive historical sense-a part indeed of the ancient
English temper (and not unconnected with its reputed melancholy),
of which Beawulf is a supreme expression; but he has used it with a
poetical and not an historical object. The lovers of!:oetry can safely
study the art, but the seekers after history must beWJ:~ le&the glam­
Our of Poesis overcome them.

Nearly all the censure, and most of the praise, that has been
bestowed on The Beowulf has been due either to the belief that it
was something that it wa~forexample, primitive, pagan, Teu­
tonic, an allegory (political or mythical), or most often, a~piC;jor
to disappointment at the discovery that it was itself and not some­
thing that the scholar would have liked better-for example, a hea­
then heroic lay, a history of Sweden, a manual of Germanic
antiquities, or a Nordic Summa Theologica.

I would express the whole industry in yet another allegory. A man
inherited a field in which was an accumulation of old stone, part of
an older hall. Of the old stone some had already been used in build­
ing the house in which he actually lived, not far from the old house
of his fathers. Of the rest he took some and built a towe;. But his
friends coming perceived at once (without troubling to climb the
steps) that these stones had formerly belonged to a more ancient
building. So they pushed the tower over, with no little labour, in
order to look for hidden carvings and inscriptions, or to discover
whence the man's distant forefathers had obtained their building
material. Some suspecting a deposit of coal under the soil began to
dig for it, and forgot even the stones. They all said: 'This tower is
most interesting.' But they also said (a£t@r pYsaiRg it ev€i): 'Waaki
muddle it is in!' And even the man's own descendants, who might
have been exp~ted to consider what he had been about, were heard
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to murmur: 'He is such an odd fellow! Imagine his using these old
stones just to build a nonsensical tower! Why did not he restore the
old house? He had no sense of proportion.' But from the top of that
tower the man had been able to look out upon the sea.

I hope I shall show that that allegory is just-even when we con­
sider the more recent and more perceptive critics (whose concern is
in intention with literature). To reach these we must pass in rapid
flight over the heads of many decades of critics. As we do so a con­
flicting babel mounts up to us, which I can report as something after
this fashion0Beowulj is a half-baked native epic the development
of which as killed by Latin learning; it was inspired by emulation
of Virgil, nd is a product of the education that came in with Chris­
tianity; t is feeble and incompetent as a narrative; the rules of nar­
rative re cleverly observed in the manner of the learned epic; it is
the onfused product of a committee of muddle-headed and prob­
abl beer-bemused Anglo-Saxons (this is a Gallic voice); it is a string
o pagan lays edited by monks; it is the work of a learned but inac­

rate Christian antiquarian; it is a work of genius, rare and sur­
rising in the period, though the genius seems to have been shown

principally in doing something much better left undone (this is a
very recent voice); it is a wild folk-tale (general chorus); it is a poem
of an aristocratic and courtly tradition (same voices); it is a hotch­
potch; it is a sociological, anthropological, archaeological document;
it is a mythical allegory (very old voices these and generally shouted
down, but not so far out as some of the ne\ver cries); it is rude and
rough; it is a masterpiece of metrical art; it has no shape at all; it is
singularly weak in construction; it is a clever allegory of contempo­
rary politics (old John Earle with some slight support from Mr Gir­
van, only they look to different periods); its architecture is solid; it
is thin and cheap (a solemn voice); it is undeniably weighty (the same
voice); it is a national epic; it is a translation from the Danish; it was
imported by Frisian traders; it is a burden to English syllabuses; and

--- (final universal chorus of all voices) it is worth studying.'
It is not surprising that it should now be felt that a view, a decision,

a conviction are imperatively needed. But it is plainly only in the
consideration of Beowulf as a poem, with an inherent poetic signif­
icance, that any view or conviction can be reached or steadily held.
For it is of their nature that the jabberwocks of historical and anti­
quarian research burble in the tulgy wood of conjecture, flitting from
one tum-tum tree to another. Noble animals, whose burbling is on
occasion good to hear; but though their eyes of flame may sometimes
prove searchlights, their range is short.

~
5. I include nothing that has not somewhere been said by someone; if not in my exact words;

but I do not, of course, attempt to represent all the dicta, wise or otherwise, that have
been uttered.

None the less, paths of a sort have been opened in the wood.
Slowly with the rolling years the obvious (so often the last revelation
of analytic study) has been discovered: that we have to deal with a
poem by an Englishman using afresh ancient and largely traditional
material. At last then, after inquiring so long whence this material
came, ~d what its original or aboriginal nature was (questions that
cannot ever be decisively answered), we might also now again inquire
what the poet did with it. If we ask that question, then there is still,
perhaps, something lacking even in the major critics, the learned and
revered masters from whom we humbly derive.

'The chief points with which I feel dissatisfied I will now approach
by way of W. P. Ker, whose name and memory I honour. He would
deserve reverence, of course, even if he still lived and had not ellOT
gehworfen on Frean wrere6 upon a high mountain in the heart of that
Europe which he loved: a great scholar, as illuminating himself as a
critic, as he was often biting as a critic of the critics. None the less
I cannot help feeling that in approaching Beowulf he was hampered
by the almost inevitable weakness of his greatness: stories and plots
must sometimes have seemed triter to him, the much-read, than they
did to the old poets and their audiences. 'the dwarf on the spot
sometimes sees things missed by the travelling giant ranging many
countries. In considering a period when literature was narrower i~
range and men possessed a less diversified stock of ideas and themes, V­
one must seek to recapture and esteem the deep pondering and pro­
found feeling that they gave to such as they possessed.

In any case Ker has been potent. For his criticism is masterly,
expressed always in words both pungent and weighty, and not least
so when it is (as I occasionally venture to think) itself open to criti­
cism. His words and judgements are often quoted, or reappear in
various modifications, digested, their source probably sometimes for­
gotten. It is impossible to avoid quotation of the well-known passage
in his Dark Ages:

A reasonable view of the merit of Beowulf is not impossible,
though rash enthusiasm may have made too much of it, while
a correct and sober taste may have too contemptuously refused
to attend to Grendel or the Fire-drake. The fault of Beowulf is
that there is nothing much in the story. The hero is occupied
in killing monsters, like Hercules or Theseus. But there are
other things in the lives of Hercules and Theseus besides the
killing of the Hydra or of Procrustes. Beowulf has nothing else
to do, when he has killed Grendel and Grendel's mother in Den­
mark: fie goes home to his own GautIand, until at last the rolling
years bring the Fire-drake and his last adventure. It is too sim-

6. "Turned elsewhere into the Lord's protection." Tolkien's invention, patterned after pas­
sages in Beawulf [Editor's translation].
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pIe. Yet the three chief episodes are well wrought and well diver­
sifiea;-they are not repetitions, exactly; there is a change of
temper between the wrestling with Grendel in the night at Heo­
rot and the descent under water to encounter Grendel's mother;
while the sentiment of the Dragon is different again.~e
great beauty, the real value, of Beowulf is in its dignity of style.
In construction it is curiously weak, in a sense preposterous; for"
while the main story is simplicity itself, the merest common­
place of heroic legend, all about it, in the historic allusions,
there are revelations of a whole world of tragedy, plots different
in import from that of Beowulf, more like the tragic themes of
Iceland. Yet with this radical defect, a disproportion that puts
the irrele~cesin the centre and the serious things on the outer
edges, the poem of Beowulf is undeniably weighD'. The thinK.

v itself is cheap; the moral and the spirit of it can only be matche~
among the nobTest authors. 7

This passage was written more than thirty years ago, but has hardly
been surpassed. It remains, in this country at any rate, a potent influ­
ence. Yet its primary effect is to state a paradox which one feels has
always strained the belief, even of those who accepted it, and has
given to Beowulf the character of an 'enigmatic oem'. The chief
virtue of the passage (not th . ·s usually esteemed)
is that it does accord some ttention to the monsters, despite correct
and sober taste. ut t e con radical defect
of theme and structure, and at the same time the dignity, loftiness
in converse, and well-wrought finish, has become a commonplace
even of the best criticism, a paradox the strangeness of which has
almost been forgotten in the process of swallowing it upon author­
ity.8 We may compare Professor Chambers in his Widsith, p. 79,
where he is studying the story of Ingeld, son of Froda, and his feud
with the great Scylding house of Denmark, a story introduced in
Beowulf merely as an allusion.

Nothing [Chambers says] could better show the disproportion
of Beowulf which 'puts the irrelevances in the centre and the
serious things on the outer edges', than this passing allusion
to the story of Ingeld. For in this conflict between plighted

7. The Dark Ages, pp. 252-3.
8. None the less Ker modified it in an important particular in English Literature, Medireval,

pp. 29-~ In general, though in different words, vaguer and less incisive, he repeats
himself. We are still told that 'the story is commonplace and the plan is feeble', or that

./ 'the story is thin and poor'. But we learn also at the end of his notice that: 'Those distracting
allusions to things apart from the chief story make up for their want of proportion. They
give the impression of reality and weight; the story is not in the air ... it is part of the
solid worl~By the admission of so grave an artistic reason for the procedure of the poem
Ker himsell began the undermining of his own criticism of its structure. But this line of
thought does not seem to have been further pursued. Possibly it was this very thought,
working in his mind, that made Ker's notice of Beowulf in the small later book, his 'shilling
shocker', more vague and hesitant in tone, and so of less influence.

troth and the duty of revenge we have a situation which the
old heroic poets loved, and would not have sold for a wilder­
ness of dragons.

I pass over the fact that the allusion has a dramatic purpose in
Beowulf that is a sufficient defence both of its presence and of its
manner. The author of Beowulf cannot be held responsible for the
fact that we now have only his poem and not others dealing primarily
with Ingeld. He was not selling one thing for another, but giving
something new. But let us return to the dragon. 'A wilderness of
dragons.' There is a sting in this Shylockian plural, the sharper for
coming from a critic, who deserves the title of the poet's best friend.
It is in the tradition of the Book of St. Albans, from which the poet
might retort upon his critics: 'Yea, a desserte of lapwyngs, a shrew­
ednes of ap~s, a raffull of knaues, and a gagle of gees.'

As for the poem, one dragon, however hot, does not make a sum­
mer, or a host; and a man might well exchange for one good dragon
what he would not sell for a wilderness. And dragons, real dragons,
essential both to the machinery and the ideas of a poem or tale, are
actually rare. In northern literature there are only two that are~
nificant. If we omit from consideration the vast and vague Encircler
of the World, Miogarosormr, the doom of the great gods and no
matter for heroes, we have but the dragon of the Volsungs, Fafnir,
and Beowulf's bane. It is true that both of these are in Beowulf, one
in the main story, and the other spoken of by a minstrel praising
Beowulf himself. But this is not a wilderness of dragons. Indeed the
allusion to the more reno d worm killed by the Wcelsing is suf­
ficient indication that the poet selected a dragon of well-founded
purpose (or saw its signi cance in the plot as it had reached him),
even as he was careful to compare his hero, Beowulf son of Ecg­
theow, to the prince of the heroes of the North, the dragon-slaying
Wcelsing. ~steemed dragons, as rare as they are dire, as some do
still. He lig them-as a poet, not as a sober zoologist; and he had
good reason. ---

But we meet this kind of criticism again. In Chambers's Beowulf
and the Heroic Age-the most significant single essay on the poem
that I know-it is still present. The riddle is still unsolved. The folk­
tale motive stands still like the spectre of old research, dead but
unquiet in its grave. We are told again that the main stOry of Beowulf
is a wild folk-tale,,;. Quite true, of course. It is true of the main story
of King Lear, unless in that case you would prefer to substitute silly
for wild. But more: we are told that the same sort of stuff is found
in Homer, yet there it is kept in its proper plase. 'The folk-tale is a
good servant', Chambers says, and does not perhaps realize the
importance of the admission, made to save the face of Homer and



Virgil; for he continues: 'but a bad master: it has been allowed in
Beowulf to usurp the place of honour, and to drive into episodes and
Jigressions the things which should be the main stuff of a weIl­
conducted epic.'9 It is not clear to me why good conduct must depend
on the main st;;'ff. But I will for the moment remark only that, if it
is so, Beowulf is evidently not a well-conducted epic. It may turn out
to be no epic at all. But the puzzle still continues. In the most recent
discourse upon this theme it still appears, toned down almost to a
melancholy question-mark, as if this paradox had at last begun to
afflict with weariness the thought that endeavours to support it. In
the final peroration of his notable lecture on Folk-tale and History
in Beowulf, given last year, Mr. Girvan said:

Confessedly there is matter for wonder and scope for doubt, but
we might be able to answer with complete satisfaction some of
the questionings which rise in men's minds over the poet's pre­
sentment ofhis hero, if we could also answer with certainty the
question why he chose ·ust this s· hen to our modern
judgment t ere were at hand so man reater char ed with the
s en our an trage yo humani and in all res ects worth·er
o a genius as astonis ing as it was rare in Anglo-Saxon Englan4.:

There is something irritatingly odd about all this. One even dares
to wonder if something has not gone wrong with 'our modern judge­
ment', supposing that it is justly represented. Higher praise than is
found in the learned critics, whose scholarship enables them to
appreciate these things, could hardly be given to the detail, the tone,
the style, and indeed to the total effect of Beowulf. Yet this poetic
talent, we are to understa}}d, has all been s uandered o.n an un rof­
ita'bIetheme: as if Milton had recounte the story of Jack and the
Beanstalk in nOble verse. Even It Milton had done this (and he might
have done worse), we should perhaps pause to consider whether his
p~ndlinghad not had some effect upon the trivial theme; what
~ad been performed upon the base metal; whether indeed
it remained base or trivial when he had finished with it. The high
tone, the sense of dignity, alone is evidence in Beowulf of the pres­
ence of a mind lofty and thoughtful. It is, one would have said,
improbable that such a man would write more than three thousand
lines (wrought to a high finish) on matter that is really not worth
serious attention; that remains thin and cheap when he has finished
with it. Or that he should in the selection of his material, in the
choice of what to put forward, what to keep subordinate 'upon the
outer edges', have shown a puerile simplicity much below the level
of the characters he himself draws in his own poem. Any theory that
will at least allow us to believe that what he did was ~f design, and

9. Foreword to Strong's translation, p. xxvi: see note 3. ~/-;;;;;I~
- -.-12 -- (.,-~ ' J,
~ /) I.~J'"

-."....

li:....··~·'.··~'
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that for that design there is a defence that may still have force, would
seem more probable.

It has been too little observed that all the machinery of 'dignity' is
to be found elsewhere. Cynewulf, or the author of Andreas, or of
Guthlac (most notably), have a command of dignified verse. In them
there is well-wrought language, weighty words, lofty sentiment, pre­
cisely that which we are told is the real beauty of Beowulf. Yet it
cannot, I think, be' disputed, that Beowulf is more beautiful, that
each line there is more significant (even when, as sometimes hap­
pens, it is the same line) than in the other long Old English poems.
Where then resides the special virtue of Beowulf, if the common
t:;"lement (which belongs largely to the language itself, and to a literary
tradition) is deducted? It resides, one might guess, in the theme.. and
the spirit this has infused into the whole. For, in fact,jf there were
a real discrepancy between theme and style, that style would not be
felt as beautiful but as incongruous or false. And that incongruity is
present in some measure in all the long Old English poems, save
one-Beowulf. The paradoxical contrast that bas been drawn
b.etween matter and manner in Beawulfhas thus an in er.fe?
iill a 1 Ity. O"n.
-" "en ave the great critics thought otherwise? I m st pas~1l
ratfie~astily over the answers to this question. The reasons are
various, I think, and would take long to examine. I believe that one
reason is that the shadow of research has lain upon criticism. The ~

habit, for instance, of pondering a summarized plot of Beowt:tlf,
denuded of all that gives it particular force or individual life, has ~
en.couraged the notion that its main story is wild, or trivial, or typical, ~~~
even after treatment. Yet all stories, great and small, are one or mo .'
of these three thin s in such nakedness. The comparison of skele.ton ~ ~'t

'plots' is sim I critical litera rocess at all. It has been favou- '(
red by researcn In comparative folk-lore, the objects of which are
pr4marily,,,historical or scientific. l Another reason is, I think, that the
a~ve attracted curiosity (antiquarian rather than critical)
o eir elucidation; and this needs so much study and research that

attention has been diverted from the poem as a whole, and from the

1. It has also been favoured by the rise of 'English schools',in whose syllabuses Beowulfhas
inevitably some place, and the consequent production of compendious literary histories.
For these cater (in fact, if not in intention) for those seeking knowledge about, and ready­
made judgements upon, works which they have not the time, or (often enough) the desire,
to know at first hand. The small literary value of such summaries is sometimes recognized
in the act of giving them. Thus Strong (op. cit.) gives a fairly complete one, but remarks
that 'the short summary does scant justice to the poem'. Ker in E. Lit. (Med.) says: 'So
told, in abstract, it is not a particularly interesting story.' He evidently perceived what
might be the retort, for he attempts to justify the procedure in this case, adding: 'Told in
this way the story of Theseus or Hercules would still have much more in it.' I dissent. But
it does not matter, for the comparison of two plots 'told in this way' is no guide whatever
to the merits of literary versions told in quite different ways. It is not necessarily the best
poem that loses least in precis.
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function of the allusions, as shaped and placed, in the poetic econ­
omy of Beowulf as it is. Yet actually the appreciation of this function
is largely independent of such investigations.

But there is also, I suppose, a real question .g,tas~nvolved: a
judgement that the heroic or tragic story on a strIctly uman plane
is by nature superior. Doom is held less literary than UflUP'TLU. 2 The
proposition seems to have been passed as self-evident. I dissent, even
at the risk of being held incorrect or not sober. But I will not here
enter into debate, nor attempt at length a defence of the mythical
mode of imagination, and the disentanglement of the confusion
between myth and folk-tale into which these judgements appear to
have fallen. The myth has other forms than the (now discredited)
mythical allegory of nature: the sun, the seasons, the sea, and such
things. The term 'folk-tale' is misleading; its very tone of depreciation
begs the question. Folk-tales in being, as told-for the 'typical folk­
tale', of course, is merely an-:'bstract conception of research nowhere
existing-do often contain elements that are thin and cheap, with
little even potential virtue; but they also contain much that is far
more powerful, and that ca~not be sharply separated from mYth,
being derived from it, or capable in poetic hands of turning into it:
that is of becoming largely significant-as a whole, accepted unan­
alysed. The significance of a myth is not easily to be pinned on p~er

it \, \bYanalytical reasonin . It is at its bes.t when it is resented b a. oe~__

r.w 0 ee s rather than makes exp icit w at his theme portends; who
presents It Incarnate . rId oj history an geograp y, as our
poet as done. Its defender is thus at a disadvantage: unless he is
careful, and speaks in parables, he will kill what he is studying by
vivisection, and he will be left with a formal or mechanical allegory,
and, what is more, probably with one that will not work. For~~
is alive at once and in all its parts, and dies before it can be dissected.
It is possible, I think, to be moved by the power of myth and yet to
misunderstand the sensation, to ascribe it wholly to something else

(

that is also present: to metrical art, style, or verbal skill. C2!!!£t and
sob~ayrefuse to admit that there can be an interest for us­
the proud we that includes all intelligent living people-in ogres~nd
dragons; \\Te then perceive its puzzlement in face of the odd fact that
i~rivedgreat pleasure from a poem that is actually about these
unfashionable creatures. Even though it attributes 'genius', as does
Mr Girvan, to the author, it cannot admit that the monsters are
anything but a sad mistake.

It does not seem plain that ancient taste supports the modern as
much as it has been represented to do. I have the author of Beowulf,

2. Hamartia, the Aristotelian term for a hero's tragic flaw [Editor].

at any rate, on my side: a greater man than most of us. And I cannot
myself perceive a period in the North when one kind alone was
esteemed: there was room for myth and heroic legend, and for blends
of these. As for the dragon: as far as we know anything about these
old poets, we know this: the prince of the heroes of the North,
supremely memorable-hans nafn mun uppi medan veroldin
stendr3-was a dragon-slayer. And his most renowned deed, from
which in Norse he derived his title Fafnisbani, was the slaying of the
prince of legendary worms. Although there is plainly considerable
difference between the later Norse and the ancient English form of
the story alluded to in Beowulf, already there it had these two primary
features: the dragon, and the slaying of him as the chief deed of the
greatest of heroes-he wres wreccena wide mrerost. 4 A dragon is no
idle fancy. Whatever may be his origins, in fact or invention, the
dragon in legend is a potent creation of men's i~agination,richerIn
significance than his barrow is in gold. EVen to-day (despite the crit­
icS) you may find men not ignorant of tragic legend and history, who
have heard of heroes and indeed seen them, who yet have been
caught by the fascination of the worm. More than one poem in
recent years (since Beowulf escaped somewhat from the dominion
of the students of origins to the students of poetry) has been inspired
by the dragon of Beowulf, but none that I know of by Ingeld son of
Froda. Indeed, I do not think Chambers very happy in his particular
choice. He gives battle on dubious ground. In so far as we can now
grasp its detail and atmosphere the story of Ingeld the thrice faithless
and easily persuaded is chiefly interesting as an episode in a larger
theme, as part of a tradition that had acquired legendary, and so
dramatically personalized, form concerning moving events in history:
the arising of Denmark, and wars in the islands of the North. In
itself it is not a supremely potent story. But, of course, as with all
tales of any sort, its literary power must have depended mainly upon
how it was handled. A poet may have made a great thing of it. Upon
this chance must be founded the popularity of Ingeld's legend in
England, for which there is some evidence. 5 There is no inherent
rna ical virtue about heroic-tra ic stories as such, and apart. from the If:-­
merits of individual treatments. The same heroic p ot can yie goo
and bad poems, and good and bad sagas,. 'I'he reCIpe for the centr~l

3. "And his [Sigurd's] name will endure while the world remains," ch. 12, The Saga of the
Volsungs, trans. Jesse L. Byock (Berkeley: U of California P, 1990), p. 54 [Editor].

4. "He was the most famous of exiles," Beowulf, lines 898-99 [Editor's translation].
5. Namely the use of it in Beowulf, both dramatically in depicting the sagacity of Beowulf

the hero, and as an essential part of the traditions concerning the Scylding court, which
is the legendary background against which the rise of the hero is set-as a later age would
have chosen the court of Arthur. Also the probable allusion in Aleuin's letter to Speratus:
see Chambers's Widsith, p. 78.
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8. For the words hige sceal jJe heardra, heorte pe cenre, mod sceal pe mare pe ure mregen
lytlad are not, of course, an exhortation to simple courage. They are not reminders that
fortune favours the brave, or that victory may be snatched from defeat by the stubborn.
(Such thoughts were familiar, but otherwise expressed: wyrd oft nerliJ unfregne eorl, jJonne
his ellen deah.) The words of Byrhtwold were made for a man's last and hopeless day.

9. "Life is transitory: all light and life departs together." Tolkien's invt:ntion, patterned after
Old English gnomic verse [Editor's translation].

man at war with the hostile world, and his inevitable overthrow in
Time.8 The particular is on the outer edge, the essential in the centre.

Of ctlurse, I do not assert that the poet, if questioned, would have
replied in the Anglo-Saxon equivalents of these terms. Had the mat-
ter been so explicit to him, his oem would certainl have been the
worse. one the less we may still, against his great scene, hung wit
tapestries woven of ancient tales of ruin, see the heeleo walk.When~
we have read his poem, as a poem, rather than as a~f
episodes, we perceive that he who wrote heeleo under heofenum may
have meant in dictionary terms 'heroes under heaven', or 'mighty
men upon earth', but he and his hearers were thinking of the eor­
mengrund, the great earth, ringed with garsecg, the shoreless sea,
beneath the sky's inaccessible roof; whereon, as in a little circle of
light about their halls, men with courage as their stay went forward
to that battle with the hostile world and the offspring of the dark
which ends for all, even the kings and champions, in defeat. Tha~
even this 'geography', once held as a material fact, could now be
classed as a mere folk-tale affects its value very little. It transcends '\ ~

astronomy. Not that astronomy has done anything to make the island l
seem more secure or the outer seas less formidable.

Beowulf is not, then, the hero of an heroic lay, precisely. He has
no enmeshed loyalties, nor hapless love. He is a man, and that for
him and many is sufficient tragedy~ It is not an irritating accident that ~
the tone of the poem is so high and its theme so low. It is the theme
in its deadly seriousness that begets the dignity of tone: lif is leene:
eal sceeceO leoht and lif somod. 9 So deadly and ineluctable is the
underlying thought, that those who in the circle of light, within the
besieged hall, are absorbed in work or talk and do not look to the
battlements, either do not regard it or recoil. Death comes to the
feast, and they say He gibbers: He has no sense of proportion.

I would suggest, then, that the monsters are not an inexpljcabJ~

blunder of taste; the are essential, fundamentally allied to the\it.J
underlYIng ideas· of the poem, which give it its 0 tone an . h
serIousness. 'I'he key to the fusion-point of imagination that pro­
duced this poem lies, therefore, in those very references to Cain
which have often been used as a stick to beat an ass-taken as an
evident sign (were any needed) of the muddled heads of early Anglo­
Saxons. They could not, it was said, keep Sc"andinavian bogies and
the Scriptures separate in their puzzled brains. The New Testament
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situations of such stories, studied in the abstract, is after all as 'sim­
ple' and as 'typical' as that of folktales. There are in any case many
heroes but very few good dragons.

Beowulf's dragon, if one wishes really to criticize, is not to be
blamed for being a dragon, but rather for not being dragon enoug!l,
plain pure fairy-story dragon. There are in the poem some vivid
touches of the right kind-as Pa se -wynn onwoc, wroht wees geniwad;

. ~ ~ stone refter stane, 22856-in which this dragon is real worm, with a
~ bestial life and thought of his own, but the conception, none the

t
~ less, approaches draconitas rather than draco: a personification of
~ malice, greed, destruction (the evil side of heroic life), and of the

l undiscriminating cruelty of fortune that distinguishes not good or
, bad (the evil aspect of all life). But for Beowulf, the poem, that is as

~
it should be. In this poem the balance is nice, but it is preserved.

¥- The lar e s bolism is near the surface but it does not break
t rough, nor become a egory. Something more significant than a

~ standard hero, a man faced with a foe more evil than any human
'\ enemy of house or realm, is before us, and yet incarnate in time,

walking in heroic history, and treading the named lands of the North.
And this, we are told, is the radical defect of Beowulf, that its author,
coming in a time rich in the legends of heroic men, has used them
afresh in an original fashion, giving us not just one more, but some­
thing akin yet different: a measure and interpretation of them all.

We do not deny the worth of the hero by accepting Grendel and
the dragon. Let us by all means esteem the old heroes: men caught
in the chains of circumstance or of their own character, torn between

.I(. duties equally sacred, dying with their backs to the wall. But Beowulf,
I fancy, plays a larger part than is recognized in helping us to esteem
them. Heroic lays may have dealt in their own way-we have little
enough to judge by-a way more brief and vigorous, perhaps, though
perhaps also more harsh and noisy (and less thoughtful), with the
actions of heroes caught in circumstances that conformed more or
less to the varied but fundamentally simple recipe for an heroic sit­
uation. In these (if we had them) we could see the exaltation of
undefeated will, which receives doctrinal expression in the words of
Byrhtwold at the battle of Maldon.7 But though with sympathy and
patience we might gather, from a line here or a tone there, the back­
ground of imagination which gives to this indomitability, this paradox
of defeat inevitable yet unacknowledged, its full significance it is in
Beowulf that a poet has devoted a whole oem to t , nd--
has rawn t e strugg e in i erent proportions, so that we may see

6. "When the dragon awoke, strife was newed; he sniffed along the stone," lines 2287-88
[Editor's translation].

7. This expression may well have be n actually used by the eald geneat, but none the less
(or perhaps rather precisely on th account) is probably to be regarded not as new-minted,
but as an ancient and honoured nome of long descent.

I



1. For~d to Strong's translation, p. xxviii. See note 3.
2. This s not strictly true. The dragon is not referred to in such terms, which are applied to

Gre del and to the primeval giants.
3. He aiffers in important points, referred to later.

(
4. I should prefer to say that he moves in a northern heroic age imagined by a Christian,)

and therefore has a noble and gentle quality, though conceived to be a pagan.

was beyond their comprehension. I am not, as I have confessed, a
man so diligent as duly to read all the books about Beowulf, but as
far as I am aware the most suggestive approach to this point appears
in the essay Beowulf and the Heroic Age to which I have already
referred. I I will quote a small part of it.

In the epoch of Beowulf a Heroic Age more wild and primitive
than that of Greece is brought into touch with Christendom,
with the Sermon on the Mount, with Catholic theology and
ideas of Heaven and Hell. We see the difference, if we compare
the wilder thinf-s-the folk-tale element-in ~eowuqwith the
WIlder thIngs 0 Homsr. Take for example the tale of Odysseus
and the Cyclops-the No-man trick. Odysseus is struggling with

(
a monstrous and wicked foe, but he is not exactly thought of as
struggling with the powers of darkness. Polyphemus, by devour-

~
ing his guests, acts in a way which is hateful to Zeus and the
other gods: yet the Cyclops is himself god-begotten and under
divine protection, and the fact that Odysseus has maimed him
is a wrong which Poseidon is slow to forgive. But the gigantic
foes whom Beowulf bas to meet are identified~h the foes of
God. Grendel and the dragon are constantly referred to in lan­
guage which is meant to recall the powers of darkness with
which Christian men felt themselves to be encompassed. They2

are the 'inmates of Hell', 'adversaries of God', 'offspring of Cain',
'enemies of mankind'. Consequently, the matter of the main
story of Beowulf, monstrous as it is, is not so far removed from
common mediaeval experience as it seems to us to be from our
own.... Grendel hardly differs 3 from the fiends of the pit who
were always in ambush to waylay a righteous man. And so Beo­
wulf, for all that he moves in the world of the primitive Heroic
Age of the Germans, nevertheless is almost a Christian knight.4

There are some hints here which are, I thin orth pursuing further.
Most important is it to consider how why the monsters become
'adversaries of God':, and so be to sym Olze and ultimately to
become identified with) the owers of evil, even while they remain,
as they do still remain' Beowulf, mortal denizens of the material
world, in it and of . . I accept without argument throughout the
attribution of Be ulf to the 'age of Bede'-one of the firmer con­
clusions of a d artment of research most clearly serviceable to crit­
icism: inqui into the probable date 01 the effectIve compOSItIon of
the poem s we ave it. So regarded Beowulf is, of course, an his-
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5. It is, for instance, dismissed cursorily, and somewhat contemptuously in the recent (some­
what contemptuous) essay of Dr. Watson, The Age of Bede in Bede, His Life, Times, and
Writings, ed. A. Hamilton Thompson, 1935.

6. The Dark Ages, p. 57. '

torical document of the first order for the study of the mood and
thought of the perIod and one perhaps too little used for the u ose f
liy pro esse istorian. 5 ut' IS t e moo 0 t e aut or... the essen­
tial cast of his imaginative apprehension of the world, that is my
co~., Il2thistory for its own sake; I am interested in that time of
fusion only as it may help us to understand the poem. And in the
poem I think we may observe not confusion, a half-hearted or a
muddled business, but a fusion that has occurred at a iven oint
of contact between ht and dee
emotion. .""fllU'l t:kAJ~~~ if \

One of the most potent element; i;tJthat -fusi~n is' the Northern ~
co~~ the theory of courage, 'Yhich is the great contribution of .....
ear y orthern literature. This is not a military judgement. I am noti~
asserting that, if the Trojans could have employed a Northern king
and his companions, they would have driven Agamemnon and Achil-
les into the sea, more decisively than the Greek hexameter routs the "t
alliterative line-though it is n . robable. I refer rather to the
central osition n .eldin ill holds in the North. With
due reserve we may turn to e ra Ition of pagan imagination as it ~
survived in Icelandic. Of English pre-Christian mythology we knowJ

~ ~
racticallY nothing. But the fundamentally similar heroic temper of

ancient England and Scandinavia cannot have been founded on (or
" perhaps rather, cannot have generated) mythologies divergent on

this essential point. 'The Northern Gods', Ker said, 'have an exultant
extravagance in their warfare which makes them more like Titans
than Olympians; only they are on the right side, though it is not the
side that wins. The winning side is Chaos and Unreason'-mytholog­
ically, the monsters-'but the gods, who are defeated, think that defeat
no refutation'.6 And in their war men are their chosen allies, able
when heroic to share in this 'absolute resistance, perfect because
without hope'. At least in this vision of the final 'defeat of the humane
(and of the divine made in its image), and in the essential hostility
of the gods and heroes on the one hand and the monsters on the
other, we may suppose that pagan English and Norse imagination
agreed......
---nutin England this imagination was brought into touch with
Christendom, and with the Scriptures. The process of 'conversion'
was a lonl! one~ome of its effects were doubtless imme 1.
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7. If we consider the period as a whole. It is not, of course, necessarily true of individuals.
These doubtless from the beginning showed many degrees from deep instruction and
understanding to disjointed superstition. or blank ignorance.

8. Avoidance of ob\'ious anachronisms (such as are found in]udith, for instance, where the
heroine refers in her own speeches to Christ and the Trinity), and the absence of all
definitely Christian names and terms, is natural and plainly intentional. It must be
observed that there is a difference between the comments of the author and the things
said in reported speech by his characters. The two chief of these, Hrothgar and Beowulf,
are again differentiated. Thus the only definitely Scriptural references, to Abel (108) and
to Cain (I08, 126 I), occur where the poet is speaking as commentator. The theory of
Grendel's origin is not known to the actors: Hrothgar denies all knowledge of the ancestry
of Grendel (1355). The giants (1688 ff.) ate, it is true, represented pictorially, and in
Scriptural terms. But this suggests rather that the author identified native and Scriptural
accounts, and gave his picture Scriptural colour, since of the two accounts Scripture was
the truer. And if so it would be closer to that told in remote antiquity when the sword was
made, more especially since the wundorsmijJas who wrought it were actually giants (IS 58,
1562. 1679): they would know the true tale. See note 9 [po 123].

still retain them are changed, and the memories viewed in a different
perspective: at once th become 'ent and remote, and in a
sense darker. It is through such ~ blendinthat there was avai a e
to a poet who set out to write a~d in the case of Beowulf
we may probably use this very word-on a scale and plan unlike a
minstrel's lay, both new faith and new learning (or education), and
also a bod of native tradition itself re uiring to be learned) for the
c anged mind to contemplate together. 7 The native 'learning' cannot
be denied in the case of Beowulf. Its display has grievously perturbed
the critics, for the author draws upon tradition at will for his own
purposes, as a poet of later times might draw upon history or the
classics and expect his allusions to be understood (within a certain
class of hearers). He was in fact, like Virgil, learned enough in the
vernacular department to have an historical perspective, even an
antiquarian curiosity. He cast his time into the long-ago, because
already the long-ago had a special poetical attraction. He knew much
about old days, and though his knowledge-of such things as sea­
burial and the funeral pyre, for instance-was rich and poetical
rather than accurate with the accuracy of modern archaeology (such
as that is), one thing he knew clearly: those days were heathen~

heathen, noble, and hopeless.
But if the specifically Christian was suppressed,8 so also were the

old gods. Partly because they had not really existed, and had been
always, in the Christian view, only delusions or lies fabricated by the
evil one, the gastbona, to whom the hopeless turned especially in
times of need. Partly because their old names (certainly not forgot­
ten) had been potent, and were connected in memory still, not only
with mythology or such fairy-tale matter as we find, say, in Gylfagin~'

ning, but with active heathendom, religion and wigweorJ>ung. Most
of all because they were not actually essential to the theme.

The monsters had been the foes of the go~he captains of men,

and within Time the monsters would win. In the heroic siege and
last defeat men and gods alike had been imagined in the same host.
Now the heroic figures, the men of old, hreleo under heofenum,
remained and still fought on until defeat. For the monsters do not
depart, whether the gods go or come. A Christian was (and is) still
like his forefathers a mortal hemmed in a hostile world. The mon­
sters remaIned the enemIes of mankind, the infantry of the old war,
and became inevitably the enemies of the one God, ece Dryhten, the
eternal Captain of the new. Even so the VISIon of the war changes.
For it begins to dissolve, even as the contest on the fields of Time
thus takes on its largest aspect. The tragedy of the great temporal
defeat remains for a while poignant, but ceases to be finally impor­
tant. It is no defeat, for the end of the world is part of the design of
Metod, the Arbiter who is above the m,ortal world. Beyond there
appears a possibility of eternal victory (or eternal defeat), and the
real battle is between the soul and its adversaries. So the old mon­
sters became images of the evil spirit or spirits, or rather the evil
spirits entered into the monsters and took visible shape in the hid­
eous bodies of the jJyrsas and sigelhearwan of heathen imagination.

But th~t shift is ~t complete in Beowulf-whatever may have
been true of its period in general. Its author is still concerned pri­
marily with man on earth, rehandling in a new perspective an ancient
theme: that man, each man and all men, and all their works shall
die. Athem~ no Christian need despise. Yet this theme plainly would
not be so treated, but for the nearness of a pagan time. The shadow
of its despair, if only as a mood, as an intense emotion of regret, is
still t . The worth of defeated valour in this world is deeply felt.
A ,the oet ooks back into the past, surveying the history of kings
and warriors in the old traditions, he sees that all glory (or as we
might say 'culture' or 'civilization') ends in night. The solution of that
tragedy is not treated-It does not arise out of the material. We get
in fact a poem from a pregnant moment of poise, looking back into
the pit, by a man learned in old tales who was struggling, as it were,
to get a general view of them all, perceiving their common tragedy
of inevitable ruin, and yet feeling this more poetically because he was
himself removed from the direct pressure of its despair. He could
view from without, but still feel immediately and from within, the
old dogma: despair of the event, combined with faith in the value of t­
doomed resistance. He was still dealing with the great temporal trag­
edy, and I!2LYet writing an allegorical homily in verse. Grendel
inhabits the visible world and eats the flesh and blood of men; he
enters their houses by the doors. The dragon wields a physical fire,
and covets gold not souls; he is slain with iron in his belly. Beowulf's
byrne was made by Weiand; and the iron shield he bore against the

I
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["\ "What does Ingeld have to do with Christ?" Alcuin; see pp. 91-92, above [Editor].
~ In fact the real resemblance of the Aeneid and Beowulf lies in the constant presence of a

1 sense of many-storied antiquity, together with its natural accompaniment, stern and noble
~ melancholy. In this they are really akin and together differ from Homer's flatter, if more

glittering, surface.
["Thinking many things and in his mind pondering their unequal lot, " Aeneid 6.332­

Editor's translation.1
2. "He carried God's wrath," line 711 [Editor's translation].

serpent by his own smiths: it was not yet the breastplate of right­
t eousness, nor the shield of faith for the quenching of all the fiery

darts of the wicked.
Almost we nlight say that this poem was (in one direction) inspired

by the debate that had long been held and continued after, and that
it was one of the chief contributions to the controversy: shall we or
shall we not consign the heathen ancestors to perdition? What good
will it do posterity to read the battles of Hector? Quid Hinieldus cum
Christo?9 The author of Beowulf showed forth the permanent value
of that pietas which treasures the memory of man's struggles in the
dark past, man fallen and not yet saved, disgraced but not dethroned.
It would seem to have been part of the English temper in its stropg

Jsense of tradition, dependent doubtless on dynasties, noble hou~s,
and their code of honour, and strengthened, it may be, by the more
inquisitive and less severe Celtic learning, that it should, at leats in
some quarters and despIte grave and (;a1Ijc vojces, preserve much
from the northern past to blend with southern learnjng, and new
faIth.
~as been thought that the influence of Latin epic, especially of
the Aeneid t is perceptible in Beowulf, and a necessary explanation,
if only in the exciting of emulation, of the development of the long
and studied poem in early England. There is, of course, a likeness
in places between these greater and lesser things, the Aeneid and
Beowulf, if they are read in conjunction. But the smaller points in
which imitation or reminiscence might be perceived are inconclu­
sive, while the real likeness is deeper and due to certajn qualities in

~ the authors independent of the question whether the Anglo-Saxon
had read Virgil or not. It is this deeper likeness which makes things,
that are either the inevitabilities of human poetry or the accidental
congruences of all tales, ring alike. We have the great pagan on the
threshold of the change of the world; and the great (if lesser) Chris­
tian just over the threshold of the great change in his time and place:

I ~he backward view: multa putans sortemque animo miseratus
~1'liquam.l

r But we will now return once more to the monsters, and consider
1especially the difference of their status in the northern and southern

mythologies. Of Grendel it is said: Codes yrre bcer. 2 But the Cyclops
is god-begotten and his maiming is an offence against his begetter,

3. "A terrible monster, misshapen, huge," Aeneid, 3.662 [Editor's translation].
4. "Wretchedly shaped in the form of a man ... except that he was bigger than any other

person," lines 1351-53 [Editor's translation].
5. I use this illustration following Chambers, because of the close resemblance between

Grendel and the Cyclops in kind. But other examples could be adduced: Cacus, for
instance, the offspring of Vulcan. One might ponder the contrast between the legends of
the torture of Prometheus and of Loki: the one for assisting men, the other for assisting
the powers of darkness.

6. "The Titanian youth hurled down by a thunderbolt," Aeneid 6.580 [Editor's ~ranslation].

7. There is actually no final principle in the legendary hostilities contained in classical
mythology. For the present purpose that is all that matters: we are not here concerned
with remoter mythological origins, in the North pr South. The gods, Cronian or Olympian,
the Titans, and other great natural powers, and various monsters, even minor local horrors,
are not clearly distinguished in origin or ancestry. There could be no permanent policy of
war, led by Olympus, to which human courage might be dedicated, among mythological
races so promiscuous. Of course, nowhere can absolute rigidity of distinction be expected,
because in a sense the foe is always both within and without; the fortress must fall through
treachery as well as by assault. Thus Grendel has a perverted human shape, and the giants
or jotnar, even when (like the Titans) they are of super-divine stature, are parodies of the
human-divine form. Even in Norse, where the distinction is most rigid, Loki dwells in
Asgaror, though he is an evil and lying spirit, and fatal monsters come of him. For it is
true of man, maker of myths, that Grendel and the Dragon, in their lust, greed, and malice,
have a part in him. But mythically conceived the gods do not recognize any bond with
Fenns ulfr, any more than men with Grendel or the serpent.

the god Poseidon. This radical difference in mythological status is
only brought out more sharply by the very closeness of the similarity
in conception (in all save mere size) that is seen, if we compare
Beowulf, 740 ff., with the description of the Cyclops devouring men
in Odyssey, ix-or still more in Aeneid, iii. 622 ff. In Virgil, whatever
may be true of the fairy-tale world of the Odyssey, the Cyclops walks
veritably in the historic world. He is seen by Aeneas in Sicily, mon­
strum horrendum, informe, ingens,3 as much a perilous fact as Gren­
del was in Denmark, earmsceapen on weres wcestmum ... ncefne he
wres mara jJonne cenig man oder;4 as real as Acestes or Hrothgar. 5

At this point in particular we may regret that we do not know more
about pre-Christian English mythology. Yet it is, as I have said, legit­
imate to suppose that in the matter of the position of the monsters
in re ard to en and gods the view was fundamentally the same as
in lat Iceland' Thus, though all such generalizations are naturally
imperfect in detail (since they deal with matter of various origins,
constantly reworked, and never even at most more than partially
systematized), we may with some truth contrast the 'inhumanness'
of the Greek gods, however anthropomorphic, with the 'humanness'
of the Northern, however titanic. In the southern myths there is also
rumour of wars with giants and great powers not Olympian, the Tita­
nia pubes fulmine deiecti,6 rolling like Satan and his satellites in the
nethermost Abyss. But this war is differently conceived. It lies in a
chaotic past. The ruling gods are not besieged, not in ever-present
peril or under future doom. 7 Their offspring on earth may be heroes
or fair women; it may also be the other creatures hostile to men. The
gods are not the allies of men in their war against these or other
monsters. The interest of the gods is in this or that man as part of
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their individual schemes, not as part of a great strategy that includes
all good men, as the infantry of battle. In Norse, at any rate, the gods
are within Time, doomed with their allies to death. Their battle is
with the monsters and the outer darkness. They gather heroes for
the last defence. Already before euhemerism saved them byembalm­
ing them, and they dwindled in antiquarian fancy to the mighty
ancestors of northern kings (English and Scandinavian), they had
become in their very bein the enlarged shadows of reat men an
warriors upon the wa s of the world. When Baldr is slain and goes
to Hel he cannot escape thence any more than mortal man.

This may make the southern gods more godlike-more lofty,
dread, and inscrutable. They are timeless and do not fear death. Such
a mythology may hold the promise of a profounder thought. In any
case it was a virtue of the southern mythology that it could not stop
where it was. It must go forward to philosophy or relapse into anar­
chy. For in a sense it had shirked the problem precisely by not having
the monsters in the centre-as they are in Beowulf to the astonish­
ment of the critics. But such horrors cannot be left permanently
unexplained, lurking on the outer edges and under suspicion ofbeing
connected with the Government. It is the strength of the northern
mythological imagination that it faced this problem, put the mon­
sters in the centre, gave them victory but no honour, and found a
potent but terrible solution in naked will and courage. 'As a working
theory absolutely impregnable.' So potent is it, that while the older
southern imagination has faded for ever into literary ornament, the
northern has power, as it were, to revive its spirit even in our own
times. It can work, even as it did work with the godlauss viking, with­
out gods: martial heroism as its own end. But we may remember that
the poet of Beowulf saw clearly: the wages of heroism is death.

For these reasons I think that the passages in Beowulfconcerning
the giants and their war with God, together with the two mentions
of Cain (as the ancestor of the giants in general and Grendel in
particular) are speciallx important.

They are directly connected With Scripture, yet they cannot be
dissociated from the creatures of northeriilliVth,-t4e ever-watchfuf
....oes of the gods (and men). The undoubtedly scriptural Cain is con­
nected with eotenas and yife, which are the jotnar and alfar of Norse.
But this is not due to mere confusion-it is rather an indication of
the precise point at which an imagination, pondering old and new,
was kindled. At this point new Scripture and old tradition touched
and ignited. It is for this reason that these elements of Scripture
alone appear in a poem dealing of design with the noble pagan of
old days. For they are precisely the elements which bear upon this
theme. Man alien in a hostile world, engaged in a struggle which he
cannot win while the world lasts, is assured that his foes are the foes

also of Dryhten, that his courage noble in itself is also the highest
loyalty: so said thyle and clerk.

In BeowuIfwe have, then, an historical poem about the pagan past,
or an attempt at one-literal historical fidelity founded on modem
research was, of course, not attempted. It is a poem by a learned
man writing of old timss, who looking back on the heroism and sor­
row feels in them somethin ermanent and something symbolical.
So far om being a confused semi-pagan-historica y un ikely or
a man of this sort in the period-he brought probablyfitU to his taSk)(1)
a knowledge of Christian poetry, especially that of the Credmon
school, and especially Genesis. 8 He makes his minstrel sing in Heorot
of the Creation of the earth and the lights of Heaven. So excellent
is this choice as the theme of the harp that maddened Grendel lurk-
ing joyless in the dark without that it matters little whether . ·s
anac ronistic or not.9 S~ly, to his task the poet brought a con- ©
siderable learnin~ in native lays and traditions: only by learning and
training could such things be acquired, they were no more born nat­
urally into an Englishman of the seventh or eighth centuries, by
simple virtue of being an 'Anglo-Saxon', than ready-made knowledge
of poetry and history is inherited at birth by modern children.

It would seem that, in his attempt to depict ancient pre-Christian
days, intending to emphasize their nobility, and the desire of the
good for truth, he turned naturally when delineating the great King
of Heorot to the Old Testament. In thefolces hyrde of the Danes we
have much of the shepherd patriarchs and kings of Israel, servants
of the one God, who attribute to His mercy all the good things that
come to them in this life. We have in fact a Christian English con­
ception of the noble chief before Christianity, who could lapse (as
could Israel) in times of temptation into idolatry. I On the other lland,
the traditional matter in English, not to mention the living survival
of the heroic code and temper among the noble households of

8. The Genesis which is preserved for us is a late copy of a damaged original, but is still
certainly in its older parts a poem whose composition must be referred to the early period.
That Genesis A is actually older than Beowulf is generally recognized as the most probable
lreading of such evidence as there is. .-

9. Actually the poet may have known, what we can guess, that such creation-themes were
also ancient in the North. Voluspa describes Chaos and the making of the sun and moon,
and very similar language occurs in the Old High German fragment known as the Wes­
sobrunner Gebet. The song of the minstrel Iopas, who had his knowledge from Atlas, at
the end of the first book of the Aeneid is also in part a song of origins: hie canit errantem
lunam solisque laoores, unde hominum genus et pecudes, unde imber et ignes. In any case
the Anglo-Saxon poet's view throughout was plainly that true, or truer, knowledge was
possessed in ancient days (when men were not deceived by the Devil); at least they knew
of the one God and Creator, though not of heaven, for that was lost. See note 8, p. 118.

1. It is of Old Testament lapses rather than of any events in England (of which he is not
speaking) that the poet is thinking in lines 175 ff., and this colours his manner of allusion
to knowledge which he may have derived from native traditions concerning the Danes and
the special heathen religious significance of the site of Heorot (HleiOrar, cet 1uergtrafum,
the tabernacles)-it was possibly a matter that embittered the feud of Danes and Hea­
thobeards. If so, this is another point where old and new have blended* * *.
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ancient England, enabled him to draw differently, and in some
respects much closer to the actual heathen haded, the character of
Beowulf, especially as a young knight, who used his great gift of
mregen to earn dom and lof among men and posterity.

Beowulf is not an actual picture of historic Denmark or Geatland
or Sweden about A.D. 500. But It IS (1£ WIth certain minor defects)
on a general view a self-consistent plcture, a construction be~ing

---..clearly the marks of design and thought. The whole must have
succeeded admirably in creating in the minds of the poet's contem­
poraries the illusion of surveying a past, pagan but noble and fraught
with a deep significance-a past that itself had depth and reached
backward into a dark antiquity of sorrow. This impression of depth
is an effect and a justification of the use of episodes and allusions
to old tales, mostly darker, more pagan, and desperate than the fore­
ground.

To a similar antiquarian temper, and a similar use of vernacular
learning, is probably due the similar effect of antiquity (and melan­
choly) in the Aeneid-especially felt as soon as Aeneas reaches Italy
and the Saturni gentem . . . sponte sua veterisque dei se more tenen­
tem. 2 Ic jJa leode wat e_wid eond e wid freond freste worhte, reghwres
untrele ealde wisan. Alas for the lost lore, the annals and old poets
that Virgil knew, and only used in the rna ·ng of a new thing! The

~cr~s..Dl that the impQrtaRt matters are put on the onter ed~s

misses this point of artistry, and indeed fails to see why the old things
have in Beowulf such an appeal: it is the poet himself who made
antiquity so appealing. His poem has more value in consequence,
and is a greater contribution to early mediaeval thought than the
harsh and intolerant view that consigned all the heroes to the devil.

I We may be thankful that the product of so noble a temper has been
LPreserved by chance (if such it be) from the dragon of destruction.r The eneral structure of the poem, so viewed, is not really difficult

to perceive, i we look to t e main pOInts, t e strategy, an neglect
the many points of minor tactics. We must dismiss, of course, from
mind the notion that Beowulf is a 'narrative poem', that it tells a tale
or intends to tell a tale sequentially. The poem 'lacks steady advance':
so Klaeber heads a critical section in his edition.4 But the poem was
not meant to advance, steadily or unsteadily. It is essentially a bal­
ance, an opposition of ends and beginnings. In its simplest terms it

~ is a contrasted description of two moments in a Wear life, rising and
n setting; an elaboration of the ancient and intensely moving contrast

2. "A race of Saturn ... ruled by their own will, and guiding themselves by the law of an
ancient god," Aeneid 7.201-3 [Editor's translation].

3. "I know your people / are beyond reproach in every respect, / steadfast in the old way with
friend or foe." Heaney, lines 1863-65 [Editor].

4. Though only explicitly referred to here and in disagreement, this edition is, of course, of
great authority, and all who have used it have learned much from it.

between youth and age, first achievement and final death. It is
aIVlded in consequence into two opposed portions, different in mat­
ter, manner, and length: A from 1 to 2199 (including an exordium
of 52 lines); B from 2200 to 3182 (the end). There is no reason to
cavil at this proportion; in any case, for the purpose and the pro­
duction of the required effect, it proves in practice to be right.

This simple and static structure, solid and strong, is in each part
much diverSIfied, and capable of endurin this tre mente In the
con uct 0 t e presentatIon 0 Beowulf's rise to fame on the one
hand, and of his kingship and death on the other, criticism can find
things to question, especially if it is captious, but also much to praise,
if it is attentive. But the only serious weakness, or a arent weak­
ness, is the Ion re . .: t e re ort of Beowulf c.
This recapitulation is well done. Without serious discrepancy5 it
retells rapidly the events in Heorot, and retouches the account; and
it serves to illustrate, since he himself describes his own deeds, yet ~
more vividly the character of a young man, singled out by destiny,
as he steps suddenly forth in his full powers. Yet this is perhaps not
quite sufficient to justify the repetition. The explanation, if not com­
plete justification, is probably to be sought in different directions.

For one thing, the old tale was not first told or invented by this
poet. So much is clear from investigation of the folk-tale analogues.
Even the legendary association of the Scylding court with a maraud­
ing monster, and with the arrival from abroad of a champion' and
deliverer was probably already old. The plot was not the poet's; and
though he has infused feeling and significance into its crude mate­
rial, that plot was not a perfect vehicle of the theme or themes that
came to hidden li{c in the poet's mind as be worked BPOD it. Not an
"ifnusual event in literature. For the contrast-youth and death-it
would probably have been better, if we had no journeying. If the
single nation of the Geatas had been the scene, we should have felt
the stage not narrower, but symbolically wider. More plainly should
we have perceived in one people and their hero all mankind and its
heroes. This at any rate I have always myself felt in reading Beawulf;
but I have also felt that this defect is rectified by the bringing of the
tale of Grendel to Geatland. As Beowulf stands in Hygelac's hall and
tells his story, he sets his feet firm again in the land of his own people,
and is no longer in danger of appearing a mere wrecca, an errant

5. I am not concerned with minor discrepancies at any point in the poem. They are no proof
of composite authorship, nor even of incompetent authorship. It is very difficult, even in
a newly invented tale of any length, to avoid such defects; more so still in rehandling old
and oft-told tales. The. points that are seized in the study, with a copy that can be indexed
and turned to and fro (even if never read straight through as it was meant to be), are
usually such as may easily escape an author and still more easily his natural audience.
Virgil certainly does not escape such faults, even within the limits of a single book. Modem
printed tales, that have presumably had the advantage of proof-correction, can even be
observed to hesitate in the heroine's Christian name.
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adventurer and slayer of bogies that do not concern him.

There is in fact a double division in the poem: the fundamental
one already referred to, and a secondary but important division at
line 1887. After that the essentials of the previous part are taken up
and compacted, so that all the tragedy of Beowulf is contained
between 1888 and the end.6 But, of course, without the first half we
should miss much incidental illustration; we should miss also the
dark background of the court of Heorot that loomed as large in glory
and doom in ancient northern imagination as the court of Arthur:
no vision of the past was complete without it. And (most important)
we should lose the direct contrast of youth and a"e in the pers~_ns

" of Beowulf and Hrothgar which is one of the chief purposes of this
section: it ends with the pregnant words ojJ jJret hine yldo benam
mcegenes lV)'nnum, se Pe oft manegum scod. 7

In any case we must not view this poem as in intention an exciting
narrative or a romantic tale. The very nature of Old English metre
is often misjudged. In it there is no single rhythmic pattern progress­
ing from the beginning of a line to the end, and repeated with vari­
ation in other lines. The lines do not go according to tune They
are founded on a balance; an opposition etween two alves of
roughly equivalentS phonetic weight, and significant content, which
are more often rhythmically contrasted than similar. They are more

.JJ- like masonry than music. In this fundamental fact of poetic expres­
sion I think there is a parallel to the total structure of Beowulf. Beo­
wulf is indeed the most successful Old English poem because in it
the elements, language, metre, theme, structure, are all most nearly
in harmony. Judgement of the verse has often gone astray through
listening for an accentual rhythm and pattern: and it seems to halt
and stumble. Judgement of the theme goes astray through consid­
ering it as the narrative handling of a plot: and it seems to halt and
stumble. Language and verse, of course, differ from stone or wood
or paint, and can be only heard or read in a time-sequence; so that
in any poem that deals at all with characters and events some nar­
rative element must be present. We have none the less in Beowulfa
method and structure that within the limits of the verse-kind
approaches rather to sculpture 0A ~ainting. It is a composition not a
tune.~ 7~~?~

This is clear in tne second half. In the struggle with Grendel one
can as a reader dismiss the certainty of literary experience that the

6. The least satisfactory arrangement possible is thus to read only lines 1-1887 and not the
remainder. This procedure has none the less been, from time to time, directed or encour­
aged by more than one 'English syllabus'.

7. "Until old age sapped his strength and did him / mortal harm, as it has done so many."
Heaney, lines 1886-87 [Editor].

8. Equivalent, but not necessarily equal, certainly not as such things may be measured by
machines.

hero will not in fact perish, and allow oneself to share the hopes and
fears of the Geats upon the shore. In the second part the author has
no desire whatever that the issue should remain open, even accord­
ing to literary convention. There is no need to hasten like the mes­
senger, who rode to bear the lamentable news to the waiting people
(2892 ff.). They may have hoped, but we are not supposed to. By
now we are supposed to have grasped the plan. Disaster is foreboded.
Defeat is the theme. Triumph over the foes of man's precarious for­
tress is over, and we approach slowly and reluctantly the inevitable
victory of death. 9

'In structure', It was said of Beowulf, 'it is curiously weak, in a
sense preposterous,' though great merits of detail were allowed. In
structure actually it is curiously strong, in a sense inevitable, though
there are defects of detail. The general design of the poet is not only
defensible, it is, I think, admirable. There may have previously
eXisted stirring verse dealing in straIg6tforward manner and even in
natural sequence with Beowulf's deeds, or with the fall of Hygelac;
or again with the fluctuations of the feud between the houses of
Hrethel the Geat and Ongentheow the Swede; or with the tragedy
of the Heathobards, and the treason that destroyed the Scylding
dynasty. Indeed this must be admitted to be practically certain: it
\yas the existence of such cOQuected legends connected in ~ 11­
mind, not necessaril dealt with in chronicle fashion or in long semi-
-istorical poems-that permitted t e ecu iar use 0 t em in Beo-
wu. is poem cannot be criticized or comprehended, if its original
audience is imagined in like case to ourselves, possessing only BeO-)
wulf in splendid isolation. For Beau/ulf was not designed to tell the
tale of HygeIac's fall, or for that matter to give the whole biography
of Beowulf, still less to write the history of the Geatish kingdom and
its downfall. But it used knowledge of these things for its own pur­
pose-to giveth;t sense of perspective, of antiquity with a greater
~nd yet darker antIquity behInd. I hese thIngs are mainly on the outer
edges or in the background because they belong ther· are to
function in this way. But in the centre we have n heroic fi ur
enlarged proportions.

Beowulf is not an 'epic', not even a magnified 'lay'. No terms bor­
rowed from Greek or other literatures exactly fit: there is no reason
why the uld. Though if we must have a term, we should choose
rather ele ' t is an heroic-elegiac poem; and in a sense all its first
3,136 lin are the prelude to a dirge: him Pa gegiredan Geata leode

9. That t.he~partiCUlarbearer of enmity, the Dragon, also d.ies is important chiefly to Beowulf
himself. He was a great man. Not many even in dying can achieve the death of a single
worm. 0 the temporary salvation of their kindred. Within the limits of human life Beowulf
neither ived nor died in vain-brave men might say. But there is no hint, indeed there
are man to the contrary, that it was a war to end war, or a dragon-fight to end dragons.
It is the nd of Beowulf, and of the hope of his people.

l~nA ,



I. "The Geat people built a pyre for Beowulf, / stacked and decked it until it stood four­
square." Heaney, lines 3137-38 [Editor].

2. We do, however, learn incidentally much of this period: it is not strictly true, even of our
poem as it is, to say that after the deeds in Heorot Beowulf 'has nothing else to do'. Great
heroes, like great saints, should show themselves capable of dealing also with the ordinary
things of life, even though they may do so with a strength more than ordinary. We may
wish to be assured of this (and the poet has assured us), without demanding that he should
put such things in the centre, when they are not the center of his thought.

ad ofer eordan unwaclicne 1 one of the most moving ever written. But
for the universal significance which is given to the fortunes of its
hero it is an enhancement and not a detraction, in fact it is necessary,
that his final foe should be not some Swedish prince, or treacherous
friend, but a dragon: a thing made by imagination for just such i!
purpose. Nowhere does a dragon come in so precisely where he
should. But if the hero falls before a dragon, then certainly he should
achieve his early glory by vanquishing a foe of similar order.

There is, I think, no criticism more beside the mark than that
which some have made, complaining that it is monsters in both
halves that is so disgusting; one they could have stomached more
easily. That is nonsense. I can see the point of asking for no mon­
sters. I can also see the point of the situation in Beowulf· But no
point at all in mere reduction of numbers. It would really have been

(

preposterous, if the poet had recounted Beowu.lf'S rise to fame in a
'typical' or 'commonplace' war in Frisia, and then ended him with a
dragon. Or if he had told of his cleansing of Heorot, and then
brought him to defeat and death in a 'wild' or 'trivial' Swedish inva­
sion! If the dragon is the right end for Beowulf, and I agree with the

1l-"author that it is then Grendel is an eminentl suitable be innin .
T ey are creatures,feond mancynnes, of a similar order and kindred
significance. Triumph over the Jesser and more nearly human is can­
celled by defeat before the older and more elemental. And the con­
quest of the ogres comes at the right moment: not in earliest youth,
though the nicors are referred to in Beowulf's geogoOfeore as a pres­
age of the kind of hero we have to deal with; and not during the later
period of recognized ability and prowess;2 but in that first moment,
which often comes in great lives, when men look up in surprise and
see that a hero has unawares leaped forth. The placing of the dragon
is inevitable: a man can but die upon his death-day.

I will conclude by drawing an imaginary contrast. Let us suppose
that our poet had chosen a theme more consonant \\ith 'our modern
judgement'; the life and death of St Oswald. He might then have
made a poem, and told first of Heavenfield, when Oswald as a young
prince against all hope won a great victory with a remnant of brave
men; and then have passed at once to the lamentable defeat of
Oswestry, which seemed to destroy the hope of Christian North­
umbria; while all the rest of Oswald's life, and the tta9itions of the

3. "Its light shone over many lands." Heaney, line 311 [Editor].
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royal house and its feud with that of Deira might be introduced
allusively or omitted. To anyone but an historian in search of facts
and chronology this would have been a fine thing, an heroic-elegiac
poem greater than history. It would be much better than a plain
narrative, in verse or prose, however steadily advancing. This mere
arrangement would at once give it more significance than a straight­
forward account of one lOng's life: the contrast of rising and setting,
achievement and death. But even so it would fall far short of Beowulf.
Poetically it would be reatl enhanced if the oet had ta nt
Ii erties with history and much enlarged thg r@igR efOsvvtald, making

im old and full of years of care and glory when he went forth heavy
With foreboding to face the heathen Penda: the contrast of youth
and age would add enormously to the original theme, and give it a
ITlOre universal meaning. But even so it would still fall short of Beo­
wulf. To match his theme with £he rise and fall of poor 'folk-tale'
Beowulf the poet would have been obliged to turn Cadwallon and
Penda into giants and demons. It is just because the main foes in ,c.
Beowulf are inhuman that the story is larger and more significant
than this imaginary poem of a great Eng's fall. It glimpses the cosmic
and moves with the thought of all men concerning the fate of human
life and efforts; it stands amid but above the petty wars of princes,
and surpasses the dates and limits of historical periods, however
important. At the beginning, and during its process, and most of all
at the end, we look down as if from a visionary height upon the house
of man in the valley of the world. A light starts-lixte se leoma ofer
landa fela 3-and there is a sound of music; but the outer darkness
and its hostile offspring lie ever in wait for the torches to fail and
the voices to cease. Grendel is maddened by the sound of harps.

And one last point, which those will feel who to-day preserve the
ancient pietas towards the past: Beowulf is not a 'primitive' poem; it
is a late one, using the materials (then still plentiful) preserved from
a day already changing and passing, a time that has now for ever
vanished, swallowed in oblivion; using them for a new purpose, with
a wider sweep of imaginatio~, if with a less bitter and con~entrated

force. When new Beowulf was already antiquarian, in a good sense,
and it now produces a singular effect. For it is now to us itself
ancient; and yet its maker was telIIilgOf things already old and
weighted with regret,.and he expended his art in making keen that
touch upon the heart which sorrows have that are both poignant and
remote. If the funeral of Beowulf moved once like the echo of an
ancient dirge, far-off and hopeless, it is to us as a memory brought
over the hills, an echo of an echo. There is not mIlch poetry jn the
world like this; and though Beowulf may not be among the very
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greatest poems of our western world and its tradition, it has its own
individual character, and peculiar solemnity; it would still have
power had it been written in some time or place unknown and with­
out posterity, if it contained no name that could now be recognized
or identified by research. Yet it is in fact written in a Ian ua e that
after many centuries has sti I essential kinshi with our own, it was
made in this lanA, and moves in our northern worl enea our
northern sky, and for those who are native to that tongue and land,
it must ever call with a profound appeal-until the dragon comes.

In the time since Norman Garmonsway* died I have reflected about
what I could say that would not embarrass the spirit of the man I
wish to honour. He was reticent about himself and I shall be brief.
I rarely heard him refer to his distinguished career at King's College,
London, for when he spoke of his work, it was always of what lay
ahead. His characteristic manner was understatement, like that of
the early literature of the north that he knew so well and loved. He
was a man who preferred to listen rather than to talk, but he was
quick to praise and encourage. He had the virtues of Chaucer's Clerk
of Oxenford mixed with a gentle humour.

Noght 0 word spak he moore than was neede,
And that was seyd in forme and reverence,
And short and quyk and ful of hy sentence;
Sownynge in moral vertu was his speche,
And gladly wolde he Ierne and gladly teche.

Toronto is a better place for his having lived and worked among us.
This paper concerns material he was teaching this year, the relation
between early art and poetry in England. I should like to dedicate it
to his memory.
t John Leyerle, "The Interlace Structure of Beawulf," University of Toronto Quarterly 37

(1967): 1-17. Reprinted by permission of the University of Toronto Press Incorporated.
© University of Toronto Press, 1967.

¥ On February 28, 1967, Norman Garmonsway, Visiting Professor of English at University
College in the University of Toronto, died suddenly. This paper, in a slightly different
form, was read on March 30 in West Hall of the College in place of a lecture on Canute
that Professor Garmonsway was to have delivered on that day.
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1. For example, see F. P. Magoun, Jr., "BeowulfA': A Folk-Variant," ARV: TidskritforNordisk
Folkminnesforskning, XIV (1958),95-101, or Beowulfand the Fight at Finnsburg, ed. Fr.
Klaeher, 3rd edition (Boston, 1950), li-lviii. All quotations are from this edition.

2. For an account of the origin of these designs, see Nils Aberg, The Occident and the Orient
in the Art of the Seventh Century, Part I, The British Isles, Kungl. Vitterhets Historie och
Antikvitets Akademiens Handlingar, Del. 56: 1 (Stockholm, 1943). An admirable account
of such designs is given by R. L. S. Bruce-Mitford in Codex Lindisfarnensis, ed. T. D.
Kendrick, et al. (OIten and Lausanne, 1956-60), II, iv, vii-x, 197-260.

3. Lawrence Stone, Sculpture in Britain ([London], 1955), 13.
4. I wish to thank Professor Michael Sheehan of the Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies

at Toronto for helping me assemble the slides used in the lecture and Miss Ann Hutchison
of the University of Toronto for help in assembling the prints used to make the plates.

5. Ronald Jessup, Anglo-Saxon Jewellery (London, 1950), 116.

Beowulf is a poem of rapid shifts in subject and time. Events are
fragmented into parts and are taken with little regard to chronolog­
ical order. The details are rich, but the pattern does not present a
linear structure, a lack discussed with distaste by many.l This lecture
will attempt to show that the structure of Beowulf is a poetic ana­
logue of the interlace designs common in Anglo-Saxon art of the
seventh and eigh.th centuries. Beowulf was composed in the early
eighth century in the Midlands or North of England, exactly the time
and place where interlace decoration reached a complexity of design
and skill in execution never equalled since and, indeed, hardly ever
approached. Interlace designs go back to prehistoric Mesopotamia;
in one form or another they are characteristic of the art of all races. 2

The bands may be plaited together to form a braid or rope pattern,
a design that appears, for example, on borders of the Franks Casket,
a whalebone coffer made in Northumbria about the year 700. Inter­
lace is made when the bands are turned back on themselves to form
knots or breaks that interrupt, so to speak, the linear flow of the
bands. The south face of the Bewcastle Cross from Cumberland has
three panels of knot work; this cross is dated before 710.3 The bottom
panel (Figure 3) has two distinct knots formed by two bands and
connected together, a pattern that is identical t~ that on folio 94v of
the Lindisfarne Gospels (Figure 11).4 There 'are about a thousand
separate pieces of stone surviving from pre-Norman Northumbrian
crosses. One need only leaf through W. G. Collingwood's North­
umbrian Crosses of the Pre-Norman Age (London, 1927) to be struck
by the appearance of one interlace design after another, despite the
fact that such patterns are relatively difficult to execute in stone,
especially when there is any undercutting.

When the bands are cut, the free ends are often elaborated into
zoomorphic heads, seen in a very simple stage of development on
the Abingdon Brooch (Figure 4) dated in the early seventh century.5
In more complex designs the stylized heads take on a pronounced

***
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