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Beowulf! is the editorial title of the heroic poem of 3182 lines,
the outline of which can be briefly stated. The young hero, Beowulf,
maeg Higelaces, a nephew of the king of the Geats, goes to the
Danish people, whose king at the time is Hrothgar, destroys
Grendel, destroys Grendel’s mother who has executed an unexpected
vengeance, returns to the Geats, serves his king, becomes king
himself, and in his old age, after a fifty years’ successful reign of
his own people, destroys with the assistance of his young kinsman
by the name of Wiglaf and is at the same time destroyed by a
dragon who had been attacking the Geats.

Structurally speaking, the Beowulf poem consists of two distinct
parts. The first part is Beowulf’s vigorous and glorious conquer of
the descendants of the life-destroyer Cain (cf. 107a), Grendel and
his mother, in the Danish country. The second part is his wondrous
but fatal fight with the fire dragon in his own country.

The substance of Beowulf’s terrifying exploits with the Grendel
race has been most thoroughly treated by a number of Beowulf
scholars, and has been attributed in the main to folk-tales, which
preserve a recognizable framework of incident which recurs again
and again, no matter how widely separated the accounts in time
and space. The prototype of this folk-tale is summarized in a kind
of type-tale which is named “The Bear’s Son Tale.”? It is certain,
therefore, that a young and powerful hero’s fights with the super-
natural beings were quite familiar to the pzople in the eighth-
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century England, in which Beowulf is said to have been composed.
Moreover, the audience, which was a rather small body, of the
Beowulf poem undoubtedly ‘“would believe in the monsters, in the
creatures of evil lurking in the waste lands”® around them. The
same audience is said to have been familiar with the doctrines of
Christ. This ostensible self-contradiction in old England can be
attributed to the similar Danish situation in which king Hrothgar
reigned, as our poet says as follows:

Hwilum hie gehéton &t hergtrafum

wigweorbunga, wordum b&don,

paet him gastbona geéoce gefremede

wid Péodpréaum. Swylc weas beaw hyra,

h&benra hyht; helle gemundon

in modsefan, Metod hie ne cibon,

dzeda Démend, ne wiston hie Drihten God,

né hie hiiru heofena Helm herian ne cibon,

wuldres Waldend. W3a bid Paem 8e sceal

purh slidne nid sawle besctufan

in fyres fapm, frofre ne wénan,

wihte gewendan! Weél bid pem Pe mot

zfter déaddaege Drihten sécean

ond to Fader fepmum = freodo wilnian!
-, | (175-88)

The above-quoted passage, as Klaeber suggests, refers to the
heathen pi'actice of the Danish people and the poet’s Christian
didactic comments. Klaeber goes on to state that “Since Hrodgar
is throughout depicted as a good Christian, the Danes’ supplication
to a heathen deity -+ might conceivably indicate that in time of
distress they returned to their former ways —— as was done
repeatedly in England, ----* _

Then, what the Beowulf poet is primarily concerned with is how
to present orally and possibly with a musical instrument of some
kind. to his audience the ancient but quite well-known material
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combined with manifold historical and episodic events which are at
once suggestive of and pertinent to the narrative of a perfect
picture of Beowulf, the ideal Germanic hero.
- 1, therefore, agree with Wrenn when he says that “Beowulf is
not a narrative poem in anything like the usual sense of the term,
nor a setting forth continuously of the life of its hero. It aims to
afford poetic pleasure in the light of ultimate truth by bringing
before its hearers the rising to full stature of Beowulf’s glorious
youth, and the death of the same hero in old age when he showed
supreme qualities of excellence in meeting inevitable doom.”®

In the earlier parts of the poem, the poet narrates that Grendel
had harried Heorot for twelve years, seeking the splendid hall every
night and devouring many a Danish warrior in defiance of their
gracious king Hrothgar. The following portion of the king’s first
speech to Beowulf helps the audience to get acquainted afresh
with the terrifying results of Grendel’s ferocious attacks upon the
Danish people:

Sorh is mé t6 secganne on sefan minum

gumena @nigum, hwaet mé Grendel hafad
h¥ndo on Heorote mid his hetepancum,
f&rnida gefremed; is min fletwerod,
wighéap gewanod; hie wyrd forswéop

on Grendles gryre. God éabPe maeg

-Pone dolsceadan d®da getw®fan!

Ful oft gebé&otedon béore druncne

ofer ealowage oretmecgas,

pat hie in béorsele bidan woldon
Grendles giipe mid gryrum ecga.

Ponne waes Peos medoheal on morgentid,

drihtsele dréorfah, Ponne daeg lixte,
eal bencbPelu blode bestymed,
heall heorudreéore; ahte ic holdra Py l&s,

déorre dugude, pé pa déad fornam.
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(473-88)

In my opinion, the prelude to the hero’s combat with Grendel
begins virtually with Beowulf’s speech made in front of his kinsmen.
Hrothgar and his queen Wealtheow had already been retired for
the night after the banquet at Heorot held in honor of Beowulf
and his own chosen warriors. Beowulf spoke the following:

‘No ic mé& an herewasmun hnigran talige

glibgeweorca, ponne Grendel hine;

forban ic hine sweorde swebban nelle,
aldre benéotan, péah ic eal mazege;

nit hé para géda, Pzt hé mé ongéan slea,
rand gehéawe, péah Je h& rof sie
nipgeweorca; ac wit on niht sculon

secge ofersittan, gif he gesécean dear

wig ofer w&pen, ond sipdan witig God
on swa hwapere hond halig Dryhten
m2rdo déme, swa him gemet Pince.’
(677-87)

The boasting of this kind is typical of Beowulf throughout the
poem and it serves in part to anticipate the main action, the fight
with Grendel; we can anticipate that Beowulf is going to put
Grendel to sleep not with his sword but with his handgrip harder
than that of any man on this middle-earth, as the poet says.

When Beowulf and his brave seamen lay down to wait for
Grendel, the poet presents the following ominous statement:

N&nig heora pohte, paet hé bpanon scolde
eft eardlufan &fre gesecean,
folc opde fréoburh, p%r hé aféded wees;
ac hie hzfdon gefriinen, bt hie 2r t5 fela micles
in p2m winsele  w=ld&ad fornam,
Denigea leode.
(691-96a)
All this serves to keep the audience in suspense; Grendel’s
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ruthlessness told by Hrothgar earlier, Beowulf’s boasting which
might not be fulfilled, and the anxiety which Beowulf’s men were
having in their beds.

Grendel’s approach to Heorot is said to be ‘“a hair-raising
depiction of death on the march,”® which could be conveniently
divided into three stages.” In each new stage there is a sudden
forward movement in Grendel’s position, “as though a movie camera
were moving from a long shot toward a close-up.”® And each
stage begins with the same verb form com which is followed by a
different forceful verb of motion in the infinitive, Scﬂé"ani, gongan,
and siFian .’

In the first stage (702b-9), our poet introduces Grendel, who
is identified with sceadugenga, for he is still too far away from
Heorot, the hall, in the dark, to be clearly seen. We can only see
something moving with something light which turns out to be the
flame from his eyes, as the poet says later:

him of eagum stod
ligge gelicost
(726b-27a)

Our very initial sight of Grendel, who com --- scridan in the
distance in the black night, is located at the appropriate time of
the day, for conventionally the darkness immediately before dawn
is the time of greatest terror, among other things, such as sorrow
or misery.

At this point we are told that in Heorot all the Geatish warriors
with the exception of Beowulf, who has completely disarmed
himself (cf. 671-74) for the night, are fast asleep, while Grendel
is approaching the hall. The fact that those sleeping warriors
might be sure to be an easy prey for Grendel serves effectively to
raise a terrifying feeling in the minds of the audience.!® One may
wonder how it was possible, in the first place, for Beowulf to
disarm himself when he knew that Grendel would attack Heorot
at any moment and, in the second place, for the Geats to fall
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asleep when they were supposed to hold Heorot, the horned house,
against Grendel? Did they have too many drinks of mead early in
the evening at the time of the royal feast? They had come all the
way to the Danish people with the express purpose of purging
Heorot of nightly attacks of Grendel! |

Beowulf’s disarming himself can be explained at least in two
ways. It was probably in accordance with a feature of ‘“The Bear’s
Son” folk-tale that the hero fought with the supernatural being
barehanded. Or Beowulf was confident in his physical strength, for

S€ w&s moncynnes maegenes strengest '
on p&m daege pysses lifes,
apele ond €acen.
(196-98a)
And also he is said to have had the strength of thirty men in his
handgrip (cf. 379b-80).

The fact that Beowulf, allowing his men fall asleep, keeps vigil
alone over Grendel can be understood in the following way. Beowulf
“seems to have taken the first watch, as may be expected from a
young chieftain in search of glory”!® keeping in line with the folk-
tale again, in which things are so arranged as to enhance the
hero’s achievement by minimizing others.!' Beowulf, with his heart
swollen in anger, appears to have been quite sure of God’s will,
as our poet assures us that:

pa Metod nolde,
se s[clynscaba under sceadu bregdan;-
(706b-7)

Or all the Geatish companions may have been forced to sleep
with Grendel’s supernatural charm in pretty much the same way
as their weapons were to be forsworern (804b) as they attempted
to aid their lord, Beowulf, to overcome Grendel later.

The second stage (710-19), in which the figure seen vaguely in
the first stage is now clearly identified with the very name of
Grendel, begins with the verb ¢om which is followed by the verb
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in the infinitive gongan. The interpretation of this verb of motion
is crucial in order to visualize this particular scene. In one inter-

r

pretation, this is meant to be “moving,” and ‘“gliding” in another.
This ought to be interpreted as “walking,” because Grendel has
now become ‘larger” than before in the eyes of the audience, since
he is the nearer to Heorot. Indeed, we can see that his countenance
is full of Godes yrre.

Then, the poet’s use of the verb wod (714a), rather than com,
gives Grendel’s own forward movement a horrifying vigor, for, he
is walking “with baleful haste and murder in his heart; he knows
where the hall stands, with the knowledge of murderous experience.”**
While it is true that the verb cwman sometimes means “to go,”
its normal meaning is “to come,” as in Modern English. When
this verb is used in the second or third person without the speci-
fication of any goal, it often suggests that the subject of the verb
is seen by the one who makes the statement, that is, by the
speaker,as advancing toward him. Therefore, the fact that the
poet shifts the verb cuman to the verb waden, which has no specific
implication of point of view in contrast to cuman,'® is extremely
effective and dramatic, for this time Grendel’s forward movement
toward Heorot is being made, as it were, with audience.

At this point we are reminded that this was not Grendel’s first
visit to Heorot, but that it was assuredly hinted that this would
be his very last visit to the hall.

In the third and final stage (720-45a), which again begins with
the verb c¢om which is followed again by the verb in the infinitive
sidian , Grendel, who is identified with 7i2¢ here, comes up to the
hall. The scene from here is narrated from Beowulf’s point of
view.!* The use of the noun 7inc whose usual meaning is “a warrior”
is effective, for he is about to fight with another #inc, Beowulf.
Moreover, Grendel is often treated in the poem as being “human,”
as well as “an evil,” when he mynie (712a, 731a, 762a), or
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bPa him alumpen was
wistfylle wén.,
(733b-34a)

The supernatural strength of Grendel driven by evil desire is
well pictured here at close range; when he merely touches the
halldoor with his hands, it immediately springs open, fastened with
fire-forged bands. And a flame-like light is coming out of his eyes,
by means of which Beowulf can observe Grendel’s actions at the
hall, What Grendel does and intends to do is narrated as follows:

Geseah hé in recede rinca manige,
swefan sibbegedriht  samod atgzdere,
magorinca héap. pa his mod ahlog;
mynte paet hé ged®lde, &r pon dxg cwdme,
atol agleca anra gehwylces
lif wid lice, Pa him alumpen waes
wistfylle wén.
(728-34a)

All this is observed by Beowulf alone who has been awake in
his bed in the hall. Beowulf continues to watch Grendel suddenly
seize a sleeping warrior, tearng him apart, drinking the blood
from his veins, eating all of his body, feet and hands. This
detailed depiction of Grendel’s blood-curdling behavior is climac-
tically depicted to heighten the accumulated horror in the minds
of the audience.

Beowulf will not or cannot begin to act until Grendel, stepping
closer to the hero,

nam pPa mid handa higepihtigne
rinc on r&xste, r&hte ongéan
féond mid folme;
(746-48a)
The prelude to Beowulf’s fight with Grendel, as I have discussed

it, is full of suspense and it is truly one of the finest passages in
English literature.
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