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A b s t r a c t

LIGHT AGAINST DARK: THE PRESENTATION OP HEROIC

LIFE IN FOUR MEDIEVAL ENGLISH ALLITERATIVE POEMS:

BEOWULF, MALDON, MORTE ARTHURE, AND GAWAIN AND 

THE GREEN KNIGHT 

by

R o b e r t Lee M ilgrom  

A d v iso r: P r o f e s s o r  H e la in e  N ew stead

The m ed iev a l h e r o ic  poem, l i k e  so  much o f  h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  i s  an  

e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  c l a s h  be tw een  human p o t e n t i a l i t y  and  human 

l i m i t a t i o n .  Human l i m i t a t i o n ,  th e  n e c e s s i t i e s  w hich d e te rm in e  th e  p e r i ­

m e te rs  o f  th e  h e r o 's  w o r ld , ra n g e  i n  t h e i r  c o n c re te  form  from  th e  m o n s te rs  

o f  Beow ulf t o  F o r tu n e 's  w hee l i n  M orte A r th u r e , and may be d e f in e d  a s  a l l  

th o s e  f o r c e s  w hich  t r a n s c e n d  th e  human w i l l ,  f r u s t r a t e  human n e e d , and 

deny human v a lu e .  Human p o t e n t i a l i t y ,  e x p re s s e d  th ro u g h  th e  v a lu e s  and 

a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  may b e  s a id  t o  r e p r e s e n t  m an 's  a t te m p t  to  

d e m o n s tra te  h i s  w o rth  a g a i n s t  th o s e  v e ry  fo r c e s  w hich n e g a te  h im . T h is  

i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  te n s io n  b e tw een  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y ,  be tw een  th e  h e ro  and 

th e  g iv e n  l i m i t s  o f  h i s  w o r ld , i s  th e  e s s e n t i a l  m a in sp rin g  o f  th e  h e r o ic  

poem.

More s p e c i f i c a l l y  th e  c o n n e c tio n  betw een th e  h e ro  and  th e  n e c e s s i t i e s  

w hich  su rro u n d  him l a r g e ly  d e te rm in e s  th e  n a tu re  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  i n  eac h  

poem. The h e ro  i s  a lw ays com m ensurate w ith  h i s  f a t e .  B e o w u lf 's  e a g e rn e s s  

f o r  fame i s  t o  be u n d e rs to o d  i n  te rm s o f  th e  t r a n s i t o r y  n a tu r e  o f  h i s  

w o r ld , and h i s  g e n t le n e s s  m easu red  a g a i n s t  th e  web o f  i r r a t i o n a l  v io le n c e  

w hich  e n g u lf s  him . The co u ra g e  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s  i s  t o  be
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v iew ed  i n  l i g h t  o f  t h e i r  i n e v i t a b l e  d e f e a t  and d e a th .  A r th u r 's  h e r o ic  

a s p i r a t i o n s  a r e  t o  b e  u n d e rs to o d  i n  th e  t r a g i c  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  F o r tu n e 's  

w h e e l. As f o r  Gawain, o n ly  i n  t h e  c o n te x t  o f  m u t a b i l i t y  does th e  f u l l  

v a lu e  o f  h i s  t r o t h  em erge.

The nexus o f  h e ro ism  and t r a g e d y  a l s o  sh a p e s  th e  s t r u c t u r e  and 

r h e t o r i c  o f  a l l  fo u r  poem s. I n  B eo w u lf/ th e  s t r u c t u r a l  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  

th e  h e r o 's  a s c e n d a n t p rim e w ith  h i s  age and d e a th  r e f l e c t s  th e  u n d e r ly in g  

te n s io n s  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .  The fo rm a l s t r a t e g i e s  o f  M aldon a re  c lo s e ly  t i e d  

t o  th e  p o e t 's  p o r t r a y a l  o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  e x e r c is e d  u n d e r d e s p e ra te  c i r ­

cu m stan ces . In  M orte A r th u re , th e  s t r u c t u r e  m ir ro rs  th e  r i s e  and f a l l  o f  

de c a s ib u s  t r a g e d y .  And i n  G aw ain , c y c l i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  and  r h e t o r i c a l  

p a t t e r n  fo rm a lly  s u s t a in  th e  fram ew ork o f  m u t a b i l i t y  w i th in  w hich G aw ain 's  

h e ro ism  g a in s  i t s  f u l l  s i g n i f i c a n c e .

The c la s h  betw een human a s p i r a t i o n  and n e c e s s i t y  n o t  o n ly  a c c o u n ts  

f o r  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  th e  m e d ie v a l h e r o ic  poem, i t  h e lp s  to  

d i s t i n g u i s h  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  from  th o s e  k in d s  o f  v e r s e  w hich  m ost c lo s e ly  

re sem b le  i t :  e le g y ,  t r a g e d y ,  b a t t l e  p o e t r y ,  rom ance, and th e  m ed iev a l 

s a i n t ' s  l i f e .  At one end  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  sp e c tru m , th e  Old E n g lis h  e l e g i s t  

and th e  de c a s ib u s  t r a g e d ia n  s h a re  th e  h e r o ic  p o e t 's  co n ce rn  w ith  th e  

t r a g i c  f o r c e s  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  b u t  n o t  h i s  c o n f id e n c e  in  th e  v i a b i l i t y  o f  

h e ro ism . A t th e  o th e r  e n d , th e  M iddle E n g l is h  c h i v a l r i c  romance and th e  

A nglo-Saxon b a t t l e  poem c e l e b r a t e  th e  acco m p lish m en ts  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  b u t- 

do n o t  s e t  them  in  o p p o s i t io n  t o  n e c e s s i t y .  As f o r  th e  s a i n t ' s  l i f e ,  th e  

g en re  does p i t  i t s  p r o ta g o n i s t  a g a i n s t  a l l  w hich i s  in im ic a l  in  th e  w o rld , 

b u t  s in c e  w hat tr a n s c e n d s  man i n  th e  v i t a  i s  u l t im a te ly  God, th e  h a g io -  

g ra p h e r  r e p r e s e n t s  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  man and  n e c e s s i t y  as  one o f  

p o s i t i v e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  r a t h e r  th a n  a s  one o f  d e s p e r a te  c o n f r o n ta t io n .
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T h u s, i n  th e  e n d , th e  h e r o ic  v i s io n  o f  man re m a in s  s in g u la r  and 

u n iq u e , a  v i s io n  i n  w hich  human e x i s t e n c e  may b e  s a i d  t o  re sem b le  an 

u n r e s o lv a b le  m a th e m a tic a l e q u a t io n ,  w h e re in  th e  two te rm s — th e  t r a g i c  

and th e  h e r o ic - - r e m a in  lo c k e d  i n  p e rm an en t s t r u g g l e .  T im e, c h an g e , and 

d e a th  c o r re s p o n d  t o  one s id e  o f  th e  e q u a t io n ;  b u t  th e y  a r e  b a la n c e d  by 

th e  w e ig h t o f  h e ro ism . Men g a in  no v i c t o r i e s  o v e r  d e s t i n y ;  b u t  n e i t h e r  

a r e  th e y  w h o lly  d e f e a te d .  L i f e  i s  t r a n s i t o r y —b u t  m a g n if ic e n t .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



vii

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I  have lo n g  a w a ite d  an o p p o r tu n i ty  t o  p u b l i c l y  e x p re s s  my g r a t i t u d e  

to  P r o f e s s o r  H e la in e  N ew stead . She h as  t a u g h t  me so  much, and now th e r e  

seems to  l i t t l e  sp a c e  t o  acknow ledge a l l  t h a t  I  owe to  h e r .  L e t me 

s im p ly  say  th e n  t h a t  I  am d e e p ly  g r a t e f u l  t o  P r o f e s s o r  N ew stead f o r  h e r  

g u id a n c e , h e r  en co u ra g em en t, an d , above a l l ,  f o r  th e  warm f r ie n d s h ip  she  

r e a d i ly  e x te n d e d  t o  me th ro u g h o u t my y e a r s  o f  g ra d u a te  s tu d y . I t  was 

from  h e r  t h a t  I  le a r n e d — p re c io u s  le s s o n  t h a t  sh e  h as  ta u g h t  t o  so  many— 

t h a t . s c h o la r s h ip  i s  synonymous w ith  i n t e l l e c t u a l  a d v e n tu re  and d is c o v e ry .

I  w ould a l s o  l i k e  to  th a n k  P r o f e s s o r s  Sam L ev in  and R o b ert Payne f o r  

t h e i r  c a r e f u l  c r i t i c a l  r e a d in g  o f  t h i s  m a n u s c r ip t .  T h e ir  s u g g e s t io n s  

o f te n  p ro v ed  in v a lu a b le .

Thank you a l s o  t o  D a r ia  L ew is , t y p i s t  and  p r o o f r e a d e r  e x t r a o r d i n a i r e . 

And a  f i n a l  n o te  o f  th a n k s  t o  Lynn K ad iso n , B i l l i e  Goldman and F ra n c e s  

D ic h te r ,  who have alw ays b een  m ost c o n s id e r a t e ,  k in d ,  and read y  to  h e lp .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



TABLE OP CONTENTS

Page
INTRODUCTION 1

CHAPTER I
BEOWULF 14

CHAPTER I I
MALDON 111

CHAPTER I I I
MORTE ARTHURE 186

CHAPTER IV
SIR GAWAIN AND THE GREEN KNIGHT 263

CONCLUSION 348

BIBLIOGRAPHY 361

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



EPIGRAPH

Good a g a i n s t  e v i l ;  y o u th  a g a in s t  a g e ;
L i f e  a g a i n s t  d e a th ;  l i g h t  a g a i n s t  d a rk n e s s ;  
Army a g a i n s t  arm y; fo e  a g a i n s t  f o e ;
H o s t i l e  w ith  h o s t i l e  s h a l l  a lw ays f i g h t  . . .
A w ise  man m ust p o n d e r t h i s  w o r ld 's  s t r i f e .

C o tto n  ms. Maxims 
t r a n s .  C h a r le s  W. Kennedy

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



INTRODUCTION

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



2

A lthough  th e  f o u r  poems w hich form  th e  n u c le u s  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  span  

s i x  c e n t u r i e s ,  t h e r e  i s  an  u n m is ta k a b le  fa m ily  re se m b la n c e  among th e m .1 

No d o u b t th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  and h e r o ic  o u t lo o k  o f  O ld E n g l is h  

p o e t ry  w ere t r a n s m i t t e d  in  a t  l e a s t  some d e g re e  to - t h e  p o e ts  o f  th e  

1 4 th  c e n tu ry  A l l i t e r a t i v e  R e v iv a l th ro u g h  w hat t h e  in te r m e d ia te  p o e t ry  

p r e s e rv e d  o f  th e  l i n g u i s t i c ,  th e m a t ic ,  and r h e t o r i c a l  c o n v e n tio n s  o f  

A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  v e r s e . 2 T h is  i s  c e r t a i n l y  t r u e  o f  M orte  A r th u r e , 

w hich  owes much t o  th e  C h ro n ic le  t r a d i t i o n  e x e m p li f ie d  by  L a 3 am on 's B r u t , 

th e  o n ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  s u r v iv in g  E n g lis h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  poem com posed betw een  

th e  A nglo-Saxon and M iddle E n g lis h  p e r i o d s . 2 M oreover, th e  M orte A rth u re  

and  Gawain p o e ts  may w e l l  have  been  f a m i l i a r  w ith  an  e x te n s iv e  o r a l  

t r a d i t i o n  o f  h e r o ic  a l l i t e r a t i v e  v e rs e  w hich we can  o n ly  g u e ss  a t . 4

W hile B eo w u lf, M aldon, M orte A r th u re , and  Gawain and  th e  G reen 

K n ig h t may a l l  b e  assum ed to  f a l l  w i th in  a s i n g l e ,  c o n t in u o u s ,  l i t e r a r y  

t r a d i t i o n ,  t o  p la c e  them  th u s  does n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  r e s o lv e  th e  fo rm al 

q u e s t io n s  w hich  th e y  r a i s e ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  th e  k in d  o f  

poems th e y  a r e  and th e  c r i t i c a l  fram e o f  r e f e r e n c e  w i th in  w hich  th e y  a re

to  be  a p p ro a c h e d . Two p ro c e d u re s  a re  open to  u s :  we may a t te m p t to
,4

c l a s s i f y  th e s e  poems a c c o rd in g  to  g e n re ,  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e i r  o s t e n s ib l e  

fo rm a l s o u rc e s  and  m o d e ls ; o r ,  g iv en  t h a t  B eo w u lf, M aldon, M orte A rth u re  

and Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t s h a re  w hat i s , by and  l a r g e , a common 

v o c a b u la ry , s t y l e ,  and s u b j e c t , 2 we may ap p ro ach  them  more d i r e c t l y ,  in

te rm s  o f  mode, t h a t  i s  t o  s a y , a c c o rd in g  to  th e  v a lu e s  and  v i s io n  o f  l i f e

to  which, th e y  a r e  co m m itted .
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To th e  d e g re e  t h a t  k in d  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  g e n re ,  such  w orks a r e  

n o t  e a s i l y  c a te g o r iz e d .  A t t h e  v e ry  l e a s t ,  g e n e r ic  c l a s s i f i c a t i o n  

r e q u i r e s  a  d e m o n s tra b le  r e l i a n c e  on fo rm a l m o d e ls , and t h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  

w hat i s  la c k in g .  I t  i s  e a s y  enough t o  i d e n t i f y  s e l f - p r o c la im e d  e p i c s  

l i k e  The A eneid  and P a r a d is e  L o s t , th e  crow ning  ach iev em en ts  o f  p o e t s  

who w ere h a rd ly  r e t i c e n t  a b o u t t h e i r  g e n e r ic  s o u rc e s  and a s p i r a t i o n s .

B ut w hat o f  a  poem su ch  a s  B eo w u lf , a  work whose o r ig i n s  and  a n te c e d e n ts  

can  o n ly  be su rm ised ?  On w h a t b a s i s  and a c c o rd in g  to  w hat c r i t e r i a  i s  i t  

to  be i d e n t i f i e d  as  an e p ic ?  D e s p ite  c la im s  t o  th e  c o n t r a r y ,  no c o n v in c in g  

e v id e n c e  h as  been  p u t  f o r t h  t o  e s t a b l i s h  V i r g i l ' s  A eneid  (o r ,  f o r  t h a t  

m a t te r ,  any c l a s s i c a l  s o u rc e )  a s  a  fo rm a l m odel f o r  th e  B eow ulf p o e t .

Of c o u rs e ,  c r i t i c s  v a ry  in  t h e i r  c o n c e p ts  o f  e p ic  fo rm , and  n o t  a l l  

who have i d e n t i f i e d  B eow ulf a s  e p ic  a t te m p t to  f o r c e  i t  i n t o  a  s t r i c t l y  

c l a s s i c a l  m o ld .7 In d e e d , th e  te rm  i s  o f te n  u sed  in  a lo o s e r ,  a lm o s t 

nom inal s e n s e , more t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  c o n v e n ie n t ly  f a m i l i a r  c o n te x t  f o r  th e  

d is c u s s io n  o f  m e d ie v a l h e r o ic  n a r r a t i v e  th a n  as  a  means o f  fo rm a l g e n e r i c  

c l a s s i f i c a t i o n .  In  th e  e n d , h o w ev er, even  th e  m ost d i s c r e t e  a p p l i c a t i o n  

o f  c l a s s i c a l  n o m e n c la tu re  t o  a  poem l i k e  B eow ulf in e v i t a b l y  te n d s  t o  

f o s t e r  A r i s t o t e l i a n  a s su m p tio n s  a b o u t i t s  form  and i t s  h e r o ,  p e r p e t u a t i n g — 

even i f  u n in t e n t i o n a l ly — th e  m ost in a p p r o p r i a te  and m is le a d in g  e x p e c ta t io n s  

ab o u t i t s  n a tu re  and m ean in g . Thus B eow ulf h a s  been  m easured  a g a i n s t  

c l a s s i c a l  s ta n d a rd s  o f  u n i t y  a t  w hich i t s  p o e t  d id  n o t  aim,® w h ile  th e  

h e ro  h im s e lf  h as  been  v iew ed  a s  f law ed  by h u b r is  o r  h a m a r t ia , m o ra l 

c a te g o r ie s  u t t e r l y  a l i e n  t o  th e  h e r o ic  s p i r i t  o f  th e  work.® On th e  w h o le , 

g e n e r ic  c o n s id e r a t io n s  a r e  r a r e l y  r e l e v a n t  t o  m ed iev a l E n g lis h  p o e t r y ,  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  c a se  o f  \ a r r a t i v e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  v e r s e . I n  th e  s tu d y  

o f  w orks such  as  B eow ulf, M aldon , M orte A r th u r e , and Gawain and th e  G reen
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K n ig h t, we w ould do w e l l  t o  a l t o g e t h e r  d is p e n s e  w ith  c l a s s i c a l  c a t e g o r i e s ,  

r e p la c in g  th e  u n a p t A r i s t o t e l i a n  te rm in o lo g y  w ith  a  c r i t i c a l  v o c a b u la ry  

more c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th e  a c t u a l  v a lu e s ,  a im s , and  c o n c e rn s  o f  O ld and 

M iddle  E n g l is h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  p o e t i c  p r a c t i c e .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  i n s o f a r  

a s  B eow ulf i s  c o n c e rn e d , a s  C. L. Wrenn s u g g e s t s ,  "B eow ulf may b e s t  be  

d e s c r ib e d  a s  an h e r o ic  poem r a t h e r  th a n  a s  an e p i c . " ^

What i s  t r u e  o f  B eow ulf i s  a l s o  t r u e  o f  M aldon, M orte A r th u re ,  and

Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t. M aldon, f o r  ex am p le , i s  commonly t r e a t e d

12e i t h e r  a s  an e p i c ,  a l b e i t  a  " s h o r t  e p i c , "  o r  a s  a  " b a t t l e  poem "— a

w ork com m em orating an h i s t o r i c a l  m i l i t a r y  engagem ent and  c e l e b r a t i n g  th e

p a r t i c i p a n t s  t h e r e o f .  E p ic  i s  a s  i n a p p r o p r i a t e  t o  Maldon a s  i t  i s  to

B eow ulf and  h a s  le d  t o  s i m i l a r  c o n fu s io n s  a b o u t th e  n a tu r e  o f  h e ro ism

13and  th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  th e  h e ro .  Even th e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  Maldon a s  

a  b a t t l e  poem p ro v e s  u l t im a te ly  in a d e q u a te  and  m is le a d in g ;  f o r  a s  h a s  

b een  o f te n  r e c o g n iz e d ,  Maldon s h a re s  th e  h e r o ic  o u tlo o k  and  fo rm al 

s t r a t e g i e s  o f  B eow ulf t o  a  f a r  g r e a t e r  d e g re e  th a n  i t  does th e  a t t i t u d e s ,

a im s , and  c o n v e n tio n s  o f  i t s  s i s t e r  b a t t l e  poem, B ru n an b u rh . ^  In  th e

e n d , a s  we s h a l l  s e e ,  t h e r e  i s  f a r  more t o  b e  g a in e d  by t r e a t i n g  Maldon

a s  a  h e r o ic  poem th a n  by c l a s s i f y i n g  i t  a s  b a t t l e  p o e t r y .

The g e n e r ic  s t a t u s  o f  M orte A rth u re  i s  u n c l e a r .  I t  h a s  been  c a l l e d  

e v e r y th in g  from  a  rom ance-^  t o  a  chanson  de g e s t e ^  to  a  t r a g e d y . ^

W hile s u p e r f i c i a l l y  th e  poem does have much in  common w ith  th e  c h i v a l r i c  

ro m an ce , th e  g r im ly  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  and  s t a r k  s c e n a r io  o f  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  

M orte remove i t  a  good d is ta n c e  from  th e  o r d in a r y  co n c e rn s  and  c o n v e n tio n s  

o f  c o u r t l y  romance.-^® As f o r  th e  chanson  de g e s t e , t h e r e  p ro b a b ly  a r e  

e ch o es  o f  th e  chanson  w o rld  in  M orte A r th u re , p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  monum ental 

s c a l e  o f  th e  b a t t l e s  and th e  m agn itude o f  th e  odds a g a in s t  w hich th e
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1QRound T ab le  h e ro e s  f i g h t .  Such s i m i l a r i t i e s  a r e ,  how ever, r e l a t i v e l y

m in o r; and th e r e  i s  a b s o lu t e ly  no j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  a s c r ib i n g  th e  h e r o ic

q u a l i t i e s  o f  M orte A r th u re  to  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  th e  c h a n so n , 2^ e s p e c i a l l y

when th e  n a t iv e  E n g lis h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  from w hich th e  p o e t

i n h e r i t s  h i s  m a t te r  and h i s  v e r s e  form  i s  i t s e l f  so  th o ro u g h ly  im bued

w ith  a  h e r o ic  tem peram en t f a r  c l o s e r  t o  th e  s p i r i t  o f  M orte A r th u re  th a n

i s  a n y th in g  t o  be  found  in  th e  F ren ch  c h a n so n . F i n a l l y ,  a l th o u g h  W illia m

M atth ew s ' i n s i g h t s  i n t o  th e  de c a s ib u s  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  M orte A rth u re  

21a r e  in v a lu a b le ,  h i s  view  o f  th e  poem a s  t r a g e d y — l i k e  T o lk ie n 's  v iew  

o f  B eow ulf a s  e le g y 22— f a i l s  t o  engage th e  work in  i t s  e n t i r e t y ,  p a r ­

t i c u l a r l y  w ith  r e g a rd  t o  th e  n a tu r e  and s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  

w hich th e  p o e t  c e l e b r a t e s .  L ik e  B eow ulf and  M aldon, M orte A r th u re  i s  

b e s t  u n d e rs to o d  in  i t s  own te rm s— a s an exam ple o f  m ed iev a l h e r o ic  

p o e t r y .

The g e n e r ic  n a tu r e  o f  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  somewhat l e s s  

am biguous th a n  t h a t  o f  B eo w u lf, M aldon, o r  M orte A r th u re . Gawain i s  a 

c h i v a l r i c  ro m an ce .22 N e v e r th e le s s ,  Gawain i s  to o  com plex and  m u l t i ­

f a c e te d  a  poem t o  b e  r e l e g a t e d  t o  any one c a t e g o r y . ^  The p o e t 's  i r o n i c

t r e a tm e n t  o f  romance c o n v e n tio n s  a lo n e  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  we a re  d e a l in g  w ith

25so m eth in g  more th a n ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  n o t  w h o lly  rom ance. F o r th e  moment, 

l e t  us s im p ly  n o te  t h a t  d e s p i t e  i t s  c o n s id e r a b le  ran g e  o f  com ic and 

rom ance e le m e n ts ,  t h e r e  i s  so  s i g n i f i c a n t  a co n ce rn  w ith  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  

and a t t i t u d e s  in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t t h a t  th e  f u l l  m ean ing  o f  

th e  work i s  n o t  t o  b e  s o u g h t w i th o u t  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  fo rm al c o n v e n tio n s  

and s o c i a l  i d e a l s  o f  h e r o ic  p o e t r y .  T hus, w h a te v e r  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  

betw een  them , B eo w u lf, M aldon, M orte A r th u r e , and— to  some d e g re e  a t  

l e a s t — Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t a r e  t o  b e  re a d  as  m ed iev a l h e r o ic  poem s.
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The m ed iev a l h e r o ic  poem, l i k e  so  much o f  h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  i s  an

e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  c la s h  betw een  human p o t e n t i a l i t y  and human

l i m i t a t i o n .  Human l i m i t a t i o n ,  th e  n e c e s s i t i e s  w hich d e te rm in e  th e

p e r im e te r s  o f  th e  h e r o 's  w o rld , ran g e  in  t h e i r  c o n c re te  form from  th e

m o n s te rs  o f  B eow ulf t o  th e  w heel o f  F o r tu n e  o f  M orte A r th u r e , and may be

d e f in e d  a s  a l l  th o s e  f o r c e s  w hich t r a n s c e n d  th e  human w i l l ,  f r u s t r a t e

human n e e d , and  deny human v a lu e .  Human p o t e n t i a l i t y ,  e x p re s s e d  th ro u g h

th e  a t t i t u d e s  and v a lu e s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  may b e  s a id  t o  r e p r e s e n t

m a n 's  a t te m p t  t o  r e a l i z e  h i s  h ig h e s t  a s p i r a t i o n s  and  d e m o n s tra te  h i s

26w o rth  a g a i n s t  th o s e  fo r c e s  w hich n e g a te  h im . T h is  te n s io n  betw een

h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y ,  betw een  th e  h e ro  and  t h e  g iv e n  l i m i t s  o f  h i s  w o r ld ,

27i s  th e  e s s e n t i a l  m a in sp r in g  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem.

More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  a s tu d y  o f  th e  c o n n e c tio n  betw een  th e  h e ro  and 

th e  n e c e s s i t i e s  w hich  hem him round  h e lp s  t o  c l a r i f y  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  n a tu r e  

and  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  in  each  poem . I t  i s  a  t r u i s m  o f  h e r o ic  

p o e t r y  t h a t  a  p o e t 's  v i s io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  and  h i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  

h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a r e  c l o s e ly  r e l a t e d .  In  t h i s  s e n s e ,  th e  h e ro  i s  a lw ays 

com m ensurate w ith  h i s  f a t e .  B e o w u lf 's  e a g e rn e s s  f o r  fame i s  t o  be  u n d e r­

s to o d  in  te rm s  o f  t h e  t r a n s i t o r y  n a tu r e  o f  h i s  w o r lu , and  h i s  g e n t le n e s s  

i s  t o  b e  m easured  a g a in s t  th e  web o f  i r r a t i o n a l  v io le n c e  w hich e n g u lfs  

h im . The co u rag e  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s  i s  t o  b e  v iew ed in  th e  

l i g h t  o f  t h e i r  i n e v i t a b l e  d e f e a t  and d e a th .  A r th u r 's  h e r o ic  a s p i r a t i o n  

i s  t o  be  u n d e rs to o d  in  th e  t r a g i c  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  F o r tu n e 's  w h e e l. As 

f o r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t , o n ly  in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  m u t a b i l i ty  does 

th e  f u l l  v a lu e  o f  G aw ain 's  t r o t h  em erge.

The n ex u s o f  h e ro ism  and tr a g e d y  a l s o  a c c o u n ts  in  l a r g e  p a r t  f o r  

t h e  s t r u c t u r e  and  r h e t o r i c  o f  a l l  fo u r  poem s. In  B eo w u lf, f o r  exam ple,
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2ftth e  fo rm al u n i ty  o f  th e  poem, th e  s o - c a l l e d  d ip ty c h  s t r u c tu r e * ’0 w hich

ju x ta p o s e s  th e  h e r o 's  a s c e n d a n t p rim e w ith  h i s  age and d e a th ,  in  i t s e l f

r e f l e c t s  th e  u n d e r ly in g  te n s io n s  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  th e  " o p p o s i t io n  o f

ends and b e g in n in g s  . . . r i s i n g  and s e t t i n g  . . . f i r s t  ach iev em en t 

2Qand f i n a l  d e a th ."  3 In  M aldon, th e  n a r r a t i v e  and d ra m a tic  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  

th e  poem, i t s  fo c u s  and  i t s  o r g a n iz a t io n ,  a r e  c lo s e ly  t i e d  t o  th e  p o e t 's  

p o r t r a y a l  o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e s .  In  M orte A r th u r e , a s  M atthew s h a s  d e m o n s tra te d  

th e  s t r u c t u r e  i s  th e  r i s e  and f a l l  o f  de c a s ib u s  t r a g e d y , ^  w h ile  th e  

r h e t o r i c  and  d i c t i o n  o f  th e  poem e x p re s s  th e  o p p o s i t io n  b e tw een  th e  

tr a g e d y  and h e ro ism  o f  A r th u r 's  Round T a b le . And in  Gawain and  th e  G reen 

K n ig h t, th e  c y c l i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  and m a jo r r h e t o r i c a l  c o n f ig u r a t io n s  o f  th e  

poem e s t a b l i s h  th e  fram ew ork o f  m u ta b i l i ty  and  r e c u r r e n c e  w i th in  w hich 

th e  h e ro ism  o f  Gawain g a in s  i t s  f u l l  s i g n i f i c a n c e .

The c o n t r o v e r s i a l  q u e s t io n  o f  th e  h e r o 's  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  h i s  f a t e  

i s ,  a g a in ,  b e s t  p u rs u e d  in  l i g h t  o f  th e  te n s io n  betw een  h e ro is m  and 

n e c e s s i t y .  To w hat e x t e n t  i s  th e  h e ro  t o  b e  h e ld  a c c o u n ta b le  f o r  w hat 

u l t im a te ly  b e f a l l s  h im ? The q u e s t io n  a r i s e s  in  a d i f f e r e n t  form  in  each  

poem. In  B eow ulf we m ust c o n s id e r  th e  h e r o 's  d e c i s io n  t o  c o n f r o n t  th e  

d ragon  s in g le - h a n d e d ;  in  Maldon we m ust ta k e  up th e  q u e s t io n  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  

o fe rm o d ; in  M orte A r th u re  t h e r e  i s  th e  i s s u e  o f  A r th u r 's  s i n ;  and in  

Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t we m ust c o n s id e r  w h e th e r  G aw ain 's  " im p e r fe c t io n  

i s  t o  b e  v iew ed  a s  a  m o ra l f law  o r  a s  an i n t r i n s i c  a s p e c t  o f  h i s  h e r o ic  

r o l e .  I  s h a l l  t r e a t  th e s e  q u e s t io n s  in  d e t a i l  a s  a  p a r t  o f  my a n a l y s i s  

o f  each  poem. F o r  th e  moment, I  w ould s u g g e s t  o n ly  t h a t  w hat h a s  to o  

o f te n  b een  v iew ed  a s  s in  in  A r th u r  and  h i s  k n ig h t s ,  a s  e g o i s t i c  p r id e  in  

B y rh tn o th  (and R o la n d ) , and  a s  e r r o r  in  B eow ulf, i s  n e i t h e r  f la w , n o r  

p r i d e ,  n o r  e r r o r ,  n o r  s i n ;  w hat we w itn e s s  i n  each  o f  th e s e  s i t u a t i o n s  i s ,
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q u i t e  s im p ly , a form  o f  h e r o ic  e x c e s s — an o v e r f lo w in g  o f  h e r o ic  a rd o r .  

A r th u r 's  a s p i r a t i o n  to w ard  h e r o ic  g lo r y ,  R o la n d 's  r e f u s a l  t o  b low  th e  

O lip h a n t ,  B y r h tn o th 's  in e jq p e d ie n tly  g en e ro u s  o f f e r ,  G aw ain 's  jo u rn e y  t o  

th e  l i m i t s  o f  human p o s s i b i l i t y ,  B e o w u lf 's  p a s s io n  f o r  h o n o r— th e s e  make 

th e  h e ro  m ore, n o t  l e s s  th a n  o th e r  men. x I r o n i c a l l y ,  m  r i s i n g  above 

o rd in a ry  men, th e  h e ro  p r e c i p i t a t e s  h im s e l f  i n t o  a  t r a g i c  c o n f r o n ta t io n  

w ith  human l i m i t a t i o n .  B ut a lth o u g h  th e  c o n seq u en c es  o f  t h i s  c o n fro n ­

t a t i o n  may c o n t r i b u te  t o  th e  f a l l  o f  th e  h e r o ,  and  o f te n  t o  th e  f a l l  o f  

th o s e  c l o s e s t  to  h im , t h i s  p ro v e s  n o t  t h a t  h e r o ic  e x c e ss  i s  s i n f u l ,  b u t  

t h a t  h e ro ism  i s  t r a g i c .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  in  so  f a r  a s  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  i s  

co n c e rn e d , r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  i s  n o t  a  m o ra l c a te g o r y .  I t  i s  a t r a g i c  f a c t  

o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .

The p a ra m e te rs  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem a r e  th e n ,  c o n c e p tu a l  a s  w e l l  as  

fo rm a l. In d e e d , t o  a  l a r g e  d e g re e  m e d ie v a l h e r o ic  p o e t r y  s h a re s  i t s  

fo rm a l c o n v e n tio n s  w ith  th e  rom ance, th e  e l e g y ,  and  th e  p a n e g y r ic .  F a r  

from  d i s t i n g u i s h in g  th e  h e r o ic  poem from  modes c o n tig u o u s  w ith  i t ,  such  

c r i t e r i a  a s  r h e t o r i c ,  them e, and d i c t i o n  te n d  t o  v a ry  in  m eaning 

a c c o rd in g  t o  th e  l i t e r a r y  c o n te x t  w i th in  w hich  th e y  f u n c t io n .  B a t t l e  

p o e t r y  s i g n i f i e s  one t h i n g  in  a  t r a g i c - h e r o i c  poem l i k e  Maldon and  q u i t e  

a n o th e r  in  B ru n an b u rh , a  p a n e g y r ic a l  c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  a  n a t i o n a l  tr iu m p h . 

E leg y  s u g g e s ts  so m eth in g  d i f f e r e n t  in  B eow ulf th a n  i t  does in  The 

W an d ere r, th e  l a t t e r  b e in g  a  r e f l e c t i v e  m onologue w hich  c o n s id e r s  th e  

g l o r i e s  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  o n ly  in  r e t r o s p e c t ,  w h ereas  in  B eow ulf th e  h e r o ic  

l i f e  i s  d ra m a tiz e d  and  l i v e s  a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  poem. In  M orte A rth u re  

and Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t, th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  e le m e n ts  o f  rom ance— 

from  dream  v i s io n  and  f e a t s  o f  arms t o  s u p e r n a tu r a l  phenom ena— r e f l e c t  

a t t i t u d e s  and v a lu e s  n o ta b ly  d i f f e r e n t  from  th o s e  e x p re s s e d  in  ro u g h ly
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co n tem p o rary  A r th u r ia n  rom ances. What u l t im a te ly  d e te rm in e s  th e  

m o d a lity  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem, w hat f i n a l l y  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  

from  i t s  c l o s e s t  l i t e r a r y  n e ig h b o rs ,  i s  n o t  so  much i t s  s p e c i a l  r e s e r v o i r  

o f  fo rm a l s t r a t e g i e s  a s  i t s  fu n d am en ta l v i s io n  o f  man— i t s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  

o f  l i f e  a s  a  c la s h  be tw een  h e r o ic  v a lu e  and  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y .
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NOTES AND REFERENCES 

INTRODUCTION

■̂ The e x a c t  d a te s  c a n n o t be d e te rm in e d . B eow ulf was p ro b a b ly  composed 
in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  e ig h th  c e n tu r y ,  Maldon in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  
e le v e n th  c e n tu ry ,  M orte A r th u re  and  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t in  th e  
l a t t e r  h a l f  o f  th e  f o u r te e n th  c e n tu r y .  The b e s t  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  d a t in g  
o f  B eow ulf i s  t o  be found  in  D oro thy  W h ite lo c k , The A udience o f  B eow ulf 
(London, 1 9 5 1 ); f o r  M aldon, s e e  John  Me K in n e l l ,  "On th e  D ate o f  The 
B a t t l e  o f  M aldon,"  Medium AEvum, 44 (1 9 7 5 ), 121 -136 ; F red  C. R o b in so n , 
"Some a s p e c ts  o f  th e  M aldon P o e t 's  A r t i s t r y , "  JEGP, 75 (1 9 7 6 ), 2 8 -3 2 ; 
George C. C la rk ,  "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon; A H e ro ic  Poem ," Speculum , X L III 
(1968) , 5 5 -5 6 ; f o r  M orte A r th u r e , s e e  John  F in la y s o n ,  e d . M orte A r th u re  
(London, 1 9 6 7 ), p .  33; "M orte A r th u r e ; The D ate  and a S ou rce  f o r  th e  
C ontem porary  R e fe re n c e s ,"  S pecu lum , 42 (1 9 6 7 ), 624-638 ; f o r  Gawain and 
th e  G reen K n ig h t, s e e  Norman D a v is , e d . S i r  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t , 
2nd e d . (London, 1 9 6 7 ), x x v -x x v i.

^See f o r  exam ple D oro thy  E v e r e t t ,  E ssay s  on M iddle E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e  
(London, 1 9 5 5 ), pp . 2 3 -2 5 , 6 2 -6 3 ; A. C. S p e a r in g ,  The Gawain P o e t : A 
C r i t i c a l  S tudy (C am bridge, 1 9 7 0 ), p p . 1 8 -2 7 ; R. W. Cham bers, "The L o s t 
L i t e r a t u r e  o f  M ed ieval E n g la n d ,"  The L i b r a r y , V (1 9 2 5 ), r e p r i n t e d  in  
E s s e n t i a l  A r t i c l e s  f o r  th e  S tu d y  o f  O ld E n g l is h  P o e t r y , p .  22 ; C. Moorman, 
"The O r ig in s  o f  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  R e v iv a l ,"  SoQ, V II ( J u ly ,  1 9 6 9 ), 3 4 5 -371 ; 
M arie  B o r r o f f ,  t r a n s .  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t (New Y ork , 1 9 6 7 ) , p .  
x i .  B ut c f .  L a rry  B enson , "The A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A rth u re  and  M ed iev a l 
T ra g e d y ,"  TSL, XI (1 9 6 6 ), 7 6 -7 8 ; W illiam  M atthew s, The T ragedy o f  A r th u r ;
A S tudy  o f  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u re (B e rk e le y , 1 9 6 0 ), p p . 9 7 -9 8 . 
Benson and M atthew s, w h ile  ackn o w led g in g  th e  s i m i l a r i t y  betw een  O ld 
E n g l is h  and  M iddle E n g l is h  h e r o i c  v a l u e s , a rg u e  a g a in s t  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  
th e  fo rm er on th e  l a t t e r ,  B enson c o n te n d in g  t h a t  t h e  M orte A r th u re  p o e t  
r e c e iv e s  h i s  h e r o ic  o u tlo o k  from  co n tem p o ra ry  c h i v a l r i c  p r a c t i c e s  and 
i d e a l s , M atthew s a rg u in g  t h a t  t h e  M orte A rth u re  p o e t  i n h e r i t s  h i s  
a t t i t u d e s  "from  A lex an d e r poems and  h i s t o r i e s  composed in  F ran ce  in  th e  
f o u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  o r  e a r l i e r . "  F o r M atthew s and Benson to  d is c o u n t  th e  
in h e r e n t ly  h e r o ic  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  a l l i t e r a t i v e  v e r s e  and  th e  s e l f - e v i d e n t  
c o n t in u i ty  o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  i s  s u r e ly  an e r r o r .

■*For th e  t r a n s m is s io n  o f  O ld  E n g l is h  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  th ro u g h  th e  
C h ro n ic le  t r a d i t i o n ,  s e e  E v e r e t t ' s  d is c u s s io n  o f  L a3 amon in  E ssa y s  in  
M iddle E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e , p p . 2 3 , 25 , 6 1 -6 2 ; H e la in e  N ew stead , "M alory  
and Romance," in  F ou r E ssa y s  on Romance, e d . H e rsc h e l B aker (C am bridge,
1 9 7 1 ), p p . 3 -1 4 , e s p e c i a l l y  p .  6 ; D. S. B rew er, "C o u rte sy  and  th e  Gawain 
P o e t :  An H i s t o r i c a l  N o te ,"  in  C haucer and  h i s  C o n te m p o ra r ie s : E ssa y s  on 
M ed ieva l L i t e r a t u r e  and  T h o u g h t, e d . H e la in e  N ew stead (New Y ork , 1 9 6 8 ) , 
p p . 339-341; F in la y s o n ,  M orte  A r th u r e , p . 5 .

^ S p e a r in g , The Gawain P o e t , p p . 1 8 -2 8 ; M arie B o r r o f f ,  S i r  Gawain and
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t h e  G reen K n ig h t: A S t y l i s t i c  and M e tr ic a l  S tudy  (New H aven, 1 9 6 2 ), p p .
34, 38; K enneth  S isam , F o u r te e n th -C e n tu ry  V erse  and  P ro se  (O xfo rd , 19 6 5 ), 
p p . x v i i i ,  5 7 -5 8 ; J .  L. N. O 'L o u g h lin , "The E n g lis h  A l l i t e r a t i v e  
R om ances," in  A r th u r ia n  L i t e r a t u r e  i n  th e  M iddle A ges: A C o l l a b o r a t iv e  
H i s to r y , e d . Roger Sherman Loomis (London, 1 9 5 9 ), p .  520. J .  R. R. T o lk ie n  
p la c e s  Gawain and  th e  Green K n ig h t s q u a re ly  in  th e  h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n ,  
to g e th e r  w ith  B eow ulf and M aldon, "The Homecoming o f  B e o rh tn o th  B eo rh th e lm ' 
S o n ,"  E ssay s  and S tu d ie s , NS I  (1 9 5 3 ), 1 -1 8 ; r e p r i n t e d  in  The T o lk ie n  
R eader (New Y ork, 1 9 6 6 ), p p . 19 -2 4 .

5The fo c u s  o f  a l l  f o u r  poems i s  th e  i d e a l s  and  a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  th e  
E n g l is h  m i l i t a r y  n o b i l i t y .

®See T. B. H aber, A C om parative  S tu d y  o f  th e  B eow ulf and th e  A eneid  
(P r in c e to n ,  1 9 3 1 ); H aber f a i l s  to  f i r m ly  e s t a b l i s h  th e  B eow ulf p o e t 's  
in d e b te d n e s s  t o  V i r g i l ,  c f .  T . A. S h ip p e y , O ld E n g l is h  V erse  (London,
1 9 7 2 ), p .  35, "Nor i s  th e  Old E n g lis h  poem a t  a l l  l i k e  any C la s s i c a l  
one . . . ,  h a v in g  a p p a r e n t ly  no  v i s i b l e  m o d e l."

^ I t  h a s  been  so  i d e n t i f i e d  by a number o f  c r i t i c s ,  among them  S ta n le y  
B. G r e e n f ie ld ,  "B eow ulf and E p ic  T ra g e d y ,"  in  S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g lis h  
L i t e r a t u r e  in  Honor o f  A r th u r  G. B ro d e u r , e d . S . B. G r e e n f ie ld  (E ugene, 
O r e . ,  1 9 6 3 ), p p . 91 -1 0 5 ; Ja n  de V r ie s ,  H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L egend , t r a n s  
B. J .  Timmer (London, 1 9 6 3 ), p p . 5 5 -6 2 ; W. P . K er, E p ic  and  Romance:
E ssa y s  on M edieval L i t e r a t u r e , 2nd e d . (O xfo rd , 1 9 0 8 ), p p . 158-175 ;
P e t e r  F . F i s h e r ,  "The T r i a l s  o f  t h e  E p ic  Hero in  B eo w u lf, ” PMLA, LXXIII 
(1 9 5 8 ), 171-183 ; W illiam  W ith e r le  L aw rence , B eow ulf and E p ic  T r a d i t io n  
(C am bridge, 1 9 2 8 ); E l l i o t t  Vein K irk  D obb ie , e d . B eow ulf and  J u d i th  (New 
Y ork , 1 9 5 3 ), l v .  Of c o u r s e ,  such  c r i t i c s  v a ry  in  t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  
o f  th e  poem a s  w e l l  a s  in  t h e i r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  
B eow ulf and c l a s s i c a l  e p ic .

®By K er f o r  o n e , E p ic  and Romance, p p . 159-161 . B ut c f .  C. L. W renn, 
e d . B eow ulf w ith  t h e  F in n e sb u rg  F ragm ent (London, 1 9 5 8 ), p .  41 ; Wrenn 
a rg u e s  a g a i n s t  c l a s s i f y i n g  B eow ulf a s  e p i c ,  n o t in g  t h a t  " th e  c l a s s i c a l  
name a t  once s u g g e s ts  s t r u c t u r a l  q u a l i t i e s  w hich  th e  p o e t  d id  n o t  aim  a t . "

Q
See b e lo w , Ch. I ,  p p . 75 -7 7 .

10T h ere  a r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  e x c e p t io n s :  s e e ,  f o r  exam ple , J .  E . C ro s s ,
"On th e  g e n re  o f  The W an d erer,"  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , x lv  (1 9 6 1 ), 6 3 -7 2 ; John  
C o n le y , "P e a r l  and a  L o s t T r a d i t i o n , "  JEGP, l i v  (1955) , 332-347 .

•^W renn, B eow ulf, p .  41 .

12G r e e n f ie ld ,  A C r i t i c a l  H is to ry  o f  O ld E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e  (New Y ork , 
1 9 6 8 ), p .  94.

-*-2See b e lo w , Ch. I I ,  p p . 154-172 .

^ E .  V. G ordon, e d . The B a t t l e  o f  Maldon (London, 1 9 3 7 ), p .  23 , 
o b s e rv e s  t h a t  "Maldon i s  o f  th e  same s c h o o l a s  B eow ulf and n e a r e r  t o  
B eow ulf in  h e r o ic  a r t  th a n  any o th e r  O ld E n g lis h  poem ."
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1 5 E v e re t t ,  p .  6 4 , d is c u s s e s  th e  c r i t i c a l  a t te m p ts  to  c l a s s i f y  M orte  
A rth u re  a s  a rom ance; s e e  a l s o  M atthew s, p p . 9 4 -9 6 .

• ^ F in la y s o n , M orte A r th u re ,  p p . 3 -2 0 . H ere we m igh t n o te  t h a t  M orte 
A r th u re , l i k e  Beow ulf and  M aldon, h a s  been  c l a s s i f i e d  a s  an e p ic  a s  w e l l  
a s  a  c h an so n . See R. W. C ham bers, M an's U nconquerab le  Mind (London,
1 9 3 9 ), p . 93; O 'L o u g h lin , p . 524.

■^M atthews, p a s s im , e s p e c i a l l y  p p . 94 -1 1 4 .

18N ew stead , M alory and  Romance, p p . 3 -1 4 ; "A Review o f  W illiam  
M atthew s' The T ragedy o f  A r th u r ,"  Romance P h i lo lo g y , XVI (1 9 6 2 ), 1 1 9 -1 2 0 . 
See a l s o  E v e r e t t ,  p p . 21 , 64 ; F in la y s o n ,  M orte A r th u re , p p . 5 -1 1 ;
M atthew s, pp . 9 4 -96 .

I Q
F in la y s o n , M orte A r th u r e , p .  1 1 , s u g g e s ts  t h a t  M orte A r th u re  s h a r e s  

w ith  th e  chanson a common em phasis  on p a t r i o t i s m  and C h r i s t i a n i t y .  On 
c lo s e  o b s e r v a t io n ,  how ever, one ca n n o t f a i l  t o  co n c lu d e  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  and 
p a t r i o t i s m  p la y  a g r e a t e r  r o l e  in  th e  ch an so n s th a n  in  th e  M orte A r th u r e . 
F o r th e  p rom inence o f  r e l i g i o n  and p a t r i o t i s m  in  th e  chanson  t r a d i t i o n ,  
s e e  E r ic h  A uerbach , M im esis : The R e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  R e a l i ty  in  W este rn  
L i t e r a t u r e  (B erne , 1 9 4 6 ), t r a n s .  W il la r d  R. T rask  ( P r in c e to n ,  1963) , p p . 
9 6 -9 7 ; E r n s t  R o b ert C u r t i u s ,  E uropean  L i t e r a t u r e  and th e  L a t in  M iddle Ages 
(B erne , 1 9 4 8 ), t r a n s .  W il la r d  R. T ra sk  (New Y ork, 1 9 5 3 ), p p . 1 6 8 -169 . 
C u r t iu s  and A uerbach d i s t i n g u i s h  be tw een  th e  chanson  and th e  G erm anic 
h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n s  on j u s t  th e s e  g ro u n d s .

As does F in la y s o n ,  M orte A r th u r e , p p . 5 -1 1 .

21M atthew s, pp . 9 4 -1 1 4 .

22T o lk ie n , "B eo w u lf; The M o n ste rs  and th e  C r i t i c s , "  P ro c e e d in g s  o f
th e  B r i t i s h  Academy, XXII (1 9 3 6 ) , 2 4 5 -2 9 5 , r e p r i n t e d  in  The B eow ulf P o e t :
A C o l le c t io n  o f  C r i t i c a l  E s s a y s , e d . D onald  K. F ry  (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N . J . ,
1 9 6 8 ), p .  38. F o r a  c r i t i q u e  o f  t h i s  v iew , s e e  b e lo w , Ch. I ,  p p . 9 0 -9 4 .

2 % h is  i s  a lm o s t u n iv e r s a l l y  a c c e p te d .  S e e , f o r  exam ple , S p e a r in g ,
The Gawain P o e t , p .  173.

2^See J .  A. B urrow , A R ead in g  o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t 
(London, 1 9 6 5 ), p p . 17 7 -1 7 9 ; S p e a r in g ,  The Gawain P o e t , p .  236.

2^See E v e r e t t ,  p .  75.

26T h is  i s  n o t  t o  say  t h a t  t h e  m e d ie v a l h e ro  a t te m p ts  t o  s u rp a s s  th e  
g iv e n  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n .  Such a  c o n c e p tio n  o f  h e ro ism  
b e lo n g s  t o  a  l a t e r  p e r io d .  The m e d ie v a l h e ro  does n o t  a s p i r e  t o  b e  more 
th a n  human; he s im p ly  o p p o ses  h i s  h u m an ity  t o  w hat t r a n s c e n d s  h im .

^ W h ile  r e a d e r s  o f  h e r o i c  p o e t ry  have  lo n g  re c o g n iz e d  th e  s p e c i a l  
r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y ,  t h e r e  i s  c o n s id e r a b le  c o n t r o ­
v e rs y  a s  t o  w h e th e r  th e  f i n a l  mood o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem i s  one o f  t r a g i c
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d e s p a i r  o r  h e r o ic  tr iu m p h . T h is  d e b a te ,  w h ile  h e u r i s t i c  and  v a lu a b le ,  
i s  b a se d  upon a  m isc o n c e p tio n . I t  i s  n o t  a q u e s t io n  o f  d e te rm in in g  
w h e th e r  h e ro ism  o r  tr a g e d y  p re d o m in a te s ; on th e  c o n t r a r y ,  i t  i s  a q u e s t io n  
o f  r e c o g n iz in g  t h a t  th e  two a r e  lo c k e d  in  a s t a t e  o f  e q u i l i b r i o u s  and 
i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  t e n s io n .  The b a la n c e  i s  a l l :  man c a n n o t s u rp a s s  h i s  
l i m i t a t i o n s ,  b u t  n e i t h e r  i s  he  r e d u c ib le  t o  them ; t im e ,  change and  d e a th  
a r e  i r r e v o c a b le ,  b u t— f a r  from  o b v ia te d  by th e  t r a g i c  f a c t s  o f  l i f e — 
h e ro ism  p r e v a i l s , an a f f i r m a t io n  o f  e x i s t e n c e  in  t h e  v e ry  f a c e  o f  
n e c e s s i t y .

F o r v a ry in g  v iew s o f  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  tr a g e d y  and  tr iu m p h  
in  th e  h e r o ic  poem, s e e  C. M. Bowra, H e ro ic  P o e try  (London, 1 9 5 2 ), e s p . 
p p . 4 , 7 5 -7 8 , 84 , 90 , 128, 130-131 ; S ta n le y  B. G r e e n f ie ld ,  "B eow ulf and 
E p ic  P o e t r y ,"  in  S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e  in  Honor o f  A rth u r  G. 
B ro d e u r , e d . S ta n le y  B. G re e n f ie ld  (O regon, 1963) , p p . 9 1 -1 0 5 ; P e te r  F . 
F i s h e r ,  "The T r i a l s  o f  t h e  E p ic  H ero in  B eo w u lf ,"  PMLA, LXXIII (1 9 5 8 ), 
171 -183 ; C. L. W renn, e d . Beow ulf w ith  th e  F in n sb u rh  F rag m en t, 2nd e d . 
(London, 1 9 5 8 ), e s p .  p p . 4 1 -4 2 ; A rth u r  G i l c h r i s t  B ro d e u r , The A rt o f  

B eow ulf (B e rk e le y , 1 9 5 9 ), e s p .  105, 227; A d rie n  B o n jo u r , Twelve B eow ulf 
P a p e rs  1940-1960 w ith  A d d it io n a l  Comments (G eneva, 1 9 6 2 ) , p p . 28 , 4 4 -4 7 ;
"The B eow ulf P o e t and th e  T ra g ic  M use,"  in  S tu d ie s  in  Old E n g lis h  
L i t e r a t u r e , pp . 129 -135 .

2 ® C harles Donahue, "B eow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n :  A R e c o n s tru c tio n  
from  a  C e l t i c  S ta n c e ,"  T r a d i t i o , 21 (1 9 6 5 ), 5 5 -1 1 6 .

29J .  R. R. T o lk ie n ,  "B eow ulf: The M o n ste rs  and  th e  C r i t i c s , "
P ro c e e d in g s  o f  th e  B r i t i s h  Academy, XXII (1 9 3 6 ) , 2 4 5 -2 9 5 , r e p r i n t e d  in  
The B eow ulf P o e t : A C o l le c t io n  o f  C r i t i c a l  E s s a y s , e d . D onald  K. F ry  
(Englewood C l i f f s ,  N . J . ,  1 9 6 8 ), p p . 3 4 -35 .

" w i l l i a m  M atth ew s, The T ragedy o f  A r th u r : A S tu d y  o f  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  
M orte A r th u re  (B e rk e le y , 1 9 6 0 ), p p . 94 -1 1 5 .

31A good g e n e r a l  d is c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  h e ro ism  i s  t o  b e  found  
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In  th e  m e d ie v a l h e r o ic  poem, th e  h e ro  i s  m easu red  by h i s  f a t e ,  th e  

s p e c i f i c  v a lu e s  he e x e m p lif ie s  d e te rm in e d  in  l a r g e  p a r t  by th e  v i s io n  o f  

human l i m i t a t i o n  a g a in s t  w hich h i s  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  m a n 's  w o rth  i s  ran g ed . 

In d e e d , w here th e  p r o ta g o n i s t s  o f  such  poems a s  B eo w u lf, M aldon, M orte 

A r th u r e , and Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t d i f f e r ,  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een 

them  i s  t o  b e  a c c o u n te d  f o r  as  much by th e  p a r t i c u l a r  form  o f  n e c e s s i t y  

w ith  w hich  eac h  i s  fa c e d  a s  by th e  y e a r s  w hich s e p a r a t e  them . Thus in  

th e  s h i f t i n g ,  u n c e r t a in  w o rld  o f  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t, th e  h e r o ic  

v a lu e  m ost h e a v i ly  s t r e s s e d  i s  G aw ain 's  tra w fie ; s i m i l a r l y ,  in  M aldon, 

w here B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s  a r e  c o n f ro n te d  w ith  t h e  c l e a r - c u t  

c h o ic e  be tw een  d e a th  and  d is h o n o r ,  th e  v i r t u e s  th e y  a r e  c a l l e d  upon to  

d e m o n s tra te  a r e ,  above a l l ,  uncom prom ising  co u ra g e  and  in d o m ita b le  w i l l ;  

and in  M orte A r th u r e , w here th e  A r th u r ia n  f e l lo w s h ip  i s  s u b je c te d  to  th e  

r e v e r s a l s  and s l e i g h t s  o f  F o r tu n e ,  A r th u r  m ust f i n a l l y  a c h ie v e  a  mode o f  

h e r o ic  a f f i r m a t i o n  uncom prom ised by th e  m a c h in a tio n s  o f  th e  Lady w ith  h e r  

w h e e l. In  B eo w u lf, a l th o u g h  th e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  human l i m i t a t i o n  i s  

m u l t ip l e  and com plex , t h e  p r im a ry  form  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i s  te m p o ra l .  In  

t h i s  poem h a u n te d  by lo s s  and  d a rk en e d  by a  s e n s e  o f  i n e v i t a b l e  doom, 

a l l  i s  t r a n s i t o r y .  E v e ry th in g  fa d e s  and  f a i l s — h e r o e s ,  h a l l s ,  n a t io n s  

and  p e o p le s .  N o th in g  i s  p e rm a n e n t, n e i t h e r  good k in g s  n o r  th e  p r e c a r io u s  

p e a c e  w hich  th e y  s a f e g u a rd .  In  th e  e n d , " th e  d rag o n  c o m e s ,"1 and th e  

h e r o ,  th o u g h  he  f e l l s  th e  s e r p e n t ,  i s  h im s e l f  s l a i n ,  h i s  d e a th  a n t i c i ­

p a te d  by t h a t  o f  S c y ld , H naef, and H y g e lac , and i t s e l f  s i g n a l l i n g  th e  end 

b o th  o f  th e  H r e th e l in g  d y n a s ty  and th e  Waegmunding l i n e .  In  t h i s  r e g a r d ,  

B eow ulf i s  h im s e lf  a  ty p e  o f  l a s t  s u r v iv o r :
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Dyde him  o f  h e a l s e  h r in g  gy ldenne 
fiioden  f i r i s t h y g ig ,  §egne g e s e a ld e ,  
geongum g a rw ig an , g o ld fah n e  helm , 
b eah  ond b y m a n , h e t  hyne b ru c a n  w e l l— :
•£>u e a r t  e n d e la f  u s se s  cy n n es ,

W aegmundinga; e a l l e  wyrd forsw eop
m ine magas t o  m e to d s c e a f te ,
e o r l a s  on e l n e ;  i c  him  a e f t e r  s c e a l . '

(2 8 0 9 -2 8 1 6 )2

H is f a l l  a u g u rs  n o t  o n ly  th e  end  o f  h i s  k in  g ro u p , b u t  u l t i m a t e l y  o f  th e

G eats  a s  an in d e p e n d e n t n a t io n :

'Ac s c e a l  geomormod, g o ld e  b e re a fo d  
o f t  n a l l e s  aene e l l a n d  t r e d a n ,  
n u  s e  h e re w is a  h le a h to r  a le g d e ,  
gamen ond g le o d re a m . '

(3018-3021)

As B eow ulf i s  th e  m ig h t i e s t  o f  men, H eo ro t i s  th e  g r e a t e s t  o f  h a l l s ,  

th e  "C am elo t" o f  G erm anic h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n . 3 L ik e  a l l  e l s e  i n  th e  poem, 

i t s  g lo ry  i s  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  t r a n s i e n t .  No so o n e r  i s  i t  in t r o d u c e d  th a n  

we a r e  w arned  o f  i t s  u l t im a te  d e s t r u c t io n :

S e le  h i i f a d e  
h eah  ond h o rn g e a p ; hea^owylma b a d , 
la 6 a n  l i g e s ;  ne w aes h i t  le n g e  § a  g e n ,
£ a e t  s e  e c g h e te  afiumsweoran 
a e f t e r  w aeln ic je  w aecnan s c o ld e .

(8 1 -8 5 )4

And a g a in ,  a t  th e  h e ig h t  o f  B e o w u lf 's  w r e s t l i n g  m atch w i th  G re n d e l:

J ja e s  ne wendon a e r  w ita n  S c y ld in g a  
§ a e t  h i t  a  mid gem ete manna a e n ig  
b e t l i c  ond b a n fa g  to b re c a n  m eah te , 
l i s t u m  to l u c a n ,  nymjSe l i g e s  fae§m 
sw u lge  on sw a £ u le .

(778-782)

The t r a g i c  c u rv e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  from  th e  b e g in n in g  o r c h e s t r a t e d  

by an e l a b o r a t e  e l e g i a c  r h e t o r i c  w hich  s e rv e s  n o t o n ly  a s  a  v e h ic l e  o f  

h ig h ly  c h a rg e d  l y r i c a l  la m e n t, b u t  a s  a  f i g u r a t i v e  means o f  e m p h asiz in g  

th e  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  t h e  a c t i o n .  E legy  i s  m ost p r e v a l e n t  i n  th e
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f i n a l  p o r t i o n s  o f  th e  poem, b u t  from  th e  s t a r t  B eow ulf i s  th re a d e d  w ith  

a d u m b ra tio n s  and r e f l e c t i o n s  w hich  s u g g e s t  th e  f l e e t i n g  n a tu r e  o f  te m p o ra l 

v a lu e ,  such  p a s s a g e s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  o c c u r r in g  a t  moments o f  tr iu m p h  

and c e l e b r a t i o n .^  The m ost e x te n s iv e  e l e g i a c  commentary in  th e  D anish  

p o r t i o n  o f  th e  poem i s  p ro v id e d  by H r o th g a r 's  se rm o , w hich— w h a te v e r e l s e  

i t s  f u n c t io n — lin k s  B e o w u lf 's  tr iu m p h s  a t  H eo ro t w ith  h i s  h e r o ic  d e a th  

in  G ea tlan d .®  W hile H r o th g a r 's  g r e a t  m onologue h a s  o f te n  been  re c o g n iz e d  

a s  a C h r i s t i a n  hom ily  a g a in s t  p r i d e , ^  t h e  v ie w p o in t e x p re s s e d  th e r e in  i s  

rem a rk a b ly  s i m i l a r  to  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p r e c e p ts  o f  G erm anic hero ism .®

In d e e d , th e  a r ro g a n c e  a g a in s t  w hich  H ro th g a r  in v e ig h s 9 e n t a i l s  n o t  so 

much a s i n f u l  v i o l a t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o u s  p r o h i b i t i o n  as  a t r a g i c  n e g le c t  o f  

human l i m i t a t i o n — s p e c i f i c a l l y  t im e ,  c h a n g e , and  d e a t h . T h e  s t r e s s  on 

m u t a b i l i ty  i s  u n m i s t a k a b l e ,^  c u lm in a t in g  in  H r o th g a r 's  a c c o u n t o f  th e  

v i c i s s i t u d e s  o f  h i s  own lo n g  r e ig n :

'Swa i c  H rin g -D en a  hund m is s e ra  
w eold  u n d er wolcnum ond h ig  w igge b e le a c  
manigum maegfia geond pysn e  m id d an g eard , 
aescum  ond ecgum, £ a e t  i c  me aen ig n e  
u n d e r sw eg les  begong  g e sa c a n  ne t e a l d e .
H waet, me fiaes on e £ le  edwenden cwom, 
g yrn  a e f t e r  gomene, seodfian G ren d e l w eard , 
e a ld g e w in n a , in g e n g e  m in; 
i c  £ a e re  socne  s i n g a l e s  waeg 
m odceare m ic le .  J )aes  s i g  M etode Jianc, 
ecean  D ry h tn e , fiaes i c  on a l d r e  gebad , 
f ia e t i c  on fione h a f e l a n  h e o ro d re o r ig n e  
o f e r  e a ld  gew in eagum s t a r i g e ! '

(1769-1781)

L ik e  u n fo re se e n  r e v e r s a l s  o f  f o r t u n e , o ld  age and  d e a th  a re  g iv e n  c o n d i t io n s  

o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  and th e  h e ro  i s  w arned  t h a t  h e — even a s  a l l  men—m ust 

e v e n tu a l ly  come to  th e  l i m i t  o f  h i s  p o w ers , t h e  end  o f  h i s  a p p o r t io n e d  

d a y s :

'M aere cempa! Nu i s  JSines m aegnes b la e d  
ane h w ile ;  e f t  so n a  b id ,
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£ a e t  p e c  a d l  odde ecg  e a fo jie s  g e tw a e fe d , 
odde f y r e s  fe n g , ddoe f lo d e s  wylm, 
odde g r ip e  m eces, odde g a re s  f l i h t ,  
odde a t o l  y ld o ;  odde eag en a  b earh tm  
f o r s i t e d  ond fo rs w o rc e d  ; sem ninga b id /  
§ a e t  p e c ,  d ryh tgum a, d ead  o fe rsw y d ed . '

(1761-1768)

The g e n e r a l  te n o r  o f  H r o th g a r 's  senno  i s  r e in f o r c e d  by a  s k e in  o f

e l e g ia c  com mentary w hich i s  i n t e r s p e r s e d  th ro u g h o u t t h e  D an ish  s e c t i o n s

o f  t h e  poem. F o r exam ple , H r o th g a r 's  rem arks on th e  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f

o ld  age a re  a m p li f ie d  by h i s  r e g r e t  f o r  h i s  own l o s t  y o u th :

Hwilum e f t  ongan e ld o  gebunden , 
gomel gud tfiga  g io g u d e  cw idan , 
h i l d e s t r e n g o ;  h r e d e r  in n e  w e o l l ,  
fionne he  w in trum  f ro d  worn gemunde.

(2111-2114)

And by th e  p o e t 's  e a r l i e r  p r o v e r b ia l  o b s e r v a t io n :

J )a e t waes an cy n in g  
aeghw aes o r l e a h t r e ,  op p a e t  hyne y ld o  benam 
m aegenes wynnum, s e  f>e o f t  manegum sc o d .

(1884-1887)

H r o th g a r 's  rem arks on B e o w u lf 's  m o r t a l i t y  a r e  echoed  by h i s  ru m in a tio n s  

on H y g e la c 's  e v e n tu a l  end :

'Wen i c  t a l i g e ,  
g i f  £ a e t  g eg an g ed , £ a e t  de g a r  nymed, 
h i l d  heorugrim m e H refile s  e a f e r a n ,  
a d l  o§de i r e n  e a ld o r  d in n e , 
f o lc e s  h y rd e , ond § u  ^ in  fe o rh  h a f a s t  . . . '

(1845-1849)

Then to o ,  t h e r e  i s  r e a l  e l e g i a c  pow er in  th e  v e r s e s  w hich c lo s e  H n a e f 's  

f u n e r a l :

Wand t o  wolcnum w a e lfy ra  m a e s t, 
h ly n o d e  f o r  h la w e ; h a f e la n  m u lto n , 
b e n g e a to  b u r s to n ,  donne b lo d  a e t s p r a n c ,  
l a d b i t e  l i c e s .  L ig  e a l l e  fo rs w e a lg , 
g a e s ta  g i f r o s t ,  § a r a  de § a e r  gud fom am  
b eg a  f o l c e s ;  w aes h i r a  b la e d  s c a c e n .

(1119-1124)
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And in  th e  v e rs e  w hich s e rv e s  a s  an e p i ta p h  f o r  H r o th g a r 's  doomed th a n e s ,

a g a i n s t  whom G ren d e l i s  a b o u t t o  la u n c h  h i s  i n i t i a l  a t t a c k :

Fand j?a cjaer in n e  a e f ie l in g a  g e d r ih t  
Swefan a e f t e r  sym ble ; s o rg e  ne cudon , 
w o n sc e a f t w era .

(118-120)

And a g a in  a s  th e  u n s u sp e c tin g  Danes c e l e b r a t e  B e o w u lf 's  v ic to r y  o v e r  

G ren d e l on th e  eve o f  h i s  dam 's r e t a l i a t o r y  r a i d :

J )a e r  w aes sym bla c y s t ,  
d runcon  win w e ra s . Wyrd ne cu £ o n , 
g e o s c e a f t  grim m e, swa h i t  agangen  wearcj 
e o r l a  manegum.

(1232-1235)

W hile e le g y  p la y s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  in  th e  D an ish  p o r t i o n s  o f  th e

poem, i t  i s  n o t  u n t i l  t h e  f i n a l  s e c t i o n — B e o w u lf 's  d ragon  f i g h t ,  d e a th ,

and  f u n e r a l— t h a t  t h i s  s t r a i n  em erges a s  d o m in a n t, c u lm in a t in g  in  two

p ro fo u n d ly  e l e g ia c  p a s s a g e s ,  th e  P l a i n t  o f  th e  L a s t  S u rv iv o r  and  th e

Lam ent o f  th e  B ereav ed  F a th e r .  B oth  p a s s a g e s  p o n d e r th e  f l e e t i n g  n a tu re

o f  te m p o ra l v a lu e s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  t r a n s i t o r y  sym bols and ach iev em en ts

o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e .  Each ju x ta p o s e s  p a s t  g lo r y  w ith  p r e s e n t  d e s o l a t i o n ,

th e  v iv id  c o n t r a s t  be tw een  th e n  and  now e m p h a s iz in g — a s  i t  does in  The

W anderer and The R u in —th e  r o l e  o f  m u t a b i l i t y  in  human a f f a i r s  w h ile

12f lo o d in g  th e  p a s sa g e  w ith  a s e n s e  o f  i r r e v o c a b le  lo s s  and  lo n g in g .

The P l a i n t  o f  th e  L a s t  S u rv iv o r  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p o ig n a n t:

'H e a ld  J>u n u , h r u s e ,  n u  h a e l e d  ne  m o stan , 
e o r l a  a e h te !  H w aet, h y t  a e r  on de 
gode b e g e a to n ; g u d d ead  fo m am , 
f e o rh b e a lo  f re c n e  f y r a  gehw ylcne 
le o d a  m in ra  f>ara de f>is [ l i f ]  o f g e a f ,  
gesawon se le d re a m  . . .

N aes h e a rp a n  wyn, 
gomen g le o b eam e s , ne god h a fo c  
geond s a e l  sw in g ed , ne  s e  s w i f t a  mearh 
b u rh s te d e  b e a te d .  B ealocw ealm  h a fa d  
f e l a  fe o rh c y n n a  ford" o n s e n d e d J '

(2247-2252 ; 2262-2266)
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E q u a lly  moving a re  th e  c o n c lu d in g  v e r s e s  o f  B e o w u lf 's  p a r a b le  o f  th e

B ereaved  F a th e r ,  w ith  i t s  em pty c o u r ty a rd s  w here th e  g h o s ts  o f  d e p a r te d

w a r r io r s  c i r c l e  a m id s t th e  ech o e s  o f  t h e i r  p a s t  jo y s :

'Gesyh<3 s o r h c e a r ig  on h i s  su n a  b u re  
w in s e le  w e s tn e , w indge r e s t e  
r e o t e  b e r o f e n e ,— r id e n d  sw efa3 , 
h a e le S  in  ho3man; n i s  £ a e r  h e a rp a n  sw eg, 
gomen in  geardum , sw ylce 3 a e r  i u  w aeron .
G ew ite3  Jionne on sea lm an , so rh le o Q  gaeleSF 
an a e f t e r  anurn; £ u h te  him  e a l l  t o  rum, 
w ongas ond w i c s t e d e . '

(2455-2462)

The a c c o u n t o f  th e  B ereav ed  F a th e r  c l e a r l y  d e m o n s tra te s  th e  g e n e r a l i z ­

in g  fu n c t io n  o f  th e  e l e g i a c  p a s s a g e s  in  B eow ulf. The p o w e r fu l ,  c lo s in g  

v e r s e s  o f  th e  p a s s a g e  a r e  n o t  g e n e ra te d  by th e  h e r o 's  a n a lo g y  be tw een  

th e  p re d ic a m e n t o f  H r e th e l  (who i s  u n a b le  t o  avenge th e  a c c id e n t a l  s la y in g  

o f  one son by th e  o th e r )  and  th e  p l i g h t  o f  th e  f a t h e r  (who i s  p r e v e n te d  

.b y  law  from  a v e n g in g  a  son  e x e c u te d  a s  a c r im in a l ) .  One s e n s e s  so m eth in g  

o f  a  le a p  betw een  th e  body o f  th e  an a lo g y  and th e  w indsw ept w a s te s  o f  

i t s  e l e g ia c  c o n c lu s io n .  In  te rm s  o f  A nglo-Saxon p o e t i c ,  t h e r e  i s  o f  

co u rse  no in c o n s i s t e n c y  h e r e .  The p o e t  i s  s im p ly  s e i z i n g  a n o th e r  o p p o r­

t u n i t y  t o  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  u n d e r ly in g  c o n d i t io n s  o f  h i s  h e r o 's  w o r ld . The

em pty h a l l s  and f a l l e n  w a r r io r s  s e rv e  a s  c o n v e n t io n a l  f i g u r e s  o f  th e

13t r a n s i e n c e  o f  e a r t h l y  jo y s .  They i l l u s t r a t e  n o t  H r e t h e l 's  in c o n s o la b le  

d ilem m a, b u t  th e  u n iv e r s a l  f o r c e s  o f  n e c e s s i t y  w hich a r e  a b o u t t o  o v e r ­

whelm th e  h e ro  and  h i s  p e o p le .

The e l e g i a c  to n e  o f  th e  d r a g o n - f ig h t  s e c t io n  i s  h a r d ly  l i m i t e d  t o  

th e s e  two exam ples o f  fo rm a l ,  a lm o s t s e l f - c o n t a in e d  e l e g i a c  v e r s e .  As 

th e  poem draw s to w a rd  i t s  t r a g i c  c o n c lu s io n ,  th e  e p i c e d i a l  r h e t o r i c  

becomes i n c r e a s in g ly  p e r v a s iv e  and p ro fo u n d , e s p e c i a l l y  in  th e  m e s s e n g e r 's
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p r o p h e t ic  lam ent and th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  h e r o 's  fu n e r a l. F ir s t  the  

m essenger:

1 Forcjon s e e  a l l  g a r  w esan 
monig m o rg en cea ld  mundum bew unden, 
h a e fe n  on h a n d a , n a l l e s  h e a rp a n  sweg 
w igend  w eccean , ac  s e  wonna h r e f n  
fu s  o f e r  faegum  f e l a  r e o r d ia n ,  
e a m e  s e c g a n , hu him  a e t  a e t e  speow , 
fienden he w i9  w u lf  w ae l r e a f o d e . '

(3021-3027)

And th e  fu n e r a l:

Him da g eg ired an  Geata le o d e  
ad on orSan u n w a clicn e , 
helm(um) behongen, h ildebordum , 
beorhthum byrnum, swa he bena w aes; 
alegdon  da tom iddes maerne §eoden  
h aelecf h io fe n d e , h la fo r d  le o fn e .
Ongunnon pa on beorge b a e lfy r a  m aest 
w igend weccan; wudurec a sta h  
sw eart o fe r  sw io ^ o le , swogende le g  
wope bewunden —w indblond g e la e g — , 
od p a e t he da banhus gebrocen  h aefd e  
h a t on h r e 9 r e . Higum unrote  
modceare maendon, mondryhtnes cw (e)alm ; 
sw y lce  giomorgyd ( s ) i o  g(eo)m eow le  
( a e f t e r  B iow u lfe  b)undenheorde  
(song) s o r g c e a r ig , saed e geneahhe,

£ a e t  h io  hyre (hearm da)gas hearde (on d re)d e ,
w a e lfy 1 1 a  w orn , (w ig en )d es  e g e s a n ,
h y (n )3 o  (ond) h (a e f tn y )d . Heofon r e c e  s w e (a ) lg .

(3137-3155)

Among th e  most s t r ik in g  o f  th e  rem aining e l e g ia c  p a ssa g es  are th o se  

d ir e c t ly  connected  w ith  B eo w u lf's  d ea th . The l i n e s  which fo llo w  hard  

upon th e  worm's i n i t i a l  a s s a u l t  a re  t y p ic a l :

Ne waes £ a e t  e3e s i3^  
f a e t  se  maera maga EcgcFeowes 
grundwong §one o fg y fa n  w olde;  
s c e o ld e  (o fe r )  w il la n  w ic  ead ian  
e l l e s  hw ergen, swa s c e a l  aeghw yle mon 
a la e ta n  la en d a g a s.

(2586-2591)

A gain , fo llo w in g  th e  d ra g o n -s la y in g :
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]}aet 5am fieodne waes 
s i 5 a s ( t )  s ig e h w ile  s y l f e s  daedum, 
w orlde gew eorces . . .

W isse he gearw e,
§ a e t  he daeghw ila  gedrogen h a e fd e , 
eorSan w ynn (e); 5a waes e a l l  sceacen  
d o gorgerim es, dea5 ungemete neah.

(2709-2711 ; 2725-2728)

And f i n a l l y ,  a s B eo w u lf's  companions g a th er  a t  th e  f a t a l  b a t t l e  s i t e :

Wundur hwar ponne 
e o r l  e l l e n r o f  ende g e fe r e  
l i f g e s c e a f t a ,  Jionne le n g  ne maeg 
mon mid h is  (ma)gum m eduseld buan.

(3062-3065)

In th e s e  p a s sa g e s , e le g y  s e r v e s  to  p la c e  th e  hero on common ground 

w ith  hum anity. His d a y s , a s th e  days o f  a l l  men, are numbered; h i s  f a l l ,  

however p o r te n to u s , i s  id e n t i f i e d  w ith  th e  g en era l f a t e  o f  mankind.

Heroism i s  n o t above, beyond, o r  d i s t i n c t  from human e x p e r ie n c e . The 

hero em bodies n ot o n ly  th e  h ig h e s t  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  o f  man, b u t th e  u n iv e r sa l  

l im it a t io n s  to  which a l l  are  s u b je c t .

I t  i s  n o t w ith o u t i n t e r e s t  th a t  in  a number o f  e l e g ia c  v e r s e s  

Beow ulf i s  coup led  w ith  h is  f o e ,  th e  d r a g o n .^  Even b e fo r e  th e  b a t t l e  

i s  jo in e d , th e  p o e t w arns,

S ceo ld e  laendaga  
a £ e l in g  aergod ende g ib id a n ,  
w orulde l i f e s ,  ond s e  wyrm samod,
£eah he §one hordwelan h eo ld e  la n g e .

(2341-2344)

At th e  moment o f  h i s  d e a th , th e  h ero  i s  aga in  e l e g ia c a l ly  yoked  w ith  h is  

opponent:

J>aet waes £am gomelan g in g a e s te  word 
breostgehygdum , aer he b a e l  cu re , 
h a te  heacJowylmas; him o f  hredre gewat 
saw ol secea n  so c jfa estre  dom . . .

Bona sw ylce  la e g ,  
e g e s l i c  eor5d raca  e a ld r e  b erea fo d , 
b ealw e gebaeded . Beahhordum len g
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wyrm wobogen w ealden ne m o ste , 
ac him iren n a  ecga  fom am on, 
heard heaSoscearpe homera l a f e ,
§ a e t  §e w id flo g a  wundum s t i l l e  
h reas on hrusan h o rd aem e neah.
N a lle s  a e f t e r  l y f t e  laoende hw earf 
m iddelnihtum , ma3maehta w lonc  
asyn ywde, ac he eor3an g e f e o l l  
fo r  fSaes h ildfrum an hondgeweorce . . .

B io w u lfe  w ear3  
dryhtmacjma d a e l deacje fo r g o ld e n ;  
h aefd e aeghwaeSer ende g e fe r e d  
laenan  l i f e s .

(2817-2845)

And y e t  a g a in , as B eow u lf's  companions a r r iv e  in  th e  a fterm ath  o f  th e  

f a t e f u l  s t r u g g le :

Fundon 5a on sande sa w u llea sn e  
hlinibed healdan  §one § e  him h r in g a s  g e a f  
aerran maelum; pa waes endedaeg  
godum gegongen p a et pe gucjcyning,
Wedra £eoden wundordeaQe s w e a lt .
AEr h i  paer  gesegan  s y l l i c r a n  w ih t ,  
wyrm on wonge w icjerraeh tes fiaer  
la3h e lie g e a n ;  was s e  le g d r a ca  
g r im lic  g ry (re fa h ) gledum b esw aeled ;  
se  waes f i f t i g e s  fo r  gem earces  
lang on le g e r e ;  ly ftw yn n e h e o ld  
n ih te s  hwilum, nyBer  e f t  gewat 
dennes n io ia n ;  was 3a dea3e f a e s t ,  
h aefd e e o r 3 sc r a fa  ende g e n y tto d .

(3033-3046)

Nor i s  e le g y  reserv ed  t o  th e  dragon a lo n e  among m on sters. Both 

G rendel and h is  dam p rov id e  th e  o c c a s io n  fo r  e l e g ia c  lam ent. A propos 

o f  G ren d e l's  d ea th , th e  p o e t o b se r v e s :

No f>aet y3e  b y 3  
t o  b e fleo n n e  — fremme s e  pe  w i l l e — , 
ac gesecan  s c e a l  saw lberendra  
nyde genydde, nif>3a b earn a , 
grundbuendra gearwe s to w e ,  
fa e r  h is  lichom a leg erb ed d e  f a e s t  
sw efefi a e f t e r  sym le .

(1002-1008)

And e a r l i e r ,  as th e  doomed c r e a tu r e  f l e e s  H eorot in  search  o f  h i s  under­

w ater  b ie r :
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S co ld e Grendel §onan  
fe o r h se o c  f le o n  under fenleo<5u,
Secean w ynleas w ic; w is te  £e  g e o m o r ,  
fiaet h is  a ld r e s  waes ende gegongen, 
dogera daegrim .

(819-823)

. . .  he werigmod on weg f>anon 
nicja ofercum en, on n ic e r a  mere 
fa eg e  ond geflym ed f e o r h la s ta s  b a er .

(844-846)

Deacjfaege d eog , si&Jan dreama le a s  
in  fen  freo5o  feorh e  a le g d e .

(850-851)

S im ila r ly ,  th e  p o e t 's  m ournful commentary on th e  r a id  by G ren d e l's  dam 

ex ten d s th e  balm o f  e le g y  to  th e  m onsters as w e l l  as to  th e  men:

Ne waes § a e t  g e w r ix le  t i l ,
§ a e t  h ie  on na h e a lfa  b icgan  sco ld o n  
freonda feoruml

(1304-1306)

F in a l ly ,  as B eow ulf s tr u g g le s  up through th e  mere a f t e r  k i l l i n g  G ren d el's

dam and b ehead ing h er  s o n 's  c o r p se , th e  fa m il ia r  r h e to r ic  o f  e le g y  i s

once more a s s o c ia te d  w ith  th e  m onstrous fo e :

Waeron ycfgebland e a l  g e fa e ls o d ,
eacne e a rd a s , |>a s e  e l lo r g a s t
o f l e t  l i f d a g a s  on £as laenan  g e s c e a f t .

(1620-1622)

That such r h e to r ic  f a l l s  t o  th e  m onsters i s  somewhat unexpected  

and has m is le d  n o t a few read ers to  th e  u n lik e ly  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  th e  

p o e t  i s  e x p r e s s in g  an a n a c h r o n is t ic ,  rom antic sympathy fo r  B e o w u lf's—  

and m ankind's— e n e m ie s .^  W hile i t  i s  tr u e  th a t  th e  p r o l i f e r a t io n  o f  

e le g y  im p lie s  th a t  m onsters and men share a common f a t e ,  t h i s  in  no way 

su g g e s ts  s e n tim e n ta l com m iseration  w ith  th e  m on sters. What th e s e  p a ssa g es  

do in d ic a te  i s  th a t  th e  p o e t  i s  p e r s i s t e n t ly  concerned w ith  p o in t in g  

what i s  t r a g ic  and u n iv e r s a l  in  th e  in d iv id u a l n a r r a t iv e  e v e n t ,  h is  

ea g ern ess  t o  expound th e  fundam ental term s o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  h ere  and aga in
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o v e r r id in g  m ora l c a t e g o r ie s  o f  good and  e v i l .  Thus i t  i s  t h a t  d e a th ,  

any d e a th — even t h a t  o f  m o n s te rs— becom es th e  o c c a s io n  f o r  a  g e n e ra l  

r e f l e c t i o n  on th e  g iv e n  c o n d i t io n s  o f  e x i s t e n c e .^ -® As w ith  th e  con­

c lu s io n  to  th e  lam en t o f  th e  B ereav ed  F a th e r ,  e le g y  i s  an a lm o s t 

r e f l e x i v e  re s p o n se  t o  n e c e s s i t y ,  a means o f  e s t a b l i s h i n g  th e  l i m i t s  

w i th in  w hich th e  h e ro  fu n c t io n s  and a g a i n s t  w hich h e  s t r i v e s  t o  a f f i r m  

th e  n o b i l i t y  o f  man.

The h e r o ic  re sp o n se  t o  t r a n s i e n c e  i s  g lo r y ,  th e  fame w hich s u r v iv e s

d e a th .  In  a  w o rld  w here n o th in g  l a s t s ,  hemmed in  on a l l  s id e s  by th e

b r e v i t y  and i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  th e  h e ro  e x e m p lif ie s  m a n 's  r e f u s a l

t o  w h o lly  succumb to  th e  f o r c e s  o f  tim e  and ch an g e . H is deeds r e p r e s e n t

m a n 's  c a p a c i ty  t o  a c h ie v e  a t  l e a s t  a  l i m i t e d  and  p r o v i s io n a l  v ic to r y  o v e r

n e c e s s i t y ;  so  lo n g  a s  men r e v e r e  h i s  memory from  g e n e ra t io n  t o  g e n e r a t io n ,

th e  h e ro  s ta n d s  as  l i v i n g  p ro o f  o f  w hat f i d e l i t y  and co u rag e  can  w re s t

from  d e a t h . ^  L i t t l e  w onder th e n  t h a t  e x h o r ta t io n s  t o  h e r o ic  g lo ry  a re

among th e  m ost s t i r r i n g  p a s s a g e s  in  th e  poem; a s ,  f o r  ex am p le , when

B eow ulf p rom pts H ro th g a r  t o  avenge th e  m urder o f  A sc h e re :

'Ne s o rg a ,  s n o to r  guma! S e l r e  b i f  aeghwaem, 
jpaet he h i s  f re o n d  w re c e , fionne he f e l a  m urne.
Ure aeghw ylc s c e a l  ende g ib id a n  
w oro lde  l i f e s ;  w yrce s e  §e  m ote 
domes a e r  d e a § e ; f ia e t  b i t f  d rih tg u m an  
u n lifg en d u m  a e f t e r  s e l e s t . '

(1384-1389)

H ere in  cameo form  i s  th e  w hole m eaning  o f  th e  h e r o 's  e a g e rn e s s  f o r  fam e— 

on th e  one h an d , th e  d e a th  w hich a w a its  us a l l ,  a n d , on th e  o t h e r ,  th e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  o p p o s in g  to  i t  th e  form  o f  im m o r ta l i ty  t h a t  a  man can 

g a in  f>onne h i s  e l l e n  d e a h . On th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  c o in ,  e q u a l ly  

e x p r e s s iv e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  i d e a l  o f  g lo r y ,  i s  W ig la f 's  reb u k e  to  th e  

c o w a rd s :
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'D ead  b i d  s e l l a  
e o r l a  gehwylcum fionne e d w i t l i f !  1

(2890-2891)

ISNor i s  th e  p o e t  r e l u c t a n t  t o  co n firm  th e s e  s e n t im e n ts  in  h i s  own r i g h t :

Swa s c e a l  man do n , 
fionne he a e t  gude gegan f e n c e d  
longsum ne l o f ;  na ymb h i s  l i f  c e a r a d .

(1534-1536)

T h ro u g h o u t, g lo r y  i s  s in g le d  o u t a s  th e  p r im a ry  h e r o ic  v i r t u e  and 

u l t im a te  h e r o ic  g o a l .  The poem b e g in s  w ith  an in v o c a t io n  o f  th e  g lo ry  

o f  th e  D anes:
HWAET, WE GARDEna in  geardagum , 

fe o d c y n in g a  jBrym g e fru n o n , 
hu da a e f e l in g a s  e l l e n  frem edon!

( l i n e s  1 -3)

And i t  en d s  w ith  a  t r i b u t e  t o  B e o w u lf 's  own e a g e rn e s s  f o r  g lo r y :

Cwaedon f a e t  h e  w aere w y ru ld c y n in g  (a) 
manna m i ld u s t  ond m o n (5 w )a e ru s t, 
leodum  l i d o s t  ond lo f g e o m o s t .

(3180-3182)

In  b e tw e e n , fame i s  everyw here  c e l e b r a te d  a s  th e  fo re m o s t h e r o ic  m o tiv e ,

*eiven p rim e  v a lu e s  su ch  a s  c o u ra g e , l o y a l t y ,  and m agnan im ity  o f te n  b e in g

v iew ed  i n  te rm s  o f  th e  g lo r y  w hich th e y  e a m .^ ®  As B eow ulf p r e p a r e s  to

engage  G re n d e l,  H ro th g a r  w arns him  to  b e  m in d fu l o f  h i s  fam e:

'H a fa  nu  on g e h e a ld  h u sa  s e l e s t ,  
gemyne m a e rfo , m a eg en e llen  c y d . 1

(658-659)

F o llo w in g  B e o w u lf 's  v i c t o r y ,  H ro th g a r  d e c l a r e s  t h a t  th e  h e ro  h a s  e a rn e d  

e v e r l a s t i n g  fam e:

'> u  pe  s e l f  h a f a s t  
daedum g efrem ed , f a e t  f i n  (dom) ly f a d  
awa t o  a l d r e . '

(953-955)

H r o th g a r 's  p r a i s e  i s  ech o ed  by W ealtheow :

'H a l f a s t  §u  g e f e r e d ,  f a e t  de f e o r  ond n eah  
e a ln e  w id e f e r h f  w eras  e h t ig a d ,  
e fn e  swa s id e  swa s a e  b eb u g ed , 
w in d g e a rd , w e a l l a s . '

(1221-1224)
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B efore p lu n gin g  in to  th e  m ere, Beow ulf vows to  ga in  renown or d ie  in  

th e  attem pt:

' I c  me mid H runtinge 
dom gew yrce, od3e mec dea3 nim ecj!'

(1490-1491)

C on verse ly , U n ferth , who d oes n ot dare to  undertake th e  ad ven tu re , i s  

s a id  to  lo s e  g lo r y :

S e lf a  ne d o r s te  
under ycja gewin a ld r e  gene£an, 
d r ih tsc y p e  dreogan; JSaer he dome f o r le a s ,  
ellenmaercjum.

(1468-1471)

As Beow ulf determ ines t o  c lo s e  in  hand in  hand combat w ith  G ren d e l's  

dam, H runting h avin g  f a i l e d  in  th e  f r a y , g lo r y  i s  p la c e d  above l i f e  

i t s e l f :

E ft  was anraed , n a la s  e ln e s  l a e t ,  
maercja gemyndig maeg H ygelaces:  
wearp 6a wundenmael wraettum  gebunden 
y rre  o r e t t a ,  § a e t  h i t  on eorcjan la e g ,  
s t i 6  ond s t y le c g ;  s tr e n g e  getruw ode, 
mundgripe m aegenes.

(1529-1534)

Once a g a in , v ic to r y  i s  crowned w ith  g lo r y :

})a com in  gan e a ld o r  3egna, 
daedcene mon dome gewurpad, 
h a e le  h ild e d e o r , Hro^gar g r e ta n .

(1644-1646)

In  th e  dragon f i g h t ,  as B eow ulf s e t s  fo r th  a g a in s t  th e  s e r p e n t , he  

c h a r a c t e r i s t ic a l ly  vows t o  a c h ie v e  renown:

B eow ulf m a c je lo d e , beotwordum sp raec  
n ie h s ta n  s i3 e :  ' I c  geneSde f e la  
gu3a on geogoSe; g y t i c  w y l le ,  
fro d  f o l c e s  weard faehcje se c a n ,  
maer<3u fremman, g i f  mec se  mansceada 
o f  e o r § s e le  u t  g e s e c e ^ .'

(2510-2515)

L a ter , as W iglaf e n te r s  th e  c o n t e s t ,  he ex h o rts  h is  lo r d  to  be m indfu l 

o f  g lo r y :
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'L e o fa  B io w u lf , l a e s t  e a l l  t e l a ,  
swa 3u on g eo g u 3 feo re  g e a ra  gecw aede, 
f ia e t  cju ne a l a e t e  be 3e l i f ig e n d u m  
dom g e d re o s a n ; s c e a l t  nu daedum r o f ,  
a e c je lin g  a n h y d ig , e a l l e  maegene 
fe o rh  e a l g ia n ;  i c  3e f u l l a e s t u . '

(2663-2668)

N or a r e  h i s  w ords w a s te d :

J)a gen gu3cyning  
m (a er3 a ) gemunde •

(2677-2678)

F i n a l l y ,  on th e  v e rg e  o f  d e a th ,  B eow ulf b id s  t h a t  h i s  com panions r a i s e

a com m em orative b arro w :

'H ata3 heaSomaere h laew  ge wyrcean  
b eorh tn e a e f t e r  b a e le  a e t  brim es nosan; 
s e  s e e l  t o  gemyndum minum leodum  
heah h l i f i a n  on H ro n esn aesse , 
fia e t h i t  s a e li3 e n d  sy33an hatan  
B io w u lfes  b io r h , 3a 3e b r e n tin g a s  
o fe r  f lo d a  gen ipu  feorran  d r i f a ? . 1

(2802-2808)

When W ig la f  f a i t h f u l l y  t r a n s m i t s  h i s  c h i e f ' s  l a s t  r e q u e s t ,  h i s  m essage 

s ta n d s  a s  u n e q u iv o c a l e v id e n c e  t h a t  th e  h e r o 's  g lo ry  i s  com m ensurate 

w ith  h i s  a c h ie v e m e n t, in  d i r e c t  p r o p o r t io n  w ith  h i s  co u rag e  and 

g e n e r o s i ty :

’Worn e a l l  g e s p ra e c  
gomol on geh3o , ond eow ic g r e ta n  h e t ,  
b a e d  f ia e t  ge gew orh ton  a e f t e r  w in es  daedum 
in  b a e l s t e d e  b e o rh  §one h e a n , 
m ic e ln e  ond m aem e , swa he  manna waes 
w igend  w e o r 3 f u l lo s t  w ide geond e o r3 a n ,
£enden  he b u rh w elan  b ru c a n  m o s te . '

(3094-3100)

The h e r o 's  e a g e rn e s s  f o r  g lo ry  and th e  t r i b u t e  p a id  t o  him  by h i s  

f o l lo w e r s  te a c h  us much a b o u t th e  c o l l e c t i v e  n a tu r e  o f  h e ro is m . I t  i s  

one o f  th e  fu n d am e n ta l a s su m p tio n s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem t h a t  human v a lu e  

i s  a  j o i n t  e n t e r p r i s e .  The h e ro  is_ s p e c i a l ,  an  e x c e p t io n a l  in d iv id u a l  

u n iq u e ly  e q u ip p ed  t o  cham pion m ankind . B ut h e  i s  n o t  h im s e l f  a d e q u a te
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to  n e c e s s i t y .  Even B eow ulf, a l th o u g h  th e  t h i r t y - f o l d  m igh t o f  h i s  arm 

s u f f i c e s  t o  q u e l l  G ren d e l and h i s  dam, r e q u i r e s  W ig la f a t  h i s  s id e  t o  

overcom e th e  d ra g o n . M oreover, fam e— th e  wages o f  h e ro ism  by w hich  th e  

h e ro  hopes t o  s u rv iv e  h i s  d e a th — d epends n o t  o n ly  on th e  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  

own d e e d s , b u t  upon th e  com mitment o f  h i s  com panions (and th o s e  who come 

a f t e r )  t o  hon o r h i s  memory an d  th e  m eaning o f  a l l  he s ta n d s  f o r .  The 

r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  th e  h e ro  and  th e  r e s t  o f  hum ankind i s  r e c i p r o c a l ,  

th e  h e ro  e n n o b lin g  m ankind by f u l f i l l i n g  t o  th e  u tm o st th e  h ig h e s t  

p o t e n t i a l i t i e s  o f  human n a t u r e ,  men com memorating th e  h e ro  and  a l l  he  

e x e m p l i f i e s ,  m a in ta in in g  h i s  g lo ry  and s a fe g u a rd in g  h i s  a c h ie v e m e n ts  from  

th e  i n d i f f e r e n t  sweep o f  tim e  and  ch an g e . B om  o f  m an 's n eed  t o  a f f i r m  

h i s  w o rth  in  th e  fa c e  o f  h i s  m o r t a l i t y ,  e a rn e d  th ro u g h  co u rag e  and  p a id  

f o r  by d e a th ,  h e r o ic  fame i s  k e p t  a l i v e  by w hat m igh t b e  te rm ed  a  s e l f -  

renew ing  a c t  o f  c o l l e c t i v e  l o y a l t y — a common commitment on th e  p a r t  o f  

g e n e ra l  m ankind t o  human v a lu e  and i t s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .  T h is  com m itm ent 

i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  by th e  h e r o ic  poem i t s e l f .  L ike  B e o w u lf 's  b a rro w , h e r o ic  

p o e t ry  i s  a form  o f  t r i b u t e  t o  th e  h e r o ,  a  means o f  c e l e b r a t i n g  human 

w o rth  and p r e s e r v in g  i t  beyond  th e  re a c h  o f  p a s s in g  y e a r s .  The sc o p  h a s  

a u n iq u e  r o l e  t o  p la y  in  th e  r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  i d e a l ,  n o t  o n ly  

by v i r t u e  o f  h i s  t r a n s m is s io n  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  le g e n d  and l o r e ,  b u t  by  

m e m o ria liz in g  a  p r e c io u s  moment o f  human tr iu m p h  in  t h i s  t r a n s i t o r y  w o r ld . 

The p r i v i l e g e d  t a s k  o f  t h e  h e r o i c  p o e t  i s  b e s t  e x p re s s e d  in  t h e  c o n c lu d in g  

v e r s e s  o f  W id s i th , w here th e  sc o p  sp e a k s  from  w ith in  th e  p e rs o n a  o f  h i s  

own a l t e r - e g o :

Swa sc r i£ e n d e  gesceapum hweorfa3^ 
gleomen gumena geond grunda f e l a ,
£ e a r f e  secgacT, fioncword sp re c a tf , 
s im le  sue? of>§e norQ- sumne gem etaS 
gydda g le aw n e , geofum unhneaw ne,
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se  jjie fo r e  dugufie w i le  dom araeran , 
e o r ls c ip e  a e fn a n , o£fiaet e a l  s c a e c e 3 ,  
le o h t  ond l i f  samod; l o f  se  gew yrce3, 
hafacj under heofonum h ea h fa estn e  dom.

(1 3 5 -1 4 3 )20

I f  t r a n s i e n c e  i s  an a s p e c t  o f  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y ,  a g iv e n  and u n a l t e r ­

a b le  c o n d i t io n  o f  human e x i s t e n c e ,  t r a g e d y  i t s e l f  i s  g iv e n  added f o r c e  

and d e p th  by th e  s e n s e  o f  doom w hich  p e rm e a te s  th e  a c t io n .  T hroughou t 

th e  poem we a r e  rem inded  t h a t  th e  c o u rse  o f  e v e n ts  depends upon a g e n c ie s  

l a r g e r  th a n  human, i n e l u c t a b l e  f o r c e s  w hich  o p e ra te  in d e p e n d e n tly  o f  m an 's  

w i l l .  At t im e s ,  th e  pow er o f  f a t e  i s  e x p l i c i t  and d i r e c t .  In  a n t i c i p a t i o n  

o f  G r e n d e l 's  im m inent d e f e a t  a t  th e  han d s o f  B eow ulf, t h e  p o e t  d e c l a r e s :

Ne w aes f ia e t wyrd j?a gen , 
jSaet he ma m oste  manna > ynnes 
Q icgean  o f e r  £ a  n i h t .

(734-736)

S im i l a r l y ,  when B e o w u lf 's  own d e a th  i s  fo resh ad o w ed , th e  p o e t  once a g a in  

a s c r ib e s  th e  outcom e t o  th e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  f a t e :

S c y ld  w el g eb ea rg  
l i f e  and l i c e  l a e s s a n  h w ile  
maerum fieodne , jpone h i s  myne s o h te ,  
cjaer he § y  f y r s t e  form an dogore 
w caldon m o s te , swa him  w yrd ne g e s c r a f  
h rec j a e t  h i l d e .

(2570-2575)

More o f te n  th a n  n o t ,  how ever, t h e  i n s c r u t a b l e  w o rk in g s o f  f a t e  a r e  

r e p r e s e n te d  o b l iq u e ly .  I t  i s  i n  t h i s  l i g h t  t h a t  we a r e  t o  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  

p o e t 's  h a b i t  o f  d e s c r ib in g  v i c t o r i e s  a s  b e in g  g ra n te d  o r  w i th h e ld  from  

c o m b a ta n t s .^  F o r ex am p le , o f  H r o th g a r 's  r i s e  we a r e  t o l d :

J)a Waes H roSgare h e re s p e d  gy fen  
w ig es  weorcF mynd.

(64-65)

A g ain , th e  D anish  c o a s t - g u a r d ,  p r e d i c t i n g  B e o w u lf 's  s u c c e s s ,  d e c l a r e s :

'Godfremmendra swylcum g ife f ie  bicj,
§ a e t  jpone h i l d e r a e s  h a l  gedigecT

(299-300)
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R eco u n tin g  h i s  swimming m atch a g a in s t  B re c a , B eow ulf t e l l s  o f  s la y in g  a 

s e a -m o n s te r ,  r e c a l l i n g :

'Hwaefire me g y fe§ e  w eard , 
f ia e t i c  a g la e c a n  o rd re  g e r a e h te ,  
h i l d e b i l l e ;  h e a rf io ra e s  fom am  
m ih tig  m eredeo r fiurh  mine h a n d . '

(555-558)

And:

'Hwaefiere me g e s a e ld e ,  § a e t  i c  m id sw eorde o f s lo h  
n ic e r a s  n i g e n e . '

(574-575)

L a t e r ,  a s  th e  h e ro  t e a r s  G re n d e l 's  arm from  i t s  s o c k e t ,  we a r e  in fo rm ed :

B eow ulfe w eard
g u d h red  gyfejSe.

(818-819)

In  h i s  f a r e w e l l  a d d re s s  t o  h i s  com panions, B eow ulf— re m in is c in g  a b o u t h i s

r e l a t i o n s h i p  w ith  H ygelac— b o a s t s :

' I c  him  £a madmas, §e  he me s e a ld e ,  
g e a ld  a e t  gucje, swa me g ife f ie  w aes , 
le o h ta n  s w e o rd e . '

(2490-2492)

F i n a l l y ,  a s  N aeg lin g  s h a t t e r s  h a rm le s s ly  a g a in s t  th e  d r a g o n 's  h e a d , th e  

p o e t  r u e f u l l y  o b s e rv e s :

N a e g lin g  f o r b a e r s t ,  
gesw ac a e t  s a e c c e  sw eord B io w u lfe s  
gomol ond g ra e g m a e l. Him f ia e t g i f e d e  ne w aes, 
f a e t  him  i r e n n a  ecg e  m ih ton  
h e lp a n  a e t  h i l d e ;  w aes s i o  hond t o  s t r o n g .

(2680-2684)

T h ere  i s  th e n  a  n e c e s s i t y  w hich  sh a p e s  th e  outcom e o f  e v e n t s .  T h a t 

v i c t o r i e s  a r e  g ra n te d  and w ith h e ld  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  human b e in g ,  a t  

l e a s t  in  so  f a r  a s  w hat b e f a l l s  him  i s  c o n c e rn e d , i s  s u b je c t  t o  fo r c e s  

beyond th e  sco p e  o f  h i s  w i l l  and u n d e r s ta n d in g .

The m ost common form  o f  f a t e  in  B eow ulf i s  th e  doom w hich  a p p o in ts  

th e  t im e ,  p l a c e ,  and means o f  d e a th  f o r  each  m an.22 In  th e  v e r s e  w hich
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in t r o d u c e s  S c y ld 's  f u n e r a l ,  we re a d :

Him <9a S c y ld  gew at t o  g e sc a e p h w ile  
f e l a h r o r  f e r a n  on F rean  w aere .

(26-27)

Even G rendel i s  d e s c r ib e d  as  s u b je c t  to  t h i s  form  o f  doom:

Faege ond geflym ed f e o r h l a s t a s  b a e r  . . .
D eadfaege d eo g , sidcfan dream a le a s  
in  fe n f re o d o  fe o rh  a le g d e .

(846-851)

In  th e  F in n sb u rh  e p i s o d e ,  th e  d e a th  o f  H naef and h i s  nephew a r e  

p o r t r a y e d  a s  f a t e d :

H ie on g eby rd  h ru ro n
g a re  wunde.

(1074-1075)

A schere  to o  i s  s a id  t o  b e  doomed j u s t  b e f o r e  he i s  k i l l e d  by G r e n d e l 's  

dam:

B e o rs c e a lc a  sum 
fu s  ond fa e g e  f l e t r a e s t e  g eb eag .

(1240-1241)

So a l s o  B eow ulf d e s c r ib e s  th e  d e a th  o f  H ondscio  a t  th e  h an d s  o f  

G re n d e l:

'J ia e r  waes H ondscio  h i l d  o n sa e g e , 
f e o rh b e a lu  fa e g u m .'

(2076-2077)

Beow ulf h im s e lf  i s  f a t e d  t o  d ie  in  b a t t l e  a g a in s t  th e  d ra g o n :

Him waes geom er s e f a ,  
w a e fre  and w a e lfu s ,  wyrd ungem ete n e a h , 
se  §one gom elan g r e ta n  s c e o ld e ,  
s e c e a n  saw le  h o rd , su n d u r g e d a e la n  
l i f  wiqf l i c e ;  no £on la n g e  waes 
f e o rh e  a e £ e l in g a s  f l a e s c e  bew unden.

(2419-2424)

And th e  d rag o n  as  w e l l  i s  s a id  to  h a s te n  t o  h i s  f a t e :

Gewat da  b y rn en d e  gebogen s c r id a n ,  
t o  g e s c ip e  scy n d an .

(2569-2570)
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C le a r ly ,  th e  pow er o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  such  p a s s a g e s  s tem s in  la r g e  

p a r t  from  th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  tim e  and p la c e  o f  d e a th  i s  p r e s c r ib e d .  A t 

a g iv e n  moment, a man— o r  m o n s te r— u n d e rg o es  h i s  f o r e o rd a in e d  end in  a  

manner a p p o in te d  from  on h ig h  by w yrd o r  m e to d . B ut b e n e a th  t h i s  i n i t i a l  

s t r a tu m  o f  f a t e  l i e s  a  y e t  d e e p e r  l a y e r  o f  n e c e s s i t y .  Each i s  f a t e d ,  

b u t  th e  f a t e  to  w hich each  i s  p r e d e s t i n e d  i s  th e  sam e: w h a te v e r th e  

v a r i a t i o n s  in  t im e ,  p l a c e ,  and  c i rc u m s ta n c e ,  th e  s e n te n c e  i s  d e a th .

The u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  th e  f a t e d  man i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p a re n t  in  th o s e  

p a s s a g e s  w here th e  r h e t o r i c  te n d s  t o  be  g e n e r a l iz e d .  F o r exam ple , in  

H r o th g a r 's  lam en t f o r  h i s  r e t a i n e r s :

' I s  min f le tw e r o d ,  
w igheap  gew anod; h ie  w yrd fo rsw eop  
on G re n d le s  g r y r e . '

(476-478)

H ere th e  p a r t i c u l a r  form  o f  d e a th ,  th e  fea rso m e t o i l s  o f  G re n d e l, i s

e s s e n t i a l l y  r e p r e s e n te d  a s  b u t  a  s p e c i f i c  m a n i f e s ta t io n  o f  th e  f a t e

w hich sweeps a l l  men o f f  to  t h e i r  common d e s t i n y .  A v a r i a t i o n  o f  t h i s

c o n s t r u c t io n  i s  l a t e r  a p p l ie d  t o  G ren d e l h im s e l f :

Ac g e se c a n  s c e a l  s a w lb e re n d ra  
nyde genydde, nij?<9a b e a m a ,  
g ru n d b u en d ra  gearw e s to w e ,
J iae r h i s  lich o m a  le g e rb e d d e  f a e s t  
sw efe£  a e f t e r  sy m le .

(1004-1008)

And to  H ygelac :

Hyne w yrd fo rnam , 
sy£«3an he f o r  w lenco  wean ahsode  
faecje to  F ry  sum.

(1025-1027)

And f i n a l l y ,  and m ost p o ig n a n t ly ,  by th e  h e ro  t o  h i s  f a l l e n  k in sm en :

'E a l l e  wyrd fo rsw eop  
mine magas to  m e to d s c e a f te ,  
e o r l a s  on e l n e ;  i c  him  a e f t e r  s c e a l . '

(2814-2816)
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The u n iv e r s a l  shadow c a s t  by eac h  doom i s  a g a in  a p p a re n t  on th o s e  

o c c a s io n s  when f a t e  i s  in v o k ed  n e g a t iv e l y ,  t h a t  i s ,  in  th o s e  p a s s a g e s  

w here i t  i s  d e c la r e d  t h a t  a p r o ta g o n i s t  i s  " n o t y e t  doom ed." In  h i s  

a c c o u n t t o  H ygelac o f  h i s  s t r u g g le  w ith  G re n d e l 's  dam, B eow ulf e x p la in s :

'U n s o f te  ponan 
fe o rh  o d fe re d e ;  n a e s  i c  fa e g e  fia g y t . '

(2140-2141)

W u lf 's  s u r v iv a l  o f  O ngen theow 's s w o rd -s tro k e  i s  s i m i l a r l y  d e s c r ib e d :

F e o l l  on fo ld a n ;  n a e s  h e  fa e g e  pa  g i t ,  
ac he hyne g ew y rp te , fieah de him  wund h r in e .

(2975-2976)

In  eac h  c a s e ,  th e  w a r r io r  e s c a p in g  d e a th  i s  s a id  t o  b e  "n o t y e t  doom ed." 

B u t t o  b e  n o t  y e t  doomed i s  t o  b e  u l t im a te ly  doomed. We can  p e r c e iv e  

t h i s  even  in  B e o w u lf 's  c o n f id e n t  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t

'W yrd o f t  n e r e d  
u n faeg n e  e o r l  fionne h i s  e l l e n  d e a h l '

(5 7 2 -5 7 3 )23

The u n faeg n e  e o r l  whom f a t e  s p a r e s  i s  b u t  te m p o r a r i ly  r e p r ie v e d ;  he  to o

i s  m e re ly  " n o t y e t  doom ed." In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  t h e  w o rld  o f  B eow ulf

re s e m b le s  t h a t  o f  H am let:

I f  i t  be  now, ' t i s  n o t  t o  come; i f  i t  be  n o t  t o  come, 
i t  w i l l  b e  now; i f  i t  be n o t  now, y e t  i t  w i l l  come— 
th e  r e a d in e s s  i s  a l l .

(A ct V, sc e n e  i i ,  209-211)

Thus W ealtheow  adm onishes H ro th g a r :

'B ru c  §enden  jiu  mote 
m an ig ra  medo, ond £inum  magam l a e f  
f o l c  ond r i c e ,  £onne du f o r d  s c y l e ,  
m e to d s c e a f t  s e o n . '

(1177-1180)

And H ro th g a r  h im s e lf  w arns B eow ulf:

'Nu i s  J iin e s  m aegnes b la e d  
ane h w ile ;  e f t  so n a  b id ,  
f ia e t  p e c  a d l  odde e c g  e a fo £ e s  g e t  w ae fed , 
odde f y r e s  fe n g , odde f lo d e s  wylm, 
odde g r ip e  m eces, odde g a re s  f l i h t ,
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o5c5e a t o l  y ld o ;  o<3<3e eagena  b ea rh tm  
f o r s i t e c j  ond fo rsw orcec j; sem ninga b i d ,  
f ia e t  £ e c ,  d ryh tgum a, dead  ofersw ydecj. '

(1761-1768)

In  sum th e n ,  w h ile  th e  f o r e o rd a in e d  c irc u m s ta n c e s  o f  each  m an 's  

d e a th  p o in t  to  th e  i n e l u c t a b l e  n a tu r e  o f  w yrd—i d e n t i f y i n g  f a t e  as  

f a t e ,  a s  i t  w ere— o u r d e e p e s t  s e n se  o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  th e s e  p a s s a g e s  

a r i s e s  n o t  so  much from  th e  f a c t  t h a t  d e a th  f a l l s  on an a p p o in te d ,  

p r e d e s ig n a te d  d ay , b u t  r a t h e r  from  th e  f a c t  t h a t  d e a th  i s  a p p o in te d  as  

th e  p r e d e s ig n a te d  end  o f  a l l  men. N e c e s s i ty  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  n o t  so  much 

w ith  th e  f a t e  o f  i n d i v id u a l s  a s  w ith  th e  f a t e  o f  th e  s p e c i e s .  H ere i s  

no O edipus u n iq u e ly  d e s t in e d  t o  m urder h i s  f a t h e r  and  m arry  h i s  m o th e r , 

no A eneas s p e c i a l l y  f a t e d  to  sow th e  se e d  w hich w i l l  f lo w e r  i n  Rome. 

B eow ulf, u n iq u e  as he may be i n  th e  t h i r t y - f o l d  s t r e n g t h  o f  h i s  h an d ­

g r i p ,  s h a r e s  h i s  h e r o ic  c h a r a c te r  w ith  men l i k e  Sigem und and  W ig la f  and 

h i s  f a t e  w ith  a l l  m ankind . F a r  from  d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g  one man from  

a n o th e r ,  n e c e s s i t y  in  B eow ulf g a th e r s  a l l  men u n d e r a  s i n g l e ,  m o r ta l  

y o k e :

'U re  aeghw ylc s c e a l  ende g eb id an  
w o ro ld e  l i f e s . '

(1386-1387)

I t  h a s  been  a rg u e d  t h a t  f a t e  in  B eow ulf f u n c t io n s  a s  an a g e n t  o f  

G od 's  w i l l .  S u p p o r te r s  o f  t h i s  view  have c i t e d  a  num ber o f  p a s s a g e s  

w here f a t e  i s  o s t e n s ib l y  s u b o rd in a te d  to  D iv in e  P ro v id e n c e . An e a r l y  

in s ta n c e  o f  G od 's p u t a t i v e  pow er t o  s e t  a s id e  f a t e  o c c u rs  in  H r o th g a r 's  

lam en t f o r  h i s  l o s t  w a r r io r s :

'H ie  wyrd fo rsw eop  
on G re n d le s  g r y r e .  God eafie maeg 
pone  d o lsceac jan  daeda g e tw a e fa n ! '

(477-479)

Now God (and B eow ulf) can and does f i n a l l y  p u t  an end  t o  th e  e v i l
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ra v a g e r .  But t h i s  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  th e  same th in g  as  re v o k in g  f a t e ,  w hich

God, w h a tev e r he can do do es  n o t  do in  B eo w u lf. G rendel can b e  k i l l e d ,

and Beow ulf k i l l s  h im . B u t f a t e  c o n t in u e s  t o  sweep men to  t h e i r  doom,

e v e n ts  rem a in in g  t r a g i c a l l y  beyond human c o n t r o l .

A gain , a f t e r  B eow ulf h a s  s l a i n  G re n d e l, th e  p o e t  rem arks t h a t  th e

m o n ste r w ould have c o n t in u e d  t o  s l a u g h te r  w a r r io r s :

N efne him  w i t i g  God w yrd f o r s to d e  
ond cjaes m annes mod.

(1056-1057)

To b e g in  w i th ,  in  so  f a r  a s  f a t e  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  th e  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t i e s

o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  i t  h a s  n o t  b een  s e t  a s id e .  We a re  n o t  b e in g  t o l d  h e r e  t h a t

more men w ere a c t u a l l y  d e s t i n e d  to  d ie  a t  th e  hands o f  G ren d e l b u t  t h a t

God (and B e o w u lf 's  co u rag e ) in te r v e n e d  t o  r e p e a l  f a t e .  R a th e r ,  th e

m eaning o f  th e  l i n e ,  a s  I  u n d e r s ta n d  i t ,  i s  s im p ly  t h a t  G ren d e l w ould

have k i l l e d  more men h ad  n o t  B eow ulf (and a l l - s e e i n g  God) d e s tro y e d  h im .

In  o th e r  w o rd s , i t  w ould  h av e  been  th e  f a t e  o f  many more o f  m o r ta l  men

t o  be m urdered  and d e v o u re d  by G ren d e l had  n o t  God and B eow ulf p u t  an

end to  h i s  r a i d s .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  a s  D onaldson  a p t ly  r e n d e r s  i t ,  w yrd

i s  t o  be t r a n s l a t e d  n o t  a s  " f a t e , "  b u t  a s  " t h a t  f a t e " :

And he commanded t h a t  g o ld  b e  p a id  f o r  th e  one 
whom in  h i s  m a lic e  G ren d e l had  k i l l e d — a s  he 
w ould have k i l l e d  more i f  w ise  God and th e  m an 's  
co u rag e  h ad  n o t  f o r s t a l l e d  t h a t  f a t e . 24

The d r i f t  o f  t h i s  p a s s a g e  i s  r e m in is c e n t  o f  B e o w u lf 's  own e a r l i e r - c i t e d

d e c l a r a t i o n  t h a t

'Wyrd o f t  n e r e 5  
u n faeg n e  e o r l  §onne h i s  e l l e n  d e a h ! '

(572-573)

In  b o th  i n s t a n c e s ,  human c o u ra g e , u n d e r th e  a e g is  o f  a superhum an a g e n c y , 

te m p o ra r i ly  p r e v e n ts  a doom w hich w ould n o rm a lly  have r e s u l t e d  from
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a c t u a l l y  o c c u r r in g .  In  t h i s  seco n d  p a s s a g e ,  th e  a b s o lu te  p r e r o g a t iv e s

o f  n e c e s s i t y  and th e  l im i t e d  scope  o f  human accom plishm en t a r e ,  a s  we

have  s e e n ,  s u g g e s te d  by th e  q u a l i f y in g  p h r a s e ,  u n faeg n e  e o r l , th e

im p l ic a t io n  c l e a r l y  b e in g  t h a t  w here a man i s  t r u l y  f a t e d ,  no d e g re e  o f

h e r o ic  co u rag e  s u f f i c e s  to  sav e  him — a s  th e  t r a g i c  denouem ent o f  B eow ulf

c o n v in c in g ly  d e m o n s tra te s .

H or, a p p a r e n t ly ,  i s  i t  o n ly  human pow ers w hich a re  f e l t  t o  be

c irc u m s c r ib e d  by th e  w ork in g s o f  f a t e .  When th e  c u p -s n a tc h in g  " s la v e "

s u r v iv e s  h i s  d e s c e n t i n t o  th e  d r a g o n 's  b a rro w , th e  p o e t  comments:

Swa maeg u n faeg e  eacje g ed ig an
wean ond w raecs ic j se  §e  W aldendes
h y ld o  g e h e a ld e f !

(2291-2293)

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  u n faeg e  and  se_ W aldendes h y ld o  gehea ld eft 

i s  e q u iv o c a l ;  one c an n o t a l t o g e t h e r  e sc a p e  th e  im p re s s io n  t h a t  i t  i s  

p e rh a p s  o n ly  th e  undoomed whom th e  f a v o r  o f  God p r e s e r v e s . ^  I f  i t  i s  

o n ly  so  lo n g  a s  a  man rem ain s  undoomed t h a t  he  i s  to  b e  s p a re d  o r  

p r e s e r v e d ,  th e n  we m ust be  c a u t io u s  a b o u t s u b o r d in a t in g  f a t e  to  D iv in e  

P ro v id e n c e . F u r th e r ,  even  i f  i t  c o u ld  b e  d e m o n s tra te d  t h a t ,  in  B eo w u lf, 

G o d 's  w i l l  i n t e r m i t t e n t l y  coun term ands w y rd , t h i s  w ould in  no way 

re d u c e  f a t e  t o  an a g e n t o f  D iv in e  P ro v id e n c e . To a rg u e  t h a t  f a t e  

f u n c t io n s  a s  an arm o f  P ro v id e n c e , one w ould have t o  d e m o n s tra te  n o t  

o n ly  t h a t  f a t e  can  b e  o v e r ru le d  by God, b u t  t h a t  f a t e  i t s e l f  s e rv e s  a s

a  d i r e c t  e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  D iv in e  W i l l .  A rgum ents to  t h i s  e f f e c t  have

b een  f a r  from  c o n v i n c in g .^

R a th e r  th a n  p ro v id in g  e v id e n c e  t h a t  f a t e  i s  an arm o f  P ro v id e n c e , 

t h e  p a s s a g e s  w hich c e l e b r a te  d iv in e  pow er a r e  b e s t  u n d e rs to o d  s im p ly  

a s  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  a f f i r m a t io n s  o f  G o d 's  o m n ip o ten ce . In d e e d , r e f e r ­

e n c e s  t o  G o d 's  pow er a re  m a n ifo ld , th e  m ost s t r i k i n g  exam ples t a k in g
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th e  form  o f  s e n te n t io u s  com m entary. F o r exam ple , a s  th e  G ea ts  p re p a re  

f o r  s l e e p  a t  H e o ro t, th e  p o e t  co n c lu d e s  h i s  p r e d i c t i o n  o f  B e o w u lf 's  

v ic to r y  o v e r  G rendel w ith  a gnomic o b s e rv a t io n  on G o d 's  o v e r a l l  g o v e r­

nance o f  hum ankind:

Sod i s  g e c y fe d , 
f ia e t m ih t ig  God manna cynnes 
w eold  w id e fe rh d .

(700-702)

o 7
F o llo w in g  B e o w u lf 's  t r iu m p h , H ro th g a r  o f f e r s  a  p r a y e r  o f  th a n k s g iv in g ,  

w hich a g a in  t e s t i f i e s  to  th e  b o u n d le s s  pow er o f  th e  A lm ig h ty :

'A maeg God w yrcan 
w under a e f t e r  w undre, w u ld re s  H y r d e . '

(930-931)

S im i la r l y ,  a f t e r  B eow ulf h a s  d e c a p i ta te d  b o th  G r e n d e l 's  dam and G re n d e l 's  

c o rp s e ,  th e  p o e t— s t r i k i n g  a m em orable s im i le  be tw een  m e lt in g  sw ord
O Q

b la d e ,  m e lt in g  i c i c l e ,  and s p r in g  thaw — in v o k e s  G o d 's  o m n ip o te n c e :16

p a  p a e t  sw eord ongan 
a e f t e r  h ea^ o sw a te  h i ld e g ic e lu m , 
w ig b i l  w an ian ; f ia e t waes w undra sum, 
f ia e t  i t  e a l  g em e a lt i s e  g e l i c o s t ,  
donne f o r s t e s  bend  F a e d e r  o n la e te d ,  
onw inded w a e lr a p a s ,  se  gew eald  h a fa d  
s a e l a  ond m a e la ; £ a e t  i s  sod. M etod.

(1605-1611)

F i n a l l y ,  a s  W ig la f f u t i l e l y  a t te m p ts  to  r e v iv e  h i s  f a l l e n  l o r d ,  th e

p o e t  g ra v e ly  o b s e rv e s :

Ne m eahte he  on e o rd a n , deah  h e  ude w e l, 
on dam fru m g are  f e o rh  g e h e a ld a n , 
ne d a e s  W ealdenes w ih t o n c i r r a n ;  
w olde dom Godes daedum ra e d a n  
gumena gehwycum, swa he nu gen ded .

(2855-2859)

T hese gnom ic com m em orations o f  d iv in e  o m n ip o ten ce  a r e  accom panied  

by a  number o f  s p e c i f i c  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  God a s  a r b i t e r  o f  e v e n t s ,  p a r t i ­

c u l a r l y  a s  b e s to w e r  o f  s u c c e s s  in  w ar. Twice h e  i s  c a l l e d  L ord  o f
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v i c t o r i e s ,  f i r s t  when W ig la f  a s c r ib e s  B e o w u lf 's  c o n q u e s t o f  t h e  d ragon  

to  th e  g ra c e  o f  God:

' Hwaedre him  God u d e , 
s i g o r a  vJaldend, f a e t  he hyne s y l f n e  gew raec 
an a  m id e c g e , pa  him waes e ln e s  p e a r f . '

(2874-2876)

And a g a in ,  when th e  p o e t  d e c la r e s  G od 's power t o  o b v ia te  th e  h e a th e n

c u rs e  w hich  hangs o v e r  t h e  d r a g o n 's  h o a rd :

^Donne waes p a e t  y r f e  e a c e n c r a e f t ig ,  
ium onna g o ld  g a ld re  bew unden, 
p a e t  dam h r in g s e l e  h r in a n  ne m oste 
gumena a e n ig ,  n e fn e  God s y l f a ,  
s i g o r a  Sodcyn ing  s e a ld e  f>am 3e he  w olde 
— h e i s  manna g e h y ld — h o rd  o p e n ia n , 
e fn e  swa hwylcum manna, swa him  gem et d u h te .

(3051-3057)

B e o w u lf 's  tr iu m p h  o v e r  G ren d e l i s  f iv e  tim e s  a s c r i b e d ,  a t  l e a s t  

p a r t i a l l y ,  t o  God. B e fo re  e n g ag in g  th e  m o n s te r , B eow ulf p la c e s  th e  

i s s u e  s q u a re ly  in  d iv in e  h a n d s :

'Ond s i f d a n  w i t i g  God 
on swa hwaej5ere hond h a l i g  D ryh ten  
m aerdo deme, swa him  gem et § i n c e . '

(6 8 5 -6 8 7 )29

Im m ed ia te ly  p r e c e d in g  G r e n d e l 's  a t t a c k ,  th e  p o e t  a n t i c i p a t e s  B e o w u lf 's  

v ic to r y  by an n o u n c in g  t h a t  God had  a l re a d y  aw arded s u c c e s s  t o  th e  

G e a ts :

Ac him  D ryh ten  f o r g e a f  
w ig sp ed a  g ew io fu , W edera leodum , 
f r o f o r  ond fu ltu m , jaaet h ie  feo n d  h e o ra  
d u rh  an e s  c r a e f t  e a l l e  o fercom en .

(696-699)

In  h i s  g r a t i t u d e  f o r  t h e  s l a y in g  o f  G re n d e l, H ro th g a r  a t t r i b u t e s  

B e o w u lf 's  v i c to r y  a t  l e a s t  p a r t l y  t o  God:

'Ne s c e a lc  h a fa d  
§ u rh  D r ih te n e s  m ih t daed g e frem ed e , 
de we e a l l e  a e r  ne  m eahton 
s n y ttru m  b e s y rw a n . '

(939-942)
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A gain , d u r in g  th e  f e s t i v i t i e s  c e l e b r a t i n g  G re n d e l 's  d e f e a t ,  we a r e  t o l d

t h a t  G ren d e l w ould have  c o n t in u e d  h i s  m urderous r a v a g e s ,

N efne him  w i t i g  God w yrd fo r s to d e  
ond d a es  mannes mod.

(1055-1056)

F in a l ly ,  th e  p o e t ,  r e c o u n t in g  B e o w u lf 's  t r iu m p h , s t r e s s e s  th e  r o l e

p la y e d  by G od 's g ra c e :

Hwaepre he  gemunde m aegenes s t r e n g e ,
g im fa e s ts  g i f e ,  3e him  God s e a ld e ,
ond him  t o  Anwaldan a r e  g e ly fd e ,
f r o f r e  ond fu ltu m ; 9y he  pone feond  ofercw om ,
g ehnaegde h e l l e  g a s t .

(1270-1274)

B e o w u lf 's  v ic to r y  o v e r  G r e n d e l 's  dam a l s o  i s  tw ic e  a t t r i b u t e d  in  

p a r t  t o  d iv in e  i n t e r v e n t i o n .  A t th e  tu r n in g  p o in t  o f  th e  b a t t l e ,  we a r e  

t o l d :

Ond h a l i g  God 
gew eold  w ig s ig o r .

(1553-1554)

B eow ulf h im s e lf  a t t r i b u t e s  h i s  v i c t o r y ,  in  some d eg ree  a t  l e a s t ,  t o

d iv in e  in t e r v e n t i o n :

' I c  p a e t  u n s o f te  e a ld r e  g e d ig d e , 
w igge u n d e r w a e te r e ,  w eorc genepde 
e a r f o 3 l i c e ; a e t r i h t e  waes 
gu5 g e tw a e fe d , nym9e mec God s c y l d e . '

(1655-1658)

Once m ore, to w ard  th e  en d  o f  th e  poem, r ip e  f o r  d e a th  in  th e  a f te r m a th

o f  h i s  l a s t  b a t t l e ,  th e  h e ro  th a n k s  God f o r  p e r m i t t in g  him  t o  w in

t r e a s u r e  f o r  h i s  p e o p le :

' I c  3 a r a  f r a e tw a  F rean  e a l l e s  cjanc,
W u ldu rcyn inge  wordum s e c g e , 
ecum D ry h te n , pe i c  h e r  on s t a r i e ,  
p a e s  de  i c  m oste  minum leodum  
a e r  sw y ltd a e g e  sw ylc g e s t r y n a n . '

(2794-2798)

G iven th e  ran g e  and  sco p e  o f  G od 's  pow er in  B eow ulf, t h e r e  can b e
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no d o u b t ab o u t th e  p o e t 's  i n t e n t i o n  t o  g l o r i f y  th e  D ie ty . Y et f o r  a l l  

t h a t ,  th e  domain o f  f a t e  i s  n e i t h e r  a b so rb e d  n o r  overshadow ed by in v o ­

c a t io n s  o f  th e  D iv in e  W i l l . 313 R a th e r ,  t h e r e  em erges a d u a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  

d e te rm in ism  in  w hich God and f a t e  c o e x i s t ,  p a r a l l e l  and c o o rd in a te  a r b i t e r s  

o f  human e v e n t s . 33- I f  on th e  one hand  we a r e  t o l d  t h a t ,

So<3 i s  gecy jied , 
f ia e t  m ih t ig  God manna cynnes 
w eold  w id e fe rh #  .

(700-702)

B eow ulf h im s e lf  c a l l s  f a t e ,

' M etod manna gehw aes. '
(2527)

I f ,  a s  H ro th g a r  d e c l a r e s ,

'A maeg God w yrcan 
w under a e f t e r  w undre , w u ld re s  H y rd e . '

(930-931)

I t  i s  e q u a l ly  t r u e  t h a t ,

'G ae5  a w yrd swa h io  s e e l ! '
(455)

V ic to r i e s  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  God a re  b a la n c e d  by s i m i l a r  a t t r i b u t i o n s  o f  

v i c to r y  and  d e f e a t  t o  th e  pow er o f  f a t e ,  a s ,  f o r  ex am p le , in  th e  

d r a g o n - f ig h t :

Swa him  w yrd ne g e s c r a f
hrecj a e t  h i l d e .

(2574-2575)

Once we p u t  t o  r e s t  th e  ro m a n tic  i l l u s i o n  w hich  G r e e n f ie ld  h a s  ap p ro ­

p r i a t e l y  te rm ed  th e  " f a l l a c y  o f  h o m o g e n e ity ,” 33 i t  i s  e a sy  enough to  

s e e  t h a t  th e  d u a l  v i s io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i n  B eow ulf i s  in  f a c t  q u i t e  

c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th e  com plex fu s io n  o f  G erm anic and C h r i s t i a n  a t t i t u d e s  

w hich  we can  assum e t o  have  sh ap ed  th e  m ind and c r a f t  o f  th e  e ig h th  

c e n tu ry  A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  p o e t . 3-3 Our own ap p ro ach  t o  th e  i n c i p i e n t
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c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  g e n e ra te d  by th e  co n v erg en ce  o f  th e s e  two t r a d i t i o n s  m ust 

how ever b e  n a rro w e r  and l e s s  t o l e r a n t  th a n  t h a t  o f  th e  p o e t  h im s e l f ;  f o r  

we m ust f i n a l l y  a d d re s s  o u r s e lv e s  t o  th e  v e ry  q u e s t io n  w hich n e i t h e r  th e  

B eow ulf p o e t  n o r ,  a p p a r e n t ly ,  th e  in te n d e d  a u d ie n c e  o f  h i s  poem f e l t  

im p e lle d  t o  r a i s e W h a t  f i n a l l y  in  B eow ulf i s  t h e  b a la n c e  betw een 

C h r i s t i a n i t y  and tra g e d y ?  Between P ro v id e n c e  and  f a t e ?  Betw een th e  

c o n s o la t io n s  o f  heaven  and th e  d e s p e r a te  a f f i r m a t i o n s  o f  m an' s h ero ism ?

The q u e s t io n  f i n a l l y  tu r n s  on o u r  a s s e s s m e n t o f  th e  n a tu r e  o f  

n e c e s s i t y  and  th e  so u rc e  o f  v a lu e .  Reduced t o  i t s  p u r e s t  form , th e  

p ro b lem  may be  o u t l in e d  a s  fo l lo w s :  In  th e  h e r o ic  poem, n e c e s s i t y  i s

t r a g i c ,  an e x p re s s io n  o f  human l i m i t a t i o n ;  t h a t  w hich  t r a n s c e n d s  th e  

human w i l l  f r u s t r a t e s  human a s p i r a t i o n  and  d e n ie s  human v a lu e .  In  th e  

C h r i s t i a n  poem, n e c e s s i t y  i s  d iv in e ;  t h a t  w hich t r a n s c e n d s  th e  human w i l l  

i s  u l t i m a t e l y  God— th e  v e ry  s o u rc e  o f  human v a lu e ,  th e  v e ry  g o a l o f  human 

a s p i r a t i o n .  A g a in , in  th e  h e r o ic  poem, v a lu e  o r i g i n a t e s  in  man, th e  h e ro  

o p p o s in g  t o  n e c e s s i t y  w hat i s  h ig h e s t  in  a  s p e c i f i c a l l y  and i r r e m e d ia b ly  

human n a t u r e .  In  th e  C h r i s t i a n  poem, men do n o t  oppose  n e c e s s i t y ;  on 

th e  c o n t r a r y ,  th e y  a c h ie v e  w o rth  and f u l f i l l  w hat i s  h ig h e s t  in  t h e i r  

n a t u r e s  by s u b o r d in a t in g  th e m se lv e s  t o ,  i d e n t i f y i n g  w i th ,  o r  em bracing  

t h a t  w h ich  t r a n s c e n d s  them .

Of c o u rse  th e r e  a r e  no such  c l e a r - c u t ,  h a r d - a n d - f a s t  d i s t i n c t i o n s  

in  B eo w u lf. As we have s e e n ,  b o th  f a c e s  o f  n e c e s s i t y  a r e  p r e s e n t  in  

t h i s  poem w here t r a g e d y  d e te rm in e s  th e  o v e r a l l  c o u rse  o f  e v e n ts  w h ile  

th e  C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h  o f  th e  p o e t  i n t e r m i t t e n t l y  to u c h e s  even  th e  d a r k e s t  

and m ost t a n g le d  r e g io n s  o f  th e  h e r o 's  w o r ld  w i th  a p ro m ise  o f  l i g h t  

and  s o l a c e .  In  th e  end how ever, as  we s h a l l  s e e ,  th e  s c a le s  t i p  in  

f a v o r  o f  t r a g e d y  and  h e ro ism . D e s p ite  t h e  many a l l u s i o n s  t o  G o d 's  pow er
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and th e  few in s t a n c e s  o f  C h r i s t i a n  c o n s o la t io  in  B eo w u lf , th e  o p e r a t iv e  

n e c e s s i t y  w hich d e f in e s  th e  w o rld  o f  th e  poem rem a in s  t r a g i c . 35 The 

g ra c e  o f  God i s  t e n t a t i v e ,  d i s . a n t ,  and u n c e r t a in ;  b u t  th e  shadow o f  

t r a g e d y — th e  f o r c e s  o f  d a rk n e s s ,  d e a th ,  and d i s o r d e r — a r e  p e r v a s iv e  and 

p ro fo u n d . S u re ly  S p e a r in g  was th in k in g  above a l l  o f  B eow ulf when he 

w r o te :

By th e  f o u r te e n th  c e n tu ry  th e  w o r ld - p ic tu r e  o f  
s e c u l a r  men h ad  become f a r  more c o m p le te ly  
" C h r i s t i a n iz e d "  th a n  i t  was in  th e  tim e  o f  B eow ulf 
o r  M aidon. Man was no lo n g e r  a lo n e  in  th e  w o r ld , 
a s  t h e  A nglo-Saxon p o e ts  h ad  c o n t in u e d  t o  f e e l  
him  t o  b e , lo n g  a f t e r  t h e i r  c o n v e rs io n  to  
C h r i s t i a n i t y .36

W hether i t  i s  t o  t h e  p o e t  o r ,  a s  Rosemary W oolf a r g u e s , ^  t o  th e  poem 

a lo n e  t h a t  we a r e  t o  a t t r i b u t e  th e  e s s e n t i a l l y  t r a g i c - h e r o i c  tem peram en t 

o f  a work l i k e  B eo w u lf, w hat m ust be re c o g n iz e d  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  

u n u su a l f o r  a m e d ie v a l C h r i s t i a n  p o e t  t o  compose in  a  fu n d a m e n ta lly  

t r a g i c  o r  e l e g i a c  mode. In  any c a s e ,  w h a te v e r th e  r e l i g i o u s  hopes and 

b e l i e f s  o f  t h e  B eow ulf p o e t , 38 th e  w o rld  he  c r e a t e s  i s ( a  w o rld  govern ed  

by t im e , c h an g e , and d e a th — a t r a g i c  w o rld  w here th e  s o l e  s o u rc e  and 

g u a ra n te e  o f  human v a lu e  rem a in s  human. I t  i s  n o t  by g ra c e  o r  f a i t h  

t h a t  th e  h e ro  u l t i m a t e l y  f u l f i l l s  h im s e lf — th o u g h  b o th  may b e ,  and  a re  

p r e s e n t  in  th e  poem— b u t  by v i r t u e  o f  h i s  own c o u ra g e , l o y a l t y ,  m agnan im ity , 

and  p a s s io n  f o r  g lo r y .  B eow ulf i s  no C h r i s t i a n  a l l e g o r y ;  l i k e  Maidon 

and M orte A r th u r e , i t  i s  a  h e r o ic  poem composed by a  C h r i s t i a n  p o e t  

w ith  a  t r a g i c  s e n s e  o f  l i f e  and a h e r o ic  view  o f  man.

C o n fro n te d  by t r a n s i e n c e ,  th e  h e r o ic  w a r r io r  s e e k s  fam e, a s p i r i n g  

to  p r e s e r v e  t h e  memory o f  h i s  deed s  beyond th e  b r i e f  sp an  o f  h i s  l i f e .

I f  s u c c e s s f u l ,  he  g a in s  i f  n o t  e t e r n i t y ,  th e n  a t  l e a s t  h e r o i c  im m o r ta l i ty .  

S im i la r l y ,  i n  th e  fa c e  o f  f a t e ,  in  th e  fa c e  o f  a l l  w h ich  i s  g iv e n  and
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i n e lu c t a b l e  in  l i f e ,  th e  h e ro  i n s i s t s  upon th e  p o te n c y  o f  h i s  w i l l  and 

th e  v a l i d i t y  o f  h e r o ic  a c t i o n .  Not t h a t  h e  hopes t o  a l t e r  w hat i s  

i r r e m e d ia b ly  o rd a in e d .  I t  i s  G ren d e l who b l i n d ly  r e l i e s  upon h i s  own 

pow ers and e jq p e c ta tio n s  w h ile  B eow ulf, w ith  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  h u m i l i ty  and  

f o r e s i g h t ,  e i t h e r  p la c e s  th e  outcom e in  th e  h ands o f  God o r  f r a n k ly  

acknow ledges t h a t ,  Gaec? a  w yrd swa h io  s e e 1 1 (455).^®  N e v e r th e le s s ,  

though  f a t e  be  in e x o r a b le ,  th e  h e ro  i s  d e te rm in e d  t o  p ro v e  w hat co u rag e  

can s a lv a g e  from  a w o rld  dom in a ted  by n e c e s s i t y .  W hile he c an n o t 

in s u r e  th e  tr iu m p h  o r  d u r a t io n  o f  th o s e  th in g s  m ost p r e c io u s  t o  h im , 

th e  man who chooses  h e ro ism  can— th ro u g h  i s  own a c t s — d e te rm in e  th e  

q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r  an d , m ost im p o r ta n t ,  h i s  l o f  o r  dom. T h a t 

s u rv iv e s  d e a th — and f a t e ! ^

Among th e  m ost m a n if e s t  e x p re s s io n s  o f  h e r o ic  r e s o lv e  in  B eow ulf 

a re  th e  b e o ts  th e  h e ro  u t t e r s  a g a i n s t  th e  m o n s te rs . At H e o ro t, immed­

i a t e l y  b e fo re  th e  Danes w ith d raw  in  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  G r e n d e l 's  n ig h t ly  

o n s la u g h t ,  B eow ulf vows t o  do o r  d ie  a g a in s t  th e  m o n s te r :

' I c  gefremman s c e a l  
e o r l i c  e l l e n ,  ofcje endedaeg  
on § i s s e  m eo d u h ea lle  m inne g e b id a n ! '

(636-638)

B e o w u lf 's  p le d g e ,  a p u b l i c  to k e n  o f  h i s  h e r o ic  d e te r m in a t io n ,  r e p r e s e n t s

a h e r o ic  w ager w hereby th e  h e ro  s ta k e s  a l l — l i f e ,  h o n o r , and  fam e— on

41th e  a b i l i t y  t o  f u l f i l l  th e  te rm s o f  h i s  b o a s t .  H y g e la c 's  th a n e  w i l l  

e i t h e r  c a r ry  o u t  th e  w ish e s  o f  H r o th g a r 's  Danes o r  f a l l  in  d e a th ;  e i t h e r  

show th e  co u rag e  o f  a  h e ro  o r  p a s s  h i s  l a s t  d ay . The e i t h e r / o r ,  d o -o r -  

d ie  n a tu r e  o f  B e o w u lf 's  vow s u g g e s ts  b o th  th e  pow er o f  th e  h e r o ic  w i l l  

and i t s  l i m i t a t i o n s ;  f o r  th e  b e o t  i s  b o th  a p le d g e  t o  p u rg e  H eo ro t and  

a t a c i t  a d m iss io n  t h a t  t h e  outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e  i s  u l t im a te ly — even i f  

o n ly  u l t im a te ly —beyond  human c o n t r o l .
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A gain , when Beow ulf u rg e s  H ro th g a r  t o  avenge A e sc h e re , h i s  e x h o r ta ­

t i o n ,  l i k e  h i s  b e o t , r e p r e s e n t s  b o th  i s  r e c o g n i t io n  t h a t  th e  fu n d am e n ta ls  

o f  e x i s t e n c e  l i e  beyond human c o n t r o l  and  h i s  u n s t i n t i n g  d e te rm in a tio n  

t o  p u rsu e  th e  h e r o ic  c h o ic e  i n t o  th e  t e e t h  o f  d e s t in y :

'U re  aeghw ylc s c e a l  ende g eb id an  
w oru lde  l i f e s ;  w yrce s e  f>e mote 
domes a e r  d ead e ; f a e t  b i d  d rih tg u m an  
u n lifg en d u m  a e f t e r  s e l e s t . '

(1386-1389)

As B eow ulf p re p a re s  t o  advance a g a i n s t  th e  d ra g o n , he  vows n o t  t o

f l e e  a s in g l e  fo o t  from  th e  fo e ;  once m ore, th e  y ie ld in g  o f  th e  outcome

t o  f a t e  co u p led  w ith  th e  e i t h e r / o r  form  o f  th e  b e o t  r e f l e c t s  b o th  h i s

aw aren ess  o f  n e c e s s i t y  and h i s  r e s o lv e  t o  l i v e  o r  d ie  h e r o i c a l l y :

'N e l le  i c  b e o rg e s  w eard  
o f e r f l e o n  f o te s  t r e m , ac  unc ( fu rd e r )  s c e a l  
w eordan a e t  w e a l l e ,  swa unc w yrd g e te o d ,
Metod manna gehwaes . . •

I c  mid e a ln e  s c e a l l  
g o ld  gegangan , odde gud n im ed , 
fe o rh b e a lu  f r e c n e  f r e a n  e o w e rn e ! '

(2524-2537)

T h a t th e  c o u rse  o f  e v e n ts  i s  u l t im a te ly  beyond human c o n t r o l  does 

n o t  mean t h a t  m an 's  w i l l  i s  a l t o g e t h e r  im p o te n t ,  h i s  h e ro ism  d e v o id  o f  

c o n seq u en c e , h i s  v i c t o r i e s  a lw ays e i t h e r  sy m b o lic  o r  p y r r h i c .  T here 

a r e  a  number o f  c r u c i a l  p a s s a g e s  w here t h e  p o e t  em p h asizes  th e  e f f i c a c y  

o f  h e r o ic  a c t i o n .  When H ru n tin g  f a i l s  a t  n eed  a g a i n s t  G re n d e l1s dam, 

B eow ulf d e te rm in e s  t o  r e l y  upon h i s  own s t r e n g t h  and c o u ra g e :

E f t  w aes a n ra e d ,  n a l a s  e ln e s  l a e t ,  
m aerda gem yndig maeg H y g e la c e s : 
w earp  da wundenm ael w ra e ttu m  gebunden 
y r r e  o r e t t a ,  j5aet h i t  on eo rd an  la e g ,  
aty<3 ond s ty le c g ;  s t r e n g e  g e tru w o d e , 
m undgripe m aegenes.

(1529-1534)

Moments l a t e r ,  even a s  God in te r v e n e s  t o  d e c id e  th e  outcom e o f  th e
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u n d e rw a te r  s t r u g g l e ,  i t  i s  th e  h e r o 's  own r e s o lv e  w hich  i s  p o r t r a y e d  as 

d e c i s i v e :

w i t i g  D r ih te n , 
ro d e ra  Raedend h i t  on r y h t  g e sc e d  
y d e l i c e ,  syfidan he e f t  a s to d .

(1554-1556)

T h is  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  r e m in is c e n t  o f  B e o w u lf 's  e a r l i e r  o b s e rv a t io n  t h a t ,

'Wyrd o f t  n e r e d  
u n faeg n e  e o r l ,  Sonne h i s  e l l e n  d e a h l '

(572-573)

In  each  in s ta n c e  th e  q u a l i f y in g  p h r a s e , syftdan he  e f t  a s to d  and Sonne 

h i s  e l l e n  d e a h , p la c e s  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  s q u a r e ly  on th e  s h o u ld e r s  o f  

th e  h e ro  h im s e l f .  U n lik e  v i c t o r y ,  h e ro ism  i s  a w h o lly  human a c h ie v e ­

m en t.* ^

The e x t e n t  to  w hich  h e ro ism  r e p r e s e n t s  a  c h o ic e  i s  c l a r i f i e d  by

th e  r o l e  o f  th o s e  f i g u r e s  in  Beow ulf who by way o f  c o n t r a s t  h e lp  t o

d e f in e  t h e  n a tu r e  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  m ost n o ta b ly  th e  r e t a i n e r s  who abandon

B eow ulf in  t h e  m id s t o f  th e  d r a g o n - f ig h t .  T h e i r  ig n o m in io u s  cow ard ice

r e p r e s e n t s  a w h o le s a le  r e p u d ia t io n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  i d e a l  a n d , a p p r o p r ia te ly

en o u g h , r e s u l t s  in  t h e i r  u t t e r  e x c lu s io n  from  h e r o i c  s o c i e t y :

'Ku s c e a l  s in c § e g o  ond s w y rd g ifu  
e a l l  edelw yn eowrum cynne , 
lu f e n  a l ic g e a n ;  lo n d r i h te s  m ot 
J iae re  m aegburge monna aeghw ylc 
i d e a l  h w eo rfan , syddan  a e d e l in g a s  
f e o r r a n  g e f r ic g e a n  flea m  eo w ern e , 
dom leasan  d a e d . '

(2884-2890)

E s s e n t i a l l y  th e  cow ards— no o rd in a ry  men, b u t  B e o w u lf 's  p ic k e d  body­

g u a rd  (2 6 3 8 -2 6 4 1 )— d e m o n s tra te  how s t r o n g  th e  p u l l  o f  f e a r  and  s e l f -  

p r e s e r v a t io n  i s ,  even a t  th e  h e a r t  o f  th e  h e r o i c  w o r ld .43 A f te r  a l l ,  

B eow ulf h im s e l f  i s  s a id  t o  f e e l  t e r r o r  a t  th e  ap p ro ac h  o f  th e  d rag o n :

Sweord a e r  g e b ra e d  
god g u d cy n in g , gom ele l a f ,
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ecgum tins law ; aeghwaedrum waes 
b e a lo h y c g e n d ra  b ro g a  fram  odrum.

(2562-2565)

B ut B eow ulf does n o t f l e e :

S tidm od  g e s to d  w id  s te a p n e  rond  
w in ia  b e a ld o r ,  da se  wyrm gebeah 
snude tosum ne; he  on searwum b ad .

(2566-2568)

The c h o ic e  upon w hich  th e  co w ard ice  o f  B e o w u lf 's  d i s l o y a l  r e t a i n e r s  

tu r n s  i s  p o in te d  by th e  exam ple o f  W ig la f  who n o t  o n ly  p a s s io n a t e ly  

u rg e s  them  t o  come t o  th e  a id  o f  t h e i r  b e le a g u e re d  k in g ,  b u t  who by 

h i s  own exem plary  a c t  d i s c l o s e s  th e  h e r o ic  a l t e r n a t i v e  w hich was open 

t o  t h e m : ^

N e a l ie s  him  on h eap e  h a n d g e s te a l l a n , 
a d e l in g a  b e a rn  ynibe g e s to d o n  
h i ld e c y s tu m , ac  hy on h o ld  bugon , 
e a l d r e  b u rg a n . H io ra  in  anum w e o ll  
s e f a  w id  sorgum ; s i b b 1 a e f r e  ne maeg 
w ih t  onwendan fiam de w el fe n c e d .

(2596-2601)

H eroism  r e p r e s e n t s  an a c t  o f  w i l l ,  b e t r a y a l  a  f a i l u r e  o f  w i l l .  To be

a f r a i d  i s  human, an e x p e r ie n c e  common to  a l l  men, even  th e  b e s t  o f  them .

B ut f e a r  i s  no ex c u se  f o r  c o w a rd ic e . F o r a l l  i t s  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  f a t e ,

th e  h e r o ic  w o rld  o f  B eow ulf i s  a  m o ra l w o rld  in  w hich men a r e  h e ld  f u l l y

r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  th e  l i v e s  th e y  choose and  th e  deeds th e y  com m it:

'D ead b i d  s e l l a  
e o r l a  gehwylcum £onne e d w i t l i f ! '

(2890-2891)

The f ig u r e  o f  U n fe r th  i s  somewhat o f  an e n ig m a ,^  b u t  t h e r e  i s  no  

q u e s t io n  t h a t  t o  some d e g re e  a t  l e a s t  he i s  p o r t r a y e d  a s  a f o i l  t o  th e  

h e r o ic  c h a r a c te r  o f  B eow ulf. T h is  i s  b o rn e  o u t  by t h e i r  f i r s t  e n c o u n te r  

a t  H eo ro t w here B eow ulf p ro v e s  t o  be as  fo rm id a b le  an a d v e r s a ry  in  

v e r b a l  c o n f l i c t  a s  in  p h y s ic a l  com bat:
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'S ecge i c  f e  t o  so 3 e , sunu E c g la fe s ,
f a e t  n a e f r e  G re (n )d e l  swa f e l a  g ry ra  g e frem ed e ,
a t o l  a e g la e c a  e a ld r e  finum ,
hyncfo on H eorote, g i f  f i n  h ig e  w aere,
s e f a  swa searogrim , swa fu  s e l f  t a l a s t ;
ac he hafa<5 onfunden, f a e t  he f a  faehcfe ne f e a r f ,
a t o le  e c g fr a e c e  eower leod e
swi<3e o n s it t a n ,  S ig e -S c y ld in g a ;
nymecj" n y d b a d e , neanegum arac j
le o d e  D en iga , a c  he l u s t  wige<?,
swefecF ond s n e d e f , s e c c e  ne wenecj
t o  Gar-Denum. Ac i c  him  G eata  s c e a l
e a fo d  ond e l l e n  u n g ea ra  n u ,
gude g eb eo d a n .'

(5 9 0 -6 0 3 )46

The c o n t r a s t  betw een  U n fe r th  and B eow ulf i s  drawn even  more s h a r p ly  a t  

G r e n d e l 's  m ere w here B eow ulf a g g r e s s iv e ly  se e k s  u n d e rw a te r  b a t t l e  w ith  

G r e n d e l 's  dam, a f e a t  w hich  U n fe r th — as we a re  e x p l i c i t l y  t o l d — d a re s  

n o t  u n d e r ta k e :

Huru ne gemunde mago E c g la fe s  
e a fo fe s  c r a e f t i g ,  f a e t  he aer  gesp ra ec  
w ine druncen, f a  he f a e s  waepnes onlah  
s e lr a n  sw eor'frecan; s e l f a  ne d o r ste  
under ycja gewin a ld r e  gen efa n , 
dryh tscype dreogan; fa e r  he dome f o r l e a s , 
e l l e n  maerSum. Ne waes faem ocjrum swa, 
sy^fan  he h in e  to  gu3e gegyred  h a e fd e .

(1465-1472)

N o th in g  c o u ld  be s im p le r .  The e x p l i c i t  a n t i t h e s i s  be tw een  th e  h e ro  and 

th e  u n h e ro ic  f o i l  i s  c l e a r l y  in te n d e d  t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  v o l i t i o n a l  

n a tu r e  o f  h e r o ic  e x i s t e n c e :  B eow ulf ch o o ses  t o  s e c u re  g lo r y  a t  th e  r i s k  

o f  l o s in g  h i s  l i f e ;  U n fe r th  ch o o ses  s e c u r i t y  and lo s e s  h i s  g lo r y .

One o f  th e  m ost im p o r ta n t  c o n t r a s t s  be tw een  th e  h e r o ic  and  th e  

n o n -h e ro ic  l i f e  a r i s e s  from  th e  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  B e o w u lf 's  c a r e e r  w ith  

t h a t  o f  H erem od.4^ At a  num ber o f  c r i t i c a l  p o i n t s ,  Heremod s e r v e s  as  

an o v e r t l y  a n t i - h e r o i c  f o i l  t o  B eow ulf, h i s  a b e r r a n t  b e h a v io u r  r e p r e ­

s e n t in g  an e x p l i c i t  v i o l a t i o n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  p r i n c i p l e s  o f  l o y a l t y ,  

m ag n an im ity , and h o n o r:
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A r-S cy ld ingum  
ne geweox he  him  to  w i l l a n ,  ac  he to  w a l f e a l l e  
ond t o  dea3cwalum  D eniga leodum ;
B re a t  bolgenm od b e o d g e n e a ta s , 
e a x l g e s t e a l l a n ,  o0  £ a e t  he ana h w e a rf , 
m aere §eoden  mondreamum from  . . .

Hwaefjere him  on fe rh p e  greow 
b r e o s th o r d  b lo d re o w ; n a l l a s  b eag as  g e a f  
Denum a e f t e r  dome; d ream leas  gebad , 
p a e t  he £ a e s  gew innes w eorc p row ade, 
le o d b e a lo  longsum .

(1710-1722)

P o in t  by p o in t ,  B e o w u lf 's  co n d u c t i s  d i r e c t l y  opposed  to  t h a t  o f  Heremod.

48He i s  th e  v e ry  model o f  l o y a l t y  and  g e n e r o s i t y ,  and , as  f o r  th e  

in d i s c r im in a te  s l a u g h t e r  o f  com panions and th e  m is ru le  o f  th e  f o l k ,  

B eow ulf h im s e lf  t e s t i f i e s  b e f o r e  h i s  d e a th :

' I c  p a es  le o d e  h e o ld  
f i f t i g  w in tr a ?  n a e s  se  fo lc c y n in g ,  
y m b e s i t te n d ra  a e n ig  3 a ra  
p e mec gu& /inum  g re ta n  d o r s t e , 
eg e sa n  3 eo n . I c  on e a rd e  bad  
m a e lg e s c e a f ta ,  h e o ld  min t e l a ,  
ne s o h te  s e a r o n ic ja s , ne me sw or f e l a  
acja on u n r i h t .  I c  cjaes e a l l e s  maeg 
feorhbennum  se o c  g e fe a n  habb an ; 
fo r^am  me w ita n  ne 3 e a r f  W aldend f i r a  
m orcjobealo m aga, fo n n e  min s c e a c e ^  
l i f  o f  l i c e . '

(2732-2743)

Thus to o  in  th e  c o n c lu d in g  w ords o f  th e  poem th e  p e o p le  o f  th e  G ea ts

mourn f o r  t h e i r  k in g :

Swa b eg n o rn d o n  G ea ta  le o d e  
h l a f l o r d e s  ( h r y ) r e ,  h e o rc jg e n e a ta s ; 
cwaedon § a e t  he  w aere  w y ru ld c y n in g (a )  
manna m i ld u s t  ond mon(&w)a e r u s t , 
leodum  l i 3 o s t  ond lo f g e o m o s t .

(3178-3182)

W hile th e  a n t i t h e s i s  b e tw een  B eow ulf and  Heremod sh ed s  im p o r ta n t  

l i g h t  on th e  p la c e  o c c u p ie d  by c h o ic e  in  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  t h e  v o lu n ta r y  

n a tu r e  o f  h e ro ism  i s  i l l u s t r a t e d  a t  l e a s t  a s  f u l l y  by w hat th e s e  two 

w a r r io r s  s h a re  a s  by w hat d iv id e s  them . B eow ulf i s  s a id  t o  e n jo y  th e
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s p e c i a l  f a v o r  o f  th e  C re a to r ;  h i s  s t r e n g t h  i s  s a i d  t o  be  a s p e c ia l  g i f t

o f  God; h i s  v i c t o r i e s  a r e ,  t o  some d eg ree  a t  l e a s t ,  a s c r ib e d  to

P ro v id e n c e . B ut Heremod to o  e n jo y s  th e  s p e c i a l  f a v o r  o f  God who e x a l t s

him  a s  w e l l  as  B eow ulf w ith  s t r e n g t h ,  pow er, and  s u c c e s s  beyond th e

sco p e  o f  o th e r  men:

3eah  fie h in e  m ih t ig  God m aegenes wynnum, 
eafefium  s t e p t e ,  o f e r  e a l l e  men 
fo rc j g efrem ede.

(1716-1718)

T h is  i s  o f  th e  u tm o st im p o rta n c e . N o th in g  c o u ld  b e t t e r  d e m o n s tra te  

th e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  c h o ic e  in  B eo w u lf. B oth men s h a re  common 

g i f t s  and  w hat a p p e a rs  t o  be a common d e s t i n y .  B ut w here B eow ulf s e e k s  

t o  f u l f i l l  e v e ry  e x ig e n c y  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  p e r f e c t i n g  h i s  h e r o ic  n a tu r e  

and r e a l i z i n g  h i s  p o t e n t i a l i t y  to  th e  f u l l e s t ,  Heremod ch o o ses  t o  

p e r v e r t  h i s  g i f t s , b e t r a y i n g  h i s  com m itm ents and  v i o l a t i n g  th e  v e ry  

p re m is e s  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .  What f i n a l l y  c o u n ts  i s  n o t  s o  much w hat i s  

g iv e n  t o  a man, b u t  w hat he ch o o ses  t o  do w ith  h i s  g i f t s .  B e o w u lf 's  

s u p e r n a tu r a l  s t r e n g t h  ( l i k e  a l l  s t r e n g th )  an d  B e o w u lf 's  v i c t o r i e s  ( l i k e  

a l l  v i c t o r i e s )  may be  s a id  to  come u l t im a te ly  from  God (o r  f a t e ) ; b u t  

B e o w u lf 's  h e ro ism  ( l i k e  W ig la f 's )  i s  t h e  p r o d u c t  o f  h i s  own c o u ra g e , 

g e n e r o s i t y ,  f i d e l i t y ,  and lo v e .  T h is  much a t  l e a s t  t h e  u n a id e d  human 

w i l l  can  w re s t  from  n e c e s s i t y .

S t i l l  a n o th e r  in d i c a t i o n  o f  th e  B eow ulf p o e t 's  co n ce rn  w ith  th e  

h e r o i c  w i l l  i s  t h e  p ro m in e n t p la c e  he  a c c o rd s  in  h i s  poem t o  th e  

h o r t a t o r y  gnome, a f i g u r e  w h ich , a p p e a l in g  d i r e c t l y  to  th e  w i l l ,  p e r  

s e  r e f l e c t s  th e  n o t io n  o f  c h o ic e . Gnomic p a s s a g e s  o c c u r  r e g u la r ly  in  

O ld  E n g l is h  p o e t r y ,  a  l i t e r a t u r e  u n a b a sh e d ly  g iv e n  t o  s e n te n t io u s ly  

p o i n t i n g  i t s  t r a d i t i o n a l  t r u t h s . 50 S tu d e n ts  o f  O ld E n g lis h  gnomes 

hav e  d iv id e d  them  i n t o  two c a t e g o r i e s ,  " d e s c r i p t i v e "  and  " p r e s c r i p t i v e . "
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The f i r s t  c o n s i s t  e s s e n t i a l l y  o f  a p h o r i s t i c  r e f l e c t i o n s  on th e  n a tu r e

o f  t h i n g s ;  th e  seco n d  o f  s e n te n t io u s  p ro m p tin g s  t o  i d e a l  c o n d u c t. The

d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  c l e a r  enough , and  th e r e  a re  a  number o f  more o r  l e s s

t y p i c a l  exam ples o f  b o th  ty p e s  in  th e  C o tto n  Ms. and E x e te r  Book M axims.

B eow ulf to o  c o n ta in s  a g o od ly  s t o r e  o f  b o th  k in d s  o f  gnomic u t t e r a n c e .

The d e s c r i p t i v e ,  o r  r e f l e c t i v e  gnome i s  r e p r e s e n te d  by a w ide v a r i e t y

o f  o b s e r v a t io n s  on th e  n a tu r e  o f ,  among o th e r  t h i n g s ,  f a t e ,  God, f e u d s ,

53w e a l th ,  ch an g e , l i f e ,  and  d e a th .  F o r exam ple :

Wei b i $  fiaem fie mot 
a e f t e r  deaSdaege D r ih te n  se c e a n  
ond to  F a e d e r  feafium fre o S o  w iln ia n !

(186-188)
•  «  »  »  •

Gae3 w yrd swa h io  s e e l !
(455)

So3 i s  gecyfied, 
f ia e t  m ih t ig  God manna cynnes 
w eo ld  w ideferh<3.

(700-702)

Wyrd o f t  nereQ" 
u n faeg n e  e o r l ,  jionne h i s  e l l e n  deah!

(572-573)

No § a e t  ycje by<5 
t o  b e f le o n n e  — fremme s e  j?e w i l l e — 
a s  g e se c a n  s c e a l  s a w lb e re n d ra  
nyde gen y d d e , n i§ 3 a  b e a rn a ,  
g ru n d b u en d ra  gearw e s to w e ,
§ a e r  h i s  lich o m a  le g e rb e d d e  f a e s t  
sw efe3  a e f t e r  sy m le .

(1002-1008)
•  •  •  •  •

F e la  s c e a l  g ib id a n  
le o f e s  ond la fie s  s e  fie lo n g e  h e r  
on cfyssum windagum w o ro ld e  bruce<?!

(1060-1062)
•  •  •  •  •

O ft s e ld a n  hw aer 
a e f t e r  le o d h ry re  l y t l e  h w ile  
b o n g a r  bugecf, § eah  se o  b ry d  duge!

(2029-2031)
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Swa maeg u n faeg e  ea<5e g ed ig an  
wean ond w ra e c s iS  se  3e W aldendes 
h y ld o  g e h ea ld e^ !

(2291-2293)
•  •  *  •  •

Swa s c e a l  aeghw ylc  mon 
a l a e ta n  la e n d a g a s .

(2590-2591)

S in e  eacje m aeg, 
g o ld  on g ru n d (e )  gumcynnes hehwone 
o f e r h ig i a n ,  hyde se  3e w y lle !

(2764-2766)
•  •  •  •  •

Wolde dom Godes daedum ra e d a n  
gumena gehwylcum, swa h e  nu  gen de3 .

(2858-2859)
•  •  •  •  •

Wundur hw ar fionne 
e o r l  e l l e n r o f  ende g e f e r e  
l i f g e s c e a f t a ,  5onne le n g  ne  maeg 
mon mid h i s  magum m ed u se ld  b u a n .

(3062-3065)

O ft s c e a l l  e o r l  monig an es  w i l l a n  
w raec  ad reo g a n .

(3077-3078)

In  s h a rp  c o n t r a s t  t o  th e  r e l a t i v e l y  b ro a d  sp e c tru m  o f  e x p e r ie n c e  

c o v e re d  by th e  r e f l e c t i v e  gnome in  B eo w u lf, t h e  ran g e  o f  th e  p r e s c r i p t i v e  

gnome i s  q u i t e  n a rro w : W ith o u t a s in g l e  e x c e p t io n ,  th e  h o r t a t o r y

gnomes in  B eow ulf a r e  h e r o ic .  T here i s  n o t  one gnomic m ora l im p e ra tiv e  

o r  e x h o r ta t io n  t h a t  c o u ld  be  m isc o n s tru e d  a s  a n y th in g  o th e r  th a n  a 

r in g in g  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  th e  i d e a l s  and a t t i t u d e s  o f  A ng lo -S axon , G erm anic 

h e r o is m .54 Of th e  e i g h t  m a jo r p r e s c r i p t i v e  gnomes in  B eo w u lf, th r e e  

e x h o r t  p re d o m in a n tly  t o  g e n e r o s i ty  and  l o y a l t y ;  two t o  l o y a l ty  and 

c o u ra g e ; and  th r e e  t o  co u rag e  and g lo r y .  Of t h e  th r e e  d e d ic a te d  to  

l o y a l t y  and g e n e r o s i t y ,  th e  f i r s t  c e l e b r a t e s  t h e  h e r o ic  l a r g e s s e  o f  

S c y ld 's  so n :

Swa s c e a l  (geong g)uma gode g e w trc e a n , 
fromum fe o h g if tu m  on f a e d e r  (b ea )rm e , 
f>aet h in e  on y ld e  e f t  gew unigen
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w i lg e s i d a s ,  fo n n e  w ig  cume, 
le o d e  g e l a e s t e n ;  lo fdaedum  s c e a l  
in  m aegfa gehw aere man g e fe o n .

(20-25)

The second  a f f i rm s  th e  l o y a l t y  and  g e n e r o s i ty  o f  th e  h e ro  h im s e l f  a s  h e  

d e l iv e r s  th e  t r e a s u r e s  he  e a rn e d  a t  H eo ro t i n t o  th e  hands o f  h i s  b e lo v e d  

H ygelac :

Swa s c e a l  maeg don, 
n e a l l e s  in w i tn e t  odrum b regdon  
dym um  c r a e f t e ,  d ead  r e n ( ia n )  
h o n d g e s te a l la n .

(2166-2169)

And th e  t h i r d  commemorates t h e  m agnan im ity  o f  B e o w u lf 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s  

who u n s t in t i n g ly  s a c r i f i c e  th e  e n t i r e  h o a rd  t o  h o n o r t h e i r  dead  k in g :

Swa h i t  g e d e ( fe )  b i d  
f a e t  mon h i s  w in e d ry h te n  wordum h e rg e ,  
ferhdum  f r e o g e ,  fo n n e  he ford" s c i l e  
o f  lic h a m a n  ( la e d e d )  w eordan .

(3174-3177)

As f o r  th e  two gnom ic im p e ra t iv e s  u rg in g  lo y a l ty  and c o u ra g e , 

W ig la f 's  r e s o lv e  t o  s ta n d  w ith  B eow ulf a g a i n s t  th e  d ragon  p rom pts b o th :

S ib b ' a e f r e  ne maeg 
w ih t  onwendan fam  de w el fe n c e d .

(2600-2601)

And, a f t e r  th e  d rag o n  i s  s l a i n :

Swylc s c e o ld e  se c g  w esan ,
fe g n  a e t  d e a r f e !

(2708-2709)

The i r o n  l i n k  b e tw een  co u rag e  and  g lo ry  i s  th e  s u b je c t  o f  t h r e e  o f  

th e  p o e t 's  m ost m em orable h o r t a t o r y  gnomes. F i r s t ,  a s  B eow ulf ro u s e s  

H ro th g a r  t o  w reak v en g ean ce  on G re n d e l 's  dam:

S e l r e  b id  aeghwaem, 
f a e t  he h i s  f re o n d  w re c e , fo n n e  he  f e l a  m urne.
Ure aeghw ylc  s c e a l  ende g eb id an  
w o ro ld e  l i f e s ;  w yrce s e  f e  mote 
domes a e r  d e a f e ; f a e t  b id  d rih tgum an  
u n lifg en d u m  a e f t e r  s e l e s t .

(1384-1389)
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A g ain , a f t e r  H ru n tin g  f a i l s ,  a s  B eow ulf r e s o l u t e l y  ad v an ces  a g a in s t  th e  

" s h e -m o n s te r " :

Swa s c e a l  man don , 
jaonne he a e t  gucje gegan § en ce 3  
longsum ne l o f ;  na  ymb h i s  l i f  cea rac j.

(1534-1536)

F i n a l l y ,  a f t e r  B e o w u lf 's  d e a th ,  W ig la f— in  h i s  t i r a d e  a g a in s t  th e  

cow ards— g iv e s  v o ic e  t o  th e  h e r o ic  m o tto  p a r - e x c e l l e n c e , p e rh a p s  th e  

m ost p o w e rfu l p r e s c r i p t i v e  gnome in  th e  w hole o f  B eo w u lf;

D ea# b i d  s e l l a  
e o r l a  gehwylcum |Sonne e d w i t l i f !

(2890-2891)

What i s  p r e s c r ib e d ,  a d v o c a te d , u rg e d , i s  every w h ere  one and  th e  

sam e. However com plex th e  p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  B eo w u lf, a l l  

i t s  e t h i c a l  im p e ra t iv e s  and exem pla a r e  u n a m b iv a le n tly  h e r o i c ,  th e  n e t ­

work o f  h o r t a t o r y  gnomes c l e a r l y  e v id e n c in g  t h a t  th e  v a lu e s  w hich 

c o n s t i t u t e  th e  m ora l c o re  o f  th e  poem a r e  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  G erm anic 

w a r r io r  i d e a l s  o f  A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  s o c i e t y — m i l i t a r y  v a l o r ,  l o y a l t y ,  

m a g n an im ity , and th e  p u r s u i t  o f  g lo r y .

The p r im a ry  p r e s c r i p t i v e  gnomes in  B eow ulf a r e  s u p p o r te d  and 

a m p l i f ie d  by a  se c o n d a ry  sy stem  o f  somewhat l e s s  d i r e c t ,  b u t  e q u a l ly  

h e r o ic  m axim s. F o r exam ple , H ro th g a r— e u lo g iz in g  A e s c h e re 's  w isdom , 

f i d e l i t y ,  and c o u ra g e — c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  c o n c lu d e s  w ith  a gnomic 

e x h o r t a t i o n :

'D ead  i s  A E sch ere ,
Y rm en la fes  y ld r a  b ro jio r ,  
min ru n w ita  ond min r a e d b o ra ,  
e a x l g e s t e a l l a ,  fionne h n i to n  fejpan, 
e o f e r a s  cy n sed an . S w y(lc) s c o ld e  e o r l  w esan , 
(a e £ e lin g )  a e rg o d , sw y lc  A E schere w a e s ! '

(1323-1328)

Wisdom, p a r t i c u l a r l y  th e  p r a c t i c a l  judgm ent r e q u i r e d  o f  a  w a r r io r  in  a
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v o l a t i l e  h e r o ic  s o c i e t y ,  i s  th e  s u b j e c t  o f  a gnomic o b s e rv a t io n  u t t e r e d  

by th e  D anish  c o a s tg u a rd  a  p ro p o s  o f  B e o w u lf 's  o f f e r  to  a id  H ro th g a r  

a g a i n s t  G ren d e l:

'A eghw aefres s c e a l  
s c e a rp  sc y ld w ig a  g e sc a d  w ita n ,  
w orda ond w o rca , s e  f e  w el f e n c e d . '

(287-289)

The n eed  f o r  p ru d en ce  and u n d e r s ta n d in g  a m id s t th e  tu r b u l e n t  v i c i s s i t u d e s

o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  moves th e  p o e t  t o  s t i l l  a n o th e r  d i d a c t i c  gnome:

F o rfa n  b ic j a n d g i t  aeghw aer s e l e s t ,  
fe rh S e s  fo rem anc.

(1058-1059)

T here  i s  a g roup  o f  h o r t a t o r y  v e r s e s  w h ich , t a k in g  a r a t h e r  d i f f e r ­

e n t  fo rm , m ig h t b e s t  be  te rm ed  h e r o ic  encom ia. A c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  exam ple 

i s  th e  r e c u r r e n t  e x c la m a tio ,  f a e t  w aes god c y n in g , w hich i s  f i r s t  

a p p l ie d  t o  S c y ld :

O ft S cy ld  S c e f in g  s c e a fe n a  f re a tu m , 
monegum maegfum m e o d o se tla  o f te a h ,  
eg so d e  e o r l  (a s ) , sycJdan a e r e s t  wearcj 
f e a s c e a f t  fu n d e n ; he f a e s  f r o f r e  g eb ad , 
weox u n d er wolcnum weorcjmyndum f a h ,  
o3  f a e t  him  aeghw ylc y m b s i t te n d ra  
o f e r  h ro n ra d e  h y ra n  s c o ld e ,  
gomban g y ld a n ; f a e t  w aes god cy n in g !

(4 -11 )55

More th a n  a  p a r e n t h e t i c a l  p h ra s e  o f  t r i b u t e , f a e t  waes god c y n in g

s e r v e s  a s  an o b liq u e  form  o f  h e r o ic  e x h o r ta t io n ,  h e r e  p u n c tu a t in g  th e

in t r o d u c t io n  o f  th e  poem in  su ch  a  way a s  t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  to  S c y ld 's

f l o u r i s h i n g  pow ers and acco m p lish m en ts  a s  exem plary  a c h iev em en ts  m eant

to  i n s p i r e  a d m ira t io n  and  im ita t io n .^ ®  A v a r i a t i o n  o f  th e  h e r o ic

encomium i s  u se d  t o  p r a i s e  th e  m agnan im ity  w ith  w hich H ro th g a r  rew ard s

th e  G ea ts  f o r  p u rg in g  H e o ro t:

jj}a w aes on gange g i f u  H rocjgares 
o f t  g e a e h te d ;  f a e t  waes an cy n in g  
aeghw aes o r l e a h t r e .

(1884-1886)
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A n o th e r v a r i a n t  commends th e  w a r l ik e  custom s o f  th e  D anes:

Waes §eaw h y r a ,
£ a e t  h ie  o f t  w aeron an w ig  g ea rw e , 
ge a e t  ham ge on h e rg e ,  ge g e h w ae fe r  jaara 
e fn e  sw y lce  m ae la , sw ylce  h i r a  m andryh tne 
£ e a r f  g e s a e ld e ;  waes se o  £eod  t i l u .

(1246-1250)

When B eow ulf, w ith  e l a b o r a te  t a c t  and c o u r te s y ,  r e t u r n s  H ru n tin g  to  

U n fe r th ,  t h e  p o e t—w ish in g  to  p o in t  th e  h e r o 's  ex em p la ry  n o b i l i t y  o f  

c o n d u c t— tu r n s  once more t o  t h i s  mode:

H eht pa  s e  h e a rd a  H ru n tin g  b e ra n  
sunu  E c g la f e s ,  h e h t  h i s  sw eord  n im an , 
l e o f l i c  i r e n ;  saegde  him  £ a e s  le a n e s  £ an c  
cwaecj, h e  fo n e  guSwine godne t e a l d e ,  
w ig c r a e f t ig n e , n a le s  wordum lo g  
m eces e c g e ; f>aet waes modig s e c g .

(1807-1812)

F i n a l l y ,  a  somewhat u n d e r s ta t e d  v e r s io n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  encomium u n d e r­

s c o r e s  th e  a d m ira b le  co u rag e  o f  th e  h e ro  as  he  s in g le - h a n d e d ly  u n d e r­

ta k e s  t o  c o n f ro n t  th e  d rag o n :

S tre n g o  g e tru w o d e  
an es  m annes; ne b i 3  sw y lc  e a rg e s  s i 3 l

(2540-2541)

L ik e  t h e  m a jo r p r e s c r i p t i v e  gnom es, th e  a n c i l l a r y  h o r t a t o r y

r h e t o r i c  p r a i s e s  h e r o ic  b e h a v io r ,  g l o r i f i e s  h e r o i c  v a lu e s ,  and  p rom pts

t o  h e r o i c  a c t i o n .  We sh o u ld  n o te  how ever, t h a t  t o  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l

i d e a l s  o f  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  code— l o y a l t y ,  c o u ra g e , g e n e r o s i t y ,  and

fam e— th e  p o e t  j o i n s  th e  more c o u r t l y  v i r t u e s  o f  w isdom , r e s t r a i n t ,

57and n o b i l i t y  o f  m anner. T h is  e n t a i l s  no  b l u r r i n g  o f  h e r o ic  fo c u s .

In  a  w o r ld  p la g u e d  by i r r a t i o n a l  and u n p r e d ic ta b le  v io l e n c e ,  th e  v i r t u e s  

o f  th e  c i v i t a s ^  a r e ,  as  we s h a l l  s e e ,  r a i s e d  t o  t h e  l e v e l  o f  h e r o ic  

v a l u e s ,  emblems o f  t h a t  d e s p e ra te  e f f o r t  by w h ich  men s e e k  t o  p r e s e r v e  

t h e i r  h u m an ity  a g a i n s t  a lm o s t in su rm o u n ta b le  o d d s . T h is  s t r u g g le  ta k e s  

f i n a l  form  in  B e o w u lf 's  w ar a g a in s t  th e  m o n s te r s .
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I f  h e r o ic  l i f e  i s  i n h e r e n t ly  t r a g i c ,  i t  i s  th e  m o n s te r - r a id s  w hich 

re n d e r  tra g e d y  c o n c r e te .  Embodying a l l  w hich i s  d a rk  and d e s t r u c t iv e  

in  e x i s t e n c e ,  G re n d e l, h i s  dam and th e  d ragon  r e p r e s e n t  n e c e s s i t y  in  i t s  

m ost v io l e n t  and i r r a t i o n a l  fo rm . B re e c h in g  th e  d e fe n s e s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  

w o r ld , th e  m o n s te rs  c h a l le n g e  i t s  b a s i c  p re m is e s ,  la y  s ie g e  t o  i t s  m ost 

c h e r is h e d  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  and  t h r e a t e n  i t s  v e ry  e x i s t e n c e .  When G ren d e l 

u su rp s  H e o ro t, he does f a r  w orse  th a n  d i s r u p t  D anish  s o c i e t y ;  h e  j e o p a r ­

d iz e s  h e r o ic  l i f e  a t  i t s  v e ry  c o re .  H eo ro t i s  th e  b e s t  o f  h a l l s ,  h u sa  

s e l e s t  (2 8 5 ), fo re m a e re s t  fo ldbuendum  re c e d a  u n d e r roderum  (3 0 9 -3 1 0 ). 

V e r i ta b le  symbol o f  h e r o ic  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  th e  h a l l  i s  th e  crow ning  g lo ry  

o f  th e  S c y ld in g  d y n a s ty , w o rld -ren o w n ed  s i t e  w h e re in  a re  c e l e b r a te d  th e  

e s s e n t i a l  r i t u a l s  o f  h e r o i c  l i f e ;

Him on mod b e a m ,  
jaaet h e a l r e c e d  h a ta n  w o ld e , 
m edoaern m ic e l men gew yrcean 
§ o n (n )e  y ld o  b e a rn  a e f r e  g e f ru n o n , 
ond f ia e r  on in n a n  e a l l  g e d a e la n  
geongum ond ea ldum , sw y lc  him  God s e a ld e  
b u to n  f o l c s c a r e  ond feorum  gumena.

(67-73)

So lo n g  as G ren d e l h o ld s  th e  h a l l ,  he su sp e n d s  th e  h e a r t b e a t  o f  h e r o ic  

e x i s t e n c e , r e l e g a t i n g  th e  G ar-D ena g eo d cy n in g a  ftrym t o  ig n o m in io u s  

im p o ten ce :

J>a w aes ead fy n d e  fie him  e l l e s  hw aer
g e ru m lic o r  r a e s t e  ( s o h t e ) ,
b ed  a e f t e r  burum , 6a  him  gebeacnod  w aes,
g esaeg d  s o 6 l i c e  sw e o to la n  ta c n e
h e a l6 e g n e s  h e t e ;  h e o ld  h in e  sy 6 fa n
f y r  ond f a e s t o r  s e  fiaem feo n d e  ae tw and .
Swa r ix o d e  ond w i5  r i h t e  w an, 
ana  w i3  e a l lu m , o3  § a e t  i d e l  s to d  
h u s a  s e l e s t .

(1 3 8 -1 4 6 )60

P o w e rle ss  t o  r e s i s t  th e  in v a d e r ,  th e  k in g  h im s e l f  i s  re d u c e d  t o  g r i e f -  

s t r i c k e n  im m o b il ity :
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Swa 3a m aelceare maga H ealfdanes  
s in g a la  sea 3 ; ne m ihte sn o to r  h a e le 3  
wean onwendan; waes §aet gewin to  swy3, 
l a f  ond longsum , fie on 3a le o d e  becom, 
nydwracu n i§ g r im , n ih tb ea lw a  m aest.

(1 8 9 -1 9 3 )61

At H eorot, under th e  p r essu r e  o f  G ren d e l's  a s s a u l t ,  th e  human w orld  o f  

heroism  tem p o ra r ily  g iv e s  away, r e t r e a t in g  b e fo r e  th e  dark fo r c e s  which  

lu rk  a t  i t s  b o rd ers . U n t il  th e  h a l l  i s  rec la im ed , th e  Danes l i v e  as i f  

e x i l e s  in  t h e ir  own hom eland, b arred  from p a r t ic ip a t in g  in  th e  sacram ents  

o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .  U n t il  Grendel i s  overcom e, th e  v i a b i l i t y  o f  heroism  

i t s e l f  i s  p la c e d  in  q u e s t io n .

The h e r o 's  r o le  i s  cu t from j u s t  t h i s  c lo th .  As H e o ro t's  champion 

a g a in s t  G rendel, Beow ulf s ta n d s as a bulwark a g a in s t  th o se  a l i e n  fo r c e s  

which everyw here th r e a te n  to  e n g u lf  th e  h e r o ic  w orld  in  darkness and 

sham e.62 in  sharp c o n tr a s t  to  th e  p a r a ly s is  o f  th e  S c y ld in g s , he moves 

f o r c e f u l ly  and a t once t o  r e s i s t  G ren d e l's  u su rp a tio n :

J)aet fram ham g efraegn  H ig e la c e s  §egn  
god mid Geatum, G rendles daeda; 
se  waes moncynnes maegenes s t r e n g e s t  
on £aem daege f iy sse s  l i f e s , 
aejaele ond ea cen . Het him y 3 lid a n  
godne gegyrwan; cwae3, he gu3cyning  
o fe r  swanrade secean  w old e, 
maerne £eod en , fia him was manna § e a r f .

(194-201)

R espond ing  t o  H r o th g a r 's  "n eed  o f  men" r e p r e s e n t s ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  a h e r o ic

63a c t  o f  human s o l id a r i t y :

'Waes |>u, HroSgar, h a l!  I c  eom H ig e la c e s  
maeg ond mago3egn; habbe i c  maer3a f e l a  
ongunnon on geogofie . Me w ear3 G rendles jSing 
on minre e f e l t y r f  undyrne cu3; 
secg a 3  s a e l i3 e n d ,  § a e t  f a e s  s e l e  s ta n d e ,  
reced  s e l e s t a  r in c a  gehwylcum  
i d e l  ond unnyt, s i3 3 a n  a e fe n le o h t  
under h eo fen es  hador b eh o len  weorj5e3. 
p a  me § a e t  gelaerd on  leo d e  m ine,
§a s e le s t a n ,  sn o te r e  c e o r la s ,
feod en  H ro3gar, § a e t  i c  §e s o h te ,
f o r f a n  h i e  m aegenes c r a e f t  m in (n )e  cu3on . . .
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ond nu w id  G ren d e l s c e a l ,  
w id  £am a g la e c a n  ana gehegan 
d in g  w id  f iy rs e .  '

(407-426)

The bonds o f  h e r o ic  com m unity a re  i m p l i c i t  a l s o  in  B e o w u lf 's  vow t o  

r e s t o r e  H eo ro t to  th e  m a in s tre a m  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e :

'Ac i c  him  G ea ta  s c e a l  
e a fo d  ond e l l e n  u n g ea ra  n u , 
gude geb eo d an . G aef e f t  se  § e  mot 
t o  medo m odig , si£ j?an  m o rg en leo h t 
o f e r  y ld a  b e a m  o £ re s  d ogores  
sunne sw eglw erod  sufian s e in e d !  '

(601-606)

S la y in g  G re n d e l, th e  h e ro  makes good h i s  b o a s t :

H aefde £ a  g e f a e ls o d  se  §e a e r  f e o r r a n  com, 
s n o to r  ond sw y d fe rh d , s e l e  H ro d g a re s , 
g e n e re d  w id  n id e .  H ih tw eo rce  g e fe h , 
e l l e n  maerjBum. H aefde East-D enum  
G eatm ecga le o d  g i l p  g e l a e s te d ,  
sw y lce  o n cy fd e  e a l l e  g e b e t t e ,  
in w id s o rg e ,  §e h ie  a e r  drugon 
ond f o r  §reanydum  J io lia n  s c o ld o n , 
to r n  u n l y t e l .

(825-833)

W ith r e s p e c t  t o  B e o w u lf 's  r o l e  a s  th e  cham pion o f  h e r o ic  s o c i e t y ,  

H y g e la c 's  o r i g i n a l  m is g iv in g s  a b o u t h i s  nep h ew 's  v e n tu re  a re  i l l u m i n ­

a t in g  :

' I c  daes modceare 
sorhwylmum se a d , s id e  ne truwode 
l e o f e s  mannes; i c  3e lan ge baed ,
§ a e t  du fo n e  w a e lg a e s t  w ih te  ne g r e t t e ,  
l e t e  Sud-D ene s y l f e  gew eordan 
gude w id  G re n d e l. '

(1992-1997)

On th e  one h an d , H y g e la c 's  c o n ce rn  s e rv e s  t o  enhance B e o w u lf 's  d a r in g  

and  r e s o lv e .  ' B ut beyond  t h i s ,  H y g e la c 's  r a t h e r  p r o v in c i a l  v iew  o f  th e  

S c y ld in g s ' p l i g h t  p r o v id e s  a  f o i l  t o  B e o w u lf 's  more co m prehensive  and  

magnanimous b ra n d  o f  h e ro is m . B e o w u lf 's  r e p ly  t o  h i s  u n c le  a f f o r d s  a  

f u r t h e r  g lim p se  o f  t h e  u n iv e r s a l  im p l ic a t io n s  o f  h i s  s t r u g g le  a g a i n s t
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G re n d e l— a round  in  th e  e n d le s s  b a t t l e  be tw een  th e  h e ro e s  and  th e  m o n s te rs ,

be tw een  th o s e  who f i g h t  t o  u p h o ld  a l l  w hich i s  n o b le  in  human e x is te n c e

and th o s e  who seek  e v e r  to  h u m i l ia te  and  d e s t r o y  human w o rth :

J )a e t  i s  u n d y rn e , d ry h te n  H ig e la c ,
(m ice l) g em etin g , monegum f i r a ,  

hw ylc ( o r le g )h w il  u n c e r  G re n d le s  
w ear#  on #am w ange, f>aer he w orna f e l a  
S ig e -S cy ld in g u m  s o rg e  g e frem ed e , 
yrm#e t o  a l d r e ;  i c  £ a e t  e a l l  g ew raec , 
swa b eg y lp an  (ne) £ e a r f  G re n d e le s  maga 
(aen ig )  o f e r  e o r# an  u h th lem  fione, 
s e  #e le n g e s t  l e o f a #  la # a n  c y n n e s , 
f ( a c n e )  b i f o n g e n . '

(2 0 0 0 -2 0 0 9 )64

A f te r  G rendel i s  k i l l e d ,  h i s  dam 's r a i d  on H e o ro t, w h ile  a p p a re n t ly  

r e p r e s e n t in g  a  l e s s e r  d a n g e r t o  h e r o ic  s o c ie ty ,® ^  n e v e r th e le s s  u n d e r­

m ines i t  a t  i t s  r o o t s .  W hether o r  n o t th e  m o n s te r  in te n d s  f u r t h e r  

a t t a c k s ,  h e r  m urder o f  A eschere  t h r e a t e n s  t o  r e t u r n  th e  Danes t o  a  s t a t e  

o f  p a s s iv e  f u t i l i t y :

Hream w ear#  in  H e o ro te ; heo  u n d e r h e o l f r e  genam 
c u fe  fo lm e; c e a ru  w aes gen iw od , 
gew orden in  w icun .

(1302-1304)

A gain  H ro th g a r  i s  re d u c e d  to  m ourn ing :

H ro#gar m a§elode , helm  S c y ld in g a :
'Ne f r i n  §u  a e f t e r  saelum ! S orh  i s  geniw od 
D en igea le o d u m .'

(1321-1323)

And a g a in  B eow ulf i s  c a l l e d  upon t o  cham pion m ankind a g a i n s t  th e  

m o n s te r s :

'Nu i s  s e  r a e d  g e la n g  
e f t  a e t  j?e an u m .'

(1376-1377)

B e fo re  t h e  h e r o ic  w o rld  can b e  w h o lly  r e s t o r e d ,  A esch ere  m ust b e  aven g ed , 

r e t a l i a t i o n  a  l i v i n g  p ro o f  o f  s o c i e t y 's  c a p a c i ty  t o  a c t — a f le s h - a n d -  

b lo o d  c o n f irm a tio n  o f  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  h o n o r i t s  com m itm ents and  f u l f i l l
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i t s  i d e a l s .  A f a i l u r e  t o  ta k e  vengeance c o n s t i t u t e s  a f a i l u r e  a t  th e

v e ry  h e a r t  o f  th e  A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  w o rld , a  c o n fe s s io n  o f  w eak n ess ,

p a r a l y s i s ,  and u l t im a te  d e f e a t .  T hus, a s  we have a l r e a d y  s e e n ,  Beow ulf

c o u n te r s  H r o th g a r 's  d e s p a i r  w ith  a p rom pt e x h o r ta t io n  to  v en g ean ce :

'Ne s o rg a ,  s n o to r  guma! S e l r e  b ic j aeghwaem,
f a e t  he  h i s  f re o n d  w re c e , fo n n e  he f e l a  murne . . .
A r i s ,  r i c e s  w ea rd , u to n  b r a f e  f e r a n ,
G re n d le s  magan gang sceaw ig a n .
I c  h i t  f e  g e h a te :  no  he  on helm  lo s a 3 ,
ne on fo ld a n  fa e fm , ne on f y r g e n h o l t ,  
ne on g y fe n e s  g ru n d , ga f a e r  he  w i l l e l '

(1384-1394)

Making good h i s  b o a s t ,  th e  h e ro  once a g a in  a c t s  a s  red eem er o f  h e r o ic  

l i f e :

'F y re n d a e d a  w ra e c , 
deaijcw ealm  D en ig ea , swa h i t  g e d e fe  w aes.
I c  h i t  f e  fo n n e  g e h a te ,  f a e t  f u  on H eo ro te  m ost 
s o r h le a s  sw efan  min f i n r a  le o d a ,
dugu<3e ond i o g o f e , f a e t  f u  him  on d raed an  ne f e a r f t , 
fe o d e n  S c y ld in g a , on f a  h e a l f e ,  
a ld o rb e a lu  e o rlu m , swa f u  a e r  d y d e s t . ’

(1669-1676)

L ik e  G ren d e l and h i s  dam, th e  t h i r d  m o n s te r— th e  d rag o n — je o p a r d iz e s  

h e r o ic  s o c i e t y .  U t t e r l y  r a v a g in g  th e  c o u n t ry s id e ,  h e  hum bles th e  

G e a tis h  n a t io n :

y>a s e  g a e s t  ongan gledum  sp iw an , 
b e o r h t  h o fu  b a e r n a n ,— b ry n e leo m a s to d  
eldum  on an d an ; no f a e r  a h t  cw ices  
la d  l y f t f l o g a  la e f a n  w o ld e .
Waes f e  wyrmes w ig  w ide g e sy n e , 
n e a ro fa g e s  n i 3  nean  ond f e o r r a n ,  
h u  s e  gucjsceacja G eata  le o d e  
h a to d e  ond hynde .

(2312-2319)

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  l i k e  G re n d e l, th e  s e r p e n t  a t t a c k s  th e  k i n g 's  h a l l ,  c e n t e r

66and sym bol o f  h e r o ic  c i v i l i z a t i o n :

J)a w aes B io w u lfe  b ro g a  gecy^ed  
snude t o  so<3e, f a e t  h i s  s y l f e s  ham, 
b o ld a  s e l e s t  hrynewylmnum m e a lt ,  
g i f s t o l  G e a ta .

(2324-2327)
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Y et a g a in ,  e v e ry th in g  i s  a t  s t a k e — l i f e ,  la n d ,  and  h e r o ic  g lo r y .  And 

once a g a in  B eow ulf moves fo rw ard  as  th e  h e r o ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  man a t  

h i s  h ig h e s t :

'N is  £ a e t  eow er s i 5  
ne gem et m annes, n e fn (e )  min a n e s ,
|» ae t he w id  a g la e c e a n  eo fo d o  d a e le ,  
e o r ls c y p e  e f n e . '

(2532-2535)

As a g a i n s t  G ren d e l and h i s  dam, B eow ulf im m e d ia te ly  r e s o lv e s  t o  ta k e  

a c t i o n ,  s e a l i n g  h i s  d e c i s io n  w ith  "w ords o f  b o a s t i n g " :

B eow ulf m ad e lo d e , beotw ordum  s p ra e c  
n ie h s ta n  s i d e ;  ' I c  genecjde f e l a  
guda on geogode; g y t i c  w y l le ,  
f r o d  f o lc e s  w eard  fa e h d e  s e c a n ,  
m aerdu fremman, g i f  mec se  m ansceada 
o f  e o r d s e le  u t  g e se c e d . '

(2510-2515)

T o g e th e r ,  B eow ulf and W ig la f  k i l l  th e  d ra g o n :

}>a gen s y l f  cy n in g  
gew eold  h i s  g e w i t te ,  w e a l l - s e a x e  g e b ra e d  
b i t e r  ond b e a d u s c e a rp , £ a e t  he  on b y rn an  w aeg; 
f o rw ra t  Wedra helm  wyrm on m iddan .
Feond g e fy ld a n  — f e r h  e l l e n  w ra e c — , 
ond h i  hyne pa  begen  a b ro te n  h a e fd o n , 
s i b a e d e l in g a s .

(2702-2708)

T h e i r  tr iu m p h  i s  o f  c o u rs e  t in g e d  w ith  t r a g e d y ,  e n d in g  in  th e  d e a th  o f  

th e  h e ro  a s  w e l l  as  th e  m o n s te r :

B io w u lfe  w e a rd  
dryhtm aedm a d a e l  deade fo r g o ld e n ;  
h a e fd e  aeghw aeder ende g e f e r e d  
la e n a n  l i f e s

(2842-2845)

B ut t h e  d r a g o n - s la y in g  i s  an ex em p lary  v i c t o r y  n e v e r t h e l e s s ;  f o r  in  

d e s t r o y in g  th e  f i r e d r a k e ,  th e  h e ro  a t  h i s  end  h a s  acc o m p lish e d  a l l  t h a t  

man can  ac c o m p lish  in  t h i s  t r a n s i t o r y  w o rld  a g a i n s t  th e  f o r c e s  o f  d a rk ­

n e s s .  In  h i s  d e a th ,  a s  in  l i f e ,
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H eold  on h e a h g e sc e a p .
(3084)

The s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  B e o w u lf 's  th r e e  m a jo r m o n s te r  f i g h t s  i s  a m p li­

f i e d  and e la b o r a te d  in  two su p p le m e n ta ry  p a s s a g e s ,  B e o w u lf 's  own a c c o u n t

o f  h i s  y o u th fu l  swimming m atch  a g a i n s t  B reca  and th e  n a r r a t i v e  a c c o u n t o f

67th e  h e r o 's  u n d e rw a te r  o r d e a l  a t  G r e n d e l 's  m ere . T e l l i n g  o f  th e  h a r d ­

s h ip s  he en d u red  d u r in g  h i s  c o n t e s t  w ith  B re c a , Beow ulf d e s c r ib e s  a 

lo n g , h a rd  f i g h t  a g a i n s t  s e a -m o n s te r s  in  w hich h e  i s  u l t im a te ly  v i c t o r ­

io u s ,  s la y in g  n in e  o f  th e  la ffg e teo n an  w ith  h i s  sword (5 4 9 -5 8 0 ). W hile 

th e  a n e c d o te  p e rh a p s  s e r v e s  a n a r r a t i v e  f u n c t io n — th e  h e ro  v a l i d a t i n g  

h i s  m o n s te r - s la y in g  c r e d e n t i a l s  t o  a p o s s ib ly  s k e p t i c a l  D anish  a u d ie n c e — ^8 

th e m a t ic a l ly  i t  s e r v e s  t o  a n t i c i p a t e  th e  m eaning o f  B e o w u lf 's  f u tu r e  

m o n s t e r - b a t t l e s ; f o r  even  h e r e ,  in  t h i s  b r i e f  n a r r a t i v e  summary, th e

m o n s te rs  a r e  p o r t r a y e d  a s  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  in im ic a l  t o  man and  B e o w u lf 's

69v ic to r y  i s  r e p r e s e n te d  a s  a  s e r v i c e  t o  h u m a n ity :

'Ac on m ergenne mecum wunde 
be i S l a f e  uppe la e g o n , 
sw eo(r)dum  a sw e fe d e , jpaet sycSjfian na 
ymb b ro n tn e  fo rd  b rim lic fen d e  
la d e  ne  l e t t o n . '

(565-569)

L a te r ,  a s  B eow ulf p lu n g e s  t o  th e  b o tto m  o f  th e  m ere in  th e  c lu tc h e s  

o f  G re n d e l 's  dam, h e  i s  a g a in  b e s e t  by a  h o s t  o f  s e a -m o n s te rs  who se e k  

t o  d e s tro y  him :

B aer §a  s e o  b r im w y l(f)  , § a  heo  t o  botm e com,
h r in g a  £ e n g e l  t o  h o fe  s inum ,
swa h e  n e  m ih te  — no h e  § a e s  modig w aes—
w aepna g ew ea ld an , a c  he  w undra § a es  f e l a
s w e (n )c te  on su n d e , s a e d e o r  monig
h ild e tu x u m  h e re s y rc a n  b r a e c ,
e h to n  a g la e c a n .

(1506-1512)

A lthough  h e re  he i s  u n a b le  t o  ta k e  arms a g a i n s t  t h i s  s e a  o f  m o n s te r s ,  we
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a r e  t o l d  t h a t  e a r l i e r  a G rea t w a r r io r  (p ro b a b ly  B eow ulf) does manage to

k i l l  one o f  th e s e  n i c r a s ;

Gesawon 3a a e f t e r  w a e te re  wyrmcynnas f e l a ,  
s e l l i c e  sa e d ra c a n  sund  c u n n in a , 
sw ylce  on naeshleo<3um n i c r a s  l i c g e a n ,
3a on undernm ael o f t  b e w itig a c j 
s o rh fu ln e  s i 3  on s e g l r a d e ,  
wyrmas ond w i ld e a r .  H ie on weg h ru ro n  
b i t e r e  g e b o lg n e ; b ea rh tm  o n g e a to n , 
gudhom  g a la n .  Suxnna G ea ta  le o d  
o f  f la n b o g a n  f e o r e s  g e tw a e fd e , 
y<3gewinnes, f ia e t  him  on a l d r e  s to d  
h e r e s t r a e l  h e a r d r a ;  he on holm e waes 
su n d es  fie s a e n r a ,  fie hyne s w y lt  fornam .

(1425-1436)

F i n a l l y ,  a f t e r  B eow ulf h a s  k i l l e d  G r e n d e l 's  dam, we le a r n  t h a t  th e

h e r o 's  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  G ren d e l c la n  h a s  e n t i r e l y  p u rg e d  th e  m ere ,

p re su m ab ly  o f  i t s  m o n s te r  h o s t : ^

Waeron yQ gebland e a l  g e f a e ls o d ,
eac n e  e a r d a s ,  6a  se  e l l o r g a s t
o f  l e t  l i f d a g a s  ond fias la e n a n  g e s c e a f t .

(1620-1622)

In  e ac h  o f  th e s e  p a s s a g e s  th e n ,  th e  m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  o f  s u b s id ia r y  m o n s te rs  

b a s i c a l l y  s e rv e s  t o  r e in f o r c e  and g e n e r a l iz e  th e  m eaning o f  B e o w u lf 's  

p r im a ry  m o n s t e r - f i g h t s , u n d e rs c o r in g  th e  h e r o ic  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  h i s  r o le  

a s  h a l l - p u r g e r  and d r a g o n - s la y e r — a r o le  whose r a m i f i c a t io n s  we have n o t  

y e t  f u l l y  exam ined .

The n a tu r e  o f  th e  m o n s te rs  i s  p e c u l i a r l y  a m b iv a le n t. On th e  one 

h a n d , th e y  a r e  u t t e r l y  a l i e n  and in im ic a l  t o  man; on th e  o th e r ,  th e y  

p o s s e s s  d i s t i n c t l y  human o r  "hum anoid" c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  B oth  a s p e c ts  

a r e  b a s i c  t o  th e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e :  To th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  th e

m o n s te rs  a r e  a l i e n ,  th e  m o n s te r - f ig h ts  r e f l e c t  th e  an tag o n ism  b etw een  th e  

"c i v i t a s "  and th e  " w a s t e l a n d , b e t w e e n  th e  c o u r t l y  v i r t u e s  o f  c i v i ­

l i z e d  s o c i e t y  and  th e  t e r r i b l e , m y s te r io u s  f o r c e s — n a t u r a l  and  u n n a tu r a l—
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w hich a re  f e l t  t o  i n h a b i t  th e  d a rk  p la c e s  a t  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  th e  A ng lo -

Saxon w o rld ; t o  th e  d e g re e  t h a t  th e  m o n s te rs  p o s s e s s  human a t t r i b u t e s ,

th e y  r e f l e c t  th e  in h e r e n t ly  t r a g i c  c o n t r a d i c t i o n s —v en g ea n ce , f e u d , w ar—

72w hich th r e a te n  t o  d e s t r o y  h e r o ic  s o c ie ty  from  w ith in  th e  c i v i t a s  i t s e l f .

To p o in t  th e  a n t i t h e s i s  betw een  c i v i t a s  and  w a s te la n d , th e  m o n s te rs
7 3

o u tc a s t  and o u tlaw  s t a t u s  i s  em p h asized . G ren d e l and h i s  dam a r e

c a l l e d  m ic le  m e a rc s ta p a n  (1 3 4 8 ); G ren d e l h im s e l f  i s  te rm e d , among o th e r

th i n g s ,  feo n d  m ancynnes (1 6 4 ) , angenga (4 4 9 ), e l l o r g a s t  (8 0 7 ), m ancynnes

feo n d  (1 2 7 6 ), and le o d sc e a 9 a n  ( 2 0 9 3 ) .^  The d ragon  to o ,  th o u g h  l e s s

e m p h a tic a l ly  m a lig n a n t ,  i s  c a l l e d  e a ld  uh tsceacfe  (2 2 7 1 ), nacod  n ic fd ra c a

(2 2 7 3 ), and 5eodscea<5a ( 2 2 7 8 ) .75 A ll  t h r e e  i n h a b i t  th e  w i ld e r n e s s ,  f a r

from  human d w e ll in g s  and h a l l s .  G ren d e l i s  f i r s t  in t ro d u c e d  a s  a  d e n iz e n

o f  m a rsh e s , m o o rs , f e n s , and w a s te s :

Waes s e  grimma g a e s t  G ren d e l h a te n ,  
m aere m e a rc s ta p a , se  £e  m oras h e o ld ,  
fen  ond f a e s t e n ;  f i f e l c y n n e s  e a rd  
w o n sa e li  w er w eardode h w ile .

(1 0 2 -1 0 5 )76

The m ere i s  n o to r io u s ly  w i ld ,  e e r i e ,  and  s i n i s t e r :  .

'H ie  d y g e l lo n d  
w a r ig e a S  w u lfh le o £ u , w in d ig e  n a e s s a s ,  
f r e c n e  f e n g e la d ,  p a e r  fy rg e n s tre a m  
u n d e r n a e s s a  g e n ip u  n i§ e r  gew itecj, 
f lo d  u n d e r f o ld a n .  N is f ia e t  f e o r  heonon 
m ilg e m e a rc e s , § a e t  se  mere standee?; 
o f e r  fiaem h o n g iae j h r in d e  b e a rw a s , 
wudu w yrtum  f a e s t  w a e te r  oferhelma<3.
J )a e r  maeg n i h t a  gehwaem ni<5vundor se o n , 
f y r  on f lo d e .  No jiaes  f ro d  leo fac?  
gumena b e a rn a ,  £ a e t  §one g runde w i te .
J)eah fie hae<5stapa hundum gesw enced , 
h e o r o t  hornum tru m  h o ltw u d u  s e c e ,  
f e o r r a n  g e fly m ed , a e r  he fe o rh  s e le 3 ,  
a ld o r  on o f r e ,  a e r  he  in  w i l l e ,  
h a f e la n  (beo rg an ) ; n i s  f ia e t  h e o ru  stow e!
Jtonon ycjgeblond up a s t ig e Q  
won t o  wolcnum , ponne w ind s ty r e ^  
l a 3  g ew id ru , o$  § a e t  l y f t  d rysm a3, 
r o d e ra s  r e o t a ^ . '

(1357-1376)
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And th e  p a th  t o  i t  i s  a lm o s t e q u a l ly  a p p a l l in g :

O fereode  f>a aejISelinga b e a m  
s te a p  s t a n l i ^ o ,  s t i g e  n ea rw e , 
enge anpacjas, uncud  g e la d ,  
neow le n a e s s a s ,  n ic o rh u s a  f e l a ;  
he f e a r a  sum b e fo ra n  gengde 
w is r a  monna wong sc e a w ia n , 
ofi jjiaet he f a e r in g a  fy rgenbeam as 
o f e r  h a rn e  s ta n  h le o n ia n  fu n d e , 
w yn leasne  wudu; w a e te r  u n d e r  s to d  
d r e o r ig  ond g e d re fe d .

(1408-1417)

Even th e  d r a g o n 's  b a rro w , a l b e i t  l e s s  om inous by f a r  th a n  G re n d e l 's  l a i r ,  

i s  p o r t r a y e d  a s  i n a c c e s s i b l e ,  b a r r e n ,  and  f o r b id d in g :

oS  d a e t  an ongan 
deorcum  n ih tu m  d ra c a  r i c s ( i ) a n ,  
se  5e on hea(um ) h ( a e d )e  h o rd e  bew eo to d e , 
s ta n b e o rh  s te a p n e ;  s t i g  u n d e r la e g  
eldum  uncu0.

(2110-2114)

The m o n s te rs  n o t  o n ly  d w ell o u t s id e  th e  i s o l a t e d  c i r c l e s  o f  human

s e t t l e m e n t ,  th e y  d w e ll in  shadow. As i f  by  some im m utable law  o f  n a tu r e ,

77a l l  t h r e e  a r e  n o c tu rn a l  c r e a t u r e s .  S eem ing ly  p r o h ib i t e d  from  harm ing

men d u r in g  th e  c l e a r  l i g h t  o f  G o d 's  d a y , e a c h  a t t a c k s  o n ly  u n d e r a

c o v e r in g  sh ro u d  o f  d a rk n e s s ,  h i s  pow er r e s t r i c t e d  t o  th o s e  h o u rs  when

th e  t e n t a t i v e  p e r im e te r s  o f  c i v i l i z a t i o n  s h r in k  b ack  w i th in  th e  f i r e l i t

s a n c t u a r i e s  o f  h a l l  and  bow er. G ren d e l i s  c a l l e d  se^ |>e_ ii i  £ y s tru m  b ad

and  n ih tb e a lw a  m aest (86, 1 9 3 ). L ik e  H a m le t 's  f a t h e r 's  g h o s t ,  h i s  tim e

a b ro a d  i s  l i m i t e d  t o  th e  h o u rs  a f t e r  n i g h t f a l l :

(Ac se ) a e g la e c a  e h te n d e  w aes , 
d e o rc  d e a fs c u a ,  dugupe ond geog o fe  
seomade ond s y re d e ;  s i n n i h t e  h e o ld  
m is t ig e  m oras.

(159-162)

I t  i s  o n ly  a f t e r  s u n s e t  t h a t  G ren d e l u s u rp s  H e o ro t:

'S e c g a d  s a e lic je n d , |> ae t £ a e s  s e l e  s ta n d e ,  
r e c e d  s e l e s t a  r i n c a  gehwylcum
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i d e l  ond u n n y t, sicfcJan a e f e n le o h t  
u n d e r h e o fe n e s  h ad o r b e h o le n  w e o rfe 6 . '

(411-414)

P r e d ic t a b ly ,  G re n d e l1s o r i g i n a l  a t t a c k  on th e  h a l l  was la u n c h e d  a t  

n i g h t :
Gewat 3a n e o s ia n ,  sy f6 a n  n i h t  becom , 

hean  b u s e s ,  hu  h i t  H ring-D ene 
a e f t e r  b e o r fe g e  gebun h a e fd o n .
Fand f a  6 a e r  in n e  a e f e l in g a  g e d r ih t  
sw efan  a e f t e r  sym ble ; so rg e  ne cucfon, 
w o n sc e a f t  w e ra . W iht u n h a e lo , 
g rim  on g r a d ig ,  g e a ro  sona  w aes, 
r e o c  ond r e f e ,  ond on r a e s t e  genam 
f r i t i g  fe g n a .

(115-123)

I t  i s  w e l l  u n d e rs to o d  t h a t  h i s  s o r t i e  a g a in s t  th e  G ea ts  to o  w i l l  o c c u r  

o n ly  a f t e r  d a rk :

Of f e a t  sem ninga 
sunu  H e a lfd e n e s  se c e a n  w olde 
a e f e b r a e s t s ;  w is te  faem  a h la e c a n  
t o  faem  h e a h s e le  h i l d e  g e f in g e d ,  
s i5 6 a n  h ie  sunnan l e o h t  geseon  m eah ton , 
o f  3e n ip e n d e  n i h t  o f e r  e a l l e ,  
scaduhelm a g escea p u  s c r iS a n  cwoman 
wan u n d e r  wolcnum.

(644-651)

And, a s  e x p e c te d :

Com on w anre n i h t  
scri<5an scead u g en g a .

(702-703)

L ike  G re n d e l, th e  d rag o n  i s  a pow er o f  th e  n i g h t ,  an e a ld  u h ts c e a d a  who 

n ih t e s  f le o g e 6  (2 2 7 1 -2 2 7 3 ). H aving d is c o v e re d  th e  t h e f t  o f  h i s  

t r e a s u r e ,  th e  d rag o n  m ust im p a t i e n t ly  w a i t  f o r  n ig h t  t o  f a l l  b e fo r e  

la u n c h in g  h i s  d e v a s ta t in g  r a i d  on th e  G e a tish  n a t io n :

Hordw eard onbad 
e a r f o 6 l i c e ,  o 3  cjaet a e fe n  cwom; 
w aes 6a  g eb o lg en  b e o rg e s  h y rd e , 
w olde se  la 9 a  l i g e  fo rg y ld a n  
d r i n c f a e t  d y re .  J>a waes daeg  sc e a c e n  
wyrme on w i l l a n ;  no on w e a lle  l a ( n ) g  
b id a n  w o ld e , a c  mid b a e le  f o r ,  
f y r e  g e fy s e d .

(2302-2309)
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G re n d e l 's  dam to o  a t t a c k s  by n ig h t :

Ond h i s  modor §a g y t 
g i f r e  ond galgm od gegan w olde 
s o rh fu ln e  si<3, sunu  d e c s ’ w recan .

Com 5a to  H e o ro te , p a e r  H ring-D ene 
geond 6 a e t  s a e ld  sw aefun .

(1276-1279)

The a s s o c ia t io n  o f  th e  m o n s te rs  w ith  n ig h t  and la w le s s n e s s  i s  no 

mere p o e t i c  d e v ic e .  The o u te r  d a rk n e s s  and om inous w a s te s  w hich 

su rro u n d  th e  h a l l s  o f  men c o n t r i b u te  more th a n  a n o te  o f  gloom to  th e  

t r a g i c  a tm o sp h ere  o f  B e o w u lf 's  w o rld . F ig u r a t iv e  a s p e c ts  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  

th e y  r e p r e s e n t  th e  same d e s t r u c t i v e ,  i r r a t i o n a l  f o r c e s  to  w hich th e  

m o n s te rs  le n d  f le s h - a n d - b lo o d  fo rm , and a g a i n s t  w hich human c i v i l i z a t i o n  

wages p e r p e tu a l  w ar, s t r i v i n g  to  im pose i t s  own id e a l s  o f  l i g h t  and 

o rd e r  on a  w o rld  o f  chaos and  d a rk n e s s .

As we have n o te d ,  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  th e  c i v i t a s  and  th e  

w a s te la n d  i s  n o t  one o f  s im p le  o p p o s i t io n ;  t h e r e  i s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  d e g re e  

o f  i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n  and  o v e r la p .  However d a rk ,  a l i e n ,  and  inhum an, th e  

in v a d e rs  b e a r  a  m arked re se m b la n c e  to  t h e i r  v ic t im s .  As we have a l r e a d y  

s e e n , th e  e l e g i a c  r h e t o r i c  a p p l ie d  to  G re n d e l, h i s  dam, and th e  d rag o n  

s u g g e s ts  a l i n k  b e tw een  m o n s te rs  and men on th e  b a s i s  o f  t h e i r  common 

m o r t a l i t y .  More im p o r ta n t ,  G ren d e l and h i s  dam a r e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  

i d e n t i f i e d  as  human, o r  a t  l e a s t  "hum anoid" c r e a t u r e s ,  an d , no m a t te r  

how a b e r r a n t  and a b h o r r e n t ,  b o th  m o th er and  so n  p o s s e s s  human form :

J»aera  ocjer w aes ,
§ a e s  §e h ie  g e w is l i c o s t  g e w ita n  m eahton , 
id e s e  o n l i c n e s ;  ocjer earm sceapen  
on w eres  waestmum w r a e c la s ta s  t r a e d ,  
n a e fn e  he  waes m ara fionne a e n ig  man o 3 e r ,

(1349-1353)78

As m o n s te rs  re se m b le  men, men resem b le  m o n s te r s ,  th e  fa m ily  l i k e -
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n e s s  m arked by th e  s ig n  o f  C a in . E x i le d  and  o u tc a s t  from  human s o c i e t y ,  

G ren d e l and h i s  dam a re  e x p l i c i t l y  named a s  C a in 's  d e s c e n d a n ts :

S if5 a n  C ain  wearcj 
t o  ecgbanan  angan b r e f e r ,  
daederenm aege; he  f a  fa g  g ew at, 
m o rfre  gem earced mandream f l e o n ,  
w esten  w arode. ^3anon woe f a l a  
g e o s c e a f tg a s ta ;  w aes f a r a  G ren d e l sum.

(1261-1266)

The c u rs e  o f  C a in 's  b lo o d  ru n s  th ro u g h  th e  v e in s  o f  th e  c i v i t a s  a s  w e l l .

T h ere  a r e  num erous s l a y e r s  o f  t h e i r  own k in  p o r t r a y e d  in  B eow ulf,

b e g in n in g  w ith  U n fe r th  who i s  denounced by B eow ulf h im s e lf :

' J)eah cju f  inum brodrum  to  b anan  w u rd e , 
heafodm aegum; f a e s  f u  in  h e l i e  s c e a l t  
werhejo d re o g a n , f e a h  f i n  w i t  d u g e .1

(5 8 7 -5 8 9 )80

H r o th u l f ,  i t  i s  h in t e d ,  w i l l  m urder h i s  c o u s in s  and u su rp  h i s  u n c l e 's  

t h r o n e :

f a e g e re  b e fa e g o n  
m edofu l m anig magas f a r a  
sw icjhicgende on s e l e  f e  h e a n ,
H roSgar ond H r o f u l f .  H e o ro t in n a n  waes 
freondum  a f y l l e d ;  n a l l e s  f a c e n s t a f a s  

J )e o d -S c y ld in g a s  fe n d e n  frem edon .
(1014-1019)

B aer f a  godan tw egen 
s a e to n  s u h te r g e f a e d e r a n ; f a  g y t  was h i e r a  s ib  a e tg a e d e r e ,  
aeghw yle o3rum try w e .

(1 1 6 3 -1 1 6 5 )81

H a e th c y n 's  s la y in g  o f  H e re b e a ld , a l th o u g h  a c c i d e n t a l ,  i s  t e c h n ic a l ly  a 

f r a t r i c i d e  and c a n n o t be  fo rg iv e n  by  H r e th e l :

'Swa W edra helm  
a e f t e r  H e reb ea ld e  h e o r ta n  so rg e  
w e a l l in d e  w aeg; w ih te  ne  m eahte 
on 6am feo rh b o n an  faeg h d e  g e b e ta n ; 
no &y a e r  he fo n e  h e a 6 o r in c  h a t i a n  ne m eahte 
ladum daedum, f e a h  him  l e o f  ne w a e s . '

(2462-2467)

And e a r l i e r :
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'Waes £am y ld e s ta n  u n g e d e fe l ic e
mages daedum m or§orbed s t r e d ,
sy35an  hyne Hae<?cyn o f  h o rn b o g an ,
h i s  f re a w in e  f la n e  g e sw e n c te ,
m is te  m e rc e ls e s  ond h i s  maeg o f s c e t ,
b rocjor ocT e rn e  b lo d ig a n  g a re .
p a e t  waes fe o h le a s  g e f e o h t ,  fyrenum  g esy n g ad ,
h re 3 re  hygemecje; s c e o ld e  hw aedre swa fieah
a ec fe lin g  unw recen e a ld r e s  l i n n a n . '

(2435-2443)

O nela k i l l s  h i s  nephew Eanmund, and Eanmund i s  avenged  by h i s  b r o th e r

E a d g i ls  who, w ith  B e o w u lf 's  h e lp ,  s la y s  h i s  u n c le :

Se <5aes le o d h ry re s  le a n  gemunde 
u f e r a n  dogrum , E a d g i ls e  wearcf 
fe a s c e a f tu m  f re o n d ; f o lc e  g e s te p t e  
o f e r  s a e  s id e  sunu  O h te re s ,  
wigum on waepnum; he  gew raec sy<3c5an 
cealdum  c e a rs i5 u m , cy n in g  e a l d r e  b i n e a t .

(2 3 9 1 -2 3 9 6 )82

In  th e  F in n s b u rh  e p is o d e ,  H naef and h i s  nephew— h is  s i s t e r ' s  so n — f a l l

in  b a t t l e ,  each  f i g h t i n g  a g a in s t  th e  o th e r :

Ne h u ro  H ild e b u rh  h e r ia n  f io r f te  
E o ten a  tre o w e ; unsynnum w e a r3  
b e lo re n  leofum  a t  pant l in d p le g a n  
bearnum  ond brodrum ; h ie  on g eb y rd  h ru ro n  
g a re  w unde; £ a e t  waes geom uru i d e s !

(1071-1075)

H et. 3a H ild e b u rh  a e t  H naefes ade 
h i r e  s e l f e  sunu  sw eolo3e b e f a e s t e n ,  
b a n f a tu  b a e rn a n , ond on b a e l  don 
eame on e a x le .

(1114-1117)

A lthough  Heremod i s  n o t  s a id  t o  m urder h i s  b lo o d  k i n ,  he s l a y s  h i s

e a x l g e s t e a l l a n , w h ich , a c c o rd in g  to  A nglo-Saxon custom  and  law , i s  a

83crim e p e rh a p s  even more h e in o u s :

B re a t  bolgenm od b e o d g e n e a ta s , 
e a x l g e s t e a l l a n .

(1713-1714)

In  a  more g e n e r a l iz e d  fo rm , th e  C ain  m o t i f  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in  th e  web

84o f  b lo o d  f e u d  and vengeance w hich d o m in a tes  th e  s o - c a l l e d  " d ig r e s s io n s ,"
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w here i t  s e rv e s  to  p o in t  th e  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  th e  main a c t io n  by 

r a i s i n g  i r r a t i o n a l  v io le n c e  t o  th e  l e v e l  o f  an a r c h e ty p a l  h i s t o r i c a l  

p a t t e r n .  The f i r s t  o f  th e  t r a g i c  fe u d s  p o r t r a y e d  in  B eow ulf i s  th e  feud  

betw een  th e  Danes and th e  F r i s i a n s  in  th e  F in n sb u rh  e p is o d e .  A ll  th e  

e le m e n ts  o f  G erm anic t r a g e d y  a re  p r e s e n t :  c o n f l i c t i n g  l o y a l t i e s ,  

d u p l i c i t y ,  th e  d e a th  o f  c h i e f t a i n s ,  th e  f a l l  o f  k in ,  and th e  in c o n s o la b le  

g r i e f  o f  a b e r e f t  widow. The m ost t e l l i n g  a s p e c t  o f  th e  s c o p 's  t a l e  

how ever, i s  i t s  em phasis  upon th e  e n d le s s  s p i r a l  o f  a t t a c k  and  r e t r i ­

b u t io n  w hich r e n d e r s  p eac e  and s e c u r i t y  a l l  b u t  im p o s s ib le  t o  th e  h e r o ic

85w o rld . I f ,  a s  h as  b een  s u rm is e d , th e  m a rr ia g e  o f  F in n  and H ild e b u rh

was o r i g i n a l l y  a r ra n g e d  t o  g u a ra n te e  p eace  betw een  th e  w a r r in g  Danes

and F r i s i a n s ,  th e  p la n  f a i l s  when F inn  renew s th e  feu d  by a t t a c k in g  h i s

v i s i t i n g  b r o th e r - i n - l a w ,  H naef:

Ne h u ru  H ild e b u rh  h e r ia n  f o r f t e  
E o ten a  tre o w e .

(1071-1072)

A f te r  f i e r c e  f i g h t i n g  in  w hich H naef i s  k i l l e d  b u t  n e i t h e r  s id e  i s  a b le

to  g a in  d e c i s iv e  v i c t o r y ,  Danes and F r i s i a n s  r a t i f y  a t r u c e :

Toa h ie  getruwedon on two h e a lfa  
f a e s t e  frio<3uwaere.

(1095-1096)

B ut when H engest r e s o lv e s  t o  avenge th e  s la y in g  o f  H n aef, sworn o a th s  

and t r e a t i e s  s u f f i c e  no b e t t e r  th a n  m a rr ia g e  bonds to  p r e v e n t  th e  feud  

from  b re a k in g  o u t anew:

He to  gym w raece  
swicfor f o h te  fo n n e  t o  s a e la d e ,  
g i f  he to rn g em o t f u r h te o n  m ih te , 
f a e t  he E o ten a  b e a m  i r n e  gemunde.

(1138-1141)

S t r i f e  ends o n ly  w ith  th e  d e a th  o f  F in n  and th e  s a c k in g  o f  h i s  h a l l :

Ne m eahte w a e fre  mod 
fo rh a b b a n  in  h r e f  r e . J>a waes h e a l  roden
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feonda  feorum , s w i lc e  F in  s la e g e n ,  
cy n in g  on c o r £ r e ,  ond seo  cwen numen.
S ceo ten d  S c y ld in g a  t o  scypon  fe re d o n  
e a l  in g e s t e a ld  e o rc jc y n in g e s , 
sw ylce  h ie  a e t  F in n e s  ham f in d a n  m eahton 
s i l g a  searogim m a.

(1150-1157)

A rem ark ab ly  s im i l a r  p a t t e r n  em erges from  B e o w u lf 's  a cc o u n t o f  th e  

fe u d  betw een  th e  Danes and th e  H e a th o b a rd s . I n  hope o f  s e t t l i n g  th e  

h o s t i l i t i e s ,  H ro th g a r g iv e s  h i s  d a u g h te r  F reaw aru  to  In g e ld  in  m a rr ia g e :

'S io  g e h a te n  ( is )  
geong g o ld h ro d e n , gladum  su n a  F ro d a n ;
(h )a fa 3  fiaes gew orden w ine S c y ld in g a , 
r i c e s  h y rd e , ond £ a e t  r a e d  ta le c j ,  
f ia e t  he mid cjy w ife  w a e lfa e h d a  d a e l ,  
s a e c c a  g e s e t t e . '

(2024-2029)

B ut once a g a in  th e  c a l l  o f  b lo o d  p ro v e s  s t r o n g e r  th a n  th e  t i e s  o f  m a r r ia g e ,

and th e  a t te m p t to  weave p eace  p ro v e s — o r  w i l l  p ro v e — f u t i l e  when an o ld

H ea th o b a rd  w a r r io r  i n c i t e s  a  y o u n g e r f i g h t e r  t o  v engeance:

Jtonne b iocj (a b )ro c e n e  on b a  h e a l f e  
a c fe w e o rd  e o r l a ;  (sy#)cjan  in g e ld e  
w e a l la #  w a e ln ic ja s , ond him  w if lu f a n  
a e f t e r  cearwaelmum c o l r a n  weor<5a5.'

(2063-2066)

I t  i s  a lm o s t c e r t a i n l y  as  a co n seq u en ce  o f  t h i s  v e ry  feu d  t h a t  H eo ro t 

i s  l a t e r  t o  be  p u t to  th e  to r c h  when I n g e ld  u n s u c c e s s f u l ly  le a d s  an 

in v a d in g  army a g a in s t  H ro th g a r  and  H r o th u l f :

S e le  h l i f l a d e  
heah  ond h o rn g e a p ; hea<3owylma b a d , 
la 3 a n  l i g e s ; ne w aes i t  le n g e  § a  g e n , 
f ia e t pe  e c g h e te  a§um sweoran 
a e f t e r  w a e ln i^ e  w aecnan s c o ld e .

(81-85)

T r u ly ,  a s  B eow ulf r u e f u l l y  o b s e rv e s  t o  H y g e lac :

'O f t  s e ld a n  hw aer 
a e f t e r  le o d h ry re  l y t e l  h w ile  
b o n g ar buge<5, f e a h  se o  b y rd  d u g e ! '

(2029-2031)
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A m idst th e  v o l a t i l e  i n t e r a c t i o n s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  w o r ld , m an 's  dream s

o f  p e a c e  i n v a r i a b ly  f a i l ,  e n d le s s  w ar and fe u d  em erg ing  as  th e  i n e v i t a b l e

c o n c o m ita n ts  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .  In d e e d , i t  i s  one o f  th e  i r o n i e s  o f

B eow ulf t h a t  th e  v e ry  w a r r io r  v a lu e s  w hich p r e s e r v e  and e n o b le  th e

c i v i t a s  in e lu c ta b ly  g e n e ra te  a s e l f - p e r p e t u a t i n g  and s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e

ro u n d  o f  vengeance and r e t a l i a t i o n  w hich p o se  a s  g r e a t  a t h r e a t  t o  human

86s o c i e t y  a s  do th e  m o n s te rs  th e m s e lv e s . A d rag o n  in c i n e r a t e s  B e o w u lf 's

h a l l .  B ut F in n 's  h a l l  i s  p i l l a g e d  by H e n g e s t; and H eo ro t w i l l  be b u rn ed

by I n g e ld .  H ondscio  i s  k i l l e d  by G re n d e l, A esch ere  by G re n d e l 's  dam,

and B eow ulf by  th e  d rag o n . But H aethcyn i s  k i l l e d  by  O ngentheow ,

87O ngentheow by H y g elac , H y g e la c 's  son H e a rd re d  by O ngen theow 's son 

O n e la , O nela  by B e o w u lf ,8® and B e o w u lf 's  G ea ts  by  O n e la 's  Sw edes, p e rh a p s  

in  c o n ju n c t io n  w ith  th e  F ranks who e a r l i e r  s le w  H y g e lac . A g a in s t t h i s  

t i d a l  wave o f  d a rk n e ss  and b lo o d  th e  h e ro  can  b u t  a s s e r t  th e  ephem era l 

y e t  p r e c io u s  l i g h t  o f  human re a s o n ,  h i s  foredoom ed a t te m p t t o  s e c u re
Q Q

p e a c e  a  n o b le  and h e r o ic  aim . In  th e  fa c e  b o th  o f  th e  r e l e n t l e s s

lo g i c  o f  in t e r n e c i n e  v io le n c e  w hich s u b v e r ts  human o r d e r  from  w ith in ,^ ®

and th e  cosm ic  d a rk n e s s  w hich b a t t e r s  i t  from  w i th o u t ,  B e o w u lf 's  p ru d en ce

and m o d e ra tio n  r e p r e s e n t  a lm o s t as  s i g n i f i c a n t  an a f f i r m a t io n  o f  human

w o rth  a s  do h i s  c o u ra g e , p ro w ess , and t h i r s t  f o r  g lo r y .  Thus i t  i s  no

s m a ll  t r i b u t e  t h a t  H ro th g a r pays t o  B eow ulf when he  p r a i s e s  th e  h e r o 's

d i s c r e t i o n  and  wisdom a s  w e ll  a s  h i s  m ig h t:

^De § a  wordcwydas w ig t ig  D r ih te n  
on s e fa n  se n d e ; ne h y rd e  i c  s n o t o r l i c o r  
on swa geongum fe o re  guman § in g ia n .  
fau e a r t  m aegnees s t r a n g ,  ond on mod f r o d ,  
w is  w o rd cw id a ! '

(1841-1845)

S i m i l a r l y ,  i t  i s  no mean accom plishm en t t h a t  B eow ulf s e c u re s  p eac e  

b e tw een  th e  G ea ts  and D anes:

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



74

'H afast f>u g e fe r e d  £ a e t  £am folcum  s c e a l ,
Geota leodum ond Gar-Denum 
s ib  gemaene, ond sacu  r e s ta n ,  
in w itn i§ a s , j5e h ie  aer drugon, 
w esan, Jienden i c  w ealde widan r i c e s . '

(1855-1859)

And i t  i s  no s l i g h t  measure o f  th e  h e r o 's  s ta tu r e  th a t  he i s  a b le  to  

en fo rce  a 5 0 -y ea r  tr u c e  w ith  h is  v o l a t i l e  and a g g r e s s iv e  n e ig h b o rs:

'jpone cje aer  geh eo ld  
w iS hettendum  hord ond r i c e ,  
a e f t e r  h a e leS a  h ry re , hwate scy ld w ig a n , 
fo lc r e d  frem ede, o<3c5e fu rS er  gen 
e o r lsc y p e  e fn d e .'

(3 0 0 3 -3 0 0 7 )91

Beow ulf h im s e lf ,  on th e  verge o f  d ea th , c o n s id e r s  i t  b oast-w o rth y  th a t  

he k ep t th e  p ea ce , sought no u n ju st q u a r r e ls , broke no o a th s , s lew  no 

k in :

'I c  cjas leo d e  h eo ld  
f i f t i g  w in tra j naes s e  fo lc c y n in g ,  
y m b esitten d ra  a en ig  Sara,
§e mec gudwinum gretan  d o r s te ,  
egesan  3eon . I c  on earde bad 
m a e lg e sc e a fta , h eo ld  min t e l a ,  
no so h te  se a r o n iS a s , ne me swor f e la  
a<3a on u n r ih t . I c  Saes e a l l e s  maeg 
feorhbennum seo c  gefean  habban; 
forSam me w ita n  ne S ea rf Waldend f i r a  
m orSobealo maga, §onne min sc e a c e S  
l i f  o f  l i c e . '

(2732-2743)

The i d e n t i f i c a t io n  o f  heroism  w ith  th e  p a c i f i c  v ir tu e s  o f  th e  c i v i t a s  i s

confirm ed a t  B eo w u lf's  fu n d era l where th e  G eats p r a is e  th e  m ild n ess  and

g e n t le n e s s  o f  t h e ir  k in g  as w e l l  as h is  ea g er n e ss  fo r  g lo r y :

Swa begnornodon Geata leo d e  
h la f lo r d e s  (h r y )r e , h eo rS o g en ea ta s; 
cwaedon § a e t  he waere w yru ld cyn in g(a) 
manna m ild u st ond mon (<5w) a e r u s t , 
leodum l i S o s t  ond lo fg e o r n o s t .

(3178-3182)

And perhaps m ost im portant o f  a l l ,  th e  p o e t  n ever  d ir e c t ly  p o rtra y s  

Beow ulf f ig h t in g  a g a in s t  a human opponent. A l l  o f  B eo w u lf's  campaigns
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a g a i n s t  men a r e  c a r e f u l l y  r e l e g a t e d  t o  th e  back g ro u n d  and re d u c e d  to

b r i e f  n a r r a t i v e  sum m ations o f  e v e n ts  lo n g  p a s t .

A ll  o f  t h i s  i s  n o t  t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  th e  p o e t  h eap s  i n d i s c r im in a te

condem nation  on th o se  who ta k e  p a r t  in  w ar and fe u d . Some a r e  p r a i s e d

and o th e r s  b lam ed. What i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  re c o g n iz e  i s  t h a t  two modes o f

h e r o ic  l i f e  a r e  h e re  c o n t r a s t e d .  The o ld e r ,  more b l o o d - t h i r s t y  G erm anic

code o f  v en g ean ce , i t s  h e ro e s  i n e x t r i c a b l y  em b ro ile d  in  a t r a g i c  web

o f  c o n f l i c t i n g  l o y a l t i e s  and b e t r a y a l ,  p ro v e s  u l t im a te ly  in a d e q u a te

p r e c i s e l y  b eca u se  i t  ends by c o n t r i b u t i n g  to  th o s e  i r r a t i o n a l  f o r c e s

w hich underm ine a l l  w hich  i s  hum anly v a lu a b le  in  B e o w u lf 's  w o r ld . To

com pare th e  h e r o ic  r o l e  o f  B eow ulf w ith  a  form  o f  h e ro ism  w h ic h , a l th o u g h

a d m ira b le ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  com prom ised by an u n w it t in g  c o m p lic i ty  w ith

n e c e s s i t y  does much to  c l a r i f y  th e  s p e c i a l  form  and s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e

h e r o ic  l i f e  c e l e b r a te d  in  th e  poem. F o r th e  B eow ulf p o e t ,  th ro u g h  h i s

o b v io u s  a d m ira tio n  o f  s o c i a l  s t a b i l i t y ,  h i s  somewhat s k e p t i c a l  t r e a tm e n t

o f  b lo o d - f e u d s ,  and h i s  s u b s t i t u t i o n  o f  m o n s te rs  f o r  human o p p o n e n ts ,

93h a s  u n d e rta k e n  a m o d u la tio n  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l  G erm anic h e r o ic  i d e a l s ,

b r in g in g  h e r o ic  a s p i r a t i o n s  in t o  a c c o rd  w ith  th e  i d e a l s  o f  p e a c e ,

c o n c o rd , and c i v i l i z a t i o n — a l l  o f  w hich  w ould be c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th e

d evelopm en t o f  A nglo-Saxon C h r i s t i a n i t y  in  and a b o u t th e  e ig h th  c e n tu r y ,

a s  i s  e v id e n c e d  by th e  c h u r c h 's  d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  th e  b lo o d - f e u d ,  i t s

advocacy  o f  w e r g i ld , and  i t s  a t te m p ts  t o  c o n s o l id a te  and s t a b i l i z e  s o c i a l

94o r d e r ,  p r e s e r v e  c u l t u r e ,  and  expand c i v i l i z a t i o n .

One f i n a l  c a v e a t :  P e rh a p s  as  a  consequence  o f  th e  p o e t 's  co n c e rn  

w ith  th e  i d e a l  o f  s o c i a l  c o n c o rd , a  num ber o f  r e a d e r s — m is c o n s t ru in g  

th e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  o f  th e  h e ro  w ith  th e  c i v i t a s —have r e a d  i n t o  th e  poem 

an in d ic tm e n t  o f  th e  m a r t i a l  e n th u s ia sm s  o f  G erm anic h e ro is m , c o n c lu d in g
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t h a t  B eow ulf h im s e lf  i s  i m p l i c i t l y  re b u k e d  f o r  h i s  " ra s h "  d e te rm in a t io n  

t o  engage th e  d ragon  s in g le -h a n d e d ly .® ^  Such i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s ,  w h a te v e r 

th e  d is c r e p a n c ie s  among them , r e s t  f i n a l l y  on W ig la f 's  o f t - c i t e d  la m en t

Q C
f o r  th e  f a l l e n  h e ro :* "

'O f t  s c e a l l  e o r l  m onig an es  w i l la n  
w raec  a d re o g a n , swa us gew orden i s .
Ne m eahton we g e la e r a n  le o fn e  jieoden , 
r i c e s  h y rd e  r a e d  a e n ig n e ,  
p a e t  he  ne g r e t t e  g o ld w eard  pone, 
l e t e  hyne l i c g e a n , § a e r  he lo n g e  waes , 
wicum w unian o3  w o ru ld e n d e .
H eold on h e a h g e s c e a p . '

(3077-3084)

To b e g in  w i th ,  W ig la f does n o t  " re b u k e "  B eow ulf f o r  ta k in g  on th e  d ragon

s in g le -h a n d e d .  He sa y s  r a t h e r  t h a t  h e  r e g r e t s  t h a t  B eow ulf co u ld  n o t  b e

p r e v a i l e d  upon to  shun th e  d ragon  a l t o g e t h e r — an u n th in k a b le  a l t e r n a t i v e

97i n  l i g h t  o f  th e  d r a g o n 's  d e v a s ta t in g  a s s a u l t s .  A lthough  some commenta­

t o r s  make much o f  B e o w u lf 's  " a r r o g a n t"  d e c i s io n  t o  c o n f ro n t  th e  d ragon  

u n a id e d , W ig la f  h im s e lf  i s  s i l e n t  on t h i s  p o i n t .  And no w onder! How 

i s  th e  h e ro  t o  be  blam ed f o r  f i g h t i n g  s in g le - h a n d e d ly  a g a in s t  th e  d rag o n ?  

One need  o n ly  r e c a l l  h i s  e a r l i e r  b a t t l e s  a g a i n s t  th e  G rendel c l a n .  In

each  c a se  B eow ulf m eets  th e  fo e  in  s i n g l e  com bat. Was he  wrong a l l  t h r e e

98t im e s ?  Or o n ly  th e  l a s t  tim e?  M o reover, how r e c k le s s  s h a l l  we ju d g e  

him  to  be  once we acknow ledge t h a t  h i s  i n t e n t i o n  t o  f i g h t  a lo n e  does n o t  

a b so lv e  h i s  r e t a i n e r s  from  t h e i r  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  a s s i s t  him  when he i s  i n  

m o r ta l  p e r i l ?  The r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  o f  t h e  c o m ita tu s  i s  made a b u n d a n tly  

c l e a r  by W ig la f 's  t i r a d e  a g a i n s t  t h e  co w ard s , h i s  own a c t  o f  h e r o ic  

l o y a l t y ,  and by th e  b e h a v io r  o f  th e  f a i t h f u l  r e t a i n e r s  who come un­

h e s i t a t i n g l y  t o  B e o w u lf 's  a id  a t  H e o ro t ,  a l th o u g h  h e  had  c h a r a c t e r i s -

99t i c a l l y  vowed t o  c o n f ro n t  G ren d e l a lo n e  (794 f f . ) .  I f  blam e i s  t o  b e  

a s s ig n e d ,  th e n  i t  m ust be  a s s ig n e d  to  t h e  cow ards r a t h e r  th a n  to  th e
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h e ro ;  i t  i s  t h e i r  co u rag e  and lo y a l ty  w hich f a i l ,  n o t  B e o w u lf 's  judgm en t:

'W ergendra t o  l y t  
f r o n g  imbe fieoden, §a  hyne s i o  § ra g  becw om .'

(2882-2883)

B ut we m ust ta k e  c a re  n o t  t o  e x a g g e ra te .  A t th e  l e v e l  o f  f i n a l  

c a ta s t r o p h e  e v e n ts  a r e  g iv e n , n o t  v o l i t i o n a l .  T ragedy  r e s u l t s  n e i t h e r  

from  an im ag in ed  flaw  in  th e  h e ro ,  n o r  even  from  th e  r e a l  co w ard ice  o f  

h i s  r e t a i n e r s ;  i t  i s  a  c o n d i t io n  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e . 100 In  th e  e n d , B eow ulf 

i s  n o t  to  be  ju d g e d  by th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  h i s  a c t s .  I r o n i c a l l y ,  th e  

h e ro  does n o t  u l t im a te ly  f i g h t  t o  w in . W hatever h i s  e f f o r t s ,  w h a te v e r 

h i s  h o p e s , in  th e  end  he c an n o t w in . B e o w u lf 's  s l a y in g  o f  th e  d rago n ^can  

no more p r e v e n t  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  G e a ts 101 th a n  h i s  s la y in g  o f  

G ren d e l can p r e v e n t  th e  u l t im a te  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  H e o ro t. G iven th e  t r a g i c  

n a tu r e  o f  h i s  w o r ld , th e  h e ro  f i n a l l y  f i g h t s ,  o r  r a t h e r ,  th e  p o e t  

p o r t r a y s  h i s  f i g h t  n o t  so  much a s  a c o n t e s t ,  b u t  as  a d e s p e r a te  a t te m p t 

t o  d e m o n s tra te  th e  pow er and  g lo ry  o f  human e x i s t e n c e ,  l i m i t e d  and 

t r a n s i t o r y  a s  i t  i s .  T here  a r e  co w ard s , and  th e r e  a r e  th o s e  o rd in a ry  

men who a r e  u n eq u a l t o  th e  s t r u g g le .  B u t t h e r e  a r e  a l s o  h e ro e s  l i k e  

B eow ulf whose t a s k  i t  i s  t o  p ro v e  th e  w o rth  o f  m ankind.

O f th e  v a lu e s  e x e m p lif ie d  by th e  h e ro  in  h i s  s t r u g g le  a g a i n s t  th e  

f o r c e s  o f  d a rk n e s s  and  d i s o r d e r ,  one p a r t i c u l a r l y  d e s e rv e s  t o  be s in g le d  

o u t  f o r  s p e c i a l  c o n s id e r a t io n ,  l o y a l t y — th e  r e c i p r o c a l  t i e s  and  o b l i ­

g a t io n s  w hich  s ta n d  s u r e ty  f o r  th e  s t a b i l i t y  and  co h e re n ce  o f  A nglo- 

1 02Saxon s o c i e t y .  T here  a re  two m a jo r exam ples o f  l o y a l ty  in  th e  poem: 

B e o w u lf 's  lo y a l ty  to  H y g e lac , and W ig la f 's  l o y a l t y  t o  B eow ulf. B e o w u lf 's  

l o y a l t y  t o  H ygelac  i s  so  p ro fo u n d  a  p a r t  o f  t h e  work as  t o  c o n s t i t u t e  

a lm o s t an in d e p e n d e n t m o t i f . 10^ He i s  f i r s t  in t ro d u c e d  a s  H y g e la c 's  

t h a n e :
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J )a e t  fram  ham g e f ra e g n  H ig e la c e s  §egn 
god mid Geatum, G ren d le s  d aed a .

(194-195)

T h e r e a f t e r ,  each  tim e  he in t r o d u c e s  h im s e l f ,  B eow ulf in v o k e s  h i s  r e l a t i o n ­

s h ip  t o  H y g e lac . To th e  D anish  c o a s t -g u a rd  he i d e n t i f i e s  h im s e l f  as 

H y g e la c 's  h e a r th -c o m p a n io n :

'Ue s y n t  gumcynnes G ea ta  le o d e  
ond H ig e la c e s  h e o rc jg e n e a ta s . '

(260-261)

To W v.lfgar, a s  H y g e la c 's  ta b le -c o m p a n io n :

'We s y n t  H ig e la c e s  
b e o d g e n e a ta s ; B eow ulf i s  min n a m a .'

(343-343)

And t o  H ro th g a r ,  a s  H y g e la c 's  r e t a i n e r  and th a n e :

'Waes § u , Hro<3gar, h a l!  I c  eom H ig e la c e s  
maeg ond mago<3egn. '

(407-408)

A gain  and a g a in ,  a t  some c r i t i c a l  tu r n  o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  B eow ulf i s  i d e n t i -

104f i e d  as  H y g e la c 's  k insm an o r  r e t a i n e r .  As G ren d e l a t t a c k s ,  th e  h e ro

i s  c a l l e d  H y g e la c 's  m igh ty  k in sm an :

t>ryc)swy<3 b eh o ld  
maeg H ig e la c e s ,  hu s e  mansca<3a 
under faergripum  gefaran  w old e.

(736-738)

As he c lo s e s  w ith  th e  m o n s te r ,  H y g e la c 's  b ra v e  k in sm an :

Gemunde pa  s e  g oda , maeg H ig e la c e s ,  
a e f e n s p r a e c e ,  u p la n g  a s to d  
ond him  f a e s t e  w i^ fe n g .

(758-760)

And a g a in ,  a s  he  t e a r s  o f f  G r e n d e l 's  arm :

Ac h in e  s e  modega maeg H ig e la c e s  
h a e fd e  be  ho n d a .

(813-814)

When th e  p o e t  com pares th e  h e ro  w ith  Heremod, h e  r e f e r s  to  him  as  

H y g e la c 's  k in sm an :
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He f a e r  ea llu m  wear<3 
maeg H ig e la c e s  manna cynne, 
freondum  g e fa e g ra .

(913-915)

Even when, lo n g  a f t e r  H y g e la c 's  d e a th ,  B eow ulf—w a e fre  ond w a e lfu s  (2420)

— lo o k s  back  o v e r  h i s  l i f e  b e fo re  c h a l le n g in g  th e  d ra g o n , "he i s  s t i l l

in  h i s  own h e a r t ,  1H y g e la c 's  t h a n e '" : 105

'Sym le i c  him  on fe3 an  b e fo ra n  w o ld e , 
ana  on o rd e ,  ond swa to  a ld r e  s c e a l l  
s a e c c e  frem m an, fe n d e n  S is  sw eord f o l a d . '

(2497-2499)

The w hole o f  B e o w u lf 's  h e r o ic  ach iev em en t i s  h e re  r e p r e s e n te d  a s  a 

f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  h i s  commitment t o  H y g e lac , th e  ond swa f i r m ly  e s t a b l i s h ­

in g  h i s  l o y a l t y  t o  h i s  u n c le  a s  th e  s o u rc e  and p a t t e r n  o f  h i s  l i f e - l o n g  

en d e a v o r . We c a tc h  an e a r l y  g lim p se  o f  t h i s  dynam ic when B eow ulf ren o u n ce s  

th e  u se  o f  w eapons a g a i n s t  G re n d e l:

' I c  f a e t  fo n n e  f o r h ic g e ,  swa me H ig e la c  s i e ,  
min m o n d rih ten  modes b l i 3 e ,  
f a e t  i c  sw e o rd b e re  o fd e  s c y ld .  '

(435-437)

And a g a in  when B eow ulf, r e c o u n t in g  h i s  h e r o ic  deeds a t  H eo ro t t o  H y g e lac ,

v iew s h i s  acc o m p lish m en ts  a s  a  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  o f  h i s  c h i e f ' s  p e o p le :^ -®®

'jDaer i c ,  fe o d e n  m in , f i n e  le o d e  
weorcjode w eorcum .'

(2095-2096)

B e o w u lf 's  s u b s e q u e n t l o y a l ty  t o  H eard red  sh o u ld  a l s o  b e  u n d e rs to o d  a s  a 

c o n t in u a t io n  o f  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  t o  H y g e l a c . I n  s h a r p  c o n t r a s t  to  

H ro th u lf  who b e t r a y s  h i s  u n c le  and k i l l s  h i s  c o u s in s  i n  a  d r iv e  to  u su rp  

th e  t h r o n e , B e o w u l f  r e f u s e s  H ygd 's  o f f e r  o f  th e  crow n , k e e p in g  p o s t ­

m ortem f a i t h  w ith  h i s  u n c le  and s e rv in g  as  h i s  c o u s in 's  r e g e n t  and 

p r o t e c t o r :

J ) a e r  him  Hygd gebead  h o rd  ond r i c e ,  
b e a g a s  ond b r e g o s to l ;  b e a m e  ne tru w o d e ,
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p a e t he wi<3 a e lfy lcu m  e f e l s t o l a s  
h eald an  cu<3e, 5a waes H ygelac dead.
No 5y a er  f e a s c e a f t e  findan  meahton 
a e t  fiaem aecje lin ge aen ig e  3 in g a ,
£ a e t  he H eard red e  h la f o r d  w a e re ,
o<33e fione cynedom c io sa n  w o lde;
hwaecjere he  h in e  on f o lc e  fre o n d la ru m  h e o ld ,
es tum  m id a r e ,  od 5aet he y ld r a  w eard-,
W eder-Geatum  w eo ld .

(2369-2379)

In  a  w o rld  w here t r e a c h e r y  th r e a te n s  t o  d i s r u p t  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  o f  

h e r o ic  s o c i e t y ,  l o y a l t y  b a la n c e s  and  c o u n te r s  th e  c e n t r i f u g a l  p u l l  o f  

feu d  and w ar, p r e s e r v in g  w hat can  be p r e s e r v e d  o f  harmony a m id s t un­

c e r t a i n t y  and d i s c o r d .  H ere B e o w u lf 's  l i f e - l o n g  f i d e l i t y  t o  H ygelac  

n o t  o n ly  r e f l e c t s  h i s  own u n d e v ia t in g  i n t e g r i t y ,  b u t  s e c u re s  f o r  th e  

G eats  t h e i r  p o r t i o n  o f  d y n a s t i c  c o n t in u i ty  and  co n co rd .

W ig la f 's  l o y a l ty  to  B eow ulf in  many r e s p e c t s  re se m b le s  B e o w u lf 's

f i d e l i t y  t o  H y g e lac . Above a l l ,  W ig la f  d e m o n s tra te s  th e  r e c i p r o c i t y

and in te rd e p e n d e n c e  upon w hich  h e r o ic  s o c ie ty  r e s t s .  The h e r o ,  even

th e  h e ro  o f  t h i s  poem, i s  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t .  As th e  d ra g o n -

f i g h t  p ro v e s ,  h e r o ic  l i f e  u l t im a te ly  depends upon a  c o o p e ra t iv e  e f f o r t :

Feond g e fy ld a n  — f e r h  e l l e n  w raec— , 
ond h i  hyne p a  begen  a b ro te n  h a e fd o n , 
s ib a e c je l in g a s ; sw ylc  s c e o ld e  se c g  w esan , 
fjegn a e t  <3earfe!

(2706 -2 7 0 9 )109

No in d i v id u a l ,  how ever g r e a t ,  i s  in  h im s e lf  w h o lly  a d e q u a te  t o  th e  

f o r c e s  o f  n e c e s s i t y .  No h e r o ,  how ever u n iq u e , ex ceed s  th e  common form s 

and l i m i t s  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  As men r e l y  upon th e  h e r o ic  cham pion in  t h e i r  

w ar a g a i n s t  th e  m o n s te r s ,  so  th e  h e ro  tu r n s  back  to w ard s  men in  h i s  tim e  

o f  n eed — and b eyond , t o  p r e s e r v e  h i s  fame and g lo ry  oftftaet e a l  scaececF, 

l e o h t  ond l i f  somod.

I f  lo y a l ty  i s  " th e  cem ent o f  A nglo-Saxon s o c i e t y , " ^ ®  i t  i s  th e
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exchange o f  tr e a su r e  which p u b l ic ly  c o n se c r a te s  th e  bond betw een lo rd

and r e t a i n e r a  r i t e  perhaps b e s t  i l l u s t r a t e d  by th e  h e r o 's  trium phant

112retu rn  to  H y g e la c 's  c o u r t . As a proper th a n e , Beow ulf o f f e r  h is  

u n c le  th e  t r ib u te  he earned a t  H eorot, h is  words an e s p e c ia l ly  moving 

e x p r e ss io n  o f  th e  p erso n a l in t e n s i t y  o f  A nglo-Saxon f e a l t y  and k in sh ip  

b on d s:

'M ea lies  i c  5am leanum fo r lo r e n  h a e fd e , 
maegnes mede, ac he me (ma5mas) g e a f ,  
sunu H ealfdenes one (m in)ne s y l f e s  dom;
5a i c  5 e , b eo m c y n in g , bringan  w y lle ,  
estum  geywan. Gen i s  e a l l  a e t  5e 
l i s s a  gelong? i c  l y t  h afo  
heafomaga n e fn e , H ygelac , 5 e c . '

(2145-2151)

H ygelac  g e n e ro u s ly  r e c i p r o c a t e s :

Het 5a e o r la  h le o  in  g e f e t ia n ,  
h ead orof cyn in g  H re5 les la f e  
g o ld e  gegryde; naes mid Geatum 5a 
sincma5pum s e lr a  on sw eordes had;
§ a e t  he on B io w u lfe s  bearm  a le g d e ,  
ond him  g e s e a ld e  s e o fa n  jausendo, 
b o ld  ond b r e g o s to l .

(2190-2196)

The exchange s e rv e s  a s  a v e r i t a b l e  m odel o f  h e r o ic  r e l a t i o n s :

Swa s c e a l  maeg don, 
n e a l l e s  in w itn e t  o5rum bregdon  
drynum c r a e f t e ,  dea5 r en (ia n )  
h o n d g e s te a lla n . H ygelace waes 
n i5 a  heardum n e fa  swy5e h o ld ,  
ond gehwae5er o5rum hro5a gemyndig.

(2166-2171)

T reasure a ls o  p ro v id es  th e  m a te r ia l in c e n t iv e  fo r  h e r o ic  deeds. 

Hrothgar e x p la in s  to  W ulfgar th a t  he in ten d s  t o  o f f e r  Beow ulf tr e a su r e  

as a reward fo r  f ig h t in g  G rendel:

' I c  §aem godam s c e a l  
f o r  h i s  m odfraece  madmas b e o d a n . '

(384-385)

And he does so :
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'Ne b i d  f>e w iln a  g ad , 
g i f  6 u S a e t  e l le n w e o rc  a l d r e  g e d ig e s t .

(660-661)

A g ain , a s  recom pense f o r  p u rs u in g  G re n d e l 's  dam, H ro th g a r  p ro m ise s  

t r e a s u r e :

'S e c  g i f  § u  d y r r e !
I c  fie |>a fa e d e  feo  l e a n ig e ,  
e a ld g e s tre o n u m , swa i c  a e r  d y d e , 
wundnum g o ld e , g y f f>u on weg c y m e s t. '

(1379-1382)

In  each  c a s e ,  th e  k in g  i s  as  good as  h i s  w ord : he p ro m p tly  rew ard s 

B eow ulf f o r  s l a y in g  G ren d e l:

'Ne b id  f>e (n ) a e n ig r e  gad 
w o ro ld e  w iln a ,  £e  i c  g ew ea ld  h aeb b e .
F u l o f t e  f o r  la e s s a n  le a n  te o h h o d e , 
ho rdw eorfunge  h n ah ran  r i n c e , 
saem ran a e t  s a e c c e . '

(949-953)

And a g a in ,  a f t e r  A esch ere  i s  avenged :

F o rg e a f  § a  Beow ulfe b e a rn  H e a lfd e n e s  
seg en  g y ldenne  s ig o r e s  t o  l e a n e ,  
h ro d en  h ild e c u m b o r, helm  ond b y rn a n ; 
m aere madumsweord m anige gesaw on 
b e fo ra n  b eo rn  b e ra n . B eow ulf ge§ah 
f u l  on f l e t t e ;  no he paexe  f e o h g y f te  
f o r  (s c (e )o te n (d )u rn  scam igan  d o r f t e , — 
ne g e f ra e g n  i c  f r e o n d l i c o r  feo w er madmas 
g o ld e  g egy rede  gummanna f e l a  
in  e a lo b e n c e  odrum g e s e l l a n .

(1020-1029)

Swa m a n lice  m aere f e o d e n , 
ho rdw eard  h a e l e f a  h e a j io ra e s s a s  g e a ld  
mearum ond madmum, swa hy  n a e f r e  man ly h d  
se  §e secg an  w ile  sod^ a e f t e r  r i h t e .

(1 0 4 6 -1 0 4 9 )113

In  l i k e  f a s h io n ,  H ygelac rew ards W ulf and  S o f e r  f o r  v a n q u ish in g  

O ngentheow :

He cf(am) fraetw um  fe n g  ond him  f r a e g r e  g e h e t 
le a n a  (mid) leodum , ond g e l a e s t e  swa; 
g e a ld  jpone g u d raes  G ea ta  d ry h te n ,
H re d le s  e o f e r a ,  § a  he t o  ham becom,
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I o f o r e  ond W ulfe mid ofermadmum, 
s e a ld e  h i o r a  gehwaedrum hund fu s e n d a
la n d es ond lo c e r n a  b e a g a ,— ne d o r fte  him 5a le a n  odw itan  
mon on m iddangearde, sy55a(n) h ie  5a maer5a g e s lo g e n ;  
ond 5a I o fo r e  fo r g e a f  angan d oh tor, 
hamweor5unge, h y ld o  to  wedde.

(2989-2998)

The im portance o f  tr e a su r e  as an in c e n t iv e  to  heroism  i s  a g a in  s t r e s s e d  

as W ig la f r e c a l l s  B eo w u lf's  g e n e r o s ity  b e fo r e  go in g  to  h is  a id  a g a in s t  

th e  dragon:

Gemunde 5a 5a  a r e , § e  he him aer  f o r g e a f , 
w ic s te d e  w e lig n e  Waegmundinga, 
f o l c r ih t a  geh w ylc, swa h is  fa ed er  a h te ;  
ne m ihte 5a forhabban, hond rond g e fe n g , 
geolw e l in d e ,  gomel swyrd g e tea h .

(2606-2610)

W iglaf h im s e lf  in vok es t h i s  o b lig a t io n  in  a f u t i l e  attem p t to  urge h is

cowardly comrades in t o  th e  fr a y :

' I c  5 a e t  mael geman, § a er  we medu §egun ,
§onne we geheton  ussum h la fo r d e  
in  b io r s e l e .  de us 5as beagas g e a f ,
§ a e t  we him 5a gu5getawa gyldan w oldon, 
g i f  him £ y s l i c u  j5earf gelum pe, 
helm as ond heard  sw e o r d .'

(2633-2638)

And a g a in  when he  u p b ra id s  them  f o r  t h e i r  co w a rd ic e :

'_J)aet, l a ,  maeg secgan  s e  5e w yle so 5  sp eca n , 
p a e t  s e  mondryhten, s e  eow 5a madmas g e a f ,  
eo red g ea tw e, §e ge 6aer on s ta n d a d ,—  
j5onne he on ea lb en ce  o f t  g e se a ld e  
h e a ls itte n d u m  helm ond b ym an ,
£eoden  h is  fiegnum, sw y lce  he ^ r y d lic o s t  
ower fe o r  o55e neah fin d an  meahte— , 
f a e t  he genunga gu5gewaedu 
wra5e forw urpe, 5a hyne w ig b e g e t . '

(2864-2872)

Even B eow ulf c o n c e iv e s  o f  h i s  r o l e  a s  H y g e la c 's  th a n e  in  th e s e  te rm s :

' I c  him madmas, §e he me s e a ld e ,  
g e a ld  a e t  gu5e, swa me g ife d e  w aes, 
le o h ta n  sw eorde; he me lond  fo r g e a f ,  
eard  edelw yn. Maes him a en ig  § e a r f ,
§ a e t  he to  Gif5um od5e to  Gar-Denum 
o55e in  S w io r ic e  secean  fu r fe  
wyrsan w ig fr e c a n , weorde gecypan. '

(2490-2496)
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A lthough Beow ulf engages th e  dragon e s s e n t i a l l y  to  avenge th e  ou tra g es  

wreaked upon co u n try s id e  and h a l l ,  tr e a su r e  p la y s  a t  l e a s t  some p a r t  

in  m o tiv a tin g  th e  r in g -g iv e r  o f  th e  G eats to  h i s  l a s t  h e r o ic  en cou n ter:

'Nu s c e a l l  b i l l e s  e c g , 
hond ond heard sweord ymb hord w ig a n .'

(2508-2509)
•  •  •  •  •

' I c  mid e ln e  s c e a l l  
g o ld  gegangan, odcje gucj nimecj', 
feo rh b ea lu  frec n e  frean  eow erne!'

(2535-2537)

Guarantee o f  lo y a l t y ,  in c e n t iv e  and reward fo r  courageous d eed s,

tr e a su r e  i s  th e  l i f e ' s  b lood  o f  h e r o ic  s o c i e t y .  L i t t l e  wonder then

th a t  W ig la f, b a n ish in g  th e  cowards and t h e ir  f a m i l ie s ,  p h rases t h e ir

ex-com m unication from h e r o ic  s o c ie t y  in  term s o f  t h e ir  e x c lu s io n  from

th e  sacram enta l exchange o f  t r e a s u r e :

'Nu s c e a l  s in c fe g o  ond sw yrd g ifu  
e a l l  ecjelwyn eowrum cyn n e, 
lu fe n  a lic g e a n ;  lo n d r ih te s  mot 
pare maegburge monna aeghw ylc  
id e l  hw eorfan, sy<33an aecje lin gas  
feorran  g e fr ic g e a n  fleam  eow erne, 
dom leasan d a e d .'

(2 8 8 4 -2 8 9 0 )114

In a l l  t h i s ,  tr e a su r e  i s  n o t sou ght s o l e l y ,  or even p r im a r ily  fo r

i t s  m onetary v a lu e , b u t ra th er  fo r  th e  honor i t  c o n fe r s  upon both  g iv e r

and r e c i p i e n t . When Beow ulf rewards th e  Danish co a st-g u a rd  fo r  h i s

c o u r te s y , we are t o ld  th a t  th e  go ld -ad orn ed  sword in c r e a se s  th e  esteem

in  which th a t  w arr io r  i s  h e ld  by h is  com panions:

He jpaem batwearde bunden g o ld e  
sweord g e s e a ld e , § a e t  he sy5§an waes 
on meodubence mafme §y weorfsa, 
y r f e l a f e .

(1900-1904)

The co a st-g u a rd  i s  h en ce fo r th  more honored on th e  mead-bench n o t because  

he i s  r ic h e r ,  but b ecau se  th e  "heirloom " i s  a p u b lic  token o f  th e  nob le
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co n d u c t w hich  im p e lle d  B eow ulf t o  b esto w  i t  upon him . S im i l a r l y ,  when 

B eow ulf r e j o i c e s  in  th e  b o u n t i f u l  g i f t s  w ith  w hich H ro th g a r  h a s  rew ard ed  

him , we a r e  n o t  to  i n f e r  t h a t  he  i s  g reed y  f o r  w e a lth :

Him B eow ulf f a n a n ,  
gucjrinc  g o ld w lan c  g raesm o ld an  t r a e d  
s in c e  h re m ig .

(1880-1882)

B eow ulf i s  p ro u d  o f  h i s  t r e a s u r e  b e c a u se  i t  i s  a  m a n ife s t  m easu re  o f

th e  h e r o ic  deeds w hich  e a rn e d  i t ,  a  p u b l i c  d is p la y  o f  h i s  h e r o ic  p ro w ess  

1 1 6and w o rth . I t  i s  in  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  s p i r i t  t h a t  B eow ulf e a r l i e r  a sk s  

H ro th g a r  t o  fo rw ard  h i s  rew ard s  t o  H ygelac  in  th e  e v e n t t h a t  h e —B eow ulf- 

i s  k i l l e d  by G re n d e l 's  dam:

'G i f  mec h i l d e  n im e, 
sw y lce  §u  3 a  madmas, §e §u  me s e a l d e s t ,
Hrocjgar l e o f a ,  H ig e la c e  o n sen d e .
Maeg §onne on £aem g o ld e  o n g ita n  G eata  d r ih t e n ,  
g e seo n  sunu  H ra e d le s ,  fo n n e  he on 5 a e t  s in e  s ta r a c j ,  
£ a e t  i c  grm cystum  godne funde 
b eag a  b r y t t a n ,  b re a c  gonne m o s te . '

(1480-1487)

The q u e s t  f o r  t r e a s u r e  in  B eo w u lf, f a r  from  s ig n i f y in g  c o v e to u s n e s s ,

r e f l e c t s  th e  q u e s t  f o r  h o n o r . I f  th e  p o e t  i s  co n ce rn ed  w ith  a v a r i c e ,

and  on th e  e v id e n c e  o f  H r o th g a r 's  hom ily  we m ust co n c lu d e  t h a t  he  i s ,

h i s  fo cu s  i s  n o t  so  much c o v e to u sn e ss  as  p a rs im o n y . T h is  i s  e v id e n t

118from  th e  r e l e v a n t  p o r t i o n s  o f  H r o th g a r 's  serm o i t s e l f :  f i r s t  in  th e

exemplum o f  Heremod:

'W a lla s  b e a g a s  g e a f  
Denum a e f t e r  dome. 1

(1719-1720)

Then in  th e  p a r a b le  o f  th e  a v a r i c io u s  man:

'} )in ce3  him to  l y t e l ,  § a e t  he lange h e o ld , 
g y tsa d  grom hydig, n a l la s  on gy lp  s e l e 3  
f a e t t e  b ea g a s , ond he §a fo r 3 g e s c e a ft  
forgy tecj ond forgymeqF, §aes he him aer God s e a ld e ,  
w uldres Walend, weorejmynda d a e l.

117
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H it on e n d e s ta e f  e f t  ge lim p e^ , 
f a e t  se  lichom a la e n e  g e d r e o se # , 
fa eg e  g e fe a lle c j;  feh<5 ojBer t o ,  
se  §e unm um lice madmas d a e le £ ,  
e o r le s  a e r g e str e o n , egesan  ne gym e#.'

(1748-1757)

The a l t e r n a t iv e s  are n o t l u s t  fo r  w ea lth  and contem ptus mundi, but 

m agnanim ity and i l l i b e r a l i t y .  Thus c u p id ita s  i s  measured throughout n ot  

a g a in s t  o th e r -w o r ld ly  in d if f e r e n c e ,  but a g a in s t  th e  Germanic id e a l  o f  

p r in c e ly  g e n e r o s ity .  I f  a v a r ic e  i s  a m orta l s i n ,  i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a 

h e r o ic  r a th e r  than a r e l ig io u s  s in .  In d eed , in  h e r o ic  term s the ch o ice  

betw een l i b e r a l i t y  and n ig g a r d lin e s s  i s  d e f i n i t i v e :  G en ero sity  rep re­

s e n t s  th e  f u l f i l lm e n t  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  w h ile  h ea rd in g , l i k e  cow ard ice , 

d en o tes  a d isr u p tio n  o f  tdie e s s e n t ia l  t r a n s a c t io n s  o f  h e r o ic  s o c ie t y .

The id e n t i f i c a t io n  o f  a v a r ic e  w ith  h o ard in g  sheds im portant l i g h t  

on th e  th r e e  c o n tr o v e r s ia l  p a ssa g es  in  B eow ulf which have been put fo r th

a s ev id e n c e  o f  th e  in h ere n t w o r th le s sn e ss  o r  unw orth iness o f  tr e a su r e  in  

119th e  poem: H roth gar's ca v ea t a g a in s t  a v a r ic e ;  th e  p o e t 's  adm onition

th a t  tr e a su r e  can g e t  th e  b e s t  o f  any man; and th e  l i n e s  d e sc r ib in g  th e

d ra g o n 's  hoard as " u s e le s s ."  We have a lr ea d y  ob served  o f  H rothgar's

hom ily  th a t  a v a r ic e , as th e r e  p r e se n te d , i -  e s s e n t i a l l y  a fu n c tio n  not

o f  g e t t in g  and sp en d ing , but o f  h oard in g , a s in  o f  which Beow ulf i s

120c e r t a in ly  n o t g u i l t y .  As fo r  th e  p o e t ' s  adm onition  a g a in s t  th e  lu re

o f  t r e a s u r e ,  i f  th e  dragon's hoard p o ses  a t h r e a t ,  n e ith e r  Beow ulf nor

W ig la f succumbs to  th e tem p tation :

S in e  ea3e maeg, 
g o ld  on grund(e) gumcynnes gehwone 
o fe r h ig ia n , hyde* s e  5e w y lle !

(2764-2766)

Beow ulf f ig h t s  fo r  th e  hoard , i t  i s  tr u e ;  b u t he does so  in  order th a t  

he may bequeath i t  to  h is  p eo p le :
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' I c  <3ara fraetw a Frean e a l l e s  cTanc,
W uldurcyn inge wordum s e c g e , 
ecum D ry h tn e , f>e i c  h e r  on s t a r i e ,
§ a e s  cje i c  m oste minum leodum  
a e r  sw y ltd a e g e  sw ylc g e s try n a n .
Nu i c  on macfcna h o rd  mine b e b o h te
f r o d  f e o r h le g e , fremmacj gena
le o d e  £ e a r f e ;  ne maeg i c  h e r  le n g  w e s a n . '

(2794-2801)

M oreover, B e o w u lf 's  s e l f l e s s  g e n e r o s i ty  i s  f u l l y  r e c i p r o c a te d  when th e  

G e a ts , p resu m ab ly  a t  W ig la f 's  command, c o n s ig n  th e  e n t i r e  h o a rd  to  h i s  

com memorative p y re -b a r ro w :

'Ne s e e l  an es  hw aet 
m e lta n  m id §am m odigan , ac £ a e r  i s  madma h o rd ,  
g o ld  unrim e grimme g e c e a (p o )d , 
ond nu a e t  s i 3 e s ta n  s y l f e s  f e o re  
b eag an  (g e b o h ) te ;  § a  s c e a l l  b ro n d  f r e t a n ,
a e le d  jpeccean . '

(3010-3015)
•  •  •  •  •

Hi on b e o rg  dydon beg  ond s i g l u ,
e a l l  sw y lce  h y r s t a ,  sw ylce on h o rd e  a e r
n id h e d ig e  men genumen h a e fd o n .

(3163-3165)

The w arn in g  a g a i n s t  th e  l u r e  o f  t r e a s u r e  f a r  from  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  e i t h e r  

Beow ulf o r  W ig la f  i s  g u i l t y  o f  some i n c i p i e n t  form  o f  a v a r i c e , s e rv e s  

r a t h e r  t o  u n d e rs c o re  t h e i r  m u tu a l m agnan im ity .

The d e s ig n a t io n  o f  th e  h o a rd  as  u n n y t (3167) r a i s e s  a  number o f  

im p o r ta n t q u e s t i o n s .  K la e b e r 's  c o n je c tu r e  (p . 230) t h a t  " in  p a r t  t h i s  

co u ld  be e x p la in e d  a s  a  c o r o l l a r y  o f  th e  m o tiv e  o f  th e  c u r s e  r e s t i n g  on 

th e  g o ld "  m e r i t s  c o n s id e r a t io n .  B ut even more v a lu a b le  i s  h i s  c i t a t i o n  

from G r e t t i s s a g a , c h . 1 8 .1 6 : " a l l  t r e a s u r e  w hich i s  h id d e n  in  th e  e a r t h  

o r  b u r ie d  in  a  howe i s  in  a wrong p l a c e ."  As K la e b e r 's  a n a lo g y  s u g g e s ts ,  

b u r ie d  t r e a s u r e ,  l i k e  h o a rd e d  t r e a s u r e ,  i s  " u s e le s s "  n o t  b e c a u se  i t  i s  

i n t r i n s i c a l l y  w i th o u t  w o r th , b u t  b eca u se  i t  i s  rem oved from  th e  l i f e ­

l i n e s  o f  h e r o ic  s o c i e t y  and th e re b y  a l i e n a t e d  from  i t s  p ro p e r  f u n c t io n  

as  c a t a l y s t  f o r  h e r o ic  a c t io n .
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The r e fe r e n c e  to  th e  hoard in te r r e d  w ith  Beow ulf as unnyt i s  a n t i ­

c ip a te d  by an e a r l i e r  o b se r v a tio n  on th e  d ragon 's p r o v e r b ia l in s t in c t  

fo r  guard ing tr e a su r e :

He g esecea n  s c e a l l  
(ho) r (don) hrusan , § a er  he haecjen g o ld  

waracj wintrum fro d ; ne by3 him w ih te  cjy s e l .
(2275-2277)121

From th e  o u t s e t ,  th e  q u e s tio n  o f  th e  h o a rd 's  v a lu e  i s  p osed  in  term s o f  

h e r o ic  u t i l i t y ,  as i s  ev id en ced  by th e  s o l i lo q u y  o f  th e  L ast S u rv ivor:

'Nah, hwa sweord wege 
o<3<3e fe (o )r (m ie )  fa e te d  w aege, 
d ry n cfa et d eore; dugfutj ) e l l o r  s c e o c .
S c e a l se  heardra helm  (h y r )s te d g o ld e ,  
faetum b e f e a l le n ;  feormynd sw efad ,
§a 9e beadogriman bywan sceo ld o n ;
ge sw ylce  se o  h erep ad , s i o  a e t  h i ld e  gebad
o fe r  borda geb raec b i t e  ir e n a ,
brosna^  a e f t e r  b eo rn e . Ne maeg byrnan h r in g
a e f t e r  wigfruman w ide fera n ,
haele^um be h e a l f e .  naes heapan wyn,
goraen g leobeam es, ne god h a fo c
geond s a e l  swinge<3", ne se  s w if ta  mearh
b u rh sted e b ea ted -. Bealocwealm  hafa9"
f e l a  feorhcynna forcj o n sen d e d !'

(2252-2266)

Throughout th e  e le g y  can be tr a c e d  an im p l i c i t  a n t i t h e s i s  betw een tr e a su r e  

a c t iv e ly  employed in  th e  s e r v ic e  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  and tr e a su r e  d ivorced  from 

h e r o ic  c o n t e x t .122 Swords are to  be borne; s h ie ld s  and armor worn to  

ward o f f  th e  b i t in g  sw ord-b lade; harps p la y ed  to  p rov id e  joy  and 

d e l ig h t ;  hawks to  be flow n; h o r se s  to  be r id d en . O utside th e l i v in g  

r e la t io n s h ip s  o f  h e r o ic  s o c i e t y ,  p r e c io u s  h e ir lo o m s— sw ords, f la g o n s ,  

cu p s, h e lm ets , masks— ta r n ish  and r u s t ,  u s e le s s ly  w a stin g  in  th e bow els  

o f  th e  e a r th , b u ried  to g e th e r  w ith  th o se  who o r ig in a l ly  won and used  

them. The d egen era tio n  o f  unused tr e a su r e  i s  once more su g g este d  as 

W iglaf r i f l e s  th e  hoard:
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G eseah 6 a s ig e h r e 6 ig» f>a he  b i  s e s s e  geo n g ,
m agofegn modig ma6 6 u m sig la  f e a l o ,
g o ld  g l i t n i a n  g runde g e te n g e ,
w undor on w e a l l e ,  ond jaaes wyrmes d en n ,
e a ld e s  u h t f lo g a n ,  o rc a s  s to n d a n ,
fym m anna f a t u ,  fe o rm e n d le a s e ,
h y rs tu m  b e h ro re n e ;  p a e r  waes  helm  m onig
e a ld  on om ig, earm beaga f e l a
searwum g e s a e le d .

(2756-2764)

And a g a in  when th e  G ea ts  g a th e r  t o  view  th e  c a r c a s s  o f  th e  d ra g o n :

Him b ig  s to d a n  bunan ond o r c a s ,  
d i s c a s  la g o n  ond d y re  sw yrd , 
omige § u rh to n e ,  swa h ie  wi<J eorcfan faecSn 
§ u sen d  w in t r a  § a e r  ea rd o d o n .

(3047-3050)

In  a l l  t h i s  I  do n o t  mean t o  d im in ish  th e  u n iv e r s a l  ra n g e  o f  th e

p o e t 's  l i n e s  on th e  once and  f u tu r e  u s e le s s n e s s  o f  t h e  i n t e r r e d  h o a rd .

One w ould  have to  be  to n e  d e a f  to  m iss th e  d e e p e r ,  more t r a g i c

re so n a n c e s  o f  th e  v e r s e — i t s  e l e g ia c  re m in d e r t h a t  a l l  te m p o ra l v a lu e

i s  u l t i m a t e l y  t r a n s i t o r y :

F o r le to n  e o r l a  g e s tr e o n  eorcjan h e a ld a n ,  
g o ld  on g r e o te ,  p a e r  h i t  nu gen l i f a 6  
eldum  swa u n n y t, swa h i ( t  a e r o ) r  w aes.

(3166-3168)

The G e a ts , l i k e  t h e i r  k in g ,  a r e  f a e g e . N e i th e r  f a b u lo u s  t r e a s u r e  n o r  

a  h e r o 's  co u rag e  can  rev o k e  f a t e .  In  t h i s  s e t t i n g ,  t h e  h o a rd  is_ f u t i l e ,  

i t s  f u t i l i t y  s i g n a l l i n g  th e  end  o f  G e a tish  h e r o ic  l i f e :

'N a l le s  e o r l  wegan 
ma6 6 um t o  gemyndum, ne maegcj scy n e  
habban  on h e a l s e  h ringw eorcjunge, 
ac  s c e a l  geomormod, g o ld e  b e re a fo d  
o f t  n a l l e s  aene e l l a n d  t r e d a n ,  
ne se  h e re w is a  h l e a h to r  a le g d e ,  
gamen ond g le o d re a m .'

(3015-3021)

B eow ulf i s  d e a d . H is n a t io n  i s  a b o u t to  be sw ep t aw ay. No am ount o f  

t r e a s u r e  w i l l  s u f f i c e  t o  sav e  them . B ut t h i s  no more im p l ie s  t h a t  

t r e a s u r e  i s  w o r th le s s  th a n  i t  im p lie s  t h a t  th e  h e r o 's  c o u rag e  i s  w o rth -
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l e s s .  What i t  does t e l l  u s — a g a in  t e l l s  u s — i s  t h a t  th e  m eaning o f  

t r e a s u r e  depends upon i t s  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  th e  l i v i n g  i n t e r a c t i o n s  o f  

h e r o ic  l i f e .  G old , o rn a m e n t, and  to rq u e  a r e  o f  no u se  t o  a  p e o p le  whose 

h e r o ic  days a r e  num bered , a  n a t io n  bound f o r  d ia s p o r a ,  e x i l e ,  and cap ­

t i v i t y .  Wyrd b i d  f u l  a r a e d l (W an d erer, l i n e  5 ) .  B u t, so  lo n g  a s  a  

h e r o ic  s o c ie ty  rem a in s  v i a b l e ,  th e  n o b i l i t y  and v a lu e  o f  t r e a s u r e  rem ain  

beyond d i s p u te :

Swa s c e a l  (geong g)uma gode gew yrcean , 
fromm fe o h g if tu m  ond f a e d e r  (b ea)rm e,
§ a e t  h in e  on y ld e  e f t  gew unigen 
w i lg e s i § a s ,  §onne w ig cume, 
le o d e  g e l a e s t e n ;  lo fdaedum  s c e a l  
in  maegfia gehw aere man gejieon .

(20-25)

T ra n s ie n c e  i s  b a la n c e d  by g lo r y ,  f a t e  by in d o m ita b le  w i l l ,  d e a th

by c o u ra g e , th e  w a s te la n d  by th e  c i v i t a s , t r a g e d y  by h e ro ism : E v e ry th in g —

s t y l e ,  d i c t i o n ,  them e— c o n t r i b u t e s  to  th e  dynam ic e q u i l ib r iu m  o f  th e

h e r o ic  poem. L e t us c o n c lu d e  by n o t in g  t h a t  th e  te n s io n  b e tw een  h e ro ism

and n e c e s s i t y ,  betw een  man and h i s  f a t e ,  d e te rm in e s  n o t  o n ly  th e  m a jo r

n a r r a t i v e  and r h e t o r i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  B eo w u lf, b u t  i t s  a r c h i t e c t o n i c s

a s  w e l l .  T o lk ie n , who a rg u e s  f o r  a " s t a t i c "  b i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e — a

b a la n c e d  c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  " r i s i n g  and  s e t t i n g  . . . y o u th  and age . . .

f i r s t  ach iev em en t and  f i n a l  d e a th " — , h as  a l r e a d y  drawn o u r  a t t e n t i o n  to

th e  c o in c id e n c e  o f  form  and  m eaning  in  B eo w u lf, d e m o n s tra tin g  th e  e x t e n t

to  w hich th e  s t r u c t u r a l  o p p o s i t io n s  o f  th e  poem se rv e  to  e x p re s s  i t s

123th e m a tic  n exus— th e  h e r o 's  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  h i s  d e s t i n y .  A 

s i m i l a r  p a t t e r n  may b e  d is c e r n e d  in  th e  fram e o f  th e  poem, th e  way in  

w hich th e  n a r r a t i v e  a c t i o n  i s  e n c lo s e d  w ith in  i t s  b e g in n in g  and  e n d . -^ 4  

B eow ulf b e g in s  w ith  th e  a lm o s t m ira c u lo u s  a r r i v a l  o f  S cy ld  and ends w ith  

th e  h e r o 's  d e p a r tu r e  from  e a r t h .  More im p o r ta n t  p e rh a p s , w h ereas  th e
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a r r i v a l  o f  S c y ld  s ig n a l s  th e  fo u n d in g  o f  a  p o w e rfu l and g lo r io u s  D anish  

d y n a s ty — one w hich c o n t in u e s  t o  f l o u r i s h  a f t e r  th e  d e p a r tu r e  o f  i t s  

eponymous fo u n d e r— th e  d e a th  o f  B eow ulf a u g u rs  th e  d e a th  o f  th e  G e a tis h  

n a t io n .  In  a  w ord, th e  fram e o f  B eo w u lf, a  poem w hich opens w ith  

b e g in n in g s  and  c lo s e s  w ith  e n d s , p a r a l l e l s  th e  g e n e r a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  

poem, w hich  D onahue, fo llo w in g  T o lk ie n ,  h a s  com pared to  a d ip ty c h , 1 2 5  

one p a n e l  d e p ic t in g  th e  h e ro  a t  th e  p eak  o f  h i s  y o u th f u l  pow ers and  th e  

o th e r  p o r t r a y in g  him  as  an o ld  k in g  ( s t i l l  p o w e rfu l and h e r o ic )  a t  th e  

moment o f  h i s  d e a th .  B e g in n in g s  and  e n d s . The s t r u c t u r e  o f  Gawain and 

th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  c y c l i c a l ;  b u t  t h a t  o f  B eow ulf i s  p r o g r e s s iv e  and 

i n e v i t a b l e ,  r e f l e c t i n g  th e  in e x o ra b le  c o u rse  o f  tim e  and  human e v e n t s .

W hile th e  l i n e a r  i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  te n d s  in  some ways 

t o  c o r r o b o r a te  T o lk ie n 's  view  o f  th e  p o em 's  s t r u c t u r e ,  i t  a l s o  r e v e a ls  

th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  t h a t  a p p ro a c h . The an a lo g y  be tw een  B eow ulf and 

d ip ty c h  i s ,  a t  l e a s t  in  one c r i t i c a l  r e s p e c t ,  somewhat im p re c is e  and m is ­

le a d in g :  th e  em phasis on th e  " s t a t i c "  c o n t r a s t  be tw een  b e g in n in g s  and 

en d s  te n d s  t o  draw a t t e n t i o n  away from  th e  d e g re e  t o  w hich  th e  f i n a l  

c a ta s t r o p h e  b o th  draw s upon and f u l f i l s  e a r l i e r  t r a g i c  s u b s t r a t a .  A 

good p a r t  o f  th e  fo rm a l s t r a t e g y  o f  B eow ulf may w e l l  b e  b a s e d  upon th e  

o p p o s i t io n s  o f  th e  d ip ty c h  s t r u c t u r e ,  b u t  we m ust ta k e  c a re  to  r e c o g n iz e  

th e  e x t e n t  t o  w hich t r a g e d y  i s  in c re m e n ta l  and  c u m u la tiv e , a  d i a l e c t i c a l  

d ev e lo p m en t in  w hich  th e  c o n t r a p u n ta l  t r a g i c  i r o n i e s  and a u g u r ie s  o f  th e

f i r s t  p o r t i o n  o f  th e  poem grow , s w e l l ,  and f i n a l l y  c u lm in a te  in  th e

126t r a g i c  denouem ent o f  th e  c lo s in g  c a t a s t r o p h e .  M oreover, j u s t  as

e le g y  and t r a g i c  a n t i c i p a t i o n  p la y  an im p o r ta n t  r o l e  in  th e  D anish

s e c t i o n s  o f  th e  peom, th e  p redom inance  o f  e le g y  in  th e  f i n a l  p o r t i o n

127e n t a i l s  no d im in u tio n  o f  th e  h e ro  o r  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .  B eow ulf h im s e lf

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



92

i s  no w h it  l e s s  h e r o ic  o r  ex em p la ry  a g a i n s t  th e  d ragon  th a n  h e  was in  

h i s  e a r l i e r  cam paigns a g a i n s t  th e  G re n d e ls :

A ras da  b i  ro n d e  r o f  o r e t t a ,  
h e a rd  u n d e r  h e lm e , h io r o s e r c e a n  b a e r  
u n d e r s t a n c l e o f u ,  s t r e n g o  getrow ode 
a n es  m annes; ne b id  sw ylc e a rg e s  s id !

(2538-2541)

W hile B e o w u lf 's  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  a c c o u n t o f  h i s  h e r o ic  c a r e e r  d o es  te n d

to w ard  e le g y — s u g g e s t in g  th e  t r a g i c  f o r c e  o f  tim e  and ag e— th e  h e ro

128h im s e lf  h as  l o s t  none o f  h i s  o r i g i n a l  p o w ers:

]Da gen gudcyning  
m (ae rd a) gem unde, m aeg en stren g o  s lo h  
h i l d e b i l l e ,  £>aet h y t  on h e a fo la n  s to d  
nij5e gen y d ed ; N a e g lin g  f o r b a e r s t ,  
gesw ac a e t  s a e c c e  sw eord  B io w u lfe s  
gomol ond g ra e g m a e l. Him J5aet g i f e d e  ne w aes ,
§ a e t  him  i r e n n a  ecg e  m ih ton
h e lp a n  a e t  h i l d e ;  was s i o  hond to  s t r o n g ,
s e  cje meca gehwane mine g e f ra e g e
swenge o f e r s o h te ,  §onne he  t o  s a e c c e  b a e r
w aepen w und(r)um  h e a rd ;  n a e s  him  w ih te  de s e l .

(2677-2687)

M oreover, th e  sco p e  o f  B e o w u lf 's  f i n a l  h e ro ism  i s  augm ented by th e

c o r re s p o n d in g  h e ro ism  o f  W ig la f ,  whose r o l e  enhan ces  th e  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n

129o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  as th e  poem draw s to w ard s  i t s  c o n c lu s io n :

Feond g e fy ld a n  — f e r h  e l l e n  w raec— , 
ond h i  hyne § a  begen  a b ro te n  h a e fd o n , 
s i b a e d e l i n g a s ; sw y lc  s c e o ld e  se c g  w esan , 
jpegn a e t  d e a r f e !

(2706-2709)

F i n a l l y ,  l e t  us ta k e  n o te  t h a t  o f  th e  e i g h t  m a jo r h o r t a t o r y  gnom es, fo u r  

o c c u r  in  th e  d r a g o n - f ig h t  s e c t i o n ,  g iv in g  some in d i c a t i o n  a t  l e a s t  o f  

th e  h e r o ic  tem per o f  th e  f i n a l  p o r t i o n s  o f  B eow ulf. Time p a s s e s ,  th e  

d ragon  com es, and B eow ulf f i n a l l y  f a l l s .  B ut a t  th e  e n d , no l e s s  th a n  

a t  th e  b e g in n in g , in  h i s  f a l l  a s  in  h i s  r i s e ,  th e  h e ro  op p o ses  to  

n e c e s s i t y  th e  w hole w e ig h t o f  h i s  s t r e n g t h ,  c o u ra g e , and  in d o m ita b le  

w i l l .
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In d e e d , i t  i s  th e  f i n a l  p o r t i o n  o f  B eo w u lf, e s p e c i a l l y  th e  f a t a l  

e n c o u n te r  w ith  th e  d ra g o n , w hich e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  h e r o 's  f u l l  h u m an ity .

F o r  a l l  h i s  e x c e p t io n a l  s t r e n g t h ,  B eow ulf i s  a  man, a n d , a s  H ro th g a r  

w a rn s , s u b j e c t  to  th e  p r e s s u r e s  o f  t im e ,  n a t u r e ,  a g e , and  d e a th .  Were 

i t  n o t  f o r  th e  f i n a l  e p is o d e s  o f  th e  poem, B eow ulf w ould b e  m e re ly  a 

u n iq u e ly  p o w e rfu l and  e x c e p t io n a l  f i g u r e .  As i t  i s ,  h e  i s  f u l l y  r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i v e  o f  w hat i s  h ig h e s t  in  m ankind . U l t im a te ly  i t  i s  o n ly  in  th e  

c o n te x t  o f  m o r t a l i t y  t h a t  h e ro ism  s i g n i f i e s  i t s  f u l l e s t  c a p a c i ty .  In  a 

w o rld  so  m u tab le  and p r e c a r io u s  a s  t h a t  o f  B eo w u lf, so  lo n g  a s  h e ro ism  

d o e s  n o t  p ro v e  i t s e l f  i n  th e  f a c e  o f  d e a th ,  i t s  pow ers o f  human a f f i r m a ­

t i o n  rem a in  s u s p e c t ,  p e rh a p s  in a d e q u a te  and  f u t i l e .  S in c e  th e  ta s k  o f  

th e  h e ro  i s  t o  v a l i d a t e  man in  a l l  h i s  m o r t a l i t y ,  h e ro ism  m ust b e  t e s t e d  

i n  th e  f i r e s  o f  t r a g e d y .

L ik e  M orte A r th u re  and The I l i a d , B eow ulf c o n c lu d e s  w ith  a f u n e r a l .  

T h e re  can  b e  no more f i t t i n g  c lo s e  to  a  h e r o ic  poem. On th e  one h an d , 

th e  f u n e r a l  i s  a f ig u r e  o f  th e  m o r t a l i t y  w hich  encom passes and d e f in e s  

th e  h e r o ic  w o rld : to  such  an end m ust a l l  th in g s  e v e n tu a l ly  come. On th e  

o th e r  h an d , th e  f u n e r a l ,  l i k e  th e  h e r o ic  poem i t s e l f ,  i s  an e x p re s s io n  o f  

th e  t r i b u t e  men p ay  to  th e  f a l l e n  h e r o .  D eath  may to p p le  th e  m i g h t ie s t  

o f  men? b u t  so lo n g  a s  men th e m se lv e s  k eep  a l i v e  th e  memory o f  th e  h e ro  

and  h i s  d e e d s , d e a th  c a n n o t o b v ia te  human g r e a t n e s s .

T o lk ie n  h a s  c la im e d  o f  Beow ulf t h a t  " in  a  s e n s e ,  a l l  i t s  f i r s t  3136

131l i n e s  a r e  th e  p re lu d e  to  a  d i r g e . "  A — An a f f e c t i n g  f o rm u la t io n ,  b u t  o n ly  

h a l f  t r u e .  L ike  th e  poem i t s e l f ,  B e o w u lf 's  f u n e r a l  i s  more— much m ore— 

th a n  e le g y  and d i r g e .  I t  i s  a c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  h e ro ism , o f  th e  power and 

b e a u ty  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e .  In  th e  h e r o ic  poem, human e x i s t e n c e  may be 

s a i d  t o  re sem b le  an u n re s o lv a b le  m a th e m a tic a l e q u a t io n ,  an e q u a t io n  in
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which th e  two term s— th e  t r a g ic  and th e  h e r o ic — remain lo ck ed  in  t im e le s s  

and' ir r e c o n c i la b le  s t r u g g le .  E legy  and d ir g e  correspond  to  one s id e  o f  

th e  eq u a tio n ; b u t th ey  are b a lan ced  by th e  w eigh t o f  h ero ism . Men ga in  

no v i c t o r i e s  over  d e s t in y ;  b u t n e ith e r  are th ey  w h o lly  d e fe a te d . L ife  

i s  t r a s i t o r y — b u t m a g n if ic e n t.
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MP, 69 (1 9 7 2 ), 193. D onahue, in  B eow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n , a rg u e s  
even  more f o r c e f u l l y  th a n  does T o lk ie n  f o r  d i s t i n g u i s h in g  th e  a t t i t u d e s  
o f  th e  p r o ta g o n i s t s  w i th in  th e  poem from  th o s e  h e ld  by th e  C h r i s t i a n  p o e t  
and  h i s  a u d ie n c e , who— a c c o rd in g  to  t h i s  v iew — re g a rd  th e  p r e - C h r i s t i a n  
w o rld  o f  t h e i r  G erm anic a n c e s to r s  from  th e  s e c u re  v a n ta g e  p o in t  o f  t h e i r  
own C h r i s t i a n  f a i t h ,  s y m p a th e tic  to  th e  h e r o ic  s o c ie ty  o f  t h e i r  f o r e b e a r s ,  
though  n o t  th e m se lv e s  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  th e  t r a g i c  a ssu m p tio n s  o f  th e  G erm anic 
h e r o ic  i d e a l .  D onahue 's  c o n je c tu r e s  c o n c e rn in g  th e  " C e l t i c  C h r i s t i a n i t y "  
o f  B eow ulf and th e  l i g h t  h e  b r in g s  t o  b e a r  on th e  poem 's  co n ce rn  w ith  
t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  n a t u r a l  good and i t s  to l e r a n c e  f o r  th e  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  
p r e - C h r i s t i a n ,  G erm anic s o c i e t y  a r e  a l l  q u i t e  v a lu a b le .  B ut w h ile  some 
d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een th e  w o rld -v ie w  o f  th e  p r o ta g o n i s t s  and t h a t  o f  th e  
p o e t  i s  in  o r d e r ,  t h e r e  i s  no e v id e n c e  t h a t  th e  B eow ulf p o e t  o r  h i s  
a u d ie n c e  made q u i t e  th e  c o n s i s t e n t  and s y s te m a t ic  d i s t i n c t i o n s  be tw een  
th e m se lv e s  and  th e  p r e - C h r i s t i a n  w o rld  o f  th e  poem w hich Donahue h e re  
seem s to  s u g g e s t .  W ith th e  o b v io u s  e x c e p t io n  o f  r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e s  
s p e c i f i c a l l y  d e s ig n a te d  a s  h e a th e n ,  th e  h e r o ic  w o rld  o f  B eow ulf i s  a 
w o rld  by and  l a r g e  s h a re d  by th e  C h r i s t i a n  p o e t  and  h i s  a u d ie n c e .
In d e e d , th e  h e r o ic  a s su m p tio n s  and  id e a l s  o f  th e  G erm anic w a r r io r  c a s t e  
rem a in ed , i f  somewhat m o d e ra te d , s t i l l  i n t a c t  and v ia b le  th ro u g h o u t th e  
C h r i s t i a n  A nglo-Saxon p e r io d ,  th e  accom m odation o f  C h r i s t i a n  and h e r o ic  
a t t i t u d e s  a m a t te r  o f  l i t e r a r y  and h i s t o r i c a l  r e c o rd .  See b e lo w , C h a p te r  
I I ,  p .  112 and  n o te s  5 , 7 , 45 . s e e  a l s o ,  D orothy  W h ite lo c k , The B e g in n in g s  
o f  E n g lis h  S o c ie ty  (B a l t im o re , 1 9 5 2 ), p p . 2 9 -4 7 ; The A udience o f  B eow ulf 
(O xford , 1 9 5 1 ), p p . 1 -3 0 ; P e t e r  H u n te r B l a i r ,  Roman B r i t a i n  and E a r ly  E ngland  

.§§. 8  •£ •—£.•£• (New Y ork, 1 9 6 3 ), p p . 238-254 ; H elen  Cam, E ng land  B e fo re
E l iz a b e th  (London, 1 9 5 0 ), p p . 5 7 -5 9 ; W illia m  W ith e r le  L aw rence, B eow ulf 
and E p ic  T r a d i t io n  (New Y ork , 1 9 2 8 ), p p . 3 1 -70 . F o r th e  view  t h a t  th e  
B eow ulf p o e t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  d e p ic t in g  th e  v a lu e s  and i n s t i t u t i o n s  o f  h i s  
own s o c i e t y ,  see  M ilto n  McC. G a tch , L o y a l t i e s  and T r a d i t i o n s : Man and  
H is W orld in  O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e  (New Y ork, 1 9 7 1 ), p p . 5 2 -6 0 ; L aw rence , 
p .  48; B ro d eu r, p p . 1 8 2 -219 ; W renn, p p . 4 2 -4 3 .
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1 Q
A3 D onahue, B eow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n , 75, "The m o tiv e  f o r  th e  

g e n e r o s i ty  o f  th e  lo r d  and th e  lo y a l ty  o f  th e  w a r r io r  i s  good r e p u te  
(dom) . T h a t s u r v iv e s  d e a th ."  F o r an a b b r e v ia te d  s u rv e y  o f  p a s s a g e s  
em p h asiz in g  th e  r o l e  o f  h e r o ic  g lo r y ,  s e e  G. V. S m ith e rs ,  " D e s tin y  and  
th e  H e ro ic  W a rr io r  i n  B eow ulf, " in  S tu d ie s  in  O ld and  M iddle E n g l is h  
Language and  L i t e r a t u r e  in  Honor o f  H e rb e r t  Dean M e r r i t , e d . Jam es L. 
R o s ie r  (The H ague, 1 9 5 9 ) , p p . 7 5 -79 .

^ ^ W id s ith , in  The A nglo-Saxon P o e t i c  R e c o rd s , v o l .  I l l ,  e d .  G eorge 
P h i l i p  K rapp and E l l i o t t  Van K irk  Dobbie (New Y ork, 1 9 3 6 ), p .  153.

21 See S m ith e rs ,  D e s tin y  and th e  H ero ic  W a r r io r , p p . 7 0 -7 1 . S m ith e rs  
a rg u e s  f o r  th e  u l t im a te ly  G erm anic and  t r a g i c  n a tu r e  o f  f a t e  in  B eo w u lf. 
B ut th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  h e  draw s betw een  "pagan" and  " C h r i s t i a n "  a s p e c ts  o f  
th e  poem i s  p r o b le m a t ic a l .  More a p t  i s  D onahue 's  d is c u s s io n  o f  " p r e -  
C h r i s t i a n "  and " C h r i s t i a n "  e le m e n ts  in  B eow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n .
See a l s o  L a rry  D. B enson , "The Pagan C o lo r in g  o f  B eow ulf, " in  O ld E n g l is h  
P o e t r y , p p . 193-214 : Benson d i s t i n g u i s h e s  be tw een  " s e c u la r "  and  "pagan" 
e le m e n ts ,  th e  l a t t e r  b e in g  l i m i t e d  to  " h e a th e n "  r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e s  such  
a s  i d o l  w o rsh ip , and  th e  fo rm er r e f e r r i n g  to  Germ anic h e r o ic  s o c i a l  v a lu e s  
and i d e a l s ;  C h e r n i s s , I n g e I d , p p . 2 8 -2 9 , a l s o  a rg u e s  a g a i n s t  u s in g  te rm s  
su ch  as  "pagan" and  " h e a th e n "  t o  d e s c r ib e  h e r o ic  l i f e  a s  r e p r e s e n te d  in  
B eo w u lf, s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  we l i m i t  o u r s e lv e s  t o  a d j e c t i v e s  su ch  a s  " p r e -  
C h r i s t i a n , "  "G erm an ic ,"  " s e c u l a r , "  and " h e r o ic . "

W hile i t  i s  o f  c o u rs e  q u i t e  t r u e  t h a t  " s e c u la r "  o r  " p r e - C h r i s t i a n "  
G erm anic a t t i t u d e s  w ere in d e e d  o r i g i n a l l y  "pagan" o r  " h e a th e n ,"  th e y  
w ould no lo n g e r  be p e r c e iv e d  a s  such  by th e  e ig h t - c e n tu r y  A nglo-Saxon 
h e r o ic  p o e t .  Not o n ly  w ould G erm anic v a lu e s  l i k e  l o y a l t y ,  c o u ra g e , 
v en g ea n ce , g e n e r o s i t y ,  and fame be u n d e rs to o d  as c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  A nglo- 
Saxon C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  th e y  w ould  be  g e n e r a l ly  re c o g n iz e d  a s  o b l i g a to r y  f o r
th e  good C h r i s t i a n .  See ab o v e , n o te  25; s e e  a l s o  B l a i r ,  The W orld o f
Bede (New Y ork, 1 9 7 0 ) , p .  113, who, c i t i n g  an A nglo-Saxon b io g ra p h y  o f  
S a in t  W i l f r id ,  r e c o u n ts  an a n e c d o te  w hich ch a rm in g ly  d e m o n s tra te s  th e  
f u s io n  o f  C h r i s t i a n  and G erm anic a t t i t u d e s  in  A nglo-Saxon E n g lan d .

22F o r a  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  c o n n e c tio n  betw een  wyrd and d e a th ,  se e  
A lan H. R oper, "B o e th iu s  and th e  T hree  F a te s  o f  B eow ulf, " PQ, 41 (1 9 6 2 ), 
386-400 .

22T h is  r i c h l y  c o n n o ta t iv e  p h ra s e  i s ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e ,  th e  nexus a t  
w hich a  number o f  key  them es i n t e r s e c t .

2 4 D onaldson , p .  19; s e e  a l s o  th e  t r a n s l a t i o n  o f  John  R. C la rk  H a l l ,
r e v is e d  by C. L. Wrenn (London, 1 9 6 3 ), p .  74 , "had  n o t  a l l  s e e in g  God 
and th e  co u rag e  o f  th e  man k e p t  o f f  t h a t  f a t e . "  F o r a s i m i l a r  i n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  p a s s a g e , s e e  Mary C. W ilson  T i e t j e n ,  "God, F a te ,  and  
th e  H ero o f  B eo w u lf,"  JEGP, LXXIV (1 9 7 5 ), 163 -164 ; S h ip p e y , p .  40 .

2^See T i e t j e n ,  164 , "What i s  im p lie d  i s  t h a t  a m a n 's  f o r tu n e s  can  
b e  r e v e r s e d  i f  he i s  u n fa e g e , b u t  c a n n o t be r e v e r s e d  i f  h e  i s  f a e g e . "
See a l s o  B lanche  C o lto n  W illia m s , Gnomic P o e try  in  A nglo-Saxon (New Y ork, 
1 9 1 4 ), p p . 3 6 -37 , "2292-2294a . . . seems to  b e  a d i s t i n c t  C h r i s t i a n i z i n g  
o f  th e  h e a th e n  e x p re s s io n  found  in  57 2 b -5 7 3 ."
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26see f o r  exam ple , K la e b e r ,  x l i x ;  B ro d e u r , p .  218; M arie P a d g e t t  
H am ilto n , "The R e l ig io u s  P r i n c i p l e  in  B eo w u lf ,"  PMLA, LXI (1 9 4 6 ), 309- 
331, r e p r i n t e d  in  An A n tho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , p p . 124 -129 ; D onahue, 
P o t l a c h , p p . 33 -34 ; C h a r le s  W. K ennedy, The E a r l i e s t  E n g lis h  P o e try  (New 
Y ork, 1 9 4 3 ), pp . 8 7 -8 8 ; M. B. Me Namee, S . J . , "B eow ulf—An A lle g o ry  o f  
S a lv a t io n ? "  JEGP, LIX (1 9 6 0 ), 1 9 0 -2 0 7 , r e p r i n t e d  in  An A ntho logy  o f  
B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , p .  332; G o ld sm ith , "The C h r i s t i a n  Theme o f  B eo w u lf,"  
Medium AEvum, XXIX (1 9 6 0 ), 8 6 ; F i s h e r ,  181; M orton W. B lo o m fie ld , 
" P a t r i s t i c s  and O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e :  N o tes on Some Poem s," CL, XIV 
(1 9 6 2 ), 3 6 -4 1 , r e p r i n t e d  in  An A n th o lo g y  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , p . 368;

Me G a l l i a r d ,  2 4 8 -249 .

onF o r th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  th e  T h a n k sg iv in g  p r a y e r  in  B eow ulf, see  
D onahue, Beow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n ; "B eo w u lf, I r e l a n d ,  and th e  
N a tu ra l  G ood," T r a d i t i o , 7 (1 9 5 1 ) , 2 6 3 -2 7 7 .

^®Here th e  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  d iv in e  pow er h a s  in c r e a s e d  f o r c e ,  p e rh a p s  
b e c a u se  s e n t e n t i a  i s  r e in f o r c e d  by a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p r o p r ia te  f i g u r a t i v e  
e l a b o r a t io n  in  w hich th e  c y c l i c a l  rhy thm s o f  n a tu r e  th e m se lv e s  im ply 
d iv in e  pow er and o r d e r .  The p e r p e t u a l  ro u n d  o f  th e  s e a so n s  i s  a l s o  
a l lu d e d  t o  to w ard  th e  end  o f  th e  F in n sb u rg  e p is o d e  (1 1 3 0 ff .)  The s e a s o n s  
m o t i f  i s  n o te d  by Me G a l l i a r d ,  251 .

2 ® E a r lie r ,  in  somewhat more e s c h a t o lo g ic a l  te rm s , th e  h e ro  assum es 
e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  same s ta n c e  (4 4 0 -4 4 1 ) .

^ A s  A la in  R e n o ir  o b s e rv e s ,  "G o d 's  w i l l  i s  l i t t l e  c o m fo r t ,  f o r  
w h ile  d iv in e  w i l l  i s  a t  b e s t  a  v e ry  u n p r e d ic ta b le  e le m e n t, we have 
e m p h a tic a l ly  been  t o l d  e a r l i e r  in  th e  poem, ' Gaed £  wyrd swa h io  s e e l . " ' 
" P o in t  o f  View and D esign  f o r  T e r r o r  in  B eo w u lf, " N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e  
M i t t e i lu n g e n , L X III (1 9 6 2 ), 1 5 4 -1 6 7 , r e p r i n t e d  in  The B eow ulf P o e t , p p . 
160-161 .

^ F o r  a n o th e r  view  o f  th e  p a r a l l e l i s m  o f  C h r i s t i a n  and G erm anic 
c o n c e p ts  o f  n e c e s s i t y — th e  i n t e r p l a y  o f  wyrd and p ro v id e n c e — see  
T i e t j e n ,  159-171 . See a l s o  B o n jo u r , Twelve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p .  17; The 
B eow ulf P o e t and th e  T ra g ic  M use, p p . 134 -135 ; K aske, p . 274.

^ G r e e n f i e l d ,  The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  O ld  E n g lis h  Poems (London, 1 9 7 2 ) , 
p .  9 . M edieval C h r i s t i a n i t y  i t s e l f  i s  f a r  from  a  m o n o li th ic  dogma. I t  
i s  a  s o c i a l  and h i s t o r i c a l  body o f  b e l i e f s ,  a n d , a s  su c h , v a r i e s  from  
age to  a g e , an d , p e rh a p s  ev en  more s i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  from  p o e t t o  p o e t  w i th ­
in  any one g iv e n  a g e . See D onald  R. Howard, The T hree  T e m p ta tio n s : 
M ed ieval Mam in  S e a rc h  o f  th e  W orld ( P r in c e to n ,  1 9 6 6 ), p .  27, "We w i l l  
n e v e r  know th e  i n t e n t i o n s  o f  th e  m e d iev a l p o e t  . . . u n le s s  we lo o k  a t  
th e  p a r t i c u l a r  p o e t ,  w r i t i n g  a  p a r t i c u l a r  poem a t  a  p a r t i c u l a r  moment 
in  h i s t o r y ,  in  a c u l tu r e  whose e x t r a o r d in a r y  ' i n t e g r i t y '  e x i s t e d  none­
t h e l e s s  in  d iv e r s e ,  c o n t r a d i c t o r y ,  p a r t i c u l a r  e le m e n ts ."

•^The b e s t  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  d a te  o f  B eow ulf i s  W h ite lo c k , The 
A udience o f  B eow ulf, who s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  poem was composed in  th e  
seco n d  h a l f  o f  th e  e ig h th  c e n tu r y .  R i t c h ie  G irv an  a rg u e s  f o r  a d a te  in  
t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  th e  s e v e n th  c e n tu r y ,  B eow ulf and th e  S ev en th  C e n tu ry : 
Language and C o n te x t (London, 1 9 7 1 ).
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24See C h e m is s ,  In g e  i d , p .  27 , "A nglo-Saxon s o c i e t y  a p p e a rs  t o  have 
n o u r is h e d  a  sy s tem  o f  s e c u la r  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a lo n g s id e  o f  i t s  C h r i s t i a n  
v a lu e s ,  o f t e n  w ith o u t  r e c o g n iz in g  any e s s e n t i a l  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  be tw een  th e  
tw o ."

35S ee B o n jo u r , Twelve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p .  46 .

36A. C. S p e a r in g , Tit3  Gawain P o e t ; A C r i t i c a l  S tu d y  (C am bridge, 1 9 7 0 ),
p .  26 .

37Rosem ary W oolf, The Genre o f  P l a n e tu s , p .  19 7 , "An a s se s sm e n t o f  
th e  e q u i l ib r iu m  . . . be tw een  a  lam en t f o r  t r a n s i e n c e  and  i t s  C h r i s t i a n  
s o lu t i o n  w i l l  b e  an  i n e v i t a b l e  p a r t  o f  a  c r i t i c a l  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  b u t  
i t  c a n n o t p ro v id e  th e  fo u n d a tio n s  f o r  any in f e r e n c e  a b o u t th e  p o e t 's  
p e r s o n a l  b e l i e f s  . . .  A C h r i s t i a n  p o e t  may w r i t e  a b o u t th e  e x p e r ie n c e  
o f  t r a n s i e n c e  w ith  l i t t l e  o r  no i n t e r e s t  in  th e  C h r i s t i a n  p ro m ise  o f  
e t e r n a l  l i f e . "

38A c o n v e n ie n t  su rv e y  o f  th e  c r i t i c a l  l i t e r a t u r e  g e n e ra te d  by th e  
c o n t ro v e r s y  o v e r  th e  n a tu r e  and e x te n t  o f  th e  C h r i s t i a n  m a te r i a l  in  
B eow ulf i s  t o  b e  found  in  C h e m is s ,  In g e  I d , p p . 1 2 4 -1 5 0 . C h e m is s  him ­
s e l f  c o n c lu d e s ,  p p . 14 9 -1 5 0 , "G erm anic h e r o ic  i d e a l s  o f  co n d u c t c o n t r o l  
th e  a c t i o n  o f  th e  poem; C h r i s t i a n  p i e t y  i s  i n c i d e n t a l  to  i t  . . .  I t  i s  
e s s e n t i a l l y  s e c u l a r ,  G erm anic and h e r o i c ,  n o t  p r im a r i l y  e i t h e r  C h r i s t i a n  
o r  p a g a n ."

^ S e e  R in g le r ,  4 9 -6 7 ; I r v i n g ,  R e a d in g , p p . 2 2 -2 7 , 54 , 9 9 -1 0 4 .

4®I do n o t  mean to  im ply  t h a t  th e  h e ro  i s  i n d i f f e r e n t  to  v i c t o r y .
I t  i s  j u s t  t h a t  v i c t o r y ,  so  o f te n  h in g in g  upon a  d e c re e  o f  God o r  f a t e ,  
i s  n o t  m a n 's  to  g u a r a n te e .  Thus th e  h e r o 's  u l t im a te  g o a l ,  one w hich 
l i e s  s o l e l y  w i th in  h i s  own p o w e rs , i s  n o t  so  much to  w in a s  t o  co n d u c t 
h im s e l f  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th e  p r i n c i p l e s  w h ich— w in o r  lo s e — e n n o b le  
th e  w o rld  he  r e p r e s e n t s .  F o r a  g e n e ra l  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  r o l e  o f  th e  
h e r o ic  w i l l  in  B eow ulf from  a somewhat d i f f e r e n t  p o i n t  o f  view  from  
m ine, s e e  I r v i n g ,  R e a d in g , p p . 4 3 -8 2 .

4^ F o r a  s l i g h t l y  more C h r i s t i a n  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  th e s e  p a s s a g e s ,
s e e  T i e t j e n ,  168 . T i e t j e n  n o te s ,  how ever, t h a t  " a lth o u g h  th e  C h r i s t i a n
view  t h a t  God a f f o r d s  g ra c e  and g u id a n ce  to  th e  e f f o r t s  o f  th e  w orthy  
i s  e v id e n t  th ro u g h o u t B eo w u lf, th e  k in d  o f  'w o r th ' t h a t  m e r i t s  G od 's 
fa v o u r  i s  by  no means C h r i s t i a n .  B eow ulf m ost c e r t a i n l y  e x e m p li f ie s  th e  
C h r i s t i a n  v i r t u e s  o f  m ild n e s s  and h u m i l i ty ,  b u t  h e  i s  w o rth y  o f  G od 's  
fa v o u r  b e c a u se  o f  h i s  g r e a t  s t r e n g t h  and c o u ra g e . V ir tu e  in  th e  w o rld  
o f  B eow ulf l i e s  l a r g e l y  in  th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  th e  h e r o ic  i d e a l s  o f  
p e r s o n a l  p ro w ess  and  e a r t h l y  l o f ."

42See D onaldson , p .  x i ;  f o r  a f u l l e r  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  r o l e  o f  th e  
h e r o ic  b e a t ,  s e e  b e lo w , C h a p te r  I I ,  p p . 125-129 .

43F o r a  d is c u s s io n  o f  co w ard ice  and th e  h e r o ic  c h o ic e  in  M aidon,
s e e  b e lo w , C h a p te r  I I ,  p p . 140-150 .

44See I r v i n g ,  R e a d in g , p p . 155, 161.
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^ S e e  G r e e n f ie ld ,  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , f o r  a  p ro v o c a t iv e  r e c o n s id e r a t io n  
o f  U n f e r th 's  c h a r a c t e r .

46H ere we m ust e x e r c i s e  r e s t r a i n t .  The Danes a re  n o t  r e p r e s e n te d  
a s  cow ards o r  w e a k lin g s .  In d e e d , a  number o f  H r o th g a r 's  f o l lo w e rs  a r e  
s a i d  to  have c h a l le n g e d  G ren d e l (4 8 0 -4 8 9 ), and  on th e  eve o f  G r e n d e l 's  
dam 's  r a i d  th e  S c y ld in g s  p ro v e  w a r l ik e  enough (1242-1251 , 1 2 8 8 -1 2 9 1 ).
S t i l l ,  th e  Danes a re  n o t  h e r o ic  in  th e  way t h a t  B eow ulf i s  h e r o ic .
T here  a re  s im p ly  d i f f e r e n t  o r d e r s  o f  manhood in  th e  poem. T here  a re  
cow ards, l i k e  B e o w u lf 's  t r e a c h e ro u s  com panions; th e r e  a r e  o rd in a ry  
w a r r io r s  l i k e  th e  D anes, some o f  them c a p a b le  o f  r e a l  co u rag e  and 
i n t e g r i t y ;  and  th e r e  a r e  h e ro e s  l i k e  B eow ulf and W ig la f ,  men w h o lly  
com m itted  to  th e  heah  g e sc e a p  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .

^ S e e  K la e b e r 's  n o te  to  l i n e  901.

^®See b e lo w , p p . 7 7 -80 .

49See I r v in g ,  R ead in g , p p . 4 - 5 ,  149.

^®For th e  d id a c t ic i s m  o f  G erm anic and  O ld E n g l is h  v e r s e ,  s e e  W illia m s , 
p p . 3 6 -37 ; L aw rence, p .  5 , 230; S isam , p p . 1 3 -1 5 , draw s a t t e n t i o n  to  th e  
d i d a c t i c  a s p e c ts  o f  B eo w u lf. See a l s o  th e  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  E x e te r  Book 
" e le g ie s "  in  S h ip p ey , p p . 5 3 -7 9 .

^ S t a n l e y  B. G r e e n f ie ld  and  R ic h a rd  E v e r e t ,  "Maxims I I ; Gnome and 
Poem," in  A nglo-Saxon P o e t r y , p p . 339-340 , 345; B u r l i n ,  p .  42 ; H. Munro 
Chadwick and  N ora K. C hadw ick, The A n c ie n t L i t e r a t u r e s  o f  E u ro p e , v o l .
I  o f  The Growth o f  L i t e r a t u r e  (C am bridge, 1 9 3 2 ) , p p . 377-378 ; W illia m s ,
p .  80 .

52 The d e s c r i p t i v e  f a r  outnum ber th e  p r e s c r i p t i v e  gnomes.

^ F o r  a f u l l e r  l i s t  w hich a t  some p o in t s  d iv e rg e s  from  my own, see  
W illia m s , p .  29 .

^ 1  can  d is c o v e r  in  B eow ulf no exam ple o f  w hat c o u ld  b e  te rm ed  a  
C h r i s t i a n  h o r ta t o r y  gnome. The c l o s e s t  t h i n g  to  a  C h r i s t i a n  p r e s c r i p t i v e  
gnome »is th e  c o n c lu d in g  v e r s e  o f  th e  s o - c a l l e d  C h r i s t i a n  e x c u rs u s  (186- 
1 8 8 ). B ut t h i s  i s  more in  th e  way o f  c o n s o la t io  th a n  h o r t a t o r y  gnome.

"^The p h ra s e  i s  l a t e r  a p p l ie d  b o th  t o  H ro th g a r  and  to  O nela  (863 ,
2 3 9 0 ).

56See I r v in g ,  R e a d in g , p .  44 , "M emorable s t r e n g t h  and  c o u ra g e , th e n ,  
i s  th e  announced s u b je c t  o f  th e  poem, and we a r e  p r e s e n te d  a t  th e  o u t s e t  
w ith  a  parad ig m  o f  p ra is e w o r th y  co n d u c t in  S c y ld , th e  god c y n in g . T h is  
b r i e f  proem  t h a t  t e l l s  o f  S c y ld  does w hat t h e  poem a s  a  w hole d o e s : i t  
d e f in e s  th e s e  te rm s , shows them  in  a c t i o n ,  and  p e rh a p s  even t e s t s  th e m ."

■^See S ch uck ing  and  K aske, p a s s im .

58See Donahue, B eow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n , f o r  an e x c e l l e n t  
d is c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  th e  poem.
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I r v i n g ,  R ead in g , p .  105 , "T h is  m u rd e rin g  demon . . . p a r a ly z e s  
th e  f u n c t io n  o f  s o c ie t y  by o ccu p y in g  i t s  v i t a l  c e n t e r . "  See a l s o  
C h e r n is s ,  I n g e I d , p .  57 .

60See a l s o  l i n e s  166-177 , 27 2 -2 7 6 , 4 1 1 -4 1 4 . G ren d e l a t t a c k s  o n ly  
th e  h a l l  i t s e l f .  A p p a re n tly  he i s  u n in t e r e s t e d  in  th e  o u t ly in g  
cham bers. See l i n e s  138-143 .

61See a l s o  l i n e s  12 6 -1 3 4 , 1 4 7 f f . ,  1 7 0 f f . ,  4 7 3 f f . ,  9 3 2 f f .

82W ith r e s p e c t  to  th e  u n iv e r s a l  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  B e o w u lf 's  f i g h t  
a g a i n s t  th e  m o n s te r s ,  th e  se m in a l a r t i c l e  i s  a g a in  T o lk ie n 's  M o n s te rs ; 
b u t  s e e  a l s o  L aw rence , p .  131; I r v in g ,  R e a d in g , p p . 8 3 -1 2 8 ; B o n jo u r , 
Tw elve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p .  79 .

6  *3See K la e b e r ,  l i ,  " In  h i s  r o l e  a s  d e l i v e r e r  from  th e  ra v a g e s  o f  
m o n s te rs  he m ig h t w e l l  be l ik e n e d  to  a n c ie n t  h e ro e s  l i k e  H e rc u le s  and 
T h e se u s . —W ith a l l  th e  h e r o ic  a t t r i b u t e s  th e  p o e t  h a s  c o n f e r r e d  on 
him , th e  dom inan t t r a i t  o f  th e  h e ro  i s  h i s  w o n d e rfu l e a g e rn e s s  t o  h e lp  
o t h e r s . "  See a l s o  B ro d e u r , p p . 6 4 , 8 6 . T h is  m o t i f  o f  c o u rse  in  no 
way c o n f l i c t s  w ith  th e  h e r o 's  a s p i r a t i o n  f o r  g lo r y .

8^As I r v in g  n o te s ,  R ead in g , p .  128, th e  h e r o 's  d e f e a t  o f  th e  
m o n s te rs  s i g n a l s  " th e  s i g n i f i c a n t  r e e s ta b l i s h m e n t ,  a t  lo n g  l a s t ,  o f  
human com munity in  H e o ro t."

^ S e e  l i n e s  1282-1287 .

6 6 B o n jo u r , Twelve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p .  105.

67T h ere  i s  a t h i r d  p a s sa g e  in  w hich B eow ulf b o a s t s  o f  s la y in g  
g i a n t s  and m o n s te r s ,  b u t  i t  i s  m ere ly  a  p a s s in g  r e f e r e n c e  (4 1 7 -4 2 5 ).

68Kemp M alone, "B eo w u lf,"  ES, XXIX (1 9 4 8 ) , 1 6 1 -1 7 2 , r e p r i n t e d  in  
An A n th o lo g y  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m ,  p p . 1 4 5 -1 4 6 ; I r v i n g ,  R e a d in g , p p . 
6 9 -7 0 .

8 8 M alone, B eo w u lf, p .  146.

78See F i s h e r ,  1 7 8 -179 . F i s h e r 's  view  t h a t  "B eow ulf . . . h a s  n o t  
m e re ly  p e rfo rm e d  an a c t  o f  d e l iv e r a n c e  and  re v e n g e  b u t  a l s o  o f  a to n e ­
m e n t,"  m ust b e  r e j e c t e d .

71T h is  fo rm u la tio n  i s  c o in e d  by D onahue, B eow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  
T r a d i t i o n , 112.

72T h e re  i s  a  good d is c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  d u a l i t y  in  I r v i n g ,  R ead in g , 
p p . 8 3 -1 2 8 , e s p .  9 3 -9 4 , 110-112; s e e  a l s o  T o lk ie n ,  M o n s te rs , p p . 30- 
31; K a th ry n  Hume, "The Theme and S t r u c tu r e  o f  B eo w u lf, " SP, LXXII 
(1 9 7 5 ), 7.

71 See B o n jo u r , Twelve Beow ulf P a p e r s , p .  39.
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74F or a  l i s t  o f  t i t l e s  by w hich G ren d e l and h i s  dam a r e  d e s ig n a te d ,  
s e e  T o lk ie n ,  M o n s te r s , p p . 4 1 -4 4 .

7C
T h ere  i s  c o n s id e r a b le  c o n tro v e r s y  o v e r  th e  e x t e n t  t o  w hich th e  

m o n s te rs  r e p r e s e n t  e v i l ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  G r e n d e l 's  dam 
and th e  d ra g o n . A c tu a l ly ,  t h e  m o n s te rs  ta k e  th e  s ta g e  in  a  d e sc e n d in g  
o r d e r  o f  e v i l :  f i r s t  G re n d e l, th e n  h i s  dam, and  th e n  th e  d ra g o n . B oth 
G ren d e l and h i s  dam a r e  d escen d e d  from  C ain  and  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  g i a n t s ,  
o g r e s ,  e lv e s  and  e v i l  s p i r i t s  ( 1 0 7 f f . ,  1 2 6 0 f f . ) .  G ren d e l h im s e l f  i s  
th r e e  tim e s  c a l l e d  G o d 's  a d v e r s a r y ,  tw ic e  d u r in g  h i s  m o r ta l  com bat w ith  
B eow ulf (786 , 8 1 1 ) ,  and  a g a in  a s  B eow ulf h ands H ro th g a r  th e  h i l t  o f  th e  
sw ord w ith  w hich h e  s le w  G r e n d e l 's  dam ( 1 6 8 1 f f . ) .  G re n d e l i s  a l s o  s a i d  
to  b e a r  G o d 's 1 w ra th  (7 1 2 ) . He i s  c a l l e d ,  in  s u c c e s s io n ,  c r e a tu r e  o f  
e v i l  (1 2 0 ), s i n - s t a i n e d  man (9 7 8 ), m o n s te r  s t a i n e d  w ith  e v i l  d eed s 
(1 0 0 0 ), f i e r c e  e v i l - d o e r  (2 0 9 0 ). Bound f o r  h e l l ,  he i s  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  
demons and d e v i l s  and  ta g g e d  w ith  su ch  e p i t h e t s  a s  h e ll-d e m o n  (1 6 3 ), 
dem oniac fo e  (7 0 7 ) , p r i s o n e r  o f  h e l l  (7 8 8 ) , s p i r i t  o f  h e l l  (1 2 7 4 ) . In  
th e  m id s t o f  h i s  f i g h t  w ith  B eow ulf, we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  G re n d e l w ish ed  to  
escap e  back  i n t o  th e  p r e s s  o f  d e v i l s  ( 7 5 5 f f . ) .  A f te r  h e  i s  k i l l e d ,  i t  
i s  s a id  t h a t  h e  jo u rn e y s  i n t o  th e  pow er o f  f ie n d s  ( 8 0 6 f f . ) .  And a s  he  
p lu n g e s  t o  h i s  u n d e rw a te r  b i e r ,  we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  h e l l  t a k e s  him  ( 8 5 1 f f . ) .  
G rendel i s  o r i g i n a l l y  goaded  i n t o  h i s  r a i d s  on H eo ro t by th e  sounds o f  
r e v e l r y  and  th e  sc o p * s  p r a i s e  o f  G od 's  c r e a t i o n ;  t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  he s e t s  
h im s e lf  a g a i n s t  G o d 's  o r d e r  a s  w e ll  as  human o r d e r  (86 -91 ) . H is 
c a n n ib a lism  i s  s t r e s s e d  and v iv i d ly  p o r t r a y e d  ( 7 4 0 f f . ,  4 4 6 f f . ,  1 5 8 0 f f . ,  
2 0 8 0 f f . ) .  H is d e s c r i p t i o n  s u g g e s ts  e v i l  i n c a r n a t e :  h i s  e y e s  f l i c k e r  
w ith  unwholesome l i g h t  (726) , and h i s  l a u g h te r  i s  s h e e r  p e r v e r s i t y  
( 7 3 0 f f . ) .  By f a r  t h e  m ost e v i l  o f  th e  m o n s te r s ,  G ren d e l i s  a  th o ro u g h ly  
s i n i s t e r  and m a lig n a n t c r e a t u r e .

G re n d e l 's  dam s h a r e s  h e r  s o n 's  g en ea lo g y  and n a t u r e ,  b u t  n o t  h i s  
m ost s i n i s t e r  a t t r i b u t e s .  A lthough  sh e  i s  v a r io u s ly  te rm e d , w an d e rin g  
s l a u g h t e r - s p i r i t  (1 3 3 1 ) , m ig h ty  e v i l - d o e r  (1 3 3 9 ), a c c u r s e d  m o n s te r  o f  
th e  deep  (1 5 1 8 ), m o n s tro u s  h ag  (2 1 2 0 ), she i s  n e v e r  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  
G od 's enemy o r  a  h e l l - f i e n d .  A lthough  she  b e a r s  th e  t r a p p in g s  o f  th e  
m o n s te r , t e r r i b l e  c law s  and  a l l  (1 5 0 2 ), sh e  la c k s  G r e n d e l 's  a u r a  o f  
s u p e r n a tu r a l  m a le v o le n c e . A lthough  h e r  l in e a g e  and e n v iro n m e n t in v e s t  
h e r  w ith  an a i r  o f  d r e a d ,  sh e  h e r s e l f  i s  o d d ly  d e v o id  o f  th e  m a n if e s t  
a s p e c ts  o f  e v i l .  T h ere  a r e  h i n t s  and a l l u s i o n s ,  b u t  no e x p l i c i t  
p o r t r a y a l s  o f  h e r  c a n n ib a l is m  (1276, 1 3 3 2 f f . ) .  She a t t a c k s  H e o ro t n o t  
o u t  o f  p e r v e r s e  e n m ity  a g a i n s t  man and God, b u t  to  avenge h e r  son 
(1276-1280 , 1333 , 1339 , 1547, 2 1 2 0 ), a  m o tiv e  w hich g a in s  a  s y m p a th e tic  
nod— o r  so m e th in g  v e ry  c lo s e  t o  i t — from  th e  p o e t  ( 1 3 0 5 f f . ) .

A t th e  o th e r  end  o f  th e  s c a le  from  G ren d e l i s  th e  d rag o n  whose 
c o n n e c tio n  w ith  e v i l  i s  te n u o u s  a t  b e s t .  To be s u r e ,  th e  d rag o n  i s  
a v a r i c io u s ,  w r a t h f u l ,  m a l ic io u s ,  and  h o s t i l e  (2 2 7 0 -2 2 7 7 ). B ut such  
t r a i t s  f a l l  more u n d e r th e  c a te g o ry  o f  n a t u r a l  th a n  o f  m o ra l phenom ena. 
C u p id i t a s , w ra th ,  and  h o s t i l i t y  a r e ,  so  to  s p e a k , in  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  
b e a s t .  M oreover, a s  in  th e  c a se  o f  G re n d e l 's  dam, th e  d r a g o n 's  r a i d  
i s  m o tiv a te d  n o t  by d e p r a v i ty ,  b u t  by a d e s i r e  f o r  re v e n g e  (2 3 0 2 -2 3 0 6 ). 
D angerous, d e s t r u c t i v e ,  im p la c a b le :  th e  d ragon  i s ,  i f  r o u s e d ,  a  t e r r i b l e  
enemy to  man. B u t in  B eow ulf a t  l e a s t ,  he i s  n o t  G o d 's  a d v e r s a r y .

In  any c a s e ,  how ever one view s th e  m o n s te rs , th e  q u e s t io n  o f  e v i l  
i s  n o t in  th e  end  a s  c r i t i c a l  a s  we have been  le d  to  b e l i e v e .  To 
w h a te v e r d e g re e  t h e  m o n s te rs  a r e  o r  a re  n o t  e v i l , th e y  a r e , n e v e r th e ­
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l e s s ,  w ith o u t e x c e p t io n ,  in im ic a l  to  m ankind . The e s s e n t i a l  u n i ty  o f  
t h e  poem, t o  p u t  th e  m a t te r  b a l d ly ,  does n o t  h in g e  upon th e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  
o f  th e  m o n s te rs  w ith  e v i l ;  i t  i s  in  f a c t  w h o lly  in d e p e n d e n t o f  th e  m ora l 
s t a t u s  o f  B e o w u lf 's  o p p o n e n ts . The e s s e n t i a l  c o n f r o n ta t io n  in  B eow ulf 
i s  betw een man and n e c e s s i t y ,  n o t  betw een  good and b a d . I t  i s  o n ly  t o  
th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  th e  two p a t t e r n s  o f  o p p o s i t io n  o v e r la p  t h a t  B eow ulf may 
b e  s a id  t o  b e  m an 's  cham pion (and  G od 's) a g a i n s t  th e  f o r c e s  o f  e v i l .

Among th o s e  who a rg u e  t h a t  th e  m o n s te rs  r e p r e s e n t  u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  
e v i l  a r e  T o lk ie n ,  M o n s te r s , p .  21; B o n jo u r, Twelve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p p . 
97 -1 1 3 ; G o ld sm ith , Mode, p p . 9 7 -1 4 5 ; A lv in  L ee , The G u est H a ll  o f  E d en ; 
F our E ssay s  on th e  D esign  o f  O ld E n g lis h  P o e try  (New H aven, 1 9 7 2 ), p p . 
214-220 .

Among th o s e  who a rg u e  t h a t  th e  m o n s te rs  m ust b e  d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  in  
t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  s e e  e s p e c i a l l y  B ruce M i tc h e l l ,  " U n t i l  th e  Dragon Com es," 
N e o p h ilo lo g u s , 47 (1 9 6 3 ), 131, "The d ragon  i s  a  d i f f e r e n t  k in d  o f  
m o n s te r  from  G ren d e l and  h i s  dam. Very s im p ly , i t  i s  th e  in s t ru m e n t  o f  
B e o w u lf 's  d e a th ."  See a l s o  T. M. Gang, "A pproaches to  B eo w u lf, " RES, 
n . s .  i i i  (1 9 5 2 ), 1 -1 2 , e s p .  6 -9 ;  I r v i n g ,  R e a d in g , p p . 1 1 3 -1 1 4 , 2 1 4 -216 ; 
Donahue, P o t l a c h , p . 29; H. L. R o g e rs , "B e o w u lf 's  T h ree  G re a t F ig h t s , "
RES, VI (1 9 5 5 ), 3 3 9 -355 , r e p r i n t e d  in  An A ntho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , 
p p . 247, 251; L aw rence , p .  208; B ro d eu r, p p . 1 2 6 -127 , 2 1 7 -2 1 8 ; John  
L e y e r le ,  "B eow ulf th e  H ero and th e  K in g ,"  Medium AEvum, XXXIV (1 9 6 5 ), 
8 9 -9 1 .

76See a l s o  1 6 1 -1 6 3 , 710 -711 .

77See W rig h t, p p . 2 5 7 -2 6 1 ; G irv a n , p .  58 ; I r v i n g ,  R e a d in g , p p . 4 0 ,
8 6 ; B o n jo u r, Tw elve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p .  104.

7®See a l s o  l i n e s  1 2 5 8 f f .

79The C ain  m o t i f — o r  f r a t r i c i d e  them e— i s  exam ined by G o ld sm ith , 
C h r i s t i a n  P e r s p e c t i v e , p .  378; C h r i s t i a n  Theme, 87; Mode and M ean ing , 
p .  112; Donahue, B eow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n , 9 7 -9 8 , 112; L e y e r le ,
"The I n t e r l a c e  S t r u c t u r e  o f  B eo w u lf,"  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  T o ro n to  Q u a r t e r l y ,
37 (1 9 6 7 ), 1 -1 7 , r e p r i n t e d  in  B eo w u lf; The D onaldson T r a n s l a t i o n ; 
B ackgrounds and  S o u rc e s ; C r i t i c i s m , e d . Jo se p h  F . Tuso (New Y ork, 1 9 7 5 ) , 
p . 167. See a l s o  D ra g la n d , 60 6 -6 1 7 ; b u t  D ra g la n d 's  c o n te n t io n  t h a t  th e  
p o e t  a s s o c i a t e s  B eow ulf h im s e lf  w ith  th e  m o n s te rs  i s  w h o lly  u n a c c e p ta b le .

®^See a l s o  l i n e s  1164-1168 .

81See a l s o  l i n e s  1 1 8 1 f f .  B ut c f .  S isam , p p . 33 -39 .

®^See a l s o  l i n e s  2611-2625 .

83See f o r  exam ple , L aw rence , p . 55; W h ite lo c k , B e g in n in g s , p p . 3 7 -38 .

84F o r a w id e - ra n g in g  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  feu d  m o t i f ,  s e e  L aw rence, 
p p . 71 -128 .

0 5
K la e b e r ,  p .  231; L aw rence , p .  114; B o n jo u r, The D ig re s s io n s  in  

B eow ulf (London, 1 9 5 0 ); I r v i n g ,  R ead in g , p . 137.
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86I r v i n g ,  R ead in g , p .  189, "E veryw here in  th e  poem, we can  p e r c e iv e  

th e  c e n t r a l  t r a g i c  f a c t  a b o u t th e  s o c i e t y  t h a t  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  r e f l e c t s : 
t h a t  in  i t s  v e ry  s t r e n g t h  and  b e a u ty ,  in  i t s  c o h e s iv e  lo y a l  t i e s  and  
a l l e g i a n c e s ,  l i e  i n e v i t a b l e  f o r c e s  o f  d e s t r u c t i o n  and  a n a rc h y ."  See 
a l s o  p p . 1 7 8 -179 . See a l s o  K a h r l ,  F e u d s , 1 8 9 -198 ; a l s o  Hume, 7 f f . ,  who 
em p h asizes  th e  t r a g i c  i r o n i e s  a t t e n d a n t  upon h e r o ic  w a r fa re  and who 
a t te m p ts  t o  a rg u e  t h a t  th e  b a s i c  them e o f  t h e  poem i s  " t h r e a t s  t o  s o c i a l  
o r d e r ."

87As T a c i tu s  e a r l y  o b s e rv e d  in  G erm an ia , c r e d i t  f o r  a  r e t a i n e r ' s  
deeds a c c ru e s  t o  h i s  lo r d  in  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n .

88See n o te  87 , abo v e .
pg

As ex em p lar o f  th e  h e r o ic  c i v i t a s  a g a i n s t  th e  f o r c e s  o f  c h a o s , 
th e  h e ro  does n o t  s ta n d  a lo n e ;  h e  i s  ev e ry w h ere  s u p p o r te d  by th e  
e l a b o r a t e  r i t u a l s  and  ce re m o n ies  o f  th e  A nglo-Saxon a r i s t o c r a t i c  s o c i e t y  
h e  r e p r e s e n t s ,  a  w o rld  whose m anners and  cu s to m s— from  th e  p r e s c r ib e d  
a m e n it ie s  o f  th e  m e a d -h a ll to  th e  s a c ra m e n ta l  exchange o f  t r e a s u r e — 
a f f i r m  th e  g ra n d e u r  and  d ig n i ty  o f  human c i v i l i z a t i o n .  The v i r t u e s  o f  
th e  c i v i t a s  a re  r e f l e c t e d  a s  w e l l  in  th e  o r n a te  r h e t o r i c  and e le v a te d  
s t y l e  o f  th e  poem i t s e l f .  W hile i t  h a s  lo n g  been  re c o g n iz e d  t h a t  th e  
t r a d i t i o n a l  d i c t i o n  o f  B eow ulf d o v e t a i l s  w ith  i t s  h e r o ic  o u t lo o k — one 
h as  o n ly  to  com pare B eow ulf w ith  a  poem l i k e  A n d re a s , a w ork to  w hich  
th e  i n h e r i t e d  h e r o ic  fo rm u la s  o f  A nglo-Saxon o r a l  p o e t ry  a re  n o t 
i n t r i n s i c a l l y  s u i t e d ,  to  g ra s p  w h at an  a d v a n ta g e  i t  i s  f o r  a  p o e t  to  
work w ith  a  p o e t i c  la n g u ag e  fo rg e d  e x p r e s s ly  f o r  th e  p u rp o se  o f  t e l l i n g  
a  t a l e  su ch  a s  h i s  i s — i t  h a s  n o t  been  s u f f i c i e n t l y  em phasized  t h a t  i t s  
s t y l i s t i c  s t r a t e g i e s  a r e  a s  w e l l  s u i t e d  t o  i t s  h e r o ic  v i s io n  a s  i t s  
c o n v e n t io n a l  " w o rd -h o a rd ." B eow ulf i s  com posed in  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  
A nglo-Saxon "h ig h  s t y l e . "  A t v i r t u a l l y  e v e ry  p o i n t ,  i t  e x h i b i t s  th e  
n o b i l i t y  o f  to n e  and  e l e v a t io n  o f  n a r r a t i v e  m anner ev eryw here  a s s o c ­
i a t e d  w ith  a r i s t o c r a t i c ,  c o u r t l y  p o e t r y .  The e l a b o r a te  r h e t o r i c ,  th e  
s p e c i a l i z e d  p o e t i c  d i c t i o n ,  th e  p r o c e s s io n a l  movement o f  th e  v e r s e ,  
th e  f i g u r e s  and fo rm u las  o f  r e p e t i t i o n  and  r e t a r d a t i o n ,  th e  d en se  
t e x t u r e ,  th e  web o f  v a r i a t i o n ,  a p p o s i t io n ,  e n u m e ra tio n , p a r a l l e l i s m ,  
and  p e r i p h r a s i s — a l l  th e s e  co n v erg e  in  a  re m a rk a b ly  solem n and  c e r e ­
m onious v e r s e  form  w h ich , a l th o u g h  th e  p ro d u c t  o f  lo n g - s ta n d in g  
c o n v e n tio n s  o f  A nglo-Saxon v e r s i f i c a t i o n ,  in  B eow ulf a t  l e a s t  s e rv e s  
a s  an  e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  c i v i t a s —o f  m a n 's  h e r o ic  s t r u g g le  to  im pose 
human m eaning , o r d e r ,  and  v a lu e  on th e  g iv e n  w o rld .

F o r a  g e n e ra l  d is c u s s io n  o f  A nglo-S axon  p o e t i c  s t y l e ,  s e e  G reen­
f i e l d ,  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n ; E . V. G ordon, e d . The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon (London, 
1 9 3 7 ), p p . 2 3 -30 . F o r th e  s t y l e  and  d i c t i o n  o f  B eow ulf, s e e  K la e b e r ,  
p p . l v - l x v i i i ,  e s p .  l v ,  l x i ,  l x i i i ,  l x v i ;  E r i c  G e ra ld  S ta n le y ,  "B eo w u lf,"  
in  C o n tin u a t io n s  and  B e g in n in g s ; S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e , e d . 
E r i c  G e ra ld  S ta n le y  (London, 1 9 6 6 ), p p . 1 04 -141 ; S h ip p ey , p . 114;
B ro d e u r , p p . 1 -7 0 . F or B e o w u lf 's  "u n iq u e  g ra n d e u r  o f  d i c t i o n  and  s t y l e , "  
s e e  B ro d e u r, pp . 5 , 16, 60; s e e  a l s o  L aw rence , pp . 4 -5 . F o r th e  
s u i t a b i l i t y  o f  d i c t i o n  to  theme in  B eo w u lf, s e e  G. S to rm s, "The 
S u b je c t iv i t y  o f  th e  S ty le  o f  B eo w u lf, " in  S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g lis h  
L i t e r a t u r e  in  Honor o f  A r th u r  G. B ro d e u r , p p . 171-136 , r e p r in t e d  in  
O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e : Tw enty-tw o A n a ly t ic a l  E s s a y s , e d . M artin  S te v e n s
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and  Jerom e Mandel (L in c o ln , 1 9 6 8 ) , p p . 3 0 1 -303 ; S ta n le y ,  p p . 137-138 ; 
f o r  a  co m parison  on t h i s  a c c o u n t b e tw een  B eow ulf and  A n d reas , se e  
S ta n l e y ,  137-138 ; T o lk ie n , M o n s te rs , p .  52 . F i n a l l y ,  s e e  T o lk ie n 's  
p a s s in g  rem ark , M o n s te rs , p .  37, "B eow ulf i s  in d e e d  th e  m ost s u c c e s s ­
f u l  O ld E n g l is h  poem b eca u se  in  i t  th e  e le m e n ts ,  la n g u a g e , m e tre ,  
them e, s t r u c t u r e ,  a r e  a l l  m ost n e a r ly  i n  harm ony ."

9oWhat Donahue, Beow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n , p .  112, f e l i c i t o u s l y  
r e f e r s  t o  a s  " th e  w a s te la n d  w i th in  th e  c i v i t a t u s ."

91See a l s o  l i n e s  2208-2211 , 2910 -2913 .

92 F o r th e  s u p p re s s io n  o f  B e o w u lf 's  w ars  a g a i n s t  human o p p o n e n ts , 
s e e  M alone, p p . 143 -144 , 148; G o ld sm ith , C h r i s t i a n  P e r s p e c t i v e , p p . 
375 -376 ; I r v in g ,  R ead in g , p .  190; B o n jo u r , Twelve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p p . 
6 7 -8 2 ; W h ite lo c k , A u d ien ce , p p . 9 6 -9 8 .

93 F o r a  v a r i e t y  o f  v iew s o f  th e  f u s io n  o f  C h r i s t i a n  and G erm anic 
v a lu e s  in  B eow ulf, s e e  S ch u ck in g , p a s s im ; K ask e , p a s s im ; W renn, p .  329; 
L aw rence , p p . 232 -233 ; K la e b e r , c x v i i i ;  B o n jo u r , Twelve Beow ulf P a p e r s , 
p p . 5 5 -5 8 ; W h ite lo c k , The B e g in n in g s , p p . 2 9 -4 7 ; B ro d eu r, p p . 183 -185 ;
McC. G a tch , p .  25.

94 F or th e  r o le  o f  th e  A nglo-S axon  c h u rc h  in  m o d e ra tin g  th e  e x t e n t  
and  co n seq u en c es  o f  th e  b lo o d - f e u d ,  s e e  W h ite lo c k , The B e g in n in g s , p p . 
4 2 -4 3 ; A u d ien ce , p . 13; G. 0 . S a y le s ,  The M ed ieva l F o u n d a tio n s  o f  
E n g lan d  (London, 1 9 4 8 ), p . 55; McC. G a tc h , p .  128. See a l s o  L aw rence , 
p .  284 , who c i t e s  th e  exam ple o f  "K ing  S ig e b e r t  o f  E a s t  A n g lia  who 
w ould  n o t b e a r  a  sw ord in  b a t t l e ,  l e s t  h e  s h o u ld  sh e d  b lo o d ."  See to o ,  
J u l i a n a , l i n e s  4 8 3 -4 9 0 , w here th e  d e v i l  c o n fe s s e s  t h a t  i t  i s  he  who 
p ro v o k e s  w a r r io r s  to  d ru n k en , b lo o d y  w a rs .  B u t c f .  F . H. W hitman, "The 
K in g ly  N a tu re  o f  B eo w u lf,"  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , LXI (1 9 7 7 ), 278; Whitman 
c a u t io n s ,  "T here  i s  no good re a s o n  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e  m o d e ra tin g  q u a l i ­
t i e s  w hich can  be seen  in  B eow ulf a r e  a t t r i b u t a b l e  to  th e  in f lu e n c e  o f  
C h r i s t i a n i t y .  The p r i n c i p l e  o f  m o d e ra tio n  was one w hich found a p p e a l  
in  many t r a d i t i o n s . "  See a l s o  G irv a n , p .  4 9 , who, w h ile  ackn o w led g in g  
" t h a t  th e  new c o n d i t io n s  w ere l a r g e l y  due to  C h r i s t i a n i t y , "  n e v e r th e ­
l e s s  o b s e rv e s ,  "T h is  a m e l io r a t in g  in f lu e n c e  i s  c l e a r l y  e a r l i e r  th a n  th e  
fo rm a l a c c e p ta n c e  o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y . "

F o r th e  c o n t in u in g  r o l e  o f  v en g ean ce  and  feu d  th ro u g h o u t th e  
C h r i s t i a n  A nglo-Saxon p e r io d ,  s e e  W h ite lo c k , The B e g in n in g s , p p . 2 9 -4 7 ; 
A u d ie n c e , p p . 13 -19 : " K i l l in g  f o r  th e  s a k e  o f  vengeance was n o t f e l t  
to  b e  in c o m p a tib le  w ith  C h r i s t i a n  e t h i c s  a t  any p e r io d  in  A nglo-Saxon 
t i m e s ,"  p .  13.

9^The sem in a l a r t i c l e  i s  T o lk ie n ,  "The Homecoming o f  B eo rh tn o th  
B e o rh th e lm 's  S o n ,"  E ssay s  and  S t u d i e s , e d . G. B u llo u g h , n . s .  VI (1 9 5 3 ) , 
1 -1 8 , r e p r i n t e d  in  The T o lk ie n  R ead er (New Y ork , 1 9 6 6 ), pp . 2 -2 4 .
T o lk ie n ,  p p . 1 9 -24 , r e g a rd s  th e  h e r o 's  d e c i s io n  to  f i g h t  th e  d ragon  
a lo n e  a s  a " c h i v a l r i c  e x c e ss "  and an a b d ic a t io n  o f  th e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  
w hich  a r e  a t ta c h e d  to  l e a d e r s h ip .  The q u e s t io n  w hich T o lk ie n  r a i s e s  by 
way o f  B eow ulf and B y rh tn o th  i s  t h a t  o f  th e  f i n a l  b a la n c e  betw een  th e  
( l i t e r a r y )  e x ig e n c ie s  o f  h e ro ism  and  th e  ( s o c ia l )  o b l ig a t io n s  o f  l e a d e r ­
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s h ip .  F o r o th e r  o p in io n s  w hich  f a u l t  B eow ulf f o r  h i s  d e c i s io n  t o  m eet 
t h e  d rag o n  in  s in g le  com bat, s e e  G o ld sm ith , Mode and  M eaning , p p . 224- 
239; C h r i s t i a n  P e r s p e c t i v e , p a s s im , e s p .  376 -377 ; C h r i s t i a n  Theme, 84; 
L e y e r le ,  I n t e r l a c e ,  p p . 164-165 ; H ero and  K in g , 8 9 -1 0 2 . F o r th e  o p in io n  
t h a t  B eow ulf i s  b la m e le s s  in  h i s  s o r t i e  a g a i n s t  th e  d ra g o n , s e e  K aske, 
p p . 299 -3 0 2 ; Me G a l l i a r d ,  266-269 ; D onahue, P o t la c h ,  p p . 2 9 -3 0 ; s e e  a l s o  
F i s h e r ,  181; b u t  F i s h e r 's  view  o f  B e o w u lf 's  d e a th  a s  "an  i m i t a t i o  
C h r i s t i  . . .  a  b la m e le s s  s a c r i f i c e , "  i s  n o t  c o n v in c in g .

96 See T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , p .  24; G o ld sm ith , Mode and  M eaning , p .  
224; L e y e r le ,  Hero and K in g , p .  98 .

97 C f. H y g e la c 's  a t te m p t  t o  d is s u a d e  B eow ulf from  u n d e r ta k in g  h i s  
m is s io n  a g a i n s t  G ren d e l ( 1 9 9 5 f f . ) .  B oth  p a s s a g e s  s e rv e  to  enhance 
B e o w u lf 's  h e r o ic  r e s o lv e .  M oreover, th e  to n e  o f  W ig la f 's  sp e e c h  i s  one 
o f  r e g r e t ,  n o t  one o f  c e n s u re .  The g r i e f s t r i c k e n  r e t a i n e r  i s  n o t  
re m a rk in g  th e  p u t a t i v e  im p ro p r ie ty  o f  th e  h e r o 's  a c t i o n ,  h e  i s  m ark ing  
i t s  f a t a l  c o n se q u e n c e s . S h ip p ey , p p . 2 8 -2 9 , "O ld E n g lis h  h e ro e s  a r e  
n o t  p r e s e n te d  to  b e  ju d g e d . They i n c u l c a t e  r a t h e r  an u n easy  aw aren ess  
t h a t  good i n t e n t i o n s  can le a d  to  e v i l  r e s u l t s ,  t h a t  th e  same m e n ta l 
q u a l i t y  . . . may b r in g  s u c c e s s  o r  m is e ry ,  d e p en d in g  on c i rc u m s ta n c e ."
See a l s o  Me G a l l i a r d ,  269. G o ld sm ith , Mode and M eaning , p .  224 , sp e a k s  
o f  " W ig la f 's  c e n su re  o f  B e o w u lf 's  d e c i s io n  to  go a f t e r  th e  d ra g o n ."  
G r e e n f ie ld ,  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , p .  158 , ta k e s  i s s u e  w ith  t h i s  v iew .

9ftIn d e e d , B e o w u lf 's  s in g le -h a n d e d  c o n q u e s t o f  G ren d e l and  hxs dam 
p r e p a r e s  th e  a u d ie n c e  to  ap p ro v e  w ith o u t  r e s e r v a t io n  th e  h e r o 's  c la im  
t h a t  th e  d r a g o n - f ig h t  i s  s o le l y  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  ( 2 5 3 2 f f . ) .  B e o w u lf 's  
depen d en ce  on W ig la f i n d i c a t e s  n o t  t h a t  B eow ulf was w rong, b u t  t h a t  
l o y a l t y  o c c u p ie s  th e  p la c e  o f  h o n o r in  A nglo-Saxon  h e r o ic  l i f e  ( 2 7 0 6 f f . ) .

99 Me G a l l i a r d ,  268, "To subdue th e  d rag o n  B eow ulf d id  n o t  le a d  an 
army (w ero d ) , b u t  he  d id  ta k e  w ith  him  e le v e n  p ic k e d  men from  h i s  
c o m i ta tu s . T h e ir  p ro p e r  r o l e  was t o  a s s i s t  t h e i r  c h i e f  i f ,  in  th e  
s i n g l e  com bat, he  found  h im s e lf  in  d i f f i c u l t y .  Thus h i s  men a t te m p t 
t o  a s s i s t  Beow ulf a g a in s t  G ren d e l in  th e  s t r u g g le  in  H eo ro t (7 9 4 -7 ) .
T h is  i s  w hat h i s  p r e s e n t  com panions w ere e x p e c te d  to  d o ."

^■°®See K aske, p .  308; D onaldson , x i ;  T o lk ie n ,  M o n s te rs , p p . 23 , 31, 
39; S m ith e r s ,  78 -79 ; B ro d e u r, p .  105; G r e e n f ie ld ,  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n , p .  158; 
F i s h e r ,  179 . In  t h i s  r e s p e c t  (and in  t h i s  r e s p e c t  a lo n e )  I  f in d  un­
a c c e p ta b le  Me G a l l i a r d 's  c o n c lu s io n ,  269 , t h a t  " i t  w ould  n o t  seem 
u n re a s o n a b le  to  i n f e r  t h a t ,  i f  th e  o th e r  te n  men had b e e n , s a y , h a l f  a s  
v a l i a n t  a s  W ig la f , th e  v ic to r y  m ig h t h av e  b een  won w ith o u t  s e r io u s  
i n j u r y  to  th e  l e a d e r ."  See a l s o  R o b e rt B. B u r l i n , " i n n e r  W eather and 
I n t e r l a c e :  A N ote on th e  S em an tic  V alue  o f  S t r u c t u r e  in  B eo w u lf,"  in  
O ld  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f  John  C. P o p e , p p . 8 1 -8 9 , e s p .  p p . 84 , 8 8 .

^■^Nor does i t  c au se  th e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  th e  G e a ts . Those who f a u l t  
B eow ulf on t h i s  a c c o u n t a p p e a r  to  b e  o p e r a t in g  u n d er th e  unhappy i l l u s i o n  
t h a t  i t  l i e s  w i th in  th e  h e r o 's  pow er to  ch oose  to  l i v e  f o r e v e r .  I t  i s ,  
how ever, th e  b a s ic  p rem ise  o f  t h i s  poem t h a t  men do n o t  l i v e  f o r e v e r ;  and 
B eow ulf, by th e  tim e o f  th e  d r a g o n - f ig h t ,  had  a l r e a d y  l i v e d  v e ry  lo n g .
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* ^ F o r  th e  r o l e  o f  l o y a l ty  i n  A nglo-Saxon s o c i e t y ,  s e e  b e lo w ,
C h a p te r  I I ,  p p . 12 9 -1 4 0 , e s p e c i a l l y  n o te  45.

103See B ro d e u r, p p . 7 1 -8 7 . W hile in  some r e s p e c t s  e x c e s s iv e ,  
B ro d e u r 's  em phasis on th e  r o l e  o f  H ygelac  h a s  h e lp e d  to  fo c u s  a t t e n t i o n  
on th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  th e  bonds be tw een  B eow ulf and  h i s  u n c le .

1 0 4 B ro d eu r, p .  78 , "The h e ro  h im s e lf  i s  f i r s t  m e n tio n ed  n o t  by name, 
b u t  a s  H ig e la c e s  ftegn ; t h i s  and  maeg H ig e la c e s  a r e  th e  m ost f r e q u e n t  
s u b s t i t u t i o n s  f o r  th e  name o f  B eow ulf in  P a r t  I . "

l ° 5e  J  Q CB ro d e u r , p .  85 .

106 See B o n jo u r, Twelve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p p . 5 8 -5 9 .

107See B ro d eu r, p .  84 .

108 I s  t h e r e  a  co m parison  a s  w e l l  w ith  O nela? See B o n jo u r , Twelve 
B eow ulf P a p e r s , p . 74.

109See I r v i n g 's  i n t e r e s t i n g  o b s e r v a t io n ,  R e a d in g , p .  163: "What 
k i l l s  th e  d ragon?  N e i th e r  one o f  th e  two h e ro e s  a s  i n d i v i d u a l s ,  b u t  
th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  th e s e  two s ib a e d e l in g a s  a lm o s t a s  a hypo- 
s t a t i z e d  e n t i t y  in  i t s e l f ,  th ^  r e a l i t y  o f  h e r o ic  c o m ra d e sh ip , a f f e c t i o n ­
a t e  l o y a l t y ,  and s e l f - s a c r i f i c i n g  c o u ra g e ."

■^°McC. G a tch , p .  113.

^ ^ F o r  a  g e n e ra l  a c c o u n t o f  th e  r o l e  o f  t r e a s u r e  in  A nglo-Saxon 
h e r o ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  s e e  D onahue, P o t l a c h , p a s s im , e s p .  p p . 25 -2 6 ; 
s e e  a l s o  I r v i n g ,  R ead in g , p .  208; D onaldson , p p . i x - x ;  M ich ae l C h e m is s ,  
"The P ro g re s s  o f  th e  Hoard in  B eow ulf, " P h i l . £ )., 47 (1 9 6 8 ), 473-486 ; 
I n g e ld , p p . 79-101 ; L e y e r le ,  I n t e r l a c e , p .  168-169 ; W h ite lo c k ,
B e g in n in g s , p p . 29 -3 7 .

112 In  G erm an ia , T a c i tu s  n o te s  t h a t  th e  d eed s  and  g a in s  o f  th e  
r e t a i n e r  a c c ru e  to  th e  l o r d .  I n  B eo w u lf, s e e  l i n e s  2 9 8 5 f f . ,  w here E o fe r  
d e l i v e r s  O ngen theow 's  arm or t o  H y g e lac , and  l i n e s  2 6 1 1 f f . , w here 
W eohstan p r o f f e r s  Eanm und's arm or to  O n e la . See a l s o  l i n e  1968, w here 
H ygelac i s  c a l l e d  bonan Ongen&eowes, and l i n e s  2 3 9 1 f f . , w here B eow ulf i s  
c r e d i t e d  w ith  th e  s la y in g  o f  O n e la . I t  i s  no d o u b t in  t h i s  c o n te x t  
t h a t  we a r e  t o  u n d e rs ta n d  W ig la f 's  c r e d i t i n g  Beow ulf w ith  th e  s i n g l e -  
handed  s la y in g  o f  th e  d rag o n  (2 8 7 4 f f . ) .

113See a l s o  l i n e s  1192-1231 f o r  an a c c o u n t o f  th e  to rq u e  w ith  w hich 
W ealtheow b o th  rew ard s  B eow ulf f o r  h i s  h e ro ism  and  in d u c e s  h ir  to  be  
a t t e n t i v e  to  th e  i n t e r e s t s  o f  h e r  s o n s .

^ 4See E x e te r  Book, Maxims I , ASPR, v o l  I I I :
Gearo s c e a l  gu<3bord, gar on s c e a f t e ,  
ecg  on sweord ond ord sp e r e ,  
hyge heardum men. Heal s c e a l  cenum, 
ond a Jiaes heanan hyge hord u n g in n ost

(201-204)
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^ ■ ’F or th e  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een  t r e a s u r e  and  w e a lth  a s  exchange v a lu e ,  
s e e  C h e rn is s ,  I n g e I d , p p . 79 -101 .

116C h e r n is s ,  I n g e ld ,  p .  81 , o b se rv e s  t h a t  t r e a s u r e s  " g iv e  m ora l 
v a lu e  to  t h e i r  p o s s e s s o r s  . . . They a r e ,  in  f a c t ,  th e  m a te r i a l  m ani­
f e s t a t i o n s  o r  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n s  o f  th e  p ro v en  o r  i n h e r e n t  w o r th in e s s  o f  
w hoever p o s s e s s e s  them . We may d e f in e  th e  fu n c t io n  o f  t r e a s u r e  as  
t h a t  o f  a  t a n g i b l e ,  m a te r i a l  sym bol o f  th e  i n t a n g i b l e ,  a b s t r a c t  
q u a l i t i e s  o f  v i r t u e  in  a  w a r r io r . "  C h e rn is s  e l a b o r a t e s  t h i s  p o s i t i o n ,  
p p . 79 -101 . H is c o n c lu d in g  argum ent t h a t  th e  G ea ts  who s u r v iv e  B eow ulf 
a re  unw orthy o f  w ie ld in g  th e  h o a rd  i s ,  how ever, f a r  from  c o n v in c in g .

117F or th e  arg u m en t t h a t  t r e a s u r e  u l t im a te ly  r e p r e s e n t s  "m an 's  
p r id e  and c u p i d i t y , "  s e e  G o ld sm ith , Mode and M eaning , p p . 9 4 -9 6 ;
C h r i s t i a n  Theme, p a s s im . F o r a  s im i l a r  and e q u a l ly  u n c o n v in c in g  
arg u m en t, s e e  Thomas A. C a m e c e l l i ,  "The F u n c tio n  o f  th e  M essenger in  
B eow ulf,"  SP, LXXII (1 9 7 5 ), 246-247 .

l^ ® S ta n le y  B. G r e e n f ie ld ,  " 'G i f s t o l '  and  G o ldhoard  in  B eo w u lf, " in  
O ld E n g lis h  S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f  John  C. P o p e , p .  113 , " H r o th g a r 's  
serm on i s  n o t  d i r e c t e d  a g a i n s t  g o ld  as  su c h , o n ly  a g a i n s t  an un­
r e m i t t in g  a c c u m u la tio n  o f  i t . "

|  1 Q
See G o ld sm ith , Mode and  M eaning, p p . 9 2 -9 6 , f o r  th e  view  t h a t  

t r e a s u r e  i s  " i n t r i n s i c a l l y  w o r t h l e s s . " See a l s o  R o g e rs , p p . 235 , 252- 
253 , who a rg u e s  t h a t  " t r e a s u r e  i s  p o s i t i v e l y  e v i l . "

120 B ut c f .  G o ld sm ith , Mode and  M eaning, p .  230; C h r i s t i a n  Theme, 95 .

l ^ l j r v i n g ,  R e a d in g , p .  209, "The d ragon  i s  a l i t t l e  l i k e  a mock 
k in g  . . .  an e x tre m e ly  s t in g y  k in g  . . .  He does n o t  even  u se  th e  
t r e a s u r e  i t s e l f  b u t  e x e r t s  e v e ry  e f f o r t  t o  keep  i t  from  b e in g  p u t  to  
any u se  w h a te v e r . I n  th e  poem 's te rm s , H eo ro t i s  w here t r e a s u r e  i s  
u sed  to  th e  f u l l e s t  e x t e n t ;  th e  d ra g o n 's  mound i s  w here  i t  m ust be  
w h o lly  u n u se d ."

■̂22In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  i t  i s  w o rth  n o t in g  th e  d e g re e  to  w hich t r e a s u r e  
in  B eow ulf c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  ta k e s  th e  form  o f  o b je c t s  f o r  h e r o ic  u s e ,  
e s p e c i a l l y  w eapons. See I r v in g ,  R ead in g , p p . 2 1 2 -2 1 3 , who o b s e rv e s ,
"We sh o u ld  rem ind  o u r s e lv e s  t h a t  t h i s  t r e a s u r e  c o n s i s t s  l a r g e l y  o f  
f u n c t io n a l  o b j e c t s  . . . T hese a re  th in g s  t o  be  c a r r i e d ,  w orn , d runk  
o u t  o f ,  fo u g h t w i th ,  e a te n  from , a s  w e ll  a s  e x c h a n g e d ."  See a l s o  
C h e rn is s ,  "The P ro g re s s  o f  th e  Hoard in  B eow ulf. "

1 2 3 T o lk ie n ,  M o n s te rs , p p . 34 -35 ; T o lk ie n  i s  c h a l le n g e d  by Gang and  
S isam , and d e fe n d e d  by B o n jo u r, Twelve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p p . 9 8 -1 1 3 .

^2^See B o n jo u r , Twelve Beow ulf P a p e r s , p .  123; s e e  a l s o  G r e e n f ie ld ,  
A C r i t i c a l  H i s t o r y , p p . 8 6 -8 7 .

125B eow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t i o n .

1 2 6 0 ne m ig h t draw a  d i s t i n c t i o n  betw een  s t r u c t u r e  and  i n f r a - s t r u c ­
tu r e :  w ith  r e g a r d  t o  th e  l a t t e r ,  th e  r e l a t i o n  o f  b e g in n in g  to  end i s  as
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much one o f  c o n t in u i t y  a s  o f  c o n t r a s t .  F o r th e  r o l e  o f  t r a g i c  a n t i c i ­
p a t io n  and  e l e g i a c  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  in  th e  D anish  p o r t i o n s  o f  t h e  poem, 
se e  abo v e , p p . 1 8 -1 9 .

1 2 7 G re e n f ie ld ,  A C r i t i c a l  H i s to r y , p p . 8 8 -8 9 , o b s e rv e s  t h a t  th e  
l a r g e - s c a l e  c o n t r a s t s  be tw een  th e  o p en in g  and  c o n c lu d in g  s e c t i o n s  o f  
B eow ulf a r e  m o d if ie d  by  e l e g i a c  e le m e n ts  in  P a r t  I  and  h e r o ic  e le m e n ts  
in  P a r t  I I .  F o r a n o th e r  v iew  o f  s t r u c t u r a l  c o n t r a s t  and s t r u c t u r a l  
c o n t in u i t y ,  s e e  B o n jo u r , Tw elve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p p . 4 3 -5 0 . The p o in t  
i s ,  f i n a l l y ,  t h a t  th e  h e r o i c  t e n s io n  be tw een  human a f f i r m a t io n  and  
n e c e s s i t y  i s  n o t  s o l e l y  a  p ro d u c t  o f  th e  o p p o s i t io n  betw een  r i s e  and  
f a l l ,  b u t  i s  i n h e r e n t  an d  d e f i n i t i v e  th ro u g h o u t th e  w hole o f  th e  a c t i o n .

i 2P
See S isam , p p . 2 3 -2 4 ; R o g e rs , p .  237 . See a l s o  Me G a l l i a r d ,

265 , who sh rew d ly  o b s e r v e s ,  " I  s u s p e c t  t h a t  some r e a d e r s  h av e  a u to ­
m a t ic a l ly  t r a n s f e r r e d  th e  w eakness o f  H r o th g a r 's  o ld  age  to  t h e i r  
im age o f  th e  aged  B e o w u lf .”

L aw rence, p .  226 , "The w hole c lim ax  o f  th e  poem i s  d e s ig n e d  to  
c e l e b r a t e  th e  two g r e a t  i d e a l s  o f  G erm anic w a r r i o r - l i f e :  th e  c o n d u c t 
o f  th e  p e r f e c t  r e t a i n e r  and  th e  co n d u c t o f  th e  p e r f e c t  k in g ."

A c tu a l ly  t h e r e  a r e  th r e e  f u n e r a l s  in  B eow ulf—S c y l d 's ,  H n a e f 's ,  
and B e o w u lf 's .  The f u n e r a l  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  one o f  th e  u n d e r ly in g  u n i f y in g  
f ig u r e s  o f  th e  poem.

1 31 M o n ste rs , p . 38.
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B eow ulf i s  one o f  th e  e a r l i e s t  e x t a n t  A nglo -S axon  poem s, and  Maldon 

i s  one o f  th e  l a t e s t .  B eow ulf, t r e a t i n g  s u b j e c t  m a t t e r  o f  th e  s i x t h  

c e n tu ry ^  w as, t o  th e  b e s t  o f  o u r  know ledge, com posed in  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  

o f  th e  e ig h th  c e n tu ry ^  w h ile  M aldon, com m em orating E aldorm an B y r h tn o th 's  

i l l - f a t e d  d e fe n s e  o f  E sse x  a g a i n s t  V ik in g  r a i d e r s  on A ugust 10 o r  11,

9 9 1 ,^  was p ro b a b ly  composed somewhere tow ard  t h e  m id d le  o f  t h e  e le v e n th  

c e n tu r y .^  w h at i s  im p o r ta n t  to  n o te  i s  t h a t  in  M aldon, on th e  v e ry  eve 

o f  th e  Norman in v a s io n ,  t r a d i t i o n a l  G erm anic h e ro ism  s t i l l  s e rv e d  as  an 

i n s p i r a t i o n  and  m odel t o  th e  A nglo-Saxon E n g l i s h ,  a t  l e a s t  a s  an  exem plary  

i d e a l . ^  When we make th e  n e c e s s a ry  a llo w a n c e s  f o r  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een 

th e  p o l i t i c a l  and  m i l i t a r y  o r g a n iz a t io n  o f  e ig h th  and  e le v e n th  c e n tu ry  

E n g lan d — th e  d i f f e r e n c e ,  s a y ,  betw een  th e  c o m ita tu s  an d  th e  fy r d  o r  

h e o r th w e ro d —® the h e r o ic  l i f e  c e l e b r a te d  by M aldon i s  re m a rk a b ly  s i m i l a r  

t o  t h a t  c e l e b r a t e d  by B eo w u lf. ^ The p o e t ry  o f  M aldon may be l e s s  s t a t e l y  

and o r n a te  th a n  t h a t  o f  B eo w u lf, and i t s  s ta n c e  may b e  more " r e a l i s t i c , "  

b u t  i t  i s  u n e q u iv o c a l ly  G erm anic h e r o ic  p o e try .®

Where Maldon p e rh a p s  d i f f e r s  m ost s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from  B eow ulf i s  in  

i t s  c o n c e p tio n  o f  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y .  A t th e  v e ry  c o re  o f  th e  m e d iev a l 

v iew  o f  w hat i s  t r a g i c  in  th e  human c o n d i t io n  i s  th e  c o n c e p t o f  m uta­

b i l i t y .  T h is  i s  a s  t r u e  f o r  th e  p o e ts  o f  M orte A r th u re  and Gawain and 

th e  G reen K n ig h t as  i t  i s  f o r  th e  B eow ulf p o e t .  I t  i s  e q u a l ly  t r u e  o f  

O ld E n g l is h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  poems such  a s  th e  W anderer and  th e  S e a f a r e r , 

C h r i s t i a n  poems o f  g r e a t  e l e g ia c  fo rc e  w hich  d e m o n s tra te  m an 's  e a r t h l y  

l i m i t a t i o n s  w ith o u t  f u l l y  in v o k in g  h i s  h e r o ic  p o w e rs . I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  

Maldon f a l l s  somewhat o u ts id e  th e  m a in s tream  o f  e x t a n t  m e d iev a l h e r o ic
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p o e t r y .  The sw eep o f  m u t a b i l i t y  i s  w h o lly  a b s e n t  from  M aldon. The 

fo cu s  ( l i k e  t h a t  in  t h e  h e r o ic  fra g m e n ts  F in n sb u rh  and W aldhere) i s  

n a r ro w e r , s h a r p e r ,  an d  c l e a r e r — a s in g le  b a t t l e ;  a  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y  o f  

one d im en s io n . I n  th e  h e r o ic  poem, th e  h e ro  i s  com m ensurate w ith  h i s  

f a t e ;  in  M aldon, in  th e  f a c e  o f  c e r t a i n  d e f e a t  and d e a th ,  w h a t i s  

r e q u i r e d  i s  in d o m ita b le  c o u ra g e  and  unw avering  l o y a l t y .  F a c in g  n e i t h e r  

F o r tu n e 's  w h e e l, n o r  th e  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  u n iv e rs e  o f  Gawain and  th e  G reen 

K n ig h t, n o r  th e  a l l- e n c o m p a s s in g  d a rk n e s s  o f  B eow ulf, th e  f i g h t e r s  a t  

Maldon a r e  r e q u i r e d  n e i t h e r  to  r e j e c t  v a in g lo r y ,  n o r  to  cope w ith  human 

im p e r f e c t io n ,  n o r  t o  d i s p la y  th e  v i r t u e s  o f  th e  c i v i t a s . W ith in  th e  

a lm o s t c l a s s i c a l  c o n f in e s  o f  t h e i r  own w o r ld , B y rh tn o th  and  h i s  lo y a l  

r e t a i n e r s  a r e  e x e m p la ry , p ro v id in g  a  m odel o f  h e r o ic  c o n d u c t a t  th e  

G otterdam m erung o f  A ng lo -S axon  E n g la n d .^

A lthough  th e  M aldon p o e t  draw s d i r e c t l y  on h i s t o r y  f o r  h i s  s u b j e c t ,  

he  does n o t  s u b o r d in a te  h i s  poem to  th e  e v e n t .  I t  m ig h t p ro v e  u s e f u l  

in  t h i s  r e g a rd  t o  b e g in  w ith  a  b r i e f  co m parison  betw een  M aldon and  

B ru n an b u rh , 1 0  a  C h ro n ic le  poem com memorating an im p o r ta n t  E n g l is h  v i c to r y  

o v e r  a  com bined f o r c e  o f  S c o ts  and V ik in g s  in  9 3 7 . 1 1  B oth  a r e  b a t t l e  

poems; b o th  commemorate a c t u a l  e n c o u n te r s ;  b o th  invoke  th e  v a lu e s  o f  

th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  c o d e . B ut th e y  a r e  composed in  d i f f e r e n t  m odes:

Maldon i s  a  h e r o ic  poem, w h ile  B runanburh  i s  composed in  th e  p a n e g y r ic  

mode . 1 2  T h is  i s  c r i t i c a l ;  f o r  i t  i s  u l t im a te ly  mode w hich  d e te rm in e s  

th e  form  and m ean ing  o f  e a c h . Thus in  Maldon h e r o ic  p r i n c i p l e s  s ta n d  

as  a  d e s p e ra te  d e m o n s tr a t io n  o f  th e  d ig n i ty  o f  man; b u t  in  B runanburh  

h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a r e  s u b o r d in a te d  to  th e  c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  th e  v i c t o r y  o f  

w hich th e y  a re  th e  in s t r u m e n t  and th e  d e c o r a t io n .  B runanburh  i s  an  

e x c e l l e n t  poem and  c o n ta in s  many f in e  t h i n g s .  What i t  la c k s  i s  th e  to rag ic  

u n i v e r s a l i t y  and  pow er o f  h e r o ic  p o e t r y .
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The mode o f  each  poem n o t  o n ly  sh a p e s  i t s  v a lu e s ,  b u t  l a r g e l y  con­

t r o l s  i t s  n a r r a t i v e  te c h n iq u e s . In  B runanburh  th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  i s , 

a p p r o p r i a t e ly  enough, p an o ram ic— th e  lo n g , b ro a d  o v e r v i e w .^  The 

h i s t o r i c a l  outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e  rem a in s  th e  unw avering  fo c u s  o f  th e  

poem. T here  i s  n o t  one a c c o u n t o f  an in d iv id u a l  e n c o u n te r ,  n o t  one 

s p e e c h , n o t  a  s in g l e  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  a  s p e c i f i c  a c t io n  o f  any k in d .  I t  

i s  n o t  th e  exem plary  h e ro  o r  h e r o ic  a c t  w hich i n s p i r e s  th e  B runanburh  

p o e t ;  i t  i s  th e  tr iu m p h a n t g lo r y  o f  th e  E n g lis h  s u c c e s s ,  and  in d i v id u a l  

h e r o ic  a c t io n s  a r e  a b so rb e d  in  th e  sound  and  fu ry  o f  a g o a l w hich 

t r a n s c e n d s  them .

I t  i s  im m ed ia te ly  a p p a re n t  t h a t  th e  p o e t i c  te c h n iq u e s  and  con­

v e n t io n s  o f  Maldon a r e  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  from  th o s e  o f  B ru n an b u rh . Where 

B runanburh  i s  p an o ram ic , Maldon moves in  c l o s e i n t e n t  upon p a r t i c u l a r  

h e ro e s  and  d e e d s . The b a t t l e  o f  Maldon u n fo ld s  a s  a  s e r i e s  o f  in d iv id u a l  

e n c o u n te r s ,  b r i e f  l i g h tn in g  f l a s h e s  w hich  m o m en tarily  i l lu m in e  th e  

b a t t l e f i e l d .  The Maldon p o e t  i s  p r im a r i ly  c o n ce rn ed  w ith  p e rs o n s  r a t h e r

th a n  h i s t o r y  an d , in  c o n t r a s t  w ith  th e  B runanburh  p o e t  who l i s t s  o n ly

16k in g s  and e a r l s ,  he names some two dozen  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  r e t a i n e r s ,  

in c lu d in g  a c e o r l , a h o s ta g e ,  and  th e  cow ard ly  so n s  o f  Odda who, r a t h e r  

th a n  B y rh tn o th , a r e  b lam ed f o r  th e  E n g lis h  d e f e a t .  P e rh ap s  m ost s t r i k i n g  

o f  a l l  i s  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  be tw een  th e  fo rm a l modes o f  th e  two poem s. 

B runanburh  i s  w h o lly  and  u n v a ry in g ly  n a r r a t i v e  in  form . M aldon, on th e  

o th e r  h an d , i s ,  l i k e  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  h ig h ly  d ra m a tic  in

f o r m . ^  The c o n n e c tio n  be tw een  d ra m a tic  form  and h e r o ic  p o e t ry  i s  t h e i r

18common co n c e rn  w ith  human b e in g s  on a  human s c a l e .  D ram atic  u t t e r a n c e  

i s  n a t u r a l  t o  h e ro e s  who m ust d e m o n s tra te  t h e i r  p row ess w ith o u t  r e c o u r s e  

to  a n y th in g  above o r  beyond t h e i r  own p o w e r s .^  I t  s u b o rd in a te s  th e  h e ro
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t o  n o th in g  and  le a v e s  him  f r e e  to  d e f in e  h im s e l f  in  h i s  own te rm s , 

g u a ra n te e in g  him  th e  in d e p en d en ce  so  n e c e s s a ry  t o  h i s  h e r o ic  a f f i r m a t io n  

o f  human w o rth .

When th e  Maldon p o e t  does tu r n  t o  th e  " lo n g  v ie w ,"  he  does so  f o r  

r e a s o n s  w h o lly  d i f f e r e n t  from  th o s e  o f  th e  B runanburh  p o e t ,  and w ith  

w h o lly  d i f f e r e n t  e f f e c t s .  F o r exam ple , b o th  p o e ts  in t r o d u c e  th e  con­

v e n t io n a l  " b e a s ts  o f  b a t t l e "  f i g u r e ^  t o  convey a  s e n s e  o f  l a r g e - s c a l e  

c a rn a g e . The B runanburh  p o e t  i n s e r t s  th e  f ig u r e  a f t e r  t h e  b a t t l e  has  

c o n c lu d e d , a t  th e  c lo s e  o f  h i s  poem, in  o r d e r  t o  r e i n f o r c e  th e  im p re s s io n  

he h as  c r e a te d  o f  th e  m a ss iv e n e ss  o f  th e  c o n f l i c t  and  th e  e x t e n t  o f  th e  

havoc i n f l i c t e d  upon th e  enemy:

L e tan  him  b eh in d an  hraew  b r y t t i a n  
sa lu w ig fia d a n , fo n e  s w e a rta n  h r a e f n ,  
h y rn e d n e b b a n , and  £>ane hasew an£adan , 
e a rn  a e f t a n  h w it ,  a e s e s  b ru c a n ,  
g ra e d ig n e  g u ^ h afo c  and f a e t  g ra e g e  d e o r ,  
w u lf  on w e a ld e . Ne w eard  w ae l I  mare 
on § i s  e ig la n d e  a e f r e  g i e t a  
f o lc e s  g e f y l l e d  b e fo ra n  § issu m  
sw eordes ecgum.

(60-68)

The f ig u r e  i s  a  r h e t o r i c a l  f l o u r i s h  em p h asiz in g  th e  s c a l e  o f  th e  w ar and

21th e  c o m p le te n e ss  and  h i s t o r i c a l  im p o rt o f  th e  E n g l is h  v i c t o r y .  The

Maldon p o e t ,  on th e  o th e r  h a n d , in v o k e s  th e  f ig u r e  e a r l y  in  th e  poem,

im m e d ia te ly  p re c e d in g  th e  b a t t l e ,  where i t  c r e a t e s  a  r a r e  and  p o w e rfu l

moment o f  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n ,  in v e s t in g  th e  im m inent c a rn a g e  w ith  o v e r to n e s

22o f  u n iv e r s a l  human t r a g e d y :

J>a waes f e o h te  n e h , 
t i r  a e t  g e to h te .  Waes seo  t i d  cumen 
f ia e t  f a e r  fa e g e  men f e a l l a n  s c e o ld a n .
J )a e r  w ear<3 hream  a h a fe n , hremmas wundon,
e a rn  a e s e s  g e o rn ; waes on eo rfian  crym .

(103-107)

O c c u rre n c e s  o f  th e  " lo n g  view " a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  r a r e  in  M aldon, b u t
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each  in s ta n c e  o f  i n t e r m i t t e n t  g e n e r a l i z a t io n  s t r i k e s  j u s t  t h i s  u n iv e r s a l

n o t e . 2 3  Im m ed ia te ly  a f t e r  th e  " b e a s ts  o f  b a t t l e "  p a s s a g e ,  th e  b a t t l e

i t s e l f  commences i n  la n g u a g e  r e s o n a n t  w ith  in t im a t io n s  o f  m o r t a l i t y :

H i l e to n  j!>a o f  fo lm an . f e o lh e a rd e  s p e ru ,
g eg ru n d en e  g a ra s  f le o g a n ;
bogan  w aeron  b y s ig e ,  b o rd  o rd  o n fe n g .

B i t e r  w aes s e  b e a d u ra e s ,  b e o m a s  f e o l lo n  
on g e w a e d e r e  h an d , h y s sa s  la g o n .

(108-112)

And some few l i n e s  l a t e r :

hogodon g eo m e  
hwa f ia e r  mid o rd e  a e r  e s t  m ih te  
on fa e g e a n  men fe o rh  gew innan , 
w igan  m id waepnum; w ael f e o l  on eor<Jan.

(123-126)

A f te r  B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  and th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  cow ards h a s  d e te rm in e d  th e

f a t e  o f  th e  re m a in in g  E n g l is h  f i g h t i n g  f o r c e ,  th e  f a l l  o f  O ffa  i s  fram ed

by r h e t o r i c  w hich a g a in  u n d e rs c o re s  th e  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  th e  a c t i o n .

The p a s sa g e  opens t h u s :

B a e r s t  b o rd e s  l a e r i g .  and seo  b y rn e  san g  
g ry re le o c ja  sum.

(284-285)

and co n c lu d es  th u s :

He la e g  c feg e n lich  cfeodne gehende .
joa wearcj b o rd a  g e b ra e c . Brimmen wodon, 

gucje gegrem ode; g a r  o f t  furhw od 
f a e g e s  f e o rh h u s .

(294-297)

The le n g th e n in g  o f  p e r s p e c t iv e  i s  n o t  th e  o n ly  r h e t o r i c a l  means 

th ro u g h  w hich th e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  shadowed by n e c e s s i t y .  T h ere  a r e ,  f o r  

su ch  a  s h o r t  w ork , a  s u r p r i s i n g  number o f  t r a g i c  a d u m b ra tio n s  w hich 

fo reshadow  th e  denouem ent o f  th e  poem. At th e  v e ry  o u t s e t  o f  th e  

a c t io n  th e r e  o c c u rs  th e  f i r s t  o f  fo u r  a n t i c i p a t i o n s  w h ich , w e l l  sp a c e d  

th ro u g h o u t th e  poem , a r e  c o n s t r u c te d  on a s in g le  |>a h w ile  p a t t e r n : 2^
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He h a e fd e  god g e fa n c  
f a  h w ile  f e  he  m id handum h e a ld a n  m ih te  
b o rd  and b ra d sw u rd .

(13-15)

When th e  t i d e  goes o u t ,  p e r m i t t in g  th e  V ik in g s  a  h a z a rd o u s  a c c e s s  t o  th e

m a in la n d , t h i s  som b erly  p r o p h e t i c  " a s  lo n g  a s "  c o n s t r u c t io n  i s  r e i n t r o ­

d uced  a s  B y rh tn o th  o r d e r s  t h r e e  s ta u n c h  f i g h t e r s  to  d e fe n d  th e  causew ay:

f a  n o ld o n  a e t  fam  fo rd a  f le a m  gew yrcan , 
ac  h i  f a e s t l i c e  w i<3 <3a fy n d  w eredon , 
f a  h w ile  fie h i  w aepna w ealdan  m o sten .

(81-83)

I t  a g a in  r e c u r s  a f t e r  B y r h tn o th 's  f a l l  and th e  r e t r e a t  o f  th e  co w ard s,

a s  Of f a  e x h o r ts  h i s  co m p an io n s :

Us i s  e a l lu m  f e a r f e  
f a e t  u re  aeghw ylc o f e m e  b y ld e  
w igan to  w ig e , f a  h w ile  f e  he waepen maeg 
habban  and h e a ld a n .

(233-236)

The f i n a l  u se  o f  th e  d e v ic e  a p p e a rs  in  th e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  A e s c f e r th ,  th e

N orthum brian  h o s ta g e :

He ne wandode n a  a e t  fam  w ig p le g a n ,
ac  he fy s d e  fo rc j f l a n  g en eh e ;
h w ilto n  he  on b o rd  s c e a t ,  h w ilo n  b e o m  ta e s d e ,
a e f r e  embe s tu n d e  he  s e a ld e  sume wunde,
f a  h w ile  cje h e  w aepna w ealdan  m oste .

(268-272)

We a r e  n o t  u n p re p a re d  o r  unmoved when th e  fo rb o d in g  in  th e s e  ad u m b ra tio n s

i s  e x p l i c i t l y  f u l f i l l e d  by B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  w hich  i s  s i g n a l l e d  by h i s

25i n a b i l i t y  t o  c o n t in u e  w ie ld in g  h i s  sw ord :

F e o l l  f a  to  fo ld a n  f e a l o h i l t e  sw urd; 
ne m ih te  h e  g e h e a ld a n  h e a rn e  m ece, 
w aepnes w e a ld a n .

(166-168)

T here  a r e  s e v e r a l  f u r t h e r  in s t a n c e s  o f  t r a g i c  a n t i c i p a t i o n  in  

Maidon w h ich , a l th o u g h  l e s s  d i r e c t  th a n  th o s e  j u s t  c i t e d ,  s e rv e  a 

s i m i l a r  f u n c t io n .  The p h ra s e  to  f e l a  w hich o c c u rs  in  th e
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c o n t r o v e r s i a l  p a s s a g e  d e p ic t in g  B y rh tn o th * s  d e c i s io n  to  a l lo w  an uncon­

t e s t e d  V ik in g  c r o s s in g  i s  o f  t h i s  n a tu r e :

J)a s e  e o r l  ongan f o r  h i s  o ferm ode 
a ly f a n  la n d e s  t o  f e l a  l a t e r e  3 eo d e .

(89-90)

26R a th e r  th a n  im p ly in g  a  " s e v e re  c r i t i c i s m "  o f  B y rh tn o th * s  a c t i o n ,  to

f e l a  s e rv e s  a s  a  r u e f u l  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  th e  b a t t l e ' s  ou tcom e, i t s  to n e

2 7e l e g ia c  and  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  r a t h e r  th a n  c r i t i c a l  o r  ju d g m e n ta l .  A 

v a r i a t i o n  o f  t h i s  v e ry  c o n s t r u c t io n  o c c u rs  i n  th e  p a s s a g e  d e p ic t in g  

B y rh tn o th * s  d e a th  wound w here to  f o r d  ( l i k e  t o  f e l a ) s i g n a l s  e v e n tu a l  

d e a th  and  d e f e a t :

F o r l e t  f a  d re n g a  sum d a ro 3 ” o f  handa 
f le o g a n  o f  fo lm an , f a e t  s e  to  f o r <5 gew at 
f u r h  done  a e f e la n  A E fe lre d e s  f  e g e n .

(149-151)

C la rk  d e t e c t s  an a d d i t i o n a l  in s ta n c e  o f  t r a g i c  ad u m b ra tio n  in  th e  open­

in g  l i n e s  o f  th e  poem:

H et f a  h y s sa  hwaene h o rs  f o r l a e t a n ,  
f e o r  a f y s a n ,  and fo rc j g angan , 
h ic g a n  to  handum and to  h ig e  godum.
]3a f a e t  O ffan  maeg a e r e s t  o n fu n d e , 
f a e t  th e  e a o r l  n o ld e  y rh 3 o g e f o l i a n ,  
he l e t  him  f a  o f  handon le o fn e  f le o g a n  
h a fo c  wicf f a e s  h o l t e s , and to  f a e r e  h i l d e  s to p .

(2 - 8 )

A cco rd in g  t o  C la rk ,  "a  s e n se  o f  im pending  c r i s i s  a t t e n d s  B y r h tn o th 's  

e x h o r ta t io n  and  d a rk e n s  i n t o  a  fo re b o d in g  o f  d i s a s t e r .  The h o r s e  and

hawk p o ig n a n t ly  r e c a l l  th e  jo y s  o f  th e  a r i s t o c r a t i c  l i f e  and summon up

28th e  p r o s p e c t  o f  d e a th  in  b a t t l e — o r  even o f  d is g r a c e  in  f l i g h t . "

T h is  i s  an a t t r a c t i v e  r e a d in g ,  b u t  one w hich does n o t  e a s i l y  le n d  i t s e l f  

to  v e r i f i c a t i o n .  N e v e r th e le s s ,  th e  i m p l i c i t  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  th e  

hawk and h o rs e  and  th e  b e a s t s  o f  b a t t l e  does draw a c l e a r  p a r a l l e l  

betw een  th e  rew ard s  and r i s k s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e :  "As th e  h o r s e  i s

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



119

d r iv e n  o f f  and  th e  hawk r e l e a s e d ,  th e  b e n e f i t s  and jo y s  o f  t h e  h e r o i c

w o rld  a re  b e h in d  and th e  c o r re s p o n d in g  o b l i g a t i o n s  a r e  a t  h a n d . B ird s

o f  p re y  and c a rn a g e , th e  young m a n 's  p r i z e d  hawk, th e  hremmas and  e a rn

a e s e s  georn  o f  106-107 p r e c i s e l y  b a la n c e  th e  two p o le s  o f  th e  a r i s t o c r a t i c

e x p e rie n c e ." ^ ®  The p o i n t  i s  ( i f  I  m ig h t b e  p e r m i t te d  a  b r i e f  d ig r e s s io n )

t h a t  th e  jo y s  and t r a p p i n g s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  e x i s te n c e  a re  e a rn e d  o r  th e y

a re  n o th in g .  U n less  p u rc h a s e d  a t  th e  p r i c e  o f  f i d e l i t y  t o  th e  m ost

e x a c t in g  h e r o ic  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  h o r s e  and hawk a r e  n o t  to k e n s  o f  n o b i l i t y ,

b u t  empty v a i n g l o r i e s ,  o r  w o rse — a s  in  M aldon, badges o f  in fam y  and

d e c e i t .  T h is  le s s o n  in  h e r o i c  " h e ra ld ry "  i s  i m p l i c i t  in  th e  p o e t 's

d e s c r ip t io n  o f  G o d r ic 's  t r e a c h e r y :

G o d ric  fram  g u d e , and fione godan f o r  l e t  
§e him  m aen ig n e  o f t  m ear g e s e a ld e ;  
he. g e h le o p  pone  eoh §e  a h te  h i s  h la f o r d ,  
on pam geraedura  fie h i t  r i h t  ne w aes.

(187-190)

C ow ardice and b e t r a y a l  h e r e  make o f  th e  h o r s e — n o rm a lly  an emblem o f  th e  

h e r o ic  l i f e  and  i t s  r e c i p r o c a l  o b l i g a t i o n s — an in s tru m e n t and  sym bol o f  

ignom iny . The le s s o n  i s  p o in t e d  by O f f a 's  condem nation  o f  th e  co w ard s :

"Wende § a e s  fo rm o n i man, £ a  he  on m eare r a d ,  
on w lan can  £am w ic g e , f ia e t  w aere h i t  u re  h l a f o r d :  
fo rfian  w eard  h e r  on f e ld a  f o lc  towaemed, 
s c y ld b u rh  to b r o c e n ."

(239-242)

In  th e  h e r o ic  poem, h o r s e  and  hawk, sw ord and  arm o r, t r e a s u r e ,  f e a s t  and 

f i n e r y ,  a l l  r e f l e c t  th e  n o b i l i t y  and  accom p lish m en ts  o f  th e  l i f e  th e y  

b e to k e n ; and i t  i s  a s  p a lp a b le  s ig n s  o f  h e r o ic  w i l l  and h e r o ic  d e e d s ,  

p le d g e s  o f  a c o n t in u in g  com m itm ent to  th e  m ost s tre n u o u s  h e r o ic  o b l i ­

g a t io n s ,  t h a t  th e  " t r a p p in g s "  o f  h e r o ic  e x i s t e n c e  come to  occupy  a 

s p e c i a l  p la c e  o f  h o n o r in  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  poem.

In  any c a s e ,  w hat i s  e s s e n t i a l  to  n o te  a t  t h i s  p o in t  i s  t h a t  d e s p i t e
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i t s  c o m p a ra tiv e  b r e v i t y ,  Maldon i s  to u c h e d  th ro u g h o u t w ith  t r a g i c  a n t i ­

c i p a t i o n s  o f  i t s  c o n c lu s io n .  The b - t t l e  i s  h o p e le s s  o n ly  a t  th e  en d ; y e t  

from  th e  b e g in n in g  th e  poem i s  shadow ed by  n e c e s s i t y ,  by  d e f e a t  and  d e a th .  

And i t  i s  a g a in s t  t h i s  d a rk n e ss  t h a t  th e  h e ro e s  m easu re  th e m se lv e s  and 

th e  v a lu e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  w hich th e y  r e p r e s e n t .

The te n s io n  betw een  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y  n o t  o n ly  in fo rm s  th e  

r h e t o r i c a l  and th e m a tic  p a t t e r n s  o f  M aldon, b u t  d e te rm in e s  i t s  fo cu s  

and  s t r u c t u r a l  s t r a t e g i e s  a s  w e l l ,  a c c o u n tin g  f o r  th e  r a t h e r  s t a r t l i n g  

f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  B y rh tn o th  h im s e l f  b u t  h i s  h e o rth w e ro d  who occupy 

th e  c e n t r a l  p la c e  in  th e  poem. B y rh tn o th  i s  u n q u e s tio n a b ly  h e r o ic ;  from

th e  b e g in n in g  he e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  n o b i l i t y  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  w hich he

em bodies and  r e p r e s e n t s .  B o ld , r e s o l u t e ,  and  g e n e ro u s , h e  r i s k s  a l l  and 

d e s e rv e s  a l l  from  th o s e  who fo llo w  h im . B ut B y rh tn o th , a l th o u g h  he 

p o s s e s s e s  th e  e s s e n t i a l  v i r t u e s  and  a t t r i b u t e s  o f  th e  h e ro ,  does n o t  a c t  

u n d e r  w h o lly  h e r o ic  c i rc u m s ta n c e s .  So lo n g  a s  he  h o ld s  th e  f i e l d ,  th e  

outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e  i s  u n c e r t a in :

"god an a  w a t 
hwa f a e r e  w ae ls to w e w ealdon  m o te ."

(93-94)

I t  i s  o n ly  a f t e r  h i s  f a l l  and th e  co w ard ly  r e t r e a t  o f  a  s i g n i f i c a n t

number o f  h i s  t r o o p s  t h a t  d e f e a t  i s  c e r t a i n ;  a s  O ffa  e x p la in s :

"Us G o d ric  h ae fc j, 
e a rh  Oddan b e a m ,  e a l l e  b e sw ic e n e .
Wende f a e s  fo rm on i man, f a  he  on m eare r a d ,
on w lancan  fam  w ic g e , f a e t  w aere h i t  u re  h l a f o r d ;
f o r f a n  w ear3 h e r  o f  f e ld a  f o l c  towaem ed, 
s c y ld b u rh  to b ro c e n .  AbreocJe h i s  a n g in , 
f a e t  he h e r  swa m anigne man a f ly m d e !"

(237-243)

U n lik e  h i s  f a i t h f u l  h e o r th g e n e a ta s  who, in  th e  e n d , fa c e  c e r t a i n  d e a th  

and  d e f e a t ,  B y rh tn o th  f i g h t s  n o t  o n ly  f o r  h e r o ic  g lo r y ,  b u t  f o r  home, 

k in g ,  God and  v ic to r y :
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" . . .  h e r  s t y n t  u n fo rc u ^  e o r l  m id h i s  w erode , 
f e  w ile  g e a lg a n  e f e l  f y s n e ,
A E fe lre d e s  e a r d ,  e a ld r e s  m in es , 
f o l c  and fo ld a n .

(51-54)

To B y rh tn o th  a lo n e — an im p o r ta n t  and seem in g ly  o v e r lo o k e d  f a c t — i s  

a s c r ib e d  an a u th e n t i c  C h r i s t i a n  tem p eram en t. When a t  th e  moment o f  h i s  

d e a th  B y rh tn o th  commends h im s e lf  t o  God, th e r e  i s  a t  l e a s t  a  h i n t  o f  

tr a n s c e n d e n c e  o f  th e  t r a g i c  c o n d i t io n s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e :

"G e fa n c ie  f e  <3eodne w ald en d , 
e a l r a  f a e r a  wynna f e  i c  on w o ru ld e  g ebad .
Nu i c  a h , m ild e  m etod , m a e s tre  f e a r f e  
f a e t  f u  minum g a s te  godes geunne , 
f a e t  min saw ul to  cje s ic j ia n  mote 
on f i n  g ew eald , fe o d e n  e n g la ,  
mid f r i f e  f e r i a n .  I c  eom fry m d i t o  f e  
f a e t  h i  h e lsceac jan  hynan ne m oton ."

(173-180)

"No moment o f  human e x i s t e n c e , "  w r i t e s  S ch u ck in g , " c h a r a c t e r i z e s  C h r i s t i a n

and n o n - C h r is t i a n  a t t i t u d e s  so  u n e q u iv o c a lly  a s  t h a t  o f  d e a t h . W h e n

B y rh tn o th  d ie s  w ith  a  p r a y e r  on h i s  l i p s ,  i t  n o t  o n ly  s u g g e s ts  a

com m endatory view  o f  him  and h i s  d e e d s , ^  i t  f u r t h e r  im p lie s  t h a t  h e re

a t  l e a s t  th e  te n s io n  be tw een  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y  i s  r e s o lv e d  in  a  f a i t h

w hich s u p e rs e d e s  th e  u l t im a te  e a r t h l y  r e a l i t i e s  o f  d e a th  and d e f e a t .  F o r

th e  h e o r th w e ro d , th e  end  i s  n o t  h eav e n , b u t  d e a th .  U n lik e  B y rh tn o th , h i s

l o y a l  com panions— a t  l e a s t  a f t e r  t h e i r  c h i e f ' s  d e a th  and  th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e

cow ards— do n o t  hope f o r  v i c t o r y .  These men s ta n d  t h e i r  g ro u n d , f i g h t ,

and  d ie  s o l e l y  to  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  com m itm ents and p r e s e r v e  t h e i r  h o n o r . In

s h a rp  c o n t r a s t  w ith  B y rh tn o th , a s  th e  h e o r th g e n e a ta s  go fo rw ard  to  t h e i r

f a t e  th e y  rem ain  w i th in  th e  s t r i c t  c o n f in e s  o f  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  w o rld ,

t h e i r  l o y a l t y ,  v a l o r ,  and  f o r t i t u d e  a p u re  and unam biguous e x p re s s io n  o f

32human h e ro ism  in  th e  f a c e  o f  n e c e s s i t y .

The h e r o ic  fo c u s  o f  Maldon a c c o u n ts  f o r  i t s  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e .
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F o r th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  poem, th e  a c t i o n  u n fo ld s  a c c o rd in g  to  w hat we 

m ig h t c a l l  a  norm al l i n e a r  o r  " c a u s a l"  lo g i c .  T here i s  a  s t r i c t  seq u en ce  

o f  e v e n ts ,  eac h  grow ing o u t  o f  th e  one p re v io u s  t o  i t  and le a d in g  l o g i c a l l y  

to  th e  one fo l lo w in g . The poem a s  we have i t  b e g in s  w ith  B y rh tn o th  

p r e p a r in g  h i s  tro o p s  and th e n  a l i g h t i n g  among h i s  p e r s o n a l  b o d y g u ard  

(1 -2 4 ) .  Then fo llo w s  h i s  exchange  w ith  th e  V ik in g  m essenger w h e re in ,  by 

r e f u s in g  to  pay t r i b u t e ,  he  s e t s  th e  s ta g e  f o r  i n e v i t a b l e  com bat be tw een  

th e  E n g lis h  fo r c e s  and th e  in v a d in g  h o s t  (2 5 -6 1 ) . W hile th e  t i d e  p r e v e n t s  

a  V ik in g  la n d in g , B y rh tn o th  a g a in  r a l l i e s  h i s  f o r c e s  an d , when th e  t i d e  

goes o u t ,  he o rd e r s  W u lfs ta n  and two com panions to  h o ld  th e  causew ay a g a i n s t  

th e  Norsem en; t h i s  th e y  s u c c e s s f u l ly  acc o m p lish  (6 2 -8 3 ) . The V ik in g s  th e n  

a sk  p e rm is s io n  to  la n d  t h e i r  f o r c e s ;  B y rh tn o th  g r a n ts  t h e i r  r e q u e s t ,  

p r e c i p i t a t i n g  th e  b a t t l e  in  w h ic h , a f t e r  f i g h t in g  h e r o i c a l l y ,  he  i s  

f i n a l l y  c u t  down by th e  in v a d in g  shipm en (8 4 -1 8 4 ) . Im m ed ia te ly  a f t e r  h i s  

f a l l ,  th e  cow ards f l e e  (185-201) an d , in  a  b r i e f  g e n e r a l iz e d  p a s s a g e ,  th e  

lo y a l  h e a rth -c o m p a n io n s  r e s o lv e  to  f i g h t  to  th e  f i n i s h  (2 0 2 -2 0 8 ). A t 

t h i s  p o i n t ,  f o r  a l l  i n t e n t s  and p u rp o s e s ,  th e  n a r r a t i v e  as  d e v e lo p m e n ta l 

seq u en ce  comes a b r u p t ly  to  a  c l o s e .  The rem a in d e r o f  th e  poem i s  

b a s i c a l l y  c o n f in e d  to  th e  v a r i a t i o n  o f  a  s in g l e  h e r o ic  p a t t e r n  w h e re in  a 

s u c c e s s io n  o f  h e r o ic  r e t a i n e r s ,  e ach  f a c in g  c e r t a i n  d e a th ,  d e c l a r e s  and 

f u l f i l l s  h i s  h e r o ic  i n t e n t i o n .  In  s h o r t ,  once th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  cow ards 

h as  s e t  th e  s ta g e  f o r  an i n e v i t a b l e  and d i r e c t  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  n e c e s s i t y ,  

th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e g y  d r a m a t ic a l ly  s h i f t s  from  h o r iz o n ta l  to  v e r t i c a l ,  

from  p l o t  to  them e, from  p r o g r e s s iv e  u n fo ld in g  o f  e v e n ts  t o  a r i t u a l i s t i c  

r e p e t i t i o n  o f  one, s in g le  g r e a t  h e r o ic  a c t i o n .  F o r th e  re m a in d e r  o f  th e  

poem, one a f t e r  a n o th e r ,  from  A E lf r ic  to  G o d ric  (n o t th e  G odric  who f l e d  

from  th e  b a t t l e ) ,  in d iv id u a l  h e ro e s  move to  th e  c e n te r  o f  th e  s t a g e ,
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p e rfo rm  t h e i r  b e o ts  in  la n g u ag e  so  c o n v e n t io n a l  a s  t o  r e n d e r  them  a lm o s t

in t e r c h a n g e a b le , ^ 4  and th e n  d is a p p e a r  a g a in  i n t o  th e  g e n e r a l  tu m u lt o f

th e  b a t t l e .  F u l ly  f o r t y  p e r c e n t  o f  M aldon, and  t h a t  a t  o r  tow ard  th e

c l o s e ,  i s  r e s e r v e d  f o r  v a r i a t i o n s  on one h e r o ic  them e: l o y a l ty  and co u rag e

u n to  d e a th .  In  su ch  a  com pressed  and t i g h t l y  c o n s t r u c te d  poem a s  i s

M aldon, r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  t h i s  m agn itude  i s  c o n c lu s iv e .  U n t i l  h i s  f a l l

(w h ich , one m ust r e c a l l ,  o c c u rs  o n ly  a  l i t t l e  p a s t  th e  midway mark)

B y rh tn o th  do m in a tes  M aldon. B ut th e  r e a l  fo c u s  o f  th e  poem i s  e ls e w h e re .

As th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  s u g g e s ts ,  th e  e a r l y  s ta g e s  o f  th e  poem

e s s e n t i a l l y  s e rv e  as  an e l a b o r a te  p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  i t s  s u s t a in e d  c lim ax

w h e re in  th e  t r a g i c  dram a o f  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y  i s  p la y e d  o u t  to  i t s

c o n c lu s io n — a dram a in  w hich th e  c e n t r a l  p r o t a g o n i s t s  a r e  B y rh tn o th 's

36lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s  r a t h e r  th a n  th e  ea ldo rm an  h im s e l f .

The s h i f t  in  n a r r a t i v e  p a t t e r n  i s  accom pan ied  by a  p a r a l l e l  d e v e lo p ­

m ent w hich I r v in g  d e s c r ib e s  a s  an " e l e v a t io n  o f  s t y l e " :

The g e n e ra l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  poem . . . seem s to  f a l l  
n a t u r a l l y  in t o  two p a r t s : th e  f i r s t  p a r t  d e a l s  w ith  
th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e  b a t t l e  and  th e  d e a th  o f  B y rh tn o th ; 
th e  second  p a r t  d e s c r ib e s  th e  in d i v id u a l  sp e e c h e s  and 
a c t io n s  o f  th e  s u r v iv in g  r e t a i n e r s .  T hese  two p a r t s  
a r e  n o t i c e a b ly  d i f f e r e n t  in  s t y l e  and  to n e  . . . E p ic  
d i c t i o n  becom es n o t ic e a b ly  more f r e q u e n t  a s  th e  poem 
goes on , n o t  o n ly  in  s e t  p ie c e s  . . . b u t  a l s o  in  th e  
la n g u a g e  o f  th e  sp e e c h e s  and  p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  
h ig h ly  s t y l i z e d  way o f  d e s c r ib in g  th e  f i g h t i n g .  In d e e d , 
th e  p a t t e r n  o f  th e  poem from  l i n e  205 on m ig h t b e  de­
s c r ib e d  a s  an  e le v a t io n  o f  s t y l e ,  i f  we may e x te n d  s t y l e  
to  mean a  way o f  a c t in g  a s  w e l l  a s  a way o f  s p e a k i n g . 3 7

I f  we lo o k  more c l o s e l y ,  we d is c o v e r  t h a t  by f a r  th e  m ost s i g n i f i c a n t

" e le v a t io n  o f  s ty l e "  h as  to  do w ith  th e  in c r e a s e d  r o l e  o f  d ra m a tic

u t t e r a n c e  in  th e  l a t t e r  p o r t i o n s  o f  th e  poem. E a r l i e r  we d is c u s s e d  th e

r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  d ra m a tic  form  and h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  th e  e s s e n t i a l

c o n n e c tio n  betw een  them b e in g  t h e i r  common co n ce rn  w ith  human b e in g s  on
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a  human s c a l e . 3 8  D ram atic  u t t e r a n c e  i s  p e c u l i a r l y  a p p r o p r ia te  t o  th e  

t a s k  o f  th e  h e ro  who m ust p i t  h s i  s p e c i f i c a l l y  human r e s o u r c e s  a g a in s t  

th e  v e ry  l i m i t s  o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n .  I t  i s  a  mode w hich  by p u t t i n g  

th e  h e r o 's  l i f e  (o r  i t s  a r t i c u l a t i o n )  i n  h i s  own h a n d s , te n d s  to  p r e s e r v e  

h i s  autonom y and g u a ra n te e  th e  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  h i s  a cc o m p lish m en ts .

M aldon, l i k e  m ost h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  i s  h ig h ly  d ra m a tic  in  form — som eth ing  

more th a n  tw e n ty  f i v e  p e r c e n t .  B ut th e  r a t i o  o f  d ra m a tic  u t t e r a n c e  

a l t e r s  r a d i c a l l y  a f t e r  th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  co w ard s, t h a t  i s ,  once  th e  

fu n d am e n ta l h e r o ic  e q u a t io n  i s  s e t . 3 8  B e fo re  t h i s  p o i n t ,  th e  o n ly  d ra m a tic  

p o r t i o n s  o f  th e  poem o c c u r  in  B y r h tn o th 's  two ex ch an g es w ith  th e  V ik in g s  

(2 9 -6 1 , and  93-95) and  h i s  d e a th  p r a y e r  (1 7 3 -1 8 0 ) . A f te rw a rd s ,  f iv e  o f  

B y r h tn o th 's  r e t a i n e r s  a r e  a s s ig n e d  a d ra m a tic  r o l e :  A E lfw ine (2 1 2 -2 2 4 );

O ffa  2 3 1 -2 4 3 ); L eo fsu n u  (2 4 6 -2 5 3 ); Dunnere (2 5 8 -2 5 9 ); and  B yrh tw o ld  (312- 

3 1 9 ) .40 U n t i l  th e  t u r n in g  p o in t  o f  th e  poem a t  l i n e  202 , ro u g h ly  tw en ty  

p e r c e n t  o f  Maldon i s  c a s t  in  d ra m a tic  fo rm . As th e  h e o r th g e n e a te s  c a r r y  

th e  poem to  i t s  c o n c lu s io n  (2 0 2 -3 2 5 ) , th e  p r o p o r t io n  o f  dram a to  n a r r a t i v e  

i s  a lm o s t d o u b le d , a  f u l l  t h i r t y  fo u r  p e r c e n t  b e in g  g iv e n  o v e r  to  d ra m a tic  

u t t e r a n c e .  T hus, a s  th e  h e ro e s  move in t o  a p ro lo n g e d  t r a g i c  c o n f r o n ta t io n  

w ith  n e c e s s i t y ,  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  Maldon r a d i c a l l y  ch an g e , and 

th e  r a t i o  o f  drama to  n a r r a t i v e  in c r e a s e s  s h a r p ly ,  fo rm a lly  m ark ing  th e  

c lim a x  o f  th e  poem w h ile  c h a rg in g  i t  w ith  s te p p e d -u p  en e rg y  and  pow er.

The v a lu e s  w hich  B y r h tn o th 's  r e t a i n e r s  oppose t o  n e c e s s i t y  a r e  th e  

c o n v e n t io n a l  c o re  v a lu e s  o f  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  co d e : l o y a l t y ,  c o u ra g e , 

m a r t i a l  p ro w e ss , and  f i d e l i t y  t o  o n e 's  word o r  b e o t . The s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  

co u rag e  and p row ess a r e  s e l f - e v i d e n t ;  th e  common h e r i t a g e  o f  a l l  w a r r io r s ,  

such  v i r t u e s  a r e  s h a re d  a t  Maldon by V ik in g s  and E ng lishm en  a l i k e ,  d e n ie d  

o n ly  to  (by) th o s e  t r a i t o r s  who f l e e  th e  f i e l d .  B u t so m eth in g  f u r t h e r
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m ig h t b e  s a id  a b o u t th e  r o l e  t h a t  l o y a l t y  and  th e  h e r o ic  b o a s t  p la y  in  

M aldon. F i r s t ,  b o th  a r e  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  th e  E n g l is h .  I t  w ou ld , in  f a c t ,  

b e  w h o lly  in a p p r o p r ia te  t o  a l l o c a t e  su ch  a  s ta n c e  to  th e  in v a d in g  N orsem en. 

The V ik in g s  f i g h t  w ith  g r e a t  co u ra g e  and  s k i l l ,  a d v an c in g  w ig es  g e o rn e  

( l i n e  73) once th e  b a t t l e  h a s  b een  i r r e v o c a b ly  jo in e d .  B ut th e y  do n o t  

f i g h t  a s  h e ro e s .  They a r e  e x p l i c i t l y  d e s c r ib e d  a s  p i r a t e s s e l f -  

p ro c la im e d  m e rc e n a r ie s  who, th o u g h  u n f l i n c h in g ly  re a d y  t o  r i s k  t h e i r  

l i v e s  f o r  b o o ty , w ould so o n e r  be  b o u g h t o f f  w ith  t r i b u t e  th a n  h a z a rd  th e  

h a rd s h ip s  o f  th e  s p e a r - c o n t e s t . E a r ly  in  th e  poem, th e r e  i s  a s h a rp  

ex change  betw een  B y rh tn o th  and  th e  V ik in g  m essen g er who p ro p o s e s :

" f ia e t  |>u m ost sendan  ra 6 e  
b eag a s  wicj g e b e o rg e ; and  eow b e t e r e  i s  
f ia e t ge f>isne g a r r a e s  m id g a f o le  fo rg ly d o n ,
§on we swa h e a rd e  h i l d e  d a e lo n .
Ne f u r f e  we us s p i l l a n ,  g i f  ge spedafj to  f>am."

(30-34)

More th a n  th e  lo c k in g  t i d e s  o f  th e  P a n te  s e p a r a t e s  th e  two f o r c e s .  In  

r e a l i t y ,  no t r u e  exchange i s  p o s s i b l e  be tw een  them , o n ly  an i n e v i t a b l e  

c l a s h  o f  s p e a r s .  G erm anic " c o u s in s "  th o u g h  th e y  b e ,  th e y  sp eak  d i f f e r e n t  

la n g u a g e s — one th e  h a rd -e y e d  la n g u a g e  o f  p r o f i t  and lo s s  t o  w hich  h e r o ic  

a t t i t u d e s  a r e  f o r e ig n ,  and th e  o th e r  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  lan g u ag e  o f  A ng lo - 

Saxon h e ro ism  w h ere in  l o y a l t y  and  th e  b e o t  a r e  e s s e n t i a l  e le m e n ts  o f  th e  

v o c a b u la ry :

"G e h y rs t j5u, s a e l i d a ,  hw aet f i s  f o lc  sege<3?
Hi w illadF  eow t o  g a f o le  g a ra s  s y l l a n ,
a e t t r y n n e  o rd  and  e a ld e  sw urd ,
f>a h e re g e a tu  j?e eow a e t  h i l d e  ne d e a h ."

(45-48)

I f ,  a s  C la rk  s u g g e s ts ,  Maldon d iv id e s  E nglishm en in t o  h e ro e s  and 

c o w a r d s ,^  th e  b e o t p la y s  a  c r i t i c a l  p a r t  in  d i s t i n g u i s h in g  b e tw een  them . 

Im m ed ia te ly  fo llo w in g  th e  co w ard s ' f l i g h t ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  r e c a l l s  t h a t
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Swa him  O ffa  on d aeg  a e r  a sa e d e  
on §am m ef> elstede, £ a  h e  gem ot h a e fd e ,  
f ia e t fiae r m o d ig lic e  m anega sp ra e c o n  
§e  e f t  a e t  f ie a r fe  f io l ia n  n o ld o n .

(198-201)

H ard on th e  h e e l s  o f  t h i s  p o in te d  o b s e r v a t io n ,  A E lfw ine , th e  f i r s t  o f

th e  E n g l is h  f i g h t e r s  to  advance a g a i n s t  t h e  enemy a f t e r  h i s  l e a d e r 's  f a l l ,

c a l l s  o u t  to  h i s  f e l lo w s :

"Gemunan § a  m ae la  fie we o f t  a e t  meodo s p ra e c o n ,
§onne we on b en ce  b e o t  a h o fo n , 
h a e l e ^  on h e a l l e ,  ymbe h e a rd  gew inn; 
nu maeg cu n n ian  hwa cene  s y ."

(212-215)

The b e o t , th e n ,  h e lp s  n a i l  down th e  a n t i t h e s i s  betw een  th e  h e ro e s  who s t a y

and  th e  t r a i t o r s  who ru n . Those who do n o t  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  vows a r e  th o s e

who v i o l a t e  th e  fu n d am en ta l t e n e t s  o f  th e  h e r o i c  co d e , b e t r a y in g  t h e i r

o b l i g a t i o n s ,  t h e i r  h o n o r , t h e i r  l o r d ,  and  t h e i r  com rades:

"Us G o d ric  haef<3, 
e a rh  Oddan b e a m ,  e a l l e  b e s c ic e n e ."

(237-238)

Those who rem ain  f a i t h f u l  to  t h e i r  vows n o t  o n ly  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  

b u t  t e s t i f y  t o  th e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  th e  h e r o i c  l i f e  w hich th e y  e x e m p lify :

Ne maeg cu n n ian  hwa cen e  s y ."
(215)

As w ith  so  much t h a t  i s  c e n t r a l  to  th e  poem, th e  m o t if  o f  th e  b e o t

i s  in t ro d u c e d  a t  th e  o u t s e t  w here th e  n a r r a t o r  rem arks o f  E a d r ic :

b e o t  he  g e l a e s t e  
§a  he  a e t f o r a n  h i s  f r e a n  fe o h ta n  s c e o ld e .

(15-16)

A f te r  th e  d e c l a r a t i o n s  o f  O ffa  and A E lfw ine ( a l r e a d y  c i t e d  a b o v e ) , A E lfw ine

h im s e l f  b o a s t s ,  u t i l i z i n g  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  te rm in o lo g y  o f  th e  b e o t ,

" I c  w y lle  mine a e § e lo  e a llu m  gecyfian , 
f ia e t  i c  waes on Myrcon m ic c le s  c y n n e s ."

(216-217)
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T here  fo llo w s  th e  fo rm a l vow o f  L eo fsu n u :

" I c  f a e t  g e h a te ,  f a e t  i c  heonon n e l l e  
f le o n  f o te s  try m , ac  w i l l e  f u r 3 e r  g an , 
w recan  on gew inne minne w in e d r ih te n .

(246-248)

And E adw eard th e  t a l l :

J )a  g y t on o rd e  s to d  Eadw eard s e  la n g a ,  
g e a ro  and  g e o m f u l ,  gylpwordum s p ra e c  
f a e t  he n o ld e  f le o g a n  fo tm a e l la n d e s ,  
o f e r  b r a e c  b u gan , f a  h i s  b e t e r a  le g .

(273-276)

O ffa  a c c o m p lish e s  h i s  b e o t :

Ra^e w ear<3" a e t  h i l d e  O ffa  fo rh eaw en ;
he h a e fd e  5 eah  g e fo r fo d  f a e t  he  h i s  f r e a n  g e h e t ,
swa h e  b e o to d e  a e r  wit? h i s  b e a h g ifa n
f a e t  h i  s c e o ld o n  begen  on b u rh  r i d a n ,
h a l e  t o  hame, ocjcje on h e r e  c r in c g a n ,
on w ae ls to w e  wundum s w e l ta n .

(288-293)

And f i n a l l y ,  c o n c lu d in g  p e rh a p s  th e  m ost o f t - c i t e d  h e r o ic  l i n e s  in  th e

l i t e r a t u r e ,  th e  vow o f  B y rh tw o ld :

" I c  eom f ro d  f e o r e s ;  fram  i c  ne  w i l l e ,  
ac  i c  me b e  h e a l f e  minum h l a f o r d e ,  
be  swa le o fa n  men, l i c g a n  f e n c e ."

(317-319)

The b e o t  th e n  i s  more th a n  an a f f i r m a t io n  o r  d e m o n s tra t io n  o f  p ro w e ss .

I t  i s  a t  once  a  c la im  to  h o n o r and a  p le d g e  t o  b e  c a l l e d  in  a t  any

moment. R a re ly  in  A nglo-Saxon p o e t ry  i s  t h e  b e o t  a  b o a s t  o f  p a s t  d e e d s .

I t  a lm o s t in v a r i a b ly  ta k e s  th e  form  o f  a  vow, a  commitment to  th e  f u t u r e ,

an e v e r - re n e w a b le  h e r o ic  w ager upon w hich th e  h e ro  s ta k e s  h im s e lf

c o m p le te ly  e v e ry  t im e .  No w onder th e n  t h a t  th e  W anderer ( a l b e i t  in  a

somewhat d i f f e r e n t  c o n te x t)  c o u n s e ls  p ru d e n c e :

B eorn s c e a l  g eb id an  fo n n e  h e  b e o t  s p r ic e S  
ocJ<3 a e t  c o l le n f e r c j  cunne gearw e 
h w id e r h r e f r a  gehygd hw eo rfan  w i l l e .

(70-72)
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The s ta k e s  a r e  h ig h .  The dom o f  th e  h e ro  and  o f  t h e  l i f e  h e  r e p r e s e n t s  

han g s i n  th e  b a la n c e  in  a  w o rld  w here a l l  depends upon an a b s o lu te  con­

g ru en ce  o f  word and d e e d . ^

The fo rm a t o f  vow and  acco m p lish m en t makes o f  th e  l a s t  h a l f  o f  Maldon 

a lm o s t a  s e r i e s  o f  fo rm a l exem pla w h e re in  tim e -h o n o re d  h e r o ic  p r i n c i p l e s  

a r e  f i r s t  p ro c la im e d  and  th e n  d i r e c t l y  i l l u s t r a t e d  by th e  a p p r o p r ia te  

h e r o ic  a c t i o n .  D u n n e re 's  e x h o r ta t io n  i s  t y p i c a l  o f  t h i s  p r o c e s s :

"Ne maeg na  w andian  s e  f e  w recan  f e n c e #  
f r e a n  on f o l c e ,  ne f o r  f e o r e  m u rn an .”

Toa h i  fo rcj eo d o n , f e o r e s  h i  ne ro h to n .
(258-260)

H e ro ic  s e n t e n t i a  i s  im m e d ia te ly  d e m o n s tra te d  by h e r o ic  i l l u s t r a t i o n .  Some­

w hat more d i f f u s e ,  l e s s  com p ressed  and  a p h o r i s t i c ,  i s  th e  exam ple s e t  

e a r l i e r  by A E lfw ine:

"Ne s c e o la n  me on f a e r e  fe o d e  fe g e n a s  a e tw i ta n  
f a e t  i c  o f  5 i s s e  fy rd e  f e r a n  w i l l e ,  
e a r d  g e s e c a n , nu  min e a ld o r  l ig e c j 
fo rheaw en  a e t  h i l d e  . . . "

J)a h e  f o r <3 e o d e , faehcje gemunde.
(220-225)

And by L eo fsu n u :

"Ne f u r f o n  me embe S tu rm e re  s t e d e f a e s t e  h ae lec j
wordum a e tw i ta n ,  ne min w ine g e c ra n c ,
f a e t  i c  h l a f o r d l e a s  ham s ic j ie
wende fram  w ig e , ac  me s c e a l  waepen n im an,
o rd  and  i r e n . "  He f u l  y r r e  wod,
f e a h t  f a e s t l i c e ,  f lea m  he fo rh o g o d e .

(249-254)

And l a t e r  by Eadw eard th e  t a l l ,  a l th o u g h  in  h i s  c a se  h e r o ic  u t t e r a n c e  i s  

r e l a t e d  i n d i r e c t l y  ( n a r r a t i v e ly )  r a t h e r  th a n  d r a m a t ic a l ly :

j3a g y t  on o rd e  s to d  Eadward s e  la n g a ,  
g e a ro  and  g e o r n f u l ,  glypwordum s p ra e c  
f a e t  h e  n o ld e  f le o g a n  fo tm a e l la n d e s ,  
o f e r  b a e c  b u g an , f a  h i s  b e t e r a  le g .
He b ra e c  fo n e  b o rd w e a ll  and  wicj f a  b e o rn a s  f e a h t ,  
o c jfa e t he h i s  s in c g i f a n  on fam  saemannum 
w u rc jlice  w re c , a e r  he  w ae le  la e g e .

(273-279)
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And f i n a l l y  by G odric  th e  good , th e  l a s t  t o  a p p e a r  in  th e  poem a s  we have  

i t :

Swa h i  A Ejpelgares b e a rn  e a l l e  b y ld e ,
G odric  t o  gufie. O f t  h e  g a r  f o r l e t ,
w a e ls p e re  w indan on £ a  w ic in g a s ,
swa he on fiam f o lc e  fy rm e s t eo d e ,
heow and  h y n d e , o<3£ a e t  h e  on h i l d e  g e c ra n c .
Naes § a e t  s e  G o d ric  fie 5a  gucje fo rb e a h .

(320-325)

The dynam ic o f  h e r o ic  d e c l a r a t i o n  and  d e m o n s tra tio n  i s  p e rh a p s  b e s t

e x e m p lif ie d  by th e  j u s t l y  famous c o u n s e l  o f  B y rh tw o ld , whose h e r o ic

e x h o r ta t io n  i s  c a s t  in  th e  form  o f  h e r o ic  adage

"H ige s c e a l  §e h e a r d r a ,  h e o r te  pe  c e n re ,
mod s c e a l  §e  m are , fie u re  maegen ly t la c j

(312-313)

H ere in  q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  form  i s  th e  h e r o i c  im p e ra t iv e  f o r  w hich th e  e n t i r e  

denouem ent o f  Maldon s e rv e s  a s  f u l f i l l m e n t  and  d e m o n s tra tio n .

The c o rn e r s to n e  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  a s  p r e s e n te d  in  Maldon i s  l o y a l ty .

In  t h i s ,  th e  poem i s  a l l  o f  a  p ie c e  w ith  th e  w o rld  o f  w hich  i t  i s  b o rn  

and  t o  w hich  i t  i s  a d d re s s e d . From i t s  e a r l i e s t  G erm anic o r ig i n s  on th e  

c o n t in e n t  (as  d e s c r ib e d  in  T a c i tu s '  G erm an ia) , " th e  bonds o f  l o y a l t y  . . . 

w ere th e  v e ry  cem ent o f  A nglo-Saxon s o c i e t y . C l e a r l y ,  even a s  l a t e  a s  

th e  c lo s e  o f  th e  t e n th  c e n tu ry ,  th e  c o m ita tu s  (o r  a v a r i a n t  th e re o f )  

p la y e d  a  c r i t i c a l  r o l e  in  th e  m i l i t a r y  s o c i e t y  o f  p r e - in v a s io n  E n g lan d , 

th e  t i e s  betw een  lo r d  and r e t a i n e r s  s e r v in g  a s  a  p rim a ry  b a s i s  o f  s o c i a l  

co h e re n c e  and s t a b i l i t y  in  w hat w as, in  g e n e r a l ,  a  tim e  o f  s o c i a l  u p h e a v a l,  

w a r, f r a g m e n ta t io n ,  and u n c e r t a in t y .  E veryday  l i f e  and w e ll  b e in g ,  

m a te r i a l  s u r v iv a l  a s  w e ll  a s  l a s t i n g  fame and  g lo r y ,  s t i l l  depended  in  

l a r g e  d e g re e  on th e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  th e  g ro u p . M aldon, l i k e  a l l  h e r o ic  

p o e t ry  (p e rh ap s  even more so) draw s upon l i f e  in  o r d e r  to  enhance i t .

I t s  i d e a l i z e d  e x p re s s io n  o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  i s  f i rm ly  ro o te d  in  f l e s h  and
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b lo o d ,  and  t h i s  im m ediate  c o n n e c tio n  w ith  r e a l i t y  no d o u b t a c c o u n ts ,  a t  

l e a s t  p a r t i a l l y ,  f o r  i t s  enorm ous pow er and c o n v ic t io n .

M aldon c e l e b r a t e s  e v e ry  a s p e c t  o f  A nglo-Saxon  l o y a l t y ,  in c lu d in g  

th e  t i e s  o f  k in s h ip ,  w h ich , s id e  by s id e  w ith  th e  even  more p o te n t  bonds 

l i n k in g  r e t a i n e r  t o  l o r d ,  a r e  p o ig n a n tly  in v o k e d  in  A e lfw in e 's  lam en t f o r  

B y rh tn o th .

"Nu min e a ld o r  l ig e c j  
fo rheaw en  a e t  h i l d e .  Me i s  § a e t  hearm a m a e s t; 
he w aes a e g ^ e r  min maeg and min h a l f o r d . "

(222-224)

One s e t  o f  o b l i g a t i o n s  com plem ents and r e i n f o r c e s  th e  o th e r .  The f u l l

s e r io u s n e s s  o f  k in s h ip  t i e s  i s  s u g g e s te d  by an e a r l i e r  p o r t i o n  o f

A E lfw in e 's  sp e e c h :

" I c  w y lle  m ine a e f e lo  e a l lu m  g e c y fa n ,
§ a e t  i c  waes on Myrcon m ic c le s  c y n n e s ; 
w aes min e a ld r e  f a e d e r  E a lh e lm  h a t e n ,  
w is  ea ld o rm an , w o r u lg e s a e l ig ."

(216-219)

Such d e c l a r a t i o n s  r e c a l l  t h a t  in  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  poem a lm o s t any fo rm a l 

r e f e r e n c e  to  l in e a g e — no m a t te r  how s l i g h t — d o es more th a n  e l e v a te  s t y l e  

o r  h e lp  t o  i d e n t i f y  a  p a r t i c u l a r  h e ro .  The c o n v e n tio n  a lm o s t in v a r i a b ly  

in v o k e s  t h e  w e ig h t o f  a  h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n  in  w hich  th e  i n d i v id u a l  w a r r io r  

i n h e r i t s  n o t  o n ly  th e  p r i v i l e g e s ,  b u t  a l s o  th e  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  u p h o ld  an d , 

i f  p o s s i b l e ,  enhance th e  h o n o r and p r e s t i g e  e a rn e d  by h i s  f o r e b e a r s .  

R e s p o n s ib i l i t y  f o r  th e  dom o f  th e  e n t i r e  k in s h ip  g ro u p — n o t o n ly  th e  

i n d i v i d u a l ,  n o t  o n ly  h i s  im m ediate  r e l a t i o n s ,  b u t  h i s  a n c e s to r s  and unborn 

p ro g en y  a s  w e l l— i s  t r a n s m i t t e d  from  g e n e r a t io n  to  g e n e r a t io n ,  to  be  l o s t ,  

p r e s e r v e d ,  o r  e x te n d e d  in  acc o rd an ce  w ith  how an in d i v id u a l  a e 6 e l  co n d u c ts  

h im s e l f  in  any g iv e n  c r i s i s .  Each r e f e r e n c e  to  a  h e r o 's  l i n e a g e  c o n firm s  

anew w hat i s  a t  s ta k e  a t  Maldon and h e lp s  to  e x p la in  why so  many men
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uncom prom ising ly  choose  d e a th  b e f o r e  d is h o n o r .  T h ere  a re  many such

r e f e r e n c e s .  The y o u th  whom B y rh tn o th  o r d e r s  t o  d r iv e  o f f  h i s  h o r s e  i s

i d e n t i f i e d  as  O ffan  maeg ( l i n e  5 ) ;  and  W u lfs ta n  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  a s

c a fn e  mid h i s  cy n n e , f a e t  was C eo lan  su n u .
(76)

B y rh tn o th  h im s e l f  i s  named a s  B yrh th e lm es b e a rn  ( l i n e  92) , and  W ulfm aer

i s  c a l l e d  B y rh tn o 3 es  maeg . . . h i s  s w u s te r  sunu  (1 1 4 -1 1 5 ). A seco n d

W ulfm aer i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  W u lfs ta n e s  b e a m , W ulfm aer s e  g eo n g a , ( l i n e  1 5 5 ) ,

and  o f  A s c fe r th  th e  N orthum brian  h o s ta g e  we a r e  t o l d :

he  w aes on Norcjhymbron h e a rd e s  c y n n e s ,
E c g la f e s  b e a r n ,  him  w aes AEscfer<3 nama.

(266-267)

A E th e r ic  i s  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  S i b y r h t 's  b ro ^ o r  ( l i n e  2 8 2 ) , and  O ffa  a s

Gaddes maeg ( l i n e  2 8 7 ) . W istan  i s  c a l l e d  j j u r s t a n e s  sunu  ( l i n e  298) and

W ig e lin e s  b e a m  ( l i n e  300) . Oswold and Eadw old,

begen  f a  b e b r o f r u ,  b e o rn a s  trym edon ,
h y ra  w inem agas w ordon baedon
f a e t  h i  f a e r  a e t  c fea rfe  f o l i a n  s c e o ld o n .

(305-307)

F i n a l l y ,  p ro b a b ly  in  o r d e r  to  d i s t i n g u i s h  him  from  h i s  cow ard ly  nam esake, 

G o d ric  th e  good i s  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  A E fe lg a re s  b e a m  ( l i n e  320) .

On th e  o th e r  s id e  o f  th e  c o in ,  th e  im p lie d  r e f e r e n c e  to  k in s h ip  

o b l i g a t i o n s  in  O f f a 's  d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  th e  cow ards p o in t s  th e  f u l l  e x t e n t  

o f  t h a t  o th e r  G o d r ic 's  t r e a c h e r y ,  h i s  f a i l u r e  o f  w i l l  e n t a i l i n g  a  demean­

in g  o f  h i s  fa m ily  l i n e  a s  w e l l  as  a  p e r s o n a l  lo s s  o f  h o n o r:

"Us G odric  haef<3, 
e a rh  Oddan b e a r n ,  e a l l e  b e sw ic e n e ."

(237-238)

And in d e e d , a s  th e  p o e t  h a s  j u s t  t o l d  u s :

J )a e r  wear<5 Oddan b e a rn  a e r e s t  on f le a m e ,
G o d ric  fram  g u fe ,  and fo n e  godan f o r l e t
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and h i s  b ro d ru  mid him  begen  a e rn d o n ,
G odrine  and Godwig, gufie ne gymdon.

(186-192)

In  a d d i t io n  to  k in s h ip  l o y a l t i e s ,  t h e r e  a r e  th r e e  modes o f  w hat 

m ig h t b e  te rm ed  f e a l t y  lo y a l ty  r e p r e s e n te d  in  M aldon: n a t io n a l  o r  o v e r ­

lo r d  f e a l t y ,  a s  e x p re s s e d  th ro u g h  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l ty  to  A E th e lre d ; 

r e t a i n e r  f e a l t y ,  a s  e x p re s s e d  th ro u g h  th e  h e o r th w e ro d 1s lo y a l ty  to  

B y rh tn o th ;  and  f i n a l l y ,  th e  l o y a l t y  w hich  b in d s  t h e h e o r th g e n e a ta s  t o  

each  o th e r .  D uring  h i s  f i e r c e  exchange  w ith  t h e  V ik in g  m e ssen g e r, 

B y rh tn o th  p ro c la im s  h i s  lo y a l ty  to  A E t h e l r e d ,^  s t r e s s i n g  th e  n a t i o n a l  

sco p e  o f  h i s  f e a l t y  by h i s  e x p l i c i t  com m itm ent to  hom eland and  p e o p le  a s  

w e l l  a s  to  th e  k in g  h im s e lf :

. . . h e r  s t y n t  un fo rcucf e o r l  mid h i s  w erode,
]Se w i le  g e a lg e a n  e £ e l  £ y sn e ,
A E fielredes e a r d ,  e a ld r e s  m in es , 
f o l c  and  f o ld a n .

(51-54)

As he  r e c e iv e s  h i s  d e a th  wound, B y r h tn o th 's  l o y a l t y  to  h i s  k in g  i s  on ce

more in v o k e d , th e  p h ra s e  A E g elred es  th e g e n  a g a in  s u g g e s t in g  th e  n a t i o n a l

47sco p e  o f  th e  E n g lis h  l e a d e r 's  bonds and  o b l i g a t i o n s :

F o r l e t  pa  d re n g a  sum darocj o f  h an d a , 
f le o g a n  o f  fo lm an , § a e t  se  to  f o r d  gew at 
£ u rh  done a e § e la n  A E pelred es  fiegen .

(149-151)

A lth o u g h  th e  p o e t  does n o t  em phasize  B y r h tn o th 's  f e a l t y  to  A E th e lre d , by 

so u n d in g  t h i s  n o te ,  he  s t r e n g th e n s  th e  r o le  o f  lo y a l ty  in  th e  poem,

e x te n d in g  i t s  ran g e  th ro u g h o u t A nglo-Saxon s o c i e t y .

The p rim ary  form  o f  l o y a l t y  c e l e b r a te d  in  M aldon, and p e rh a p s  i t s  

c e n t r a l  them e, i s  th e  bond w hich u n i t e s  th e  r e t a i n e r  to  h i s  l o r d .  

A lth o u g h  t h i s  m o t if  i s  r a i s e d  t o  p re -e m in e n c e  o n ly  a f t e r  th e  d e a th  o f

B y rh tn o th , i t  i s  f i r s t  in t ro d u c e d  in  th e  o p en in g  l i n e s  o f  th e  poem:
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Eac him  w olde E a d r ic  h i s  e a l d r e  g e l a e s ta n ,  
f r e a n  t o  g e fo h te ,

( 11- 12 )

A f te r  B y rh tn o th  r e c e iv e s  h i s  m o r ta l  w ound, t h e  them e i s  a g a in  to u c h ed  

upon:

Him be h e a l f e  s to d  h y se  unw eaxen, 
c n i h t  on gecam pe, s e  f u l l  c a f l i c e  
b ra e d  o f  th e  b e o m e  b lo d ig n e  g a r ,
W u lfs ta n e s  b e a r n ,  W ulfm aer s e  g eonga , 
f o r l e t  fo rh e a rd n e  f a r a n  e f t  ongean ; 
o rd  in  gewod, j ia e t  s e  on e o r f a n  la e g  
5e h i s  fieoden a e r  B e a r le  g e r a e h te .

(152-158)

And a g a in  when B y rh tn o th  i s  c u t  down a f t e r  h i s  d e a th  p r a y e r :

J)a h in e  heowon h a e^ en e  s c e a lc a s  
and  begen pa  b e o m a s  p e  h im  b ig  s to d o n ,
AElfno^J and  Wulmaer b eg en  la g o n , 
da  onemn h y ra  f r e a n  f e o rh  g e s e a ld o n .

(181-184)

H ere a g a in ,  th e  cow ards s e rv e  a s  a  f o i l ,  c l a r i f y i n g  th e  m eaning o f  lo y a l ty  

b y  t h e i r  b e t r a y a l .  No so o n e r  h a s  B y rh tn o th  f a l l e n  th a n  th e  cow ards f l e e ,  

"ab an d o n in g  th e  good man" and f o r g e t t i n g  " a l l  t h a t  he  had  done f o r  t h e i r  

h o n o r ."

Hi bugon pa  fram  beaduwe Be B aer beon n o ld o n .
J )a e r  wear<J Oddan b e a m  a e r e s t  on f le a m e ,
G o d ric  fram  gufie, and  §one godan f o r l e t

•  t  i  *  •

and  h i s  b ro 6 ru  mid him  b egen  a e rn d o n ,
G o rd rin e  and Godwig, gu£e ne gymdon,

•  •  •  •  •

and manna ma Bonne h i t  a e n ig  mae3 w ae re , 
g y f  h i  Ba g eea rn u n g a  e a l l e  gemundon 
Be he  him to  duguBe gedon h a e fd e .

(186-197)

N o th in g  c o u ld  be c l e a r e r :  th e  co w ard ice  o f  G o d ric  and  a l l  who fo llo w  him  

i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  a v i o l a t i o n  o f  th e  bond w hich  u n i t e s  r e t a i n e r  and lo r d .  

B ut t h i s  i s  n o t  a l l .  T h e ir  f l i g h t  a l s o  e n t a i l s  a  b e t r a y a l  o f  t h e i r
A Q

co m rad es , th e  h e o r th g e n e a ta s . The p o in t  i s  f o r c e f u l ly  made in  O f f a 's  

d e n u n c ia t io n  o f  G o d ric :

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



134

"Us G o d ric  haef<3, 
e a rh  Oddan b e a rn ,  e a l l e  b e sw ic e n e .
Wene f a e s  fo rm oni man, f a  he  on m eare r a d ,
on w lancan  fam  w ic g e , f a e t  w aere i t  u re  h l a f o r d ;  
f o r f a n  w eartj h e r  on f e ld a  f o l c  tow aem ed, 
s c y ld b u rh  to b ro c e n .  AbreocSe h i s  a n g in , 
f a e t  he  h e r  swa m anige man a f ly m d e !"

(237-243)

E v e ry th in g  in  A nglo-Saxon s o c i e t y — o r d e r ,  s t a b i l i t y ,  and  s u r v iv a l  

a s  w e l l  a s  h o n o r and fame— depends upon th e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  th e  g ro u p . 3

J u s t  a s  l o y a l t y  b in d s  and  s u s t a i n s  th e  h e r o i c  w o r ld , t r e a s o n  fra g m e n ts

and  s u b v e r ts  i t .  When G odric  f l e e s ,  h e  d iv id e s  t h e  p e o p le  ( f o l c  towaemed) 

and  b re a c h e s  th e  s h i e l d - w a l l  (s c y ld b u rh  to b ro c e n ) . H is  t r e a c h e r y  i s  

c o n ta g io u s ,  t r i g g e r i n g  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  (swa m anige man a fly m d e) and 

in e v i t a b l y  le a d in g  t o  d e a th  and  d e f e a t  f o r  th o s e  who rem ain  (Us_ G o d ric  

h a e f f f  . . . e a l l e  b e s w ic e n e .)  Thus th e  cow ards b e t r a y  t h e i r  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  

t h e i r  w o r ld , t h e i r  l o r d ,  and t h e i r  com pan ions. P la c e d  in  a t r u l y  h e r o ic  

s i t u a t i o n  w here " l i f e  can  o n ly  be p u rc h a s e d  by d e n ia l  o f  w hat one s ta n d s  

f o r , " 5 0  th e y

. . . wendon fram  fam  w ige and  fo n e  wudu so h to n  
f lu g o n  on f a e t  f a e s te n  and  h y ra  fe o rh e  b u rg o n .

(193-194)

The cow ards choose  to  sa v e  t h e i r  l i v e s .  B ut a t  w hat a c o s t !  We a l r e a d y

know w hat a w a its  them  from  th e  te rm s o f  A E lfw in e 's  b o a s t :

"Ne s c e o lo n  me on f a e r e  fe o d e  fe g e n a s  a e tw i ta n  
f a e t  i c  o f  <Jisse fy rd e  f e r a n  w i l l e ,  
e a rd  g e s e c a n ."

(220-223)

And L e o fs u n u 's  rem ark ab ly  s i m i l a r  p r o t e s t :

"Ne f u r f o n  me embe S tu rm e re  s t e d e f a e s t e  h ae led"  
wordum a e tw i ta n ,  nu min w ine g e c ra n c , 
f a e t  i c  h l a f o r d l e a s  ham s i ^ i e .

(250-252)

O ffa  p r e d i c t s  t h e i r  f a t e  w ith  a  c u r s e :

"AbreoQe h i s  a n g in ."
(242)
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And B y rh tw o ld , th e  l a s t  t o  s p e a k , f o r t e l l s  t h e i r  end  in  te rm s  t h a t  a r e  

e v id e n t ly  m eant t o  c a r r y  th e  w e ig h t and  a u t h o r i t y  o f  p ro p h e c y :5 -̂

"A maeg g n o r ia n  
se  (Je nu  fram  f i s  w ig p le g an  wendan fe n c e c j."

(315-316)

Im m ed ia te ly  fo l lo w in g  and  s h a rp ly  c o n t r a s t i n g  w ith  th e  co w ard s ' 

r e t r e a t ,  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  h eo rth w e ro d  a d v a n c e s , m oving fo rw a rd  a s  a  

s in g l e  u n i t ,  u n i t e d  by a  common w i l l :

p a  cjaer wendon for<3 w lan ce  f e g e n a s , 
u n e a rg e  men e f s to n  g e o m e ; 
h i  w oldon f a  e a l l e  ocjer tw ega , 
l i f  f o r l a e t a n  o($Je le o fn e  gew recan .

(205-208)

From t h i s  p o in t  o n , l o y a l t y  overshadow s a l l  o th e r  th e m es . The p r im a ry  

m o t iv a t io n  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  f a i t h f u l  r e t a i n e r s ,  i t  assum es an a lm o s t 

o b l i g a to r y  p la c e  o f  h o n o r in  th e  p a s sa g e  a c c o rd e d  to  th e  a r e s t e i a  o f  

each  in d iv id u a l  f i g h t e r .  As h e  goes f o r t h ,  i n t e n t  on b a t t l e ,  A elfw ine  

r e c a l l s  and d e c la r e s  h i s  a l l e g i a n c e  t o  h i s  lo r d :

"Nu min e a ld o r  lige<3 
fo rheaw en  a e t  h i l d e .  Me i s  f a e t  hearm a m a e s t; 
he  w aes aegcfer min maeg and min h l a f o r d . "

(222-224)

O ffa  in v o k e s  h i s  d ead  c h i e f  a s  he  u rg e s  h i s  com panions on :

"N,ufu re  fe o d e n  l ic j ,  
e o r l  on eo rcjan . Us i s  e a llu m  f e a r f  
f a e t  u re  aeghw ylc o fe rn e  b y ld e  
w igan  to  w ig e ."

(232-235)

L eo fsu n u  sw ears  t o  avenge h i s  l o r d :

" I c  f a e t  g e h a te ,  f a e t  i c  heonan  n e l l e  
f le o n  f o te s  try m , a c  w i l l e  fu rc jo r g an , 
w recan  gew inne m inne w in e d r ih te n .

(246-248)

D unnere to o ,  th e  u n o rne  c e o r l , ^ 2 e x h o r ts  them  a l l  t o  avenge B y rh tn o th :

D unnere f a  cw ae5, d a ro 3  a c w h e te , 
uno rne  c e o r l ,  o f e r  e a l l  c ly p o d e ,
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b a e d  f a e t  b e o m e  gew hylc B y rh tn o th  w ra e c e :
"Ne maeg n a  w andian  se  f e  w recan  fe n c e d  
f r e a n  on f o l c e ,  ne f o r  f e o re  m urnan ."

(255-259)

F o llo w in g  D unnere’s e x h o r t a t i o n ,  th e  p o e t  ( in  a  p a s sa g e  w hich  p a r a l l e l s

l i n e s  2 0 3 -208 , c i t e d  above) a g a in  g e n e r a l iz e s  th e  them e o f  h e r o i c  l o y a l t y ,

p la c in g  in d iv id u a l  a c t s  in  a  c o l l e c t i v e  c o n te x t  w hich i t s e l f  e x e m p l i f i e s

th e  h e r o ic  u n i ty  e x p re s s e d :

J)a  h i  f o r <3 eo d o n , f e o r e s  h i  ne ro h to n ; 
ongunnon f a  h iredm en  h e a r d l i c e  fe o h ta n ,  
grame g a rb e re n d ,  and god baedon 
f a e t  h i  m oston  gew recan  h y ra  w in e d r ih te n  
and  on h y ra  feondum f y l  gew yrcan .

(260-264)

A f te r  t h i s  m om entary le n g th e n in g  o f  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  a s  th e  fo c u s  a g a in

narro w s to  in d i v id u a l  f i g h t e r s  and d e e d s , Eadw eard a c c o m p lish e s  h i s  vow

to  avenge h i s  l e a d e r :

He b r a e c  fo n e  b o rd w e a ll  and  wi<3 f a  b e o rn a s  f e a h t ,  
o<3f a e t  he h i s  s in c g y fa n  on fam saemannum 
w u rc jlic e  w re c , a e r  he on w ae le  la e g .

(277-279)

O ffa  to o  f u l f i l l s  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n s  in  exem plary  f a s h io n  b e f o r e  h e  l i e s

d ead , "<5 ie g e n lic e ,'* a t  th e  s id e  o f  h i s  lo r d :

Rade wearqf a e t  h i l d e  O ffa  fo rheaw en ;
h e  h a e fd e  cjeah g e f o r f o f  f a e t  he h i s  f r e a n  g e h e t ,

he l a e g  <3e g e n l ic e  cfeodne gehende .
(288-294)

And f i n a l l y ,  th e  h a u n t in g ly  e u l o g i s t i c  vow o f  B y rh to ld :

" I c  eom f r o d  f e o r e s ;  fram  i c  ne w i l l e ,  
a c  i c  me ne h e a l f e  minum h la f o r d e ,  
be  swa le o fa n  men, l i c g a n  f e n c e ."

(317-319)

T here  can be  no more f i t t i n g  t r i b u t e  t o  B y rh tn o th  th a n  th e  l o y a l t y  o f  

th o s e  who lo v e  and  d i e  f o r  h im .

A lthough  th e  p r im a ry  form  o f  lo y a l ty  c e l e b r a te d  by M aldon i s  th e
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bond w hich u n i t e s  r e t a i n e r  t o  l o r d ,  t h e r e  i s  a se c o n d , c l o s e ly  r e l a t e d

bond w h ich , l i k e  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  h e r o ic  them es in  th e  poem, comes to  th e

f o r e  o n ly  a f t e r  B y rh tn o th  f a l l s  and  th e  cow ards f l e e .  T h is  i s  th e  l o y a l t y

w i th in  th e  h e o r th w e ro d , th e  t i e s  w hich b in d  each  t o  a l l  and  a l l  t o  a l l .

A lth o u g h  we view  them  s e r i a l l y ,  we p e r c e iv e  th e  lo y a l  members o f  B y r h tn o th 's

h e o rth w e ro d  alw ays a s  a g ro u p , a  s m a ll  band  o f  h e r o ic  w a r r io r s  d e d ic a te d

53t o  common v a lu e s  and w i l l i n g l y  s h a r in g  a  s i n g l e  f a t e .  The key e x p re s s io n

o f  t h i s  form  o f  lo y a l ty  i s  th e  e x h o r ta t io n  by w hich  in d iv id u a l  f i g h t e r s

54r a l l y  and  en co u rag e  each  o th e r  in  th e  f r a y .  As O ffa  d e c l a r e s :

"Hwaet J>u, A E lfw in e , h a f a s t  e a l l e  gemanode
§ eg en as  t o  J ie a r f e ,  nu  u re  §eoden  l ic j ,
e o r l  on e o r^ a n . Us i s  e a llu m  J ie a rfe
§ a e t  u re  aeghw ylc o £ e rn e  b y ld e
w igan to  w ig e , fia h w ile  §e he  waepen maege
habban and  h e a ld a n ,  h e a rd n e  m ece,
g a r  and g odsw urd ."

(231-237)

U nder th e  p r e s s u r e  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  f a l l  and th e  co w ard s ' r e t r e a t ,  o r ,  in

o th e r  w o rd s, once th e  s i t u a t i o n  h a s  become d e s p e r a te  and  h o p e le s s ,

s o l i d a r i t y  i s  th e  e s s e n c e  o f  r e s i s t a n c e ;  a s  each  f i g h t e r  a d v a n c e s , he

u rg e s  h i s  com rades o n , s im u l ta n e o u s ly  d raw in g  upon and r e a f f i r m in g  t h e i r

m u tu a l r e s o lv e  and  u n i t y .  A E lfw ine i s  th e  f i r s t  to  sp eak ; he  e n co u ra g es

them  fo rw a rd , h i s  e x h o r ta t io n  i d e n t i f i e d  by an e x p l i c i t  n a r r a t i v e  ta g :

Swa h i  b y ld e  fo rc j b e a rn  A E l f r i c e s , 
w iga  w in trum  g eo n g , wordum m a e ld e ,
A Elfw ine £ a  cw aed, he  on e l l e n  s p ra e c .

(209-211)

55Dunnere u rg e s  e v e ry  man to  avenge B y rh tn o th : J

Dunnere §a  cwae<3, daro<3 acw eh te ,
uno rne  c e o r l ,  o f e r  e a l l  c ly p o d e ,
b aed  § a e t  b e o m e  genw ylc ByrhtnocJ w raece .

(255-257)

Oswold and Eadwold r a l l y  t h e i r  com pan ions, b id d in g  them  to  be  r e s o l u t e :
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Oswold and  Eadw old e a l l e  h w i le , 
begen  f a  g e b r o f r u ,  b e o rn a s  try m ed o n , 
h y ra  w inem agas wordon baedon  
f a e t  h i  f a e r  a t  d e a r f e  f o l i a n  s c e o ld o n , 
u n w a c lic e  waepna n e o ta n .

(304-308)

B yrh tw o ld  b o ld ly  e x h o r ts  th e  f i g h t e r s :

B y rh tw o ld  m a fe lo d e , b o rd  h a fen o d e  
(se  w aes e a ld  g e n e a t ) , a e s c  acw e h te ; 
he  f u l  b a l d l i c e  b e o rn a s  l a e r d e .

(309-311)

And f i n a l l y  G o d ric , A E th e lg a r 's  so n , u rg e s  a l l  o f  them  t o  b a t t l e :

Swa h i  A E fe lg a re s  b e a rn  e a l l e  b y ld e ,
G o d ric  t o  g u fe .

Naes f a e t  n a  s e  G o d ric  f e  da  gu<3e fo rb e a h .
(320-325)

S i g n i f i c a n t l y ,  B y r h tn o th 's  own f a t a l  com bat i s  fram ed  a t  e i t h e r  end  by

an h e r o ic  e x h o r ta t io n  t o  h i s  men. As he  j o i n s  th e  b a t t l e ,  he  u rg e s  th e

young w a r r io r s  to  be  m in d fu l o f  f i g h t in g  and fam e:

S t i h t e  h i  B y rh tn o d , 
b aed  f a e t  h y s s a  gehw ylc hogode t o  w ige 
f e  on Denon w olde dom g e fe o h ta n .

(127-129)

And a g a in ,  m o r ta l ly  w ounded, a b o u t t o  o f f e r  h i s  d e a th  p r a y e r ,  he  n e v e r ­

t h e l e s s  e n c o u ra g e s  h i s  r e t a i n e r s  fo rw ard :

J3a g y t  f a e t  w ord gecw aed 
h a r  h i l d e r i n c ,  h y s sa  b y ld e ,  
b a e d  gangan fo r d  gode g e fe r a n .

(168-170)

A lth o u g h  t h i s  " e n v e lo p in g "  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  a r e s t e i a  b e a r s  w itn e s s  to  

th e  s i g n i f i c a n t  p la c e  o f  th e  e x h o r ta t io n  in  th e  poem, th e  p o e t  draw s a 

c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n  be tw een  th e  e a ld o rm a n 's  e x h o r ta t io n s  t o  h i s  t r o o p s  and 

th e  encou ragem en t th e y  o f f e r  t o  each  o t h e r . F r o m  th e  b e g in n in g ,

B y r h tn o th 's  e x o r t a t io n s  a r e  c a s t  in  a  h i e r a r c h i c a l  c o n te x t ,  th e  p ro m p tin g s
e  n

o f  a  l e a d e r  to  h i s  s u b o r d in a t e s . ' The v o c a b u la ry  and to n e  a r e  u n m is ta k a b le .
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58In  th e  v e ry  f i r s t  l i n e s  o f  th e  poem, a s  we hav e  i t ,  B y rh tn o th

a p p r o p r ia te ly  i s s u e s  commands t o  h i s  men:

H et f a  h y s s a  hwaene h o rs  f o r l a e t a n ,  
f e o r  a f y s a n ,  and  forcj g angan , 
h ic g a n  t o  handum and to  h ig e  godum.

(2-4)

Soon a f te rw a rd s  t h e r e  i s  a  f u l l e r  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  e a ld o rm a n 's  m i l i t a r y

p r e p a r a t io n s ,  th e  d i c t i o n  o f  w hich c l e a r l y  i n d i c a t e s  th e  n a tu r e  o f  h i s

r e l a t i o n s h i p  to  h i s  f o l lo w e r s :

J)a  f a e r  ByrhtnocJ ongan b e o rn a s  t ry m ia n ,  
r a d  and  ra e d d e ,  rincum  t a e h te  
h u  h i  s c e o ld a n  s ta n d a n  and fo n e  s te d e  h e a ld a n ,  
and  b a e d  f a e t  h y ra  ra n d a s  r i h t e  h e o ld o n  
f a e s t e  m id fo lm an , and  ne fo rh te d o n  n a .

(17-21)

And a g a in ,  a f t e r  h i s  exchange w ith  th e  V ik in g  m e ssen g e r:

H et f a  b o rd  b e ra n ,  b e o rn a s  gan g an , 
f a e t  h i  on fam  easte<3e e a l l e  s to d o n .

(62-63)

As soon a s  th e  t i d e  go es  o u t ,  r e n d e r in g  th e  causew ay s h a llo w  enough t o  be 

fo rd e d ,

H et f a  haele<3a h le o  h e a ld a n  f a  b r i c g e  
w igan  w ig h e a rd n e , we waes h a te n  W u lfs ta n .

(74-75)

And a g a in ,  a f t e r  g r a n t i n g  th e  V ik in g s  p e rm is s io n  to  l a n d ,  a s  th e  r a i d e r s  

ad v a n c e :

He m id bordum  h e t  
w yrcan  fo n e  w ih ag en , and f a e t  w erod  h e a ld a n  
f a e s t e  w id” feondum.

(101-103)

B y rh tn o th  o r d e r s ,  commands, and i n s t r u c t s .  When h e  u rg e s  o r  e x h o r t s ,  

he  does so  in  th e  u n m is ta k a b le  a c c e n ts  o f  a u t h o r i t y .  Such a s ta n c e  i s  

c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n s  as  a l e a d e r  and im p l ie s  no q u a l i f i c a t i o n  

o f  th o s e  i n t e n s e l y  p e r s o n a l  t i e s  w hich b in d  a lo r d  and  h i s  r e t a i n e r s .  I t  

i s  o n ly  t h a t  th e s e  t i e s , how ever r e c i p r o c a l , a r e  by t h e i r  v e ry  n a tu r e
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h i e r a r c h i c a l ,  w h ereas  th e  t i e s  betw een  th e  members o f  th e  h e o r th w e ro d , 

a t  l e a s t  a f t e r  B y r h tn o th 's  f a l l ,  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  r e p r e s e n te d  a s  t i e s  i n t e r  

p a r e s . 5 9  Once a l l  i s  h o p e l e s s ,  i t  i s  a s  i f  d e a th  and  d e f e a t  im pose an  

em ergency s u sp e n s io n  o f  s o c i a l  d i v i s i o n s ,  a  k in d  o f  f o rc e d  c o l l e c t i v i t y  

in  th e  fa c e  o f  n e c e s s i t y .  H e re , fa c e  to  fa c e  w ith  c e r t a i n  d e a th ,  h e ro ism  

assum es i t s  m ost u n iv e r s a l  f e a t u r e s .  The f i g h t e r s  a t  M aldon, m e e tin g  

h o p e le s s n e s s  w ith  c o u ra g e , come t o  r e p r e s e n t  m ankind a t  i t s  h i g h e s t ,  

t h e i r  s o l i d a r i t y  s i n g u l a r l y  a p p r o p r ia te  t o  a  w o rld  w here o u r  common 

d e s t in y  makes o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e  a j o i n t  e n t e r p r i s e .  In  th e  e n d , h a v in g  no­

w here e l s e  to  t u r n ,  men a r e  th row n  b ack  upon th e m s e lv e s , f o r c e d  to  r e l y  

upon one a n o th e r  to  p r e s e r v e  and  c o n firm  t h e i r  w orth  in  th e  fa c e  o f  a l l  

w hich  w ould deny them . S m all w onder th e n  t h a t  co w ard ice  and  b e t r a y a l  a re  

so  re p u g n a n t to  h e r o i c  p o e t r y .

As th e  f a i l u r e  o f  th e  cow ards s u g g e s t s , h e ro ism  i s  a lw ay s a  d e c i s i o n , 

a  s t r u g g le  f o r  human v a lu e ,  a  r e f u s a l  to  p e rm it  man to  be d e f in e d  by th e  

a r b i t r a r y  d e te r m in a t io n s  o f  n e c e s s i t y .  In  M aldon, how ever, th e  r o l e  o f  

c h o ic e  i s  r a i s e d  from  an i m p l i c i t  a ssu m p tio n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  to  th e  

v e ry  c e n t e r  o f  th e  poem w h ich , i n  one s e n s e ,  may be seen  a s  an e l a b o r a t i o n

o f  th e  a r c h e ty p a l  c o n f l i c t  betw een  h e ro ism  and  c o w a rd ic e , b e tw een  l o y a l t y

60and t r e a c h e r y ,  n o b i l i t y  and  d is h o n o r .

The p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  f l i g h t  i s  p r e s e n t  from  th e  b e g in n in g .  As I r v in g

o b s e rv e s ,  " b e h in d  th e  b a t t l e  f i e l d  i s  a  f o r e s t  w here s a f e t y  may b e  fo u n d ,

w here th e  h o r s e s  and  hawk o f  O f f a 's  k insm an w ere s e n t  b e f o r e  th e  b a t t l e

b eg an ; and i t  i s  t o  t h i s  f o r e s t  t h a t  G odric  th e  cow ard, h i s  b r o t h e r s ,

and  a p p a re n t ly  a  l a r g e  p a r t  o f  th e  p e a s a n t  f y r d  . . . f l e e .  . . . T hese

E ng lish m en , in  o th e r  w o rd s , a r e  n o t  h e r o ic  au to m a ta  to  whom th e  id e a  o f

f l i g h t  ca n n o t even o c c u r .  They a re  aw are o f  i t  and  o f  th e  c ru s h in g  b u rd en

61o f  in d iv id u a l  c h o ic e  . . . c o n f ro n t in g  th e m ."
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B ecause h e  h a s  o p t i o n s ,  th e  f i g h t e r  a t  Maldon i s  c o n t in u a l ly  c a l l e d

upon to  r e a f f i r m  h i s  co u rag e  and  d e te r m in a t io n .  The v o lu n ta ry  n a tu r e  o f

th e  h e r o ic  commitment i s  im p lie d  n o t  o n ly  th ro u g h  th e  s u g g e s t io n  o f  an

esc a p e  r o u te ,  b u t  th ro u g h  th e  in f e r e n c e s  g e n e ra te d  by B y r h tn o th 's  i n i t i a l

r a l l y i n g  o f  h i s  t r o o p s  ( l i n e s  2 -4 ,  and  16-24) , a  p r e c a u t io n  w hich " im p l ie s

th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a  f a i l u r e  o f  w i l l ,  and  h i n t s  a t  th e  p oem 's  m ain i s s u e :

th e  te n s io n  betw een  th e  demands o‘f  th e  h e r o ic  code and  th e  b r u te  u rg e  to  

62s u r v iv e ."  L a t e r ,  when B y r h tn o th 's  e a r l y  p ro m p tin g s  g iv e  way t o  th e  

d e s p e r a te  e x h o r ta t io n s  w hich dom inate  th e  l a s t  h a l f  o f  th e  poem, th e  

c u m u la tiv e  i n t e n s i t y  and  pow er o f  th e s e  s t i r r i n g  p ronouncem ents  convey 

how a rd u o u s  and  e x a c t in g  i s  th e  h e o r th w e ro d ' s  s t r u g g le  t o  s u s t a in  t h e i r  

h e r o ic  com m itm ents once h y ra  h e a r r a  la e g  ( l i n e  2 0 4 ) . Where h e ro e s  a r e  so  

o f te n  o b l ig e d  to  en c o u ra g e  each  o th e r  (us_ is^ e a llu m  f>earfe f ia e t u re  

aeghw ylc o § e rn e  b y ld e , l i n e s  233-234) as  th e y  p u b l i c ly  r e a f f i r m  t h e i r  

d e te r m in a t io n ,  we a r e  co m p e lle d  t o  i n f e r  t h a t  t h e i r  r e s o lv e  i s  b e in g  

t e s t e d  t o  th e  l i m i t .  In  c o n t r a s t  w ith  G o d ric  and  h i s  b r o t h e r s ,  who a r e  

s t e a d f a s t  o n ly  u n d er th e  d i l i g e n t  eye o f  B y r th n o th 's  a u t h o r i t y , ^  and  o n ly  

so  lo n g  a s  th e  s i t u a t i o n  i s  n o t  d e s p e r a te ,  B y r h tn o th 's  f a i t h f u l  f o l lo w e r s  

d e m o n s tra te  t h a t  h e r o ic  o b l i g a t i o n s  a r e  b a s e d  n o t  so  much upon c o n s t r a i n t  

a s  upon freedom  and  lo v e .  J u s t  a s  mod s c e a l  J5e_ m are j5e u re  maegen l y t l a f f  

( l i n e  3 1 3 ), so  l o y a l t y  i s  even  more b in d in g  once w ear<5 a f e a l l e n  g a e s  f o lc e s  

e a ld o r  ( l i n e  2 0 2 ). In  i t s  p u r e s t  and n o b le s t  fo rm , th e  h e r o ic  o b l i g a t i o n  

i s  p r im a r i ly  v o lu n ta r y — b o th  a  p u b l i c  d u ty  and  a  p e r s o n a l  com m itm ent; a 

s o c i a l  im p e ra tiv e  and  an autonom ous e x p re s s io n  o f  w hat i s  h ig h e s t  in  th e  

h e r o 's  own n a tu r e .

The fu n d am en ta l c h o ic e  betw een  h o n o r and  shame i s  r e f l e c t e d  in  th e  

s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  w hich  u n fo ld s  a c c o rd in g  t o  a  s e r i e s  o f  fo u r
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c r i t i c a l  d e c i s io n s ,  each  o f  w hich moves th e  a c t io n  fo rw a rd  and  d e f in e s  

i t s  m ean ing . B y rh tn o th  fa c e s  th e  f i r s t  o f  th e s e  d e c is io n s  in  h i s  e n c o u n te r  

w ith  th e  V ik in g  m e ssen g e r; th e  im p o rta n c e  o f  t h i s  scen e  i s  m arked by th e  

f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  one o f  o n ly  t h r e e  d ra m a tic  p a s s a g e s  in  th e  p re d o m in a n tly  

n a r r a t i v e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  poem. The V ik in g  o f f e r  i s  n o th in g  more o r  

l e s s  th a n  o u t r i g h t  b la c k m a i l :

" .  . . p u  m ost sendan  ra<3e 
b eag as  w i^  g eb eo rg e

•  •  •  •  •

we w il la c j  mid pam s c e a t tu m  us to  scype  gangan , 
on f l o t  f a r a n ,  and  eow f r i z e s  h e a ld a n ."

(30-41)

B y r h tn o th 's  o p t io n s  a r e  c l e a r - c u t :  pay  o r  f i g h t .  A lthough  in  s i m i l a r  

c irc u m s ta n c e s  A E th e lre d  and  h i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  chose to  pay  enorm ous 

sums o f  t r i b u t e  in  an  u l t im a te ly  f u t i l e  a t te m p t  to  buy o f f  th e  in v a d in g  

N orsem en, B y rh tn o th , c h o o s in g  th e  h e r o ic  a l t e r n a t i v e ,  e l e c t s  th e  r i s k s  

o f  com bat:

"Ne s c e o le  ge swa s o f t e  s in c e g e g a n g a n ; 
us s c e a l  o rd  and  e c g  a e r  gesem an, 
g rim  g u S p le g a , a e r  we g a f o l  s y l l o n . "

(59-61)

H ere a s  e ls e w h e re , B y rh tn o th  i s  e x e m p la ry , a n d , "when th e  i n i t i a l  c h o ic e

i s  o f f e r e d  a g a in  in  s t i l l  h a r s h e r  te rm s ,  th e  h e ro e s  a re  th o s e  who r a t i f y

B y r h tn o th 's  d e c is io n  w ith  t h e i r  l i v e s .

The seco n d  o f  M ald o n 's  f o u r  m a jo r  d e c i s io n s  a l s o  f a l l s  t o  B y rh tn o th .

When th e  V ik in g s  r e a l i z e  t h a t  th e y  c a n n o t b re a c h  th e  d e fen d ed  fo rd  by

fo rc e  o f  a rm s, th e y  r e q u e s t  le a v e  t o  le a d  t h e i r  tro o p s  to  s h o re :

p a  h i  p a e t  o n g e a to n  and  g e o m e  gesawon 
S e t  h i  p a e r  b r ic g w e a rd e s  b i t e r e  fundon , 
ongunnon ly t e g ia n  p a  la 5 e  g y s ta s ,  
baedon p a e t  h i  upgang agan  m oston , 
o f e r  pone fo rd  f a r a n ,  fep an  la e d a n .

(84-88)
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B y h r tn o th 's  r e p ly  i s  u n h e s i t a t i n g ,  h i s  d e c i s io n  once  a g a in  i t a l i c i z e d ,

a s  i t  w e re , by  b e in g  c a s t  in  th e  form  o f  d ra m a tic  u t t e r a n c e :

J )a  s e  e o r l  ongan f o r  h i s  oferm ode 
a ly fa n  la n d e s  t o  f e l a  l a t e r e  cfeode.
Ongan c e a l l i a n  p a  o f e r  c a ld  w a e te r  
B yrh th e lm es b e a rn  (b e o m a s  g e h ly s to n )  :
"Nu eow i s  gerym ed, g a ^  r i c e n e  to  u s ,
guman to  gupe; god ana w a t
hwa p a e re  w aels tow e w ea ld an  m o te ."

(89-94)

Now, w h e th e r  B y rh tn o th  i s  r i g h t  o r  wrong t o  p e rm i t  th e  V ik in g s  t o  la n d

66t h e i r  f o r c e s ,  and w h e th e r  oferm od h e re  means " o v e rm a s te r in g  p r id e "  °  o r

" g r e a t  h ig h  co u rag e ,"® ^  i t  i s  im m ed ia te ly  a p p a re n t  t h a t  th e  two m ajo r

68c h o ic e s  w ith  w hich he  i s  c o n f ro n te d  a r e  re m a rk a b ly  s i m i l a r .  In  each

c a s e  he  i s  p r e s e n te d  w ith  a d e c i s io n  be tw een  f i g h t i n g  and  c irc u m v e n tin g

com bat. In  th e  f i r s t  in s ta n c e  he h a s  th e  o p t io n  o f  p a y in g  t r i b u t e ,  in

th e  se c o n d  o f  h o ld in g  th e  fo rd  and p re su m ab ly  f o r c in g  a  r e l a t i v e l y  b lo o d -

69l e s s  V ik in g  w ith d ra w a l .  In  b o th  c a s e s ,  B y rh tn o th  ch o o ses  t o  f i g h t ,

r e j e c t i n g  f i r s t  th e  ignom iny o f  t r i b u t e ,  and  th e n  th e  e a s y  (and uneasy)

s e c u r i t y  o f  s ta le m a te .^ ®  B y r h tn o th 's  r e s o lv e  to  f i g h t  i s ,  in  f a c t ,

i m p l i c i t  from  th e  b e g in n in g  w here h i s  m i l i t a r y  p r e p a r a t io n s  m a n ife s t  h i s

d e te r m in a t io n  to  engage th e  enemy. And when th e  p o e t  t e l l s  us t h a t

He l i h t e  p a  mid le o d en  p a e r  him  l e o f o s t  w aes, 
p a e r  he  h i s  heor5w erod  h o ld o s t  w is e t

(23-24)

he p la c e s  B y rh tn o th  in  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  G erm anic h e r o ic  s e t t i n g — a b ra v e ,  

c h i e f t a i n  among h i s  c o m ita tu s —m ost l i k e l y  to  r a i s e  th e  m ost h e r o ic  

e x p e c ta t io n s  among h i s  A nglo-Saxon a u d ie n c e .

W hile  th e  d e c is io n s  f a c in g  B y rh tn o th  a r e  s i m i l a r ,  t h e r e  does p e rh a p s  

o c c u r  w hat we m igh t te rm  an e s c a l a t i o n  o f  p r e s s u r e ,  o r  r a t h e r  te m p ta t io n ,  

b e tw een  th e  f i r s t  and th e  second  c r i s i s .  The o r i g i n a l  demand f o r  t r i b u t e
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i s  a r r o g a n t  and  a b r u p t ,  r e p l e t e  w ith  th e  r h e t o r i c  o f  i n t i m i d a t i o n . 7-*- To

a c c e p t  w ould  e n t a i l  a  c l e a r  im p u ta t io n  o f  co w a rd ic e , and  B y rh tn o th  re sp o n d s

w ith  th e  c o u n t e r - t h r e a t s  and s c a th in g  i ro n y  w hich  th e  V ik in g  p ro p o s a l

d e s e rv e s .  The te m p ta t io n  o f  s ta le m a te  i s ,  on th e  o th e r  h a n d , a t  l e a s t

72i f  we a r e  t o  b e l i e v e  th e  c r i t i c s ,  more a l l u r i n g  m  t h a t  i t  o f f e r s

B y rh tn o th  an  o p p o r tu n i ty  t o  a v o id  com bat w ith o u t  th e  c l e a r - c u t  s t ig m a  o f

co w ard ic e  t h a t  w ould  a t t a c h  to  th e  paym ent o f  t r i b u t e .  W hile s id e - s t e p p in g

o u r s e lv e s ,  f o r  th e  moment, th e  com plex q u e s t io n  o f  w h e th e r  o r  n o t  such  a

p o l i c y  w ould  have b een  c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th e  a c t u a l  m i l i t a r y  o b l i g a t i o n s  o f

th e  E n g l is h  commander o f  th e  E ssex  f y r d , l e t  u s s im p ly  o b se rv e  t h a t  f a r

more (o r  a t  l e a s t  so m eth in g  f a r  d i f f e r e n t )  i s  r e q u i r e d  from  an A nglo-Saxon

h e ro  th a n  from  an E n g l is h  g e n e r a l .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  when

he ch o o ses  t o  f i g h t —when h e  p r e p a re s  a  way f o r  th e  V ik in g s  t o  c ro s s  o v e r

to  b a t t l e — t h a t  B y rh tn o th  co n d u c ts  h im s e lf  in  a m anner w hich i s  c o n s i s t e n t

b o th  w ith  h i s  f i r s t  d e c i s io n  to  r e f u s e  t r i b u t e  and w ith  th e  h o n o r and

73g lo ry  he r e p r e s e n t s  in  M aldon.

B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  p r e c i p i t a t e s  th e  d e c i s iv e  c r i s i s  o f  th e  poem .7^

So lo n g  a s  h e  i s  in  th e  f i e l d ,  B y r h tn o th 's  exem plary  w i l l  d o m in a tes  th e  

E n g lis h  h o s t ,  h i s  c h o ic e s  i n s p i r i n g  and  u n if y in g  th e  e n t i r e  f i g h t i n g  

f o r c e .  A f te r  he f a l l s ,  h i s  fo l lo w e r s  a r e  on t h e i r  own. "T here  seems to  

be  a  moment o f  s i l e n c e  a t  t h i s  p o i n t , "  I r v in g  o b s e rv e s ,  "a s  th e  E n g lis h  

g ra s p  th e  m eaning o f  t h e i r  l e a d e r 's  d e a th .  Now t h a t  h i s  t a n g ib l e  a u th ­

o r i t y ,  so  f o r c e f u l l y  a s s e r t e d  in  th e  e a r l y  p a r t  o f  th e  poem, i s  g one , now 

t h a t  w hat we w ould  u n d e rs ta n d  a s  m i l i t a r y  d i s c i p l i n e  h a s  b ro k en  down, w hat 

w i l l  th e  in d iv id u a l  d o ? " 76 The two re m a in in g  m a jo r  c h o ic e s ,  th o s e  w hich 

" d e te rm in e  th e  outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e  and th e  c a ta s t r o p h e  o f  th e  p o em ,"76 

fo llo w  in  r a p id  s u c c e s s io n .  F i r s t  th e  t r e a c h e r o u s  so n s  o f  Odda f l e e :
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Hi bugon p a  fram  beaduwe p e  p a e r  beon  n o ld o n .
(185)

T h en , h a rd  upon th e  cow ards 1 r e t r e a t , B y rh tn o th ' s lo y a l  h e o r th g e n e a ta s

h e r o i c a l l y  choose to  f i g h t  t o  t h e  d e a th :

J)a cjaer wendon fo rc j w lan ce  fieg en as , 
u n ea rg e  men e f s to n  g e o rn e .

(205-206)

W hile th e  c h o ic e  in  Maidon i s  a lw ay s a  c h o ic e  be tw een  h e ro ism  and  cow ard­

i c e ,  h e r e  we may o b se rv e  t h a t  a t  e ach  c r i t i c a l  ju n c tu r e  th e  c h o ic e  grows 

in c r e a s in g ly  d i f f i c u l t .  We have a l r e a d y  commented on th e  a p p a re n t  

e s c a l a t i o n  o f  p r e s s u r e  w hich m arks B y r h tn o th 's  two d e c i s io n s .  Now we may 

o b se rv e  t h a t  h i s  d e a th  adds a n o th e r  f u l l  t u r n  o f  th e  sc rew . By i t ,  th e  

p re d ic a m e n t o f  th e  E n g l is h ,  d e p r iv e d  o f  th e  le a d e r s h ip  and  exam ple o f  

t h e i r  l o r d ,  i s  s e v e r e ly  w o rse n ed , e s p e c i a l l y  i f  we a re  m in d fu l o f  how 

d e s p e r a te — a c c o rd in g  to  A nglo-Saxon  t r a d i t i o n — i s  th e  p l i g h t  o f  a  l e a d e r -  

l e s s  f o lk .  The A nglo-Saxon C h ro n ic le  e n t r y  f o r  1003 adm o n ish es:

As th e  s a y in g  g o e s : 'When th e  le a d e r  g iv e s  w ay, 
th e  w hole army w i l l  be  much h in d e re d .

ASC, 1003 C (D, E)

B eow ulf t e l l s  th e  same s t o r y ,  n o t  o n ly  a t  th e  end  when th e  G ea ts  a r e

d e p r iv e d  o f  t h e i r  g r e a t  k in g ,  b u t  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  when S c y ld 's  s o n ,

B e o w u lf 's  nam esake, i s  b o rn ,  he whom

£one God sende  
f o lc  t o  f r o f r e ;  fy ren< 3earfee  o n g e a t ,  
pe  h i e  a e r  d rugon  a l d o r ( l e ) a s e  
la n g e  h w ile .

(13-16)

In  any c a s e ,  B y rh tn o th 's  d e a th  p ro v e s  to o  much f o r  th e  cow ards who, 

m aking th e  t h i r d  o f  th e  p o em 's  fo u r  c r i t i c a l  c h o ic e s ,  f l e e  r a t h e r  th a n  

fa c e  th e  in c re a s e d  d a n g e r . T h e i r  f l i g h t ,  in  t u r n ,  d r iv e s  th e  sc rew  home, 

d iv id in g  th e  s h ie ld - w a l l  and in s u r in g  c e r t a i n  d e a th  f o r  th o s e  who m ust 

f i n a l l y  choose to  rem ain  and f i g h t  a g a i n s t  th e  now h o p e le s s  o d d s .
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From th e  b e g in n in g  th e n ,  t h e r e  i s  a  p r o g r e s s iv e  i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  o f

d i f f i c u l t y  in  th e  s e r i e s  o f  c h o ic e s  f a c e d  by th e  E n g l is h .  To sum up

b r i e f l y :  B y rh tn o th  ch o o ses  ( tw ic e )  t o  f i g h t  a t  a p p a re n t ly  even o d d s;

G o d ric  and h i s  fo llo w e rs  o p t  f o r  f l i g h t ,  u n w il l in g  to  fa c e  w hat we m ust

su rm ise  to  be u n fa v o ra b le  o d d s ; and  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s  d e c id e  t o

f i g h t  and  d ie  a t  w hat we know t o  b e  im p o s s ib le  o d d s . A t th e  same t im e ,

th e r e  i s ,  a s  we have  s e e n ,  a  c a u s a l  p r e s s u r e  r e f l e c t e d  in  t h i s  se q u en ce

o f  c h o ic e s :  B y rh tn o th 's  i n i t i a l  c h o ic e s  in s u r e  com bat; t h a t  com bat l e a d s

to  h i s  d e a th ;  h i s  d e a th ,  in  t u r n ,  e n t a i l s  an in c r e a s e d  r i s k  f o r  th e

d e fe n d e rs ;  t h a t  r i s k  t r i g g e r s  G o d r ic 's  t r e a c h e r y  w hich p r e c i p i t a t e s  a  m ass

r e t r e a t  among th e  f y r d ; ^  and  t h a t  r e t r e a t  s e n te n c e s  th e  h e ro e s  who rem a in

to  d e a th  and d e f e a t ,  f o r c in g  th e  poem t o  i t s  c o n c lu s io n  and m aking o f  th e

h e o r th w e ro d 1s l a s t  s ta n d  th e  f i n a l  and  p e rh a p s  m ost p e r f e c t  e x p r e s s io n  o f

78
A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  l i f e  in  a l l  o f  O ld  E n g lis h  l i t e r a t u r e .

The p ro fo u n d  r o l e  o f  c h o ic e  in  M aidon i s  r e f l e c t e d  in  i t s  d i c t i o n

w h ich , as  one m igh t e x p e c t ,  ev e ry w h ere  s t r e s s e s  th e  im p o rtan ce  o f  th e

h e r o ic  w i l l .  In  th e  o p en in g  e p is o d e  o f  th e  poem, B y rh tn o th  u rg e s  a  young

w a r r io r  fo rw a rd , commanding him  t o  b e  r e s o lv e d  w ith  h i s  hands and  h e a r t :

H et f>a h y s sa  hwaene h o rs  f o r l a e t a n ,  
f e o r  a fy s a n ,  and  for<3 g angan , 
h ic g a n  to  handum and to  h ig e  godum.

(2-4)

From t h i s  th e  y o u th  l e a r n s  t h a t  h i s  c h i e f  does n o t  in te n d  to  c o u n te n a n c e  

c o w ard ic e :

p a  p a e t  O ffan  maeg a e r e s t  o n fu n d e ,
§ a e t  §e e o r l  n o ld e  yrh<3o g e j io l ia n .

(5-6)

And when O f f a 's  kinsm an sen d s  h i s  hawk o f f  to  th e  wood and ad v an ces  t o  th e  

b a t t l e ,  we a re  t o l d  t h a t  he w ish e s  t o  d e m o n s tra te  t h a t  he does n o t  i n t e n d  

to  w aver in  th e  f i g h t
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Be fam  man m ih te  oncnaw an f a e t  s e  c n i h t  n o ld e  
w ac ian  a e t  fam  w ig e , f a  he  t o  waepnum fe n g .

(9 -10)

N ext we le a r n  t h a t  E a d r ic  w ish ed  t o  s ta n d  by h i s  c h i e f  and t h a t  h e  h ad  

good r e s o l v e ;

Eac him  w olde E a d r ic  h i s  e a ld r e  g e l a e s t a n ,  
f r e a n  to  ge f e o h te ,  ongan f a  fore? b e ra n  
g a r  t o  g u fe . He h a e fd e  god g e fa n c .

(11-13)

Soon a f te r w a r d ,  th e  V ik in g  m e ssen g e r te m p ts  B y rh tn o th  w ith  an o f f e r  o f

p e a c e — i f  he  w ish es  to  ransom  h i s  p e o p le  w ith  t r i b u t e :

"We w illa t j  wicj fam g o ld e  gri<3 fa e s tn ia n .
Gyf f u  f a t  g e r a e d e s t ,  f e  h e r  r i c o s t  e a r t ,  
f a e t  f u  f i n e  le o d a  ly s a n  w i l l e . "

(35-37)

When B y rh tn o th  re sp o n d s , he i s  d e s c r ib e d  as  an g ry  and r e s o l u t e ;

Byrhtno<? m a fe lo d e , b o rd  h a fe n o d e ,
wand wacne a e s c ,  wordum m ae ld e , 
y r r e  and a n ra e d  a g e a f  him  an dsw are .

(42-44)

And h e  a n n o u n c e s , w ith  some h a r s h n e s s , t h a t  h e  i s  d e te rm in e d  to  d e fe n d  

h i s  hom eland;

" . . .  h e r  s t y n t  un fo rcu c j e o r l  m id h i s  w erode , 
f e  w ile  g e a lg e a n  e f e l  f y s n e ."

(51-52)

When B y rh tn o th  p la c e s  h i s  b r ic g w e a rd e s  a t  t h e  f o r d ,  we le a r n  t h a t  th e y  do

n o t  p ro p o se  to  f l e e  and  t h a t  th e y  w i l l  h o ld  o u t  r e s o l u t e l y ;

jDa n o ld o n  a e t  fam  fo rd a  flea m  gew yrcan , 
a c  h i  f a e s t l i c e  wicj <?a fy n d  w eredon .

(81-82)

E a r ly  in  th e  b a t t l e ,  when W ulfm aer i s  c u t  down, th e  p o e t  t e l l s  us t h a t  he

ch o se  b a t t l e - d e a t h ,  a n t i c i p a t i n g  th e  p oem 's  denouem ent when th e  h e r o ic

h e o r th g e n e a ta s  l i t e r a l l y  choose d e a th  b e fo re  d is h o n o r :

Wund wear<3 W ulfmaer, w a e lr a e s te  g e c e a s ,
ByrhtnocSes maeg; he  m id b i l lu m  w eard , 
h i s  s w u s te r  su n u , swicje fo rheaw en .

(113-115)
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As th e  b a t t l e  c o n t in u e s ,  th e  E n g l is h  s ta n d  s t a l w a r t  and  r e s o lv e d , i n t e n t  

on f i g h t i n g :

Swa s te m n e tto n  s t id h ic g e n d e  
h y sa s  a e t  h i l d e ,  hogodon g e o m e  
hwa p a e r  mid o rd e  a e r e s t  m ih te  
on fa e g e a n  men fe o rh  gew innan .

(122-125)

A gain  th e y  a r e  d e s c r ib e d  as  s ta n d in g  s t e a d f a s t  as  B y rh tn o th  u rg e s  them  to

b e  d e te rm in e d  on b a t t l e  and to  d e s i r e  g l o r y :

S todon  s t a e d e f a e s t e ;  s t i h t e  h i  B yrhtnocJ, 
b aed  p a e t  h y s sa  gehw ylc hogode t o  w ige 
fie on Denon w olde dom g e fe o h ta n .

(127-129)

When B y rh tn o th  h im s e lf  ad v an ces  t o  th e  f r a y ,  h e  i s  d e s c r ib e d  a s  moving

fo rw a rd  s in g le m in d e d  to  th e  f i g h t :

Wod p a  w ig es  h e a r d ,  waepen up a h o f ,
b o rd  t o  g e b e o rg e , and  wicj p a e s  b e o rn e s  s to p .
Eode swa a n ra e d  e o r l  to  pam c e o r l e .

(130-132)

The v o c a b u la ry  o f  c h o ic e  i s  v e ry  p ro m in e n t in  th e  p a s s a g e  d e p ic t in g  th e

f l i g h t  o f  th e  cow ards. Those who tu r n  from  th e  b a t t l e  a r e  th o s e  who do

n o t  w ish  t o  b e  t h e r e :

Hi bugon p a  fram  beaduwe pe p a e r  beon n o ld e .
(185)

They abandon t h e i r  l e a d e r ,  ta k e  no h eed  o f  th e  b a t t l e ,  and  se e k  th e

s a f e t y  o f  th e  w oods:

J>aer wear<5 Oddan b e a m  a e r e s t  on f le a m e ,
G odrick  fram  g u p e , and pone godan f o r l e t  

•  •  •  •  •

G odrine  and  Godwig, gupe ne gymdon, 
a c  wendon fram  pam w ige and  pone wudu s o h to n , 
f lu g o n  on p a e t  f a e s te n  and h y ra  f e o re  b u rg o n .

(186-194)

E a r l i e r ,  O ffa  had  p r e d ic te d  t h a t  many spoke  b r a v e ly  a t  c o u n c i l  who d id  

n o t  in t e n d  t o  s ta n d  f a s t  in  th e  tim e  o f  n eed :
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Swa him  O ffa  on d aeg  a e r  a sa e d e  
on fam  m e fe ls te d e ,  f a  he  gemot h a e fd e ,  
f a e t  f a e r  m o d ig lic e  manega sp ra e c o n  
f e  e f t  a t  f e a r f e  f o l i a n  n o ld o n .

(198-201)

A f t e r  B y rh tn o th  f a l l s  and th e  cow ards f l e e ,  as  th e  h e ro e s  ru sh  e a g e r ly

t o  b a t t l e ,  th e  p o e t  t e l l s  u s t h a t  th e y  w ish  e i t h e r  to  avenge t h e i r  c h i e f

. , .  80 o r  t o  d ie :

l)a f a e r  wendon for<3 w lan ce  f e g e n a s ,  
u n ea rg e  men e f s to n  g e o rn e ; 
h i  woldon f a  e a l l e  ocjer tw eg a , 
l i f  f o r l a e t a n  ocJde le o fn e  g ew recan .

(205-208)

As A E lfw ine goes f o r t h ,  he d e c l a r e s  t h a t  he  w an ts  to  c l e a r l y  d e m o n s tra te  

h i s  n o b i l i t y :

" I c  w y lle  mine a e f e lo  e a llu m  g e c y fa n ."
(216)

No o n e , he b o a s t s ,  w i l l  be a b le  t o  a c c u se  him  o f  w a n tin g  to  le a v e  th e  

b a t t l e :

"Ne s c e o lo n  me on f a e r e  fe o d e  fe g e n a s  a e tw i ta n  
f a e t  i c  o f  3 i s s e  fy rd e  f e r a n  w i l l e . "

( 220- 221 )

He a d v a n c e s , h i s  mind s e t  on th e  f i g h t :

J>a he fo rc j e o d e , faeh<3e gemunde.
(225)

When D unnere goes f o r t h ,  he w arns t h a t  th o s e  who p ro p o se  to  avenge t h e i r

lo r d  m ust n e i t h e r  w aver n o r  f e a r  f o r  t h e i r  l i v e s :

"Ne maeg na w andian  s e  f e  w recan  f e n c e d  
f r e a n  on f o l c e ,  ne f o r  f e o r e  m u m an ."

(258-259)

And B y rh tw o ld  p ro p h e s ie s  t h a t  he  who in te n d s  to  tu r n  from  th e  b a t t l e  w i l l  

mourn f o r e v e r :

"A maeg g n o rn ia n  
se  3e nu fram  f i s  w ig p le g a n  wendan f e n c e d . "

(315-316)
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He h im s e l f  in te n d s  t o  l i e  by th e  s id e  o f  h i s  b e lo v e d  lo r d :

" I c  eom f ro d  f e o r e s ;  fram  i c  ne w i l l e ,  
ac  i c  me be  h e a l f e  minum h la f o r d e ,
be swa le o fa n  men, l i c g a n  £ e n c e ."

(317-319)

The p e r v a s iv e  em phasis on c h o ic e  in  M aldon in d i c a t e s  t h a t  th e  poem 

i s  in v e s t e d  w ith  c o n s id e r a b le  m ora l p u rp o s e .  H e ro ic  p o e t ry  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  

a lw ay s  m o ra l in  t h a t  th e  h e ro ,  by h i s  v e ry  n a t u r e ,  em bodies an exem plary  

s t a n d a r d  o f  c o n d u c t, p r o j e c t in g  an i d e a l i z e d  im age o f  human c a p a b i l i t i e s  

and  p ro v id in g  a  m easure by w hich men may ju d g e  th e m s e lv e s . In  M aldon, 

h o w ev er, th e  e lem en t o f  c h o ic e  i s  so  p ro n o u n c e d , th e  ran g e  o f  c h o ic e s  so  

n arro w  and  e x p l i c i t ,  and  th e  n a tu r e  o f  c h o ic e  so  d e f i n i t i v e ,  t h a t  we a re  

o b l ig e d  n o t  o n ly  to  acknow ledge t h a t  th e  poem h as  m oral p u rp o s e , b u t  to  

s p e c u la te  a s  to  th e  im m ediate  s o u rc e s  and  a p p l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  

im p e ra t iv e  w hich i t  p r e s e n t s .  Some o f  M aldon1s  c l o s e s t  r e a d e r s  have in  

f a c t  r e c e n t ly  s u g g e s te d  t h a t  th e  p o e t  in te n d e d  i t  a s  an exem plary  c e l e ­

b r a t i o n  o f  t im e -h o n o re d  A nglo-Saxon v i r t u e s  w hich  had  been  s e v e r ly  u n d e r­

m ined in  th e  age o f  A E th e lre d , th e  poem— l i k e  th e  r e l e v a n t  s e c t io n s  o f

C nute II®-*-— s e r v in g  a s  an a t te m p t to  r e c a l l  th e  d e m o ra liz e d  E n g lis h  t o

82t h e i r  t r a d i t i o n a l  t i e s  and i d e a l s .  W hatever th e  a c t u a l  n a tu re  o f  th e

h i s t o r i c a l  c o n d i t io n s  w hich p r e v a i l e d  in  E n g lan d  d u r in g  th e  f i r s t  d ecad es

o f  t h e  1 1 th  c e n tu r y ,  th e  p o e t 's  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  w ere th e m se lv e s  co n v in ced

t h a t  t h e i r s  was a  d e g e ra te  a g e , s a d ly  in  n eed  o f  m o ra l r e v i t a l i z a t i o n .

The V ik in g  r a i d s  w hich everyw here  t h r e a te n e d  and  underm ined  E n g lis h

s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s  w ere re g a rd e d  as  a  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  and c o n c lu s iv e  e v id e n c e

83o f  d e c l in in g  A nglo-Saxon l o y a l t i e s  and t r a d i t i o n s .  To t h i s  e f f e c t  we 

hav e  n o t  o n ly  th e  im p ass io n ed  d e n u n c ia t io n s  o f  W u lf s ta n 's  Sermo ad A n g l i , 

b u t  th e  f r u s t r a t i o n  and  d e s p a i r  o f  th e  A nglo-Saxon  C h ro n ic le s  w h ich , f o r
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th e  y e a r s  991 th ro u g h  1017, r e a d  l i k e  a  l i t a n y  o f  b e t r a y a l ,  f a i l u r e ,

84co w ard ic e  arid d e f e a t .  W hile th e  Norsemen moved f r e e l y  th ro u g h  th e

c o u n t r y s id e ,  b u rn in g ,  p i l l a g i n g ,  and  p lu n d e r in g  a lm o s t a t  w i l l ,  th e

E n g l is h  d e fe n s e  was a t  b e s t  s p o ra d ic  and  i r r e s o l u t e .  A t w o r s t ,  E n g lis h

r e s i s t a n c e  d e g e n e ra te d  i n t o  a  s o r r y  t a l e  o f  co w ard ice  and  t r e a s o n .  In

992 , th e  C h ro n ic le s  d e s c r ib e  th e  t r e a c h e r y  o f  E aldorm an A E lf r ic  and  i t s

c o n se q u e n t d i s a s t e r  f o r  th e  E n g lis h  n a v a l f o r c e s :

And th e  k in g  th e n  e n t r u s t e d  th e  e x p e d i t io n  to  th e  
l e a d e r s h ip  o f  E aldorm an A E lf r ic  . . . and  th e y  w ere 
t o  t r y  i f  th e y  c o u ld  e n t r a p  th e  D anish  army anyw here 
a t  s e a .  Then E aldorm an A E lf r ic  s e n t  someone t o  w arn 
th e  enemy, and th e n  on th e  n ig h t  b e f o r e  th e  day on 
w hich  th e y  w ere to  have  jo in e d  b a t t l e ,  he ab sco n d ed  
by n ig h t  w ith  th e  arm y, t o  h i s  own g r e a t  d i s g r a c e ,  
and  th e n  th e  enemy e s c a p e d , e x c e p t t h a t  th e  crew  o f  
one s h ip  was s l a i n .  And th e n  th e  D anish  army en ­
c o u n te re d  th e  s h ip s  from  E a s t  A n g lia  and from  
London, and th e y  made g r e a t  s l a u g h t e r  t h e r e .

ASC, 992 C (D, E)

In  993 , th e  co w ard ice  o f  th e  E n g lis h  m i l i t a r y  l e a d e r s  F ra e n a , Godwine,

and F r y th e g y s t  i s  n o te d :

Then a v e ry  l a r g e  E n g l is h  army was c o l l e c t e d ,  and 
when th e y  sh o u ld  have jo in e d  b a t t l e ,  th e  l e a d e r s ,  
nam ely F ra e n a , Godwine, and F r y th e g y s t ,  f i r s t  
s t a r t e d  th e  f l i g h t .

ASC, 993 C (D, E)

In  1003, E aldorm an A E l f r i c 's  seco n d  d i s a s t r o u s  a c t  o f  t r e a s o n  i s  

r e c o rd e d :

Then E aldorm an A E lf r ic  was t o  le a d  th e  arm y, b u t  he  
was up to  h i s  o ld  t r i c k s .  As soon a s  th e y  w ere so  
c lo s e  t h a t  each  army lo o k e d  on th e  o t h e r ,  he  fe ig n e d  
him  s i c k ,  and began  r e tc h in g  t o  v o m it, and s a id  t h a t  
he  was ta k e n  i l l ,  and th u s  b e t r a y e d  th e  p e o p le  whom 
he sh o u ld  have le d  . . . When Swein saw t h a t  th e y  
w ere i r r e s o l u t e ,  and t h a t  th e y  a l l  d i s p e r s e d ,  he le d  
h i s  army i n t o  W ilto n , and th e y  rav ag e d  and b u r n t  th e  
b o ro u g h , and  he b e to o k  him  th e n  to  S a l i s b u r y ,  and  from  
th e r e  w ent b ack  to  th e  s e a  to  w here he knew h i s  wave- 
c o u r s e r s  w ere .

ASC, 1003 C (D, E)
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In  1010, T h u r c e te l  M a re 's  Head i s  th e  c u l p r i t ,  l e a d in g  th e  E a s t  A n g lian

fy rd  in  a  r e t r e a t  w hich  le a v e s  th e  men o f  C a m b rid g e sh ire  t o  f a c e  th e

m arauders  a lo n e —w ith  p r e d i c t a b l e  r e s u l t s :

In  t h i s  y e a r ,  th e  a fo re -m e n tio n e d  army came t o  E a s t  
A n g lia  a f t e r  E a s t e r  and  la n d e d  a t  Ip s w ic h , and  w en t 
s t r a ig h tw a y  t o  w here th e y  h e a rd  t h a t  U l f c e t e l  was 
w ith  h i s  army . . . And a t  once th e  E a s t  A ng les  f l e d .
The men o f  C a m b rid g e sh ire  s to o d  f irm  a g a i n s t  them .
The k i n g 's  s o n - in - la w  A th e ls ta n  was k i l l e d  t h e r e  . . . 
and  many o th e r  good th e g n s  and a  c o u n t le s s  num ber o f  
p e o p le .  I t  was T h u rc e te l  M a re 's  Head who f i r s t  s t a r t e d  
t h a t  f l i g h t .  The Danes had  c o n t r o l  o f  t h e  f i e l d  . . . 
and  ra v a g e d  and  b u r n t  t h a t  c o u n try  f o r  t h r e e  m onths 
and  even  w en t i n t o  th e  w ild  f e n s ,  s l a y in g  th e  men and 
c a t t l e ,  and  b u rn in g  th ro u g h o u t th e  f e n s ;  and  th e y  
b u r n t  down T h e tfo rd  and C am bridge.

ASC, 1010 C (D, E)

In  1015, E aldorm an E a d r ic  p l o t s  to  b e t r a y  Edmund, c a u s in g  th e  E n g lis h  to

r e t r e a t  w ith o u t  e n g a g in g  th e  enemy:

Then E aldorm an E a d r ic  c o l l e c t e d  an arm y, and  so  d id  
th e  a t h e l i n g  Edmund in  th e  N o rth . When th e y  u n i t e d ,  
th e  ea ld o rm an  w ish ed  to  b e t r a y  th e  a t h e l i n g ,  and  on 
t h a t  a c c o u n t th e y  s e p a r a te d  w ith o u t  f i g h t i n g ,  and  
r e t r e a t e d  from  t h e i r  en em ies . And th e n  th e  E aldorm an 
E a d r ic  s e d u c e d  40 s h ip s  from  th e  k in g ,  and  th e n  w ent 
o v e r  t o  C n u te .

ASC, 1015 C (D, E)

In  1016, E a d r ic  a g a in  tu r n s  t o  t r e a c h e r y ,  b e t r a y in g  th e  w hole o f  E ng land

( a t  l e a s t  a s  th e  a n n a l i s t  v iew s i t )  i n t o  th e  han d s o f  C n u te :

Then E aldorm an E a d r ic  d id  a s  he h ad  o f t e n  done b e f o r e : 
he  was th e  f i r s t  t o  s t a r t  th e  f l i g h t  . . . and  th u s  
b e t r a y e d  h i s  l i e g e  lo r d  and a l l  th e  p e o p le  o f  E n g lan d .
T h ere  C nute h ad  t h e  v ic to r y  and  won f o r  h im s e l f  a l l
th e  E n g l is h  p e o p le .

ASC, 1016 C (D, E)

pe
A g a in s t t h i s  d a rk  c a n v a s , th e  co u rag e  and  f o r t i t u d e  o f  B y rh tn o th

86and h i s  lo y a l  h e o r th g e n e a ta s  w ould d o u b tle s s  p ro v e  i n s p i r a t i o n a l ,  w h e th e r 

th e  poem was a d d re s s e d  to  th e  h a r r i e d  E n g lis h  o f  t h e  e a r l y  1 1 th  c e n tu ry ,

o r  w h e th e r  i t  was com posed d u r in g  th e  r e ig n  o f  C nu te  and  a d d re s s e d  to  an
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E ng land  s t i l l  c h a f in g  u n d e r th e  p a i n f u l  memory o f  i t s  r e c e n t  h u m i l ia t io n s

and d e f e a t s .  Compared w ith  r e c a l c i t r a n t  m i l i t a r y  commanders l i k e  E a d r ic

and A E lf r ic ,  B y r h tn o th 's  e a g e rn e s s  t o  engage th e  enemy, and  e s p e c i a l l y

h i s  s c o r n f u l  r e f u s a l  t o  pay  t r i b u t e ,  co u ld  n o t  have  f a i l e d  to  s t i r  a

n a t iv e  E n g lis h  a u d ie n c e .  In  991 , a c c o rd in g  t o  th e  A ng lo -S axon  C h r o n ic le ,

s h o r t l y  a f t e r  th e  b a t t l e  a t  M aldon, th e  E n g l is h  p a id  t r i b u t e  to  th e

V ik in g s  in  th e  am ount o f  1 0 ,000  poun d s; in  994 th e y  p a id  1 6 ,000  p ounds;

in  1002, 2 4 ,0 0 0  p o u n d s ; i n  1007, 36 ,000  p o u n d s; in  1012 , 4 8 ,000  p o u n d s;

and a g a in ,  in  1014 , 2 1 ,0 0 0  p o u n d s. T hus, in  a  p e r io d  o f  l e s s  th a n  tw e n ty -

f iv e  y e a r s ,  th e  E n g l is h  p a id  o u t  a  t o t a l  o f  155 ,000  pounds in  an u t t e r l y

f r u i t l e s s  a t te m p t  t o  buy  o f f ,  o r  s ta v e  o f f ,  t h e  c ru s h in g  w e ig h t o f  th e

V ik in g  in v a s io n s .  L i t t l e  w onder th e n  t h a t  E l l i o t t  i s  l e d  t o  co n c lu d e

t h a t  "p e rh a p s  th e  poem i s  in te n d e d  a s  a d e l i b e r a t e  c r i t i c i s m  o f  th e  p o l i c y

87o f  appeasem en t so  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  A E th e l r e d 's  r e i g n . "

B y r h tn o th 's  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  seco n d  d e c i s io n ,  h i s  w i l l in g n e s s  t o  a llo w  

th e  V ik in g s  to  la n d  t h e i r  t r o o p s ,  i s  l i k e l y  t o  have p ro v e n  e q u a l ly  

i n s p i r a t i o n a l  to  a  d e m o ra liz e d  E n g l is h  a u d ie n c e . T h is  i s  t r u e  n o t  o n ly  

o f  h i s  d e te rm in a t io n  t o  engage th e  enemy, b u t  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  h i s  s ta n c e  

as  a n a t io n a l  l e a d e r — A E gelredes  fiegen ( l i n e  151) . I t  h a s  b een  s u g g e s te d  

t h a t  i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  a s  a  m i l i t a r y  commander w ith  n a t i o n a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  

t h a t  B y rh tn o th  r e s o lv e s  to  r i s k  com bat r a t h e r  th a n  s e e k in g  to  in s u r e  th e  

s a f e t y  o f  h i s  own d i s t r i c t  by f o r c in g  a s ta le m a te  a t  M aldon w hich w ould 

le a v e  th e  in v a d in g  Norsemen f r e e  to  c o n tin u e  t h e i r  r a i d s  on n e ig h b o r in g  

t e r r i t o r i e s .  A c c o rd in g  to  Samouce, " th e  Saxons . . . h ad  n o t  a ssem b led  

f o r  th e  p u rp o se  o f  m e re ly  f o r c in g  th e  r e t i r e m e n t  o f  th e  r a i d e r s .  In  

a d d i t io n  to  p r e v e n t in g  f u r t h e r  a t t a c k s  by th e  N orw egian f o r c e ,  B y rh tn o th  

d e s i r e d  to  avenge th e  p re v io u s  s a c k in g s  o f  F o lk e s to n e ,  S andw ich , and
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Ipsw ich."® ®  In  o t h e r  w o rd s , a s  C la rk  p u ts  i t ,  "The n a r r a t o r  p o r t r a y s

B y rh tn o th  a s  th e  d e fe n d e r  and  spokesm an o f  E n g lan d , n o t  a s  a  p r o v in c i a l

e a r l  o f  E sse x , and  a  B y rh tn o th  so  co n c e iv e d  c o u ld  n o t  s im p ly  h o ld  th e

fo rd  u n t i l  th e  v ik in g s  s a i l e d  o r  m arched o r  ro d e  away. The v ik in g s

c a n n o t be th o u g h t o f  a s  s im p ly  g o in g  home em pty -handed . They m ust b e

p a id  o r  b e a te n ,  and  w h ile  a  d e fe n d e r  o f  E sse x  (o r  m ere ly  M aldon) m ig h t

r e s t  c o n te n t  w ith  a  c o m p a ra tiv e ly  b lo o d le s s  s ta l e m a te — l e t  th e  o th e r

c o u n t ie s  d e fe n d  th e m s e lv e s — o u r  p o e t 's  B y rh tn o th  c a n n o t l e t  t h e  r a i d e r s  

89e sc a p e  i n t a c t . "  I f  th e  c o n je c tu r e s  o f  Samouce and  C la rk  a r e  a p p r o p r ia te  

and  th e r e  i s  good re a s o n  t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  th e y  a r e ,  th e n  we may c o n c lu d e  

t h a t  h e r e ,  as  e ls e w h e re ,  B y rh tn o th  i s  a  model l e a d e r ,  p ro v id in g — a s  do 

h i s  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s — an exem p lary  s ta n d a r d  o f  co n d u c t t o  a  p o p u la t io n  

s o r e ly  in  n eed  o f  i t .

Much o f  th e  s c h o la r s h ip  d e v o te d  t o  M aldon, a t  l e a s t  t h a t  p o r t i o n  

d e v o te d  to  l i t e r a r y  r a t h e r  th a n  s t r i c t l y  h i s t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n s ,  h a s  been  

fo c u se d  on p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  i s s u e  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  to  p e rm it  th e  

V ik in g s  an u n o b s tr u c te d  a c c e s s  to  th e  m a in lan d  r a t h e r  th a n  m a in ta in in g  

h i s  im p reg n ab le  p o s i t i o n  a t  th e  causew ay , b o t t l i n g  th e  enemy up a t  w hat 

was a p p a r e n t ly  N o rth ey  I s l a n d ,  and th e re b y  f o r c in g  t h e i r  u l t im a te  r e t r e a t .  

Much o f  th e  c o n tro v e r s y  s u r ro u n d in g  B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  was o r i g i n a l l y  

g e n e ra te d  by and  s t i l l  r e v o lv e s  a ro u n d  T o lk ie n 's  i n f l u e n t i a l  " e x te n d e d  

commentary on l i n e s  89 , 90,"® ^ in  w hich  he a rg u e s  t h a t  " B e o rh tn o th  was 

w ro n g ,"  h i s  deed  an a c t  o f  " p r id e  and m isp la c e d  c h iv a l r y  . . . to o  f o o l i s h

to  b e  h e r o i c , "  stem m ing from  a " d e f e c t  in  c h a r a c t e r , "  and  v iew ed by th e

92p o e t w ith  " s e v e re  c r i t i c i s m . "  Thus sum m arized , T o l k ie n 's  argum ent i s  

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  w h a t, u n t i l  v e ry  r e c e n t l y ,  h a s  been  a dom inan t te n d e n c y  

in  Maldon c r it ic ism ,® ®  so  dom inan t in  f a c t  t h a t  C la rk  can sp eak  o f  a
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94" r e c e iv e d  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . "  * T h is  v ie w , h ow ever, h a s  n o t  gone a l t o g e t h e r

u n c h a l le n g e d . B y rh tn o th  h a s  lo n g  h a s  h i s  s u p p o r te r s  who, w h ile  g e n e r a l ly

w i l l i n g  t o  a c c e p t T o lk ie n 's  r e n d e r in g  o f  3a s £  e o r l  ongan f o r  h i s  o ferm ode

a ly fa n  la n d e s  to  f e l a  la g e r e  3eode a s  " th e n  th e  e a r l  in  h i s  o v e rm a s te r in g

95p r id e  a c t u a l l y  y ie ld e d  g round  t o  th e  enem y, a s  he sh o u ld  n o t  have d o n e ,"  

have n e v e r th e le s s  e x p re s s e d  s e r io u s  r e s e r v a t i o n s  a b o u t h i s  c o n c lu s io n s ,  

a d v o c a t in g  a  more h e r o ic  in te r p r e ta t io n .® ®  More r e c e n t l y ,  a number o f  

c r i t i c s  have  w h o lly  r e j e c t e d  th e  c o n te n t io n  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  i s  c r i t i c a l  o f  

B y r h tn o th 's  a c t io n s  a t  th e  f o r d .  N. P . B la k e , s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  "Maldon 

h a s  much in  common w ith  th e  v i t a e , "  p ro p o s e s  t h a t  th e  p o e t 's  d e p i c t io n  o f  

B y rh tn o th , e s p e c i a l l y  in  h i s  d e a th  p r a y e r ,  m i l i t a t e s  a g a in s t  th e  p o s s i ­

b i l i t y  t h a t  th e r e  i s  any h i n t  o f  c r i t i c i s m  in  l i n e s  89 , 90 . ®^ From 

a n o th e r  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  M ilto n  McC. G a tc h , p la c in g  th e  poem s q u a r e ly  in  th e  

G erm anic h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n ,  a p p a r e n t ly  d is c o u n ts  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  th e  

p o e t  i s  c r i t i c a l  o f  B y rh tn o th  w i th o u t  e x te n d e d  d is c u s s io n  o r  e x p l i c i t  

r e fu ta t io n .® ®  F i n a l l y ,  C la rk , a f t e r  a  b r i e f  summary o f  th e  c o n t ro v e r s y ,  

does e x p l i c i t l y  c h a l le n g e  th e  t h e s i s  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  i s  f a u l t e d  in  M aldon, 

a rg u in g  t h a t  th e  in d ic tm e n t o f  B y rh tn o th  o r i g i n a t e s  w ith  th e  s c h o la r s

r a t h e r  th a n  th e  p o e t  and  i s  b a se d  on " th r e e  r e c u r r i n g  e r r o r s  w hich may be

99d e s c r ib e d  a s  th e  l e x i c a l ,  th e  h i s t o r i c a l ,  and  th e  a n a l o g ic a l . "  C la r k 's

t h r e e - f o l d  c r i t i q u e  o f  w hat m ig h t c o n v e n ie n t ly  b e  te rm ed  th e  " T o lk ie n

t h e s i s "  p ro v id e s  an e x c e l l e n t  fram ew ork f o r  f u r t h e r  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e

c o n tro v e r s y  and i s  d e s e rv in g  o f  c l o s e r  s c r u t i n y  and  e l a b o r a t i o n .

W ith o u t e x c e p t io n ,  th o s e  who a rg u e  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  i s  g u i l t y  o f  some

form  o f  e r r o r  o r  e x c e ss  b a se  t h e i r  r e a d in g  on a  s i n g l e ,  s h o r t  p a s sa g e

w hich  o c c u rs  a b o u t o n e - q u a r te r  o f  th e  way th ro u g h  th e  poem:

Ongunnon ly te g ia n  pa la 3 e  g y s ta s ,  
baedon § a e t  h i  upgang agan m oston,
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o f e r  fione fo rd  f a r a n ,  fe jian  la e d a n .
jDa £e e o r l  ongan f o r  h i s  o ferm ode 

a ly f a n  la n d e s  t o  f e l a  l a f e r e  <5eode.
(86-90)

The k ey  te rm s  a r e  ongunnon l y t e g i a n , f o r  h i s  o fe rm o d e , and la n d e s  to

f e l a ; and  th e  m ost p i v o t a l  and  w id e ly  d e b a te d  p h ra s e  in  th e  p a s s a g e  i s ,

o f  c o u r s e ,  f o r  h i s  o fe rm o d e . 100 H ere , T o lk ie n ,  a f t e r  a b r i e f  l e x i c a l

arg u m en t (d u r in g  w hich  he  u rg e s  us to  rem em ber "how s t r o n g ly  th e  t a s t e

and  wisdom  o f  th e  E n g lis h  . . . r e j e c t e d  'e x c e s s '" ) ,  s t a t e s  th e  c a se

a g a i n s t  B y rh tn o th  m ost s u c c in c t ly ,  c o n c lu d in g  t h a t  "oferm od i s  in  f a c t

a lw ay s a  w ord o f  condem nation . In  v e r s e  th e  noun o c c u rs  o n ly  tw ic e ,

once a p p l ie d  t o  B e o rh tn o th ,  and  once to  L u c i f e r . " 101 T o lk ie n 's  w id e ly

109a c c e p te d  g lo s s  o f  oferm od as  " o v e rm a s te r in g  p r id e "  h a s  m ost r e c e n t ly  

b een  s u p p o r te d  and e la b o r a te d  by Swanton who w r i t e s , " In  th e  s im p le  

e q u iv a le n c e  o f  g lo s s e s ,  as  w e l l  a s  in  c o n t in u o u s  c o n te x t s ,  th e  w ord i s  

i n v a r i a b ly  one o f  condem nation  . . .  I t  i s  a p p l ie d  h e re  to  B ry h tn o th , 

and  e lse w h e re  to  S a ta n  (G e n e s is , 2 7 2 ) . And now can  b e  added  a t h i r d  

in s t a n c e  from  th e  new ly p r i n t e d  I n s t r u c t i o n s  f o r  C h r i s t i a n s  (1 3 0 )."1 0 3  

B ut th e  c i t a t i o n  o f  a p p e a ra n c e s  o f  o ferm od  o u t s id e  o f  Maldon in  s u p p o r t  

o f  th e  " T o lk ie n  t h e s i s "  h as  been  c h a l le n g e d  by C la rk  who w arns t h a t  " th e  

o th e r  c o n te x ts  a r e  o s te n s ib l y  th e o lo g ic a l  o r  a t  l e a s t  r e l i g i o u s  and 

p o s s i b ly  r e p r e s e n t  o n ly  one a s p e c t  o f  th e  w o rd ’s  m ean ing . Modern E n g lish  

'p r i d e '  h ad  d i f f e r i n g  v a lu e s  in  r e l i g i o u s  an d  h e r o ic  c o n te x ts  . . . The 

h e r o i c  c o n te x t  o f  Maldon may p re s e rv e  an o l d e r ,  u n s p e c ia l iz e d  s e n se  o f  

o fe rm o d , and  an e x a m in a tio n  o f  th e  w o rd 's  o t h e r  a p p e a ra n c e s  in  A nglo-Saxon 

p o e t r y  s t r e n g th e n s  t h i s  im p r e s s io n ." 10^ T o l k i e n 's  r e n d e r in g  o f  oferm od 

h a s  a l s o  b een  c h a l le n g e d  by b o th  B r i t t o n  and  B lak e  who, a f t e r  t h e i r  own 

l e x i c a l  d e l i b e r a t i o n s ,  s u g g e s t  a l t e r n a t i v e  g lo s s e s  o f  " g r e a t  h ig h  co u rag e"  

and  " h ig h  s p i r i t s ,  g r e a tn e s s  o f  h e a r t . " 105 B la k e  f u r t h e r  o b s e rv e s  o f
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T o lk ie n 's  a rg u m e n t, " I t  i s  g e n e r a l ly  assum ed t h a t  B y rh tn o th  s u f f e r e d  

p a r t i c u l a r l y  from  o v e rc o n f id e n c e  and  p r i d e .  . . .  I t  i s  p o s s i b le  to  

co n c u r o n ly  i f  one ta k e s  11. 89-90  in  i s o l a t i o n  . . . Im m ed ia te ly  a f t e r  

11. 8 9 -9 0 , B y rh tn o th  . . . i n v i t e s  th e  a t t a c k e r s  o v e r  and th e n  s a y s :

"God an a  w at 
hwa f a e r e  w ae ls to w e w ealdan  m o te ."

(94-95)

He p la c e s  t h e  outcom e f i rm ly  in  G od 's  h a n d s . He h im s e l f  does n o t  assum e 

in  any way t h a t  th e  E n g l is h  a r e  g o in g  t o  w in th e  b a t t l e .  B y rh tn o th 's  

a c t io n  may have b een  f o o l i s h  in  m i l i t a r y  te rm s , b u t  he  d id  n o t  do i t  

b e c a u se  he  n e c e s s a r i l y  th o u g h t he was g o in g  to  w in ; he d id  n o t  s u f f e r  

from  o v e rc o n f id e n c e .  On th e  c o n t r a r y  he  showed h u m i l i ty  and d e fe re n c e  

to  G od ."106 w h ile  t o  a c q u i t  B y rh tn o th  o f  a r ro g a n c e  does n o t  a l t o g e th e r  

e x o n e ra te  him  from  T o lk ie n 's  ch a rg e  o f  '.'c h iv a l r o u s "  e x c e s s , ^ 7 such  a 

d is p la y  o f  r e s t r a i n t  and  h u m i l i ty  does n o t  a c c o rd  e a s i l y  w ith  " o v e rm a s te r in g  

p r i d e , "  e s p e c i a l l y  when B y r h tn o th 's  h u m i l i ty  i s  r e i t e r a t e d  and deepened  

in  h i s  d e a th  p r a y e r :

"G e fa n c ie  f e  cfeoda w a ld en d , 
e a l r a  f a e r a  wynna f e  i c  on w o ru ld e  gebad .
Nu i c  ah , m ild e  m etod , m aeste  f e a r f e  
f a e t  f u  minum g a s te  godes g eu nne , 
f a e t  min saw ul to  de s ic j ia n  m ote 
on f i n  g ew ea ld , fe o d e n  e n g la ,  
m id f r i f e  f e r i a n .  I c  eom fry m d i to  f e  
f a e t  h i  h e ls c e a ^ a n  hynan ne m o to n ."

(173-180)

As B lake  c o n c lu d e s :  "We m ust a c c e p t  t h a t  B y r h tn o th 's  p r a y e r  p re su p p o se s  

t h a t  h i s  s o u l  w en t t o  h e a v e n . One c a n n o t c o n c e iv e  t h a t  th e  p r a y e r  was 

in s e r t e d  f o r  any o th e r  re a so n  . . . N e v e r th e le s s  we a r e  a sk e d  to  b e l ie v e  

t h a t  B y rh tn o th  s u f f e r e d  from  p r id e .  Y et i s  i t  l i k e l y  t h a t  th e  s o u l  o f  a 

man who s u f f e r e d  from  p r i d e ,  S a ta n 's  s i n ,  w ould  b e  a llo w e d  to  go to  

heaven? I t  was e x a c t ly  f o r  t h i s  s i n  t h a t  S a ta n  was e x p e l le d  from  th e r e .
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I  th in k  we a r e  o b l ig e d  t o  g iv e  up th e  id e a  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  s u f f e r e d  from

108p r id e  and o v e rc o n f id e n c e ."

The seco n d  p h ra s e  w hich  T o lk ie n  m a rsh a ls  as  e v id e n c e  o f  w h at he 

te rm s  B y r h tn o th 's  " f o l l y "  i s  t o  f e l a ; "To f e l a  means in  O ld E n g lis h  

id io m  t h a t  no g round  a t  a l l  s h o u ld  h ave  been  co n ced ed . One m ust

assum e t h a t  th e  "O ld E n g l is h  id iom " r e f e r r e d  to  i s  a  form  o f  l i t o t e s .

To f e l a  does f i t  t h i s  - r h e t o r i c a l  p a t t e r n ,  b u t  th e  l i t o t e s  n eed  n o t  ta k e  

th e  d i r e c t i o n  T o lk ie n  i n f e r s ,  n eed  n o t  mean t h a t  B y rh tn o th  " y ie ld e d  g round  

to  th e  enemy a s  he  s h o u ld  n o t  have  d o n e ." '* '^  I t  a p p e a rs  f a r  more l i k e l y  

t h a t  fo re b o d in g  r a t h e r  th a n  condem nation  i s  th e  k e r n e l  o f  th e  l i t o t e s , 

th e  a lm o s t e l e g ia c  r e s t r a i n t  o f  t o  f e l a  p o in t in g  th e  g r a v i t y  o f  th e  

t r a g i c  end i t  fo re sh a d o w s. "The n a r r a t o r 's  comment t h a t  B y rh tn o th  g r a n te d  

th e  v ik in g s  la n d e s  t o  f e l a  ( 9 0 ) ,"  o b s e rv e s  C la rk ,  "does n o t  reb u k e  th e

112h e ro  f o r  h i s  d e c i s io n  b u t  r a t h e r  fo re w a rn s  th e  a u d ie n c e  o f  i t s  o u tco m e ."

A v a r i a t i o n  o f  t h i s  v e ry  u sag e  in  f a c t  o c c u rs  in  th e  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f

B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  wound:

F o r le t  §a drenga sum daro<3 o f  handa, 
f le o g a n  o f  folm an, § a e t  s e  to  forcJ gewat 
fiurh 3one a e§ e la n  A E §elredes §egen .

(149-151)

L ik e  to_ f e l a , t o  for<3 h i n t s  d a rk ly  o f  th e  im m inence o f  d e a th  and  d e f e a t , 

th e  l i t o t e s  r u e f u l l y  a n t i c i p a t i n g  th e  i m p l i c i t  outcom e o f  th e  a c t i o n .

In  an  a r t i c l e  s u p p o r t in g  T o l k ie n 's  re a d in g  o f  M aldon, F . A B a t t a g l i a  

s t r i v e s  t o  s t r e n g th e n  th e  c a se  a g a i n s t  B y rh tn o th  by d raw in g  a c o n n e c tio n  

betw een  th e  e a ld o rm a n 's  o s t e n s i b l e  e r r o r  and th e  V ik in g  " d e c e i t "  h e  f in d s  

i m p l i c i t  in  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  g lo s s  o f  ly te g ia n  in  l i n e  86 : "We know th e  

p o e t  th o u g h t B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  wrong b e c a u se  th e  sco p  t e l l s  us h e  was 

t r i c k e d .  The N orthmen w ere l e t  c r o s s  a f t e r  th e y  ' ongunnon l y t e g i a n 1 . . .
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I f  t h i s  s p e c i f i c a t i o n  w ere  n o t  made, th e  p o e t 's  view  o f  th e  a rra n g e m e n t

113m ig h t be open to  c o n j e c t u r e . "  In  s h o r t ,  B y rh tn o th  i s  n o t  o n ly

" c h iv a l r i c "  and fo o lh a rd y  a s  in  T o lk ie n 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  b u t  f o o le d  and

f o o l i s h  a s  w e l l ,  c o m m ittin g  n o t  o n ly  "a  n o b le  e r r o r ,  o r  th e  e r r o r  o f  a

n o b l e , b u t  a more mundane e r r o r  in  th e  re a lm  o f  p r a c t i c a l  m i l i t a r y

judgm en t. Thus B y rh tn o th  s ta n d s  tw ic e  i n d i c t e d :  on th e  one h a n d , he  i s

a c c u se d  o f  d e l i b e r a t e l y  s a c r i f i c i n g  h i s  o f f i c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  t o  an

115u n r e a l i s t i c  i d e a l ;  on th e  o t h e r ,  he i s  c r i t i c i s e d  f o r  h i s  la c k  o f  

m i l i t a r y  acum en. In  eac h  c a s e ,  B y rh tn o th  i s  i n d i c t e d  f o r  p o o r  l e a d e r ­

s h ip .  T h a t th e  a c t u a l  te rm s  o f  a c c u s a t io n  may s ta n d  in  s h a rp  c o n t r a ­

d i c t i o n  w ith  each  o th e r  seem s to  have e sc a p e d  n o t i c e ,  o r  a t  l e a s t  does 

n o t  a p p e a r  to  have m e r i te d  s e r io u s  c o n s id e r a t io n .  Y et i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  

to  s e e  how one can  e q u a te  a  c a v a l i e r  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  c o n seq u en c es  w ith  an 

ig n o ra n c e  o f  t h e i r  e x i s t e n c e .  C la rk , c h a l le n g in g  B a t t a g l i a ’s i n t e r p r e ­

t a t i o n ,  o f f e r s  an a l t e r n a t i v e  g lo s s  o f  l y t e g i a n . F o llo w in g  a  com plex 

l e x i c a l  argum ent in v o lv in g  a  le n g th y  e x a m in a tio n  o f  c o g n a te s , h e  s u g g e s ts  

t h a t  ly t e g ia n  i n d i c a t e s  n o t  t h a t  th e  V ik in g s  employ d e c e i t ,  b u t  t h a t  th e y  

" a c te d  p ru d e n t ly  o r  s e n s i b l y , "  b e in g  fo rc e d  by B y r h tn o th 's  s ta u n c h  

d e fe n se  o f  th e  fo r d  t o  a d o p t some form  o f  "o b se q u io u s  b e h a v io r  . . . The 

to n e  o f  ly t e g ia n  in  The B a t t l e  o f  Maldon i s  h e r o ic  m ockery . . . L y te g ia n  

d e f l a t e s  th e  m a s te r ly  p r e s e n c e ,  th e  a s s u re d  p o s tu r e  w hich  h ad  b een  assum ed 

by th e  v ik in g s ' m e sse n g e r and  t r e a t s  th e  in v a d e r  w ith  . . . f i n e  con tem p t . 

L y te g ia n  does n o t mean t h a t  B y rh tn o th  was somehow t r i c k e d .

The r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  g lo s s  o f  l y t e g i a n  a s  " t r i c k e r y "  o r  

" g u i le "  i s  c r i t i c a l  f o r  C la rk  who, l i k e  B a t t a g l i a ,  b e l i e v e s  t h a t  " i f  th e  

v ik in g s  a c te d  c u n n in g ly ,  B y rh tn o th  was in d e e d  t r i c k e d . " ^ 7 B ut why sh o u ld  

t h i s  be so? The s y l lo g is m  a p p e a rs  so m eth in g  l e s s  th a n  i r o n - c l a d .  To p u t
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i t  b a l d ly ,  t h a t  th e  V ik in g s  u se  t r i c k e r y  i s  no p ro o f  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  i s

t r i c k e d ;  n o r  i s  i t  a p p a re n t  t h a t  C la r k 's  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  l y t e g i a n  i s

n e c e s s a r i l y  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  g lo s s  o f  th e  te rm  a s

"cu n n in g "  o r  " g u i l e . "  The V ik in g s , how ever co u rag eo u s  and  w a r l i k e ,  a r e

p i r a t e s ,  m e rc e n a r ie s  who a r e  re a d y  to  a d o p t th e  m ost e x p e d ie n t  means to

a c h ie v e  t h e i r  e n d s . They s e e k  b o o ty ,  p r e f e r a b l y  in  th e  e a sy  form  o f

t r i b u t e ,  b u t  i f  n e c e s s a ry  in  th e  h a rd -e a rn e d  form  o f  p lu n d e r .  F aced  w ith

a  s ta le m a te  a t  th e  f o r d  w hich  can  o n ly  r e s u l t  e i t h e r  in  t h e i r  p ie c e m e a l

118s la u g h t e r  o r  in  t h e i r  em p ty -h an d ed  r e t r e a t ,  th e y  d ro p  t h e i r  b l u s t e r

and  t h r e a t s  and c y n i c a l l y  tu r n  to  n e g o t i a t i o n  f o r  w hat th e y  c a n n o t

119d i r e c t l y  a cc o m p lish  by  i n t im i d a t i o n  o r  f o r c e .  A lthough  th e  s t r a t e g y

i s  h a r d ly  o f  O dyssean p r o p o r t i o n s ,  i t  i s  shrew d enough , p e rh a p s  even

cu n n in g  o r  g u i l e f u l .  B u t t h i s  i s  no in d i c a t i o n  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  h a s  th e

w ool p u l l e d  o v e r  h i s  e y e s .  H is c h o ic e  i s  n o t  c o n t in g e n t  upon any V ik in g

s l e i g h t  o f  h an d . " B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s i o n ,"  E l l i o t t  n o te s ,  " i s  n o t  th e

outcom e o f  a  m om ent's ijb e rm u t; i t  i s  th e  l a s t  s t e p  in  a  s e r i e s  o f  e v e n ts

w hich n e c e s s i t a t e d  some su ch  a c t i o n . "^20 As c i a r k  h im s e l f  o b s e r v e s ,  "The

v ik in g  r e q u e s t  f o r  le a v e  t o  c r o s s  th e  fo r d  im p lie s  th e y  w i l l  n o t  a g a in

a t te m p t to  c ro s s  i t  e x c e p t by le a v e .  A t t h i s  p o in t  B y rh tn o th  knows t h a t

h i s  o p p o r tu n i ty  to  d e f e a t  th e  enemy depends on h i s  w i l l in g n e s s  t o  r i s k
1 1 1

d e f e a t  in  a p i t c h e d  b a t t l e  on h i s  s id e  o f  th e  f o r d ."  T h ro u g h o u t th e

poem, th e  s ta n d a r d  o f  w hat i s  h e r o ic  and a p p r o p r ia te  in  M aldon i s  th e

1 22d e te rm in a t io n  to  move fo rw a rd  and  engage th e  enemy. ^ L ik e  th e  l a s t  

s ta n d  o f  h i s  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s ,  B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  a t  th e  f o r d  i s  con ­

s i s t e n t  w ith  t h a t  s ta n d a r d ,  a l l  o f  a  p ie c e  w ith  h im s e lf  and  a t  one w ith

123th e  u n d e r ly in g  p a t t e r n  o f  v a lu e s  and c h o ic e s  w hich u n i f i e s  th e  poem.

The b r i e f  s ta l e m a te  a t  th e  fo rd  p a r a l l e l s  two e a r l i e r  p a s s a g e s  in
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th e  poem: l i k e  th e  lo c k in g  o f  t h e  t i d e s ,  i t  m o m en ta rily  su sp e n d s  th e

a c t i o n ,  b u i ld in g  te n s io n  and  s t o r i n g  f u r t h e r  momentum; and l i k e  B y r h tn o th 's

e a r l i e r  exchange w ith  t h e  V ik in g  m e sse n g e r , th e  sc e n e  p ro v id e s  th e

o c c a s io n  f o r  a  d ra m a tic  d e m o n s tra tio n  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  c o n t in u in g  r e s o lv e

and  c o u ra g e . F a r  from  g u l l i b l e  o r  g u l l e d ,  B y rh tn o th  em erges from  t h i s

seco n d  exchange c le a r - e y e d  and  r e s o l u t e :

Ongan c e a l l i a n  j?a o f e r  c a ld  w a e te r  
B y rh te lm es  b e a m  (b e o m a s  g e h ly s to n )  :
"Nu eow i s  gerym ed, ga& re c e n e  t o  u s ,
guman to  g u § e ; god ana  w at
hwa |>aere w ae ls to w e w ealdan  m o te ."

(91-95)

H ere , as  in  h i s  e a r l i e r  d ra m a tiz e d  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  th e  enemy, B y r h tn o th 's  

s ta n c e  i s  ex em p lary .

S in c e  th e  l e x i c a l  d e l i b e r a t i o n s  and  argum en ts  m u s t, in  th e  en d , 

rem ain  in c o n c lu s iv e , i t  w ould be fo o lh a rd y  to  r i s k  an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  

Maldon b a se d  on such  f l im s y  e v id e n c e  a s  i s  a f f o r d e d  by th e  u n c e r t a in  g lo s s  

o f  t h r e e  a m b iv a le n t p h ra s e s  l i k e  f o r  h i s  o fe rm o d e , la n d e s  t o  f e l a , and 

ongunnon l y t e g i a n . I t  w ould  be m is le a d in g  in  any c a s e  to  w rench th e s e  

few l i n e s  o u t  o f  c o n te x t  so  t h a t  th e y  s e rv e  a s  th e  a x i s  upon w hich  th e  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  w hole poem t u r n s .  Even u n d er more a u s p ic io u s  

c i rc u m s ta n c e s ,  th e  c o n t r a r y  p ro c e d u re  w ould  be in  o r d e r .  R a th e r  th a n  

a t te m p t t o  ap p ro ach  th e  m eaning  o f  Maldon by way o f  s p e c u la t io n  on th e  

m eaning  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  o fe rm o d — to  f e l a  and  ly t e g ia n  a r e ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  

r e l e g a t e d  to  th e  p o s i t i o n  o f  s u p p o r t in g  e v id e n c e —we m ust i n t e r p r e t  

B y r h tn o th 's  oferm od in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  M aldon, t h a t  i s  t o  say  in  l i g h t  o f  

th e  poem 's  w hole c o n f ig u r a t io n  o f  v a lu e s ,  a t t i t u d e s ,  s t r u c t u r a l  and 

r h e t o r i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s , a l l  o f  w hich p o in t  t o  a h e r o ic  r a t h e r  th a n  a 

d e l e t e r i o u s  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  c o n t r o v e r s i a l  d e c i s io n  a t  th e  

fo rd .
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The se c o n d  m a jo r  e r r o r  w hich co n fo u n d s  M aldon s c h o la r s h ip  i s ,  

a c c o rd in g  to  C la r k ,  th e  " a n a lo g ic a l"  e r r o r  w h ich  " l i e s  in  i n t e r p r e t i n g  

The B a t t l e  o f  Maldon by c o n sc io u s  a n a lo g y  o r  tin c o n sc io u s  a s s im i l a t i o n  

w ith  o th e r  l i t e r a r y  t e x t s .  A f te r  r e j e c t i n g  K e r 's  e q u a t io n  o f  B y r h tn o th 's
1  O  C

oferm od w ith  R o la n d 's  d e sm e su re , C la rk  a d d r e s s e s  h im s e lf  to  th e  " a n a lo g ic a l

e r r o r "  a s  i t  o p e r a te s  on a  more g e n e r a l ,  o r  r a t h e r  g e n e r ic  l e v e l :  "We

have  been  t o l d  r e p e a te d ly  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r o i c  p o e t ry  f a v o re d ’

d e s p e r a te  l a s t  s ta n d s  in  t i g h t  p la c e s  a g a i n s t  overw helm ing  o d d s , and th e

c o n v e n t io n a l  r e a d in g  o f  Maldon i d e n t i f i e s  th e  fo rd  w ith  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l

l o c a l ,  an a n a lo g y  w hich le a d s  to  th e  a s su m p tio n  t h a t  th e  v ik in g s  so  f a r

ou tnum bered  o r  o u tc la s s e d  th e  E n g lis h  t h a t  on ce  th e  in v a d e r s  c ro s s e d  th e

P a n te ,  th e  c r i t i c a l  p o in t  in  th e  a c t io n  h ad  p a s s e d  and  B y r h tn o th 's  army

was doomed. The poem does n o t  s u p p o r t  t h i s  a s su m p tio n : i t  i s  n o t  u n t i l

a f t e r  th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  cow ards t h a t  th e  E n g l is h  sp eak  o r  a c t  a s  i f  th e y

w ere f i g h t i n g  w i th o u t  h o p e ,^ ®  and th e  n a r r a t o r  i s  c o n sp ic u o u s ly  non-

12 7com m ital b e f o r e  th e  b a t t l e  b e g in s ."  T h is  i s  C la r k 's  m ost t e l l i n g

128a rg u m e n t. I f ,  a s  a p p e a rs  c e r t a i n ,  B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  to  engage th e  

V ik in g s  d o es  n o t  o f  i t s e l f  e n t a i l  d i s a s t e r ,  i f  " th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  cow ard ly  

r e t a i n e r s  and e n su in g  p a n ic  b r in g  th e  a c t i o n  o f  th e  poem to  i t s  d e c i s iv e  

p o i n t , t h e n  a  re a d in g  o f  Maldon w hich  h o ld s  B y rh tn o th  a c c o u n ta b le  f o r  

th e  d e f e a t  and  s l a u g h t e r  o f  th e  E n g l is h  f o r c e s  i s  c l e a r l y  in a c c u r a te  and 

m is le a d in g .  To choose  to  do b a t t l e  w ith  a  r e s o l u t e  and fo rm id a b le  fo e  i s ,

a d m it t e d ly ,  t o  r i s k  d e a th  and d e f e a t ;  b u t  to  r i s k  d e a th  and  d e f e a t  i s  n o t

n e c e s s a r i l y  t o  c o u r t  i n e v i t a b l e  d i s a s t e r .  "A t r a d i t i o n a l  l a s t  s ta n d  and 

d e a th  in  b a t t l e  a g a i n s t  g r e a t  odds c o n c lu d e s  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon";130

b u t  t h i s  i s  n o t  th e  s i t u a t i o n  a t  th e  o u t s e t ,  an d , i f  we a re  to  b e l ie v e

O ffa  ( l i n e s  2 3 7 -2 4 3 ) , i s  a  co n seq u en ce  n o t  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  " c h iv a lro u s

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



163

e x c e s s "  o r  " o v e rm a s te r in g  p r i d e , "  b u t  o f  th e  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  cow ard ice  

o f  G o d r ic ,  h i s  b r o t h e r s ,  and a l l  th o s e  who— b e t r a y in g  t h e i r  c h i e f  and 

t h e i r  com rades—

gu{5e ne gymdon, 
ac  wendon fram  pam w ige a n d  fo n e  wudu s o h to n , 
f lu g o n  on f a e t  f a e s te n  and  h y ra  f e o r e  b u rg o n .

(192-194)

B y rh tn o th  c a n n o t be  h e ld  d i r e c t l y  a c c o u n ta b le  f o r  th e  c a t a s t r o p h ic

denouem ent o f  Ma l don. T h e  o n ly  way t o  r e a d  o ferm od a s  a  te rm  o f

cond em n atio n  i s  to  assum e t h a t ,  w h a te v e r  th e  o d d s , he s h o u ld  have chosen

s ta le m a te  r a t h e r  th a n  r i s k i n g  a  d i r e c t  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  th e  fo e .  Of

c o u r s e ,  one i s  f r e e  t o  assum e j u s t  t h i s .  B u t one i s  n o t  f r e e  to  p ro c e e d

a s  i f  t h e  h e r o i c  p o e t  who composed Maldon s h a r e d  t h i s  o p in io n .

W ith in  th e  c o n f in e s  o f  th e  poem, a l l  e v id e n c e  p o in t s  to  a h e r o ic

a p p r a i s a l  o f  B y rh tn o th . Thus we m ust lo o k  f u r t h e r  a f i e l d  to  d is c o v e r  th e

b ia s  w hich  h as  le d  so  many s e n s i t i v e  r e a d e r s  o f  O ld  E n g l is h  p o e t ry  to

a f f i r m  c o n f i d e n t i a l l y  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  i s  h e ld  up a s  an o b je c t  o f  " s e v e re

c r i t i c i s m "  in  M aldon. H ere th e  " a n a lo g ic a l  e r r o r , "  as  f u r t h e r  e la b o r a te d

by C la r k ,  m ig h t b e  o f  some s e r v ic e :  "The m ost s e d u c t iv e  a n a lo g ie s  n e a r ly

e sc a p e  o u r  c o n s c io u s  aw a re n e ss ; th e y  form  p a r t  o f  o u r  g e n e r a l  id e a  o f

l i t e r a r y  g e n r e s .  T hus, th e  r e c e iv e d  view  o f  The B a t t l e  o f  Maldon d e f in e s

a s  ' t r a g e d y '  and v iew s tr a g e d y  in  th e  d u b io u s  l i g h t  o f  th e  th e o ry  o f  th e

t r a g i c  f la w  once g e n e r a l ly  a p p l ie d ,  o r  p e rh a p s  m is a p p l ie d ,  to  th e  d ra m a tic

132t r a g e d ie s  o f  th e  E n g lis h  R e n a is s a n c e ."  The m is a p p l ic a t io n  o f  

A r i s t o t e l i a n  p o e t i c s  i s ,  u n h a p p ily , n o t  l i m i t e d  to  M aldon. H ard ly  a 

m e d ie v a l h e ro  h as  e sc a p e d  u n s c a th e d . As we h av e  se e n , B eow ulf, B y rh tn o th , 

R o lan d , and  th e  A r th u r  o f  M orte A rth u re  h av e  a l l  been  v iew ed  as  t r a g i c a l l y  

f law ed  h e ro e s  who a r e  u l t im a te ly  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  t h e i r  own f a t e  and t h a t  

o f  t h e i r  p e o p le .  The th e o ry  o f  th e  t r a g i c  f la w  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  w h o lly
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i n a p p r o p r i a t e  to  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  th e  m e d ie v a l h e ro  and  h i s  f a t e .  

A lthough  th e  h e ro  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem i s ,  in  a  v e ry  s p e c i a l  w ay, t r a g i c ,  

h e  i s  n o t  so  b e c a u se  a  su pposed  flaw  in  h i s  c h a r a c te r  makes o f  him  an 

a cc o m p lice  t o  h i s  f a t e ,  b u t  b e c a u se —w h e th e r  by c h o ic e  o r  by c irc u m s ta n c e — 

h i s  v e ry  h e ro ism  c a t a p u l t s  him  beyond th e  p ra g m a tic  c o n f in e s  o f  p ru d e n c e  

and i n t o  a  d i r e c t  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  n e c e s s i t y .  I f  one w ere a b s o lu te ly  

f o rc e d  t o  r e l y  on th e  A r i s t o t e l i a n  v o c a b u la ry , h y b r i s , a t  l e a s t  in  I r v i n g 's  

a p p l i c a t i o n  o f  i t ,  w ould  b e  a  f a r  more s e r v ic e a b le  te rm  th a n  h a m a r t ia  f o r  

d e s c r ib in g  B y r h tn o th 's  o fe rm o d , w h ich , a c c o rd in g  t o  I r v i n g ,  " c l e a r l y  b e a r s  

some re se m b la n c e  t o  A r i s to t e l e a n  h y b r i s , b u t  th e  k in d  o f  t r a g i c  s i t u a t i o n  

we f in d  h e re  i s  p e rh a p s  . . . p e c u l i a r  t o  a  h e r o ic  s o c i e t y ,  w here th e  

v e ry  a s s e r t i o n  o f  a  h e r o ic  v i r t u e  may in  i t s e l f  b e  th e  ca u se  o f  a  t r a g i c  

outcom e . . .  I t  i s  n o t  a  m ere m is ta k e  o r  an e r r o r  o f  judgm en t— i t  i s  

i n e v i t a b l e . "^33 T h is  i s  a s e n s i t i v e  a p p r a i s a l  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  o fe rm o d .

B u t i t  w ould  b e  b e s t  to  d is p e n s e  a l t o g e t h e r  w ith  th e  A r i s t o t e l i a n  

v o c a b u la ry . H y b r is , l i k e  h a m a r t ia , in h e r e n t ly  im p lie s  m o ra l c a t e g o r ie s  

w h o lly  a l i e n  t o  th e  m e d ie v a l h e r o ic  p o e t  who i s  n o t  c o n ce rn ed  w ith  p sy ch o ­

l o g i c a l  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  o r  an e t h i c  o f  r e s t r a i n t .  H e ro ic  m o r a l i ty  i s  

l a r g e ,  b o ld ,  and d i r e c t .  I t  h a s  n o th in g  t o  do w ith  fla w  o r  m o d e ra tio n , 

and  e v e r y th in g  to  do w ith  m agnan im ity , l o y a l t y ,  and c o u ra g e . Q u ite  

s im p ly , th e  h e ro ,  qua h e r o ,  r i s k s  d e a th  and  o p e r a te s  on th e  edge o f  

d i s a s t e r .  H is  r o l e  i s  to  a f f i r m  an i d e a l  human v a lu e ,  n o t  to  c irc u m v e n t 

n e c e s s i t y  by s t r a ta g e m , p ru d e n c e , o r  c u n n in g . H ere , a t  l e a s t ,  an a n a lo g y  

may be  draw n betw een  B eow ulf, B y rh tn o th , R o land , and A r th u r ,  a n d , i f  one 

m igh t b e  p e r m i t t e d  t o  e x te n d  f i g u r a t i v e l y  I r v i n g 's  comment on th e  r e l a t i o n ­

s h ip  be tw een  B y rh tn o th  and  h i s  r e t a i n e r s ,  " I t  i s  th e  v e ry  h e r o ic  s t y l e  

i t s e l f  w hich  i s  em bodied in  th e  f ig u r e  o f  B y rh tn o th , b o th  in  th e  way he

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



165

sp e a k s  and in  th e  way h e  a c t s .  He i s  th e  p a t t e r n  and  fo rm u la  f o r  th e  

r e s t . " 134

The t h i r d  m a jo r  e r r o r  w hich  C la rk  i d e n t i f i e s  in  Maldon s c h o la r s h ip  

i s  th e  " h i s t o r i c a l  e r r o r "  w h ic h , he  a rg u e s ,  " r e s t s  on th e  a ssu m p tio n  

t h a t  s in c e  th e  poem i s  s p e c i f i c  and d e t a i l e d ,  i t  m ust h av e  b een  composed 

soon  a f t e r  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  and  m ust a c c u r a t e l y  r e p r e s e n t  

'w h a t r e a l l y  h ap p en e d ' a t  M aldon in  A ugust o f  991 . . .  To view  The 

B a t t l e  o f  Maldon a s  th e  im p e r f e c t  copy o f  an e x t e r n a l  r e a l i t y  and  to  

su p p o se  t h a t  i t s  'o m is s io n s ' can  b e  s u p p l ie d  by s c r u t i n i z i n g  th e  p r e s e n t -  

day B la c k w a te r  E s tu a ry  i s  to  f a l l  i n t o  th e  ' h i s t o r i c a l  e r r o r . ' " 133 T h is  

a ssu m p tio n  h ad  e a r l i e r  b een  c h a l le n g e d  by J .  B. B e s s in g e r ,  J r . , who 

w arned  t h a t  " th e  o p in io n  h e ld  by many t h a t  i t  [M aldon] was f i r s t  composed 

s h o r t l y  a f t e r  th e  b a t t l e ,  p o s s ib ly  by an e y e w itn e s s ,  h a s  no h i s t o r i c a l  

b a s i s  b u t  s p r in g s  from  an im p re s s io n  o f  th e  v iv i d  and  m in u te  d e t a i l  found 

in  th e  po em ."13® A dding t h a t  " th e  p o w e rfu l s e n s e  o f  v e r s im i l i t u d e  . . . 

may d e r iv e  more from  o u r  know ledge t h a t  some such  e v e n t d id  h ap p en , p lu s  

th e  e m o tio n a l and s t y l i s t i c  com petence o f  th e  poem a s  a  w h o le , r a t h e r  th a n  

from  any g roup  o f  d e t a i l s , "  B e s s in g e r  c o n c lu d e s ,  " t e s t s  o f  s p e c i f i c

1^7
r e a l i s m  . . . w ould a p p e a r  t o  be l a r g e ly  beyond  o u r  r e a c h . C l a r k

e n l i s t s  two a d d i t i o n a l  argum en ts  a g a in s t  th e  s u p p o s i t io n  t h a t  Maldon i s

138"a  co n tem p o ra ry  and  a u t h e n t i c  a c c o u n t o f  th e  b a t t l e . "  N o tin g  ( a f t e r  

some a b b re v ia te d  g e o g ra p h ic a l  and l i n g u i s t i c a l  o b s e r v a t io n s  o f  th e  manu­

s c r i p t )  t h a t  " l i t t l e  h a rd  e v id e n c e  c o n n e c ts  o u r  t e x t  w ith  th e  p e r io d  o r  

lo c a le  o f  th e  a c t u a l  b a t t l e , "  he  c h a l le n g e s  th e  "a lm o s t u n sh a k a b le  con­

f id e n c e  t h a t  i t  was com posed c lo s e  upon th e  e v e n t ,"  a rg u in g  t h a t  "no

e v id e n c e  com pels us t o  assum e t h a t  th e  s u r v iv in g  v e r s io n  o f  th e  poem i s

138much o ld e r  th a n  th e  MS w hich  p r e s e rv e d  i t . "  T hen , o b s e rv in g  t h a t  " th e
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d is c r e p a n c ie s  b e tw een  th e  v a r io u s  a c c o u n ts  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  . . .

seem a s  s t r i k i n g  a s  th e  p a r a l l e l s , " 14*3 C la rk  c o n c lu d e s ,  "Our t e x t  o f

The B a t t l e  o f  M aidon i s  b e s t  ap p ro ac h ed  a s  im a g in a t iv e  l i t e r a t u r e  n o t

h i s t o r y ,  and  p o s s i b ly  a s  a  work o f  a r t  aim ed a t  an a u d ie n c e  n e a r  th e

141m id d le  o f  th e  e le v e n th  c e n tu r y ."

W hile su ch  " h i s t o r i c a l  c a v e a ts "  a r e  b r a c in g  and  im p o r ta n t ,  th e

im m ediate  q u e s t io n s  w ith  w hich  th e y  a r e  c o n ce rn ed  m u s t, t o  a  l a r g e  e x t e n t ,

b e  re g a rd e d  a s  s t i l l  o p en , o r  a t  l e a s t  n o t  w h o lly  r e s o lv e d .  I n  th e

ab sen ce  o f  an a u t h o r i t a t i v e  a c c o u n t o f  th e  a c t u a l  b a t t l e ,  i t  i s  im p o s s ib le

to  d e te rm in e  th e  r e l a t i v e  a c c u ra c y  o f  th e  p o e t 's  d e p i c t io n  o f  e v e n ts ;

la c k in g  " h a rd  e v id e n c e ,"  one w ould  be  e q u a l ly  h a rd  p u t  t o  d a te  th e  poem

142w ith  a n y th in g  a p p ro a c h in g  c o n f id e n c e . The p o in t  i s  t h a t  i t  i s  n o t  

im p e ra tiv e  t o  do s o .  A ll  t h a t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  i s  t o  r e c o g n iz e  th e  t e n t a t i v e  

n a tu re  o f  M aldon1s h i s t o r i c a l  s t a t u s  and a v o id  th e  e r r o r  o f  a t te m p t in g  to  

i n t e r p r e t  th e  poem by  way o f  i t s  u n c e r ta in  h i s t o r i c i t y .  The h i s t o r i c a l  

r e l i a b i l i t y  o f  e v e n ts  p o r t r a y e d  in  Maldon m a t te r s  l i t t l e  o r  n o t  a t  a l l .

What does m a t te r  i s  how th o s e  e v e n ts  s i g n i f y  in  th e  h e r o i c  poem o f  w hich 

th e y  a r e  an e s s e n t i a l  p a r t .  E a r l i e r ,  in  o u r  co m p ariso n  o f  M aldon w ith  

B ru n an b u rh , we saw how th e  p o e t i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  th e  fo rm er r e v e a le d  a 

p o e t  e s s e n t i a l l y  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n ts  a s  a  v e h ic le  f o r  th e  

p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  ex em p lary  h e r o ic  i d e a l s .  As Gordon o b s e r v e s ,  "The p o e t 's  

r e a l  s u b je c t  was n o t  th e  b a t t l e ,  b u t  th e  deeds and  d e a th s  o f  th e  E n g lis h  

h e ro e s .  L ik e  m ost o f  th e  o ld  h e r o ic  p o e t s ,  he was i n t e r e s t e d  l e s s  in  th e  

s p e c ta c le  and m ovements o f  b a t t l e  th a n  in  th e  h e r o ic  p ro b lem  and how i t  

was s o lv e d  by th e  h e r o . " 143 Sw anton, who i s  a lm o s t ev ery w h ere  e l s e  w rong­

h ead e d , sh rew d ly  com m ents, "T here i s  no se n se  o f  h i s t o r i c  p e r s p e c t iv e  . . . 

I n s te a d  a  g r e a t  d e a l  o f  sp ace  i s  g iv e n  to  s t a t i n g  th e  a p p a re n t  m o tiv es  o f
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th o s e  who ta k e  p a r t  i n  th e  a c t io n  o f  th e  poem. We a r e  in te n d e d  n o t  to

c o n c e n t r a te  on th e  a c t i o n  o f  th e  b a t t l e ,  n o r  on i t s  c o n se q u e n c e , b u t  on

th e  e x a c t  n a tu r e  o f  w hat i t  i s  t h a t  le a d s  th e  E n g l is h  p a r t y  t o  a c t  in

th e  way i t  d o e s ." 144 Even I r v in g  who sp e a k s  o f  M aldon a s  " a lm o s t a  news

s to r y "  and a s  a  " f ra g m e n t o f  m e d ie v a l jo u r n a l is m " 145 r e c o g n iz e s  t h a t

th e  c r i t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  p o e t ry  and  e v e n t  i s  one in  w hich  "a

r e a l  h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t  i s  b e in g  r a i s e d  to  a  h ig h e r  l e v e l  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e ;

th e  a c t io n s  th u s  becom e in c r e a s in g ly  sy m b o lic ; th e  o r d in a r y  i d e n t i f i a b l e

men o f  E ssex  ap p ro ac h  and  e n t e r  th e  w o rld  o f  h e r o e s ,  th e  w o rld  o f  

146le g e n d ."  In  M aldon th e n ,  i t  i s  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  and  a t t i t u d e s ,  n o t  

h i s t o r y ,  w hich  g iv e  t o  e v e n ts — r e a l  o r  o th e rw is e — t h e i r  f i n a l  sh ap e  and  

m ean ing .

W ith r e s p e c t  t o  th e  d a te  o f  c o m p g s itio n , h e re  to o  we a r e  r e s t r i c t e d  

t o  s u p p o s i t io n ;  n o r  i s  i t  c r i t i c a l  t o  e s t a b l i s h  w h e th e r  th e  poem was 

composed "pen in  h a n d " 14^ o r  a s  " a  work o f  a r t  aim ed a t  an  a u d ie n c e  n e a r  

th e  m id d le  o f  th e  e le v e n th  c e n t u r y ." 14® The l a t e r  d a te  a c c o rd s  w e ll  w ith  

C la r k 's  o b s e r v a t io n  t h a t  " th e  r h e t o r i c  o f  Maldon m i l i t a t e s  a g a i n s t  i t s  

h i s t o r i c i t y ;  an  o m n is c ie n t  n a r r a t o r  ju d g e s  th e  p o em 's  a c t io n s  from  a  

v a n ta g e  p o in t  a p p r o p r ia te  t o  h e r o ic  le g e n d ." 14® B ut a t  b e s t ,  t h i s  does 

no more th a n  c o r r o b o r a te  w hat i s  a l r e a d y  o b v io u s  from  t h e  poem i t s e l f — 

t h a t  u n l ik e  B ru n a n b u rh , Maldon i s  p r im a r i ly  c o n c e rn e d  w ith  in d iv id u a l s  

and m o tiv e s , i t s  s u b j e c t  n o t h i s t o r y ,  b u t  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e .  In  any c a s e ,  

w h a tev e r M aldon1s d a te  o f  c o m p o s itio n , " i t  i s  c e r t a i n l y  n o t  a  work o f  

h o t  h a s t e , " 15® a  work sh ap ed  by th e  ru sh  and p r e s s  o f  e v e n t s .  Even i f  

composed r e l a t i v e l y  e a r l y ,  a t  th e  end o f  A E th e l r e d 's  r e ig n  o r  d u r in g  th e  

b r i e f  te n u re  o f  Edmund I r o n s id e s 151 (a d a te  w hich  w o u ld , by  th e  wav, 

e l im in a te  th e  in c o n v e n ie n c e  o f  a  h a rs h  p o r t r a y a l  o f  th e  Norsemen d u r in g
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t h e  r e ig n  o f  C n u te ) , th e  poem w ould n o t  th e re b y  become m a g ic a l ly  t r a n s ­

form ed i n t o  a h i s t o r i c a l  docum ent c o n ce rn ed  w ith  h i s t o r i c a l  judgm en ts  

r a t h e r  th a n  h e r o ic  i d e a l s ,  i n t o  a c h r o n ic le  poem r a t h e r  th a n  a h e r o ic  o n e .

D e sp ite  th e  e v id e n c e  and th e  c a v e a t s , and d e s p i t e  th e  f a c t  t h a t  

a lm o s t a l l  com m enta to rs on th e  poem re c o g n iz e  and a c c la im  i t  a s  h e r o ic  

p o e t ry  o f  a v e ry  h ig h  o r d e r ,  th e  " h i s t o r i c a l  e r r o r "  c o n t in u e s  t o  ru n  v e ry  

d e e p . In d e e d , a s  th e  c o n tro v e r s y  s u r ro u n d in g  B y rh tn o th 's  o ferm od 

d e m o n s tr a te s ,  i t  i s  s t i l l  c r u c i a l  to  d e te rm in e  w h e th e r  one r e g a r d s  Maldon 

a s  v e r s i f i e d  h i s t o r y  o r  a s  h e r o ic  p o e t r y .  E v e ry th in g  depends upon and 

fo llo w s  from  t h i s  i n i t i a l  d e c i s io n .  T here  i s  no m id d le  g ro u n d ; one 

b r in g s  an e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  s e t  o f  e x p e c ta t io n s  t o  each  k in d  o f  poem.

What i s  a t  i s s u e  f o r  th e  p ru p o se  o f  o u r  p r e s e n t  d is c u s s io n  i s  w h e th e r  

B y rh tn o th  i s  to  be ju d g e d  a s  a  h i s t o r i c a l  f ig u r e  in  a s o c i a l  s i t u a t i o n — 

a s  th e  E n g l is h  m i l i t a r y  commander o f  th e  E ssex  f y r d —o r  w h e th e r  h e  i s  to  

be  ju d g ed  as  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t  o f  a  h e r o ic  poem.

I t  i s  p ro b a b ly  s a f e  t o  say  t h a t  th e  i d e a l  G erm anic h e ro  se ldom  makes 

a  good g e n e r a l .  The p r i o r i t i e s  a r e  o f  a  d i f f e r e n t  o r d e r .  The h e r o ic  

o b l i g a t i o n  i s  t o  d e m o n s tra te  th e  e s s e n t i a l  w o rth  o f  th e  human b e in g ,  

w h a te v e r th e  c o n se q u e n c e s . Not o b l ig e d  to  w in o r  t o  s u r v iv e ,  n o t  p a r t i ­

c u l a r l y  renow ned f o r  h i s  p ru d e n c e  o r  c a u t io n ,  th e  h e ro  i s  ju d g e d  a c c o rd in g  

to  h i s  m agnan im ity , c o u ra g e , f i d e l i t y  and  r e s o lv e .  The g e n e r a l ,  on th e  

o th e r  h a n d , i s  m easu red  u l t im a te ly  by h i s  s u c c e s s — o r  h i s  f a i l u r e .  U n lik e  

th e  h e r o ,  he i s  ju d g e d  by th e  e v e n t .  V ic to ry  and d e f e a t  a r e  th e  

d e f i n i t i v e  te r m in a l s  o f  h i s  e n d e a v o r; p ru d e n c e , command, and  s t r a t e g y  

a r e  h i s  v i r t u e s .  The m i l ie u  o f  g e n e r a ls  i s  h i s t o r i c a l  and  r e a l ,  t h a t  o f  

h e ro e s  p o e t i c  and  i d e a l .  They co nverge  b u t  r a r e l y  and  to  m easure  one by 

th e  s ta n d a r d s  o f  th e  o th e r  e n t a i l s  a  d i s a s t r o u s  c o n fu s io n  o f  c o n t e x t s . 152
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Y et t h i s  i s  p r e c i s e l y  th e  t r a p  i n t o  w hich T o lk ie n  f a l l s  when h e  a c c u s e s

153B y rh tn o th  o f  "m aking a  's p o r t i n g  f i g h t '  on l e v e l  te rm s ."  T h is  i s  th e

v a n ta g e  p o in t  one m ig h t a d o p t t o  ju d g e  a  h i s t o r i c a l  p e rso n a g e  en g ag ed  in

154a h i s t o r i c a l  e v e n t .  E s s e n t i a l l y ,  T o lk ie n  a c c u se s  B y rh tn o th  o f  a c t i n g

a s  i f  he w ere th e  h e ro  o f  a  h e r o ic  poem r a t h e r  th a n  th e  s o c i a l l y  r e s p o n s ib le

commander o f  th e  E sse x  f y r d . "Why d id  B eo rhno th  do t h i s ? "  h e  a s k s .

"Owing t o  a  d e f e c t  o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  no d o u b t; b u t  a c h a r a c te r ,  we may

s u rm is e , n o t  o n ly  form ed by n a t u r e ,  b u t  m oulded a l s o  by ' a r i s t o c r a t i c

t r a d i t i o n , '  e n s h r in e d  in  t a l e s  and  v e r s e  o f  p o e ts  now l o s t  sav e  f o r  e c h o e s .

155B e o rh tn o th  was c h iv a l r o u s  r a t h e r  th a n  s t r i c t l y  h e r o i c ."  W hatever one

s u rm is e s ,  B y rh tn o th  is_ th e  h e ro  o f  a  h e r o ic  poem, a t  l e a s t  he  i s  so  in

1 56M aldon, and i t  i s  as  su ch  t h a t  h e  m ust b e  ju d g e d . I f  one i n s i s t s  upon

a p p ro a c h in g  Maldon a s  i f  one w ere a  s o c i a l  com m entator ex am in in g  a  h i s t o r i c a l

docum ent, th e n  in  f a i r n e s s  one m ust condemn B y rh tw o ld , O ffa , Edw ard, and

th e  r e s t  a s  w e ll  a s  t h e i r  c h i e f ;  f o r  th e y  to o  a c t  l i k e  c h a r a c te r s  " e n -

157s h r in e d  in  t a l e s  and  v e r s e  o f  p o e ts  now l o s t  save  f o r  e c h o e s . " x /  V iewed 

in  th e  same l i g h t  t o  w hich  T o lk ie n  s u b je c t s  B y rh tn o th , th e  h e a r t h -  

com panions who s ta y  t o  f i g h t  and  d ie  w a s te  th e m se lv e s  in  a f u t i l e  

c h i v a l r i c  g e s tu r e ,  a l lo w in g  t r a d i t i o n a l  (and p o e t ic )  h e r o ic  l o y a l t i e s  t o  

su p e rc e d e  t h e i r  " r e a l "  s o c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n  to  d e fe n d  th e  c o u n t r y s id e .  As 

h i s t o r i c a l  f i g u r e s ,  w ould  i t  n o t  have  b een  m ore p ru d e n t and  p r a c t i c a l  t o  

w ith d ra w , s t r a t e g i c a l l y  r a l l y  t h e i r  r e t r e a t i n g  com rades, r e g ro u p ,  and  

re e n g a g e  th e  in v a d e r s  u n d e r  more a u s p ic io u s  c irc u m s ta n c e s?  So much f o r  

" h i s t o r y . "  One h a s  o n ly  t o  a p p ly  th e  " h i s t o r i c a l "  v ie w p o in t t o  th e  

h e o rth w e ro d  to  s e e  i t  f o r  th e  n o n - s e q u i tu r  i t  i s .  And in d e e d ,  when i t  

comes to  ju d g in g  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s ,  T o lk ie n  ta k e s  q u i t e  a  

d i f f e r e n t  ta c k .  " In  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n , "  h e  w r i t e s ,  "h e ro ism  was s u p e rb .
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T h e ir  d u ty  was u n im p a ired  by th e  e r r o r  o f  t h e i r  m a s te r ,  and  (more

p o ig n a n t ly )  n e i t h e r  in  th e  h e a r t s  o f  th o s e  n e a r  to  th e  o ld  man was lo v e

le s s e n e d .  I t  i s  th e  h e ro ism  o f  o b e d ie n c e  and lo v e  n o t  o f  p r id e  o f  w i l f u l -

158n e s s  t h a t  i s  th e  m ost h e r o ic  and th e  m ost m ov ing ."  In  s h o r t ,  T o lk ie n  

em ploys som eth in g  o f  a  d o u b le  s t a n d a r d : ! ^ 9  th e  r e t a i n e r s  a re  ju d g e d  i n  

th e  f l a t t e r i n g  l i g h t  o f  t r a d i t i o n a l ,  Germ anic h e r o ic  v a lu e s ,  B y rh tn o th  

i n  th e  h a rs h  g la r e  o f  h i s t o r y .  To d i s t i n g u i s h  betw een  an " a u th o r i ty  t o  

be  obeyed on th e  s p o t"  and "a  s u b o rd in a te  . . . who had  no r e s p o n s i ­

b i l i t y  downwards, o n ly  lo y a l ty  upw ards"!® ! o r  betw een  " th e  d e s i r e  f o r  

h on o u r and  g lo r y ,  in  l i f e  and a f t e r  d ea th"!® 2  " th e  h e ro ism  o f

o b e d ie n c e  and lo v e "  i s  im p ro p e r and  m is le a d in g .  B ut p e rh a p s  i t  i s  

o n ly  by some such  e lo q u e n t s l e i g h t  o f  h an d , one w hich m asks an a lm o s t 

im p e r c e p t ib le  s h i f t  o f  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  t h a t  B y r h tn o th 's  h eo rth w ero d  can b e  

p r a i s e d  w h ile  he h im s e lf  i s  b lam ed . The lo v e  o f  h o n o r and fame i s  in  no 

way i n f e r i o r  t o  o r  in  c o n f l i c t  w i th  th e  lo v e  w hich  b in d s  lo r d  and  man.

They a re  two i n t e r lo c k i n g  h a lv e s  o f  t h a t  s i n g l e  w hole w hich  i s  th e  

G erm anic h e r o ic  co d e . As Donahue h a s  so  a p t l y  rem ark ed : " E n g lish  h e r o i c  

v e r s e  was th e  p o e t ry  o f  an a r i s t o c r a t i c  w a r r io r  c l a s s .  C ourage was th e  

f i r s t  p r e r e q u i s i t e  f o r  e v e ry  member o f  t h a t  c l a s s .  C ourage and l o y a l t y  

f o r  th e  n o b le  r e t a i n e r ;  co u rag e  and  g e n e r o s i ty  f o r  th e  lo r d .  D eath  i s  

t h e  u l t im a te  p ro o f  o f  co u rag e  a n d , a s  th e  p o e t  saw i t ,  i t s  w ages. The

m o tiv e  f o r  th e  g e n e r o s i ty  o f  th e  l o r d  and th e  lo y a l ty  o f  th e  w a r r io r  i s

164good r e p u te  (dom ). T h a t s u r v iv e s  d e a th ."

I f  we e l im in a te  a  p r i o r i  c o n c lu s io n s ,  f a l s e  a ssu m p tio n s  and i n ­

a p p r o p r ia te  e x p e c ta t io n s ,  i f  we r e j e c t  th e  te m p ta t io n  to  r e a d  Maldon a s  

a  poem £  c l e f , a s  i f  we c o u ld  f in d  th e  key  t o  i t s  m eaning in  h i s t o r y ,  

A r i s t o t e l i a n  t r a g e d y ,  o r  o th e r  poems o f  l i k e  g e n re ,  w hat th e n  re m a in s  to
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c o r r o b o r a te  T o lk ie n 's  o p in io n  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  i s  s u b je c te d  t o  " s e v e re

c r i t i c i s m "  in  th e  poem? C le a r ly ,  we a r e  b ack  w here we s t a r t e d ;  th e  o n ly

e v id e n c e  upon w hich such  a s u p p o s i t io n  m igh t b e  b a se d  i s  t o  be  found  in

th e  t h r e e  h ig h ly  a m b iv a le n t p h ra s e s  ongunnon l y t e g i a n , f o r  h i s  o fe rm o d e ,

and la n d e s  t o  f e l a . A d m itte d ly , in  i s o l a t i o n  from  t h e i r  c o n te x t ,  th e

c o n ju n c t io n  o f  th e s e  t h r e e  te rm s in  a  s in g l e  p a s s a g e  w ould be d i s tu r b i n g ,

im p ly in g  t h a t  B y rh tn o th 's  a c t io n s  a r e  b e in g  q u e s t io n e d ,  i f  n o t  " s e v e r e ly

c r i t i c i z e d . "  B ut th e  l i n e s  do n o t  e x i s t  in  a vacuum; th e y  a r e  an

i n t r i n s i c  p a r t  o f  a h e r o ic  n a r r a t i v e  e v e ry  a s p e c t  o f  w hich  m i l i t a t e s

a g a i n s t  such  a r e a d in g .  I f  th e  poem conveys an exem plary  i d e a l ,  i t  i s

a  h e r o ic  i d e a l ,  n o t  an i d e a l i z a t i o n  o f  p ru d e n c e  o r  w i s d o m . I f  th e

n a r r a t i v e  u n fo ld s  a c c o rd in g  t o  a  s e r i e s  o f  c r i t i c a l  c h o i c e s , th e  v a l i d

166c h o ic e  i s  a lw ays to  engage th e  enemy. I f  th e  f l i g h t  o f  th e  cow ards i s  

th e  t u r n in g  p o in t  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a c t i o n ,  th e n  B y rh tn o th  c a n n o t b e  h e ld  

a c c o u n ta b le  f o r  th e  outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e .  I f  th e  p o e t i c  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  

M aldon—i t s  s t r u c t u r e ,  s t y l e ,  r h e t o r i c ,  and  d i c t i o n  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  p o e t 's  

p ro v en  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  d ra m a tic  u t t e r a n c e  and " c lo s e -u p "  n a r r a t i v e  te c h ­

n iq u e s — d e m o n s tra te s  a  co n ce rn  w ith  th e  n a tu r e  o f  h e ro ism  r a t h e r  th a n  i t s

16 7c o n se q u e n c e s , th e n  we c a n n o t ju d g e  th e  h e r o ic  a c t io n  by i t s  r e s u l t s .

In  th e  e n d , n o th in g  in  Maldon r e a l l y  s u p p o r ts  T o l k i e n 's  in d ic tm e n t  o f  

B y rh tn o th . T o lk ie n  w ould  have  us b e l i e v e  t h a t  a  f i t t i n g  e p ig ra p h  f o r  

M aldon w ould  be  W ig la f 's  m o u rn fu l comment fo llo w in g  th e  f a l l  o f  B eow ulf, 

h i s  chief:'*'®®

"O ft s c e a l l  e o r l  monig an es  w i l l a n  
w raec  a d re o d a n ."

(3077-3078)

B ut f a r  c l o s e r  t o  th e  s p i r i t  o f  w hat p ro v ed  t o  be  th e  f i n a l  f lo w e r in g  o f  

A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  p o e t ry  in  E ng lan d  i s  B e o w u lf 's  own s o b e r  a p p r a i s a l  o f  

th e  human s i t u a t i o n :
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"Ure aeghw ylc s c e a l  ende g eb id an  
w o ro ld e  l i f e s ,  w yrce se  p e  mote 
domes a e r  deafie; f ia e t bi<? d rih tg u m an  
u n lifg en d u m  a e f t e r  s e l e s t . "

(1386-1389)
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NOTES AND REFERENCES 

CHAPTER I I

■'■The s u b je c t  m a t t e r  o f  th e  poem can b e  d a te d  w ith  some a c c u ra c y  from  
th e  h i s t o r i c a l  a c c o u n t o f  H y g e la c 's  l a s t  r a i d  in  G regory  o f  T o u rs ' G re g o r i i  
e p is c o p i  T uronem sis H i s t o r i a  F ranco rum , c i t e d  by Jan e  Acomb L ea k e , The 
G eats  o f  Beow ulf (M adison , 1 9 6 7 ), p .  121.

2
The b e s t  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  d a te  o f  B eow ulf i s  t h a t  o f  D oro thy  

W h ite lo c k , The A ud ience  o f  B eow ulf (O xford , 1 9 5 1 ). W h ite lo c k  s u g g e s t s ,  
how ever, t h a t  i t  i s  e q u a l ly  p l a u s i b l e  t h a t  th e  poem was com posed in  th e  
second  h a l f  o f  th e  e ig h th  c e n tu r y .  R i t c h ie  G irvan  a rg u e s  f o r  a  c o m p o s itio n  
d a te  in  th e  l a t t e r  p a r t  o f  th e  s e v e n th  c e n tu ry ;  B eow ulf and  th e  S ev en th  
C e n tu ry : Language and  C o n te x t (London, 1 9 71 ).

F o r a d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  a c t u a l  d a te  o f  th e  b a t t l e ,  s e e  B ruce D ic k in s ,  
"The Day o f  B y r h tn o th 's  D eath  and  o th e r  O b its  from  a  T w e lf th  C e n tu ry  E ly  
K a le n d a r ,"  Leeds S tu d ie s  in  E n g l is h  and K in d red  L an g u ag es , VI (1 9 3 7 ) , 1 4 -2 4 .

^A ccord ing  t o  G eorge C la rk ,  "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon; A H e ro ic  Poem ," 
Speculum . X L III ( J a n .  1 9 6 8 ) , 55«56. The d a te  i s  in  c o n te n t io n ;  s e e  b e lo w , 
p p .165-168 . s e e  a l s o  F re d  C. R ob in so n , "Some a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  M aldon P o e t 's  
A r t i s t r y , "  JEGP, 75 (1 9 7 6 ) , 2 8 -3 2 ; John  Me K in n e l l ,  "On th e  D ate  o f  The 
B a t t l e  o f  M aldon,"  Medium AEvum, 44 (1 9 7 5 ), 121-136 .

^A c o n c is e  a c c o u n t o f  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  h e r o ic  i d e a l s  and  
a c tu a l  s o c i a l  p r a c t i c e  in  l a t e  1 0 th  and  e a r l y  1 1 th  c e n tu ry  E n g lan d  can b e  
found in  C la rk , 5 9 -6 0 , 71; M ilto n  McC. G a tch , L o y a l t i e s  and  T r a d i t i o n s :
Man and H is W orld in  O ld  E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e  (New Y ork, 1 9 7 1 ) , p .  130; b u t  
c f .  M ichae l J .  Sw anton , "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon; A L i t e r a r y  C a v e a t ,"  JEGP, 
LXVII (1 9 6 8 ), 4 4 1 -4 5 0 , who a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  poem t r e a t s  h e r o i c  v a lu e s  
i r o n i c a l l y ,  v ie w in g  them  as  an an ach ro n ism  in  E t h e l r e d 's  E n g la n d .

£
The m ake-up o f  t h e  f y r d  i s  d is c u s s e d  by  C la rk , 6 3 -6 4 ; M. McC. G a tc h , 

p p . 133-134; Sw anton , 444 . Swanton b e l i e v e s  t h a t  th e  f i g h t i n g  f o r c e  a t  
Maldon was composed o f  th e  g e n e r a l  r a t h e r  th a n  th e  s e l e c t  f y r d , b u t  t h i s  
i s  d o u b tf u l .

^The s i m i l a r i t i e s  a r e  sum m arized by  E . V. G ordon, e d . The B a t t l e  o f  
Maldon (London, 1 9 3 7 ) , r e p r i n t e d  1960, p .  23 . C f. Sw anton , p .  4 43 , who 
w arns t h a t  " th e  A ng lo -S axon  p e r io d  does n o t  p r e s e n t  th e  s o c i a l l y  s t a t i c  
p i c t u r e  t h a t  th e  l i t e r a r y  c r i t i c s  have  to o  o f te n  c o n s id e re d  i t .  We have  
o f te n  been  w arned  how d a n g e ro u s  i t  i s  t o  re a d  in t o  even th e  s o c i e t y  o f  
th e  M ig ra tio n  Age, t h e  s o c i a l  p a t t e r n s  d e s c r ib e d  by T a c i tu s  o f  th e  f i r s t -  
c e n tu ry  G erm ani; how much more i n c r e d ib l e  (how ever c o n s e r v a t iv e  m i l i t a r y  
s o c ie ty )  t h a t  such  an  e th o s  s h o u ld  have c o n s c io u s ly  s u rv iv e d  u n t i l  a lm o s t
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t h e  end o f  th e  m i l le n iu m ." The c a v e a t  i s  w e l l  ta k e n . B ut S w a n to n 's  con ­
c lu s io n  t h a t  Maldon i s  " a  t r a v e s t y  o f  a n t iq u e  h e r o ic  v a lu e s "  in  w hich 
B y r h tn o th 's  " f a i t h f u l  . . . f o l lo w e r s  s t r u t  and  p u f f  t o  t h e i r  d e a t h s " (448) 
i s  more in c r e d ib l e  by f a r .  C e r ta in ly  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  e a r l y  E n g l is h  s o c i a l  
i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  n o t s t a t i c .  No h i s t o r y  i s .  B ut as  M. McC. G atch re m a rk s , 
"A nglo-Saxon i n s t i t u t i o n s  h ad  a  re m a rk a b le  c o n t i n u i t y , "  (p . 1 2 1 ). w ith  
r e s p e c t  to  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t t e r n s  o f  A nglo-Saxon lo y a l ty  and  m i l i t a r y  
o r g a n iz a t io n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  a s  r e f l e c t e d  in  l i t e r a r y  and s o c i a l  i d e a l s  (one 
th in k s  im m ed ia te ly  o f  th e  e a r l y  1 1 th  c e n tu ry  Laws o f  C nute a s  w e ll  as  
M aldon) a l l  th e  e v id e n c e  p o in t s  t o  a  g r a d u a l , c o n s e rv a t iv e  p ro c e s s  t h a t  
s tu b b o rn ly  r e t a in e d  a t  l e a s t  a s  much a s  i t  r e l i n q u i s h e d .  See b e lo w , p p . 
129-130 . See a l s o  M alone, B eo w u lf, p .  142.

O
The h e r o ic  s t y l e  o f  Maldon i s  exam ined  by G ordon, p p . 2 1 -3 0 ; R alph 

W. V. E l l i o t t ,  "B y rh tn o th  and  H ild e b ra n d : A s tu d y  in  H e ro ic  T e c h n iq u e ,"  
S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e , e d . G r e e n f ie ld ,  5 3 -7 0 ; Edward B. I r v in g ,  
J r . ,  "The H e ro ic  S ty le  in  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon,"  SP , L V III (1 9 6 1 ), 457 -467 .

^They a re  r e g a rd e d  a s  exem p lary  by M. McC. G a tch , p .  135; C la rk , 59- 
60 , 71; E l l i o t t  Van K irk  D obb ie , e d . The A nglo-Saxon M inor Poems (New Y ork, 
1 9 4 2 ) , p .  x x x ; a l l  c i t a t i o n s  t o  The B a t t l e  o f  Maldon in  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  a re  
t o  The A nglo-Saxon M inor Poem s, p p . 7 -1 6 .

^ A l l  c i t a t i o n s  t o  The B a t t l e  o f  B runanburh  in  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  a r e  to  
The A nglo-Saxon M inor Poem s. p p . 1 6 -2 0 .

■^An a c c o u n t o f  th e  C h ro n ic le  m a n u s c r ip ts  and th e  h i s t o r i c a l  b a c k ­
g round  o f  th e  poem can b e  found  in  D obb ie , p .  XXXVII; s e e  a l s o  John  C.
P ope , Seven Old E n g l is h  Poems (New Y ork, 1 9 6 6 ) , p p . 5 -9 .

12 T here  have b een  a number o f  i n t e r e s t i n g  co m parisons drawn betw een  
Maldon and B ru n an b u rh : s e e  f o r  ex am p le , Sw anton , 442 -443 ; J .  B. B e s s in g e r ,  
J r . ,  "Maldon and th e  O la f s d r a p a : An H i s t o r i c a l  C a v e a t ,” CL, XIV (1 9 6 2 ), 
r e p r i n t e d  in  O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e , e d . M. S te v e n s  and  J .  M andel (L in c o ln ,
1 9 6 8 ) , 240 , 251; D obb ie , p . XXX; G ordon, p p . 2 8 -3 0 .

13F or a  g e n e ra l  d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  h e ro ism , 
p a t r i o t i s m ,  h i s t o r y ,  and  r e l i g i o n  in  h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  s e e  W. P . K e r, E p ic
and Romance (O xford , 1 9 0 8 ) , p p . 2 0 -2 3 ; C. M. Bowra, H e ro ic  P o e try  (London,
1 9 5 2 ), p .  21 , p o in t s  o u t  t h a t  B ru n an b u rh , b e c a u se  o f  i t s  em p h asis  on 
p a n e g y r ic ,  f a l l s  s h o r t  o f  h e r o i c  p o e t r y ;  See a l s o  M arg a re t Ashdown, e d . 
E n g l is h  and N orse Documents R e la t in g  t o  th e  R eign o f  E th e l r e d  th e  U nready 
(London, 1 9 3 0 ), p .  1 ; G ordon, p .  28 .

•^ T h is  i s  n o te d  by  many co m m en ta to rs , f o r  ex am p le , P o p e , p .  56 .

15T h is  to o  h a s  b een  o b se rv e d  by a lm o s t a l l  r e a d e r s  o f  th e  poem: s e e  
f o r  exam ple , G ordon, p .  28 ; D obb ie , p p . XXIX-XXX.

16They a re  l i s t e d ,  t o g e th e r  w ith  an a t te m p t  t o  i d e n t i f y  t h e i r  h i s t o r i c a l  
c o u n te r p a r t s ,  in  G ordon, p p . 8 3 -8 6 .

^ 7T w e n ty -s ix  p e r c e n t  o f  t h e  poem i s  c a s t  in  d ra m a tic  fo rm , a c c o rd in g  to  
A d e lin e  C o u rtn ey  B a r t l e t t , The L a rg e r  R h e to r ic a l  P a t t e r n s  in  A nglo-Saxon 
P o e try  (New Y ork, 1 9 3 5 ) , p .  103.
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T here  i s  a d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  and  
d ra m a tic  form  in  K er, p p . 17, 20 , 23 ; Bowra, p p . 30 -31 ; D orothy E v e r e t t ,  
E ssa y s  on M iddle E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e  (O x fo rd , 1 9 5 5 ), p . 19.

19 *I  mean, o f  c o u r s e ,  e s s e n t i a l  r e c o u r s e — n o t th e  s o r t  o f  th in g  w here
B eow ulf o r  A r th u r  th a n k s  God f o r  v i c to r y  o r  th e  Gawain p o e t  in v o k e s  th e  
p r o t e c t io n  o f  th e  V irg in  f o r  h e r  k n ig h t .

20 See F r a n c is  P . Magoun, J r . ,  "The Theme o f  th e  B e a s ts  o f  B a t t l e , "
NM, LVI (1 9 5 5 ), 8 1 -9 0 .

2 ^ N e il D. I s a a c s ,  S t r u c t u r a l  P r i n c i p l e s  in  O ld E n g l is h  P o e try  (Knox­
v i l l e ,  1 9 6 8 ), p .  123 , n o te s  t h a t  " th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  b e a s t s  o f  b a t t l e  a p p e a r  
in  o r d e r  to  co m p le te  w hat w a r r io r s  and  w eapons had  b e g u n ."

22 See B o n jo u r, Tw elve B eow ulf P a p e r s , p p . 138 -139 .

23F o r a n o th e r  v iew  o f  th e  c in e m a t ic  a l t e r n a t i o n  o f  p e r s p e c t i v e s , s e e  
E l l i o t t ,  6 2 -6 3 , who o b s e rv e s ,  " In  M aldon th e  te c h n iq u e  i s  o f te n  t h a t  o f  
th e  c in e -c a m e ra : c lo s e -u p  one moment, lo n g  s h o t  th e  n e x t ."

2^See Sw anton, p .  448: "The i n e v i t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e i r  w a r r io r  d e a th s  h ad  
been  a n t i c i p a t e d  th ro u g h o u t ,  b e in g  c a p a b le  o f  b ra v e  a c t s  o n ly  j>a h w ile  th e y  
m ig h t h o ld  t h e i r  w eap o n s ."  See a l s o ,  I r v i n g ,  463; C la rk ,  67; I s a a c s ,  p .  165.

2^ I s a a c s ,  p . 165 , n o te s  t h a t  "w here men c o n s i s t e n t l y  and c o n v e n t io n a l ly  
vow t o  f i g h t  a s  lo n g  a s  t h e i r  h ands may h o ld  t h e i r  sw o rd s , th e  f a i l u r e  
r e p r e s e n t s  f i n a l  doom."

26J .  R. R. T o lk ie n ,  "The Homecoming o f  B e o rh tn o th , B e o rh th e lm 's  S o n ,"  
E ssay s  and  S tu d ie s , NS I  (1 9 5 3 ), 1 -1 8 , r e p r i n t e d  in  The T o lk ie n  R eader 
(New Y ork , 1 9 6 6 ), 22 . T o lk ie n 's  comment i s  n o t  o n ly  u n c o n v in c in g  b u t ,  a s  
I  hope to  d e m o n s tra te ,  d a n g e ro u s ly  m is le a d in g .  F o r a  f u l l  d i s c u s s io n  o f  
B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  a s  w e ll  a s  th e  r e l a t e d  c o n tro v e r s y  su r ro u n d in g  th e  
i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  t o  f e l a , l y t e g i a n , o fe rm o d , s e e  b e lo w , p p . 154-172 .

2^ C la rk , 70, w r i t e s  t h a t  " th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  comment t h a t  B y rh tn o th  
g r a n te d  th e  v ik in g s  la n d e s  t o  f e l a  (90) does n o t  reb u k e  th e  h e ro  f o r  h i s  
d e c i s io n  b u t  r a t h e r  fo rew arn s  th e  a u d ie n c e  o f  i t s  ou tco m e."

28C la r k ,  63.

29C la rk ,  63 .

29L. L . S ch u ck in g , "Das K o n ig s id e a l  in  B eo w u lf,"  E n g lis c h e  S tu d ie n , 
LXVII (1 9 3 2 ), 1 -1 4 . t r a n s .  N ic h o lso n , An A n tho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m  
(N o tre  Dame, 1 9 6 3 ) ,6 4 .

31 See f o r  exam ple , N. F . B la k e , "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon,"  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , 
XLIX (1 9 6 5 ), 339.

32T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 2 2 , im p l ie s  t h a t  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  h e o r th g e n e a ta s  
a r e  th e  t r u e  h e ro e s  o f  th e  poem, b u t  h e  b a s e s  t h i s  judgm ent on th e  m is­
ta k e n  b e l i e f  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  i s  s u b je c te d  t o  " s e v e re  c r i t i c i s m "  f o r  a l lo w in g
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t h e  V ik in g s  t o  la n d  t h e i r  f o r c e s .  T o l k i e n 's  r e a d in g  i s  exam ined b e low , 
p p . 1 5 4 f f .

■ ^ I s a a c s ,  p .  160, p o in t s  o u t t h a t  " th e  f o r m a l i ty  o r  f o r m a l iz a t io n  o f  
a c t i o n ,  d i c t i o n ,  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n ,  m o t iv a t io n  and e x h o r ta t io n  s u g g e s ts  t h a t  
an e x a m in a tio n  o f  r i t u a l  e lem en ts  m ig h t b e  f r u i t f u l . "  B oth C la rk , 6 1 -6 2 , 
and  M. McC. G a tch , p . 1 3 5 ,r e c o g n iz e  B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  and th e  f l i g h t  o f  
th e  cow ards a s  th e  n a r r a t i v e  and th e m a t ic  p iv o t  o f  th e  poem.

" ^ I r v in g ,  460, s t r e s s e s  th e  " r i g i d  c o n v e n t io n a l i ty "  o f  th e  r e t a i n e r s '  
s p e e c h e s ;  E l l i o t t ,  6 6 -6 8 , n o te s  th e  v a r i a t i o n s  among them  a s  w e l l ;  s e e  a l s o  
G ordon , p . 27 .

■^For an a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  th e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  M aldon, s e e  C la rk , 6 1 -6 2 .

^ B o th  M. McC. G atch , p p . 1 3 1 -1 3 2 , 135 , and C la rk , 6 1 -6 2 , a rg u e  con­
v in c in g ly  t h a t  B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  and th e  c o n se q u e n t f l i g h t  o f  th e  cow ards 
fo rm  " th e  p iv o t "  and  " tu r n in g  p o in t"  o f  th e  poem. I t  l o g i c a l l y  fo llo w s  
t h a t  i f  B y r h tn o th 's  d e a th  and th e  co w ard s ' r e t r e a t  s e rv e  a s  th e  p iv o t  and 
tu r n i n g  p o in t  o f  M aldon, th e n  i t s  c lim a x  can  b e  n o th in g  o th e r  th a n  th e  
h e r o ic  l a s t  s ta n d  o f  B y rh tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s .

^ I r v i n g ,  4 5 8 -4 6 0 . See a l s o  E l l i o t t ,  5 6 -5 7 ; B. S. P h i l l p o t t s ,  "The 
B a t t l e  o f  M aldon; Some D anish  A f f i n i t i e s , "  MLR, XXIV (1 9 2 9 ), 173.

38See ab o v e , n o te  18.

39E l l i o t t ,  64 , o b se rv e s  t h a t  " th e  se c o n d  p a r t  v a r i e s  th e  te c h n iq u e  
o f  th e  f i r s t  by g iv in g  g r e a t e r  p ro m in en ce  t o  sp eech -m ak in g  . . . W hile 
B y rh tn o th  dom in a ted  th e  f i e l d  t h e r e  was no n e e d  f o r  o th e r  v o ic e s  t o  be  
h e a r d .  B ut once he  la y  s l a i n ,  th e  m u tu a l e n c o u ra g in g  b e g a n ."

4® It i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  n o te  t h a t  B y rh tn o th ,  a s  commander, sp eak s  
d i r e c t l y  o n ly  to  th e  V ik in g s  and t o  God. H is  lo y a l  com pan ions, on th e  
o t h e r  h a n d , in  t h e i r  a s s e r t i o n  o f  t r a g i c  f r a t e r n i t y ,  a d d re s s  o n ly  one 
a n o th e r .

4^See C la rk ,  67 ; Sw anton, 4 4 4 -445 .

42C la rk ,  57 .

43 I r v i n g ,  461 , "A c e n t r a l  them e o f  th e  poem i s  w ords and  d e e d s , and  
t h e r e  i s  an  u l t im a te  p o in t  w here th e y  become a lm o s t in d i s t i n g u i s h a b l e  . . . 
I t  i s  th e  c o n s i s t e n t  p a t t e r n  o f  t h i s  poem t h a t  w ords m ust b e  v a l id a t e d  by 
a c t s ."

44T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 5 , c a l l s  i t  "an  a n c ie n t  and h o noured  e x p re s s ­
io n  o f  h e r o ic  w i l l . "

4 ^M. McC. G a tch , p .  127. The f i g h t e r s  a t  Maldon a r e ,  in  f a c t ,  o n ly  
th e  l a s t  and  m ost d ra m a tic  exam ples o f  a  lo n g  s u c c e s s io n  o f  h i s t o r i c a l  
f i g u r e s  whose h e r o ic  d e m o n s tra tio n s  o f  l o y a l t y  have  been  re c o rd e d  and  
p r e s e r v e d .  F o r a b r i e f  summary o f  t h e  b e s t  known o f  su ch  h e r o ic  f ig u r e s

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



177

as  w e ll  a s  an a c c o u n t o f  th e  n a tu r e  and r o l e  o f  l o y a l t y  in  A nglo-Saxon 
s o c i e t y  s e e  W h ite lo c k , The B eg in n in g s  o f  E n g l is h  S o c ie ty  (B a ltim o re ,
1 9 5 2 ), p p . 2 9 -4 7 ; A u d ien ce , p p . 87 -9 0 ; P e te r  H u n te r B l a i r ,  Roman B r i t a i n  
and  E a r ly  E n g lan d  55 B.C. -  A.D. 871 (New Y ork , 1 9 6 3 ), p p . 247-252 ; An 
I n t r o d u c t io n  t o  A nglo-Saxon E ng land  (C am bridge, 1 9 5 6 ), p p . 209-210 ; se e  
a l s o  M. McC. G atch , p p . 115 -135 ; H elen  Cam, E n g lan d  B e fo re  E l iz a b e th  
(London, 1 9 5 0 ), p p . 25 , 39.

4 See B la k e , 338; M. McC. G a tch , p .  132 .

47Some com m enta to rs a rg u e  t h a t  t h i s  h e lp s  t o  e x p la in  B y r h tn o th 's  
d e c i s io n  t o  a l lo w  th e  V ik in g s  an u n c o n te s te d  p a s s a g e  to  th e  m a in lan d  
r a t h e r  th a n  f o r c in g  a s ta le m a te  and V ik in g  r e t r e a t  by  m a in ta in in g  h i s  
im p re g n a b le  m i l i t a r y  a d v a n ta g e  a t  th e  causew ay— an a d v a n ta g e  t h a t  w ould  
p r o t e c t  E sse x  a t  th e  c o s t  o f  le a v in g  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  n a t io n  open to  
a t t a c k  from  an unengaged and u n d e fe a te d  V ik in g  h o s t .  See be lo w , pp .

48 C nute I I ,  77 condemns t o  d e a th  b o th  th o s e  who b e t r a y  t h e i r  com rades 
and  th o s e  who b e t r a y  t h e i r  lo r d ;  such  t r a i t o r s  a r e  a l s o  condemned t o  lo s s  
o f  a l l  p r o p e r ty :  "And th e  man, who in  h i s  c o w ard ic e  d e s e r t s  h i s  lo r d  o r  
h i s  com rades . . . w h e th e r  i t  i s  on an e x p e d i t io n  on s e a  o r  on la n d ,  i s  
to  f o r f e i t  a l l  t h a t  he  owns and h i s  own l i f e ;  and  th e  lo r d  i s  t o  su c c e e d  
to  t h e  p o s s e s s io n s  and to  th e  la n d  w hich  he  p r e v io u s ly  gave h im ." (C ite d  
by M. McC. G a tch , p .  1 2 7 ). G o d ric  and h i s  b r o th e r s  c l e a r l y  f a l l  i n t o  
t h i s  c a te g o ry  on b o th  c o u n ts ,  t r a i t o r s  b o th  t o  t h e i r  l o r d  and  t o  t h e i r  
co m rad es . E l l i o t t ,  43 , and M. McC. G a tch , p .  130 , n o te  t h a t  th e  cow ards 
s e r v e  a s  f o i l s  t o  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s .

^®Cam, p .  125.

50T o lk ie n ,  20.

^ W i th  th e s e  w ords o f  O ffa  and  B y rh tw o ld , com pare W ig la f 's  d e n u n c ia ­
t i o n  o f  t h e  cow ards in  B eow ulf, l i n e s  2884 -2891 .

52 One c a n n o t h e lp  b e in g  rem inded  o f  th e  sw in e h e rd  who avenged  E a ld o r -  
man Cumbra on S ig e b e rh t  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  a c c o u n t in  th e  A nglo-Saxon 
C h ro n ic le  f o r  th e  y e a r  755. The d i s l o c a t i o n  o f  ch ro n o lo g y  w hich  m isd a te s  
th e  e n t r y  by  two y e a r s  i s  n o te d  by W h ite lo c k , e d . and t r a n s .  The A nglo- 
Saxon C h ro n ic le  (New B runsw ick , 1 9 6 1 ), p .  30 . A l l  c i t a t i o n s  t o  th e  
C h ro n ic le  in  my d i s s e r t a t i o n  a r e  t o  W h i te lo c k 's  e d i t i o n .

^ C l a r k ,  6 4 -6 5 , d is c o v e r s  in  B y r h tn o th 's  own re sp o n se  t o  th e  V ik in g  
m e ssen g e r a  r in g in g  d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  th e  u n i t y  o f  th e  fy r d  from  w hich  he  
r e f u s e s  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  h im s e lf  on th e  g ro u n d s o f  s u p e r io r  ra n k .

54I r v i n g ,  465-466 , p o in t s  o u t  t h a t  " h e ro ism  in  Maldon . . . te n d s  t o  
be  s o c i a l  and  c o o p e r a t iv e .  B y rh tn o th  h im s e l f ,  in  h i s  l i f e  and  d e a th ,  i s  
a  g r e a t  exam ple t o  h i s  men, b u t  th e r e  i s  a l s o  a  c l e a r  p a t t e r n  o f  m u tual 
en co u rag em en t and exam ple among th e  r e t a i n e r s  th e m s e lv e s ."

^ A l t h o u g h  e v e ry  sp eech  o f  th e  h e o r th g e n e a ta s  ta k e s  t h e  form  o f  an 
e x h o r t a t i o n ,  I  am c i t i n g  h e re  o n ly  th o s e  s p e c i f i c a l l y  named a s  such  by 
th e  p o e t .
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56T here  i s  an e x c e l l e n t  e x p o s i t io n  o f  t h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n  in  E l l i o t t ,  

5 6 -5 7 ; E l l i o t t ' s  d i s c u s s io n  o f  d i c t i o n  in  t h i s  c o n te x t  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  
v a l u a b le .

57E l l i o t t , 56.
e g

As D obbie , XXVIII, n o te s ,  "Not a l l  o f  th e  t e x t  h a s  been  p r e s e r v e d ,  
m a t te r  h a v in g  b een  l o s t  b o th  a t  th e  b e g in n in g  and  a t  th e  en d . B ut th e  
e x t a n t  frag m en t b e g in s  w ith  B y r h tn o th 's  p r e p a r a t io n s  f o r  th e  b a t t l e ,  and 
ends some tim e  a f t e r  th e  d e a th  o f  B y rh tn o th ; i t  i s  th e r e f o r e  l i k e l y  t h a t  
n o t  a  g r e a t  d e a l  h a s  been  l o s t  in  e i t h e r  p l a c e ,  and th e  a ssu m p tio n  o f  a  
s in g l e  l e a f  l o s t  from  th e  m a n u sc r ip t b e fo re  and  a f t e r  th e  e x t a n t  t e x t  
w ould b e  enough to  a c c o u n t f o r  b o th  th e  m is s in g  p o r t i o n s . "

59 E l l i o t t ,  56 , o b s e rv e s ,  "B y rh tn o th  . . . commands and  d i r e c t s  . . . 
A f te r  th e  e a r l  h a s  f a l l e n ,  th e  to n e  changes and th o s e  who rem ain  t o  f i g h t  
on e x h o r t  each  o th e r  as  e q u a l s . "

T h is  does n o t  mean to  im ply  t h a t  th e  p o e t  s e e k s  t o  c h a l le n g e  th e  
fu n d a m e n ta lly  h i e r a r c h i c a l  r e l a t i o n s  upon w hich A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  s o c ie t y  
r e s t s .  Such a  c h a l le n g e  w ould e n t a i l  an an ach ro n ism  o f  m o n stro u s  p ro p o r ­
t i o n s .  No. O ffa  and  th e  r e s t  rem ain  f i rm ly  w i th in  t h e i r  w o r ld , g o in g  
fo rw ard  t o  m eet t h e i r  d e a th s  w ith  vows o f  a l l e g ia n c e  t o  t h e i r  c h i e f  upon 
t h e i r  l i p s ,  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n s  betw een  r e t a i n e r  and c e o r l , h e o rth w e ro d  and  
f y r d , n o v ic e  and t r i e d  v e t e r a n ,  c a r e f u l l y  u p h e ld . Y et such  d i s t i n c t i o n s  
do no^ im p a ir  f o r  a moment o u r  s e n se  o f  th e  f i g h t e r s  a t  Maldon a s  a 
c o l l e c t i v e  u n i t ,  men who—w h a te v e r t h e i r  s o c i a l  o r ig i n s  o r  p o s i t i o n — s h a re  
a  common s i t u a t i o n  and  a r e  r e s o lv e d  to  m eet a  common f a t e  w ith  a  common 
w i l l .

60 C la rk , 5 7 -5 8 ; "The A nglo-Saxon p o e t  in te n d s  t o  p r a i s e  h e ro e s  and  
condemn co w ard s , t o  d iv id e  men— E nglishm en t h a t  i s — i n t o  th e  c l a s s e s  o f  
sh eep  and  g o a ts  a c c o rd in g  t o  an unam biguous c r i t e r i o n :  th o s e  who advance 
a g a i n s t  th e  enemy a r e  th e  good, th o s e  who f l e e  from  him  a r e  th e  b ad  . . .
The c e n t r a l  c o n f l i c t  . . .  i s  n o t  betw een  A nglo-Saxons and  v ik in g s  b u t  
betw een  h e ro ism  and c o w a rd ic e . "T here  a re  f i n e  d i s c u s s io n s  o f  th e  r o l e  o f  
c h o ic e  in  Maldon in  C la rk ,  p a s s im , e s p e c i a l l y  5 7 -5 8 , and in  I r v i n g ,  464-465 .

6I I r v in g ,  464; s e e  a l s o  C la rk ,  63.

62C la rk ,  62 .

63I r v in g ,  464 .

®^The co n v e rg e n ce  o f  p e r s o n a l  and  p u b l i c ,  s o c i a l  and  i n d i v i d u a l ,  i s  
r e c o g n iz e d  by T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 20; I r v i n g ,  465 -466 .

65C la rk ,  57 .

66 T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , 19 .

67G. C. B r i t t o n ,  "The C h a r a c te r iz a t i o n  o f  th e  V ik in g s  in  The B a t t l e  
o f  M aldon,"  N o tes  and  Q u e r ie s , X II (1 9 6 5 ), 137 . B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  to  
p e rm it  th e  V ik in g s  u n c o n te s te d  a c c e s s  t o  th e  m a in la n d  i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  a 
s o u rc e  o f  m a jo r c r i t i c a l  c o n tro v e r s y  and h a s  g e n e ra te d  c o n s id e r a b le  d e b a te .
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Our p r e s e n t  d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  p a s sa g e  i s  how ever c o n f in e d  to  a p r e ­
l im in a ry  e x a m in a tio n  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  d e c is io n  a s  one o f  t h e  f o u r  c r u c i a l  
c h o ic e s  w hich govern  th e  n a r r a t i v e  movement o f  th e  poem. T h is  is s u e  
and th e  c r i t i c a l  d e b a te  to  w hich i t  h as  g iv en  r i s e  a r e  f u l l y  d is c u s s e d  
b e low , pp . 1 5 4 ff .

^®See E l l i o t t ,  57 ; C la rk ,  71.

T h is  i s  th e  s c e n a r io  a c c o rd in g  t o  G ordon, p .  4 ; B ow ra, p .  122;
W arren A. Samouce, " G e n e ra l B y rh tn o th ,"  JEGP, LXII (1 9 6 3 ), 131 ; B e s s in g e r ,  
247; J .  E. C ro s s ,  "O sw ald and B y rh tn o th : A C h r i s t i a n  S a in t  and  a  H ero who 
i s  C h r i s t i a n ,"  ES_, XLVI (1 9 6 5 ), 6 7 -6 8 ; C la rk , 6 7 -6 8 ; b u t  c f .  I r v i n g ,  462, 
who u n a c c o u n ta b ly  c o n c lu d e s  t h a t  "p resum ab ly  th e  E n g l is h  c o u ld  have  h e ld  
th e  V ik in g s  on th e  i s l a n d  u n t i l  th e y  s ta r v e d  them  o u t . "

70Uneasy b e c a u se  an u n d e fe a te d  r a id in g  f o r c e  a llo w e d  to  w ith d raw  
i n t a c t  m igh t w e l l  r e t u r n  when th e  E ssex  fy rd  was l e s s  p r e p a r e d ;  even i f  
t h i s  d an g er w ere a v e r t e d ,  t h e r e  rem ained  th e  n e a r  c e r t a i n t y  t h a t  th e  
V ik in g s  w ould c o n t in u e  t o  ra v a g e  and  l o o t  th e  n e ig h b o r in g  E n g l is h  p r o ­
v in c e s .  In  f a c t ,  t h e  V ik in g s  d id  in d e e d  c o n tin u e  to  p lu n d e r  th e  c o u n try ­
s id e  a f t e r  t h e i r  s u c c e s s  a t  M aldon; s e e  G ordon, p p . 6 -7 .

71A lthough  even  h e r e  a r ro g a n c e  may be somewhat q u a l i f i e d  by th e  
s u b t ly  m a n ip u la t iv e  d e f e r e n c e  w hich th e  V ik in g  m essen g er p a y s  t o  B y rh tn o th , 
h o p in g  t o  f l a t t e r  h im  a s  th e  p o t e n t i a l  ran so m er o f  h i s  p e o p le ;  s e e  C la rk ,  
6 4 -6 5 .

72So a l l u r i n g  i n  f a c t  t h a t  many a rg u e  t h a t  s ta le m a te  r e p r e s e n t s  th e  
c o r r e c t  c h o ic e  and  condemn B y rh tn o th  f o r  p e r m i t t in g  th e  V ik in g s  a c c e s s  
to  th e  m a in lan d . F o r  e x p o n e n ts  o f  t h i s  v iew , se e  T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th ; 
C ro ss ; A. D. M i l l s ,  " B y r h tn o th 's  M is tak e  in  G e n e r a l s h ip ,"  NM, LXVII (1 9 6 6 ), 
14 -22 ; F . J .  B a t t a g l i a ,  "N o tes on M aldon: Toward A D e f i n i t i v e  o fe rm o d ,"
ELN, I I  (1 9 6 5 ), 2 4 7 -2 4 9 .

^ T h e  d i s t i n c t i o n  be tw een  s o c i o - h i s t o r i c a l  and l i t e r a r y - h e r o i c  
o b l ig a t io n s  i s  ta k e n  up b e lo w , p p . 168-170 .

7^See M. McC. G a tc h , p .  135; C la rk , 6 1 -6 2 .

^ I r v i n g ,  464 .

76C la rk ,  6 1 .

77A re th e  m ass who f l e e  l e s s  c u lp a b le  th a n  th e  co w ard ly  so n s  o f  
Odda? The to n e  and  fo c u s  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  w ould  a p p e a r  t o  i n d i c a t e  s o .
In  t h a t  th e  m ass o f  th o s e  who f l e e  b e l ie v e  t h a t  t h e i r  c h i e f  h a s  f l e d ,  
th e y  b e l ie v e  t h a t  t h e i r  m ost p ro fo u n d  o b l ig a t io n s  have b een  l i q u i d a t e d .  
M oreover, th e s e  men a r e  c l e a r l y  o f  th e  fy rd  r a t h e r  th a n  th e  h e o r th w e ro d , 
e l s e  th e y  w ould h av e  known t h a t  t h e i r  le a d e r  h ad  f a l l e n ,  n o t  f l e d :

e a l l e  gesawon 
h e o rd g e n e a ta s  f ia e t h y ra  h e o r r a  la e g  (203-204)

S t i l l ,  though  t h e i r  g u i l t  may be  m i t ig a te d ,  th e y  a re  s t i l l  c u lp a b le :
. . . h y ra  f e o re  bu rgon  

and  manna ma fionne i t  a e n ig  maed w a e re . (194-195)
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^®Gordon, pp . 2 4 -2 6 , c a l l s  Maldon " th e  o n ly  p u r e ly  h e r o ic  poem in  
O ld E n g lis h  . . . th e  c l e a r e s t  and f u l l e s t  e x p re s s io n  known in  l i t e r a t u r e  
o f  th e  a n c ie n t  G erm anic h e r o ic  c o d e ."

79More th a n  h a l f  th e  v e rb s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  d e n o tin g  c h o ic e  o r  w i l l  in  
Maldon (e le v en  o f  tw en ty ) a r e  v a r i a n t  form s o f  th e  v e rb  w i l l a n  w hich 
everyw here  c i t e d  means " to  w i l l ,  w ish , d e s i r e "  r a t h e r  th a n  " to  b e  a b o u t 
t o . "

80J u s t  as  v e rb s  l i k e  ae rn d o n  (1 9 1 ) , wendon (1 9 3 ), f lu g o n  and  b u rg o n  
(194) a l l  em phasize th e  v o l i t i o n a l  n a tu r e  o f  th e  cow ards f l i g h t ,  so 
v e r b a l  p h ra s e s  l i k e  wendon f o r #  (205) and e f s to n  g eo rn e  (206) i m p l i c i t l y  
e x p re s s  th e  r o l e  o f  h e r o i c  w i l l  and  r e s o lv e  th ro u g h o u t th e  poem. T h ere  
i s  a  good g e n e ra l  d is c u s s io n  o f  t h e  d i c t i o n  o f  Maldon in  I s a a c s ,  1 5 9 -1 6 6 , 
who e s p e c i a l l y  s t r e s s e s  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  te rm s f o r  d e p a r t in g ,  s ta n d in g  
f a s t ,  and  moving fo rw a rd .

pi
W ith r e s p e c t  t o  M aldon, s e e  e s p e c i a l l y  S e c t io n  77 w hich  dooms th e  

man who d e s e r t s  e i t h e r  h i s  lo r d  o r  h i s  com rades in  th e  f i e l d  to  l o s s  o f  
a l l  p r o p e r ty  and l i f e ;  S e c t io n  78 p ro v id e s  f o r  th e  re m is s io n  o f  th e  h e r i o t  
f o r  th e  man who f a l l s  in  th e  s e r v i c e  o f  h i s  l o r d .  The s u g g e s te d  d a te  o f  
C nute I I  i s  1020-1023 . T h ere  i s  a  good a c c o u n t o f  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  
C nute I I  and A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  l i f e  in  M. McC. G a tch , p p . 1 2 0 -130 .

8^M. McC. G atch , p .  135 , s u g g e s ts  t h a t  "g iv e n  . . . t h e  law s d r a f t e d  
by A rch b ish o p  W u lfs ta n , one c o u ld  a rg u e  t h a t  th e  a u th o r  o f  The B a t t l e  o f  
Maldon had  th e  same g o a l a s  th e  l e g i s l a t o r :  to  re fo rm  and  r e v i t a l i z e  th e  
n a t io n  by means o f  a  r e v i v a l  o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  s ta n d a rd s  o f  l o y a l t y . "
C la rk  a rg u e s  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s :  "B oth  th e  law s o f  C anute and The B a t t l e  o f  
Maldon e x p re s s  a common d e s i r e  t o  r e h a b i l i t a t e  o r  r e a s s e r t  a  h e r o ic  i d e a l  
w hich  i s  seen  a s  h a v in g  f a l l e n  i n t o  r e g r e t t a b l e  d e c l in e . "  C f. Swanton 
who co n ten d s  t h a t  th e  d is c r e p a n c y  be tw een  th e  h e r o ic  i d e a l s  r e p r e s e n te d  in  
Maldon and th e  d i s t i n c t l y  u n h e ro ic  age  in  w hich  th e y  a r e  s e t  i n d i c a t e s  
t h a t  th e  p o e t  i s  t r e a t i n g  th e s e  i d e a l s  i r o n i c a l l y .

83B l a i r  e x p la in s  th e  V ik in g  v i c t o r i e s  in  a  way w hich a t  l e a s t  q u a l i f i e s  
th e  view  t h a t  E t h e l r e d 's  E n g la n d  was d eb ased  and d e g e n e ra te ,  A nglo-Saxon 
E n g la n d , p p . 9 2 -9 9 .

8^T here a r e ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  e x c e p t io n s .  A sid e  from  th e  exam ple o f  
B y rh tn o th  and th o s e  o f  h i s  com panions who fo u g h t t o  th e  d e a th  a t  M aldon 
in  991 , The A nglo-Saxon C h ro n ic le  commemorates th e  h e r o ic  r e s i s t a n c e  o f  
th e  E a s t  A n g lia n s  u n d e r U l f c y t e l  in  1004 and t h a t  o f  th e  men in  C am bridge 
in  1010. F o r a b r i e f  s y n o p s is  o f  th e  s o c i a l  c o n d i t io n s  u n d e r  E th e l r e d  
d u r in g  th e  V ik in g  r a i d s ,  s e e  B l a i r ,  A nglo-Saxon E n g la n d , p p . 9 1 -9 9 ; C la r k ,  
58 -6 0 ; Sw anton, p a s s im , e s p e c i a l l y  442, 444 , 448; M. McC. G a tc h , p .  131 .

QC

F o r f u r t h e r  i n s t a n c e s  o f  c o w a rd ic e , t r e a c h e r y ,  and  f u t i l i t y  among 
th e  E n g l is h ,  s e e  C h ro n ic le  e n t r i e s  f o r  th e  y e a r s  998 , 999 , 1001 , 1006,
1009, 1011.

86C la rk ,  59 , n o te s  t h a t  " B y rh tn o th 's  p a t r i o t i s m ,  l e a d e r s h ip ,  and  
c o u ra c e  s ta n d  o u t b r i l l i a n t l y  a g a i n s t  t h i s  b ack g ro u n d , and t h a t  c o n t r a s t  
was p a r t  o f  th e  p o e t 's  i n t e n t i o n  in  com posing The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon."
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® ^ E l l io t t ,  69 ; s e e  a l s o  C la rk ,  58.

89Samouce, 131.

89C la rk ,  58 . See a l s o  R o b in so n 's  s u p p o s i t io n ,  3 2 -3 3 , t h a t  th e  
e x i s t e n c e  o f  a  causew ay s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  i s l a n d  upon w hich th e  V ik in g s  
w ere camped was p o p u la te d ,  th e  d a n g e r t o  th e  i n h a b i t a n t s  p ro v id in g  
B y rh tn o th  w ith  f u r t h e r  in c e n t iv e  to  r i s k  com bat w ith  th e  r a id i n g  f o r c e .

99See ab o v e , n o te  73.

91 T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , 19.

92T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , 1 5 -16 .

93M ajor p ro p o n e n ts  o f  t h i s  view  a r e  T o lk ie n ,  C ro s s ,  B a t t a g l i a ,  and  
M i l l s .

94C la rk ,  52.

93T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 19 .

96 See f o r  exam ple F re d e r ic k  W h iteh ead , ''O ferm od e t  d e sm e su re , 11 
C a h ie rs  de C i v i l i z a t i o n  M e d ie v a le , I I I  (1 9 6 0 ) , 115-117 ; I r v in g ;  E l l i o t t .

97B la k e , e s p e c i a l l y  338-339 . W ith r e s p e c t  to  B la k e 's  s u g g e s t io n  o f  
th e  S a i n t ' s  L i f e  a s  a  g e n e r ic  m odel f o r  M aldon, C la rk  r i g h t l y  o b s e rv e s ,  
"M aldon i s  o s t e n s ib l y  h e r o i c ,  and we s h o u ld  f i r s t  a t te m p t t o  re a d  i t  t h u s .  
I f  th e  r e s u l t  i s  s a t i s f y i n g ,  an a ssu m p tio n  l i k e  B la k e 's  w ould  seem 
u n n e c e ss a ry  and m is le a d in g ."

98M. McC. G a tc h , p p . 129 -135 .

" C l a r k ,  52.

■̂88T o lk ie n  fo c u s e s  on f o r  h i s  oferm ode and  la n d e s  t o  f e l a , C la rk  on 
f o r  h i s  o ferm ode and ongunnon l y t e g i a n . C la r k , o f  c o u r s e , i s  a rg u in g  
a g a i n s t  T o lk ie n ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .

^ •^ T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , 22 .

*92T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 19 .

103Sw anton, 445 . See a l s o  J .  E . C ro s s ,  "M ainly  on P h ilo lo g y  and  th e  
I n t e r p i  ' t i v e  C r i t i c i s m  o f  M aldon,"  in  O ld E n g l is h  P o e try  in  Honor o f  John  
C. P o p e ,"  p p . 2 4 3 -248 ; H elm ut G neuss, "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon 89 ; B y rh tn o ^ 's  
o ferm od Once A g a in ,"  SP , LXXIII (1 9 7 6 ), 1 1 7 -137 . The p h i l o l o g i c a l  e v id e n c e  
m a rs h a l le d  by C ross and  G neuss to  s u p p o r t  t h e i r  g lo s s  o f  o ferm od a s  " p r id e "  
i s  im p re s s iv e ;  b u t ,  a s  G neuss acknow ledges th ro u g h o u t h i s  a r t i c l e ,  f a r  
from  c o n c lu s iv e .

■*-94C la r k ,  69 ; s e e  a l s o  Rosemary W oolf, "The D ev il in  O ld E n g lis h  
P o e t r y , " E s s e n t i a l  A r t i c l e s  f o r  th e  S tudy  o f  O ld E n g l is h  P o e t r y , e d . 
B e s s in g e r  and  K a rh l (Hamden, 1 9 6 8 ) , 171; B la k e , 338-339 ; B u r l i n ,  p p . 88-
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89; Gneuss, 130.

lO S f ir i t to n ,  137; B la k e , 339; s e e  a l s o  C la rk ,  69 .

106B la k e , 3 3 8 -339 ; s e e  a l s o  C la rk , 70.

^87T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , p . 20.

108B la k e , 339. C f. W. F . B o lto n , "B y rh tn o th  i n  th e  W ild e rn e s s ,"
MLR, 64 (1 9 6 9 ), 483 , who u n s u c c e s s f u l ly  a t te m p ts  t o  a rg u e  t h a t  "B yrh tnod  
f a i l e d  b e c a u se  o f  o ferm od . . . b u t  he l a t e r  redeem s t h e  f a i l u r e  by 
p r a y e r ."

^88T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 23 .

■ ^ ^ T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , 22 .

^ ■ ^ T o lk ien , B e o rh tn o th , 19 .

112C la rk ,  70.

^ B a t t a g l i a ,  248 ; s e e  a l s o  C ro s s , Oswald and  B y r h tn o th , 102.

■^•^T olkien, B e o rh tn o th , 23 .

115 . .T h is ,  in  e s s e n c e ,  i s  T o lk ie n 's  p o s i t i o n .

C la rk ,  68 . C l a r k 's  r e n d e r in g  o f  l y t e r g i a n  i s  c h a l le n g e d  by J .  E. 
C ro s s , M ainly  on P h i lo lo g y , 235 -243 . B ut c f .  G neuss, 1 3 1 -1 3 2 , who 
c o n c lu d e s , " I t  seem s v e ry  d o u b tfu l  t o  me t h a t  l y t e g i a n  i s  in te n d e d  to  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  was g u l l i b l e . "

117C la rk ,  68 .

118C la r k ,  6 7 -6 8 .

119One may assum e, w ith  C la rk , t h a t  i t  i s  t h i s  v e ry  s w itc h  in  t a c t i c s  
t h a t  i s  r e f e r r e d  t o  by  th e  p h ra s e  ongunnon l y t e g i a n , w h e th e r  ly t e g ia n  
im p lie s  d e c e i t  o r  p ru d e n c e .

120E l l i o t t ,  57 .

121 C la r k ,  6 8 . See a l s o  0 . D. M acrae -G ib so n , "How H i s t o r i c a l  i s  The 
B a t t l e  o f  M aldon?" Medium AEvum, XXXIX (1 9 7 0 ), 1 0 0 -1 0 1 . M acrae -G ib so n ' s  
s u g g e s t io n ,  1 0 3 -1 0 4 , t h a t  o ferm od m igh t b e  an a n t i c i p a t o r y  judgm ent o f  
B y r h tn o th 's  " r a s h "  advance  a g a in s t  th e  V ik in g  c e o r l  i s  r i g h t l y  r e j e c t e d  
by G neuss.

■*-22I s a a c s ,  p a s s im .

^22L ik e  th e  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  c e o r l  and e o r l  i n  l i n e  132, th e  j u x t a ­
p o s i t i o n  o f  V ik in g  "cu n n in g "  and  E n g lis h  " p r id e "  (l y t e g i a n  and  oferm od) 
may w e ll  b e  a n o th e r  exam ple o f  th e  c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  m erc en a ry  and  h e r o ic  
a t t i t u d e s  w hich  u n d e r l i e s  th e  c o n f l i c t  be tw een  th e  r a i d i n g  and  d e fe n d in g  
f o r c e s .
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124Clark, 56.

K er, p p . 5 4 -5 5 . C f. W hitehead  who c a r e f u l ly  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  betw een  
B y r h tn o th 's  oferm od and  R o la n d 's  d e sm esu re .

12& ciark , 56; one assum es h e  w ould  a p p ly  th e  same a rgum en t to  
T o lk ie n 's  e q u a t io n  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  o ferm od w ith  B e o w u lf 's  " e x c e s s ,"  an d , 
in d e e d , a t  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  h i s  a r t i c l e ,  7 0 -7 1 , C la rk  does c o n t r a s t  
th e  tw o.

127C la rk , 56 . C la rk  c i t e s  M il l s  and G re e n f ie ld  a s  p u rv e y o rs  o f  t h i s  
e r r o r ;  s e e  a l s o ,  f o r  ex am p le , E l l i o t t ,  I r v i n g ,  and B r i t t o n .

128See l i n e s  2 3 7 -2 4 3 .

129C la rk , 61 .

131AC f. R o b in so n , 32 , who, in  an  o th e rw is e  i l l u m in a t in g  a r t i c l e ,  
compounds a l l  t h r e e  e r r o r s — th e  l e x i c a l ,  a n a l o g ic a l ,  and  h i s t o r i c a l — 
a rg u in g  t h a t  " B y r h tn o th 's  n o b le  q u a l i t i e s  and  th e  f a c t o r s  t h a t  w ould 
have  tem p ted  him  t o  h i s  d i s a s t r o u s  e r r o r  have  m is le d  some s c h o la r s  i n t o  
v ie w in g  him  a s  f la w le s s  i n  judgm ent and c h a r a c te r .  T h is  v iew  ig n o re s  
th e  in e s c a p a b le  m ean ing  o f  th e  p o e t 's  w ords in  l i n e s  8 9 -9 0 , t o  say  
n o th in g  o f  th e  d i s a s t r o u s  outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e .  I t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  th e  
f l i g h t  o f  th e  co w ard ly  r e t a i n e r s  p r e c i p i t a t e d  th e  m a ssa c re  and  was 
w h o lly  r e p r e h e n s ib le ,  b u t  th e  r e t a i n e r s  h ad  re a s o n  f o r  t h e i r  c o w a rd ic e : 
B y rh tn o th  had  co m m itted  h i s  f o r c e s  t o  a  b a t t l e  w hich th e y  c o u ld  n o t  w in ."

■'■22C la rk ,  57 , c i t i n g  T o lk ie n  and  M il l s  a s  p u rv e y o rs  o f  t h i s  e r r o r .

1 3 3 irv in g ,  462.

^ 34I r v in g ,  460 .

135C la rk , 5 4 -5 6 .

136 B e s s in g e r ,  2 3 9 . B oth  M acrae-G ibson  and  G neuss h av e  r e c e n t l y  
a rg u e d  in  fa v o r  o f  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  a c c u ra c y  o f  M aldon. B o th  a r t i c l e s  
a r e ,  how ever, a s  t h e i r  a u th o r s  r e c o g n iz e ,  h ig h ly  s p e c u la t i v e .

^ 3^ B e s s in g e r ,  2 4 6 , 250 .

^ 28C la rk ,  5 4 , c i t i n g  E . D. L ab o rd e , "The S i t e  o f  t h e  B a t t l e  o f  M aldon ,"  
EHR, XL (1 9 2 5 ), 161.

139C la rk ,  5 5 -5 6 .

■*'49C la rk ,  55 .

141C la rk ,  56 . The v a ry in g  a c c o u n ts  a re  sum m arized by G ordon, p p . 5 -9 .
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142N e v e r th e le s s , m ost s c h o la r s  a rg u e  f o r  an e a r l y  d a te  ro u g h ly  
co n tem p o rary  w ith  th e  b a t t l e .  C la rk , 56 , and B e s s in g e r ,  239, a re  
n o ta b le  e x c e p tio n s  to  t h i s  v ie w , a s  a r e  R obinson  and M cK innell.

143G ordon, 28.

^44Sw anton, 443.

145 I r v in g ,  458.

■̂48I r v in g ,  460.

147As i s  t e n t a t i v e l y  s u g g e s te d  by  E l l i o t t ,  56.

148C la rk ,  56.

149C la rk , 55.

150T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 22.

151E th e l r e d  f l e d  E n g lan d  in  A p r i l  o f  1016; Edmund r e ig n e d  from  A p r i l  
th ro u g h  November o f  t h a t  same y e a r .

152^here  i s  a f i n e  d is c u s s io n  o f  th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  be tw een  h e r o ic  and 
p ra g m a tic  v a lu e s  in  Garmonsway.

153T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , 21 . A lm ost a l l  th o s e  who condemn B y r h tn o th 's  
" f o l ly "  s h a r e ,  to  one e x t e n t  o r  a n o th e r ,  in  t h i s  v e r s io n  o f  th e  " h i s t o r i c a l  
e r r o r . "

1 54See W h ite h e a d 's  a s t u t e  o b s e r v a t io n  t h a t  " I I  s e  p e u t  que M.
T o lk ie n  s 'i n s u r g e  m oins c o n t re  1 ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t r a d i t i o n e l l e  que c o n t re  
ceux q u i ,  a  l a  f a v e u r  de c e t t e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n ,  e s s a i e n t  de d o n n er un 
i n t e r e t  d 'a c t u a l i t e  aux  v a le u r s  p re im e e s  de monde h e r o iq u e ,"  116.

■̂’N o l k i e n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 20 .

1 5 6  •F o r th e  o p p o s i te  v ie w , c f .  Thomas D. H i l l ,  " H is to ry  and  H e ro ic
E th ic  in  M aldon,"  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , 54 (1 9 7 0 ), 2 9 3 , " B y r h tn o th 's  e r r o r  can  
be  d e s c r ib e d  in  te rm s  o f  t h i s  c o n t r a s t  . . . be tw een  G erm anic m a r t i a l  
r h e t o r i c  and r e a l i s m  . . . Though he re sp o n d s  t o  th e  V ik in g 's  c h a l le n g e  
a s  i f  he  w ere one o f  th e  h e ro e s  o f  G erm anic le g e n d  . . .  he  i s  n o t  in  
f a c t  su ch  a h e r o ,  b u t  r a t h e r  an a g in g  E n g l is h  e o r l  w ith  a  r a t h e r  h e t e r o ­
geneous and  u n d ep en d ab le  f y r d  u n d e r  h i s  command. G iven th e  ' h i s t o r i c a l '  
c o n te x t ,  B y rh tn o th  s h o u ld  h av e  a v o id e d  g iv in g  b a t t l e  u n t i l  h e  c o u ld  b e  
s u re  o f  v i c t o r y . "  H i l l  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  m ost f l a g r a n t  o f  th e  r e c e n t  
p u rv e y o rs  o f  th e  " h i s t o r i c a l  e r r o r . "  See e s p e c i a l l y  2 9 1 -292 .

157T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 21 ; T o lk ie n  t e n t a t i v e l y  acknow ledges t h i s  
when he  s u g g e s ts ,  2 0 -2 3 , t h a t  th e  h e o rth w e ro d  s h a re s  B y r h tn o th 's  " e x c e s s ."  
B ut h e  i s ,  f o r  o b v io u s  r e a s o n s ,  r e l u c t a n t  t o  c a r r y  t h i s  o b s e r v a t io n  fo rw ard  
t o  i t s  l o g i c a l  c o n c lu s io n .  Sw anton , who la c k s  b o th  T o lk ie n 's  d i s c r e t i o n  
and  h i s  e x q u i s i t e  s e n s i t i v i t y  t o  p o e t i c  v a lu e s ,  does fo llo w  th e  argum en t 
t o  i t s  en d , c o n c lu d in g , 448 , t h a t  b o th  B y rh tn o th  and  h i s  h e a r th -c o m p a n io n s  
a r e  c r i t i c i z e d  " a s  th e y  s t r u t  and  p u f f  t o  t h e i r  d e a th s "  i n  a  " t r a v e s ty  o f  
a n t iq u e  h e r o ic  v a l u e s ."

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



185

•*-58T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , p .  22.

•̂88The same d o u b le  s ta n d a rd  i s  em ployed by H i l l ,  294-295 .

■̂88T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 21 .

^ ■ ^ T o lk ien , B e o rh tn o th , 20 .

^ ^ T o l k i e n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 20.

^ " ^ T o lk ie n , B e o rh tn o th , 22 .

184C h a r le s  Donahue, "B eow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t io n :  A R e c o n s tru c tio n  
from  a  C e l t i c  S ta n c e ,"  T r a d i t i o , 21 (1 9 6 5 ), 75 .

^88C ro s s ,  Oswald and B y rh tn o th , 103 , c o n te n d s  t h a t  B y rh tn o th  " la c k e d  
th e  t h i r d  c a r d in a l  v i r t u e ,  p r u d e n t ia  o r  s a p i e n t i a . 11

166 F o r a  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  view  o f  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  th e  
s t r u c t u r e  and  th e  th e m a tic  u n i ty  o f  M aldon, s e e  D avid  G. H a le , " S t r u c tu r e  
and  Theme in  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon," N o tes  and  Q u e r ie s , 15 (1 9 6 8 ), 242-243 . 
H ale a rg u e s  f o r  a t r i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e  c o r re s p o n d in g  t o  "an  ex te n d e d  
a f f i r m a t io n  o f  th e  G erm anic m o ra l o r d e r  ( l i n e s  1 -1 8 4 ) ,  a  s e r io u s  c h a l le n g e  
t o  t h i s  o r d e r  ( l i n e s  1 8 5 -2 5 9 ), and  a  c o n c lu d in g  r e a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  
code ( l i n e s  260-324) . . . The p o em 's  r e a l  c o n f l i c t  . . . h a s  l i t t l e  t o  do 
w ith  th e  E a r l ' s  o ferm od . E s ta b l i s h in g  a  h e r o ic  s p i r i t ,  overcom ing  a 
s e r io u s  t h r e a t  to  i t ,  and p u t t i n g  i n t e n t i o n  i n t o  a c t i o n — t h i s  p ro g re s s  
d e f in e s  th e  s t r u c t u r e  and theme o f  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon. "

■*-8 ^ C la rk , 70, w r i t e s ,  "We c a n n o t ju d g e  th e  r i g h t n e s s  o f  B y r h tn o th 's  
d e c i s io n  by th e  e v e n t ;  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon i s  n o t  a t e l e v i s i o n  w e s te rn .  
D e fe a t and  d e a th  do n o t  come o n ly  t o  th o s e  who have  somehow d e se rv e d  them  
b u t  a l s o  t o  th o s e  who h ave  d e se rv e d  b e t t e r .  To d e s e rv e  b e t t e r  and a c c e p t  
th e  w orse  m agnanim ously i s  h e ro ism  in d e e d ;  B y rh tn o th  and h i s  f a i t h f u l  
f o l lo w e r s  d is p la y  t h a t  h e r o is m ."

188T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 24 : "T here  c o u ld  b e  no more p u n g en t c r i t i c i s m  
in  a  few w ords o f  'c h i v a l r y '  in  one o f  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  th a n  W ig la f 's  
e x c la m a tio n  . . . 'b y  one m an 's  w i l l ,  many m ust woe e n d u r e . '  These w ords 
t h e  p o e t  o f  Maldon m ig h t have  in s c r i b e d  a t  th e  h ead  o f  h i s  w o rk ."
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Some th re e -h u n d re d  y e a r s  f a l l  betw een  B eow ulf and M aldon, and 

a n o th e r  t h r e e  c e n t u r i e s  d iv id e  Maldon from  M orte A r th u r e . A lthough  i t  

i s  im p o s s ib le  t o  t r a c e  a c o n tin u o u s  a l l i t e r a t i v e  l i n e  betw een  Beow ulf 

and M orte A r th u r e , th e r e  can be  l i t t l e  d o u b t t h a t  t h e  p o e ts  o f  th e  1 4 th  

c e n tu ry  A l l i t e r a t i v e  R e v iv a l w ere in f lu e n c e d  by th e  p o e t i c  s t r a t e g i e s  

and h e r o ic  i d e a l s  o f  O ld E n g lis h  v e r s e ,  p resu m ab ly  th ro u g h  w hat was 

p re s e rv e d  o f  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  A nglo-Saxon s t y l e  and  m a t te r  by C h ro n ic le  

poems l i k e  L a 3 am on 's  B r u t , a n d , i t  can  o n ly  b e  s u rm is e d , a t r a n s i t i o n a l  

body o f  o r a l l y  t r a n s m i t t e d  p o e t ry  now i r r e c o v e r a b ly  l o s t . *  In  any c a s e ,  

in su rm o u n ta b le  as  th e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  w hich  p r e v e n t  u s  from  a s c e r t a in i n g  

th e  p r e c i s e  l i n e  o f  developm en t may b e ,  i t  rem a in s  c l e a r  t h a t  th e  p r e s e n ­

t a t i o n s  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  in  M orte A r th u r e , M aldon, and B eow ulf a r e  c lo s e ly  

l in k e d .  The h e r o ic  code w hich  g o v e rn s  A rth u r  and  h i s  k n ig h ts  i s  in  m ost 

r e s p e c t s  a lm o s t i d e n t i c a l  w ith  t h a t  w hich d e te rm in e s  th e  c o n d u c t o f  th e  

e a r l i e r  h e r o e s .  C o urage , d a r in g ,  m a r t i a l  p ro w e ss , fam e, h o n o r , l o y a l t y ,  

and m agnan im ity— su ch  a r e  th e  fu n d am e n ta l v a lu e s  common to  b o th  O ld and
3

M iddle E n g lis h  h e r o ic  p o e t r y .

B oth k in d s  o f  p o e t r y  s h a re  a s  w e l l  a  t r a g i c  v iew  o f  human l i m i t a t i o n .  

In d e e d , w here th e  h e ro e s  o f  poems such  a s  B eo w u lf, M aldon, Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t and M orte A r th u re  do d i f f e r ,  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  i s  t o  b e  a c c o u n te d  

f o r  a s  much by  th e  form  o f  n e c e s s i t y  w ith  w hich th e  h e ro  i s  fa c e d  a s  by 

th e  y e a r s  w hich  s e p a r a t e  th em .^  W ith r e s p e c t  t o  h i s  v i s io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  

t îe Mor,te A r th u re  p o e t  w orks s q u a re ly  in  th e  m a in s tre a m  o f  t h e  a l l i t e r ­

a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n ,  h i s  v iew  o f  tra g e d y  b a se d  upon a  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  

m ed iev a l p e r c e p t io n  o f  th e  i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  t e n p o r a l  v a lu e .  N e v e r th e le s s ,
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h i s  c o n c re te  c o n c e p tio n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  d i f f e r s  r a d i c a l l y  from  t h a t  o f  

b o th  t h e  Beow ulf and Gawain p o e t s ,  and t h i s  d i f f e r e n c e  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  

a f f e c t s  th e  shape and m eaning o f  h i s  poem.

M orte A rth u re  i s  a  de c a s ib u s  t r a g e d y .^  B ut w h ile  t h e  shadow o f  

tr a g e d y  e x te n d s  t o  th e  f u r t h e s t  r e a c h e s  o f  A r th u r 's  w o r ld , i t  i s  a lw ays 

and everyw here  c o n te s te d  by exam ples o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  th e  f e l lo w s h ip  

o f  th e  Round T ab le  s y s t e m a t ic a l ly  o p p o s in g  th e  ra v a g e s  o f  F o r tu n e  w ith  

u n d e n ia b le  ev id e n c e  o f  human w o rth . No m a t te r  w hat th e  c i rc u m s ta n c e s ,  

th e  k n ig h ts  o f  th e  Round T a b le , l i k e  th e  f i g h t e r s  a t  M aldon, a r e  n e v e r
C.

l e s s  th a n  ex em p lary . And w hat i s  t r u e  o f  th e  Round T ab le  i s  even  t r u e r  

o f  A r th u r  whose p re -e m in e n c e  among th e  w o r th ie s  on th e  w heel s e r v e s  as  

i r r e f u t a b l e  p ro o f  t h a t ,  on th e  v e ry  ra c k  o f  F o r tu n e ,  in  th e  f a c e  o f  a l l  

w hich  t r a n s c e n d s  and  d e n ie s  h im , th e  h e r o ic  a c h iev em en ts  o f  man b e a r  

perm anen t w itn e s s  t o  h i s  e v e r l a s t i n g  g r e a tn e s s .

H ere a g a in ,  th e n ,  a t  t h e  v e ry  h e a r t  o f  M orte A r th u r e , i s  th e  o p p o s i­

t i o n  betw een  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y ,  th e  e s s e n t i a l  m a in sp r in g  o f  th e  

h e r o ic  poem. I t  i s  a  m a jo r t h e s i s  o f  t h i s  s tu d y  t h a t  th e  t e n s io n  betw een  

h e ro ism  and  n e c e s s i t y  n o t  o n ly  p ro v id e s  th e  th e m a tic  c o re  o f  th e  h e r o ic  

poem, b u t  a c c o u n ts  f o r  i t s  s t r u c t u r e  a s  w e l l .  I n  B eo w u lf, a s  we have 

a l r e a d y  o b s e rv e d , th e  s o - c a l l e d  d ip ty c h  s t r u c t u r e  ju x ta p o s e s  th e  h e r o 's  

a s c e n d a n t p rim e  w ith  h i s  age and d e a th ,  e x p re s s in g  th e  u n d e r ly in g  te n s io n s  

o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .  In  M aldon, t h e  fo rm a l s t r a t e g i e s  o f  t h e  work a r e  c lo s e ly  

t i e d  t o  th e  p o e t 's  t r a g i c  p o r t r a y a l  o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e s .  And in  Gawain and 

th e  G reen K n ig h t, th e  c y c l i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  poem c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t h e  

fram ew ork o f  m u t a b i l i t y  w i th in  w hich th e  h e ro ism  o f  Gawain g a in s  i t s  f u l l  

s i g n i f i c a n c e .  The c o n n e c tio n  be tw een  form  and  m eaning i s  p e rh a p s  even 

more e x p l i c i t  in  M orte A r th u r e , a  t r a g e d y  o f  f o r tu n e  d e p ic t in g  th e  r i s e
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and f a l l  o f  A r th u r  and h i s  Round T a b le . M atthew s was th e  f i r s t  to  

rem ark th e  th e m a tic  v a lu e  o f  th e  de_ c a s ib u s  s t r u c t u r e  o f  M orte A r th u r e ;

"T h is  s t r u c t u r e  . . .  i s  m o tiv a te d  in  p a r t  by th e  a e s t h e t i c s  o f  p a t t e r n .

B ut th e  s t r u c t u r e  i s  a l s o  sy m b o lic a l;  and f o r  m e d ie v a l w r i t e r s  th e  

p h i lo s o p h ic a l  and  m o ra l c o n c e p ts  m ir ro re d  in  th e  p a t t e r n  w ere a t  l e a s t  

a s  im p o r ta n t  a s  th e  p a t t e r n  i t s e l f . " ^  The p h i l o s o p h i c a l  and m oral 

c o n c e p ts  m ir ro re d  in  th e  p a t t e r n  o f  M orte A r th u re  a r e , a s  Benson o b s e r v e s , 

ro o te d  in  " th e  m e d ie v a l c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  a l l  human p o s s e s s io n s —pow er, lo v e , 

l i f e — a re  t r a n s i t o r y  . . . t h e i r  lo s s  i n e v i t a b l e  and  p a i n f u l  . . . th e  

v i l l a i n  . . . th e  human c o n d i t io n  i t s e l f ,  w ith  d e a th  and  th e  u n fo rse e n  

chances o f  l i f e  (w hich m e d iev a l w r i t e r s  c a l l e d  'F o r tu n e ')  th e  a g e n ts  o f  

a h e r o 's  d o w n fa ll." ®

De c a s ib u s  i s  th e n  a  c o n v e n tio n a l m e d ie v a l form  u sed  to  e x p re s s  th e  

m u tab le  and  t r a n s i t o r y  f r a i l t y  o f  th e  human e s t a t e . 9 T h is  i s  by no means 

to  s u g g e s t  t h a t  a l l  de  c a s ib u s  t r a g e d ie s  s h a r e  a  s i n g l e  o u t lo o k .  On th e  

c o n t r a r y ,  de c a s ib u s  a llo w s  f o r  a  w ide v a r i e t y  o f  a t t i t u d e s ,  ra n g in g  from  

contem ptus mundi t o  th e  s t i r r i n g  a f f i r m a t io n s  o f  a  h e r o ic  poem l i k e  M orte 

A r th u re . In  e a c h  i n s t a n c e ,  how ever, i t  i s  a  fo rm  in  w hich  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  

a l t e r n a t i o n  o f  r i s e  and  f a l l  em phasizes  t h e  r o l e  o f  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y  in  

human a f f a i r s — th e  in e s c a p a b le  pow er o f  t im e ,  ch a n g e , and  d e a th .

T*ie £*£. c a s ib u s  s t r u c t u r e  o f  M orte A r th u re  conveys th e  r o l e  o f  n e c e s s i t y  

in  a  se c o n d , a l b e i t  m ino r k e y , w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  th e  d i f f e r e n t  rhy thm s 

a c c o rd in g  t o  w h ich  e v e n ts  u n fo ld  in  th e  r e s p e c t iv e  r i s e  and  f a l l  p o r t io n s  

o f  th e  poem. A r t h u r 's  r i s e  i s  somewhat r a m b lin g , lo o s e ly  c o n s t r u c te d ,  

w ith  a  m arked te n d e n c y  to w ard  an e x p a n s iv e  and  e p i s o d ic  s t r u c tu re .* ®

A r th u r 's  f a l l ,  on t h e  o th e r  h an d , i s  p r e c i p i t o u s  and  s p a r e . 11 From h i s
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v i s io n  o f  F o rtu n e  onw ard, t h e r e  i s  no  lo n g e r  even  th e  f l i m s i e s t  i l l u ­

s io n  t h a t  th e  c o u rse  o f  e v e n ts  i s  s u b je c t  to  change o r  c h o ic e .  F o r e to ld  

and  fo re sh ad o w ed , th e  f a l l  o f  th e  Round T ab le  u n fo ld s  w ith  a  sp eed  and 

p r e c i s i o n  w h ich , e s p e c i a l l y  when m easu red  a g a in s t  th e  c i r c u i t o u s  

w a n d e rin g s  o f  A r th u r 's  r i s e ,  b e a r s  w i tn e s s  t o  th e  in e x o ra b le  hand  o f  

n e c e s s i t y  on human e v e n t .

I t  i s  n o t  th ro u g h  s t r u c t u r e  a lo n e  t h a t  t h e  p o e t  fo rm a lly  conveys 

t h e  r o l e  o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  M orte A r th u r e , b u t  th ro u g h  r h e to i c  a s  w e l l .  In  

M orte A r th u r e , them e, f i g u r e ,  fo rm u la  and  d i c t i o n  a l l  c o n t r ib u te  to  

c r e a t e  a  r h e t o r i c a l  m a tr ix  w hich  s u s t a i n s  an u n d e r ly in g  n o te  o f  tr a g e d y  

th ro u g h o u t th e  poem. O ften  c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  c a r e le s s n e s s  and c lu m s in e s s , 

t h e  M orte A r th u re  p o e t  d e m o n s tra te s  a  c o n s id e r a b le  d eg ree  o f  fo rm a l p o e t i c  

command, n o t  o n ly  in  m a tte r s  o f  s t r u c t u r e  and  n a r r a t i v e  p a c e ,  b u t  in  th e  

s y s te m a t ic  and  e f f e c t i v e  m a n ip u la t io n  o f  r h e t o r i c a l  p a t t e r n s  w hich 

o p e r a te  t o  convey t h e  fu n d am e n ta l m eanings o f  h i s  poem.

The m ost e l a b o r a te  and  h ig h ly  w ro u g h t r h e t o r i c a l  p a s s a g e  o f  t h e  

poem i s  A r th u r 's  dream  o f  F o r tu n e  in  w hich  th e  p i v o t a l  t r a n s i t i o n ,  th e  

u n d e r ly in g  s t r u c t u r e ,  and d e e p e s t  m eanings o f  th e  work a r e  e x p l i c i t l y  

s u r f a c e d  and  s e t  f o r th  in  em b lem a tic  fo rm . One can h a r d ly  o v e r e s t im a te  

th e  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  dream  w hich  h a s  th e  u n m is ta k a b le  a u t h o r i t y  o f  

r e v e l a t i o n  and  w hich n eed s  no p h i lo s o p h e r s  t o  re d e  i t s  b a s i c  im p o r t .

I n  e s s e n c e ,  th e  f ig u r e  o f  t h e  la d y  and  h e r  w h ee l s e rv e s  a s  a r h e t o r i c a l  

c o n c r e t io n  o f  th e  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  A r th u r 's  w o r ld , com m enting upon 

n o t  o n ly  t h e  c o u rse  o f  h i s  own t r a g i c  c a r e e r ,  b u t  b r in g in g  i n t o  b o ld  

r e l i e f  t h e  exem plary  n a tu re  o f  a  c a r e e r  w hich  u l t im a te ly  i s  n o t  so  much 

t h e  p ro d u c t  o f  an  in d iv id u a l  w i l l  o r  f a i l u r e  a s  i t  i s  an i n s t a n c e  o f  th e  

g e n e r a l  f a t e  o f  a l l  m ankind.
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As i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  in  m ed iev a l d e p ic t io n s  o f  F o r tu n e ,12 th r e e  o f  

th e  n in e  w o r th ie s  on th e  w heel a re  c l a s s i c a l  p ag an s  (A lex an d e r, H e c to r , 

and J u l i u s  C a e s a r ) ,  t h r e e  a re  O ld T estam en t Hebrews (Ju d as  M accabeus, 

J o sh u a , and D a v id ), and  th r e e  a r e  C h r i s t i a n  (C harlem agne, G o d frey , and  

A r th u r  h i m s e l f ) . T h is  p a r t i c u l a r  c o n f ig u r a t io n ,  sp a n n in g  th e  e n t i r e  

m ed iev a l sp e c tru m  o f  h i s t o r y ,  p o in t s  th e  e s s e n t i a l  f a c t  t h a t  a l l  m ankind, 

w h a te v e r i t s  s p i r i t u a l  s t a t e ,  i s  bound by th e  p a ra m e te rs  o f  F o r tu n e 's  

w h ee l. In  a d d i t i o n ,  th e  h i s t o r i c a l  ran g e  r e p r e s e n te d  by th e  n in e  w o r th ie s  

s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  w hole o f  human tim e  i s  s u b je c t  t o  F o r tu n e 's  sway.

A r th u r  r e p r e s e n t s  th e  p r e s e n t  o f  th e  poem. The Hebrews and  pagans 

r e p r e s e n t  th e  p a s t .  G odfrey  and C harlem agne r e p r e s e n t  th e  f u t u r e .  The 

w heel i s  a  c o n s ta n t  tu r n i n g .  Those who have f a l l e n ,  A r th u r  who i s  ab o u t 

t o  f a l l ,  and  th o s e  who w i l l  r i s e  and f a l l  in  th e  f u t u r e — a l l  a r e  bound to  

i t s  movement. The u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  F o r tu n e 's  pow er i s  th u s  doub ly  

em phasized .

In  th e  1 4 th  c e n tu ry  a l l i t e r a t i v e  P a r le m e n t o f  t h e  T hre A g es, th e  

p o e t  expands th e  num ber o f  w o r th ie s  beyond th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  n in e ,  a d d in g  

lo v e r s  and w ise  men t o  k in g s ,  c o n q u e ro rs  and  h e ro e s  in  o r d e r  t o  em phasize  

th e  b ro a d  ra n g e  o f  human e jq> erience  s u b je c t  t o  t h e  f o r c e s  o f  t im e , change 

and  d e a t h .13 In  M orte A r th u r e , a l th o u g h  th e  num ber o f  w o r th ie s  rem a in s  

c o n v e n t io n a l ly  a t  n in e ,  th e  pow er o f  F o r tu n e  i s  a m p li f ie d  th ro u g h  th e  

in d iv id u a l  p o r t r a i t s ,  d e t a i l s  o f  w hich  p ro v id e  a  c o n c re te  en u m e ra tio n  

o f  ty p e s  o f  human a s p i r a t i o n  s u s c e p t i b l e  t o  m u t a b i l i t y .  F i r s t  th e r e  i s  

an in t im a t io n  o f  t h e  g e n e ra l  f a t e  o f  m ankind in  th e  c o l l e c t i v e  lam en t o f  

th e  s i x  a l r e a d y  f a l l e n  w o r th ie s :

'T h a t  e u e r  I  ren g n ed e  one t h i r  r o g ,  me rew es i t  e u e r i
Was n e u e r  ro y e  so  r i c h e  t h a t  reg n ed e  in  e r th e !
Whene I  ro d e  in  my ro w te , ro u g h te  I  n o g h te  e l l e s ,
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Bot re u a y e , and  r e u e l l e ,  and raw nsone th e  p o p le !
And th u s  I  d r i f e  f o r th e  my d a y e s , w h i l l e s  I  d reg h e  m yghte,
And th e r e - f o r e  d e r f ly c h e  lam dampnede f o r  e u e r ! 1

(3272-3277)14

A f te r  t h i s  c o l l e c t i v e  la m e n t, in d iv id u a l  w o r th ie s ,  eac h  r e p r e s e n t in g  

v a ry in g  a s p e c ts  o f  human p o t e n t i a l ,  d e m o n s tra te  t h e  t r a n s i t o r y  n a tu re  

o f  human a ch iev em en t. A le x a n d e r d e m o n s tra te s  t h e  p r e c a r io u s  n a tu re  o f  

pow er:

' I  was l o r d e , '  quod th e  le d e ,  'o f  lo n d e s  i-n e w e ,
And a l l e  l e d i s  me lo w tte d e  t h a t  le n g e d e  in  e r th e ;
And nowe e s  l e f t e  me no la p p e  my lygham  t o  h e l e ,
B ot l i g h t l y  now ame I  l o s t e ,  le u e  ic h e  mane th e  s o t h e ! '

(3284-3287)

H e c to r  adds lo v e  and  s e n s u a l i t y :

'On 3 one s e e  h a f e  I  s i t t e n e ,  a l s  so u e ra y n e  and  lo r d e ,
And la d y s  me lo u e d e  t o  la p p e  in  th e y re  arm es;
And nowe my lo rd c h ip p e s  a r e  l o s t e ,  and  l a i d e  f o r  e u e r '!

(3291-3293)

C a e s a r , p h y s ic a l  s t r e n g t h  and w e a lth :

The t h i r d e  th o ro w e ly  was th r o o ,  and  th ik k e  in  th e  s c h u ld y r s ,  
A t h r a  man t o  t h r e t t e  o f ,  t h e r e  t h r e t t y  w ere g a d e r id e ;
H is dyademe was d roppede  downe, dubbyde w ith  s to n y s ,
E nden te  a l l e  w ith  d iam aw ndis, and d ig h te  f o r  t h e  n o n is ;
' I  was d re d d e  in  my d a y e s , '  he  s a i d ,  ' i n  d y u e rse  rewmes,
And now dampnede t o  th e  d e d e , and d o le  e s  th e  m ore! '

(3294-3299)

J u d a s ,  b e a u ty  and fam e:

The f o u r t e  was a  f a i r e  mane, and  f o r s e s y  in  a rlh es,
The f a y r e s t e  o f  f e g u re  t h a t  fourm ede was e u e r !
' I  was f r e k k e  i n  my f a i t h e , '  he  s a i d ,  'w h i l l e s  I  one fow lde 

r e g n e d e ,
ffamows in  f f e r e  l o n d i s ,  and f lo u r e  o f  a l l e  k y n g es ;
Now e s  my f a c e  d e f a d id e ,  and f o u le  e s  me h ap n ed e , 
f f o r  I  am f a l l e n e  f r o  f e r r e ,  and f r e n d le s  b y - le u y d e ! '

(3300-3305)

J o s h u a , p e rh a p s  h e r o i c  r e s o lv e :

The f i f t e  was a  f a i r e  mane th a n e  f e l e  o f  t h i e s  o th e r ,
A f f o r s e s y  mane and  a  f e r s e ,  w ith  fomand l i p p i s ;
He fongede  f a s t e  one th e  f e le y g h e s ,  and  f a y le d  h i s  a rm es,
B ot 3 i t  he f a i l e d e  and  f e l l e  a  f i f t y  f o t e  l a r g e .
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B ot 3 i t  he sp ra n g e  and s p r e n t e ,  and sp rad d en c  h i s  a rm e s ,
And one th e  s p e re - le n g h e  s p e k e s ,  he sp ek es  t h i r e  w o rd es—
" I  was in  S u rry e  a s y r ,  and s e t t  b e  myne on e ,
As so u e ra y n e  and seyngnour o f  s e r e  kynges lo n d is ;
Now o f  my s o la c e  I  am f u l l e  so d a n ly  f a l l e n e ,
And f o r  sa k e  o f  my sy n e , 3 one s e t e  e s  me re w e d e ! '

(3306-3315)

D avid , th e  Book, c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  h e r o ic  d e e d s :

The s e x te  had  a sa w te re  s e m lic h e  bowndene,
W ith a  s u r e p e l  o f  s i l k e  sew ede f u l l e  f a i r e ,
A h a rp e  and a h a n d e -s ly n g e  w i th  h a rd e  f l y n t e  s to n e s ;
What harm es he h a s  h e n te  he  h a lo w es  f u l l e  s o n e ,—
' I  was demede in  my d a y e s , '  h e  s a i d ,  'o f  d e d is  o f  arm es
One o f  th e  d o u g h ty e s te  t h a t  d u e l le d e  in  e r th e ;
B ot I  was m e rr id e  one m olde in  my m oste  s t r e n g h e t h i s ,
W ith t h i s  maydene so  m ylde, t h a t  m ofes vs a l l e . 1

(3316-3323)

The w o r th ie s  s e r v e  t o  d ra m a tiz e  th e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  s t i l l  

a n o th e r  way. I n  The A w ntyrs o f f  A r th u re  a t  th e  T erne W a th e ly n e , th e  

g h o s t o f  G a y n o u r 's  m o th er s e rv e s  a s  a  memento m o ri. ^  A t t h e  same t im e , 

th e  d e t a i l s  o f  h e r  a p p e a ra n c e  in v o k e  su ch  a t t e n d a n t  m is e r ie s  o f  th e  human 

c o n d i t io n  a s  t im e ,  l o s s ,  p a in ,  d e c a y , and  d i s f i g u r a t i o n .  P e r io d i c  

r e f e r e n c e s  t o  t h e  p o o r  o f  th e  e a r t h  f u r t h e r  g e n e r a l iz e  and  d eep e n  o u r 

s e n se  o f  th e  g e n e r a l  m ise ry  o f  th e  human e s t a t e  in  much th e  same way 

t h a t  in  Gawain and  th e  Green K n ig h t t h e  p l i g h t  o f  th e  b e a s t s  and  b i r d s

o f  th e  f i e l d ,  w h e th e r  in  th e  h u n t s c e n e s  o r  i n  s t r a t e g i c a l l y  p la c e d

p a s s a g e s  th ro u g h o u t  th e  poem, s e rv e s  t o  g iv e  f i g u r a t i v e  v o ic e  t o  th e  

t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t i e s  w hich  u n d e r l ie  G a w a in 's  w o r ld . In  M orte A r th u r e , 

th e  p o r t r a i t s  o f  th e  w o r th ie s  on th e  w h ee l s i m i l a r l y  f l e s h  o u t  th e  poem 's  

v i s io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  p la c in g  m u t a b i l i t y  i n  th e  c o n te x t  o f  su ch  g e n e ra l  

human a f f l i c t i o n s  a s  i s o l a t i o n ,  d e f o r m i ty ,  p o v e r ty ,  o ld  a g e , d e a th ,  and 

d e s p a i r .  A le x a n d e r , th e  f i r s t  t o  s p e a k ,  s e r v e s  as  a  v e r i t a b l e  emblem 

o f  th e  shocks and  i l l s  th e  f l e s h  i s  h e i r  t o :
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The l a s t e  was a l i t y l l e  mane t h a t  l a id e  was b e - n e th e ,
H is  le s k e s  la y e  a l l e  le n e  and l a t h e l i c h e  t o  schew e,
The lo k k es  ly a rd e  and  lo n g e  th e  le n g h e  o f  a  3 e r d e ,
H is  l i r e  and h i s  lygham e lam ede f u l l e  s o r e ;
The two eyne o f  th e  b y ery n e  was b r i g h t t e r e  thcine s i l u e r ,
The t o t h e r  was 3 a lo w e re  th e n e  th e  3 o lk e  o f  a  n a y e .

(3278-3283)

Such a re  t h e  m is e r ie s  t h a t  l i e  in  w a i t  f o r  us a l l :  th e  w a s te d  lim b s ; 

th e  c r ip p l e d  body, th e  m u t i l a t io n s  and d e g ra d a t io n s  o f  o ld  a g e ; and , 

f i n a l l y ,  th e  r a g s  and u n p ro te c te d  f l e s h  t h a t  a r e  th e  to k e n s  o f  p o v e r ty ,  

w eakness, and  oncom ing d e a th :

And nowe e s  l e f t e  me no la p p e  my lygham  to  h e l e ,
B o t l i g h t l y  now ame I  l o s t e ,  le u e  ic h e  mane th e  s o t h e ! '

(3286-3287)

F o llo w in g  A le x a n d e r , J u l i u s  C a e sa r  c o n c lu d e s  h i s  m onologue w ith  a 

p o in te d  memento m ori w hich em p h asizes  t h e  f i n a l i t y  o f  th e  g ra v e :

" I  was d redde  in  my d a y e s , '  h e  s a i d ,  ' i n  d y u e rs e  rewm es,
And now dampnede t o  th e  d ed e , and  d o le  es  th e  m o re ! '

(3298-3299)

J u d a s ' la m en t u n d e rs c o re s  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  c u rv e  o f  tim e  and  th e  i s o l a t i o n

w hich i s  an  i r r e v o c a b le  p o r t i o n  o f  th e  human e s t a t e :

Now es  my fa c e  d e f a d id e ,  and f o u le  es  me h a p n e d e , 
f f o r  I  am f a l l e n e  f r o  f e r r e ,  and  f r e n d le s  b y - le u y d e ! '

(3304-3305)

The f u t i l i t y  o f  J o s h u a 's  c o n t in u e d  a t te m p ts  t o  rem ount th e  w h ee l s u g g e s ts

th e  u l t im a te  v a n i ty  o f  human en d ea v o r:

He fongede f a s t e  one th e  f e le y g h e s ,  and f a y le d  h i s  a rm es,
B o t 3 i t  he f a i l e d e  and  f e l l e  a  f y f t y  f o te  l a r g e ;
B o t 3 i t  h e  s p ra n g e  and s p r e n t e ,  and  sp rad d en e  h i s  a rm es,

(3308-3310)

The t r a g i c  c o n d i t io n s  o f  A r th u r 's  w o rld  a r e  h a r d ly  u n iq u e  t o  th e  

co n q u e ro r; n o r  a re  th e y  s o l e l y  th e  p o r t i o n  o f  k in g s  and h e r o e s .  They 

a r e  in h e r e n t  i n  human e x i s t e n c e ,  th e  v e ry  f a b r i c  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .
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M atthews o b se rv e s  t h a t  A r th u r 's  dream  o f  F o rtu n e  n o t  o n ly  p r o j e c t s

th e  co re  m eaning o f  th e  poem, b u t  r e f l e c t s  i t s  u n d e r ly in g  s t r u c t u r e  a s

w e l l . 16 In d e e d , t h i s  i s  t r u e .  A f te r  A r th u r  e n t e r s  th e  p a r a d i s a i c a l

g ard en  and e n c o u n te rs  th e  L ady , h i s  dream  does m ir ro r  th e  de c a s ib u s

s t r u c t u r e  o f  M orte A r th u r e , p a r a l l e l i n g  A r th u r 's  r i s e  t o  th e  c r e s t  o f

th e  w heel and h i s  sudden f a l l .  But M atth ew s ' p e r c e p t io n ,  v a lu a b le  a s  i t

i s ,  i s  in c o m p le te ,  a l l  b u t  ig n o r in g  th e  f i r s t  segm ent o f  th e  dream  w here

A r th u r ,  w an d erin g  th ro u g h  a wood, d is c o v e r s  h i s  k n ig h ts  s la u g h te r e d  by

w ild  b e a s t s :

Me th o u g h te  I  was i n  a wode w i l l e d  myne o n e ,
T h a t I  w is te  no waye w h ed ire  t h a t  I  s c h o ld e ,  
f f o r e  w o lu ez , and  w h ild e  sw ynne, and wykkyde b e s te z ;
W alkede in  t h a t  w a s te m n e , w a th es  t o  s e c h e ;
T h are  ly o u n s  f u l l e  lo th e ly  ly k k y d e  t h e i r e  t u s k e s ,
A l le  fo r e  la p y n g e  o f  b lu d e  o f  my l e l e  k n y g h te z !
T hurghe t h a t  f o r e s t e  I  f l e d e ,  t h a r e f lo u r e s  w hare  h eg h e , 
f f o r  t o  f e l e  me f o r  fe rd e  o f  t h a  fo u le  th y n g e z ;

(3230-3237)

H is p h i lo s o p h e r s  i n t e r p r e t  t h i s  s e c t io n  b r i e f l y ,  n o t in g  t h a t  i t  s i g n a l s

th e  tr e a s o n o u s  ty ra n n y  o f  M ordred and h i s  a l l i e s  in  A r t h u r 's  la n d s :

B o t th e  w o lfe s  in  t h e  wode, and  th e  w h ild e  b e s t e s ,
A re some w ikkyd mene t h a t  w e rra y e s  th y  rew m es,
Es e n t i r d e  i n  th y n e  ab sen ce  t o  w e rra y e  th y  p o p le ,
And a ly e n y s  and  o s t e s  o f  v n c o u th e  l a n d i s .

(3446-3449)

B ut t h e r e  i s  more t o  i t  th a n  t h i s .  The o p en in g  seq u en ce  o f  th e  dream  

fu n c t io n s  a s  a  n ig h tm a r is h  p rev ie w  o f  C o rn w all w here A r th u r  w i l l  come 

upon th e  b lo o d y  c o rp s e s  o f  h i s  k n ig h ts  on a  d e s o la te  f i e l d ,  a l a s t  an d  

doomed s u r v iv o r  o f  th e  h e r o i c  f e l lo w s h ip  o f  th e  Round T a b l e . ^  T h u s, 

i n  th e  u n fo ld in g  o f  th e  dream , th e  s im p le  r i s e  and f a l l  p a t t e r n  o f  de 

c a s ib u s  t r a g e d y  i s  p re c e d e d  by a  d a rk  p r e s e n t im e n t  o f  t h e  u l t im a te  

c a t a s t r o p h e .  M oreover, by  p r o j e c t in g  a  p r o p h e t i c  v i s io n  o f  th e  t r a g i c  

f i n a l e  o f  t h e  dream  i t s e l f  b e fo re  th e  c e n t r a l  e v e n ts  o f  th e  dream o c c u r ,
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A r t h u r 's  v is io n  o f  F o rtu n e  p a r a l l e l s  th e  m ethod  and s t r u c t u r e  o f  M orte 

A r th u re  v ery  c l o s e l y  in d e e d . I n  th e  poem, a s  in  th e  d ream , th e  t r a g i c

outcom e i s  fo resh ad o w ed  a t  th e  v e ry  th r e s h o ld  o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  im p ly in g

18th e  w e ig h t o f  n e c e s s i t y  and i t s  governance  o f  e v e n ts .

A t th e  v e ry  o u t s e t  o f  th e  poem th e r e  a r e  s i g n i f i c a n t  and  u n m is ta k a b le  

t r a g i c  a d u m b ra tio n s . Among th e s e  a re  th e  i r o n i e s  w hich accom pany A r th u r 's  

a p p o in tm e n t o f  M ordred  as  r e g e n t  and  h i s  f a r e w e l l  t o  G u in e v e re .

D o u b tle s s ,  th e  p o e t  h im s e lf  assum es an aw a re n e ss  on th e  p a r t  o f  h i s  

a u d ie n c e  t h a t  A r t h u r 's  r e g e n t  a s  w e l l  as h i s  queen  w i l l  b e t r a y  him  and 

t h a t  t h e i r  t r e a s o n  w i l l  s i g n a l  b o th  h i s  d e a th  and th e  end  o f  th e  Round 

T a b le .  A r th u r 's  ap p o in tm en t o f  M ordred, h o w ev er, does n o t ,  a s  M atthews 

s u g g e s ts  i t  d o e s ,  i n d i c a t e  a  m o ra l flaw  o r  l a c k  o f  judgm ent on th e  p a r t  

o f  t h e  co n q u ere r;^®  n o r  do th e  i r o n i e s  in v o lv e d  su g g e s t t h a t  M ordred i s  

from  th e  b e g in n in g  t a i n t e d  w i th  a  p r o c l i v i t y  to w ard  b e t r a y a l .  What i s  

s u g g e s te d  i s  t h a t  u n l ik e  h e a r e r s  o f  poems b a s e d  upon t r a d i t i o n a l  m a t e r i a l ,  

men c an n o t f o r e s e e  o r  e f f e c t i v e l y  shape  th e  en d s  o f  t h e i r  a c t s .  M ordred 

b e g s  to  accompany A r th u r  to  p ro v e  h i s  p ro w ess  and  ta k e  h i s  f u l l  p la c e  a s  

a  member o f  th e  h e r o i c  f e l lo w s h ip .  But l i k e  A r th u r  th e  h e r o ,  M ordred 

th e  v i l l a i n  i s  c a u g h t in  a web o f  n e c e s s i t y .  I n  a  w o rld  w here  tra g e d y  

i s  t h e  c o rn e r s to n e  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  th e  i n t e n t i o n  w hich m o t iv a te s  an a c t  

c a n n o t d e f in e  th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  th e  a c t .  T h e re  a re  f o r c e s  l a r g e r  

th a n  m en 's  w i l l s .  M ordred, w i th o u t  c e a s in g  t o  b e  a v i l l a i n ,  and  w h ile  

re m a in in g  r e s p o n s ib le  f o r  h i s  v i l l a i n y ,  i s  i n  a  s e n se  h a l f - v i c t i m  and 

h a l f - a c c o m p l ic e  o f  h i s  f a t e .  T h is  iro n y  f lo w e rs  l a t e r  i n  th e  poem a f t e r  

he  s l a y s  Gawain. F o llo w in g  h i s  lam en t f o r  t h e  f a l l e n  h e r o ,  M ordred 

r u e s  and r e p e n ts  h i s  r o le  in  t h e  tr a g e d y :

3 i t  t h a t  t r a y t o u r  a l l e  t i t e  t e r i s  l e t e  he  f a l l e ,
T urnes hym f u r th e  t i t e ,  and t a l k e s  no m ore,
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Went w epand a -w ay e , and w e r ie s  th e  s to w n d y s,
T h a t e u e r  h i s  w erd es  w are w rogh te  s ic h e  w an d re th e  t o  w yrke: 
Whene he th o g h te  on t h i s  th y n g e , i t  t h i r l l e d e  h i s  h e r t e ;  
f f o r  sa k e  o f  sybb  b lo d e  sygheande h e  ry d y s ;
When t h a t  re n a y e d e  renke  rem einbirde hym s e lu e n e ,
Of re u e re n c e  and  r y o te s  o f  th e  Rownde T a b le ,
He remyd and r e p e n t  hyme o f  a l l e  h i s  rew the  w e rk e s ,
Rode awaye w ith  h i s  ro w te , r i s t y s  h e  no le n g e r e ,

(3886-3895)

Our s e n se  o f  tr a g e d y  i s  r e in f o r c e d  by  M o rd re d 's  p o ig n a n t n o s t a l i g a  f o r  

th e  l o s t  jo y s  o f  t h e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip ,  a n o s t a l g i a  w hich  lo o k s  fo rw ard  

t o  A r th u r 's  own lam en t a t  C o rnw all a f t e r  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  t h e  Round 

T a b le .

The t r a g i c  i r o n i e s  w hich  a re  g e n e ra te d  i n  A r th u r 's  f a r e w e l l  to  

G u in ev ere  a re  o f  a  somewhat d i f f e r e n t  n a t u r e .  W ith in  a  s t r i c t l y  d ra ­

m a tic  c o n te x t ,  G u in e v e re 's  g r i e f  m ig h t be p e r c e iv e d  a s  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l ly  

ex trem e re s p o n s e  o f  th e  b e re a v e d  la d y  ab o u t t o  be d e p r iv e d  o f  th e  company 

o f  h e r  l o r d  f o r  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  p e r io d  o f  tim e  w h ile  h e  p u rs u e s  a  p a r t i ­

c u l a r ly  p r e c a r io u s  a d v e n tu re .  G iven th e  ou tcom e, o f  w hich th e  

a u d ie n c e  i s  a w are , th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  r h e t o r i c  o f  le a v e ta k in g  assum es th e  

o b j e c t iv e  power o f  p ro p h e c y :

Waynour w aykly w epande hym k y s s i z ,
T a lk ez  r o  hym te n d e r ly  w ith  t e r e s  ynew e,—
" I  may w ery  th e  w ye, t h a t t  t h i s  w e rre  m ouede,
T hat w a m es  me w y rch ip p e  o f  my wedde lo r d e ;
A lle  my lykynge o f  ly f e  ow te o f  la n d e  w endez,
And I  i n  la n g o u r  am l e f t e ,  le u e  3 e e u e r e ! —
Whyne m yghte I ,  d e r e  l u f e ,  dye in  3 o u r  a rm e s ,
Are I  t h i s  d e s ta n y e  o f  d u le  s u ld e  d ry e  by myne o n e !"

(697-704)

So t h a t  t h e r e  be no  m is ta k in g  th e  im p o rt o f  G u in e v e re 's  l i n e s ,  th e  p o e t

adds h i s  own d i s t i n c t l y  e l e g i a c  comment:

He p r e s s e d  to  h i s  p a l f r a y ,  in  p re s a n c e  o f  l o r d e s ,
P rek y s o f  th e  p a l e z  w ith  h i s  p ry s  k n y g h te s ,
Wyth a  r e a l l e  ro w te  o f  t h e  Rounde T a b le ;
S oughte to -w a rd e  Sandw yche, cho s e e s  hyme no  more!

(717-720)
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T here i s  o f  c o u rse  a  s e n se  in  w hich  G u in e v e re 's  g r i e f ,  when m easured

a g a in s t  h e r  su b se q u e n t b e t r a y a l ,  i s  i r o n i c  in  a d i f f e r e n t  way. B u t

th e  m a jo r  pow er o f  th e  l i n e s  r e s id e s  in  t h e i r  t r a g i c  a c c u ra c y  as  a

fo resh ad o w in g  o f  e v e n ts  t o  come, a  fo resh ad o w in g  w h ich , l i k e  a l l  o th e r s

in  th e  M orte A r th u re , u n d e rs c o re s  th e  r o l e  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i n  th e  poem.

A n o th er exam ple o f  t r a g i c  ad u m b ra tio n  o c c u rs  i n  A r th u r 's  f i r s t

dream . As h i s  p h i lo s o p h e r s  i n t e r p r e t  i t ,  th e  dream  i s  a f o r e c a s t  o f

A r th u r 's  im m inent v i c t o r i e s  o v e r  th e  g ia n t  and  L u c iu s . B u t p o r t i o n s  o f

th e  dream  a re  s t r a n g e ly  a m b iv a le n t:

Hym dremyd o f  a  d ra g o n e , d r e d f u l l e  t o  b e -h o ld e ,
Come d ry fa n d e  o u e r  th e  depe to  d re n sc h e n e  hys p o p le ,

(760-761)

And, i n  th e  g l o s s .o f  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r s :

" S i r , "  s a i d  th e y  sone th a n e ,  t h i e s  sag g e  p h i lo s o p h e r s e ,
"The d ragone  t h a t  thow  dremyde o f ,  so  d r e d f u l l e  t o  schew e,
T h a t come d ry fa n d e  o u e r  th e  d e e p e , t o  d ry nchene  th y  p o p le ,  
S o th e ly  and c e r ta y n e  th e y  s e lu e n e  i t  e s ,
T h a t th u s  s a i l l e z  o u e r  th e  s e e  w ith  th y  s e k y re  k n y g h te z ;"

(814-818)

H ere A r th u r  h im s e lf  i s  e n v is io n e d  a s  th e  d e s t r o y e r  o f  h i s  p e o p le ,  a t

l e a s t  o b l iq u e ly .  John  G a rd n e r, fo l lo w in g  M atthew s, re a d s  t h i s  as

e v id e n c e  t h a t  A r th u r 's  s i n f u l  im p e r ia l  c o n q u e s ts  c a u se  h i s  u l t im a te

r u i n . T h i s  c a n n o t b e  c o r r e c t .  A r th u r 's  f i g h t  w ith  t h e  G ia n t and

21h i s  w ars  a g a i n s t  L u c iu s  c a n n o t i n  any r e g a r d  be  r e a d  as  s i n f u l .  The

p h i lo s o p h e r s  th e m se lv e s  a r e  c l e a r  on t h i s  p o in t :

The b e re  t h a t  b r y t te n e d e  was abowene i n  t h e  c lo w d ez ,
B e -ta k y n s  th e  ty r a u n te z  t h a t  to u rm e n te z  th y  p o p le ;
Or e l l e s  w ith  somme g y a u n t some jo u rn e e  s a l l e  hap p y n e ,
In  s y n g u le re  b a t e l l e  by 3 o u re  s e l f e  o n e ;
And thow s a l l e  h a fe  th e  v ic to r y e  th u rg h e  h e lp e  o f  o u re  L o rd e , 
As thow  in  th y  v is io n e  was o p y n ly  schew ede!

(823-828)

The a m b ig u i t ie s  o f  A r th u r 's  dream  p o in t  n o t  t o  a  condem nation  o f  A r th u r ,  

b u t  r a t h e r  t o  th e  u l t im a te  c a ta s t r o p h e  and  th e  t r a g i c  i r o n i e s  w hich  b in d

th e  h e ro  t o  h i s  f a t e .
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A lthough  th e  t r a g i c  n a tu re  o f  th e  a c t io n  i s  f i r s t  re n d e re d  e x p l i c i t

in  A r th u r 's  dream  o f  F o r tu n e ,  th e  w heel h a s  in  f a c t  been  tu r n i n g  from

th e  b e g in n in g ,  s c a t t e r i n g  r u in  a n d  d e a th  among men and  tow ns. M atthews

d i s t i n g u i s h e s  betw een th e  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  r h e t o r i c a l  p a t t e r n s  w hich

22do m in a te  th e  r i s e  and f a l l  s e c t i o n s  o f  t h e  poem. T h is  i s  a  p e r c e p t iv e  

and  c r i t i c a l  o b s e r v a t io n .  In  t h a t  p o r t i o n  o f  M orte A rth u re  w hich  i s  

d e v o te d  to  A r th u r ’s  a sc e n d a n c y , th e  poem i s  in d e e d  ado rn ed  w ith  th e  

r h e t o r i c  o f  c e l e b r a t i o n ,  e s p e c i a l l y  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  th e  them es o f  f e a s t ,  

r i o t  and r e v e l .  C o n v e rse ly , in  th e  f i n a l  s e c t io n  o f  th e  poem , t h i s  

r h e t o r i c  i s  s u b o rd in a te d  to  th e  more t r a g i c  r h e t o r i c  o f  e le g y  and lam en­

t a t i o n ,  w hich  o r c h e s t r a t e s  th e  s w i f t  and in e x o ra b le  f a l l  o f  t h e  Round 

T a b le .  B ut th e  d i s t i n c t i o n  i s  n o t  q u i t e  s o  " c le a n - c u t"  as M atthew s 

s u g g e s ts .  T ragedy  i s  i n  f a c t  p r e s e n t  from  th e  o u t s e t ,  s y s t e m a t ic a l ly  

s u s t a in e d  th ro u g h  th e  poem 's  r h e t o r i c — i n  them e, fo rm u la , f i g u r e ,  and 

d i c t i o n — even  when n o t  dom inant o r  d i r e c t l y  o p e r a t iv e  in  e v e n t .

One o f  th e  p o em 's  m ajor them es o f  f o r tu n e  i s  t h e  f a l l  o f  th e  con­

q u e re d  tow n, a  r e c u r r e n t  m o t if  w hich s e r v e s  to  rem in d  us t h a t  v io l e n t  

r e v e r s a l  and  c a ta s t r o p h e  a re  p e rm an en t c o n d i t io n s  o f  l i f e .  The f i r s t  

su c h  p a s sa g e  d e p ic t s  t h e  f a l l  o f  L o r ra in e  i n  la n g u ag e  s u f f u s e d  w ith  a 

s e n s e  o f  p a i n ,  doom, l o s s ,  and  g r i e f :

Thane b o ld ly  th a y  b u s k e , and b e n d e s  e n g y n e s ,
P a y se s  in  p y lo t e s  an d  p ro u es  t h e i r e  c a s t e s ;
M y n s te r is  an d  masondewes th e y  m a lle  to  t h e  e r th e ,
C h irc h e s  an d  c h a p e l le s  c h a lk e - w h i t te  b law n ch ed e .
S to n e  [ s ] t e p e l l e s  f u l l e  s t y f f e  in  th e  s t r e t e  l i g g e s ,
Chawmbyrs w i th  chym nes, and many c h e e fe  i n n s ,
P ay sed e  and  p e l i d  downe p la y s t e r e d e  w a l l e s ;
The pyne o f  th e  p o p le  was p e te  f o r  t o  h e r e !

(3036-3043)

T he theme r e c u r s  in  t h e  f a l l  o f  Como:

Thane b re k e s  ou re  b u sch em en t, a n d  th e  b r ig g e  W ynnes,
B ray ed ez  i n - t o  th e  b u rg h e  w ith  b a n e rs  d is p la y e d e ,
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S te k e s  and s t a b b i s  thorow e t h a t  them a - 3 a y n e -s to n d e s ;  
f fo w re  s t r e t i s ,  o r  th a y  s t y n t e ,  th e y  s t r o y e n e  fo re  e u e re !

(3124-3127)

F in a l ly  t h e r e  i s  th e  f a l l  o f  Tuscany i n  w hich th e  t r a g i c  s t r a i n s  a re  

a m p lif ie d  i n  p r e p a r a t io n  f o r  A r th u r 's  seco n d  dream  and th e  downward 

tu r n  o f  t h e  w heel w hich im m ed ia te ly  f o l l o w s :23

I n - t o  Tuskane h e  to u m e z ,  whene th u s  w e le  tym ede,
T akes tow nnes f u l l e  t y t e  w ith  to w rre s  f u l l e  h eg h e ;
W a lle s  he w e l te  downe, wondyd k n y g h te z ,
T ow rres he  t u m e s , and tu rm e n te z  th e  p o p le ,
W roghte wedewes f u l l e  w lo n k e , w ro th e ra y le  s y n g e s ,
O f te  wery and w epe, and w ryngene t h e i r e  h a n d is ;
And a l l e  he w a s ty s  w ith  w e r r e ,  th a r e  h e  awaye ry d e z ,
T h a ir e  w e lth e s  and  t h e i r e  w o n n y [n ]g es , w an d re th e  h e  w ro g h te ! 
Thus th e y  sp ry n g e n e  and s p r e d e ,  and s p a r i s  b o t  l y t t i l l e ,  
S p o y lle s  d i s p e t o u s l y e , and  s p i l l i s  t h e i r e  vynes?
S p e n d is  v n - s p a r e ly ,  t h a t  s p a re d e  was la n g e ,
S p e d is  theme t o  S p o le t t  w i th  s p e r i s  inew e!
f f r o  Spayne i n - t o  S p ru y s la n d  th e  worde o f  hyme s p ry n g e s ,
And spekynngs o f  h i s  s p e n c i s ,  d i s s p i t e  e s  f u l l e  hugge!

(3150-3163)

The d i c t i o n  o f  t h i s  p a s s a g e  in e v i t a b l y  s u g g e s ts  an  an a lo g y  b e tw een

A r th u r ’ s  f i g h t e r s  and t h e  F our Horsemen o f  th e  A p o ca ly p se , b e tw ee n  th e

d e v a s ta t io n s  o f  w ar and  su ch  n a t u r a l  c a ta s t r o p h e s  a s  d e a th  o r  p la g u e

w hich s i m i l a r l y  to rm e n t and w as te  and  s p a re  b u t  l i t t l e .  In  M orte

A r th u re , w ar i s  n e i t h e r  g r a tu i to u s  n o r  an e t h i c a l  a b e r r a t i o n . 2^ V io le n ce

i s  a  c e n t r a l  f a c t  o f  l i f e .  The w o r ld  a t  w ar i s  t h e  w o rld  o f  t h e  poem,

th e  e n t i r e  w e ig h t o f  w h ich  r e s t s  upon th e  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  b a t t l e  and

25i t s  a t t e n d a n t  h e r o ic  v a l u e s .  The p o e t  ju x ta p o s e s  no c o n s i s t e n t  o r

c o n tin u o u s  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  p eac e  (su ch  a s  i s  p r o j e c t e d  by th e  H om eric

26e p ic  s im i le )  in  th e  l i g h t  o f  w hich  w ar may b e  ju d g e d . War i s  g iven? 

t r a g i c  w a s te  i s  woven i n t o  th e  f a b r i c  o f  l i f e .  I n  th e  en d , a l l  to w ers  

m ust f a l l ;  and  a l l  women m ust be  w idow ed. N o th in g  w hich i s  s a v e d  up 

w i l l  be  s p a r e d .
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T here  i s  a  s u g g e s tio n  o f  a l l  t h i s  in  A r th u r 's  v i s i o n ,  w hich i t s e l f

im p l ie s  th e  u b iq u i to u s  n a tu r e  o f  v io le n c e  and i t s  a m b iv a le n t r o l e  in  th e

h e r o ic  l i f e .  B e fo re  A r th u r  e n t e r s  th e  g a rd en  o f  F o r tu n e ,  h e  m ust p a s s

th ro u g h  t h a t  f e a r f u l  wood w here w ild  b e a s t s  la p  up th e  b lo o d  o f  h i s

k n ig h t s .  As n o te d  a b o v e ,2^ t h i s  i n i t i a l  n ig h tm a r is h  s e c t io n  o f  th e

dream , a lm o s t u n iq u e  in  M iddle E n g lis h  dream  v i s io n  p o e t r y , 2 8  fo reshadow s

t h e  t r a g i c  end  o f  b o th  A r th u r 's  dream  and h i s  c a r e e r .  B ut m ig h t i t  n o t

s e rv e  an a d d i t io n a l  p u rp o se  as  w e l l ,  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  i n  th e  m i l i t a r y

w o rld  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem, th e  p a th s  o f  g lo ry  le a d  in e v i t a b l y  th ro u g h

v io le n c e ,  s u f f e r i n g ,  t e r r o r ,  and b lo o d -s h e d ?  I t  w ould be  no a c c id e n t

th e n  t h a t  b e fo re  e n t e r in g  th e  g a rd en  and b e in g  r a i s e d  t o  th e  p in n a c le

o f  F o r tu n e 's  w h e e l, A r th u r  m ust f i r s t  p a s s  th ro u g h  a w ild e  -n ess  o f  c a rn a g e

and d e a th .  The end  i s  i n  th e  b e g in n in g .  T ra g ic  w a s te  and b r u t a l i t y

a r e  th e  i n e lu c t a b l e  co n co m ita n ts , o f  h e r o ic  l i f e — an i ro n y  o f  h e ro is m ,

29n o t  a  m oral condem nation  o f  i t .

I t  i s  n o t  m ere ly  th e  o v erw helm ing ly  h ig h  in c id e n c e  o f  b a t t l e  s c e n e s

in  M orte A r th u r e , b u t  th e  r h e t o r i c  o f  w hich th e y  a r e  composed w hich

e s t a b l i s h e s  w ar as  a  t r a g i c  donne o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n .  One m igh t

ch oose  p a s s a g e s  a lm o s t a t  random :

T hare  w are gomes th u r g h e - g i r d e  w ith  g rundyne w apynes,
G r is e ly  gayspande w ith  g ru cch an d e  l o t e s l  
G re te  lo r d e s  o f  G reke g r e f f e d e  so  h y e ;
S w y ftly  w ith  sw e rd e s , th e y  sw appene t h e r e - a f t y r e ,
Swappez doune f f u l l e  sw e p e rly e  s w e l l ta n d e  k n y g h te z ,
T h a t a l l e  s w e l l t t e z  one s w a r th e , t h a t  th e y  o u e r-sw y n g e n e ,
So many sweys in  swoghe swounande a t t  o n es!

(1461-1467)

O r:

W ith c u lu b b ez  o f  c le n e  s t e l e  c le n k k e d e  in  h e lm e s ,
C raschede  doune c r e s t e z ,  and  c ra s c h e d e  b ra y n e z ;
K y lle d e  c o u [ r i s e r s  and co u erd e  s t e d e s ,
Choppode th u rg h e  c h e u a le r s  one c h a lk e -w h y tte  s te d e z .
Was n e u e r  s t e l e  ne s te d e  m yghte s ta n d e  them  a - 3 a y n ez ,
B o t s to n a y s  and  s t r y k e z  doune, t h a t  i n  th e  s t a l e  h o u y s .

(2113-2118)
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W ith w yghte wapynez o f  w e r r e ,  th a y  w rogh tene  one h e lm e s ,
R i t t e z  w ith  rannke  s t e l e  f u l l e  r y a l l e  m ay lez;
B ot th e y  f i t t  them e f a y r e ,  th e s  f re k k  b y e m e z ,  
f f e w te r s  in  f r e e l y  one f f e r a u n t e  s t e d e s ,  
f fo y n e s  f u l l e  f e l l y  w ith  f ly s c h a n d e  s p e r i s ,  
f f r e t e n e  o f  o r f r a y e s  f e s t e  appone s c h e ld e z .
So f e l e  fay  e s  in  fy g h te  appone th e  f e ld e  le u y d e ,
T h a t ic h e  a f u r th e  in  t h e  f i r t h e  o f  re d e  b lo d e  ry n n y s!
By t h a t  s w y f te ly  one s w a r th e  th e  s w e t t  es b y - le u e d e ,
Sw erdez swangene in  tw o , sw e lta n d  k n y g h tez  
Lyes wyde opyne w e lte ra n d e  one w alopande s te d e z ;
Wondes o f  w a le  mene w erkande sy d y s , 
f f a c e z  f e t e l e d  v n - f a i r e  i n  f i l t e r e d e  la k e s ,
A lle  c ra y s e d  f o r - t r o d y n e  w ith  t ra p p e d e  s t e d e z ,
The f a i r e s t e  fy g u re d  f o ld e  t h a t  fy g u red e  was e u e r ,
M s  f e r r e  a l l s  a  f u r l a n g e ,  a  th o sa n d e  a t  ones!

(2137-2152)

Or a g a in :

T hare  m yghte mene s e e  c h i f t a y n e s ,  on c h a lk e  w h i t t e  s t e d e z ,  
Choppe doune in  th e  c h aa s  c h e u a lry e  n o b le ;
Roraaynes th e  r y c h e s te  and  r y a l l e  k y n g es ,
B ra s te  w ith  ran k e  s t e l e  t h e i r e  ry b b y s in  so n d y re !
B raynes f o r e - b r u s te n e  th u rg h e  b u r n e s te  h e lm e s ,
W ith  b ra n d e z  f o r - b r i t t e n e d e  one b re d e  in  th e  la u n d e z .

They hewede doune h a y th e n e  mene w ith  h i l t e d e s w e r d e z ,
Be h o le  h u n d re th e z  on h y e , by th e  h o l t e  e y n y e s !
T h are  m yghte no s i l u e r  thaym  s a u e ,  ne so c o u re  t h e i r e  ly u e s ,  
Sowdane, n e  S a ra z e n e , ne s e n a to u r  o f  rome!

(2268-2277)

The e l e g i a c  s t r a i n  w hich  w inds th ro u g h  su ch  p o e t ry  s e rv e s  a s  a  t r a g i c

com m entary on th e  a c t i o n ,  r e l a t i n g  e ac h  p a r t i c u l a r  b a t t l e  t o  th e  g e n e ra l

c o n d i t io n s  o f  e x i s t e n c e  and  s u s t a i n i n g  a  p e rv a s iv e  c o n te x t  o f  p a in ,

l o s s ,  and  d e a th  w hich  a re  th e  t r a g i c  g iv e n s  o f  th e  h e r o i c  w o r ld .

The im p re s s io n  t h a t  w ar i s  t r a g i c  and  u n iv e r s a l  i s  r e in f o r c e d  by

th e  pow er and  v io le n c e  o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  p a t t e r n s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f

b a t t l e  p a s s a g e s  in  M orte A r th u r e :

W ith h i r  b ry n g g es  one b u rd e  b u r l i c h e  c o g g e s ,
Q w hylles th e  b i ly n g e  an d  th e  beme b r e s ty s  in  s o n d y re ;
So s to w t t l y  th e  f o r s t e m e  one th e  s tam  h y t t i s ,
T h a t s to k k e s  o f  th e  s t e r e - b u r d e  s try k k y s  in  p e c e s 1 
Be th a n e  cogge appone co g g e , k r a y e r s  and o t h e r ,
C a s ty s  c r e p e r s  one c r o s s e  a l s  t o  th e  c r a f t e  l a n g e s :
Thane was h e d e - ra p y s  hew ene t h a t  h e ld e  vpe th e  m a s te s ;
T h are  was c o n te k e  f u l l e  k e n e , and crach y n g e  o f  c h ip p y s !
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G r e t t  cogges o f  kampe c ra s s e c h e s  in  so n d y re !
Mony kabane c le v e d e ,  c a b i l l e s  d e s tro y e d e !
K nygh tes and  kene mene k i l l i d e  th e  b ra y n e s !
K idd c a s t e l l e s  w ere co rv en e  w ith  a l l e  t h e i r e  kene w apene, 
C a s t e l l e s  f u l l e  c o m lic h e , t h a t  c o lo u re d  w are  f a i r e !
V pcynes e g h e ly n g e  th a y  ochene t h a r e - a f t y r e ,
W ith th e  swynge o f  th e  sw erde sweys t h e  m a s ty s ;
O v y r e - f a l ly s  in  th e  f i r s t e  f r e k i s  and  o t h i r e ,  
f f r e k k e  in  th e  f o r c h ip e  fe y  e s  b y le u e fe d e !
Than b r o th e ly  th e y  b e k y re  w ith  b o u s to u s e  t a c l e ,
B ru sc h e se  b o ld ly e  one b u rd e  b ry n y ed e  k n y g h te s ,
Owt o f  b o te s  one b u rd e  was b ru sk e d e  w ith  s t o n y s ,
B e t t  downe o f  th e  b e s t e , b r y s t i s  th e  b e t c h e s ;
Som gomys th o u rg h e -g y rd e  w ith  gaddys o f  y r y n e ,
Gomys g a y l ic h e  c le d e  englaym ous w apene!
A rc h e rs  o f  In g la n d e  f u l l e  e g e r ly  s c h o t t e s ,
H i t t i s  th o u rg h e  th e  h a rd e  s t e l e  f u l l e  h e r t l y  d y n n t t i s !
Sonne h o tc h e n e  in  h o l l e  th e  h e th e n n e  k n y g h te s ,
H u rte  th o u rg h e  th e  h a rd e  s t e l e ,  h e l e  th e y  n e u e r !
Than th e y  f a l l e  t o  th e  f y g h te ,  f fo y n e s  w ith  s p e r y s ,
A l le  th e  f r e k k e s te  one fro w n te  t h a t  t o  t h e  fy g h te  l a n g e s ?
And i lk o n e  f r e c h e ly  f r a y s t e z  t h e i r e  s t r e n g h t s ,
Were t o  fy g h te  in  th e  f l e t e  w ith  t h e i r e  f e l l e  w apyne.
Thus th e y  d a l t e  t h a t  d ay e , t h i r e  d u b b id e  k n y g h te s ,
T i l l e  a l l e  th e  Danes w are d ed e , and in  th e  depe th ro w en e!
Than B re to n e s  b r o th e ly  w ith  b ro n d is  th e y  hew ene,
L epys in  vp one l o f t e  l o r d e l i c h e  b e ry n e s ;
When le d y s  o f  o w t-lo n d y s  lep p y n e  in  w a te r s ,
A l le  o u re  lo r d e s  one lowde la u g h en e  a t  o n es!
Be th a n e  s p e r i s  w hare sp ro n n g e n e , sp a ld d y d  c h ip p y s ,
S p a n y o lis  s p e d i ly  s p re n ty d e  o u e r  b u rd e z ;
A l le  th e  k en e  mene o f  kampe, k n y g h te s  and  o t h e r ,
K i l ly d  a r e  c o ld e  d ed e , and c a s ty n e  o u e r  b u rd e z !
T h e ire  sw yers s w e y f t ly  h a s  th e  sw e te  la u y d e ,
H ethene  heuande  on h a tc h e  in  t h e r  hawe r y s e s ,
Synkande in  th e  s a l t e  s e e  seu en e  h u n d re th e  a t  on es!
Thane s i r  Gawayne th e  g u d e , h e  h a s  t h e  g re e  w onnene,
And a l l e  th e  cogges g r e te  he g a fe  t o  h i s  k n y g h te s ,
S i r  G eryne , and s i r  G ris sw o ld e , and  o t h i r  g r e t  lo rd e s ?
G a r te  G a lu th , a  gud gome, g i r d e  o f  t h a i r e  h ed y s!
Thus o f  th e  f a l s e  f l e t e  appone th e  f lo d e  h ap p en e d e ,
And th u s  t h e i s  f e ry n e  fo lk e  fe y  a r e  b e le u e d e !

(3663-3711)

F in la y s o n  o b s e rv e s  o f  t h i s  p a s s a g e  t h a t ,  " th e  sc e n e  o f  v io le n c e  i s  

conveyed  by a c c u m u la tio n  o f  d e t a i l s  in  a  p a r a t a c t i c  s t y l e .  The g e n e ra l  

im p re s s io n  i s  o f  s t r i k i n g  sw o rd s , f a l l i n g  men, c r a s h in g  t im b e r s ,  w ith  

lo n g , " b lo c k e d "  se q u e n c e s  o f  "b" and "k" a l l i t e r a t i o n s  ( 3 6 6 9 f f . ) .  F o u r-

and s i x - l i n e  g ro u p s  o f  i d e n t i c a l  a l l i t e r a t i o n  a r e  common, and  many
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l i n e s  have fo u r  s t r e s s e s  on th e  same l e t t e r ,  g iv in g  a v e ry  h a r s h ,  r a p id ,  

s t a c c a to  rh y th m ." 3® A ll  t h a t  need s to  b e  added  i s  t h a t  th e  f o r c e  and 

e n e rg y  o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  i s  g r e a t l y  enhanced  by th e  p o e t 's  c a r e f u l  

s e l e c t i o n  o f  s t r o n g ,  a c t iv e  v e rb s .

F in la y s o n  w ould a p p e a r  t o  b e  on l e s s  s e c u re  g rounds when h e  s u g g e s ts  

t h a t ,  "one b a t t l e  i s  much l i k e  a n o th e r  and was e v id e n t ly  e x p e c te d  to  be 

s o ,  even  in  more s o p h i s t i c a t e d  o r  c o u r t l y  w orks such  a s  The K n ig h t ' s T a l e , 

w here th e  b a t t l e  betw een  Palamon and A r c i te  c o u ld  q u i t e  e a s i l y  have come 

from  an a l l i t e r a t i v e ,  fo rm u la ic  p o em ."3!  W hile i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  C h a u c e r 's  

p a s sa g e  i s  a l l i t e r a t i v e ,  one n eed  o n ly  b r i e f l y  com pare C h a u c e r 's  t o u r ­

nam ent w ith  th e  M orte A r th u re  p o e t 's  b a t t l e  t o  p e r c e iv e  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  in  

a l l i t e r a t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s :

T h ere  i s  nam oore to  s e y n , b u t  w e s t and e s t
In  goon th e  s p e re s  f u l  s a d ly  in  a r r e s t ;
In  g o o th  th e  sh a rp e  s p o re  i n t o  th e  sy d e .
T her se e n  men who kan j u s t e  and who kan  ry d e ;
T h er sh y v e re n  s h a f t e s  upon s h e e ld e s  th ik k e ;
He f e e l e t h  th u rg h  th e  h e r te - s p o o n  th e  p r ik k e .
Up sp ry n g en  s p e re s  tw en ty  f o o t  on h ig h te ;
O ut goon e h t  sw erdes as  th e  s i l v e r  b r i g h t e ;
The helm es th e y  tohew en and to s h r e d e ;
O ut b r e s t  th e  b lo o d  w ith  s t i e r n e  s tre m e s  r e d e ;
W ith myghty maces th e  bones th e y  t o b r e s t e .
He th u rg h  th e  th i k k e s te  o f  th e  th ro n g  gan t h r e s t e ;
T her s to m b len  s te e d e s  s t r o n g e ,  and doun g o o th  a l ;
He r o l l e t h  u n d er f o o t  a s  do o th  a  b a l ;
He fo y n e th  on h i s  f e e t  and w ith  h i s  t ro n c h o u n ,
And he hym h u r t l e t h  w ith  h i s  h o r s  adoun ;
He th u rg h  th e  body i s  h u r t  and s i t h e n  t a k e ,
M augree h i s  h e e d , and b ro g h t  u n to  th e  s t a k e .

( 2601 - 2 6 1 8 ) 32

C haucer com poses h i s  a l l i t e r a t i o i x s  o f  b a s i c a l l y  subdued  s o u n d s , p r e ­

d o m in a n tly  i n i t i a l  s ,  s h ,  and  h rhym es, fo rm a lly  s o f te n in g  and r e s t r a i n ­

in g — c i v i l i z i n g ,  a s  i t  w ere— th e  v io le n c e  o f  com bat. The M orte A rth u re  

p o e t ,  on th e  o th e r  h an d , ch o o ses  a l l i t e r a t i v e  p a t t e r n s  w hich  i n t e n s i f y  

th e  b r u t a l i t y  o f  b a t t l e ,  c r e a t in g  a  w o rld  o f  v io le n c e  and  d e s t r u c t io n
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w ith in  w hich th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  s ta n d s  a s  th e  s o le  s o u rc e  o f  m eaning  and 

v a l u e .

L ike  th e  f a l l  o f  t h e  co n q u ered  tow n, th e  theme o f  th e  f a l l e n

w a r r io r  s w e lls  th e  t r a g i c  p r o g r e s s  o f  M orte A r th u re . I n v a r i a b l y ,  th e r e

i s  wound in t o  th e  l i n g u i s t i c  m a tr ix  o f  such  p a s sa g e s  an e l e g i a c  s t r a i n

w hich s u g g e s ts  th e  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  th e  a c t io n  and  th e  u n iq u e

and i r r e p l a c e a b l e  v a lu e  o f  w hat h a s  b een  l o s t .  The d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  K a y 's

d e a th  h as  an u n m is ta k a b ly  e l e g i a c  c a s t :

S i r  Kayous knewe w e le ,  be  t h a t  kyde wounde,
T h a t he was dede o f  th e  d y n te ,  and done ow te o f  l y f e .

(2177-2178)

He weyndes t o  th e  w yese kynge , and w ynly hym g r e t e s ,
" I  am w a th e ly  w ound ide , w aresch e  mone I  n e u e r!
W irke nowe t h i  w ir c h ip e ,  a s  th e  w o rld e  a s k e s ,
And b ry n g e  me to  b e r y e l l e ,  byd  I  no more!
G re te  w ele  my la d y e  th e  qw ene, 3 i f e  th e  w e rld e  h ap p y n e ,
And a l l e  th e  b u r l i c h e  b i r d e s  t h a t  t o  h i r  b o u re  le n g e z ,
And my w o r th i ly  w e i f e ,  t h a t  w re th id e  me n e u e r ,
B id  h i r e  f o r  h i r  w y rch ip e  w irk e  f o r  my s a u l l e ! "

(2185-2192)

As do th e  d e a th  o f  B e r i l :

Thane t h i s  c r u e l l e  kynge c a s t i s  in  f e w t i r e ,
K aghte hym a c o u e rd e  h o r s e ,  and  h i s  c o u rse  h a ld e z ,
B e r is  t o  s i r  B e r i l l e ,  and  b r a th e ly  hym h i t t e s ,
Throwghe g o l e t  and  g o rg e re  h e  h u r te z  hym ewyne!
The gome and  th e  g r e t t e  h o rs e  a t  th e  g rounde l i g g e z ,
And g r e te z  g r a y th e ly  t o  Gode, and g y f fe s  hym th e  s a u le !
Thus e s  B e r e l l e  th e  b o ld e  b ro g h te  o w tte  o f  ly u e ,
And byddez a f t y r e  b e r y e l l e ,  t h a t  hym b e s te  ly k e z .

(1769-1776)

And th e  d e a th  o f  B e d iv e re :

S i r  Bedwere was b o rn e  th u rg h e ,  and h i s  b r e s t e  t h y r l l e d e ,
W ith a b u r ly c h e  b ra n n d e , b ro d e  a t  th e  h i l t e s ;
The r y a l l e  ran n k e  s t e l e  t o  h i s  h e r t e  ry n n y s ,
And he ru s c h e s  t o  t h e  e r t h e ,  rew th e  e s  th e  m ore!

(2238-2241)

And t h a t  o f  C h ild  C h a s te la in  a s  w e l l :

So th a y  c h a se  t h a t  c h i l d e ,  e sch ap e  may he  n e u e r!
B ot on Swyane o f  Swecy, w ith  a sw erde eg g e ,

Reproduced  with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



206

The sw yers sw y re -b a n e  he sw appes in  so n d y re 1 
He swounande d ie d e ,  and on th e  sw a rth e  le g e d e ,
S w e lte s  ewynne s w i f t l y ,  and swanke he no more!

(2957-2961)

The theme c u lm in a te s  i n  A r th u r 's  lo n g  lam en t f o r  h i s  k n ig h ts  a t  C o rn w a ll:

Bot whene s i r  A r th u re  anone s i r  Ewayne he  fy n d y s ,
And E rra k e  th e  a u e n a u n t, and  o th e r  g r e t t  l o r d e s ,
He kaw ghte vp s i r  C ador w ith  c a re  a t  h i s  h e r t e ,
S i r  C le g is ,  s i r  C lerem onde, th e s  c l e r e  mene o f  a rm e s ,
S i r  L o th e , and  s i r  L y o n e l le ,  s i r  L a w n c e lo tt ,  and  Low es,
M arrake and M eneduke, t h a t  myghty w are e u e r ;
W ith la n g o u re  i n  th e  la u n d e  th a r e  he la y e s  them e t o g e d i r e , 
Lokede on th e y r e  l ig h a m e s , and w ith  a lowde s t e u e n e ,
AHs le d e  t h a t  l i s t e  n o g h te  ly f e  and l o s t e  had  h i s  m y r th is ;
Than he  s t o t a y s  f o r  made, and a l l e  h i s  s t r e n g h e  f a y l e z ,
Lokes vpe t o  t h e  l y f t e ,  and a l l e  h i s  ly r e  ch a u n g e s ,
Downne he sw eys f u l l e  sw y th e , and in  a swoune f a l l y s ,
Vpe he  c o u e r i s  one k n e y s , and k ry e s  f u l l e  o f t e n e , —
"Kyng comly w ith  crow ne, in  c a re  am I  leu y d e!
A lle  my lo r d c h ip e  law e in  la n d e  es  la y d e  vndy re!
T hat me h as  g y fen e  gw erd o n es , be  g ra c e  o f  hym s e lu e n e , 
M ayntenyde my manhede b e  m yghte o f  t h e i r e  h a n d e s ,
Made me m anly one m olde, and m a y s te r  in  e r th e ;
In  a t e n e f u l l e  tyme t h i s  t o r f e r e  was r e r e r y d e ,
T h a t f o r  a t r a y t o u r e  h a s  ty n t e  a l l e  my tre w e  lo rd y s !
H ere r y s ty s  t h e  r i c h e  b lu d e  o f  th e  Rownde T a b le ,
Rebukkede w ith  a  rebaw de, and  rew th e  a s  th e  m ore!
I  may h e l p l e s  one h e th e  h ouse  b e  myne o ne ,
AHs a  w a f u l le  wedowe t h a t  w a n tte s  h i r  b e ry n e !
I  may w erye and  w epe, and w rynge myne h an d y s ,
f o r  my w y tt and  my w y rch ip e  awaye e s  f o r  e u e r!
O ff a l l e  lo r d c h ip s  I  ta k e  le u e  to  myne ende!
H ere i s  th e  B re to n e s  b lo d e  b ro u g h te  owt o f  l y f e ,
And nowe in  t h i s  jo u rn e e  a l l e  my jo y  en d y s!"

(4262-4290)

H ere a t  th e  Armageddon o f  t h e  Round T a b le , t r i b u t o r y  s tre a m s  o f  lam en t

s w e ll  and c u lm in a te  i n  a  p a s s a g e  o f  a lm o s t u n b e a ra b le  pow er a s  e a r l i e r

in s ta n c e s  o f  th e  them e ech o  and r e s o n a te ,  in fo rm in g  A r t h u r 's  th re n o d y  

w ith  an i n t e n s i t y  and  ra n g e  t h a t  re a c h e s  b a c k , a s  i t  w e re , t o  g a th e r  up 

and u n ify  th e  w hole o f  th e  p re c e d in g  a c t io n  w i th in  a s i n g l e  t r a g i c  fo c u s .

T h is  p a s sa g e  e x e m p l i f i e s  w hat i s  p e rh a p s  th e  key  r h e t o r i c a l  s t r a t e g y  

o f  M orte A r th u re , a poem in  w hich th em es , f i g u r e s ,  and fo rm u la s  a re  

r e p e a te d  and v a r ie d  u n t i l  b ro u g h t to  f r u i t i o n  in  a  c l im a c t i c  t r a g i c
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e p iso d e  w hich th e y ,  in  t u r n ,  o r c h e s t r a t e .  A r th u r 's  lam en t a t  C o rn w all 

p ro v id e s  a  model i l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  t h i s  s t r a t e g y ,  r e a l i z i n g  a s  i t  does a  

w ide v a r i e ty  o f  th e  p o em 's  t r a g i c  th em es , f ig u r e s  and fo rm u la s . T here  

i s ,  f o r  exam ple, so m eth in g  c l e a r l y  f u n e r e a l  ab o u t th e  l a y in g  o u t  o f  

c o rp s e s  on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d .  As Benson n o t e s , ^3 th e  f u n e r a l  i s  a  r e c u r r e n t  

them e in  M orte A r th u r e . I t  i s  in t ro d u c e d  in  th e  c o m p la in t o f  th e  aged  

widow m ourning f o r  th e  d u ch ess  s l a i n  by th e  g ia n t  on S a in t  M ic h a e l 's  

Mount:

"Loo! h e re  th e  d uchez  d e r e ,— t o  daye was cho t a k y n e ,—
Depe d o lu e n e  and  d e d e , dyked in  m oldez;
He hade m o r th ire d e  t h i s  mylde be myddaye w ar ro n g e n e , 
W ith -o w tty n e  m ercy one m olde, I  n o t  w a tte  i t  m ent:
He h as  fo r s e d e  h i r  and f y le d e ,  and cho es fay  le u e d e ;
He s lew e h i r  v n - s l e l y ,  and s l i t t  h i r  t o  th e  n a u y l le !
And h e re  haue  I  bawmede h i r ,  and  b e ry e d e  t h e r - a f t y r ;  
f f o r  b a le  o f  th e  b o t e l e s s e ,  b ly th e  be  I  n e u e r!
Of a l l e  th e  f r e n d e z  cho h a d e , th e r e  fo low ede none a f t y r e ,
B ot I ,  h i r  f o s t e r  modyr o f  f y f te n e  w y n te r!
To f e rk e  o f  t h i s  f a r l a n d e ,  fan d e  s a l l e  I  n e u e r ,
B ot h e re  be  foundene  on f e ld e ,  t i l l e  I  be fay  le u e d e !"

(974-985)34

The f u n e r a l  them e i s  p ro m in e n t in  th e  e p iso d e  o f  K ay 's  d e a t h . 35 i t

a p p e a rs  a g a in  in  A r th u r 's  t r e a tm e n t  o f  th e  Roman dead  w hich im p l ie s  a

human bond in  th e  fa c e  o f  n e c e s s i t y  w hich t r a n s c e n d s  even e n m ity :

Bot s i r  A r th u re  onone a y e re s  t h e r - a f t y r e  
Ewyne to  th e  em p ero u r, w ith  h o n o u ra b le  k y n g is ;
L augh te  hym vpe f u l l e  lo u e ly ly  w ith  h o rd ly c h e  k n y g h t te z ,
And le d d e  hyme t o  t h e  l a y e r e ,  t h a r e  th e  kyng ly g g e s .
Thane haraw dez  h e g h e ly , a t  h e s te  o f  th e  lo r d e s ,
H u n tte s  vpe th e  h ay th em en e , t h a t  on h e g h te  ly g g e s ,
The Sowdane o f  S u r ry ,  and c e r ta y n e  k y n g es ,
S ex ty  o f  th e  c h e e fe  s e n a to u r s  o f  Rome.
Thane th e y  b u s sc h e s  and  bawmede t h a i r e  h o n o u r lic h e  k y n g is ,
Sewed them e in  s e n d e l l e  s e x t i - f a u l d e  a f t i r e ,
Lappede them  in  l e d e ,  l e s s e  t h a t  th e y  s c h u ld e  
Chawnge o r  c h a w ffe , 3 i f  t h a t  m yghte e s c h e f f e ;
C lo sed  in  k y s ty s  c le n e  v n - to  Rome,
W ith t h e i r e  b a n e r s  a-bow ne, t h e i r e  b a g is  th e r e - v n d y r e ,
In  w hate  c o u n tre  th a y  k a i r e  t h a t  k n y g h tte s  m yghte knawe 
Ic h e  kynge b e  h i s  c o lo u r s ,  in  k y th  w hare IheJ le g e n d e .

(2290-2305)
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The f u n e r a l  them e r e c u r s  when, a f t e r  th e  d e f e a t  o f  th e  Romans, A r th u r

p a u se s  t o  b u ry  B e d iv e re , Kay, B e r i l ,  B aldw in , Bedw ar, and C ador:

He bydes f o r  th e  b e ry en g e  o f  h i s  b o ld e  k n y g h te z ,
T h a t in  b a t e l l e  w ith  b ra n d e z  w are b ro u g h te  owte o f  l y f e .
He b e ry e s  a t  Bayone s i r  Bedwere th e  ry c h e ;
The c o rs  o f  Kayone th e  kene a t  Came es  b e - le u e f e d e ,
K o ueride  w ith  a c r y s t a l l e  c l e n ly  a l l e  o u e r ;
H is fa d y re  c o n q u e rid e  t h a t  k y th  k n y g h tly  w ith  h o n d es .
Seyne in  B urgoyne he b ad e  to  b e ry  mo k n y g h tte z ,
S i r  B erade and  Bawdwyne, s i r  Bedwar th e  ry c h e ,
Gud s i r  C ador a t  Came, a s  h i s  kynde a s k e s .

(2377-2385)

L a te r ,  G aw ain 's  b u r i a l  i s  p re p a re d  f o r  w ith  g r e a t  r e l i g i o u s  cerem ony:

And h e  b e - tu k e  tham e th e  c o r s  o f  th e  k n y g h te  n o b le .
"L o k is  i t  b e  c l e n ly  k e p y d ,"  he  s a i d ,  "and  in  th e  k i r k e  h o ld e n e ,  
Done f o r  d e ry g e s e ,  a s  t o  th e  ded  f a l l y s ,
Menskede w ith  m e sse s , f o r  mede o f  th e  s a u le :
Loke i t  w an te  no w axe, ne  no w irc h ip e  e l l e s ,
And a t  th e  body b e  bawmede, and one e r th e  h o ld e n e ,
3 i f f  th o u  k ep e  t h i  c o u e n t en c ro c h e  any w irc h ip e  
A t my comyng a -g a y n e , 3 i f  C r i s t  w i l l e  i t  t h o l e ;
A-byde o f  t h e  b e ry en g e  t i l l e  th e y  b e  b ro u g h te  v n d i r e ,
T h a t h as  w ro g h te  v s  t h i s  woo, and  t h i s  w e rre  m ouede."

(4015-4024)

L ik e  B eow ulf, M orte A r th u re  ends w ith  a  f u n e r a l :

The b a ro n a g e  o f  B re ta y n e  tham>, b ech o p es and  o t h i r e ,
G ray th es  them e t o  G la sc h e n b e ry  w ith  g loppynnande h e r t e s ,
To b e ry  t h a r e  th e  b o ld e  k y n g e , and  b ry n g e  to  th e  e r t h e ,
W ith a l l e  w irc h ip e  and w e lth e  t h a t  any wy s c h o ld e .
T h ro ly  b e l l e s  th a y  ry n g e , and  Requiem sy n g y s ,
D osse m esses and  m atyns w ith  m oum ande n o te s :
R elygeous r e u e s te  in  t h e i r e  r i c h e  c o p e s ,
P o n t y f i c a l l e s  and  p r e l a t e s  in  p re c y o u se  w edys,
Dukes and d u s s z e p e r is  in  t h e i r e  d u le - c o te s ,
C ow ntasses k n e la n d e  and  c la sp a n d e  t h e i r e  h a n d e s ,
Ladys la n g u e ssa n d e  and  lo w rande  to  schew e;
A lle  was b u sk ed e  in  b la k e ,  b i r d e s  and  o t h i r e ,
T h a t schew ede a t  th e  s e p u l t u r e ,  w ith  sy la n d e  t e r i s ;
What n e u e r  so  s o ro w fu l le  a  s y g h te  se e n e  in  t h e i r e  ty m e!

(4328-4341)

H ere th e  f u l l  m eaning o f  th e  them e i s  r e l e a s e d .  A r th u r 's  f u n e r a l  s ta n d s  

a s  an  emblem o f  a  w o r ld  so  b e r e f t  o f  v a lu e ,  a  w o rld  so  s u b je c t  t o  th e  

f o r c e s  o f  t im e , change and d e a th ,  t h a t  a l l  m ust f i n a l l y  s e t t l e  i n t o  a  

t a b le a u  o f  i r r e p a r a b l e  l o s s ,  r e s ig n a t io n  and  g r i e f .
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One o f  M orte A r th u r e 1s  m ost e lo q u e n t and s t r i k i n g  f i g u r e s  o f  human

m ise ry  i s  t h a t  o f  th e  w o e fu l widow. As c i t e d  above , th e  f i g u r e  i s

p ro m in en t in  A r th u r 's  la m e n t:

" I  may h e l p l e s  one h e th e  h ouse  be myne o n e ,
AHs a w a f u l le  wedowe t h a t  w a n tte s  h i r  b e ry n e !
I  may w erye and  w ep e , and  w rynge myne h a n d y s , 
f f o r  my w y tt  and  my w y rch ip e  awaye e s  f o r  e u e r!
O ff a l l e  lo r d c h ip s  I  ta k e  le u e  to  myne ende!
H ere e s  t h e  B re to n e s  b lo d e  b ro u g h te  owt o f  l y f e ,
And nowe in  t h i s  jo u rn e e  a l l e  my jo y  en d y s!"

(4284-4290)

The w o efu l widow f i r s t  a p p e a rs  in  th e  form  o f  th e  f o s te r - m o th e r  o f  th e

d u ch ess  whom th e  g i a n t  o f  S a in t  M ic h a e l 's  Mount h a s  ra p e d  and  m u rd ered :

He fe rk e z  t o  th e  f y r s t e  f y r e ,  and euene th e r e  he fy n d ez  
A w ery w a f u l le  wedowe, w ryngande h i r e  h an d ez ,
And g re ta n d e  on a  g ra u e  g r y s e ly  t e r e s ,
Now m erkyde one m o lde , s e n e  myddaye i t  sem ede:

(949-952)

The f ig u r e  r e c u r s  i n  t h e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  A r th u r ’ s co n q u es t o f  T u scan y ,

w here i t  p o in t s  th e  t r a g i c  u n i v e r s a l i t y  o f  w ar:

Tow rres h e  t u m e s ,  and  tu rm e n te z  t h e  p o p le ,
W roghte wedewes f u l l e  w lo n k e , w ro th e ra y le  s y n g e s ,

(3153-3154)

F i n a l l y ,  a t  A r th u r 's  f u n e r a l ,  t h e  f ig u r e  o f  th e  w o efu l widow r e a p p e a r s

f o r  th e  l a s t  tim e  in  g e n e r a l i z e d  form  a s  a l l  women, b r id e s  and  o t h e r s ,

a r e  v e i l e d  in  b la c k ,  w eep , k n e e l ,  and  w rin g  t h e i r  h a n d s :

C ow ntasses k n e la n d e  and  c la sp a n d e  t h e i r e  h a n d e s ,
Ladys la n g u e s s a n d e  and  low rande t o  schew e;
A lle  was b u sk e d e  i n  b la k e ,  b i r d e s  and  o t h i r e ,
T h a t schew ede a t  th e  s e p u l t u r e ,  w i th  sy la n d e  t e r i s ;
Whas n e u e r  so  s o r r o w f u l le  a  s y g h te  se e n e  in  t h e i r e  tym e!

(4337-4341)

The f ig u r e  o f  t h e  w o e fu l widow i s  r e c o g n iz a b le  by  t h r e e  p a r t i ­

c u l a r s  w hich a r e  c o n s ta n t  and  i n v a r i a b l e ;  w h erev e r she  a p p e a rs  and  

w h a te v e r  l e t t e r  p ro v id e s  th e  key  in  w hich th e  a l l i t e r a t i o n  i s  com posed, 

sh e  i s  a lw ays w eep in g , k n e e l in g ,  and  w rin g in g  h e r  h a n d s . T hese  a r e  t h e
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d e t a i l s  w hich i d e n t i f y  t h e  f i g u r e  and  w hich mark i t s  u s e ,  even  w here n o t  

o v e r t l y  d e s ig n a te d .  F o r ex am p le , th e  g ia n t  o f  S a in t  M ic h a e l 's  Mount 

p ro v id e s  an exam ple o f  th e  w o e fu l widow f i g u r e ,  even though  n o t  s p e c i ­

f i c a l l y  named as su c h :

Thane th e  b a l e f u l l e  b ie r d e z  bownez to  th e  e r t h e ,
K neland and  c ry a n d e , and  c la p p id e  t h e i r e  h a n d e z ,—

(1136-1137)

T here  i s  a l s o  a  h i n t  o f  t h e  f i g u r e  in  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  A r th u r 's  g r i e f  

f o r  Gawain:

B ot whene o u re  w ie se  kynge w is te  t h a t  Gawayne was la n d e d e ,
He a l  to -w ry th e s  f o r  woo, and  w ryngande h i s  h a n d e s ,

(3919-3920)

And a g a in  in  th e  reb u k e  o f  th e  Round T ab le  t o  w hat th e y  c o n s id e r  t o  b e

th e  e x c e s s iv e  m ourning  o f  t h e i r  c h i e f :

"B ly n e ,"  s a i s  t h i e s  b o ld e  m ene, "thow  b lo n d i r s  t h i  s e l f e n e ,
T h is  es  b o t l e s  b a l e ,  f o r  b e t t i r  b e e s  i t  n e u e r!
I t  e s  no w ir c h ip e  i-w y s s e  to  wryng th y n e  h o n d e s .
To wepe a l s  a womane i t  e s  no w i t t  h o ld e n e !"

(3975-3978)

What i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  r e c o g n iz e  i s  t h a t  each  tim e  th e  f i g u r e  o f  t h e  w o e fu l 

widow o c c u r s ,  sh e  p r o j e c t s  an im age o f  hum an ity  i s o l a t e d ,  u n p r o te c te d ,  

and  im m ersed in  l o s s  and  la m e n ta t io n .  E q u a lly  im p o r ta n t  i s  t h e  phenom­

enon o f  r e c u r r e n c e  i t s e l f .  The m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  o f  th e  f i g u r e  s u g g e s ts  

t h a t  w hat sh e  r e p r e s e n t s  i s  n e i t h e r  a r b i t r a r y  n o r a c c i d e n t a l .  R e c u rre n c e  

f u n c t io n s  a s  a  r e f r a i n ,  s u g g e s t in g  t h a t  su ch  c a ta s t r o p h e s  a r e  in h e r e n t  

in  th e  n a tu r e  o f  e x i s t e n c e .

S p e c ia l  c a re  s h o u ld  b e  d e v o te d  n o t  o n ly  t o  th e  them es an d  f i g u r e s ,  

b u t  t o  th e  d i c t i o n  o f  A r t h u r 's  th re n o d y  f o r  h i s  f a l l e n  k n ig h t s ,  

s p e c i f i c a l l y  th o s e  fo rm u la ic  p h ra s e s  o f  e l e g i a c  commentary w h ich  deepen  

and c l a r i f y  th e  a c t i o n .  One su ch  p h r a s e ,  a t  l e a s t ,  i s  f a m i l i a r  enough:

H ere r y s ty s  th e  r i c h e  b lu d e  o f  t h e  Rownde T a b le ,
Rebukkede w ith  a  reb aw d e , and  rew th e  e s  th e  more!

(4282-4283)
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The fo rm u la , b e sp e a k in g  g r i e f  and  l o s s ,  i s  f i r s t  u sed  t o  comment on

B e d iv e r e 's  d e a th :

The r y a l l e  ran n k e  s t e l e  to  h i s  h e r t e  ry n n y s ,
And he ru s c h e s  t o  th e  e r t h e ,  rew th e  e s  t h e  more!

(2240-2241)

A v a r i a t i o n  a p p e a rs  in  C a e s a r 's  sp eech  from  th e  w h ee l:

' I  was d red d e  in  my d a y e s , '  he  s a i d ,  ' i n  d y u e rse  rewmes,
And now dampnede to  th e  d e d e , and  d o le  e s  t h e  m ore!"

(3298-3299)

T hree v a r i a n t s  o c c u r  in  th e  d e p ic t io n  o f  G aw ain 's  l a s t  s t a n d ,  th e  f i r s t  

a s  p a r t  o f  th e  p o e t 's  om inous d e s c r ip t io n  o f  G aw ain 's  o r i g i n a l  la n d in g  

and a s s a u l t :

Whene he g ro w n d id e , f o r  g r e f e  h e  g y rd is  in  th e  w a te r e ,
T h a t to  th e  g i r d y l l e  he  gos in  a l l e  h i s  g y l t e  w edys;
S c h o t t i s  vpe appone th e  sonde in  s y g h te  o f  th e  l o r d e s ,
S eng ly  w ith  hys so p p e , my sorow e e s  th e  more!

(3726-3729)

The seco n d  as  a d e s p a i r in g  ad m iss io n  d u r in g  G aw ain 's  own lam en t f o r  h i s

doomed k n ig h ts :

I  syghe n o g h te  f o r  my s e l f e ,  s a  h e lp e  o u re  L o rd e ;
Bot f o r  t o  [see ] vs s u p p ry se d e , my sorow e e s  th e  m ore.

(3796-3797)

The t h i r d  as  a  p o ig n a n t  e le m e n t o f  th e  p o e t 's  eu lo g y  f o r  th e  dead  h e ro :

And th u s  s i r  Gawayne e s  gone, th e  gude man o f  a rm es, 
W ith -o w tty n e  reschew e o f  r e n k e ,  and  rewghe e s  th e  more!

(3858-3859)

The fo rm u la  r e s u r f a c e s  tw ic e  more in  A r th u r 's  lam en t f o r  th e  f a l l e n  

G aw ain:

Was n e u e r  sorow e so  s o f t e  t h a t  sanke  t o  my h e r t e ,
I t t  e s  f u l l e  s ib b  t o  my s e l f e -, my sorow e e s  th e  more!

(3983-3984)

37The p e n u l t im a te  r e c u r r e n c e  o f  th e  p h ra s e  a p p e a rs  in  th e  p o e t 's  
com mentary on th e  l a s t  b a t t l e :

So th e  d ro u g h te  o f  th e  daye d ry ed e  t h e i r e  h e r t e s ,
T h a t b o th e  d ry n k le s  th e y  d y e , d o le  was th e  more!

(4171-4172)
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A seco n d  e l e g i a c  r e f r a i n  c o n t r i b u t i n g  t o  th e  fo rc e  o f  A r th u r 's

lam en t i s  th e  fo llo w in g :

f f o r  my w y tt  and my w y rch ip e  awaye es  f o r  e u e r!
(4287)

The key  p h ra s e  i s  " fo r e v e r "  w ith  i t s  b u rd e n  o f  i r r e v o c a b le  l o s s :  i t  i s

r e m in is c e n t  o f  G u in e v e re 's  p r o p h e t i c  c o m p la in t :

A lle  my lykynge  o f  ly f e  ow te o f  la n d e  w endez,
And I  in  la n g o u r  am l e f t e ,  le u e  3 e f o r  e u e re !

(701-702)

T h ere  a r e  ech o es  a s  w e l l  o f  th e  f a l l  o f  Como:

Thane b re k e s  o u re  b u sch em e n t, and  th e  b r ig g e  w ynnes,
B rayedez  i n - t o  th e  b u rg h e  w ith  b a n e r s  d is p la y e d e ,
S te k e s  and s t a b b i s  thorow e t h a t  them  a - 3 a y n e -s to n d e s ;  
ffo w re  s t r e t i s ,  o r  t h a t  s t y n t e ,  th e y  s tro y e n e  fo r e  eu e re !

(3124-3127)

And o f  th e  m ou rn fu l la m e n ta t io n  spoken  in  u n is o n  by th e  w o r th ie s  o f  th e  

w h e e l:

'A nd th u s  I  d r i f e  f o r th e  my d a y e s , w h i l l e s  I  d reg h e  m yghte,
And t h e r e - f o r e  d e r f ly c h e  I  am dampnede f o r  e u e r ! '

(3276-3277)

A v a r i a n t  o c c u rs  in  H e c to r 's  c o m p la in t:

'And nowe my lo rd c h ip p e s  a r e  l o s t e ,  and l a i d e  f o r  e u e r ! '
(3293)

And a n o th e r  in  th e  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  G aw a in 's  l a s t  s ta n d :

The d o u g h t ty e s te  o f  Danemarke vndone a r e  f o r  e u e r !
(3752)

The. p h ra s e  r e c u r s  one tim e  more b e f o r e  A r t h u r 's  lam en t i n  F re d e r ic k  o f

F r i s l a n d 's  e u lo g y  f o r  Gawain:

"He was th e  s te r y n n e s te  i n  s to u r e  t h a t  e u e r  s t e l e  w e rry d e ,
f f o r e  he  h a s  s to n a y e d e  o u re  s t a l e ,  and  s tro y e d e  f o r  e u e r ! "

(3872-3873)

S t i l l  a n o th e r  fo rm u la  o f  e l e g i a c  t r i b u t e  w inds in  and o u t o f  th e  

poem b e f o r e  c l im a x in g  in  A r th u r 's  f i n a l  la m e n t:
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He kaw ghte vp s i r  Cador w ith  c a r e  a t  h i s  h e r t e ,
S i r  C le g is ,  s i r  C lerem onde, th e s e  c l e r e  mene o f  a rm es,

(4264-4265)

The v a r i a t i o n  on th e  b a s i c  fo rm u la  i s  c l e r e  men o f  a rm e s , a  p h ra s e

s e r v in g  a s  e p i ta p h  and e u lo g y , com m em orating th e  i r r e t r i e v a b l e  v a lu e

o f  w h at h a s  been  l o s t .  The fo rm u la  f i r s t  a p p e a rs  in  Gawain*s lam en t

f o r  C h ild  C h a s t e l a in :

The g u y te  was a  gude mane, b e -g y n n an d e  o f  arm es.
(2963)

I t  r e c u r s  in  th e  n a r r a t i o n  o f  Gawain*s s l a y i n g  o f  t h e  K ing o f  G u tla n d :

He g y rd es  hym in  a t  th e  g o rg e  w ith  h i s  gryme la u n c e ,
T h a t th e  growndene g la y fe  g r a y th e s  in  so n d y re !
W ith t h a t  b o y s to u s  b ra y d e  he  bow nes hym t o  dye!
The kynge o f  G u tlan d e  i t  w a s , a  gude mane o f  a rm e s .

(3760-3763)

The fo rm u la  i s  m ost p o ig n a n tly  sounded  in  t h e  p o e t 's  lam en t f o r  Gawain:

And th u s  s i r  Gawayne e s  go n e , th e  gude man o f  a rm es,
(3858)

Such fo rm u la s  and  p h ra s e s  a r e  p e r h a p s ,  i n  th e m s e lv e s ,  n o t  e s p e c i a l l y  

m e a n in g fu l .  What i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  i s  th e  c u m u la tiv e  e f f e c t  o f  t h e i r  

r e i t e r a t i o n .  L ik e  e l e g i a c  them es and f i g u r e s ,  th e  fo rm u la s  a p p e a r  and  

r e a p p e a r ,  w eav ing  a  p a t t e r n  o f  g r i e f  and  s u f f e r i n g  th ro u g h o u t th e  

w ho le  o f  th e  a c t io n  and  in fo rm in g  c r i t i c a l  s c e n e s  l i k e  A r th u r 's  e u lo g y  

f o r  th e  Round T ab le  w ith  m e a su re le s s  d e p th ,  m aking o f  M orte A rth u re  a 

poem in  w hich  m an 's  f a t e  i s  n e v e r  f a r  from  th e  s u r f a c e .

Thus f a r  we hav e  seen  t o  w hat e x t e n t  e v e n t ,  s t r u c t u r e ,  n a r r a t i v e  

p a c e ,  and  r h e t o r i c  s e rv e  to  convey th e  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t i e s  w hich shadow 

th e  A r th u r ia n  w o r ld . B ut t r a g e d y  a c c o u n ts  f o r  o n ly  h a l f  th e  fo u n d a tio n  

upon w hich  th e  h e r o ic  poem r e s t s .  I n  M orte A r th u r e , th e  p e rv a s iv e  

n e g a t io n s  o f  f o r tu n e  a r e  alw ays and  ev e ry w h ere  opposed  by th e  h e r o ic
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a t t i t u d e s  and  a c t io n s  o f  th e  Round T a b le .  In  th e  a f te rm a th  o f  C o rn w a ll, 

d i r g e  and f u n e r a l  a r e  e v id e n c e  o f  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  tr iu m p h  o f  F o rtu n e  

and  a l l  t h a t  she  r e p r e s e n t s .  B ut th e  d eeds o f  A r th u r  and h i s  k n ig h ts  

s ta n d  a s  u n d e n ia b le  p ro o f  o f  th e  u n c o n q u e ra b le  w o rth  o f  th e  h e r o ic  

l i f e .

I f  th e  te n s io n  betw een  h e r o ic  a f f i r m a t io n  and  t r a g i c  n e g a t io n  i s  

in d e e d  th e  m a in sp r in g  o f  M orte A r th u r e , th e n  one m ig h t e x p e c t t h i s  to  

b e  r e f l e c t e d  in  A r th u r 's  dream  o f  F o r tu n e ,  w hich i s  an e x p l i c i t  

r e n d e r in g  o f  th e  poem 's  form  and m eaning in  m icrocosm . To fo cu s  

e x c lu s iv e ly  on th o s e  p o r t io n s  o f  th e  dream  w hich  em phasize  human 

l i m i t a t i o n  w ould b e  a  s e r io u s  e r r o r .  One m ust n o t  f o r g e t ,  and A r th u r 's  

p h i lo s o p h e r s  do n o t  p e rm it  u s  t o  f o r g e t ,  th e  a u th e n t i c  ach iev em en ts  o f  

th e  w o r th ie s  on th e  w h e e l. A le x a n d e r , H e c to r ,  C a e s a r ,  and th e  r e s t  

r e p r e s e n t  hum an ity  a t  i t s  h ig h e s t .  What th e y  s u f f e r  on th e  w heel does 

n o t  b e l i t t l e  t h e i r  s t a t u r e  o r  demean t h e i r  d e e d s . Tim e, change and d e a th  

do n o t  r e n d e r  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  c o n te m p tib le  o r  v a in g lo r io u s .  The s e n te n c e  

i m p l i c i t  in  th e  f ig u r e  o f  th e  w o r th ie s  on th e  w heel i s  t h a t  even  th e  

g r e a t e s t  men and  t h e i r  m ost g lo r io u s  a c t s  a r e  s u b je c t  t o  th o s e  m o r ta l  

l i m i t a t i o n s  t h a t  d e f in e  l i f e  on e a r t h  a s  human. A t th e  same t im e ,  i t  i s  

th o s e  v e ry  h e ro e s  and  w hat th e y  have  d a re d  and  done w hich in s u r e  t h a t  th e  

tr iu m p h  o f  tim e  and  d e a th  does n o t  o b v ia te  t h e  w o rth  and  m eaning o f  

human h i s t o r y .  The e n d u r in g  fame o f  th e  w o r th ie s  i s  l i v i n g  p ro o f  t h a t  

h e r o ic  g lo r y  i s  n o t  v a in g lo r y ,  t h a t  t h e  m ost e s s e n t i a l  c o n q u e s ts  o f  th e  

h e ro  a r e  n o t  c a n c e l le d  by F o r tu n e . And A r th u r  i s  n o t  o n ly  named a s  one 

o f  t h i s  h e r o ic  company, b u t  i s  c h i e f  among them ; as  h i s  p h ilo s o p h e r s  

a d v is e  him :

f f o r e - t h y  f f o r tu n e  th e  f e tc h e s  t o  f u l f i l l e  th e  nowmbyre,
A l ls  nynne o f  th e  n o b i l e s t e  namede in  e r t h e ;
T h is  s a l l e  in  rom ance b e  re d d e  w ith  r y a l l e  k n y g h t te s ,
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Rekkenede and  renownde w ith  ry o to u s  k y n g es ,
And demyd one dom esdaye, f o r  d e d is  o f  a rm e s ,
f f o r  th e  d o u g h ty e s te  t h a t  e u e r  was d u e l la n d  in  e r t h e :
So many c l e r k i s  and kynges s a l l e  k a rp e  o f  3oure d e d is ,
And kepe  3 o u re  co n q u e s te z  in  c ro n y c le  f o r  e u e r!

(3438-3445)

T h is  p a s sa g e  i s  e s p e c i a l l y  n o te w o rth y . H ere th e  p h i lo s o p h e r s  te a c h  j u s t  

e x a c t ly  w hat i t  i s  t h a t  h e ro ism  w re s ts  from  tim e  and  d e a th .  A r th u r 's  

h e r o ic  d eeds  w i l l  be rem em bered f o r e v e r ,  r e c o rd e d  in  rom ance, renowned 

among k in g s ,  a t t a i n i n g  p e rh a p s  a  d u r a t io n  beyond  t h a t  o f  th e  w o r ld . 3 8

H ere in d e e d  i s  h e r o ic  pow er and  g lo ry  c a p a b le  o f  w i th s ta n d in g ,  on 

i t s  own te rm s  th e  f u l l  fo rc e  o f  F o rtu n e  and  h e r  w h ee l.

F i t t i n g l y  enough , a t  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  t h e  poem, th e  W orthy theme

; s  a g a in  sounded  w ith  m en tion  o f  A r th u r 's  h e r o i c  l in e a g e  w h ich , l i k e

t h a t  o f  B r i t a i n  i t s e l f ,  s t r e t c h e s  back  t o  T ro y :

Thus e n d is  kyng A r th u re ,  a s  a u c t p r s  a le g g e s ,
T h a t was o f  E c to re s  b lu d e ,  t h e  kynge sone o f  T ro y e ,
And o f  s i r  P ryam ous, th e  p ry n c e ,  p ra y s e d e  in  e r t h e ;
f f r o  th e th e n e  b ro g h te  th e  B re to n s  a l l e  h i s  b o ld e  e ld y r s  
I n - t o  B re ta y n e  th e  b ro d e , a s  th e  B r u y t te  t e l l y s .

(4342-4346)

The n a r r a t i v e  ends w ith  a f u n e r a l  w hich i s  a p p r o p r ia te  t o  a  t r a g e d y  o f  

f o r tu n e  w hich  h ad  a l l  a lo n g  i n s i s t e d  upon th e  m o r t a l i t y  o f  man. B ut 

th e  poem i t s e l f  en d s  w ith  a c o n v e n tio n  w hich  p la c e s  th e  v i c to r y  o f  th e

w heel in  i t s  p ro p e r  p e r s p e c t iv e .  A ll  m ust f a l l  and  p a s s  away. B ut in

th e  e n d le s s  round  o f  human h i s t o r y ,  g r e a t  men have  in h a b i te d  th e  e a r t h  

and  acc o m p lish e d  g r e a t  d e e d s . The fame o f  h e ro e s  l i k e  H e c to r  and  P riam  

s h a l l  n o t  p a s s  away. N e i th e r  s h a l l  t h a t  o f  A r th u r .  The b r e v i t y  o f  l i f e  

c a n n o t im p a ir  i t s  v a l i d i t y .

I t  i s  w o rth  n o t in g  t h a t  once a g a in ,  a t  th e  e n d , j u s t  a s  in  th e  

p h i lo s o p h e r s ' i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  A r th u r 's  d ream , t h e r e  i s  r e f e r e n c e  t o  

th e  r o l e  o f  l i t e r a t u r e  in  p r e s e r v in g  h e r o ic  v a lu e  from  th e  a s s a u l t s  o f
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t im e . H e ro ic  p o e t r y —w h e th e r B r u t , rom aunce , o r  M orte A rth u re  i t s e l f — 

i s  a  s p e c i a l  form  o f  h e r o ic  l o y a l t y ,  a  means o f  p a y in g  t r i b u t e  t o  and 

s u s t a in i n g  th e  hard-w on ach iev em en ts  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e .  T here  i s  no 

s u r e r  e v id e n c e  t h a t ,  f o r  a l l  i t s  in d iv id u a l i s m ,  h e ro ism  i s  u l t im a te ly  

a c o l l e c t i v e  human e n t e r p r i s e .

The n a tu r e  o f  h e ro is m , l i k e  t h a t  o f  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y ,  i s  c l a r i f i e d  

in  A r th u r 's  v i s io n  o f  F o r tu n e . B ut from  th e  o u t s e t ,  M orte A rth u re  i s  

a th o ro u g h ly  h e r o ic  poem in  i t s  la n g u a g e , r h e t o r i c ,  o u tlo o k  and v a lu e s .  

A r th u r  and  h i s  Round T a b le , and even  h i s  enem ies  as  o f te n  as  n o t , a r e  

d e s c r ib e d  in  th e  c o n v e n tio n a l  d i c t i o n  w hich  i d e n t i f i e s  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e :  

n o b le ,  p r i n c e - l i k e ,  w is e ,  v a l i a n t ,  k in d ,  c o u r te o u s ,  h o n o ra b le ,  w o r th y , 

m ig h ty , k n ig h t ly ,  com ely, b ra v e ,  g a l l a n t ,  b o ld ,  f i e r c e ,  and f a i r ;  t h e s e  

a r e  some o f  th e  a d j e c t i v e s  ( in  rough  t r a n s l a t i o n )  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  

d e s ig n a t in g  th e  f i g h t e r s  in  th e  poem. More im p o r ta n t ,  A r th u r 's  a s p i r ­

a t i o n s  a r e  h e r o ic  th ro u g h o u t .  He n e v e r  f i g h t s  f o r  mere g a in  and  p o w er. 

L ik e  th e  l e g i t i m a te  h e ro  h e  i s ,  he d e s p is e s  th e  m ere m a te r ia l  rew ard s  

o f  w a r . W orld ly  goods a re  o n ly  s i g n i f i c a n t  i n s o f a r  a s  th e y  s e rv e  a s  

emblems o f  th e  n o b i l i t y  o f  th e  h e r o i c  l i f e . 3 9  A r th u r  f i g h t s  t o  p r o t e c t  

h i s  p e o p le ;  t o  avenge w rongs; and  in  a c c o rd a n c e  w ith  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  

h e r o i c  p a s s io n  f o r  fame and g lo r y .  D e s p ite  th e  t r a g i c  i r o n i e s  w hich 

i n e v i t a b l y  accompany such  h e r o ic  a s p i r a t i o n s , ^ 9  th e  q u e s t  f o r  fame and  

g lo r y  rem a in s  a d m ira b le  t o  th e  e n d , a  h e r o i c  means o f  d e m o n s tra tin g  

human g ra n d e u r  in  a  w o rld  hedged  ro u n d  w ith  e v id e n c e  o f  i r r e m e d ia b le  

f a i l u r e .

The t r a g i c  them es w hich p la y  su ch  an im p o r ta n t  p a r t  in  d e f in in g  th e  

o b j e c t iv e  c o n d i t io n s  o f  th e  A r th u r ia n  w o rld  h av e  t h e i r  c o u n te r p a r ts  in  

r e c u r r e n t  h e r o ic  them es e q u a l ly  im p o r ta n t ,  e q u a l ly  d e f i n i t i v e ,  and  

e q u a l ly  t r a d i t i o n a l  in  h e r o ic  p o e t r y .  One o f  th e s e  i s  th e  h e r o ic  vow.
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As Benson n o te s ,  "B efo re  e ac h  b a t t l e  A r th u r 's  k n ig h ts  b o a s t  o f  th e  deeds 

th e y  w i l l  do in  vows t h a t  seem t o  echo  th e  b e o ts  o f  O ld E n g l is h  w a r r io r s ,  

and  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n  t o  t h e i r  l e a d e r  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  o f  t h e  A nglo-Saxon 

c o m ita tu s .

T h is  them e i s  f i r s t  sounded  a t  th e  c o u n c i l  a t .  w hich  A r th u r  d e t e r ­

m ines t o  wage w ar a g a i n s t  L u c i u s . ^  In  s u c c e s s io n ,  p ro m in e n t k n ig h ts  

o f  t h e  Round T ab le  p le d g e  t o  p e rfo rm  h e r o ic  d eeds a g a i n s t  th e  Roman 

a r m i e s , ^  p le d g e s  w hich th e  p o e t  ta k e s  g r e a t  c a re  to  p o in t  t h e  a c c o m p lish ­

m ent o f  l a t e r . ^4

The h e r o ic  vow e n t a i l s  f a r  more th a n  a  k n i g h t 's  r e s o lv e  and  c a p a c i ty  

t o  p e rfo rm  a p a r t i c u l a r l y  co u rag e o u s  a c t .  U l t im a te ly ,  w h at i s  a t  s ta k e  

i s  h i s  h e r o ic  i d e n t i t y  and th e  s t a t u s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  i t s e l f .  When 

B eow ulf vows to  c o n f ro n t  th e  m o n s te r ,  when B yrh tw o ld  vows t o  d i e — 

f te g n l ic e —by th e  s id e  o f  th e  l o r d  t h a t  h e  lo v e s ,  when Gawain ( in  Gawain 

and  th e  G reen K n ig h t) vows t o  se e k  o u t th e  G reen K n ig h t on New Y e a r 's  

day— in  each  in s ta n c e  th e  h e ro  i s  p le d g in g  t o  rem ain  f a i t h f u l  t o  w hat i s  

w o r th ie s t  in  h im s e l f ,  in d e e d ,  t o  w hat i s  h ig h e s t  in  human n a t u r e ,  no 

m a t te r  w hat th e  c o n se q u e n c e s . So to o ,  th e  k n ig h ts  o f  th e  Round T ab le  in  

M orte A r th u re  s ta k e  t h e i r  h e r o i c  r e p u ta t i o n s  on th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  t h e i r  

vow s.

In  B eow ulf and i n  M aldon , t h e  m eaning o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  w as, i n  

p a r t ,  c l a r i f i e d  by a c o n t r a s t  w ith  i t s  o p p o s i te — c o w a rd ic e . So to o ,  in  

M orte A r th u r e , th e  f u l l  im p o r t o f  th e  h e r o ic  vow i s  p a r t i a l l y  conveyed  

v i a  a  com parison  w ith  L u c iu s ' f a i l u r e  t o  f u l f i l l  h i s  "vow ." In  a  

b a t t l e  e p is o d e ,  th e  K ing o f  W ales , an A r th u r ia n  k n ig h t ,  p le d g e s  in  a  

m anner r e m in is c e n t  o f  M aldon;

"V nuenqu is te  f o r  t h i s  p la c e  voyde s c h a l l e  I  n e u e r ! "
(2049)
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A few l i n e s  e a r l i e r ,  L u c iu s  e x p re s s e s  a  somewhat s i m i l a r  r e s o lv e ,  b u t

w ith  a f a r  d i f f e r e n t  s e n t im e n t :

"H ere e s  no waye i-w y s ,  ne no w y tt  e l l e s ,
B ot fe g h te  w ith  o u re  foo -m ene, f o r  f l e e  may we n e u e r j"

(2020 - 2021 )

T h is  i s  n o t e x a c t ly  th e  m ost h e r o ic  a p p ro a c h . B ut even t h i s  w ate red -d o w n

r e s o lv e  does n o t  h o ld  up u n d e r p r e s s u r e :

Be th a n  th e  Romaynez w are rebuykyde  a  l y t t i l l e ,
W ith -d raw es theym e d r e r e l y ,  and  d re c h e s  no le n g a r e ;

<2153-2154)^

F a i l u r e  u n d e rs c o re s  th e  f u l l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  vow, w hich

i s ,  in  e s s e n c e ,  an u n sw erv in g  commitment t o  w h at i s  n o b le s t  in  human

l i f e .  T h is  i s  th e  u n d e r ly in g  m eaning even  o f  an  a b b re v ia te d  b a t t l e  vow

su ch  a s  L o t t e 1s :

"To day s a l l e  my name b e  l a i d e ,  and  my l i f e  a f t y r e ,
B ot some le p p e  f r o  th e  l y f e ,  t h a t  one 3one law nde h o u e z !"

(2083-2084)

And G aw ain 's  c h a l le n g e  to  M ordred:

"Thow s a l l e  b e  dede and vndone f o r  th y  d e r f e  d ed y s,
Or I  s a l l e  dy t h i s  d ay e , 3 i f  d e s ta n y e  w o rth e !"

(3778-3779)

I t  i s  e q u a l ly  t r u e  o f  A r th u r 's  seem in g ly  l e s s  d ra m a tic  vow to  avenge 

G aw ain:

"H ere I  make myn avow e," quod th e  kynge th a n e ,
"To M e ss ie , and  t o  M arie , th e  m ylde qwenne o f  h e u e n e ,
I  s a l l e  n e u e r  ry v a y e , ne ra c c h e s  v n -c o w p y lle  
A t ro o  n e  r a y n e - d e r e ,  t h a t  ry n n e s  apponne e r t h e ;
N euer grewhownde l a t e  g ly d e ,  ne gossehaw ke l a t t  f l y e ,
Ne n e u e r  fow le  s e e  f e l l i d e ,  t h a t  f l i e g h e s  w ith  w enge; 
ffaw kone n e  fo rm a y lle  appone f i s t e  h a n d i l l e ,
Ne 3 i t t  w ith  gerefaw cone r e jo y s e  me in  e r t h e ;
Ne reg n n e  in  my r o y a l t e z ,  ne  h a ld e  my Rownde T a b le ,
T i l l e  t h i  d e d e , my d e r e ,  b e  dew ly reu en g ed e!
B ot e u e r  d ro u p e  and  d a r e ,  q w y lle s  my ly f e  l a s t e z ,
T i l l e  D r ig h te n e  and  d e r f e  dede h a f e  done q u a te  them e l i k e s ! "

(3997-4008)

The vow i s  p ro fo u n d ly  s e r i o u s .  I n  p le d g in g  t o  a b s ta in  from  h un ting^®  and
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h o ld in g  h i s  Round T a b le ,  A r th u r  vows t o  a b s ta in  from t h e  c e l e b r a t i o n  o f

th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  u n t i l  he  h as  s a t i s f i e d  h i s  h e r o ic  o b l i g a t i o n s .  The

t r a p p in g s  and p l e a s u r e s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  a r e  e a rn e d , o r  th e y  a re

n o th in g .  T h is  i s ,  in  f a c t ,  th e  e s s e n t i a l  means by w hich  th e  h e r o ic

poem d i s t i n g u i s h e s  g lo r y  from  v a in g lo r y .

Vengeance i s  a  fu n d am en ta l t e n e t  o f  th e  Germanic h e r o i c  code and a

m a jo r  theme o f  M orte A r th u re . S in c e  t h e r e  a r e  th o se  who a p p a re n t ly  have
4 7  .

some d i f f i c u l t y  com ing to  te rm s w ith  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  h e r o i c  l i f e ,  i t  

i s  c r i t i c a l  to  r e c o g n iz e  w hat rev en g e  i s  n o t  in  a h e r o i c  poem l i k e  

M orte A r th u re . F i r s t ,  t h e r e  i s  n o th in g  p r i m i t i v e ,  i r r a t i o n a l  o r  u n c iv i ­

l i z e d  ab o u t rev en g e  in  M orte A r th u re . On th e  c o n t r a r y ,  i t  i s  th e  v e ry

48
e s s e n c e  o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c  p r o p r ie t y — a h e r o i c  v i r t u e  and o b l i g a t i o n .

Nor i s  A r th u r ia n  v en g ea n ce  to  b e  c o n fu s e d  w ith  th e  e y e - f o r - a n - e y e  j u s t i c e  

o f  th e  Old T e s ta m e n t. Vengeance in  t h e  h e r o ic  poem h a s  e s s e n t i a l l y  v e ry  

l i t t l e  t o  do w ith  j u s t i c e .  I t  i s  r a t h e r '  a means o f  a f f i r m in g  and p r e ­

s e r v in g  h e r o ic  r e p u t a t i o n ,  v i r t u e  and  h o n o r .

T here  a re  two b a s i c  form s o f  v en g ean ce  in  M orte A r th u r e :  th e  a v en g in g  

o f  w rongs and th e  a v e n g in g  o f  co m rad es. In  th e  o p en in g  p a s s a g e s  o f  th e  

poem , a s  th e  Round T a b le  p le d g e s  to  w age uncom prom ising w ar a g a in s t  th e  

f o r c e s  o f  Rome, th e  av en g in g  o f  w rongs i s  p ro c la im e d  a s  a  p r im a ry  cau se  

f o r  w a r. F i r s t  i n  t h e  vow o f  K ing A u n g e rs :

"Whene t h e  Romaynes re g n e d e , th a y  raunsounde o u re  e l d y r s ,
And ra d e  i n  t h e i r e  r y o t t e ,  and  r a u y s c h e t t  o u re  w y fe s , 
W ith -o w tty n e  re so n e  o r  r y g h te  r e f t e  vs o u re  g u d e s ;
And I  s a l l e  make myne avowe d e u o t ly  to  C r i s t e ,
And to  t h e  h a ly  v e m a c le ,  v e r tu u s  and n o b le ,
Of t h i s  g r e t t  v e la n y  I  s a l l e  b e  vengede ones 
On 3one venem us mene, w yth v a l i a n t  k n y g h te s !"

(293-299)

N ex t in  th e  vow o f  t h e  K ing o f  W ales:

"A!A!" s a i s  th e  W alsche k y n g e , " w irc h ip id  b e  C r i s t e l
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Now s c h a l l e  we w reke f u l l e  w ele th e  w re th e  o f  o u re  e ld e r s  1 
In  W est Walys i-w y s s e  syche  w onndyrs t h a t  w ro g h te ,
T h a t a l l e  f o r  w a n d re th e  may w epe, t h a t  one t h a t  w ere th y n k e s ."

(320-323)

F i n a l l y ,  in  L o t t e s '  o r i g i n a l  vow:

Thane la u g h e s  s i r  L o t t e z ,  and a l l e  one lowde m e le s ,
"Me l i k e z  t h a t  s i r  L u c iu s  la n n g e s  a f t y r e  sorow e;
Now he w ylnez th e  w e re , hys w an ed re th e  begy n n y s,
I t  i s  owre w eredes t o  w reke th e  w re th e  o f  o u re  e ld e r s ! "

(382-385)

L a te r ,  whdn A rth u r  l e a r n s  o f  M o rd re d 's  t r e a s o n  and p r e p a r e s  to

la u n c h  h i s  seco n d  m ajo r w ar, h i s  i n i t i a l  c o n c e rn  i s  v en g ean ce :

Than th e  b u r l i c h e  k y n g e , f o r  b r e th e  a t  h i s  h e r t e ,
And f o r  t h i s  b o t e l e s s e  b a le  a l l e  h i s  b l e  chaungede!
"By th e  ro d e ,"  s a i s  th e  ro y e , " I  s a l l e  i t  rev en g e !
Hym s a l l e  re p e n te  f u l l e  r a th e  a l l e  h i s  rew the  w e rk e s !"

(3557-3560)

Revenge ta k e s  p re c e d e n c e  even  o v e r  h i s  w e ll -d e m o n s tr a te d  k in g ly  co ncern  

f o r  h i s  s u b j e c t s .  T h is  i s  n o t ,  a t  l e a s t  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  h e r o ic  t e n e t s  

o f  M orte A r th u r e , a c o n fu s io n  o f  p r i o r i t i e s .  Vengeance i s  p r im a ry . To 

avenge  a  w rong i s  t o  d e fen d  th e  h e r o ic  i n t e g r i t y  o f  th e  Round T a b le .

T o ' f a i l  to  avenge a wrong i s  t o  a c c e p t and c o n f irm  d is h o n o r  and  d e g ra ­

d a t io n .  F o r th e  h e ro ,  l i k e  th e  f a i l u r e  to  f u l f i l l  a  vow, i t  i s  an a c t  

o f  s e l f - r e p u d i a t i o n ,  a b e t r a y a l  o f  a l l  t h a t  makes l i f e  p r e c io u s  and 

w o rth w h ile . W orse th a n  d e f e a t ,  th e  s h i r k in g  o f  revenge  i s  t h e  e q u iv a le n t  

o f  s u r r e n d e r ,  f l i g h t ,  o r  c o w a rd ic e , e n t a i l i n g  a  c o n fe s s io n  o f  i n f e r i o r i t y ,  

h u m i l ia t io n  and  im p o ten ce . The h e ro ,  i n s o f a r  a s  he i s  t h e  s o l e  r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i v e  o f  w h at i s  h ig h e s t  i n  m ankind, can  i l l  a f f o r d  t o  a b ro g a te  

su ch  an e s s e n t i a l  o b l i g a t i o n .

The d u ty  t o  avenge th e  d e a th  o f  a  f a l l e n  comrade i s ,  i f  p o s s i b l e ,  

even  more c e n t r a l  t o  th e  h e r o i c  l i f e  p o r t r a y e d  in  M orte A r th u re  th a n  th e  

n eed  to  avenge an in j u r y .  Such vengeance m ust be s w i f t ,  f i n a l ,  and  ta k e  

p re c e d e n c e  o v e r  a l l  o th e r  o b l i g a t i o n s .  I t  i s  th e  h e r o ic  s in e  qua non
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and i s  a cc o rd e d  a l a r g e  and e s s e n t i a l  r o l e  in  th e  poem. The f i r s t

p ro m in e n t member o f  th e  Round T ab le  to  f a l l  i s  B e r i l ,  whose s l a y e r

v a u n ts  o v e r h i s  c o rp s e :

Thane t h i s  c r u e l l e  kynge c a s t i s  i n  f e w t i r e ,
K aghte hym a co u erd e  h o r s e ,  and h i s  c o u rse  h a ld e z ,
B e r is  t o  s i r  B e r i l l e ,  and b r a th e ly  hym h i t t e s ,
Throwghe g o le t  and g o rg e re  he h u r te z  hym ewyne!
The gome and th e  g r e t t e  h o rs e  a t  th e  g rounde l i g g e z ,
And g r e te z  g r a y th e ly  to  Gode, and  g y f f e s  hym th e  s a u le l  
Thus e s  B e r e l le  th e  b o ld e  b ro g h te  o w tte  o f  ly u e ,
And byddez a f ty r e  b e r y e l l e ,  t h a t  hym b e s te  ly k e z .
And th a n e  s i r  Cador o f  C om ew ayle e s  c a r e f u l l e  in  h e r t e ,  
B e-cau se  o f  h i s  kynyse-m ane, t h a t  th u s  es  m yscary ed e ; 
Vm beclappes th e  c o r s ,  and  k y s se z  hyme o f t e ,
G e rte  kepe hym c o u e r te  w ith  h i s  c l e r e  k n y g h tte z .
Thane la u g h e s  th e  Lebe kynge , and  a l l e  on low de m e le s ,— 
"3one lo rd e  e s  ly g h t te d e !  me ly k e s  th e  b e t t y r e !
He s a l l e  n o g h te  d e re  vs t o  d a y e , th e  d e u y l le  haue [h is ]  

b o n e s !"
(1769-1783)

C ador g r i e v e s ,  vows re v e n g e , and f u l f i l l s  h i s  p le d g e :

And th a n e  s i r  C ador o f  C om ew ayle e s  c a r e f u l l e  i n  h e r t e ,  
B e -ca u se  o f  hys kynyse-m ane , t h a t  th u s  e s  m y scary ed e ; 
Vm beclappes th e  c o r s ,  and k y sse z  hyme o f t e ,
G e rte  kepe hym c o u e r te  w ith  h i s  c l e r e  k n y g h tte z .

"3one k y n g e ,"  s a id  C ador, " k a rp e s  f u l l e  l a r g e ,
B e -ca u se  h e  k i l l y d  t h i s  k en e ; C r i s t e  h a fe  t h i  s a u le !
He s a l l e  h a fe  co rn e  b o te ,  so  me C r i s t e  h e lp e !
Or I  k a i r e  o f  t h i s  c o s te ,  we s a l l e  e n c o n tre  o n es!
So may th e  wynde w e i le  tu m n e ,  I  q u y t t e  hym o r  ewyne, 
S o th e ly  hym s e le n e ,  o r  summ o f  h i s  f e r e z ! "

(1777-1789)

Thane s i r  C ador th e  kene c a s te z  i n  f e w t i r e  
A c r u e l l e  la u n c e  and  a  k e n e , and  t o  th e  kynge r y d e z ,
H i t t e z  hym heghe one th e  helm e w ith  h i s  h a rd e  w apene,
T h a t a l l e  th e  h o t t e  b lo d e  o f  hym t o  h i s  hande ry n n ez !
The h e th e n e  h a ra g e o u s  kynge appone th e  h e th e  ly g g e z ,
And o f  h i s  h e r t l y  h u r te  h e ly d e  h i s  n e u e r!
Thane s i r  C ador th e  kene c ry e z  f u l l e  lo w d e ,—
"Thow h a s  c o m e  b o t t e ,  s i r  kynge , th a r e  God g y fe  th e  so ro w e , 
Thow k i l l y d e  my c o sy n e , my k a re  e s  th e  l e s s e !
K ele  th e  nowe in  th e  c l a y e ,  and co m fo rth e  t h i  s e l f e n e !
Thow sk o m e d e  vs la n g  e r e  w ith  t h i  s k o m e f u l l e  w o rdez ,
And nowe h a s  thow  cheuede so o ; i t  e s  th y n e  awene s k a th e !  
H olde a t  thow h e n te  h a s ,  i t  harm ez b o t  l y t t i l l e ,  
f f o r  h e th y n g e  e s  hame h o ld e ,  v se  i t  who so  w i l l e . "

(1830-1843)
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C a d o r 's  v a u n t w hich e x p l i c i t l y  r e p u d ia te s  th e  s c o rn  o f  B e r i l ' s  s l a y e r  

p o in t s  one o f  th e  key f u n c t io n s  o f  re v e n g e . V engeance i s  a m eans o f  

d eny ing  t o  th e  enemy h i s  v ic to r y ,  redeem ing  th e  d e f e a t  o f  a  f a l l e n  

w a r r io r ,  d e m o n s tra tin g  th e  c o n t in u in g  v i a b i l i t y  o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w ­

s h ip ,  and p ro v in g  t h a t  t h e  h e r o ic  p ro w ess  o f  th e  Round T ab le h a s  n o t 

been  im p a ire d  by th e  d e a th  o f  one o f  i t s  members.

The n e x t  im p o r ta n t Round T ab le  f i g h t e r  to  f a l l  i s  Kay, who avenges

h i s  own m o r ta l  wound:

S i r  Kayous knewe w e le , b e  t h a t  kyde w ounde,
T h a t he was dede o f  th e  d y n te ,  and done ow te o f  l y f e .
Than he ra y k e s  in  a r ra y e  an d  one rawe ry d e z ,
One t h i s  r y a l l e  h i s  dede t o  reu en g e ;
"Kepe th e ,  co w ard e ,"  and c a l l e s  hym s o n e ,
C le u es  hym w ith  h i s  c l e r e  b ra n d e  c l e n l i c h e  in  s o n d ir e !
"Hadde thow w e le  d e l t e  th y  d y n t w ith  t h i  h a n d e s ,
I  hadde f o r - g e f f e n e  th e  my d e d , be C r i s t  now o f  hew yne!"

(2177-2184)

He i s  th e n  avenged  by A r th u r :

Thane remmes th e  r i c h e  kynge f o r e  re w th e  a t  h i s  h e r t e ,
Rydes i n - t o  ro w te  h i s  dede t o  re u en g e ;
P re se d e  i n - t o  th e  p lum pe, an d  w ith  a p ry n c e  m e te s ,
T h a t was a y e re  o f  E g ip t i n  th o s  e s t e  m a rc h es ;
C le u e s  hym w ith  C o llb ra n d e  c le n ly c h e  i n  son d y re!
He b ro c h e s  eu en e  thorow e t h e  b y e m e , an d  th e  s a d i l l e  b r i s t e s ,  
And a t  th e  b ak e  o f  th e  b lo n k e  th e  b e w e lle s  entam ede!

Manly in  h i s  m a ly [n ]c o ly  he m etes a - n o th e r ,
The m e d ille  o f  t h a t  m y g h tty , t h a t  hym myche g re u e d e ;
He m erkes th u rg h e  th e  m ay lez  th e  myddes in  s o n d y re ,
T h a t th e  myddys o f  th e  mane on th e  m ounte f a l l e z ,
The t o t h e r  h a l f e  o f  th e  h aunche  on th e  h o r s e  le u y d e .
Of t h a t  h u r t e ,  a l l s  I  h o p e , h e le s  h e  n e u e r 1
He s c h o t t e  th o ro w e  th e  s c h i l t r o u n s  w ith  h i s  sc h a rp e  w apene,
S c h a lk e z  he s c h re d e  th u rg h e ,  and sc h re n k e d e  m aylez;
B an ere s  he b a r e  downnne, b r y t te n e d e  s c h e ld e s ,
B ro th e ly  w ith  brow ne s t e l e  h i s  b r e th e  h e  th a r e  w re k e s ;
W ro th e ly  he  w r y th th i s  by w y g h tn esse  o f  s t r e n g h e ,
Woundes th e s e  w hydyrew yns, w erray ed e  k n y g h t te s ,
T hreppede th o ro w e th e  th y k k y s  t h r y t t e n e  s y t h i s ,
T hryngez t h r o l y  in  th e  th r a n g e ,  and c h i s  euene a f t y r e !

(2197-2217)

The e m o tio n a l pow er, t h e  m e lan ch o ly , r a g e ,  and f e r o c i t y  o f  t h e  p a s sa g e  

a r e  p a r t i c u l a r l y  n o te w o rth y . The same p a t t e r n  r e c u r s  in  G aw a in 's  revenge  

f o r  C h ild  C h a s te la in :
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Than s i r  Gawayne g r e te s  w ith  h i s  g ray  eghne;
The g u y te  was a  gude mane, b e-g y n n an d e  o f  a rm e s.
f f o r e  th e  c h a r ry  c h i ld e  so  h i s  c h e re  chaw ngide ,
T h a t th e  c h i l l a n d e  w a t i r e  one h i s  chekes ryn n y d e!
"Woo es  m e," quod Gawayne, " t h a t  I  ne w etene h a d e ;
I  s a l e  wage f o r  t h a t  wye a l l e  t h a t  I  w e ld e ,
B o t I  be  w rokeneon t h a t  wye, t h a t  th u s  h as  hym wondyde!"

(2962-2968)
•  •  •  *  •

T hofe  s i r  Gawaynne w are wo, h e  w a y tte s  hym b y ,
And was w arre  o f  t h a t  wye t h a t  th e  c h i ld e  w ondyde,
And w ith  a  sw erde  s w i f t l y  h e  sw appes hym th o ro w e ,
T h a t he s w y f t ly  s w e l te ,  and on th e  e r th e  sw ounes!
And th a n e  h e ra y k e s  t o  th e  ro w te , and ru y sc h e s  one helm ys; 
R ich e  haw berkes h e  r e n t e ,  and ra s e d e  s c h y ld e s ;
Rydes one a raw ndoune, and h i s  ra y k e  h o ld e s ;
Thorow -ow te th e  re re w a rd e  he  h o ld e s  w ayes,

(2979-2986)

E m o tio n a l i n t e n s i t y  c lim a x e s  in  G aw ain 's  vengeance f o r  h i s  doomed

f i g h t e r s  and  A r th u r 's  re v e n g e  f o r  Gawain h im s e l f .  G aw a in 's  fu ry  and

g r i e f  a r e  a lm o s t w ith o u t m easu re :

Thane s i r  Gawayne g r e t t e  w ith  h i s  g ray  e g h e n e , 
f f o r  g re fe  o f  h i s  gud meme t h a t  he  gyde s c h u ld e ;
He w y ste  t h a t  th a y  wondyde w a re ,  and wery f o r f o u g h t te n e ;  
And w hat f o r  w o n d ire  and woo, a l l e  h i s  w i t t e  f a y le d e .

(3790-3793)

Than grym ly s i r  Gawayne g ry p p is  hys  wapyne,
A gayne t h a t  g r e t  b a t a i l l e  he  g r a y th e s  hym so n e ;
R ad iy  o f  h i s  r i c h e  sw erde h e  r e g h t t e s  th e  c h e y n y s ,
I n  h e  schokkes h i s  s c h e ld e ,  s c h o u n te s  he  no le n g a r e ;
B o t a l l s  vnw yse, wodewyse, h e  w en te  a t  th e  g a y n e s te ,  
W ondis o f  t h a t  w edirw yns w ith  w r a k f u l le  d y n t t y s ,
A l le  w e lly s  f u l l e  o f  b lo d e ,  t h a r e  he awaye p a s s e s ;
And th o fe  hym w are  f u l l e  woo, h e  wondys b o t  l y t t i l l e ,
B o t w rekys a t  h i s  w irc h ip e  t h e  w re th e  o f  h y s  lo r d e !
He s te k y s  s t e d i s  i n  s t o u r e , an d  s t e r e n e f u l l e  k n y g h t t e s , 
T h a t s t e m e  mene in  t h e i r e  s t e r a p e s  s to n e -d e d e  th a y  ly g g e ! 
He ry v y s  th e  ra n k e  s t e l e ,  h e  r i t t e s  th e  m a y le s ;
T h are  myghte no re n k e  hym a r e s t e ,  h i s  re so n e  was p a s s e d e l 
He f e l l e  in  a  f r a n s y e  f o r  f e r s e n e s s e  o f  h e r t e .
He f e g h t t i s  and  f e l l i s  downe t h a t  hyme b e - f o r e  s t a n d i s !  
f f e l l e  n e u e r  fa y  mane s ic h e  f o r tu n e  in  e r th e !
I n - t o  th e  h a le  b a t a i l e  hedyngs h e  ry n n y s ,
And h u r te s  o f  th e  h a r d i e s t e  t h a t  one th e  e r t h e  le n g e s !  
L e ta n d e  a l l s  a  ly o n e ,  he  law nches theme th o ro w e ,
L o rd es  and l e d a r s ,  t h a t  one th e  lau n d e  h o u es!
3 i t  s i r  Gawayne f o r  wo w ondis b o t  l y t t i l l e ,
B o t w oundis o f  t h a s  w edirw ynes w ith  w o n d ir f u l l e  d y n te s ,
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A lls  he t h a t  w old  w i l f u l l y  w a s te n e  hyme s e l f e n e ;
And f o r  wondsome and w i l l e  a l l e  h i s  w i t  f a i l e d e ,
T h a t wode a l l s  a w ylde b e s te  he  w ente a t  t h e  g a y n e s te ;  
A lle  walewede one b lo d e , th a r e  he a-w aye p a s s e d e  ;
Ic h e  a  wy may b e  w a r re ,  be  w reke o f  a n -o th e r !

(3813-3839)

A r th u r 1s own ra g e  and so rro w  a re  t r u l y  b o u n d le s s :

Than g l i f t i s  th e  gud k y n g e , and  g lo p y n s in  h e r t e , 
Gronys f u l l e  g r i s e l y  w ith  g re ta n d e  t e r i s ;
K n e lis  downe t o  th e  c o r s ,  and  k a u g h t i t  in  a rm e s, 
K as ty s  vpe h i s  v m b rere , and  k y s s i s  hyme s o n e ,
Lokes one h i s  e y e - l i d d i s ,  t h a t  low kkide w are f a i r e ,  
H is  l i p p i s  l i k e  to  th e  l e d e ,  and h i s  l i r e  fa lo w ed e !

(3949-3954)

Than s w e [ l ] t e s  th e  sw e te  kynge and  in  swoune f a l l i s ,  
S w afres vp s w i f t e l y ,  and s w e tly  hym k y s s e s ,
T i l l e  h i s  b u r l i c h e  b e rd e  was b lo d y  b e -ro w n e ,
A l ls  he h ad  b e s t e s  b i r t e n e d e ,  and  b ro g h te  owt o f  l i f e ;  
Ne had  s i r  Ewayne com ene, and o t h i r e  g r e t e  lo r d y s ,
H is b o ld e  h e r t e  h ad  b ro u s te n e  f o r  b a le  a t  t h a t  stow nde!

(3969-3974)

" f f o r  b lo d e , ' 1 s a id  th e  b o ld e  k y n g e , " b ly n e  s a l l e  I  n e u e r ,
Or my b ra y n e  t o - b r i s t e ,  o r  my b r e s t e  o th e r I
Was n e u e r  sorow e so  s o f t e  t h a t  san k e  t o  my h e r t e ,
I t t  e s  f u l l e  s ib b  to  my s e l f e ,  my sorow e e s  t h e  more!
Was n e u e r  so  s o r r o w f u l le  a  s y g h te  seyne  w ith  myne ey g h en e!"

(3981-3985)

" p ra y e  th e  k a r e  n o g h te , s i r  k n y g h te , ne c a s t e  th o u  no d r e d is !  
Hadde I  no seg g e  b o t  try s e l f e  one v n d ir  s o n e ,
And I  may hym s e e  w ith  s i g h t e ,  o r  one hym s e t t e  h o n d is ,
I  s a l l e  evene  amange h i s  roene m a lle  hym t o  d e d e ,
A re I  o f  th e  s te d e  s ty r e  h a l f e  a  s te d e  le n g h e !
I  s a l l e  [ s t r y k e ]  hym in  h i s  s to w re ,  and  s t r o y e  hyme f o r  e u e r ,
And t h a r e - t o  make I  myne avowe d e v o t t ly  t o  C r y s te ,
And to  hys modyre M arie , t h e  m ylde qwene o f  h e u e n e !"

(4034-4041)

The p a s s io n a t e  n a tu re  o f  vengeance r e f l e c t s  so m eth in g  beyond  even  th e  

h e r o ic  s p i r i t  and m agnan im ity  o f  th e  a v e n g e r . In  re v e n g e , g r i e f ,  r a g e ,  

and  p ro w ess  com bine to  pay  i m p l i c i t  t r i b u t e  t o  th e  u n iq u e  and u n re c o v e r -  

a b le  v a lu e  o f  th e  f a l l e n  com rade. V engeance i s  a  form  o f  h e r o ic  l o y a l t y .  *
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L o y a lty  i s  d o u b t le s s  th e  m ost fu n d am e n ta l and d i s t i n c t i v e  v a lu e  o f

th e  E n g lis h  m ed iev a l h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  c o rn e r s to n e  upon w hich  th e

w e ig h t o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  r e s t s .  W hatever th e  s o c i a l  c o n d i t io n s  and

h i s t o r i c a l  p r e s s u r e s  i t  r e f l e c t s ,^ ®  l o y a l t y — w h e th e r  i t  ta k e s  th e  form

o f  t h e  c o m ita tu s  t i e s  o f  B eow ulf and Maldon o r  th e  bonds o f  h e r o ic

f e l lo w s h ip  in  M orte A r th u r e — i s  in  e s s e n c e ,  l i k e  t r o t h ,  a com mitment

t o  t h a t  w hich  i s  w o rth  p r e s e r v in g  and c e l e b r a t i n g  in  l i f e , a d e s p e r a te

a t te m p t  t o  p ro v e  t h a t  t h e r e  a r e  human bonds and  v a lu e s  even  s t r o n g e r

th a n  d e a th .  No w onder th a n  t h a t  d an g er and r i s k  a r e  th e  i n e v i t a b l e

c o n c o m ita n ts  o f  h e r o ic  l o y a l t y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  w hich  b in d s  th e  r e t a i n e r

to  h i s  c h i e f .  When Gawain d e te rm in e s  t o  c o u n te r a t t a c k  a g a in s t  a v a s t l y

s u p e r io r  Roman ambush f o r c e ,  h i s  p rim a ry  m o tiv e  i s  t o  d e m o n s tra te  th e

d e p th  o f  h i s  a l l e g ia n c e  t o  h i s  lo r d :

Thane s a i s . s i r  Gawayne, " so  me God h e lp e !
We h a fe  b en e  ch a se d  t o  d ay e , and  c h u l le d e  a s  h a r e s ,
Rebuyked w ith  Romaynes appone t h e i r e  ry ch e  s te d e z ,
And we lu rk e d e  vnd y r le e  a s  low ran d e  w rech es!
I  lu k e  n e u e r  one my lo rd e  th e  d ay es  o f  my l y f e ,
And we so  l y t h e r l y  hyme h e l p e , t h a t  hyme so  w ele  ly k e d e !"

(1443-1448)

C ad o r, a l s o  enorm ously  outnum bered  by a  Roman am bush, in v o k e s  th e  r e c i ­

p r o c a l  t i e s  and o b l i g a t i o n s  o f  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip  a s  h e  e x h o r ts  h i s  men 

t o  b a t t l e  in  a  m anner r e m in is c e n t  o f  t h e  m ost m oving O ld E n g l is h  h e r o ic  

p o e t r y :

S y r C ador th a n e  k n y g h tly  c o m fo rth e s  h i s  p o p le ,
And w ith  c o ra g e  kene he k a rp e s  th e s  w o rd e s ,—
"Thynk one th e  v a ly a u n t  p ry n c e  t h a t  v e s e t t e z  vs e u e r ,
W ith la n d e z  and lo rd c h e p p e z , w hare v s  b e s te  ly k e s ;
T hat h a s  v s  d u c h e re s  d e l t e ,  and dubbyde vs k n y g h tte z ,
G ifen e  vs gersom s and g o ld e , and  gardw ynes many,
Grewhoundez and  g r e t t  h o r s e ,  and  a lk y n e  gam nes,
T h a t gaynez t i l l e  any gome, t h a t  v n d y re  God le u e z ;
Thynke one r i c h e  renoune  o f  th e  Rounde T a b le ,
And l a t e  i t  n e u e r  be  r e f t e  vs f o r e  Romayne in  e r t h e ;  
f fe y n e  3 ow n o g h te  f e y n t l y ,  ne  f r y th e s  no w apyns,
B o t lu k e  3 e fy g h te  f a y t h e f u l l y ,  f r e k e s  3 o u r  s e l f e n e ;
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I  w alde be  w e lly d e  a l l e  q u y k e , and q u a r te rd e  in  s o n d re ,
B o t I  wryke my d ed e , w h i ls  I  in  w re th e  le n g e ."

(1724-1737)

L a t e r ,  Gawain a g a in  u rg e s  h i s  men on a g a in s t  o u tra g e o u s  o d d s in  te rm s

t h a t  ech o  th e  s e n tim e n ts  o f  t h e  O ld  E n g lis h  c o m ita tu s ;

" 3 if  w e t t l e s s e  goo home, th e  kyng w i l l e  be g re u e d e ,
And say  we a r e  g a d ly n g e s , a g a s te  f o r  a l y t t i l l e . "

(2727-2728)

'*That kane c a rp e  w ith  t h e  coppe k n y g h tly  w ordes;
We s a l l e  p ro u e  to -d a y e  who s a l l e  t h e  p ry s  w yne."

(2750-2751)

And a g a in  in  h i s  doomed a s s a u l t  a g a i n s t  M o rd red 's  s u p e r io r  f o r c e :

" f f ig h te s  f a s t e  w ith  t h e  f r a p e ,  th e  f e ld e  s a l l e  b e  o w res ;
May I  t h a t  t r a y t o u r e  o u e r - t a k e ,  t o r f e r e  hyme ty d d e s ,
T h a t t h i s  t r e s o n e  h a s  tyn ibyrde t o  my trew e  lo r d e ! "

(3740-3742)

In  eac h  c a s e ,  th e  v e ry  le n g th  o f  th e  odds s u g g e s ts  t h a t  l o y a l t y , —

th e  bonds o f  f e l lo w s h ip — l i k e  t h e  d e s i r e  f o r  ho n o r and fam e, ta k e s

p re c e d e n c e  o v e r  a l l  p r a c t i c a l  c o n s id e r a t i o n s .  Such h e r o ic  o b l i g a t i o n s

f a r  o u tw e ig h  s u r v iv a l  o r  v i c t o r y .  A t C o rn w a ll, w ith  f u l l  p r e s c ie n c e  o f

th e  t r a g i c  outcom e, A r th u r 's  f i n a l  e x h o r ta t io n  t o  h i s  k n ig h t s  le a v e s  no

d o u b t a s  t o  th e  p ro p e r  o r d e r  o f  r e l a t i o n s  among h e r o ic  v a lu e s :

" I  b e -s e k e  3 0 W, s i r s ,  f o r  sa k e  o f  o u re  L o rd e ,
T h a t 3 e doo w ele to - d a y e ,  and d r e d is  no wapene!

•  •  •  •  •

3 i f  vs be  d e s ta y n e d e  t o  dy to -d a y s  one t h i s  e r t h e ,
We s a l l e  be  hewede v n - to  h e u e n e , o r  we be  h a l f e  c o ld e !

Take no t e n t e  v n - to  me, ne  t a l e  o f  me re k k e ,
Bes b esy  one my b a n e r s  w i th  3 o u re  b r ig h t e  w ap y n s,
T h a t th e y  be  s t r e n g h e ly  s t u f f e d e  w ith  s te r y n e  k n y g h te s ,  
And h o ld e n e  lo r d l y  one l o f t e  le d y s  t o  schew e;
3 i f  any ren k e  them e a r a s e ,  reschow e theme s o n e .
W irkes now my w ir c h ip e ,  to -d a y e  my w erre  endys!
3e w o tte  my w ele  and  my woo, w irk k y s  as  30W l i k y s !
C r i s t  comly w ith  crow ne co m fo rth e  3 0 W a l l e ,  
f f o r  th e  k y n d e s te  c r e a to u r s  t h a t  e u e r  kynge le d d e !
I  g y f fe  3 ow a l l e  my b ly s s y n g  w ith  a  b l i t h e  w i l l e ,
And a l l e  B retow ns b o ld e ,  b ly th e  mote 3e w o r th e !"

(4094-4104)
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T here  i s  no q u e s t io n  o f  s e l f - s a c r i f i c e  h e r e .  Honor and h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip

co u n t f o r  e v e r y th in g ;  l i f e  i t s e l f ,  f o r  n o th in g .  L i f e  w ith o u t  h e ro ism  i s

w o r th le s s .  In  o rd e r  to  v a l i d a t e  l i f e ,  one m ust r i s k  d e a th .  In  th e

h e r o ic  v iew  a s  w e l l  as  th e  C h r i s t i a n ,  "W hosoever s h a l l  seek  to  sa v e  h i s

l i f e  s h a l l  lo s e  i t ;  and w hosoever s h a l l  lo s e  h i s  l i f e  s h a l l  p r e s e r v e  i t . 51

As one w ould e x p e c t ,  th e  m ost s t i r r i n g  d is p la y s  o f  l o y a l t y  a r e

r e s e r v e d  f o r  c e r t a i n  d e a th  and d e f e a t .  E a r ly  in  th e  poem, A r th u r  h o n o rs

Ewain by r e f u s in g  a l l  ransom  and te rm s  t o  th e  Roman c a p t iv e s  u n t i l  h i s

k n ig h t  i s  re c o v e re d  from  h i s  w ounds:

"Bot sa y  to  th e  s e n a to u r  I  se n d e  hyme th e s  w o rdez ,
T hare  s a l l e  no s i l u e r  hym s a u e ,  b o t  Ewayne r e c o u e re ;
I  h ad  l e u e r  s e e  hym synke one th e  s a l t e  s t r a n d e z ,
Than th e  seegge  w are s e k e , t h a t  e s  so  s o re  w oundede;"

(1571-1574)

A t C o rn w a ll ,  t h a t  t r i b u t e  i s  r e p a id  t e n - f o l d :

" I d r o u s ,"  quod A r th u re ,  " a y re  th e  b y -h o u es!
I  s e e  s i r  Ewayne o u e r - s e t t e  w ith  S a ra z e n e s  k en e!
Redy th e  f o r  re sc o w s , a r r a y e  th e e  sone!
Hye th e  w ith  h a rd y  mene in  h e lp e  o f  th y  f f a d i r e !
S e t t  in  one th e  sy d e , and  so c o u re  3one lo r d e s ;
B o t th e y  b e  s o c o u rre d e  and  sow nde, vnsaw ghte b e  I  n e u e r ! "

Id ro u s  hyme a n s u e rs  e r n e s t l y  t h a r e - a f t y r e , —
"He e s  my f a d i r e  in  f a i t h e ,  f o r - s a k e  s a l l e  I  n e u e r ,
He h a s  me f o s te r d e  and f e d d e ,  and  my f a i r e  b r e th e r e n e ,
B o t I  f o r - s a k e  t h i s  g a t e ,  so  me Gode h e lp e ,
And s o th e ly  a l l e  sy b red y n e  b o t  th y  s e l f e  o ne;
I  b re k e  n e u e r  h i s  b id d y n g e  f o r  b e ry n e  one l y f e ,
B o t e u e r  bouxvme a s  b e s t e  b l e t h e l y  t o  w yrke!
He commande me k y n d ly , w i th  k n y g h tly  w o rd es ,
T h a t I  s c h u ld e  l e l e l y  one t h e  le n g e ,  and one noo le d e  e l l e s ;
I  s a l l e  hys  commandement h o ld e ,  3 i f  C r i s t e  w i l  me th o l e !
He e s  e ld a r e  th a n e  I ,  and  ende  s a l l e  we b o th e n e ;
He s a l l e  fe rk k e  b e - f o r e ,  an d  I  s a l l e  come a f t y r e :
3 i f f e  hyme b e  d e s ta y n e d e  t o  dy to -d a y e  one t h i s  e r t h e ,
C r i s t e  comly w ith  crowne ta k e  k e p t  t o  hys s a u l e !"

(4135-4154)

At t h e  t w i l i g h t  o f  th e  Round T a b le ,  a l l  b o n d s— even t h a t  o f  b lo o d  k in ­

s h ip — a r e  s u b o rd in a te d  to  th e  t i e s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip  w hich  a lo n e
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have s u f f i c i e n t  pow er to  s u s t a i n  human v a lu e  in  th e  v e ry  t e e t h  o f  t r a g i c  

n e c e s s i t y .

One o f  th e  m ost p o ig n a n t e x p re s s io n s  o f  h e r o ic  l o y a l ty  o c c u rs  a f t e r  

Gawain and h i s  sm a ll band  o f  r e t a i n e r s  a r e  d e s tro y e d .  A r th u r  comes upon 

th e  f i e l d :

The r ic h e  kynge ra n s a k e s  w ith  rew th e  a t  h i s  h e r t e ,
And vp ry p e s  th e  re n k e s  o f  a l l e  th e  Rownde T a b y l le ;
Ses them e a l l e  i n  a  soppe in  sow te by theme o n e ,
W ith th e  S a ra z e n e s  vn-sow nde e n se rc h e d e  a -b o w te ;

(3939-3942)

The h e r o ic  s c e n a r io  i s  r e m in is c e n t  o f  M aldon. T hese a r e  k n ig h ts  who d ie  

a s  th e y  s h o u ld — a l l  in  a  b an d , to g e th e r  by th e m s e lv e s ,  t h e i r  dead  

enem ies a l l  a ro u n d  them , th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip  unbroken  even  in  d e a th .  

T here  a r e  ech o es o f  t h i s  e p is o d e  a t  C o rn w a ll, w here A r th u r  th a n k s  God 

f o r  a l lo w in g  him  and  h i s  k n ig h ts  t o  p e r i s h  among t h e i r  own, a s  one 

h e r o ic  body :

’t) f  t h i s  d e re  day w erk e , th e  D ry g h tte n e  b e  lo u e d e ,
T h a t vs h a s  d e s ta y n e d e  and demyd to  dye in  o u re  aw ene."

(4305-4306)

The Round T ab le  i s  no m ore. A r th u r 's  p r a y e r  i s  t h e  u t t e r a n c e  o f  a  l a s t  

s u r v iv o r .  B ut th e  Round T ab le  d ie s  as  i t  h ad  l i v e d ,  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w ­

s h ip  i n v i o l a t e  and i n t a c t .

The h e r o 's  e a g e rn e s s  t o  a c c e p t  r i s k s  and  ig n o re  o d d s , c o u p le d  w ith  

th e  i n e v i t a b l y  t r a g i c  end  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem, h a s  le d  many t o  w onder to

w hat d e g re e  th e  h e ro ,  th ro u g h  h i s  r a s h n e s s ,  i s  t o  b e  h e ld  a c c o u n ta b le

5 2f o r  h i s  own f a t e  a s  w e l l  a s  w hat b e f a l l s  th o s e  c l o s e s t  t o  h im . The 

q u e s t io n  i s  r a i s e d  in  many fo rm s, b u t  in  each  c a se  comes e s s e n t i a l l y  

down t o  t h i s :  I s  h e ro ism  in h e r e n t ly  f la w e d  by th e  seem in g ly  r e c k l e s s  

abandon w ith  w hich th e  h e ro  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  d i s r e g a r d s  p r a c t i c a l  

c o n s id e r a t io n s — s e c u la r  o r  s a c r e d — in  o r d e r  t o  f u l f i l l  h i s  h e r o ic
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n a tu re ?  In  B eo w u lf, a s  we have s e e n , th e  q u e s t io n  was r a i s e d  £  p ropos 

o f  th e  h e r o 's  d e c i s io n  to  e n c o u n te r  th e  d rag o n  s in g le -h a n d e d ;  and in  

M aldon, th e r e  was B y r h tn o th 's  o fe rm o d , h i s  d e c i s io n  to  g r a n t  la n d  to  f e l a  

t o  th e  V ik in g s .  In  M orte A r th u r e , th e r e  i s  t h e  r a s h n e s s  w ith  w hich 

A r th u r ,  G aw ain, and C ador p u rsu e  t h e i r  h e r o ic  o b l i g a t i o n s  w ith o u t 

a p p a re n t  h e e d  t o  th e  c o n seq u en c es . B ecause r a s h n e s s  i s  a s  much a p a r t  

o f  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  code a s  c o u ra g e , p ro w e s s , re v e n g e , o r  l o y a l ty ;  

b e c a u se  i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  h i s  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  d a n g e r  and  in d i f f e r e n c e  to  

co n seq u en ces  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  th e  h e ro  from  o th e r  men; b e c a u se  th e  

c r i t i c i s m  o f  th e  h e r o 's  r e c k le s s n e s s  i s  r a i s e d  from  w ith in  a s  w e ll  as  

from  w ith o u t  t h e  h e r o ic  poem; and b e c a u s e , a s  a h e r o ic  them e, ra s h n e s s  

p la y s  so  p ro m in e n t a  p a r t  in  M orte A r th u r e , i t  n eed s  t o  b e  exam ined a t  

some le n g th  and  in  some d e t a i l .

F o r M atthew s, ra s h n e s s  i s  " a  w eakness o f  c h a r a c t e r ,  a  desm esure  o f  

gen e ro u s  c o u ra g e  t h a t  does n o t  e sc a p e  th e  p o e t 's  c r i t i c i s m . I t  i s ,  

i n  s h o r t ,  a  f la w  and m a jo r  f a c t o r  in  th e  d o w n fa ll  o f  t h e  Round T a b le .^4 

F in la y s o n ,  w h ile  i n i t i a l l y  r e c o g n iz in g  th e  p r o p r i e t y  o f  desm esure  in  th e  

h e r o ic  poem a s  c o n t r a s te d  w ith  th e  rom ance, en d s by  ty i n g  i t  t o  s in  and 

e r r o r ,  c o n c lu d in g  t h a t  " i t  i s  t h i s  r e c k l e s s  d i s r e g a r d  f o r  o d d s , f o r  

w hich he  h ad  re p rim an d ed  C ador, t h a t  b r in g s  a b o u t A r th u r 's  own d e s t r u c t io n ,  

a s  i t  h ad  d e s t ro y e d  Gawain. Thus A r th u r 's  end  comes n o t  a s  an in e x p l ic a b le  

t w i s t  o f  F o r tu n e ,  b u t  a s  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  r e t r i b u t i o n  f o r  h i s  s i n s ,  o f  

w hich  M ordred i s  th e  d i r e c t ,  and A r th u r 's  r e c k l e s s  engagem ent o f  a 

s u p e r io r  f o r c e  th e  i n d i r e c t  i n s t r u m e n t . S u c h  v iew s a s  th e s e  a r e ,  as  

we s h a l l  s e e ,  n o t  o n ly  i n c o r r e c t ,  b u t  r a d i c a l l y  i n c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th e  

p re m ise s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem.^®

To b e g in  w i th ,  u n t i l  w e l l  a f t e r  t h e  t r a g i c  tu r n i n g  p o in t  o f  h i s
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v i s i o n ,  A r th u r  e x h i b i t s  k in g ly  r e s t r a i n t  w h ile  i t  i s  th e  fo rem o st members 

o f  t h e  Round T a b le ,  n o ta b ly  Cador and  G aw ain, who d is p la y  t h a t  r e c k le s s  

abandon c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  h e r o . '’"'' The r a s h n e s s  m o t if  i s  in t ro d u c e d  

a t  t h e  w ar c o u n c i l  A r th u r  convokes a f t e r  L u c iu s ' m essen g ers  d e l i v e r  th e  

Roman e m p e ro r 's  i n s u l t i n g  u ltim a tu m . C a d o r 's  re sp o n s e  i s  f a i r l y  r e p r e ­

s e n t a t i v e  o f  th e  e n t i r e  f e l lo w s h ip :

S i r  Cador o f  C om ew ayle t o  t h e  kynge c a rp p e s ,
Lughe one hyme l u f f l y  w ith  ly k an d e  l a t e s , —
" I  th a n k e  Gode o f  t h a t  t h r a a  t h a t  v s  th u s  t h r e t y s !
3ow m oste be t r a y l e d e ,  I  t ro w e , b o t  3 i f e  3 e t r e t t  b e t t y r e :
The l e t t r e s  o f  s i r  L u c iu s  ly g h t ty s  myne h e r t e !
We h a f e  a s  l o s e l s  l i f f y d e  many lo n g e  d ay e ,
Wyth d e l y t t e s  in  t h i s  la n d e  w ith  lo r d c h ip e z  many,
And fo r e ly te n e d e  th e  lo o s  t h a t  we a r e  l a y t t e d e :
I  was a b a i s c h i t e ,  be o u re  L o rd e , o f  o u re  b e s te  b e m e s ,  
f f o r e  g r e t  d u le  o f  d e f fu s e  o f  dedez o f  arm es!
Now w akkenyse th e  w ere! w y rc h ip id e  b e  C ry s te !
And we s a l l e  wynne i t  a g [a ]y n e  b e  w y g h tn esse  and  s tr e n g h e ! "

(247-258)

A lth o u g h  A r th u r  o b v io u s ly  s h a re s  t h i s  a t t i t u d e  t o  a  c o n s id e ra b le  d e g re e ,

he  em ploys s u r p r i s i n g  m o d e ra tio n :

" S i r  C a d o u r ,” quod th e  k y n g e , " th y  c o n c e l le  e s  n o b le ,
B ot th o u  a r t e  a  m e ru a ilo u s  mane w ith  t h i  mery w ordez! 
f f o r  thow  c o u n te z  no c a a s ,  ne c a s t e s  no f o r t h i r e ,
B ot h u r le s  f u r th e  appone h e u e d e , a s  t h i  h e r t e  th y n k e s ;
I  m oste  t r e t t e  o f  a  tre w  tow chande t h i s e  n e d e s ,
T a lk e  o f  t h i e s  ty th d a n d s  t h a t  t e n e s  myne h e r t e ; "

(259-264)

A f t e r  C a d o r 's  r a s h  d e te rm in a t io n  t o  engage  L u c iu s ' f o r c e s  d e s p i t e

a lm o s t im p o s s ib le  odds le a d s  t o  th e  f i r s t  Round T ab le  c a s u a l i t e s  o f  th e

w a r, th e  c o n f l i c t  betw een  h e ro ism  and p ru d e n c e  i s  c r y s t a l i z e d  in  a

c o n f r o n ta t io n  be tw een  th e  c o n q u e ro r and  h i s  nephew :

K arpes to  h i s  cosyne s i r  C ador t h e i s  w o rd e z ,—
" S i r  C ador, t h i  co rag e  co n fu n d ez  vs a l l e !
K ow ardely thow c a s te z  o w tte  a l l e  my b e s te  k n y g h tte z !
To p u t t e  mene in  p e r i l l e ,  i t  e s  no p ry c e  h o ld e n e ,
B o t th e  p a r ty e s  w are p u ru a y e d e , and  pow ere a ra y e d e ;
When th e y  w are s ta d e  on a  s t r e n g h e ,  th o u  s u ld e  h a fe  

w i th - s to n d e n e ,
B ot 3 i f  thow e w olde a l l e  my s te r y n e  s t r o y e  fo r e  th e  n o n y s !"
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" S i r , "  s a i s  s i r  C ador, " 3 6  knowe w ele  3o u r  s e l f e n e ;
3e a re  kynge in  t h i s  k y th e , k a rp e  w h a tte  30W  ly k y s 1 
S a l l e  n e u e r  vpb rayde  me, t h a t  t o  t h i  b u rd e  la n g e s ,
T h a t I  s u ld e  b ly n e  fo r e  t h e i r e  b o s t e ,  t h i  byddynge to  w yrche; 
Whene any s t i r t t e z  t o  s t a l e ,  s t u f f e  tham e th e  b e t t e r e ,
Ore t h e i  w i l l e  be s to n a y e d e , and s t ro y e d e  in  3 one s t r a y t e  

lo n d e z .
I  d id e  my d e ly g e n s  to  d a y e , I  doo me one l o r d e z ,
And in  d aungere  o f  dede fo r e  d y u e rse  k n y g h tte z ,
I  h a fe  no g ra c e  to  t h i  g r e e ,  b o t  sy ch e  g r e t t  w ordez;
3 i f  I  heuen  my h e r t e ,  my hape e s  no b e t t y r e . "

(1920-1937)

I t  h as  been  p ro p o se d  t h a t  A r th u r  h e re  sp e a k s  f o r  th e  p o e t ,  v o ic in g  a
C Q

s e r io u s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  C ador and  th e  h e r o ic  a t t i t u d e  he r e p r e s e n t s .  0  

B ut th e r e  i s  l i t t l e  e v id e n c e , h e re  o r  e ls e w h e re ,  t h a t  th e  p o e t  co n cu rs  

w ith  A r th u r 's  p o in t  o f  view  o r  condemns h e r o is m 's  im p e rv io u sn e ss  to  

p r a c t i c a l  c o n seq u en c es . The h e r o ic  p o e t  does n o t  ju d g e  m a t te r s  a s  w ould

th e  m i l i t a r y  s t r a t e g i s t .  As we have seen  in  o u r  s tu d y  o f  B eow ulf and

M aldon, one m ust ta k e  c a re  n o t  t o  su p e rim p o se  upon th e  a ssu m p tio n s  and 

v a lu e s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem a  ne tw ork  o f  s o c i a l  and m ora l s ta n d a rd s  a l i e n  

t o  i t .  I f  a n y th in g ,  A r th u r 's  a t t a c k  on C ador w ould a p p e a r  to  be  m o tiv a te d  

more by  g r i e f  f o r  h i s  f a l l e n  k n ig h ts  th a n  by any s e r io u s  c r i t i q u e  o f  th e  

h e r o ic  a t t i t u d e .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  A r th u r 's  change o f  h e a r t  a t  th e  

c o n c lu s io n  o f  h i s  d e b a te  w ith  Cador m ust b e  r e c o g n iz e d  a s  a  g ru d g in g  

acknow ledgem ent o f  th e  h e r o ic  p r o p r i e t y  o f  C a d o r 's  a c t io n  d e s p i t e  i t s  

t r a g i c  c o s t .

A r th u r 's  ju d ic io u s n e s s  i s  a g a in  em p h asized , t h i s  tim e  in  c o n t r a s t  

w ith  G aw ain 's  r e c k l e s s  h e r o i c s ,  im m ed ia te ly  fo l lo w in g  th e  s e a  b a t t l e  

a g a i n s t  M ordred. The t i d e  i s  u n fa v o ra b le  f o r  a  la n d in g .  A r th u r ,  w e ig h in g  

th e  d an g e r t o  men and h o r s e s ,  d e c id e s  n o t  t o  la n d ,  and  in s te a d  ta k e s  th e  

o p p o r tu n i ty  t o  a t t e n d  to  h i s  dead  and  w ounded .’’® Gaw ain, on th e  o th e r  

h a n d , b r in g s  a  s m a ll  band  a s h o re  on a  g a l l e y ,  engages M o rd re d 's  t r o o p s
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though  v a s t l y  o u tn um bered , and—p u rs u in g  th e  b a t t l e  w e ll  beyond h i s

60m eans— i s  e v e n tu a l ly  k i l l e d  a lo n g  w ith  h i s  f o l lo w e r s .  T h is  c o n t r a s t  

betw een  A r th u r  and h i s  k n ig h t  does n o t  s u g g e s t  t h a t  we a r e  m eant to  

choose betw een  them ; t h a t  one i s  r i g h t  and  t h e  o th e r  w rong. They a c t  

a c c o rd in g  t o  d i f f e r e n t  e x ig e n c ie s  and m ust be  ju d g e d  by d i f f e r e n t  l i g h t s .  

Gawain i s  th e  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r  av en g in g  th e  t r e a s o n  a g a i n s t  h i s  l o r d .  I t  

i s  n o t  f o r  him  t o  w eigh  th e  chances  o f  s u c c e s s  and  f a i l u r e .  He i s  a 

h e r o ic  w a r r io r ,  n o t  a  sh o p k eep e r— o r  a k in g .  A r th u r ,  a t  t h i s  s ta g e  o f  

th e  poem a t  l e a s t ,  i s  s t i l l  th e  w a r r io r  k in g ,  and  h i s  h e ro ism  i s  yoked 

w ith  h i s  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  th e  w e lf a r e  o f  h i s  k n ig h t s  and p e o p le .  I t  

i s  o n ly  a f t e r  th e  d e a th  o f  Gawain, o n ly  a f t e r  he  u n d e rs ta n d s  th e  f u l l  

im p o rt o f  h i s  dream — th e  in e v i t a b l e  and im m inent en d  o f  h i s  Round T ab le  

and kingdom — t h a t  A r th u r  exchanges th e  o b l i g a t i o n s  o f  k in g s h ip  f o r  th e  

unabash ed  abandon o f  th e  h e ro .

T here  a r e ,  h o w ever, two e a r ly  e p is o d e s  i n  w h ich , on th e  s u r f a c e  a t  

l e a s t ,  A r th u r  m ig h t a p p e a r  t o  d is p la y  some d e g re e  o f  h e r o ic  r a s h n e s s .

In  h i s  f i g h t  w ith  th e  g i a n t ,  A r th u r— l i k e  B eow ulf— e x p l i c i t l y  r e j e c t s  

a l l  a i d .  M atthew s s u g g e s ts  t h a t  " in  m aking A r th u r  fo re g o  th e  h e lp  o f  

th e  tw o k n ig h ts  who a s s i s t  him  i n  o th e r  v e r s io n s ,  t h e  p o e t  may have had  

in  mind t o  p r e p a r e  f o r  th e  r a s h  s e l f - r e l i a n c e  t h a t  A r th u r  d is p la y s  on 

o th e r  o c c a s i o n s . " 61 B ut even  M atthew s does n o t  im ply  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  in  

t h i s  a c t i o n  a n y th in g  im p ro p er o r  incom m ensurate  w ith  A r th u r 's  r o l e  a s  

a l e a d e r  [ in  t h i s  a c t i o n ] .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y  en o u g h , even  in  t h i s  a d v e n tu re ,  

A r th u r 's  p ru d e n c e  i s  u n d e rsc o re d  when he r e q u e s t s  t h a t  B e d iv e re  in s u r e  

h i s  v i c to r y  w ith  a  re d u n d a n t coup de g r a c e ;

Onone s t r y k e  o f  h i s  h eu ed e , and  s ta k e  i t  t h e r e - a f t y r e ,
(1178)
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A t th e  s ie g e  o f  M etz, when A rth u r  c a s u a l ly  h a z a rd s  th e  s h a f t s  o f

enemy bowmen, he  i s  c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  h i s  " r a s h n e s s "  by F e r r e r :

" S i r , "  s a i d  s i r  f f e r r e r e ,  "a  f f o l y  thow e w irk k e s ,
Thus nakede  in  th y  n o b lay e  to  neghe to  th e  w a l l e s ,
S en g e ly  in  th y  s u r c o t t e ,  t h i s  c e te  t o  r e c h e ,
And schew e th e  w i th - i n e ,  th e r e  t o  sch en d e  v s  a l l e .
Hye vs h a s ty ly e  h e y n n e , o r  we mone f u l l e  h a p p e n e , 
f f o r  h i t t  th e y  th e  o r  th y  h o r s e ,  i t  harm es f o r  e u e r ! "

(2432-2437)

A r th u r  re s p o n d s :

" I f e  thow  be f e r d e ,"  quod th e  ky n g , " I  re d e  thow ry d e  v t t e r e ,  
L e s s e  t h a t  th e y  rywe th e  w ith  t h e i r e  rownnd wapyne!
Thow a r t e  b o t  a  faw n tk y n e , no f e r l y  me th y n k k y s!
Thow w i l l e  be  f la y e d e  f o r  a  f l y e  t h a t  one th y  f le s c h e  ly g h t t e s !  
I  ame n o th y n g e  a g a s te ,  so  me Gode h e lp e !
T hof s ic h e  g ad ly n g es  be g re u e d e , i t  g re u e s  me b o t  l y t t i l l e !
Thay wyne no w irc h ip e  o f  me, b o t  w a s ty s  t h e i r e  t a k l e !
They s a l l e  w ante  o r  I  w ecnde, I  w agene myne hevede!
S a l l e  n e u e r  h a r l o t t e  haue h ap p e , th o ro w e  h e lp e  o f  my L o rd e ,
To k y l l e  a  corownde kynge w ith  krysom e e n o y n t te d e !"

(2438-2447)

Once a g a in ,  h e ro ism  and  p rag m atism  a r e  s e t  i n  o p p o s i t io n .  A r th u r  o f

c o u rs e  e s c a p e s  u n s c a th e d  an d , w ith o u t e v id e n c e  to  t h e  c o n t r a r y ,  one

w ould b e  h a rd p u t  t o  d e m o n s tra te  t h a t  th e  p o e t  d is a p p ro v e s  o f  A r th u r 's

a r i s t o c r a t i c  v iew  o f  th e  d iv in e  exem ptions g r a n te d  t o  a  crow ned k in g  w ith

crim son  a n n o i n t e d ^

A r th u r  c a n n o t b e  s a i d  to  b e  r a s h ,  in  t h e  f u l l  h e r o ic  s e n s e  o f  th e

w ord , u n t i l  a f t e r  G aw ain 's  d e a th .  Once he  d i s c o v e r s  G aw ain 's  c o rp s e ,

th e  change in  A r th u r 's  c h a r a c te r  i s  p o in te d  b y  h i s  e n c o u n te r  w ith  Ewain

who, t o g e th e r  w ith  o th e r  members o f  th e  Round T a b le ,  a t te m p ts  t o

r e s t r a i n  t h e i r , c h i e f ' s  a p p a re n t ly  e x c e s s iv e  g r i e f :

" B ly n e ,"  s a i s  t h i e s  b o ld e  mene, "thow  b lo n d i r s  t h i  s e l f e n e ,
T h is  e s  b o t l e s  b a l e ,  f o r  b e t t i r  b e e s  i t  n e u e r!
I t  e s  no w irc h ip e  i-w y sse  t o  wryng th y n e  h o n d e s ,
To wepe a l s  a  womane i t  e s  no w i t t  h o ld e n e !
Be k n y g h tly  o f  c o n te n a u n c e , a l s  a kyng  s c h o ld e ,
And le u e  s ic h e  c lam oure f o r  C r i s t e s  l u f e  o f  h e u e n e !"

(3975-3980)
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B ut th e  w o r ld ly  s ta n d a r d s  by w hich A r th u r 's  g r i e f  i s  deemed e x c e s s iv e

a re  in  no way s u f f i c i e n t  to  ta k e  th e  f u l l  m easure  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem

w hich can  o n ly  b e  ju d g e d  in  acc o rd an ce  w ith  i t s  own v a lu e s .  A r th u r 's

g r i e f  i s  w h o lly  a p p r o p r ia te  to  th e  lo s s  o f  so  w orthy  a k n ig h t  as G awain,

a lo s s  w hich o c c a s io n s  p a s s io n a te  lam en t n o t  o n ly  from  A rth u r  th e  k in g ,

b u t  from  M ordred th e  t r a i t o r  and  from  th e  p o e t  h im s e l f .

Nor i s  A r th u r 's  r e a c t io n  a l t o g e th e r  u n iq u e . C ador k i s s e s  th e

c o rp se  o f  B e r i l  a f t e r  t h a t  f i g h t e r  i s  b o rn e  down:

And th a n e  s i r  C ador o f  C om ew ayle e s  c a r e f u l l e  in  h e r t e ,  
B e -c a u se  o f  h i s  kynyse-m ane, t h a t  th u s  e s  m y scaryede; 
V m beclappes th e  c o r s ,  and k y s se z  hyme o f t e ,

(1777-1779)

A rth u r  w eeps when h e  l e a r n s  o f  th e  d e a th s  o f  B e r i l ,  A l id ik e ,  M aure l,

M aurin , and M eneduke:

Thane th e  w orth y  kynge w ry th e s ,  and  wepede w ith  h i s  eg h n e ,
(1920)

Gawain w eeps f o r  th e  f a l l e n  C h ild  C h a s te la in :

Than s i r  Gawayne g r e te s  w ith  h i s  g ra y  eg h n e ;
The g u y te  was a  gude mane, b e-g y n n an d e  o f  arm es.

(2962-2963)

And a g a in  f o r  th e  men h e  h as  le d  i n t o  M o rd re d 's  t r e a c h e r o u s  ambush:

Thane s i r  Gawayne g r e t t e  w ith  h i s  g ra y  eg h en e , 
f f o r  g r e f e  o f  h i s  gud mene t h a t  h e  gyde s c h u ld e ;

(3790-3791)

What i s  u n iq u e  a b o u t A r th u r 's  g r i e f  f o r  Gawain i s  i t s  i n t e n s i t y ,  and

t h i s  i s  w h o lly  co n so n a n t w ith  th e  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  l o s s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  when

we r e a l i z e  t h a t  G aw ain 's  d e a th — a s  A r th u r  c l e a r l y  p e r c e iv e s — s ig n a l s

th e  end  o f  t h e  Round T ab le  and a l l  i t  s ta n d s  f o r :

"D ere kosy n e  o k y nde , in  k a re  am I  le u e d e i
f f o r  nowe my w irc h ip e  e s  w e n te , and  my w ere e n d id e !"

(3956-3957)
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H ere to o ,  A r th u r 's  re sp o n se  h as  been  a n t i c i p a t e d .  A f te r  G aw ain 's  j o u s t

w ith  P ria m u s , R ic h e r  and o th e r s  b e l ie v e  him  t o  b e  m o r ta l ly  wounded.

T h e ir  r e a c t io n  i s  a  b r i e f  fo resh ad o w in g  o f  A r t h u r 's  own:

Be a l l e  th e  w e lth e  o f  th e  w e r ld e ,  so  woo was theme n e u e r!
" f f o r  a l l e  o u re  w irc h ip e  i-w y s se  awaye e s  in  e r th e ! "

(2684-2685)
)

F a r  from  e x c e s s iv e ,  A r th u r 's  re sp o n se  i s  a p t ,  m o tiv a te d  by h e r o ic  t i e s

and o b je c t iv e  c i rc u m s ta n c e .

A r th u r 's  " r a s h n e s s "  re a c h e s  i t s  peak  in  h i s  exchange w ith  R ic h e r

im m ed ia te ly  p re c e d in g  th e  f i n a l  b a t t l e  a t  C o rn w all a g a i n s t  M o rd red 's

v a s t l y  s u p e r io r  f o r c e s :

Than s a i s  s i r  Wychere th e  wy, a w yese mane o f  arm es,
" I  re d e  3e w a re ly  w ende, and  w irk e s  th e  b e s t e ;
S o io m e  in  t h i s  c e t e ,  and  sem ble t h i  b e ry n e s ,
And b id d e  w ith  t h i  b o ld e  mene in  t h i  b u rg h e  r i c h e :
G et owt k n y g h tte z  o f  c o n t r e s ,  t h a t  c a s t e l l e s  h o ld e s ,
And ow t o f  g a ry so n s  g r e te  gude mene o f  arm es,
f f o r  we a r e  f a i t h e l y  to  fewe t o  f e g h te  w ith  them e a l l e ,
T h a t we s e e  in  h i s  s o r t e  appone th e  s e e  b a n k e s ."

(4025-4032)

A r th u r  an sw ers w ith  some h e a t :

" I  p ra y e  th e  k a re  n o g h te ,  s i r  k n y g h te , ne  c a s te  th o u  no d r e d is !  
Hadde I  no seg g e  b o t  my s e l f e  one v n d i r  so n e ,
And X may hym s e e  w ith  s i g h t e ,  o r  one hym s e t t e  h o n d is ,
I  s a l l e  evene  amange h i s  mene m a lle  hym t o  d ed e ,
A re I  o f  th e  s te d e  s t y r e  h a l f e  a  s t e d e  le n g h e !
I  s a l l e  [ s t r y k e j  hym in  h i s  s to w re ,  and  s t r o y e  hyme f o r e u e r ,
And t h a r e - t o  make I  myne avowe d e v o t t ly  to  C ry s te ,
And to  hys modyre M arie , t h e  m ylde qwene o f  heuene!
I  s a l l e  n e u e r  s o io u m e  so u n d e , ne  saw g h te  a t  myne h e r t e ,  ,
I n  c e te  ne  in  su b a rb e  s e t t e  appone e r t h e ,
Ne 3 i t t  so lm y re  ne s le p e  w ith  my s law e  eyghne ,
T i l l e  h e  b e  s la y n e  t h a t  hym s lo w g h e , 3 i f  any s le y g h te  h ap p en e : 
B ot e u e r  p u rs u e  th e  payganys t h a t  my p o p le  d i s t r o y e d e ,
Q w ylls I  may p a re  them e and p y n n e , in  p a lc e  t h a r e  me l i k e s . "

(4034-4047)

The p a t t e r n  i s  f a m i l i a r :  a  d ra m a tic  c o n f r o n ta t io n  betw een  two p ro fo u n d ly  

d i f f e r e n t  m o ra l v ie w s—h e r o ic  and  p ra g m a tic ,  o r ,  i f  one p r e f e r s ,  p r u d e n t .  

On th e  one h a n d , R ic h e r  a d v is e s  a c o u rse  o f  a c t i o n  d e te rm in e d  by p r a c t i c a l
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m i l i t a r y  c o n s id e r a t io n s .  A r th u r ,  on th e  o th e r  h an d , p u rs u e s  t h e  p u r e ly  

h e r o i c  p a th ,  bound by n o th in g  b u t  h i s  im p ass io n ed  vow to  avenge G aw ain. 

In d e e d , f o r  A rth u r  p ru d en ce  w ould b e  mean and d e s p ic a b le .  To com pute 

th e  odds a t  t h i s  s ta g e  i s  u n th in k a b le .  The h e r o ic  l i f e  r e q u i r e s  n o th in g  

l e s s  th a n  r a s h n e s s  o f  t h i s  s o r t ,  even  a t  th e  r i s k  o f  th e  w h o le s a le  

d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  Round T a b le . F o r  a l th o u g h  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip  i s  

th e  u l t im a te  so u rc e  o f  a l l  v a l u e , t o  p r e s e r v e  th e  f e l lo w s h ip  a s  a  p h y s ic a l  

e n t i t y  a t  th e  c o s t  o f  i t s  h e r o ic  n a tu r e  w ould be  t o  d e s tro y  i t  i n  a  way 

i t  i s  n o t  d e s tro y e d  th ro u g h  p h y s ic a l  a n n i h i l a t i o n .

In d e e d , t o  sp eak  o f  p r e s e r v in g  th e  Round T a b le , to  p o s i t  a s  a r e a l

o p t io n  a  m i l i t a r y  c o u rse  w hich w ould  le a v e  th e  f e l lo w s h ip  i n t a c t ,  i s  to

m iss  th e  p o i n t .  A r th u r 's  v i s io n  o f  F o rtu n e  i s  a t r u e  v i s io n .  In  th e

e n d , th e  Round T ab le  can no more s u r v iv e  th a n  can H e o ro t, th e  G e a ts ,  o r

B eow ulf h im s e l f .  N e c e s s i ty  i n  th e  h e r o ic  poem i s ,  a s  A r th u r  f i n a l l y

r e a l i z e s  a f t e r  G aw ain 's  d e a th ,  f u l  a r a e d . Human d e s t in y  i s  t r a g i c ,  n o t

m o ra l . The f a l l  o f  th e  Round T a b le ,  l i k e  th e  f a l l  o f  a l l  e a r t h l y  t h i n g s ,

i s  in h e r e n t  in  th e  human c o n d i t io n .  A r th u r  and  h i s  k n ig h ts  g e t  n o t  w hat

th e y  d e s e rv e ,  b u t  w hat i s  th e  u l t im a te  p o r t i o n  o f  a l l  m ankind . In  t h i s

l i g h t ,  A r th u r 's  h e ro ism  r a t h e r  th a n  R ic h e r* s  p ru d en ce  p ro v e s  c o r r e c t , ® - *

s e r v in g  t o  s e c u re  th e  u n dy ing  fame and  g lo ry  o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip .

As th e  p o e t  h im s e lf  com m ents, i n  o b v io u s  a p p ro b a t io n :

S ich e  h o noure  n e u e r  a u g h te  none e r t h e l y  kyng 
At t h e i r e  endyng d a y e , b o t  A r th u re  hyme s e lu e n e l

(4169-4170)

L ik e  A r th u r 's  ex trem e g r i e f ,  h i s  u t t e r  d is d a in  f o r  m i l i t a r y  o d d s— 

no m a t te r  how d i s a s t r o u s — i s  p e r i o d i c a l l y  a n t i c i p a t e d  th ro u g h o u t  th e  

poem. We have a l r e a d y  exam ined  th e  c la s h  betw een  p ru d en ce  and  h e ro ism  

a s  e x e m p lif ie d  in  th e  d e b a te  b e tw een  A r th u r  and  C ador a f t e r  C a d o r 's
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ra s h n e s s  r e s u l t e d  i n  th e  f i r s t  Round T a b le  m o r ta l  c a s u a l t i e s  o f  th e  w ar

a g a in s t  L u c iu s .  On th e  th r e s h o ld  o f  t h a t  b a t t l e ,  th e r e  i s  a s i m i l a r ,  i f

low er k ey ed , exchange  betw een  Cador and  C le g is :

Thane s i r  C le g is  to  th e  kynge a l y t t i l l e  e n c l in e d e ,
K ay res  t o  s i r  C ado re , and k n y g h tly  hym t e l l e z , —
"We h a fe  foundene in  3one f i r t h e ,  f lo r e s c h e d e  w ith  l e u e s ,
The f l o u r  o f  th e  f a i r e s t e  f o lk e  t h a t  t o  t h i  fo o  la n g e z ,  
f f i f t y  th o u sa n d e z  o f  f o lk e  o f  f e r s e  mene o f  arm ez,
T h a t f a i r e  a r e  fe w te r id e  on f r o u n te  v ndy r 3 one f r e  bow es;
They a r e  enbuschede one b lo n k k e s ,  w ith  b a n e rs  d is p la y e d e ,
In  3 one b echene  wode appone th e  waye s y d e s .
They h a fe  th e  f u r th e  f o r - s e t t e  a l l e  o f  th e  f a i r e  w a ty re ,
T h a t f a y f u l l y  o f  f o rc e  f e g h te  vs byhow ys;
f f o r  th u s  vs sch ap p es  to  d a y e , s c h o r t l y  to  t e l l e ,
W hedyre we schone o r  schew e, s c h y f t  a s  th e  ly k e s ."
"N ay ,"  quod C ador, "so  me C r i s t e  h e lp e !
I t  w are  schame t h a t  we s c h o ld e  sch o n e  f o r  so  l y t v l l e !
S i r  L a n c e lo t t  s a l l e  n e u e r  la u g h e ,  t h a t  w ith  t h e  kyng le n g e z ,
T h a t I  s u ld e  l e t t e  my waye f o r  le d e  appone e r th e ;
I  s a l l e  b e  dede and vndone a r  I  h e r e  d re c h e , 
f f o r  d re d e  o f  any doggesone in  3 one dyme schaw es!"

(1706-1723)

W hile we c a n n o t q u i t e  c la im  w ith  M atthew s t h a t  C le g is  " a d v is e s  r e t r e a t , " 6 4

th e r e  i s  more th a n  a  h i n t  o f  t h a t  c o n f l i c t  b e tw een  p ru d en ce  and  desm esure

t h a t  r e c u r s  th ro u g h o u t th e  w ork.

A s i m i l a r  exchange  u n d er l i k e  c o n d i t io n s  ta k e s  p la c e  be tw een  Gawain

and F lo r e n t  a f t e r  G aw ain 's  e n c o u n te r  w ith  P riam u s; f i r s t  F lo r e n t :

"3e a r e  a t  th e  f e r r e s t e  n o g h te  p a s s a n d e  fyve h u n d re th e ,
And t h a t  e s  f u l l y  t o  fewe t o  f e g h te  w ith  them e a l l e ,  
f f o r e  h a r l o t t e z  and  hansem ene s a l l e  h e lp e  b o t t  l i t t i l l e ;
They w i l l e  hye theym e hyene f o r  a l l e  t h e i r e  g r e t  w ordes!
I  r e d e  3 0  w yrke a f t y r e  w i t t e ,  a s  w y esse  men o f  a rm es,
And w arp es  w y l i ly  a -w aye, a s  w i r c h ip f u l l e  k n y g h te s ."
" I  g ra w n te ,"  quod s i r  Gawayne, " so  me Gode h e lp e !
B o t h e r e  a r e  g a ly a rd e  gomes t h a t  o f  th e  g re  s e r u i s ,
The k r e u e l l e s t e  k n y g h tte s  o f  th e  kynges chairibyre,
T h a t kane  c a rp e  w ith  th e  coppe k n y g h tly  w o rd es ;
We s a l l e  p ro u e  to -d a y e  who s a l l e  th e  p ry s  w yne."

(2741-2751)

G aw ain 's  s t a n c e  i s  v a l id a t e d  in  a  num ber o f  w ays. F o r ex am p le , h i s  

h e ro ism  i s  p o r t r a y e d  th ro u g h  th e  e y e s  o f  h i s  en em ies :
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Thane s a id e  th e  e r l e  A n te le  t o  A lg e re  h i s  b r o t h e r , —
"Me a n g e rs  e m e s t l y  a t  A r th u re s  k n y g h te z l 
Thus e n k e r ly  one an  o s te  a w n te rs  them e s e l f e n e ;
They w i l l e  be o w ttra y e d e  an o n e , a r e  vndrone ry n g e ,
Thus f o l i l y  one a f e ld e  t o  fy g h te  w ith  vs a l l e !
B ot th e y  be  fe s e d e  in  f a y e ,  f e r l y  me th y n k e s !
Walde th e y  p u rp o s se  t a k e ,  and p a s s e  one t h e i r e  w ay es ,
P r ik e  home to  t h e i r e  p r y n c e , and  t h e i r e  p ra y  l e u e ,
They m yghte le n g h en e  t h e i r e  l y e f e ,  and lo s s e n e  b o t t  l i t t i l l e !
I t  w olde ly g h te  my h e r t e ,  so  h e lp e  me o u re  L o rd e !"

(2837-2846)
H ere i s  p ru d e n c e  a t  i t s  m e a n e s t. The E a r l  o f  A n te le  i s  th e  v e ry  cham pion

o f  a n t i - h e r o i c  " r e a l i s m ."  To h im , th e  odds a r e  a l l ,  and  h i s  " re a s o n a b le "

su rm ise  t h a t  r e t r e a t  m ig h t w e l l  le n g th e n  th e  l i f e  sp an  o f  Gawain and

h i s  k n ig h ts  i n d i c a t e s  how d a n g e ro u s ly  c lo s e — in  th e  h e r o i c  poem—p ru d en ce

b o rd e r s  on c o w a rd ic e . H is b r o t h e r ,  A lg e re ,  h a s  a  f a r  more a c c u ra te

e s t im a te  o f  th e  s i t u a t i o n :

" S i r , "  s a i s  s i r  A lg e re ,  " th a y  h a fe  l i t t i l l e  v sed e  
to  b e  o w ttra y e d e  w ith e  o s t e :  me a n g e rs  th e  more!
The f a y r e s t e  s c h a l l e  b e  f u l l e  f e y e ,  t h a t  in  o u re f lo k e  ry d d e z , 
A l ls  fewe a s  th e y  b e n e , a r e  th e y  th e  f e ld e  le u e ! "

(2847-2850)

Such in d e e d  soon p ro v e s  to  b e  th e  c a s e .  Gawain and h i s  s m a ll  h e r o ic

band  d r iv e  th e  n u m e r ic a l ly  s u p e r io r  enemy from  th e  f i e l d ,  th e  co w ard ice

o f  th e  Romans s e r v in g  t o  e x a l t  and  g l o r i f y  th e  h e r o ic  r a s h n e s s  o f  t h e

Round T a b le  by c o n t r a s t :

Was n e u e r  s ic h e  a  ju s ty n g e  a t  jo u rn e  in  e r t h e ,
In  th e  v a le  o f  I o s e p h a te ,  a s  g e s te s  vs t e l l e s ,
Whene Iu ly u s  and I o a t a l l e  w are ju g g ed e  t o  dy ,
As was whene th e  ry ch e  mene o f  th e  Rownde T ab le
R uschede i n - t o  t h e  ro w te  one r y a l l e  s te d e s !  
f f o r  so  r a y th e ly  th a y  ru s c h e  w ith  r o s e ld e  s p e r i s ,
T h a t th e  r a s k a i l l e  was r a d e ,  and  ra n e  t o  th e  g r e f e s ,
And k a re d e  to  t h a t  c o u r te  a s  cow ardes f o r  e u e r!

(2875-2882)

The in c id e n t  w hich  m ost c l o s e ly  p a r a l l e l s  and  a n t i c i p a t e s  A r th u r 's  

d e s p e r a te  h e ro ism  a t  C o rn w all i s  t h a t  in  w hich Gawain r a s h ly  p u rsu e s  

M ordred , u l t im a te ly  a t  t h e  ex p en se  o f  h i s  k n ig h ts  and  h i s  own l i f e .
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H e re , r a th e r  th a n  a  d ra m a tic  d e b a te  betw een t h e  h e ro  and a r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  

o f  p ru d e n c e , t h e  p o e t  h im s e lf  e x p re s s e s  w hat m ig h t ap p ea r t o  b e  a 

c a u t io n a ry  o r  c r i t i c a l  a t t i t u d e .  The n a r r a t i o n  o f  th e  b a t t l e  i s  i n t e r ­

s p e r s e d  w ith  su c h  r u e f u l  comments a s :

Bot s i r  Gawayne f o r  g r e f e  myghte n o g h te  a g a y n e -s ta n d e ,
(3757)

f f o r  h ad e  s i r  Gawayne hade g ra c e  t o  h a ld e  th e  g re n e  h i l l e ,  
He h ad  w irc h ip e  i-w y s  wonnnene f o r  e u e r i

(3768-3769)

B ot a l l s  vnwyse, w odew yse, he w en te  a t  th e  g a y n e s te ,
(3817)

T hare  myghte no re n k e  hym a r e s t e ,  h i s  re so n e  was p a s s e d e l  
He f e l l e  in  a f r a n s y e  f o r  f e r s e n e s s e  o f  h e r t e ,

(3825-3826)

A lls  h e  t h a t  w old w i l f u l l y  w as ten e  hyme s e lfe n e ?
And f o r  wondsome an d  w i l l e  a l l e  h i s  w i t  f a i l e d e ,
T h a t wode a l l s  a  w y ld e  b e s te  he w e n te  a t  th e  g a y n e s te ;

(3835-3837)

To b e g in  w i th ,  i t  m ust be  re c o g n iz e d  t h a t  w i th  r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  i d e a l s  o f

k n ig h th o o d  in  l a t e  1 4 th - c e n tu ry  E n g lan d , " r a s h  i s  u sed  a s  a  te rm  o f

P r a i s e . T h e  b e s e r k e r - l ik te  fu ry  w hich G awain e x h ib i t s  in c r e a s e s

r a t h e r  th a n  b e l i t t l e s  h i s  h e r o i c  s t a t u r e .  A t th e  same t im e ,  th e  p o e t

makes i t  c l e a r  t h a t  G aw ain 's  r a s h  h e r o ic s  a r e  m o tiv a te d  by  h i s  exem plary

l o y a l t y  to  h i s  l o r d :

May I  t h a t  t r a y t o u r e  o u e r - ta k e ,  t o r f e r e  hyme ty d d e s ,
T h a t t h i s  t r e s o n e  h a s  tym byrde t o  my tre w e  lo r d e !

(3741-3742)

And a g a in :

B o t th a n e  s i r  Gawayne i-w y s s e , h e  w ay tes  hym w e le  
To w reke hyme on t h i s  w e rla u g h e , t h a t  t h i s  w e rre  mouede;

(3770-3771)

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



240

M oreover, i f  t h e r e  i s  any e x c e s s  in  G aw ain 's  h e r o i c s ,  i t  i s  s i g n i f i ­

c a n t ly  q u a l i f i e d  by th e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  ambush he  and  h i s  k n ig h ts  f a l l  

i n t o  i s  sp ru n g  th ro u g h  cu n n in g  and d e c e i t :

Thane h i s  enmye, w ith  o s te  o f  ow tlaw ede b e ry n e s ,
A lle  e n a n g y lle s  abow te o u re  e x c e l l e n t e  k n y g h tte z ,
T hat t h e  t r a y t o u r e  be  t r e s o n e  had  t r y e d e  hym s e lu e n e ;
Dukes o f  Danemarke he h y g h t te s  f u l l e  s o n e ,
And l e d e r s  o f  L e tto w e , w ith  leg y o n s  in e w e ,
Vmbylappyde o u re  mene w ith  la u n c e z  f u l l e  k en e ,
Sow deours and S a ra z e n e s  ow te o f  s e r e  la n d y s ,
S ex ty  th o sa n d e  mene sem yly a r r a y e d e ,
S e k e r ly  a ssem b les  th a r e  one s e u e n sc h o re  k n y g h te s ,
S odayn ly  in  d is c h a y te  by t h a  s a l t e  s t r a n d e s .

(3780-3789)

G aw a in 's  r a s h n e s s  i s  a m e lio r a te d  by t h e  t r i c k e r y  w hich s u r p r i s e s  him .

Gawain canno t b e  h e ld  w h o lly  a c c o u n ta b le  f o r  a p re d ic a m e n t w hich  c o u ld

n o t b e  f o r e s e e n ,  and w hich i s  f i n a l l y  th e  r e s u l t  n o t  o f  th e  h e r o 's

f a i l u r e ,  b u t  o f  th e  enem y 's  c o w ard ic e .

As i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  such  e p is o d e s  in  M orte  A r th u re , G aw ain 's

h e r o i c  a t t i t u d e  i s  f u r t h e r  v a l id a t e d  by  an e x p l i c i t  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith

C h r i s t i a n i t y :

" f f o r  d e re  D ry g h tty n e  t h i s  d a y e , d re d y s  no w apyne.
We s a l l e  ende t h i s  daye a l l s  e x c e l l e n t  k n y g h t te s ,
A yere t o  e n d e le s s e  jo y e  w i th  a n g e l le s  vnwemmyde.
T hofe we h a fe  v n w it ty ly  w a s te d e  o u re  s e l f e n e ,
We s a l l e  w irk e  a l l e  w ele  i n  th e  w irc h ip e  o f  C r y s te .
We s a l l e  f o r  3one S a ra z e n e s ,  I  s e k i r e  3ow my tro w h e ,
Souppe w ith  o u re  S aueou re  so le m p ly  in  h e u e n e ,
In  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h a t  p r e c i o u s ,  p ry n c e  o f  a l l e  o th e r  
W ith p r o p h e te s ,  and  p a t r i a r k e s ,  and  a p o s t ly s  f u l l e  n o b i l l e ,  
B e - fo re  h i s  f r e l i c h e  fa c e  t h a t  fourm ede vs a l l e I  
3 o n d ire  t o  3one 3 a ld s o n e s ,  h e  t h a t  3 e ld e s  hyme e u e r ,
Q w hylles h e  es qwykke and  i n  q w erte  v n q u e lly d e  w ith  h a n d is ,
Be h e  n e u e r  mo s a u e d e , ne so c o u re d e  w ith  C ry s te ,
B ot S a ta n a s e  h i s  saw le  mowe synke i n - t o  h e l l e l "

(3799-3812)

N o th in g  c o u ld  b e  c l e a r e r .  H eroism  i s  th e  s t r a i g h t  and n a rro w  p a th  t o  

h e a v e n 's  g a t e s .  As in  R o la n d , th e  h e ro  i s  sa v e d  and  th e  cow ard damned. 

P e rh ap s  ev en  more im p o r ta n t ,  G aw a in 's  b a t t le -m a d n e s s  does n o t
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em erge u n t i l  a f t e r  i t  h a s  become a p p a re n t t h a t  b o th  he and  h i s  men a r e  

doomed:

Thane s i r  Gawayne g r e t t e  w ith  h i s  g ra y  e g h e n e , 
f f o r  g r e f e  o f  h i s  gud mene t h a t  h e  gyde s c h u ld e ;
Hy w yste  t h a t  th a y  wondyde w are , and  w ery f o r f o u g h t te n e ;
And w hat f o r  w on d ire  and  woo, a l l e  h i s  w i t t e  f a y le d e .

(3790-3793)

Under th e s e  c o n d i t io n s ,  one can h a r d ly  view  G aw ain 's  a c t io n s  as  un-

66r e a s o n a b le  o r  s u i c i d a l .  The d ie  i s  a l r e a d y  c a s t .  N o th in g  rem ain s  t o  

th e  h e ro  b u t  t o  l i v e  o u t  h i s  h e ro ism  t o  th e  f u l l e s t  e x t e n t  o f  h i s  

c a p a c i ty .

What th e n  a r e  we to  make o f  th e  ru n n in g  commentary w hich accom pan ies 

th e  n a r r a t i v e  in  t h i s  e p iso d e ?  I t  i s  my b e l i e f  t h a t  su ch  comments, 

r a t h e r  th a n  e x p re s s in g  c r i t i c i s m  o f  Gawain, a r e  e x p re s s io n s  o f  ad m ir­

a t io n  and  r e g r e t  f o r  h i s  a p p ro a c h in g  end . A l i n e  such  a s  th e  fo llo w in g  

h a s ,  in  c o n te x t ,  a  d i s t i n c t l y  e l e g i a c  c a s t :

f f o r  hade s i r  Gawayne hade  g ra c e  t o  h a ld e  th e  g ren e  h i l l e ,
He had  w irc h ip e  i-w y s  wonnnene f o r  e u e r!

(3768-3769)

Such l i n e s  a re  more u t t e r a n c e s  o f  g r i e f  th a n  r e p ro a c h ,  and th e y  c u lm in a te  

in  th e  t h r e e  e u lo g ie s  f o r  th e  dead  h e r o ,  n o t  in  h i s  condem nation .

H eroism  i s  i t s  own s ta n d a r d ;  and  th e  h e r o ic  p o e t r y  o f  M orte A rth u re  i s  

a  c lo s e d  sy stem  w hich  r e s i s t s  c r i t i c i s m  a n t i t h e t i c a l  to  i t s  own 

a ssu m p tio n s  and v a lu e s .

I t  i s  t r u i s m  o f  h e r o ic  p o e t r y  t h a t  th e  p o e t 's  v i s io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  

and  h i s  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a r e  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d .  In  e a c h  

h e r o ic  poem, th e  h e ro  i s  fa c e d  w ith  a  u n iq u e  form  o f  n e c e s s i t y  and m ust 

re sp o n d  w ith  a b ra n d  o f  h e ro ism  a p p r o p r ia te  and  a d e q u a te  t o  t h a t  form  

o f  n e c e s s i t y  w hich h e  f a c e s .  I n  t h i s  s e n s e ,  th e  h e ro  i s  a lw ays e q u a l  

t o  h i s  f a t e .  M orte A rth u re  i s  a  de c a s ib u s  tr a g e d y  o f  f o r tu n e ,  and
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A r th u r 's  h e r o ic  a s p i r a t i o n  i s  t o  be  u n d e rs to o d  in  th e  t r a g i c  p e r s p e c t iv e

o f  F o r tu n e 's  w h ee l. But i t  i s  a  p e c u l i a r i t y  o f  t h i s  poem t h a t  F o r tu n e 's

m ost s u b v e rs iv e  n e g a t io n s  a re  r e s e rv e d  f o r  A r th u r 's  r i s e  r a th e r  them  h i s

f a l l .  N ot o n ly  do es  F o rtu n e  shadow th e  h e r o i c  l i f e  w ith  m u ta b i l i ty  and

t r a n s i e n c e ,  she  c la im s  th e  v e ry  triu m p h s  and  a ch iev em en ts  o f  t h a t  l i f e

as  h e r  own, le a v in g  th e  h e ro  n o th in g  b u t v a n i ty  and v a in g lo r y .  The la d y

h e r s e l f  expounds h e r  c la im  in  A r th u r 's  v i s i o n :

And cho s a i d ,  'w e lc o m e i-w is ! w e le  a r t e  thow fow ndene;
The a u g h te  t o  w irc h ip e  my w i l l e ,  and  thow w e le  cow the,
Of a l l e  t h e  v a ly a n t  men t h a t  e u e r  was in  e r t h e ;
f f o r e  a l l e  th y  w irc h ip e  in  w e rre  by  me has thow  wonnene,
I  h a fe  b e n e  f r e n d e ly ,  f r e k e ,  and  fremmede t i l l e  o th e r ;
T h a t h a s  thow  fowndene in  f a i t h e ,  and  f e l e  o f  t h i  b ie r n e z ,  
f f o r e  I  f e l l i d  downe s i r  F r o l l e  w ith  fro w ard e  k n y g h te s ; 
f f o r e - t h i  th e  f r u y te s  o f  F raunce  a r e  f r e e l y  th y n n e  aw ene.
Thow s a l l e  th e  c h a y e re  e sc h e u e , I  ch ese  th e  my s e l f e n e ,
B e -fo re  a l l e  th e  c h i f t a y n e s  ch o sen e  in  t h i s  e r t h e . '
Scho l i f t e  me vp l i g h t l y  w ith  h i r  le n e  h o n d e s ,
And s e t t e  me s o f t e l y  in  th e  s e e ,  t h e  s e p t r e  me re c h e d e ;
C r a f te ly  w ith  a kambe cho kembede myne h e u e d e ,
T h a t th e  k r is p a n e  k ro k e  to  my crow nne ra u g h te ;
D re s s id  one me a d iad em e, t h a t  d ig h te  was f u l l e  f a i r e ,
And syne  p r o f r e s  me a  pome p ig h te  f u l l e  o f  f a i r e  s to n y s ,
Enam elde w ith  a z o u re , th e  e r th  th e r e - o n e  d e p a y n t id e ,
S e lk y ld e  w ith  th e  s a l t e  see  appone s e r e  h a l f e s ,
In  synge t h a t  I  s o th e ly  was so u e ra y n e  in  e r t h e .

Than b r o g h t  cho me a  b ran d e  w ith  f u l l e  b r y g h te  h i l t e s ,
And b ad e  me braw ndysche th e  b l a d e ,  ' t h e  b ra n d e  e s  myne aw ene:
Many sw ayne w ith  t h e  swynge h a s  th e  s w [ e ] t t e  le u e d e ;
f f o r  w h i l l e s  thow swanke w ith  t h e  sw erd e , i t  swykkede th e  n e u e r . '

(3339-3361)

The argum en t i s  c l e a r :  a l l  A r th u r 's  w o rsh ip  in  w ar h a s  been  won th ro u g h  

F o r tu n e 's  f a v o r .  I t  was she  who f e l l e d  F r o l l o ;  she  who g ra n te d  th e  

f r u i t s  o f  F ra n c e ; s h e  who l i f t s  A r th u r  above a l l  o t h e r s ;  sh e  who aw ards 

sw ord , s e p t r e ,  d iad em , and s o v e re ig n ty  o v e r  a l l  th e  e a r t h .  The h e r o  i s  

a s  d ep e n d e n t upon F ro tu n e  in  h i s  r i s e  a s  h e  i s  v u ln e ra b le  t o  h e r  i n  h i s  

i n e v i t a b l e  f a l l .  I t  i s  a c c o rd in g  to  th e  f i c k l e  whim o f  th e  la d y  t h a t  

v i c to r y  and g lo ry  a r e  won and  l o s t .  Not o n ly  a re  human a t ta in m e n ts
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t r a n s i t o r y ,  th e y  a r e — to  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  d e g r e e - e x te r n a l  t o  man. The k in g  

w ith  h i s  sw ord and crown i s  b u t  F o r tu n e ' s  p u p p e t p la y in g  w ith  F o r tu n e 1s 

t o y s .

The h e ro  th e n  i s  in  a  dilem m a, h i s  v e ry  h e ro ism  com prom ised by h i s  

dependency upon th e  inhuman f o r c e s  a g a i n s t  w hich he s ta n d s  as  r e p r e s e n ­

t a t i v e  o f  m ankind . In  o r d e r  to  be f u l l y  e q u a l  to  th e  n e c e s s i t y  w ith  w h ich  

h e  i s  f a c e d , A r th u r  m ust e v e n tu a l ly  e x t r i c a t e  h im s e lf  from  h i s  u n w it t in g  

r e l i a n c e  upon F o r tu n e , r e p u d ia te  v a in g lo r y ,  and a s s e r t  a  form  o f  h e ro ism  

w hich owes n o th in g  t o  f o r c e s  and pow ers o u t s id e  th e  h e r o i c  fe l lo w s h ip  

i t s e l f .

A r th u r 's  u n d e r s ta n d in g  u n fo ld s  s lo w ly  and  p a i n f u l l y .  A lthough a l l  

i s  r e v e a le d  t o  him  in  v i s i o n  and i n t e r p r e t e d  f o r  him  by h i s  p h i lo s o p h e r s ,  

i t  i s  n o t u n t i l  he i s  im m ersed in  d i s a s t e r  t h a t  he  i s  a b l e  to  g ra sp  t h e  

t r u e  c o n n e c tio n  betw een h i s  r e v e l a t i o n  and  h i s  f a t e .  T h is  i s  in  f a c t  

q u i t e  c o n s i s t e n t  w ith  th e  l o g i c  and wisdom  o f  th e  h e r o i c  poem, w here 

t r a g i c  know ledge i s  n o t  t o  b e  g le a n e d  from  p ro p h ecy  o r  t h e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  

o f  d iv in e s ,  b u t  em erges o n ly  from  e x p e r ie n c e — from a f u l l ,  d ra m a tic  

in v o lv em en t w i th  th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  e x i s t e n c e .  I t  w ould  b e  in a p p r o p r i a te  

t o  e x p e c t A r th u r  to  im m e d ia te ly  com prehend th e  m eaning o f  h i s  dream .

One m igh t a s  w e ll  f a u l t  O ed ipus f o r  n o t  u n r a v e l l in g  o r a c u l a r  i r o n i e s ,  o r  

L e a r  f o r  f a i l i n g  to  se e  e x c e p t  by th e  b l i n d i n g  l i g h t  o f  th e  s to rm . Such 

i n i t i a l  f a i l u r e s  o f  v i s io n  a r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  tr a g e d y  w here th e  r i s e  

o f  c o n s c io u s n e s s  i s  n e c e s s a r i l y  in  p r o p o r t io n  t o  th e  f a l l  o f  th e  h e r o — 

in  p r o p o r t i o n ,  t h a t  i s ,  t o  h i s  im m ersion i n  th e  human c o n d i t io n .

I t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g ,  th e n ,  t h a t  h a r d  upon A r th u r 's  dream and h i s  

c o n fe re n c e  w i th  h i s  p h i l o s o p h e r s , he i s  d e s c r ib e d  as  d o n n in g  h i s  m ost 

o p u le n t  f i n e r y :
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Thane ry s e z  th e  r ic h e  k y n g e , and  raw gh te  one h i s  w edys,
A reed d e  a c to n e  o f  r o s s e ,  th e  r i c h e s t e  o f  f l o u r e s ,
A p e sa n e , and  a  p a u n so n e , and  a p r i s  g i r d i l l e ;
And one he h e n t t i s  a hode o f  s c h a r l e t t e  f u l l e  r i c h e ,
A pauys p i l l i o n e  h a t t ,  t h a t  p ig h te  was f u l l e  f a i r e
W ith p e r ry  o f  t h e  O ry e n t, and  p re c y o u s  s to n e s ;
H is g lo u e s  g a y l ic h e  g i l t e ,  and  g rau en e  by th e  hentmys,
W ith g ra y n e s  o f  ru b y es f u l l e  g r a c io u s  to  schew e;

(3456-3463)

M atthews s u b je c t s  A r th u r  t o  some r a t h e r  h a rs h  c r i t i c i s m  in  t h i s  l i g h t :

"The k in g ,  who b e f o r e  h i s  dream  had  se e n  h im s e l f  a s  an a v e n g e r o f  C h r i s t

a s  w e ll  a s  a  new A le x a n d e r , a k in g  t o  b e  crow ned on C h ris tm a s  d ay , i s

c e r t a i n l y  n o t  made c o n t r i t e  by th e  i n t e r p r e t e r ' s  s p i r i t u a l  a d v ic e .

M a g n if ic e n t ly  a r r a y e d  in  je w e le d  garm en ts  o f  s c a r l e t  and  g o ld ,  he  s t a l k s

o u t o f  t h e  camp in  t y p i c a l l y  ang ry  m o o d ." ^  A r th u r 's  m a g n if ic e n t  a r r a y ,

h ow ever, i s  n o t as  in c r im in a t in g  as  i t  m igh t f i r s t  a p p e a r .  He a r r a y s

h im s e lf  w ith  e q u a l m a g n if ic e n c e  b e f o r e  h i s  b a t t l e  w ith  th e  g ia n t  o f

S a in t  M ic h a e l 's  M ount:

A f ty re  e u e s a n g e , s i r  A r th u re  hyme s e [ l ] f e n e  
Wente to  hys w ard ro p e , and  w arpe o f  hys w edez,
Armede hym in  a  a c to n e  w ith  o r f r a e e z  f u l l e  ry c h e ,
Abouen one t h a t  a  je ry n e  o f  A cres  ow te o u e r ,
Abouen t h a t  a  j e s s e r a u n t  o f  j e n t y l l e  m ay lez ,
A ju p o n e  o f  Ie ro d y n e  ja g g e d e  in  s c h re d e z ;
He b ra y e d e z  one a b a c e n e t t  b u m e s c h te  o f  s y lu e r ,
The b e s te  t h a t  was in  B a s i l l e ,  w yth b o rd u rs  ry c h e ;
The c r e s t e  and  th e  c o r o n a l l e ,  e n c lo s e d  so  f a i r e  
Wyth c l a s p p i s  o f  c l e r e  g o ld e ,  couched  w yth  s to n e s ;
The v e s a r e ,  th e  a v e n t a i l e ,  enarm ede so  f a i r e ,
Voyde w ith -o w tty n e  v ic e ,  w ith  wyndowes o f  s y lu e r ;
H is g lo u e s  g a y ly c h e  g i l t e ,  and  g rau en e  a t  th e  hemmez,
W ith g ra y n e z  and  g o b e le ts ,  g lo r io u s  o f  hew e;

(900-913)

As F in la y s o n  p o in t s  o u t ,  "Each o f  th e s e  d e s c r ip t i o n s  o c c u rs  j u s t  b e f o r e  

a  s i g n i f i c a n t  e v e n t i n  A r th u r 's  c a r e e r ;  th e y  a re  n o t  p u r e ly  o rn a m e n ta l ,  

b u t  h av e  a f u n c t io n  . . . The e l a b o r a te  r ic h n e s s  o f  arm our and d r e s s ,

b e s id e s  g iv in g  th e  poem c o n c re te n e s s  and  f e e d in g  t h e  a u d ie n c e 's  lo v e  o f

c o lo r  an d  w e a l th ,  i s  a l s o  a  m ethod o f  e x p re s s in g  v i s u a l l y  th e  ra n k  and
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im p o rtan ce  o f  th e  c h a r a c t e r .  In  a d d i t io n ,  th e  f o r m a l i ty  o f  th e  e lem en ts  

o f  th e  d e s c r i p t i o n —b a se d  a s  th e y  a re  on s te r e o ty p e d  m odels— p ro d u c e s  a

se n se  o f  o r d e r  and pow er, o f  t h a t  o rd e r  w h ich  i s  in  one c a s e  th r e a te n e d

and in  t h e  o th e r  ab o u t to  b e  o v e r th ro w n ."  °  I t  i s  a q u e s t io n  o f  b a la n c e .  

The o rn am en ts  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  a r e  n o t in  th e m se lv e s  c o n te m p tib le  o r  

v a in g lo r io u s ;  on th e  c o n t r a r y .  S t i l l ,  t h e r e  can  be  l i t t l e  d o u b t t h a t  

A r th u r 's  f i n e r y ,  a t  t h i s  s ta g e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a t  l e a s t ,  i n d i c a t e s  a 

c o n t in u in g  co n ce rn  w ith  th e  o u tw ard  t r a p p in g s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  a s  y e t  

u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d  from  i t s  e s s e n c e .  T h is  e n g ro ssm en t w ith  s u r f a c e  and 

ornam ent i s  u n d e rsc o re d  by  th e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  g a rm en ts  a re  s u s p ic io u s ly  

r e m in is c e n t  o f  F o r tu n e 's  lu x u r io u s  a p p a r r e l :

Than d i s c e n d is  in  th e  d a le ,  downe f r a  th e  c low ddez ,
A duches d e r e w o r th i ly  d y g h te  in  d y ap e rd e  w e d is ,
In  a s u r c o t t  o f  s y lk e  f u l l e  s e lk o u th e ly  hew ede,
A lle  w ith  lo y o to u r  o u e r - l a id e  low e t o  th e  hemmes,
And w ith  l a d i l y  la p p e s  th e  le n g h e  o f  a  3 e rd e ,
And a l l e  r e d i l y  r e u e r s s id e  w ith  re b a n e s  o f  g o ld e ,
B ruchez and  b e s a u n te z ,  and o th e r  b r y g h te  s to n y s ,
W ith h i r  bake  and  h i r  b r e s t e  was b ro c h e d e  a l l e  o u e r ,
W ith k e l l e  and  w ith  c o r e n a l le  c l e n l i c h e  a r r a y e d e ,
And t h a t  so  com ly o f  c o lo u r  one knowene was n e u e r !

(3250-3259)

B oth a r e  ju x ta p o s e d  w ith  th e  s im p le  p i l g r im  g u is e  o f  C raddock 3 whose 

ap p e a ra n c e  im p lie s  a  r e n u n c ia t io n  o f  v a in g lo r y — a l b e i t  in  a  r e l i g i o u s  

r a t h e r  th a n  h e r o ic  form — and who o b l iq u e ly  re b u k e s  A r th u r  f o r  h i s  f in e  

a r r a y :

A re n k e  in  a  rownde c lo k e ,  w ith  r i g h t e  rowmme c l o t h e s ,
W ith h a t t e ,  and w ith  heyghe sch o n e  hom ely and row nde;
W ith f l a t t e  f e r th y n g e s  th e  f r e k e  was f lo r e s c h e d e  a l l e  o u e r ,  
Manye s c h re d y s  and  sc h ra g g e s  a t  h i s  s k y r t t e s  h y n n g e s ,
W ith s c r ip p e ,  ande  w ith  s la w y n e , a n d  s k a lo p is  i-n e w e ,
B oth pyke and  p a lm e , a l l s  p i lg ra m  hym s c h o ld e .

(3470-3475)
•  •  •  •  •

Thane k a rp e s  s i r  C radoke to  th e  kynge s e l f e n e ,
(3487)
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f f o r  thow my n o g h te  r e c h e  me, ne a r e s t e  th y  s e l f e n e ,
T h o ffe  th o u  be r i c h e ly  a ra y e d e  in  f u l l e  r i c h e  w edys;

(3492-3493)

Even th e  gloom y t i d i n g s  o f  M o rd re d 's  t r e a c h e r y  t h a t  C raddock b e a r s  a r e  

n o t  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  e f f e c t  a d e f i n i t i v e  t r a n s f o r m a t io n  o f  t h e  c o n q u e r o r 's  

o u tlo o k . A lth o u g h  A rth u r  i s  g r ie v e d  and  h as  in t im a t io n s  o f  t r a g e d y ,  he  

does n o t  y e t  p e r c e iv e  t h a t  M o rd re d 's  t r e a s o n  s ig n a l s  a  t r a g i c  f u l f i l l m e n t  

o f  h i s  p r o p h e t i c  dream . C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y ,  h e  rem ain s  d e e p ly  co n ce rn ed  

w ith  p r e s e r v in g  th e  f r u i t s  o f  h i s  c o n q u e s ts ,  even  a s  he p r e p a r e s  t o  make 

w ar on th e  t r a i t o r :

" S i r  H ow elle  and s i r  H a rd o lfe  h e re  s a l l e  b e - l e u e ,
To be  lo r d e s  o f  th e  l e d i s  t h a t  h e r e  t o  me le n g e s ;
L okes i n - t o  Lum bardye, t h a t  th a r e  no le d e  c h a u n g e ,—
And t e n d i r l y  to  Tuskayne ta k e  t e n t e  a l l s  I  b y d e ;
Resaywe th e  r e n t i s  o f  Rome qwene th a y  a re  re k k e n e d e ;
Take s e sy n e  th e  same daye t h a t  l a s t e  was a s sy g n e d e ,
Or e l l e s  a l l e  th e  o s ta g e ,  w ith -o w tty n e  th e  w a l ly s ,
Be hynggyde hye appone h y g h te  a l l e  h o l ly  a t  o n e s ! "

(3583-3590)

A lthough  t h e r e  i s  o f  c o u rse  a  p o s i t i v e  s id e  to  A r th u r 's  p r e p a r a t i o n s ,  a 

p ru d en ce  and  com petence t h a t  b e f i t s  a  k in g  o f  h i s  pow er, t h e r e  i s  more 

th a n  a h i n t  t h a t  he i s  p e rh a p s  to o  e n g ro s s e d  w ith  h i s  new ly  c o n q u e re d

t e r r i t o r i e s ,  a s  y e t  u n w il l in g  t o  p e r c e iv e  th e  e x te n t  t o  w h ich  th e y  a re

th e  ep h em era l v a n i t i e s  o f  F o r tu n e .

I t  i s  n o t  u n t i l  th e  d e a th  o f  Gawain t h a t  A rth u r  t r u l y  u n d e r s ta n d s . 

S ta in in g  h i s  b e a rd  w ith  th e  b lo o d  o f  h i s  k in sm an , f o r  t h e  f i r s t  tim e  he

i s  a b le  t o  a p p ly  th e  t r a g i c  p ro p h ecy  o f  h i s  dream  t o  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  h i s

l i f e :

Than th e  corownde kyng c r y e s  f u l l e  lo w d e ,—
"D ere kosyne o kynde, in  k a r e  am I  le u e d e !
f f o r  nowe ray w irc h ip e  e s  w e n te , and  my w ere e n d id e !
H ere  e s  t h e  hope o f  my h e l e ,  my happynge o f  arm es!
My h e r t e  and  my h a rd y n e s  h a l e  one hym le n g ed e !
My c o n c e l l e ,  my c o m fo rth e , t h a t  k e p id e  myne h e r t e !
Of a l l e  k n y g h te s  th e  kynge t h a t  v n d i r  C r i s te  l i f e d e ,
Thou was w orth y  to  b e  k y n g e , th o f e  I  th e  corow ne b a re !
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My w ele  and my w irc h ip e  o f  a l l e  t h i s  w erld e  r ic h e
Was wonnene th o u rg h e  s i r  Gawayne, and  th o u rg h e  h i s  w i t t  one!

A l la s ! "  s a id e  s i r  A r th u re ,  "nowe ekys my sorow e!
I  am v t t i r l y  vndone in  myne awene la n d e s !
A d o w tto u se  d e r f e  d ed e , th o u  d u e l l i s  t o  lo n g e !
Why draw es th o u  so  one d reg h e?  thow drownnes myne h e r t e ! "

(3955-3968)

Once h a v in g  s o lv e d  th e  r i d d l e  o f  h i s  m o r t a l i t y ,  h a v in g  le a r n e d  t o  view

h im s e l f  in  th e  t r a g i c  p e r s p e c t iv e  o f  m a n 's  f a t e  r a t h e r  th a n  th ro u g h

th e  a s p i r i n g  ey es  o f  th e  c o n q u e ro r , A r th u r  f i g h t s  a s  th e  doomed h e r o ,

unencum bered by h i s  p a s s io n  f o r  im p e r ia l  c o n q u e s t and  g lo r y .  A r th u r 's

f u l l  t r a g i c  e n l ig h te n m e n t i s  a c h ie v e d  in  th e  f i n a l  b a t t l e .  E a r l i e r ,

im m e d ia te ly  p re c e d in g  h i s  dream  and  a t  t h e  v e ry  apex  o f  h i s  c l im b , a l l

b u t  b l in d e d  by h i s  r i s i n g  f o r tu n e s ,  A r th u r— l i k e  th e  W o rth ie s  on th e  w h ee l—

had  b een  d a n g e ro u s ly  i n s e n s i t i v e  t o  th e  r o l e  o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  human l i f e :

We s a l l e  be o u e rly n g e  o f  a l l e  t h a t  one th e  e r th e  le n g e z !
(3211)

T h is  i s  th e  p r id e  w hich g o e th  b e f o r e  a  f a l l .  But i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s

a s p i r a t i o n  w hich A r th u r  r e j e c t s  a t  C o rn w all w h e re , knowing t h a t  doom i s

im m in en t, he re n o u n ce s  th e  v a i n g l o r i e s  o f  F o r tu n e  in  th e  name o f  th e

s p e c i f i c a l l y  human v a lu e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip :

Than remys th e  r i c h e  kynge w ith  rew th e  a t  h i s  h e r t e ,
Hewys hys handys one h e g h te ,  and to  th e  heuene l o k e s , —
"Qwythene had e  D ry g h tty n e  d e s ta y n e d e  a t  h i s  d e re  w i l l e ,
T h a t he  had e  demyd me to -d a y e  t o  dy f o r  30W  a l l e !
T h a t h ad  I  l e u e r  th a n  b e  lo r d e  a l l e  my ly f e  tym e,
O ff  a l l e  t h a t  A lex an d e re  a u g h te  q w h il le s  h e  in  e r t h e  le g e n d e ."

(4155-4160)

A r t h u r 's  r e n u n c ia t i o n ,  l i k e  v i r t u a l l y  a l l  c r i t i c a l  p a s s a g e s  in  M orte A r th u r e ,

i s  a n t i c i p a t e d  e a r l i e r  in  th e  poem. T h ere  i s  an i r o n i c  a d u m b ra tio n  in

th e  g i a n t ' s  p e rv e r s e  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  th e  b e a rd s  o f  h e ro e s  o v e r  m a te r i a l

w e a l th  and  g lo ry

f f o r  h e  h a s  more t r e s o u r  t o  ta k e  whene hyme ly k e z ,
Thane e u e re  au g h te  A r th u r e ,  o r  any o f  hys e l d e r s ;
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I f  thow e h a fe  b ro g h te  th e  b e rd e ,  h e  b e se  more b ly th e  
Thane thowe g a fe  hym B urgoyne, o r  B re ta y n e  th e  m ore;

(1015-1018)

T here  i s  a  s t r a ig h t f o r w a r d  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  A r th u r 's  r e n u n c ia t io n  in  h i s  

lam en t f o r  th e  s l a i n  d u c h e ss :

" A l la s ! "  s a i s  s i r  A r th u re ,  " so  la n g e  haue  I  l y f f e d e ,
Hade I  w ytene o f  t h i s ,  w e le  had  me c h e fe d e ;
Me e s  n o g h te  f a l l e n e  f a i r e ,  b o t  me e s  f o u le  happynede ,
T h a t th u s  t h i s  f a i r e  la d y e  t h i s  fen d e  h a s  d y s tro y e d e !
I  h ad  le u e r e  th a n e  a l l e  F ra u n c e , t h i s  f y f te n e  w y n te r ,
I  hade bene  b e - f o r e  t h a t e  f r e k e ,  a f u r la n g e  o f  w aye,
Whene he t h a t  la d y e  had  la g h te  and le d d e  to  th e  m ontez:"

(868-874)

As s in c e r e  a s  t h i s  s e n tim e n t i s ,  i t  rem ains  an  a n t i c i p a t i o n ,  a r h e t o r i c a l

s ta te m e n t  o f  g r i e f  w hich  la c k s  th e  f u l l  pow er and  a u t h e n t i c i t y  o f  th e

l a t e r  r e n u n c ia t io n  a t  C o rnw all w hich consum m ates th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  th e

poem and p ro v id e s  i t s  d e f i n i t i v e  moment o f  t r a n s f o r m a t io n .  P r e v io u s ly ,

A r th u r 's  a p p r e c ia t i o n  o f  h i s  k n ig h ts  had  been  s t a t e d  in  te rm s  o f  t h e i r

r o l e  in  h i s  c o n t in u in g  lo r d s h ip :

Thane th e  co n q u e ro u r k y n d ly  c o m fo rth es  th e s e  k n y g h te s ,
Alowes th a im e  g r e t l y  t h e i r e  lo r d ly  a -v o w e s ,—
"A lw eldane Gode w y rch ip e  30W  a l l e !
And l a t t e  me n e u e re  w a n n tte  3 0 W , w h y lls  I  in  w e rld e  re g n e ;
My menske and  my manhede 3e m ayntene in  e r t h e ,
Myne h o n o u r a l l e  v t t e r l y  i n  o th e r  kyngys la n d e s ;
My w ele  and  my w y rc h ip e , o f  a l l e  t h i s  w e r ld e  ry c h e ,
3e haue k n y g h tly  co n q u ery d e , t h a t  t o  my co roune  la n g e s ;
Hym th a r e  b e  f e rd e  f o r  no f a e e s , t h a t  sw ylke a  f o lk e  l e d e s ,
B ot e u e r  f f r e s c h e  f o r  t o  f y g h te ,  in  f e ld e  whene hym ly k e s .
I  a c o u n te  no kynge t h a t  v ndy r C r i s t e  l y f f e s ,
W h ille s  I  s e e  3owre a l l e  so u n d e , I  s e t t e  b e  no m o re ."

(395-406)71

The k i n g 's  m odesty  and  r e s p e c t  f o r  h i s  k n ig h ts  a re  a d m ira b le  q u a l i t i e s .  

B ut a t  C o rnw all th e  h e r o ic  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  A r th u r  and  h i s  fo l lo w e rs

i s  b ro u g h t t o  a  new l e v e l .  R a th e r  th a n  s im p ly  acknow led g in g  t h a t  h i s

w o r ld ly  g lo ry  depends upon th e  v a lo r  and l o y a l t y  o f  h i s  men, th e  

c o n q u e ro r  r e v e r s e s  h i s  p r i o r i t i e s  and w ould s a c r i f i c e  a l l  g lo r y —h i s
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v e ry  l i f e — to  redeem  th e  l i v e s  o f  h i s  k n ig h ts  and  p r e s e r v e  th e  h e r o ic  

f e l lo w s h ip .  Not t h a t  g lo ry  i s  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  v a in  o r  b a s e .  On th e  

c o n t r a r y ,  i t  i s  a n o b le  a s p i r a t i o n  and emblem o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  w hich 

i t s e l f  depends upon fame to  p r e s e rv e  i t s  h ard -w on  v a l i d a t i o n  o f  human 

e x i s t e n c e .  B ut c o n q u e s t and g lo ry  a re  e s s e n t i a l l y  a means to w ard  and 

e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip ,  n o t  en d s  in  th e m s e lv e s .  T h is  i s  

w hat A r th u r  c o n firm s  th ro u g h  h i s  r e n u n c ia t i o n ,  e s t a b l i s h i n g  once and f o r  

a l l  th e  p r o p e r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  h e ro ism  and  g lo r y ,  d i s t i n g u i s h in g  

b e tw een  th e  n a tu r e  and  th e  t r a p p in g s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l l o w s h i p .72

In  th e  e n d , th e n ,  A rth u r  i s  a b le  t o  a s s e r t  th e  v a lu e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  

l i f e  in  uncom prom ised and  u n q u a l i f ie d  fo rm , no lo n g e r  d ep en d en t upon 

F o r tu n e  who i s  th e  u l t im a te  a r b i t e r  o f  crow n, th r o n e ,  and v i c to r y .  T ru e— 

th e  d e v a s ta t io n s  o f  th e  w heel c a n n o t b e  e v a d e d . They a r e  by d e f i n i t i o n  

g iv e n  and i n e l u c t a b l e .  B ut once he h as  le a r n e d  th e  t r u t h ,  th e  h e ro  i s  

a b le  t o  f r e e  h im s e lf  from  th e  i r o n i e s  w hich  com prom ised h i s  h e ro ism .

What i s  e s s e n t i a l  i s  t h a t  th e  h e r o 's  a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  human v a lu e  be 

p u rg e d  o f  a l l  e q u iv o c a t io n .  In  so  d o in g , A r th u r  r e e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  

p a r a d o x ic a l  t e n s io n  upon w hich h e r o ic  p o e t r y  r e s t s .  N e c e s s i ty  rem ains 

n e c e s s i t y ,  t h a t  w hich  t r a n s c e n d s  human w i l l  an d  d e n ie s  human v a lu e .  B ut 

man i s  n o t  c ru s h e d  o r  h u m i l ia te d .  U nable t o  overcom e h i s  f a t e ,  th e  h e ro  

n e v e r t h e le s s  o p p o ses  to  i t  i r r e f u t a b l e  e v id e n c e  o f  m a n 's  w o rth .

A l l  t h i s  i s  w e l l  and good . U n h ap p ily , h o w ev er, a c l a s s i c a l  b i a s  

o f  s c h o la r s h ip  h a s  b l u r r e d  th e  c r i t i c a l  a p p ro a c h  t o  th e  poem. As 

B enson h a s  o b s e rv e d : "The d i f f i c u l t y  i s  t h a t  when we th in k  o f  tr a g e d y  

we th in k  in  A r i s t o t e l i a n  te rm s , and i f  we c l a s s i f y  a  work l i k e  M orte 

A r th u re  a s  tr a g e d y  and th in k  fu r th e rm o re  t h a t  i t  i s  a  v e ry  good w ork , 

a lm o s t u n c o n s c io u s ly  we b e g in  t r y i n g  t o  j u s t i f y  o u r  judgm ent by d is c o v e r ­
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in g  A r i s t o t e l i a n  e le m e n ts  in  i t .  . . . We s c r u t i n i z e  t h e  h e ro  f o r  a 

' t r a g i c  f la w ' and d is c o v e r  i t  in  th e  h a m a r tia  o f  A r t h u r 's  in c e s tu o u s  

e n g e n d e rin g  o f  M ordred. . . .  Or c lo s e r  to  th e  t r u t h ,  we lo o k  f o r  

e v id e n c e  o f  j u s t i c e  in  th e  h e r o ’ s f a l l ,  and we f in d  i t  in  A r th u r 's  

' e x c e s s . ' "73

As f o r  O 'L a u g h l in 's  argum ent t h a t  A r th u r 's  "h a m a r t ia '1 r e s id e s  in  h i s

in c e s tu o u s  e n g e n d e r in g  o f  M o r d r e d ,^  t h i s  p o s i t i o n  h a s  b een  l a r g e ly

75r e j e c t e d  by  r e c e n t  c r i t i c i s m .  M atthew s' more e l a b o r a t e l y  d e v e lo p ed

c r i t i c i s m  o f  A r th u r 's  e x c e ss  o r  " s in "  h a s ,  h ow ever, b een  more fa v o ra b ly

r e c e iv e d ,  w h e th e r  in  l a r g e  p a r t 7® o r  w ith  s e r io u s  r e s e r v a t i o n s . 77

E s s e n t i a l l y ,  M atthew s lo c a te s  A r th u r 's  s i n  in  "an  im p e r ia l  a m b itio n  . . .

t h a t  r e c a l l s  th e  p r id e  t h a t  b ro u g h t th e  m e d ie v a l A le x a n d e r t o  e t e r n a l  

78d a m n a tio n ."  T h is  " a m b itio n "  i s  "accom panied  by c r u e l t i e s  t h a t  j u s t i f y

th e  dream  o f  fo r tu n e  and th e  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  t h a t  A r th u r 's  p h i lo s o p h e r

makes o f  i t . " ^ ®  A cco rd in g  to  M atthew s, th e  h e r o ic  deed s  o f  th e  Round

T ab le  a r e  v iew ed  a s ,  " p i t i l e s s  a n n i h i l a t i o n  . . . r u th l e s s n e s s  in  w ar . .

a  n ig h tm a re  o f  t e r r o r  . . . im p e r ia l  c o n q u e s ts  . . . b r u t a l  e f f i c i e n c y  . .

80h a t e f u l  c r u e l t y  . . . unprovoked  b a rb a r is m ."  T h is  im p ious a m b itio n

th e n ,  c o u p le d  w ith  b a r b a r i c  c r u e l t y  and  b l i n d  r e c k l e s s n e s s ,  le a d s

A r th u r  and h i s  k n ig h ts  t o  a c a la m ity  th e y  m ust h av e  d e s e rv e d ,  a  f a t e

w hich i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  " d iv in e  r e t r i b u t i o n "  f o r  s i n s  com m itted  and  un- 

81r e p e n te d .  A

F in la y s o n  a c c e p ts  M atthew s' b a s ic  s u p p o s i t io n  w h ile  r e j e c t i n g  

c e r t a i n  o f  h i s  p a r t i c u l a r s :  " P ro f .  M atthew s' v iew , w ith  w hich  I  d i s ­

a g r e e ,  i s  t h a t  A r th u r 's  f a l l  i s  r e t r i b u t i o n  f o r  th e  i m p e r i a l i s t i c  n a tu re  

o f  a l l  h i s  w a rs ,  w h ereas  my o p in io n  i s  t h a t  h i s  w ars do n o t  become 

'w i l f u l '  u n t i l  a f t e r  h i s  v ic to r y  o v e r th e  Romans, i . e . ,  t h a t  h i s  s in
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i s  n o t  w aging  w ar, b u t  th e  a l t e r a t i o n  o f  h i s  w ars from j u s t  to  u n j u s t . " 8 2

In  e s s e n c e ,  F in la y so n  a g re e s  w ith  M atthews t h a t  i t  i s  th e  s i n f u l  n a tu r e

o f  A r th u r 's  im p e r ia l  w ars to g e th e r  w ith  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  r a s h n e s s  o f

th e  Round T ab le  w hich b r in g s  ab o u t t h e i r  f a l l  w hich i s ,  f i n a l l y ,  a  form

o f  d iv in e  r e t r i b u t i o n :  "Thus A r th u r 's  end comes n o t a s  an in e x p l i c a b le

t w i s t  o f  F o r tu n e , b u t  a s  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  r e t r i b u t i o n  f o r  h i s  s i n s ,  o f

w hich M ordred i s  th e  d i r e c t ,  and A r th u r 's  r e c k l e s s  engagem ent o f  a

83s u p e r io r  f o r c e  th e  i n d i r e c t ,  in s t r u m e n t ."

L a rry  B enson , a p p ro a c h in g  th e  poem from  th e  v a n ta g e  p o in t  o f  A rn o ld  

H a u s e r 's  th e o ry  o f  G o th ic  d u a l i t y , 8 ** c o r r e c t s  much t h a t  i s  f a u l t y  o r
Q C

e x c e s s iv e  in  th e  h y p o th e se s  o f  M atthews and F in la y s o n .  He a rg u e s

c o n v in c in g ly  t h a t  a l l  A r th u r 's  w ars a r e  j u s t  and  t h a t  th e  b lo o d y  v io le n c e

and d e s t r u c t iv e n e s s  o f  th e  Round T a b le  cam paigns—b o th  to  enem ies and

u l t im a te ly  to  th e  A r th u r ia n  c i v i l i z a t i o n  i t s e l f — a re  th e  r e s u l t  o f  i r o n i e s

in h e r e n t  in  th e  v e ry  n a tu r e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  r a t h e r  th a n  w i l f u l  and

86b a r b a r i c  e x c e s s e s  p e r p e t r a t e d  by A r th u r  and h i s  k n ig h t s .  T hus, when 

c a ta s t r o p h e  o c c u r s ,  A r th u r  s u f f e r s  h i s  " i n e v i t a b l e  f a l l ,  n o t  b e c a u se  

o f  some f a t e  s e e k in g  r e t r i b u t i o n  f o r  h i s  s i n s ,  and  n o t  b e c a u se  G od 's 

j u s t i c e  demands t h a t  he  b e  p u n is h e d  f o r  th e  e x c e s s e s  o f  h i s  c a m p a ig n s ." 8^ 

A r th u r  f a l l s  b e c a u s e ,  " th e  h e r o ,  l i k e  a l l  men, w i l l  i n e v i t a b l y  f a l l  

t o  d e a th  o r  w re tc h e d n e ss  even  th o u g h  he  be  f l a w le s s ,  f o r  th e  le s s o n  o f  

m e d iev a l tr a g e d y  i s  s im p ly  t h a t  man i s  n o t  th e  m a s te r  o f  h i s  own 

d e s t in y  . . . The o n ly  remedy f o r  t h i s  u n iv e r s a l  s i t u a t i o n  i s  t o  re c o g ­

n iz e  t h e  f r a i l t y  o f  t h i s  w o rld  and tu r n  in s t e a d  to  a  f a i t h  in  h e a v e n . " 8 8

B ut a s  Benson h im s e l f  i s  w e l l  aw are , M orte A r th u re  i s  n o t  an 

exam ple o f  co n tem p tu s  m undi: "The te n s io n  in  a  work l i k e  M orte A r th u re  

i s  . . . n o t  be tw een  good and  e v i l , be tw een  th e  ' e x c e s s ' o f  e a r t h l y
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k in g s h ip  and th e  v i r t u e  o f  r e n u n c ia t i o n ;  th e  te n s io n  i s  betw een two 

g o o d s , betw een  th e  C h r i s t i a n  d e tach m en t t h a t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  f o r  u l t im a te  

h a p p in e s s  even on t h i s  e a r t h  and  th e  co m p le te  engagem ent w ith  an 

e a r t h l y  i d e a l  t h a t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  f o r  h e ro is m ."  T h is  t e n s io n ,  " th e  

a b i l i t y  t o  m a in ta in  c o n t r a d ic to r y  v ie w p o in ts ,  s in c e r e ly  ad m irin g  and 

j u s t  a s  s in c e r e ly  r e j e c t i n g  w o r ld ly  i d e a l s  . . . a c c o u n ts  f o r  th e  

a e s t h e t i c  s t r e n g th  o f  even so  s im p ly  c o n s t r u c te d  a work a s  M orte A r th u r e .

As i n s i g h t f u l  a s  B e n so n 's  a r t i c l e  i s ,  h i s  r e a d in g  o f  M orte A rth u re  

a s  a  poem s u s t a in in g  a "G o th ic  d u a l i t y "  o f  v ie w p o in ts  r a i s e s  a s  many 

q u e s t io n s  a s  i t  a t te m p ts  to  an sw er. As B enson i n t e r p r e t s  th e  poem, 

t h e r e  i s  a  c l e a r l y  im p lie d  h i e r a r c h i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  th e  two 

v ie w p o in ts  s u s t a in e d .  T here  i s  no q u e s t io n  o f  m e asu rin g  th e  C h r i s t i a n  

e s c h a t o lo g ic a l  p e r s p e c t iv e  by th e  r u l e  o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e .  B ut th e r e  i s  

an  o b v io u s  s u b je c t io n  o f  th e  h e r o i c  p r i n c i p l e  to  th e  s t r i c t u r e s  o f  

C h r i s t i a n  e s c h a to lo g y .  In  t h i s  s e n s e ,  one c a n n o t p r o p e r ly  speak  o f  

m a in ta in in g  " th e  te n s io n  o f  c o n f l i c t i n g  v ie w p o in ts ."  W ith o u t some 

sem b lance  o f  e q u ip o is e ,  te n s io n  d e g e n e ra te s  i n t o  s u b o r d in a t io n ,  w hich i s  

e x a c t ly  w hat o c c u rs  i n  B e n so n 's  r e a d in g  o f  M orte A r th u re . F o r as 

s e n s i t i v e  a s  Benson i s  to  th e  r o l e  o f  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y  in  th e  poem, and  

a s  s e n s i t i v e  a s  he i s  to  th e  v a lu e  o f  h e r o i c  l i f e  and  i d e a l s ,  he n e v e r ­

t h e l e s s  ends by  v ie w in g  A r th u r 's  f a l l  a s  a co n seq u en ce  o f  h i s  "m oral 

b l in d n e s s "  and d e s m e s u r e th o u g h  t h a t  b l in d n e s s  i s  n o t  v iew ed as  

in d i v id u a l  s i n  o r  e r r o r ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a s  i m p l i c i t  in  th e  w o r ld ly  code t o  

w hich th e  h e ro  m ust a d h e re :  " A r t h u r 's  f a l l  i s  th e  r e s u l t  n o t  o f  any 

f law  in  h im s e l f  b u t  o f  a  f law ed  i d e a l ,  th e  w o r ld ly  i d e a l  o f  h e r o ic  

k in g s h ip  t h a t ,  l i k e  a l l  w o r ld ly  i d e a l s ,  le a d s  even  i t s  f i n e s t  a d h e re n ts  

t o  t h e  i n e v i t a b l e  tu r n  o f  F o r tu n e 's  w heel and  a  t r a g i c  f a l l ." ® *  To s a y
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t h a t  "we f i n a l l y  adm ire  th e  m ed iev a l t r a g i c  h e ro  f o r  th e  v e ry  q u a l i t i e s

w hich le a d  t o  h i s  f a l l , " 9 2  i s  t o  beg  th e  q u e s t io n .

W ith  r e s p e c t  to  h i s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  A r th u r ,  B e n so n 's  r e a d in g ,  l i k e  th e

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  M atthew s and F in a ly s o n ,  l e a n s  h e a v i ly  on th e  p h i l o -

9 3s o p h e r 's  g lo s s  o f  A r th u r 's  dream .

The p h i lo s o p h e r  does in d e e d  im ply  a  d e g re e  o f  m ora l b l in d n e s s  on

th e  c o n q u e r o r 's  p a r t :

Thow h a s  sch ed d e  myche b lo d e ,  and  s c h a lk e s  d i s t r o y e d e ,
S a k e le s ,  in  c i r q u y t r i e ,  in  s e r e  k y n g es  l a n d i s ;
S c h ry fe  th e  o f  th y  scham e, and sc h a p e  f o r  th y n e  en d e l 
Thow h a s  a schew ynge, s i r  k y n g e , ta k e  kepe  3 i f  th e  ly k e ,  
f f o r  thow s a l l e  f e r s e l y  f a l l e  w i th - i n  fy v e  w y n te rs !  
ffow nde abbayes  in  f f r a u n c e ,  th e  f r o y t e z  a r e  th e y n e  aw ene, 
f f o r e  f f r o i l l e ,  and f f e r a w n t ,  and  f o r  t h i r  f e r s e  k n y g h t t i s ,  
T h a t thow e frem yd ly  in  f f r a u n c e  h a s  fa y e  b e - le u e d e j

(3398-3405)

" I  re d e  thow rekkyne and  r e h e r s e  v n - r e s o n a b le  d e d i s ,
Ore th e  r e p e n t t e s  f u l l e  r a th e  a l l e  t h i  rew th e  w erk es!
Mane, amende th y  mode, o r  thow m yshappene,
And m ekely a sk e  mercy f o r  mede o f  th y  s a u le ! "

(3452-3455)

T h ere  i s  no q u e s t io n  as  t o  th e  m eaning o f  th e s e  l i n e s ;  th e  q u e s t io n  

re m a in s ,  how ever, a s  t o  how h e a v i ly  t h e  l i n e s  a r e  to  be w e ig h te d . F i r s t  

o f  a l l ,  a s  B enson n o te s ,  " In  th e  same sp eech  t h a t  th e  p h i lo s o p h e r  adm onish­

e s  A r th u r  f o r  h i s  'v n - r e s o n a b le  d e d i s '  he  p r a i s e s  him  f o r  th o s e  v e ry  

d eed s"

T h is  s a l l e  in  romance be  re d d e  w ith  r y a l l e  k n y g h t te s ,
Rekkenede and renownde w ith  ry o to u s  k y n g e s ,
And demyd one dom esdaye, f o r  d e d is  o f  a rm es,
f f o r  th e  d o u g h ty e s te  t h a t  e u e r  was d u e l la n d  in  e r t h e :
So many c l e r k i s  and  kynges s a l l e  k a rp e  o f  3owre d e d i s ,
And kep e  3 o u re  c o n q u e s te z  in  c ro n y c le  f o r  e u e r l

(3440-3445)

Then t o o ,  t h e r e  i s  an odd in c o n g ru i ty  i n  th e  f a c t  t h a t  F r o l l o ,  who a lo n g  

w ith  F e ra u n t  i s  named a s  an in n o c e n t v ic t im  o f  A r th u r 's  s i n f u l  p r id e
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and a p rim e cau se  f o r  r e p e n ta n c e ,  i s  k i l l e d  b e f o r e  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a c t io n

o f  th e  poem b e g in s .  I t  i s  even  o d d e r t h a t  F e r a u n t ,  who i s  s l a i n  by

F lo r e n t ,  i s  n o t  p o r t r a y e d  a s  an in n o c e n t v ic t im  o f  A r th u r 's  s u r q u i d r i e ,

b u t  i s  in  f a c t  d e p ic te d  as  th e  p rogeny  o f  th e  d e v i l :

One s i r  F e ra u n t b e - f o r e ,  apone a f a y r e  s t e d e ,
Was f o s te r d e  in  F am aco ste , th e  fen d e  was h i s  f a d y re .

(2760-2761)

Such in c o n g r u i t i e s  a re  p e rh a p s  n o t  u n u su a l in  a poem o f  t h i s  le n g th  and

n a tu r e .  B ut i f  th e  p h i l o s o p h e r 's  ad m o n itio n  w ere in d e e d  a s  c r i t i c a l  as

M atthew s, F in la y so n  and  Benson w ould have us b e l i e v e ,  i t  i s  h a r d ly  l i k e l y

95t h a t  th e  p o e t  w ould have  a llo w e d  i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s  such  a s  th e s e  t o  s ta n d .

One m ig h t p e rh a p s  b e  te m p ted  to  ap p ro ach  a poem l i k e  T r o i lu s  and 

C ris e y d e  in  te rm s  o f  "G o th ic  d u a l i t y , "  s e e in g  in  i t  a  s im u lta n e o u s  

a d m ira t io n  f o r  and s k e p t ic is m  to w ard s  w o r ld ly  v a lu e s .  B ut w h ereas  in  

C h a u c e r 's  t r a g e d y  th e  s o - c a l l e d  " p a lin o d e "  comes a t  t h e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  

poem and  i s  p o s s e s s e d  o f  c o n s id e r a b le  p o e t i c  p o w er, in  M orte A rth u re  th e  

p h i l o s o p h e r 's  c a v e a t  o c c u rs  some tw o - th i r d s  o f  th e  way i n t o  th e  poem— a 

more o r  l e s s  b r i e f  i n t e r l u d e  in  a work u n r e m i t t in g ly  h e r o ic  in  i t s  a c t io n  

and o u t lo o k .  S u re ly  i n  a work o f  t h i s  l e n g th ,  m eant f o r  o r a l  r e c i t a t i o n ,  

a  poem d e s ig n e d  to  make i t s  p o in t s  in  a  b ro a d ,  c l e a r  m anner,® ^ th e  p o e t  

w ould  h av e  d i s p la y e d  h i s  m a jo r  t h e s i s  more p ro m in e n tly ,  p r e s e n te d  i t  

more f o r c e f u l l y ,  a t  g r e a t e r  l e n g th ,  and—p a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h i s  poem w hich  

r e l i e s  so  h e a v i ly  on r e p e t i t i o n  and  v a r i a t i o n —w ith  some r e i t e r a t i o n .

B ut n o . The im p u ta t io n  o f  s i n  and  e x h o r ta t io n  t o  r e p e n ta n c e  a r e  a l l  b u t  

b u r ie d  som ewhere i n  th e  m id d le  o f  th e  poem, im m ersed in  a  le n g th y  

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  A r th u r 's  dream , a c c o u n tin g  f o r  no more th a n  o n e - f i f t h  

o f  th e  p h i l o s o p h e r 's  com m entary. ■ Nor does t h e  p e n i t e n t i a l  them e e v e r  

re -e m e rg e  in  a  c l e a r  o r  commanding f a s h io n .  S u re ly  i f  t h i s  w ere th e  c o re
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o f  M orte A r th u re , som ew here, a t  some p o i n t ,  in  some w ay, we w ould  be  

rem inded  t h a t  " th e  c o n q u e ro r  h eed ed  n o t  h i s  p h i lo s o p h e r 's  w a rn in g ,"  o r :  

"n o r  d id  he r e p e n t  and found  abbeys in  F ra n c e ."  We have a r i g h t  to  

e x p e c t  a t  l e a s t  so m eth in g  to  t h i s  e f f e c t .  In  f a c t  th e r e  i s  n o th in g .

In  th e  e n d , th e r e  seems l i t t l e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  d i s p u t in g  th e  

c l e a r l y  h e r o ic  n a tu r e  o f  a poem l i k e  M orte A rth u re  p r im a r i ly  on th e  

b a s i s  o f  th e s e  few l i n e s .  I t  i s  f a r  more l i k e l y  t h a t  th e  p e n i t e n t i a l  

a d m o n itio n , com ing a s  i t  does im m ed ia te ly  fo llo w in g  A r t h u r 's  dream  and 

p re c e d in g  h i s  d o w n fa ll ,  r e p r e s e n t s  l i t t l e  more th a n  an o r th o d o x  r e f l e x ,  

a c o n v e n t io n a l  C h r i s t i a n  re s p o n s e  t o  th e  i n s t a b i l i t y  and  b r e v i t y  o f

Q O
e a r t h l y  e x i s t e n c e .  B ut t o  sa y  t h a t  th e  p e n i t e n t i a l  h a b i t  o f  m ind i s  

c o n v e n tio n a l  i s  n o t  t o  im ply  t h a t  i t  th e re b y  p ro v id e s  t h e  c o n t r o l l i n g  

v ie w p o in t o f  a  g iv e n  work o f  a r t .  A p io u s  p l a t i t u d e ,  even  when u t t e r e d  

by a p h i lo s o p h e r ,  i s  n o t  n e c e s s a r i l y  th e  m o ra l fo cu s  o f  a  poem. More­

o v e r ,  w h ile  i t  i s  t r u e ,  a s  Benson c o n te n d s , t h a t  th e  p o e t  " u se s  th e  f a l l  

o f  t h i s  i d e a l  co n q u e ro r a s  a  means o f  p ro b in g  f o r  th e  w eakness in  th e
QQ

i d e a l  o f  co n q u e s t i t s e l f , "  c o n q u e s t i s  n o t e x a c t ly  a  synonym f o r  th e  

h e r o ic  l i f e .  C onquest is_ s u r p a s s e d ,  b u t  i t  i s  s u rp a s s e d  a s  an  en d  in  

i t s e l f , s u rp a s s e d  in  th e  name o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip  w hich  i t  s e r v e s .  

T h ere  i s  no  q u e s t io n  in  M orte A r th u re  o f  " s in c e r e ly  a d m ir in g  and  j u s t  a s  

s i n c e r e ly  r e j e c t i n g  w o r ld ly  i d e a l s . "  T h is  h e r o ic  poem, when fa c e d  w ith  

th e  f i n a l  r e a l i t i e s  o f  tim e  and  d e a th ,  does n o t  " tu r n  o t  h e a v e n " ; i t  lo o k s  

i n s t e a d  to w ard  th e  i d e a l s  and  v a lu e s  o f  h e ro ism  i t s e l f .
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s e e  f o r  ex am p le , l i n e s  5 3 8 -5 4 1 , 1212-1217 , 1579-1582 , 2262-2264 .

48To b e  f u l l y  d is c u s s e d  be low , p p . 2 2 8 f f .

4 ^B enson, A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e , 76; s e e  a l s o  E v e r e t t ,  p .  62 .
See a l s o  F in la y s o n ,  p .  6 8 , "The m aking o f  vows and  t h e i r  e x e c u t io n  in  
b a t t l e  i s  a  common f e a t u r e  o f  h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  t h e  O .F . 
ch an so n s de g e s t e ."  No more s o ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  th a n  in  th e  O ld E n g l is h  
h e r o ic  poem.

4 2 F in la y s o n ,  p .  6 8 .

43See l i n e s  2 88 -394 .

44L in e s  2044-2094 .

45A s i m i l a r  f a i l u r e  o f  h e r o ic  w i l l  i s  d e m o n s tra te d  by th e  v i l l a i n  
M ordred , who f i g h t s  th e  c r u c i a l  l a s t  b a t t l e  a t  C o rn w all u n d e r  f a l s e  
c o l o r s ,  an  a lm o s t em b lem a tic  b e t r a y a l  o f  th e  h e r o i c  i d e n t i t y  he  h a s  
a l r e a d y  r e p u d ia te d  by h i s  t r e a s o n  t o  A r th u r .  See 1 1 . 4181-4186 .
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F o r th e  r o l e  o f  h u n tin g  in  th e  c h i v a l r i c  and h e r o i c  s c a l e  o f  
v a lu e s  o f  th e  1 4 th  c e n tu ry  a r i s t o c r a c y ,  see  S p e a r in g , The Gawain P o e t , 
p .  9 .

47T h is  i s  a p p a r e n t ly  t r u e  o f  M atthews to  some d e g re e ,  s e e  p p . 131 ,
174.

48 In  t h i s  s e n s e ,  M orte A r th u re  d i f f e r s  somewhat from  a poem l i k e  
B eow ulf w h ich , w ith  i t s  s e n s i t i v i t y  to  th e  i r r a t i o n a l ,  makes o f  th e  
s t r u g g le  f o r  o r d e r  and  p e a c e  a h e r o ic  en d eav o r and s u g g e s ts  an  a n a lo g y , 
o r  c o m p lic i ty ,  b e tw een  w hat i s  d a rk  and u n c o n t ro l le d  in  human n a t u r e — 
in  t h i s  c a se  re v e n g e — and a l l  t h a t  i s  dark  and u n c o n t r o l l a b l e  in  th e  
n a t u r a l  u n iv e r s e .  H owever, even  in  B eo w u lf, t h i s  q u a l i f i c a t i o n  o r  
im p lie d  c r i t i q u e  i s  l i m i t e d .  See abo v e , Ch. I . ,  p p . 6 8 f f .

^®See C h e m is s ,  I n g e ld , p .  6 0 , "A cts  o f  vengean ce  em p hasize  th e  
i n t e n s i t y  and s e r io u s n e s s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  vows o f  l o y a l t y ,  l o y a l t y  w hich 
s u r v iv e s  even  th e  d e a th  o f  th e  p a r ty  t o  whom i t  h a s  b een  sw o rn ."  T h is  
a s p e c t  o f  C h e rn iss*  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  r o le  o f  vengean ce  in  O ld E n g l is h  
p o e t r y ,  p p . 6 0 -7 8 , i s  ev en  more a p p r o p r ia te  t o  M orte A r th u re  th a n  i t  i s  
t o  B eow ulf o r  M aidon.

"*®In th e  e a r l i e s t  s t a g e s  o f  O ld E n g lis h  s o c i e t y ,  th e  c o m i ta tu s , 
w ith  i t s  s t r i c t  p e r s o n a l  and m i l i t a r y  t i e s ,  s e c u re d  w h a te v e r  s o c i a l  
s t a b i l i t y  c o u ld  b e  s a lv a g e d  in  t h a t  v i o l e n t  and u n p r e d ic ta b le  w o rld .
Even in  i t s  l a t e r  p e r m u ta t io n s ,  O ld E n g lis h  s o c ie ty  r e l i e d  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  
on v a r i a t i o n s  o f  t h e  c o m ita tu s  f o r  s o c i a l  c o h e re n c e  and  u n i t y .  F eu d a lism  
i t s e l f  r e s t e d  t o  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  d eg ree  on a  com plex s e r i e s  o f  p e r s o n a l  
f e a l t i e s  and m i l i t a r y  o b l i g a t i o n s  a l th o u g h , in  a  f a r  more com plex and  
h i e r a r c h i c  s o c i e t y ,  su ch  bonds w ere l e s s  p e r s o n a l  and in t e n s e  and  p la y e d  
p e rh a p s  a  som ewhat l e s s  c r i t i c a l  r o le  in  s u s t a in i n g  t h e  s o c i a l  o r d e r .
See ab o v e , Ch. I I . ,  p p . 129 -140 .

*^Luke x v i i .  33 . See a l s o  M atthew x . 39; x v i .  25 ; Mark v i i i .  35;
John  x i i .  25.

52See f o r  exam ple  T o lk ie n ,  "The Homecoming o f  B e o rh tn o th ,  B e o r th e lm 's  
S o n ,"  r e p r i n t e d  in  The T o lk ie n  R e a d e r , 3 -1 8 .

■^M atthew s, p .  146.

^ M a tth e w s , s e e  p p . 26 , 2 9 -3 1 , 50 , 130, 1 3 2 -1 3 3 , 1 4 6 -1 4 7 .

-^ F in la y s o n ,  M orte  A r th u r e , p .  20; s e e  a l s o  p p . 7 , 15 , 1 8 -1 9 , 57 , 106.

^®A good g e n e r a l  d is c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  a s p e c t  o f  h e ro is m  i s  t o  b e  found  
in  G. N. Garmonsway, "A nglo-Saxon H ero ic  A t t i t u d e s , "  F r a n c ip le g e u s ,
M ed ieva l and L i n g u i s t i c  S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f  F r a n c is  Peabody  Magoun, J r .
(New Y ork, 1 9 6 5 ) , p p . 1 3 9 -1 4 6 . See a l s o  C. M. Bow ra, H e ro ic  P o e try  
(London, 1 9 5 2 ), p p . 1 2 2 -1 2 5 ; F re d e r ic k  W h iteh ead , "Oferm od e t  d e sm e su re ,"  
C a h ie rs  de C i v i l i z a t i o n  M e d ie v a le , I I I  (January -M arch  1960) , 115 -117 ; 
B enson, A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e , 80; G eorge C la r k ,  "The B a t t l e  o f  
M aidon: A H e ro ic  Poem ," Specu lum , X L III ( J a n . 1 9 6 8 ), 5 2 -7 1 ; Edward B. 
I r v in g ,  J r . , "The H e ro ic  S ty le  in  The B a t t l e  o f  M aidon, " SP L V III ( J u ly  
1 9 6 1 ), 462.
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57F in la y so n  n o te s  t h i s ;  M orte A r th u re , p .  15.

58See M atthew s, p .  130; F in la y s o n ,  M orte A r th u r e , p .  15 .

59L in es  3712-3723 .

60L in es  3724-3859 .

®■'•Matthews, p .  128 .

^ B u t  c f .  M atthew s, p p . 132-133 ; B enson, A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e ,
84.

83K e is e r ,  1 0 6 , acknow ledges t h a t  " A r th u r 's  d e c i s io n  t o  f i g h t  seems 
th e  o n ly  n a t u r a l  o n e ."  B ut R e i s e r 's  c o n c lu s io n  t h a t  " A r th u r 's  d e c i s io n  
i s  even more c o m p e llin g  when we c o n s id e r  i t  in  l i g h t  o f  t h e  in c r e a s e d  
em phasis on th e  w o rk in g s  o f  th e  d iv in e  w i l l "  i s  u n a c c e p ta b le .

6 4 M atthew s, p .  130.

65 G ervase  M athew, " I d e a l s  o f  K n igh thood  in  L a te  F o u r te e n th  C en tu ry  
E n g la n d ," S tu d ie s  i n  M ed ieva l H is to ry  P re s e n te d  to  F r e d e r ic k  M aurice P o w ick e , 
e d . R. W. H un t, W. A. P a n t in ,  R. W. S o u th e rn  (O x fo rd , 1 9 4 8 ), p p . 358 -362 , 
r e p r in t e d  in  T w e n tie th  C en tu ry  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen 
K n ig h t, e d . D enton Fox (Englewood C l i f f s ,  N . J . ) ,  1968 , p .  6 8 ; The C o u rt o f  
R ic h a rd  I I  (London, 1 9 6 8 ) , p .  118, w here Mathew a g a in  c i t e s  a  number o f  
14 th  c e n tu ry  w orks w hich  c e l e b r a te  r a s h n e s s  a s  a  v i r t u e  and te rm  o f  p r a i s e .

®^As M atthew s e v id e n t ly  d o e s , s e e  p p . 1 4 6 -1 4 7 .

^^M atthew s, p .  136.

68F in la y s o n ,  M orte A r th u r e , p p . 2 1 -2 2 . v

69The c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  A r th u r  and  C raddock i s  n o te d  by M atthew s, p .
136; F in la y s o n ,  M orte  A r th u r e , p .  99 ; G a rd n e r, p .  248 .

70G ard n er draw s a  r a t h e r  d i s c o n c e r t in g  a n a lo g y  be tw een  A r th u r  and  
th e  g i a n t ,  s e e in g  t h e  l a t t e r  a s  a ty p e  o f  w hat t h e  fo rm e r i s  e v e n tu a l ly  
t o  becom e.

7^See ab o v e , A r t h u r 's  lam en t f o r  G awain, l i n e s  3956-3968 .

7 ^C f. Lum iansky who a rg u e s  t h a t  A r th u r 's  l a s t  s ta n d  r e p r e s e n t s  a  
re c o v e ry  from  d e s p a i r  and  r e a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  f o r t i t u d e ,  a n d , w hat i s  m ore, 
e n t a i l s  a B o e th ia n  r e j e c t i o n  o f  te m p o ra l goods f o r  t h e  lo v e  o f  God. I  
am f a r  from  c o n v in c e d  by L u m ian sk y 's  a rg u m e n ts . F o r one th i n g ,  A r th u r 's  
lam en t f o r  Gawain d o es  n o t  s u g g e s t— a s  Lum iansky c la im s  i t  d o es— t h a t  he 
h a s  f a l l e n  i n t o  th e  " m o r ta l s in "  o f  d e s p a i r .  A r th u r 's  r e a c t io n  i s  
com m ensurate w ith  G aw a in 's  lo s s  and h i s  own t r a g i c  r e c o g n i t io n  o f  th e  
im m inent dem ise o f  t h e  Round T a b le .  M oreover, t h e r e  i s  no h i n t  t h a t  
r e g r e t  s a p s  A r t h u r 's  r e s o lv e .  On th e  c o n t r a r y ,  A r th u r 's  g r i e f  q u ic k e n s  
h i s  d e te rm in a t io n  t o  avenge h im s e lf  on th e  t r a i t o r .  F i n a l l y ,  th e r e  i s
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no re a s o n  t o  assum e t h a t  A r th u r 's  f i n a l  s ta n c e  r e f l e c t s  a B o e th ia n  p o s tu r e — 
o r  a n y th in g  o th e r  th a n  a  s h a rp e n in g  o f  th e  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  w hich  have in fo rm ed  
th e  poem from  th e  o u t s e t .

F o r s t i l l  a n o th e r  v iew  o f  th e  p o em 's  denouem ent, se e  K e is e r ,  p .  9 5 , 
who a rg u e s  t h a t  " th ro u g h  th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  peom, th e  M orte A rth u re  
p o e t  shows A rth u r  as  a  j u s t  k in g  who i s  ' l i k e  to  god th e  so u e ra y n e  
g o u e rn o u re . ' In  th e  l a t t e r  h a l f  o f  th e  poem, he shows us A r th u r 's  d e c l in e  
from  t h i s  j u s t  i d e a l  an d , s u b s e q u e n t ly , h i s  e v e n tu a l  re c o v e ry  and r e s t o r ­
a t i o n  th ro u g h  th e  g ra c e  o f  God."

B oth Lum iansky and  K e is e r  c o r r e c t l y  p e r c e iv e  t h a t  th e r e  i s  a  m o d u la tio n  
in  A r th u r 's  h e r o ic  c h a r a c te r ;  b u t  b o th  m is ta k e n ly  a t te m p t t o  r e c o n c i l e  th e  
f i n a l  s ta g e s  o f  th e  c o n q u e ro r 's  c a r e e r  w ith  th e  p e n i t e n t i a l  ad m o n itio n s  
o f  h i s  p h i lo s o p h e r s .  A r th u r  does redeem  h im s e l f ;  b u t  he does so  in  h e r o ic  
r a t h e r  th a n  r e l i g i o u s  te rm s .

7 2 B enson , A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e , 79.

7 4 J .  L. N. O 'L o u g h lin , "The E n g lis h  A l l i t e r a t i v e  R om ances," A r th u r ia n  
L i t e r a t u r e  in  th e  M iddle A ges, ed . Roger Sherman Loomis (London, 1 9 5 9 ), 
p .  524 .

75See f o r  exam ple B enson, A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e , p .  8 6 . M atthew s 
makes no m en tio n  o f  O 'L o u g h lin ; n e i t h e r  does F in la y s o n  in  h i s  e d i t i o n  o f  
th e  poem.

76 See G ardner and F in la y s o n , M orte A r th u r e .

77See B enson, A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e .

7ftM atthew s, p .  132.

7 8 M atthew s, p .  132.

8 8 M atthew s, 11 . 133-134 .

® ^M atthews, p p . 115 -1 5 0 , e s p e c i a l l y  p p . 120 , 125 , 139 , 140.

8 2 F in la y s o n ,  M orte A r th u r e , p .  14.

8 2 F in la y s o n ,  p .  20 ; s e e  a l s o  p p . 1 2 -1 3 , 1 8 -1 9 , 8 0 -8 1 .

8 4 B en so n , A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e , 75 .

85c

86c

87c

89,
90,

'Op. c i t . , 83 .

'Op. c i t . , 82- CD u> •

Op. c i t . , 83.

*0 p . c i t . , 79- *o00

'op . c i t . , io00 •H00

'op . c i t . , •o00
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91Op c i t . , 84.

9 2 0 p . c i t . ,  81.
Q  O

Op. c i t . ,  80 , "A rth u r  does s u f f e r  from  a  form  o f  d e sm e su re , and 
an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  th e  poem t h a t  f a i l s  t o  re c o g n iz e  t h i s  m ust ig n o re  
t h a t  im p o r ta n t sp e e c h  in  w hich th e  p h i lo s o p h e r  i n t e r p r e t s  A r th u r 's  
d re a m ."

9 4 0 p . c i t . ,  80.

9 ^ K e is e r ,  101 , n o te s  " th e  somewhat u n c le a r  r e f e r e n c e s  t o  th e  d e s t r u c ­
t i o n  o f  ' f f r o i l l e '  and  ' f f e r a u n t "

I  am n o t  a d v o c a tin g  such  an a p p ro ac h  t o  th e  T r o i l u s , m e re ly  n o t in g  
t h a t  i t  i s  p l a u s i b l e .

97See H e la in e  N ew stead , "A Review o f  W illia m  M atthew s' The T ragedy  
o f  A r th u r ,"  Romance P h i lo lo g y , XVI (1 9 6 2 ), 1 1 9 -120 .

9 8 J .  A. Burrow n o te s  th e  w id e - s p re a d  d is s e m in a t io n  o f  p e n i t e n t i a l  
d o c t r in e  in  th e  1 4 th  c e n tu ry  in  A R ead ing  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen  
K n igh t (London, 1 9 6 5 ).

8 8 B enson, A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u re ,  81 .
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W hereas M orte A rth u re  h a s  r e c e iv e d  f a r  l e s s  c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  th a n  

i t  d e s e r v e s , Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  p ro b a b ly  th e  m ost p o p u la r  

and w id e ly  s tu d ie d  poem o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  r e v i v a l .  What t h e  poem owes 

to  C e l t i c  t r a d i t i o n  and F ren ch  romance i s  w e ll  known , 1  and r e c e n t ly  i t s  

com ic and i r o n i c  q u a l i t i e s  have  been  th e  s u b je c t  o f  th o ro u g h  com m entary .^  

The s u b je c t  o f  my own s tu d y  w i l l  b e  th e  h e r o ic  o u tlo o k  o f  th e  p o e t ,  and 

I  w i l l  be  f a r  more co n ce rn ed  w ith  th e  a t t i t u d e s  he i n h e r i t s  from  th e  

E n g l is h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  th a n  th e  c o n v e n tio n s  h e  a p p r o p r ia te s  from  

F ren ch  rom ance .^  B ut a l th o u g h  th e  Gawain o f  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n igh t 

i s  c l e a r l y  th e  u n c o r ru p te d , h e r o ic  Gawain o f  th e  E n g l is h  t r a d i t i o n ,  

t h a t  t r a d i t i o n ,  in  th e  hands o f  th e  Gawain p o e t ,  h a s  undergone r a t h e r  

e x te n s iv e  m o d i f ic a t io n s  w h ich  r a i s e  s e r io u s  q u e s t io n s  a b o u t th e  n a tu re  

o f  h e ro is m  in  th e  poem ,^ f o r c in g  us t o  i n v e s t i g a t e  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

be tw een  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  and n e c e s s i t y  in  a  poem w hich i s  s k e p t i c a l  o f  

c o n v e n t io n a l  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  and  w hich s u p p re s s e s  t r a g e d y ,  a t  l e a s t  i n s o f a r  

a s  t h e  main o u t l i n e  o f  th e  p l o t  i s  c o n c e rn e d . The m a jo r  t a s k  o f  t h i s  

s tu d y  w i l l  be  t o  d e te rm in e  th e  n a tu re  o f  th e  h e ro ism  w hich  p e r t a i n s  to  

Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t and to  a s c e r t a i n  how, a l th o u g h  r e l e g a t e d  to  

th e  p e r ip h e r y  o f  th e  a c t i o n ,  n e c e s s i t y  i s  r e in t r o d u c e d  th ro u g h  r h e t o r i c  

and s t r u c t u r e  i n  o r d e r  t o  i n v e s t  G aw ain 's  tr a w g e — " im p e r fe c t"  i s  i t  i s — 

w ith  a  f u l l  p o r t i o n  o f  h e r o ic  d ig n i ty .

As Burrow a r g u e s , Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  a  poem a b o u t how 

a  k n ig h t  goes f o r t h  t o  m eet h i s  d ea th .®  Y et Gawain does n o t  m eet h i s  

d e a th ;  h e  m eets  th e  Green K n ig h t in s t e a d .  He s u f f e r s  h u m i l i a t io n ,  y e s ,  

and  an  a c u te  re m in d e r  o f  h i s  im p e r f e c t io n .  B u t a s  f o r  d e a th  i t s e l f ,  i t
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i s  one o f  th e  i r o n i e s  o f  t h i s  " t e s t "  poem t h a t  i t s  h e ro  i s  s p a re d  from
£

u n d e rg o in g  th e  f i n a l  t e s t .  I t  i s  o f  c o u rse  c e n t r a l  t o  th e  com ic v i s io n  

o f  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t t h a t  Gawain s u r v iv e  h i s  e n c o u n te r  w ith  th e  

Green K n ig h t and b e  r e i n t e g r a t e d  w i th in  th e  s o c ie ty  o f  C am e lo t.^  But 

w hat o f  tr a g e d y ?  To r e d is c o v e r  n e c e s s i t y ,  we m ust t u r n  from  c h a r a c te r  

and  p l o t  t o  th e  m ach inery  o f  s t r u c t u r e  and r h e t o r i c .

In  Gawain and  th e  G reen  K n ig h t, n e c e s s i t y  i s  m ost f u l l y  e x p re s se d  in  

th ro u g h  th e  p o e t ry  o f  n a t u r e .  T h is  i s  acc o m p lish e d  in  b a s i c a l l y  th r e e  

w ays: f i r s t ,  t h e r e  i s  th e  r h e t o r i c a l  " c e n te r p ie c e "  o f  th e  poem, th e  

S easo n s P assa g e  w hich  commences t h e  Second F i t t ;  th e n  th e r e  i s  th e  

p o e t ry  o f  w in te r  w hich  p e rv a d e s  th e  poem; and  f i n a l l y ,  t h e r e  a r e  th e  

t h r e e  h u n t s c e n e s .  In  each  ca se  n a tu r e  i s  u se d  to  r e p r e s e n t  a  d i f f e r e n t  

a s p e c t  o f  m o r t a l i t y ;  and in  g e n e r a l ,  th e  p o e t ry  o f  n a tu r e  conveys a 

com prehensive  s e n s e  o f  th e  t r a g i c  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n .

The S easons P assa g e  in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t m ight b e  com pared

w ith  A r th u r 1s v i s io n  o f  F o r tu n e  in  M orte A r th u r e . I n  b o th  in s ta n c e s  we

a r e  p r e s e n te d  w ith  a  r h e t o r i c a l  t o u r  de f o r c e  on a c o n v e n t io n a l  m ed iev a l

them e— th e  i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  te m p o ra l r e a l i t y — w h ich , w h ile  i n t e g r a t e d  in t o

th e  n a r r a t i v e  flo w  o f  th e  poem, p ro c la im s  a fu n d a m e n ta l t r u t h . a b o u t th e

n a tu re  o f  i t s  u n iv e rs e .®  On a  n a r r a t i v e  l e v e l ,  th e  S easo n s P a ssa g e  i s

an a c c o u n t o f  th e  y e a r  w h ich  th e  G reen  K n ig h t g r a n ts  t o  Gawain a s  a

" g ra c e  p e r io d "  b e f o r e  he  m ust p r e s e n t  h im s e lf  a t  th e  G reen C h ap el to .

r e c e iv e  th e  f a t a l  r e tu r n  b low  he h a s  p le d g e d  t o  un d erg o  as  p a r t  o f  th e

o r i g i n a l  b e h e a d in g  ag ree m en t:

And I  s c h a l  s to n d e  hym a  s t r o k ,  s t i f  on f>is f l e t ,
E l i e s  §ou w yl d i 3 t  me §e  dom to  d e le  hym an o £ e r

b a r l a y ,
And 3 e t  g i f  hym r e s p i t e ,
A tw elm ony th  and a  day .

(2 9 4 -298)9
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A t th e  same tim e , on a  d eep e r l e v e l ,  w hat t h e  S easons P assag e  c o n t r ib u te s  

to  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t i s  a l y r i c a l  d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  th e  u n iv e r s a l  

law o f  m u ta b i l i ty  w h ich  shadows G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu re  and  a l l  human e x p e r ­

ie n c e  i n  th e  poem.^® The p a s s a g e  opens w i th  a  p o w e rfu l g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  

o f  t h i s  them e:

A 3 e re  3 e m e s  f u l  3 e m e ,  and 3 e ld e s  n eu e r ly k e ,
£e  forme t o  Jje fy n ism e n t fo ld e s  f u l  s e ld e n .

(498-499)

Then, a s  i f  in  d e m o n s tra tio n  o f  t h i s  gnom ic o b s e r v a t io n ,  w in te r  g iv e s

way to  s p r in g  and t h e  y e a r  p r e s s e s  fo rw a rd  in  e a r n e s t ,  each  s e a so n

o ccu p y in g  i t s  b r i e f  a p p o in te d  tim e  and p a s s in g  as  s w i f t l y  as  i t  h ad

come, s u g g e s t in g  how l i t t l e  on m id d le  e a r t h  i s  perm an en t o r  c o n s ta n t ,  save

fo r  th e  e n d le s s  ro u n d  o f  c h a n g e le s s  change i t s e l f :

F o r£ i p i s  3 o lo u e r 3 e d e ,  and fie 3 e r e  a f t e r ,
And vche se so u n  s e r l e p e s  sued  a f t e r  o § e r.

(500-501)

W ith th e  s p r in g  e q u in o x , w hich  m arks th e  f i r s t  a c t u a l  s e a s o n a l  r o t a t i o n

in  th e  p a s s a g e ,  t h e r e  i s  a q u ic k e n in g  o f  l y r i c a l  i n t e n s i t y :

Bot jienne p e  w eder o f  fie w o rld e  w yth  w y n te r h i t  f r e p e z ,
C olde c le n g e s  adoun , c lo u d es  v p ly f t e n ,
Schyre sc h e d e z  £e ra y n  in  schow rez  f u l  w arm e,
F a l le z  vpon fa y re  f l a t ,  f lo w re z  f ie re  schew en ,
Bofie g ro u n d ez  an fie g re u e z  g re n e  a r  h e r  w edez ,
Bryddez b u sk en  to  b y ld e ,  and b rem ly ch  syngen  
F o r s o la c e  o f  pe  s o f t e  som er £ a t  su e s  j a e r a f t e r  

b i  bonk.
(504-511)

The 3onge 3 e r  (1 . 492) c o n t in u e s  t o  u n f o ld ,  s p r in g  s h a d in g  a lm o s t im per­

c e p t ib ly  i n t o  summer:

A f te r  § e  se so u n  o f  som er w yth p e  s o f t  wyndez 
Quen Z e fe ru s  s y f l e z  h y m se lf  on s e d e z  and e r b e z ,
Wela wynne i s  fie w o r t  § a t  w axes R e ro u te ,
When pe  donkande dewe d ro p ez  o f  fie le u e z ,
To b id e  a  b l y s f u l  b lu s c h  o f  fie b r y 3 t  su n n e .

(516-520)
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Summer i t s e l f  i s  r a t h e r  a b r u p t ly  o v e r ta k e n  by au tum n, w h ich , in  t u r n ,

b r in g s  th e  y e a r  f u l l  c i r c l e  when i t  fa d e s  a g a in ,  as_ fte w o rld e  a s k e z ,

i n t o  w in te r :

B ot §en  h y 3 es  h e r u e s t ,  and  h a rd e n e s  hym so n e ,
W arnez hym f o r  pe w y n te r  to  wax f u l  ry p e ;
He d r iu e s  wyth d ro 3 t  £e  d u s t  f o r  to  r y s e ,
P ro  f>e f a c e  o f  fie f o ld e  to  f l y 3 e f u l  h y 3 e ;
Wrofie wynde o f  fie w elkyn  w r a s te le z  w ith  pe su n n e , 
fie le u e z  la n c e n  f r o  fie ly n d e  and l y 3 te n  on fie g ro u n d e ,
And a l  g ra y e s  £e g r e s  § a t  g ren e  w a tz  e r e ;  
fienne a l  ry p ez  and  r o t e z  £ a t  ro s  vpon f y r s t ,
And fius 3 i m e z  pe  3 e r e  in  3 i s t e r d a y e z  money,
And w y n te r  wyndez a3 a y n , as  £e  w o rld e  a s k e z ,

no fa g e .
(521-531)

W ith t h e  r e t u r n  o f  w in te r  and  th e  s t a r t  o f  a  new c y c le ,  th e  c i r c l e

o f  th e  s i n g l e  y e a r  w idens i n t o  an  i n f i n i t e  s p i r a l  o f  y e a r s ,  p r o j e c t i n g

th e  a l t e r n a t i o n  o f  th e  s e a so n s  i n d e f i n i t e l y .  T h is  m u l t i p l i c a t i o n  o f  th e

y e a r  p o in t s  th e  c r i t i c a l  tw o - f o ld  n a tu r e  o f  te m p o ra l  n e c e s s i t y ,  tim e

b e in g  b o th  l i n e a r  and  c y c l i c a l . 1 1  Each s in g l e  y e a r  i s  in  i t s e l f  l i n e a r

in s o f a r  as  i t  i s  u n iq u e , f i n i t e ,  and i r r e c o v e r a b l e :

A 3 e re  3 e rn e s  f u l  3 e m e ,  and 3 e ld e z  n e u e r  ly k e ,
£e  form e t o  pe  fy n ism e n t fo ld e z  f u l  s e ld e n .

(498-499)

B ut th e  con tin u u m  o f  y e a r s — d e c a d e s , c e n t u r i e s ,  a g e s — i s  c y c l i c a l ,  ev e ry

y e a r  b e g in n in g  anew th e  e n d le s s  s u c c e s s io n  o f  c h a n g e le s s  change :

And fius 3 i r n e s  j>e 3 e r e  in  3 i s t e r d a y e z  mony,
And w y n te r  wyndez a 3 a y n , a s  pe  w o rld e  a s k e z .

(529-530)

As th e s e  two v e r s e s  d e m o n s tra te ,  th e  c y c l i c a l  p a t t e r n  o f  n a t u r a l  tim e  

i s  e x p re s s e d  s t r u c t u r a l l y  a s  w e l l  a s  th e m a t i c a l l y ,  r e f l e c t e d  in  th e .  

e n v e lo p in g  fram e o f  th e  p a s s a g e  w h ich , l i k e  t h e  poem i t s e l f ,  e x p l i c i t l y

r e tu r n s  t o  i t s  s t a r t i n g  p l a c e . 1^ Now, c y c l i c a l  tim e  i s  no w h it  l e s s

t r a g i c  th a n  l i n e a r  t im e ; th e y  a r e  com plem entary  p h a s e s  o f  n e c e s s i t y .  The 

l i n e a r  y e a r ,  w i th  i t s  i n e l u c t a b l e  a l t e r n a t i o n  o f  s e a s o n s ,  im p lie s  th e
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f i n i t u d e  and e p h e m e ra li ty  o f  human e n d e a v o rs ; th e  c y c l i c a l  r e c u r re n c e  

o f  y e a r s  im p lie s  t h e i r  u l t im a te  v a n i ty  and f u t i l i t y . ^  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t  

i t  i s  im p o r ta n t  to  d i s t i n g u i s h  be tw een  c h a n g e le s s  change and s im p le  

m u t a b i l i t y .  M u ta b i l i ty ,  a l th o u g h  r e n d e r in g  human a c t i v i t y  t r a n s i e n t ,  

does n o t  th e re b y  d e p r iv e  i t  o f  m eaning o r  co n seq u en c e . Change i t s e l f  

can be  p u r p o s e f u l ,  th e  p ro c e s s  o f  p ro g re s s  o r  P ro v id e n c e . B ut c y c l i c a l  

r e c u r r e n c e  te n d s  t o  s u b v e r t  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  m eans t o  e n d s , a b s o rb in g  

p r o g r e s s  and  g o a ls  in  e n d le s s  w h ir lp o o ls  o f  r e p e t i t i o n .  To e n d le s s ly  

come f u l l  c i r c l e  and  b e g in  a g a in  i s  t o  b r e a th e  th e  m e la n c h o lic  a i r  o f  

E c c l e s i a s t i c u s . ^

I t  i s  p e rh a p s  n o t  w ith o u t  s ig n i f i c a n c e  t h a t  from  th e  tim e  t h a t  th e  

s e a so n s  a c t u a l l y  b e g in  t h e i r  r o t a t i o n  to  th e  p o in t  a t  w hich  b o th  th e  y e a r  

and th e  p a s s a g e  come t o  a  c l o s e , t h a t  i s , from  th e  s p r in g  eq u in o x  to  th e  

Me3elmas m one, th e r e  i s  no r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  C h r i s t i a n  l i t u r g i c a l  c a l e n d a r ^  

w hich  e lse w h e re  p ro v id e s  th e  dom inant te m p o ra l g r i d  o f  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  

a c t i o n .  O rthodox C h r i s t i a n  te m p o r a l i ty ,  e x te n d in g  from  C re a t io n  to  

Judgm en t, i s  n o th in g  i f  n o t  t e l e o l o g i c a l — a p r o v i d e n t i a l  u n fo ld in g  o f  

G o d 's  W i l l .  B ut th e  n a t u r a l  c y c l i c a l  rhy thm s o f  t h e  S easo n s P assag e  

s u g g e s t  tim e  w ith o u t  p u rp o se  o r  e n d , a  r e c u r r i n g  f lu x  o f  change in  w hich 

n o th in g  i s  changed , an e n d le s s  round  o f  human e x p e r ie n c e  in  w hich b ly s s e  

and  b lu n d e r  a l t e r n a t e  ad  i n f i n i t u m . 1 6  I t  i s  t h i s  t im e ,  a s  d i s t i n c t  from  

l i t u r g i c a l  t im e ,  w hich  im bues G aw ain 's  w o rld  w ith  i t s  d a r k e s t  sh a d e s  and 

d e e p e s t  shadows o f  n e c e s s i t y .

I f  tim e  h a s  i t s  own t r a g i c  l o g i c  in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t, so  

does th e  c o u rse  o f  e v e n t s .  The two a r e  o f  c o u rse  r e l a t e d ,  each  in  i t s  

own way r e p r e s e n t in g  an a s p e c t  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  and  b o th  p ro v in g  beyond 

m a n 's  c o n t r o l .  I t  i s  n o t  s u r p r i s i n g  th e n  t h a t  t h e  S easo n s  P a ssa g e  i s
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p r e f a c e d  by a  s e r i e s  o f  v e r s e s  w hich  p o in t  th e  i r o n i c  d is c re p a n c y  betw een

human in t e n t i o n  w hich m o t iv a te s  an a c t  and th e  o b je c t iv e  c o n seq u en c es

w hich  d e f in e  i t ,^ -^  a dilem m a e s p e c i a l l y  a p p r o p r ia te  to  th e  a c t i o n  o f  a

poem w here e v e ry th in g  c o n s p ir e s  t o  k eep  th e  h e ro  in  th e  d a rk  a b o u t th e

n a tu r e  o f  h i s  s u r ro u n d in g s , th e  f u l l  m eaning o f  h i s  t e s t s ,  an d  th e

co n seq u en c es  o f  h i s  own d e e d s .

T h is  h a n s e l l e  h a t z  A r th u r  o f  a u e n tu ru s  on f y r s t
In  3onge 3 e r e ,  f o r  h e  3 e m e d  3 e lp in g  to  h e r e .
T ha3  hym w ordez w ere  wane when f a y  to  s e t e  w en ten ,
Now a r  f a y  s to k e n  o f  s tu r n e  w erk , s t a f f u l  h e r  h o n d .
Gawan w atz  g la d  t o  begynne p o se  gomnez in  h a l l e ,
B ot f a 3  f e  ende h e  heuy h a f  3 e no w onder.

(491-496)

A r th u r  y e a rn s  f o r  a d v e n tu re ;  h i s  w ish  i s  g r a n te d ,  b u t  th e  h a n s e l l e

assum es an i r o n i c  form  w hich  c o n t r a d i c t s  r a t h e r  th a n  f u l f i l l s  h i s  i n t e n t i o n .

As f o r  th e  c o u r t ,  th e  i m p l i c i t  c o n t r a s t  betw een  th e  w ordez w h ich  w ere

i n i t i a l l y  la c k in g  and th e  s tu r n e  w erk w ith  w hich th e y  h av e  t h e i r  hands

f u l l  tu r n s  on e s s e n t i a l l y  th e  same i r o n y ,  th e  im p l ic a t io n  b e in g  t h a t  th e

A r th u r ia n  F e llo w sh ip  h a s ,  so  to  s p e a k , g o t te n  more th a n  i t  b a r g a in e d  f o r .

And so  to o  w ith  Gawain, w hose u n s u s p e c t in g  e a g e rn e s s  t o  b e g in  th o s e  gomnez

in  h a l l e  i s  m easured  a g a i n s t  t h e  p r o j e c t e d  heuy ende o f  th o s e  New Y e a r 's

g a m e s . I n  th e  n e x t  v e r s e ,  th e  i n a b i l i t y  o f  th e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  t o  f o r e s e e

o r  c o n t r o l  t h e  ends o f  t h e i r  d eed s  i s  e x p r e s s ly  u n iv e r s a l i z e d  a s  th e

l e v e l  o f  i r o n y  i s  r a i s e d  from  th e  re a lm  o f  n a r r a t i v e  comment t o  t h a t  o f

gnom ic u tte rance :^ -®

F o r p a 3 men ben  m ery i n  mynde quen pay  han mayn d ry n k ,
A 3 e re  3 e rn e s  f u l  3 e m e ,  and  3 e ld e z  n e u e r  ly k e ,
f e  forme t o  f e  fy n is m e n t f o ld e z  f u l  s e ld e n .

(497-499)

By in t r o d u c in g  th e  f l e e t i n g  s e a s o n s  a s  an exam ple o f  m a n 's  i n c a p a c i ty  t o  

p r e d i c t  o r  f o r e s t a l l  th e  t r a g i c  ru s h  o f  tim e  and e v e n t s ,  t h e  Gawain p o e t  

l i n k s  human w eakness t o  th e  s e a s o n a l  rhy thm s o f  r e c u r r e n c e  an d  m u t a b i l i t y ,
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s e c u r in g  a  c o n n e c tio n — a l b e i t  a r h e t o r i c a l  one—betw een m an 's  l i m i t e d  

pow ers and th e  o b je c t iv e  f o r c e s  w hich b in d  h im . T h is  t e n t a t i v e  i d e n t i f i ­

c a t io n  o f  human f r a i l t y  w ith  o b je c t iv e  n e c e s s i t y  n o t o n ly  g ra c e s  G aw ain 's  

a d v e n tu re  w ith  an e x t r a  d e g re e  o f  u n i v e r s a l i t y ,  i t  a n t i c i p a t e s  th e  

c r u c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  im p e r fe c t io n  and t r a g i c  

n e c e s s i t y  w h ich , more th a n  any o th e r  s i n g l e  f a c t o r  in  th e  poem, d e te rm in e s  

th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  h e ro ism  in  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t. To t h i s  r e l a t i o n ­

s h ip  we s h a l l  r e tu r n  s h o r t l y .

Thus f a r  we have t r e a t e d  th e  S easons P assa g e  a s  i f  i t  w ere a  fo rm a l 

e l a b o r a t io n  o f  th e  v a r io u s  modes o f  n e c e s s i t y  w hich o p e ra te  in  Gawain and  

th e  Green K n ig h t. In  a  c e r t a i n  s e n s e ,  t h i s  i s  so . B ut th e  v e r s e  a l s o  

p o s s e s s e s  s i g n i f i c a n t  l y r i c a l  pow er. To f u l l y  a p p r e c ia te  th e  t r a g i c  

o v e r to n e s  o f  th e s e  s t a n z a s ,  one m ust a t t e n d  t o  th e  p o e t i c s  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  

d i a l e c t i c s  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  p a y in g  s p e c i a l  a t t e n t i o n  t o  th e  r h e t o r i c a l  

s t r a t e g i e s  from  w hich th e  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  th e  p a s s in g  y e a r  draw s i t s  

e m o tio n a l u rgency  and p o ig n a n c y . F o r exam ple , th e  s e a so n s  to p o s  i s  

in t ro d u c e d — as S i l v e r s t e i n  p o in t s  o u t—by a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  m oving exam ple 

o f  th e  f ig u r e  t r a d u c t i o , w h ich  I  w i l l  r i s k  re p ro d u c in g  h e re  one more t im e :

A 3 e r e  3 e rn e s  f u l  3 e m e ,  and 3 e ld e z  n e u e r  ly k e .
(498)

The p r im a ry  m eaning o f  th e  l i n e  i s ,  l i t e r a l l y ,  " a  y e a r  ru n s  ru n n in g  and 

y i e l d s  n e v e r  th e  l i k e . "  B ut ^ e m e s  and  3 e rn e  can n o t  o n ly  be  g lo s s e d  as  

" ru n s"  and " ru n n in g ,"  b u t  a s  " y e a rn s "  and  " y e a rn in g ."  T hus, " s in c e  th e  

n i c e ly  chosen  3 e rn e s  can r e p r e s e n t  e i t h e r  o f  two A nglo-Saxon v e r b s ,  g e -  

im a n  (g e r in n a n )  o r  g i r n a n  (g ie ra a n )  , t h e  p h ra s e  may mean two d i f f e r e n t  

th in g s  a t  o n ce ; as i f  we w ere  t o  s a y ,  th e  y e a r  ru n s  ru n n in g , o r  t h e  y e a r  

y e a rn s  y e a rn in g ." 2 0  What t h e  t r a d u c t i o  a cc o m p lish e s  i s  t o  in s u r e  t h a t  

th e  v e r s e  conveys b o th  t h e  o b j e c t iv e  r e a l i t y  and th e  s u b je c t iv e  e x p e r ie n c e
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o f  t im e , n o t  o n ly  th e  p e r c e p t io n  o f  t r a n s i e n c e ,  b u t  th e  human re sp o n se

to  i t  a s  w e l l .  The s e n s a t io n  o f  i r r e p a r a b l e  lo s s  w hich  i s  th u s  p r o je c te d

on t o  t h e  p a s s in g  y e a r  i s  r e i t e r a t e d  when th e  l i n e — o r  a v a r i a t i o n

t h e r e o f — r e c u r s  a t  th e  c lo s e  o f  th e  s e a s o n s ' c y c le :

And §us 3 i m e s  fie 3 e re  in  3 i s t e r d a y e z  mony.
(529)

A g a in , th e  p r im a ry  m eaning o f  th e  v e r s e — "and  th u s  p a s s e s  th e  y e a r  in

y e s te r d a y s  many"—p o s s e s s e s  s u b s t a n t i a l  e l e g ia c  pow er; b u t  t h i s  pow er i s

enhanced  by th e  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  y e a rn in g  and  p a in  w hich  th e  t r a d u c t i o

su p e rim p o ses  upon th e  d e n o ta t iv e  d e c l a r a t i o n  o f  l i f e ' s  t r a n s i e n c e .

A n o th er in s ta n c e  o f  p o e t i c  enhancem ent o f  them e o c c u rs  in  th e  autumn

s e c t i o n  o f  th e  p a s sa g e  w here h e r u e s t , h a r b in g e r  o f  w in t e r ,  e m o tio n a l ly

p r e p a r e s  us f o r  th e  im m inent c lo s e  o f  th e  y e a r :

B ot £en h y 3 e s  h e r u e s t ,  and  h a rd e n e s  hym s o n e ,
W am ez hym f o r  pe  w y n te r  t o  wax f u l  ry p e .

(521-522)

T h is  v e r s e  i s  com parab le  t o  M a r v e l l 's  famous c o u p le t ,  w hich  in  fu n c t io n  

and  f e e l i n g  i t  c lo s e ly  re s e m b le s :

B u t a t  my back  I  a lw ays h e a r  

T im e 's  w inged  c h a r i o t  h u r r y in g  n e a r . 2 1  

In  each  c a s e ,  th e  i n i t i a l  " b u t"  (b o t)  i s  a  d ra m a tic  means o f  s ig n a l in g  

th e  om inous and in e x o ra b le  ru s h  o f  t im e . 2 2  M oreover, t h e  v e r s e  c o n ta in s  

w hat may w e ll  b e  a n o th e r  exam ple o f  d e l i b e r a t e  a m b iv a le n c e , an am biguous 

p ronoun  r e f e r e n c e  w h ich , i f  i n t e n t i o n a l ,  w ould  s e rv e  to  e n la r g e  th e  

a f f e c t i v e  ra n g e  o f  th e  tem pus f u g i t  them e: hym may r e f e r  t o  t h e  w o r t o f  

l i n e  518 , in  w hich c a se  h a rd e n e s  w ould  be  g lo s s e d  a s  " u rg e s " ;  b u t  hym 

can  a l s o  r e f e r  t o  autumn h im s e l f ,  in  w hich  c a se  h a rd e n e s  w ould be  g lo s s e d  

a s  "grow s s e v e r e ."  In  th e  f i r s t  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  l i n e s  w ould  b e  re n d e re d  as
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"B ut th e n  autum n h a s te n s  on and en co u ra g es  i t  a t  o n c e , w arns i t  to  r ip e n  

f o r  f e a r  o f  th e  w i n t e r . I n  th e  se c o n d , a s  "B u t th e n  autum n comes

h u r r y in g  a lo n g ,  and soon grows s e v e r e ,  w a rn in g  i t  t o  grow r i p e  f o r  f e a r

o f  th e  w i n t e r . "^4 The two g lo s s e s  a r e  c lo s e ly  r e l a t e d ,  b u t ,  t o  my e a r  

a t  l e a s t ,  th e  a m b iv a le n ce  c o n t r ib u te s  an e x t r a  d e g re e  o f  u rg en cy  and 

i n t e n s i t y  t o  th e  f l e e t i n g  y e a r .^ 5

In  o u r  s tu d y  o f  M orte A r th u r e , we n o te d  t h a t  a  n a t u r a l  c o rre sp o n d e n c e  

betw een  th e  r i s e  and f a l l  p a t t e r n  o f  de C as ib u s  t r a g e d y  and  th e  rhythm s 

o f  human l i f e  in v e s te d  t h a t  poem w ith  in c r e a s e d  ra n g e  and  pow er . ^  T h is  

i s  e q u a l ly  t r u e  o f  Gawain and  th e  Green K n ig h t w here th e  p r e s e n ta t i o n  o f  

n e c e s s i t y  i s  deepened  by a  lo o s e  an a lo g y  b e tw een  th e  s e a s o n s  o f  th e  y e a r  

and th e  a g e s  o f  m a n .^  T h is  i m p l i c i t  a n a lo g y  i s  a r t f u l l y  u n d e rsc o re d  by

a seco n d  u se  o f  t r a d u c t i o  in  l i n e  527:

And a l  g ra y e s  pe  g re s  p a t  g re n e  w atz  e r e .

In  M iddle E n g l is h ,  g re s  can mean, and h e re  i s  c l e a r l y  in te n d e d  to  mean, 

b o th  g r a s s  and  f l e s h . 28 M oreover, t h i s  c o n n e c tio n  i s  r e in f o r c e d  by th e  

v e rb  g r a y e s : g ra y e s  l i t e r a l l y  means to  "grow g r e y ,"  s u g g e s t in g  th e  human 

a g in g  p r o c e s s ;  b u t  th e  f i g u r a t i v e  m eaning o f  th e  v e rb  i s  " to  w i th e r , "  a 

g lo s s  w hich  a p p l i e s  e q u a l ly  t o  f l e s h  and g r a s s .  By t h i s  tw o - fo ld  

r h e t o r i c a l  y o k in g  o f  th e  rhythm s o f  human l i f e  w ith  th o s e  o f  th e  p a s s in g  

y e a r — each  w ith  i t s  f ix e d  p e r io d s  o f  e a r l y  r i s e  and  u l t im a te  f a l l ,  i t s  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  c u rv e  o f  g ro w th , d e c l in e ,  d e c a y , and  d e a th — th e  t r a d u c t i o  

p o in t s  an  i n h e r e n t ly  t r a g i c  a n a lo g y , an d , l i k e  t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  f i g u r e s  o f  

a m b iv a le n ce  w hich  a n t i c i p a t e  i t ,  c o n s id e ra b ly  e n h a n c e s  th e  ra n g e  o f  

n e c e s s i t y  i n  th e  p a s s a g e .

The a s s o c i a t i o n  o f  w in te r  w ith  o ld  age and  d e a th  b r in g s  us t o  th e  

seco n d  m a jo r  f i g u r a t i v e  r e p r e s e n t a t io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i n  Gawain and  th e
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G reen K n ig h t: th e  w in te r  jo u rn e y . As a  th e m a tic  e x p r e s s io n  o f  th e  t r a g i c  

c o n d i t io n s  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  th e  w in te r  jo u rn e y  i s  h a r d ly  o r i g i n a l  w ith  th e  

Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t p o e t . 3® As e a r l y  as  th e  O ld E n g lis h  S e a f a r e r  

and W anderer t h i s  them e had  been  u sed  to  r e p r e s e n t  man a s  a  h o m e less  

e x i l e  on e a r t h . 3 1  In  Gawain and  th e  Green K n igh t t h e r e  a r e  two w in te r  

jo u rn e y s ,  G aw ain 's  i n i t i a l  e x p e d i t io n  to  B e r c i l a k 's  c a s t l e  and  h i s  b r i e f  

r i d e  from  H a u td e s e r t  t o  th e  G reen C h ap e l. Each o f  th e s e  jo u rn e y s  in v o k e s  

a s p e c ts  o f  n e c e s s i t y  n o t  to u c h e d  upon, o r  a t  l e a s t  n o t  em p h asized  in  th e  

S easons P a s sa g e , e s p e c i a l l y  th e  m is e r ie s  o f  human i s o l a t i o n  and  a l i e n a t i o n .

As a  f i g u r a t i v e  e x p re s s io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  G aw ain 's  jo u rn e y  from  

A r th u r 's  c o u r t  t o  B e r c i l a k 's  c a s t l e  u n fo ld s  in  s t a g e s ,  e a c h  p h a se  fo c u s in g  

on a  s p e c i f i c  h a r d s h ip  and s t r e s s i n g  a p a r t i c u l a r  a s p e c t  o f  n e c e s s i t y .

From th e  o u t s e t ,  G aw a in 's  i s o l a t i o n  i s  h e a v i ly  u n d e rs c o re d . He g l i d e s  

th ro u g h  th e  w in te r  la n d s c a p e ,  c o m fo r t le s s  and c o m p a n io n le ss , w ith o u t 

su s te n a n c e  o r  s u c c o u r— d e p r iv a t io n  le n d in g  t o  s o l i t u d e  a  d e s o la t e  a i r  o f  

f i n a l i t y :

Now r i d e z  p i s  re n k  § u r 3  §e  ryalm e o f  L o g re s ,
S i r  G auan, on Godez h a lu e ,  § a 3 hym no gomen f>o3 t .
O f t l e u d le z  a lo n e  he le n g e z  on n y 3 t e z
£ e r  h e  fo n d e  n o 3 t  hum by f o r e  f>e f a r e  £ a t  h e  ly k e d .
Hade h e  no f e r e  b o t  h i s  f o ie  by f r y th e z  and  do u n ez ,
Ne no gome b o t  God b i  g a te  w yth t o  k a rp .

Mony k l y f  h e  o u e rc lam b e  in  c o n try e z  s t r a u n g e ,
F e r  f l o t e n  f r o  h i s  f re n d e z  frem ed ly  h e  ry d e z .

•  •  •  •  •

B i c o n t ra y  c a ry e z  f i i s  kny 3 t ,  t y l  K ry stm asse  e u e n , 
a l  o n e .

•  •  •  •  •

pe  gome vpon G ry n g o le t g ly d e z  hum v n d e r ,
§ u r 3  mony m isy  and  m yre, mon a l  hym o n e .

(691-749)

G aw ain 's  s o l i t u d e  i s  h e ig h te n e d  by th e  r e l e n t l e s s  movement w hich  c a r r i e s  

him  f u r t h e r  and  f u r t h e r  from  th e  f a m i l i a r  e n v iro n s  o f  A r t h u r 's  c o u r t .

As he r i d e s  by g a t e s  s t r a u n g e  i n t o  a  f o r e ig n  and  f o r b id d in g  w o r ld , h i s
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o n ly  c o n ta c t  w ith  s t r a n g e r s  who a l  nykked hym wyth nay o r  p o t e n t i a l  en em ies ,

few o f  whom g a t  a u g e r  God o g e r  gome wyth goud h e r t  l o u i e d , th e  s u s t a in e d

im p re s s io n  o f  r e s t l e s s  m o tion  conveys so m eth in g  o f  t h e  r o o t l e s s n e s s  and

i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  th e  human e s t a t e :

A lle  ge i l e s  o f  A ng lesay  on l y f t  h a l f  h e  h a ld e z ,
And f a r e z  o u e r  ge  fo rd e z  by ge fo r lo n d e z ,
O uer a t  g e  H oly Hede, t i l  h e  hade  e f t  bonk 
In  ge  w y ld re n e s se  o f  W yra le ; wonde g e r  b o t  l y t e  
g a t  a u g e r  God o g e r  gome w yth goud h e r t  lo u ie d .
And ay he  f r a y n e d ,  a s  h e  f e r d e ,  a t  f r e k e z  g a t  he  m e t,
I f  gay h ad e  h e rd e  any k a rp  o f  a k n y 3 t  g re n e ,
In  any g rounde g e r a b o u te ,  o f  g e  g ren e  c h a p e l;
And a l  nykked hym w yth n a y , g a t  n e u e r  in  h e r  ly u e
gay  s e 3 e n e u e r  no seg g e  g a t  w atz  o f  suche  hwez

o f  g re n e . 
g e  kny 3 t  to k  g a te s  s t r a u n g e  
In  mony a  bonk vn b en e ,
H is c h e r  f u l  o f t  con chaunge 
g a t  c h a p e l e r e  he my3 t  s e n e .

(698-712)

The w in te r  w o rld  th ro u g h  w hich  Gawain r i d e s  i s  n o t  o n ly  p r e c a r i o u s ,  i t

i s  a c t i v e l y  h o s t i l e .  D angerous f o e s ,  n a t u r a l  and u n n a tu r a l ,  human and

inhum an, a t t a c k  from  e v e ry  s id e :

At vche w arge o g e r  w a te r  g e r  ge  wy3 e p a s s e d  
He fonde a  foo  hym b y f o r e ,  b o t  f e r l y  h i t  w ere ,
And g a t  so  f o u le  and  so  f e l l e  g a t  f e 3 t  hym byhode.
So mony m eru ay l b i  mount g e r  ge  mon fy n d e z ,
H i t  w ere t o  t o r e  f o r  t o  t e l l e  o f  ge  te n g e  d o le .
Sumwhyle w yth wormez h e  w e r re z ,  and  w ith  w o lues a l s ,
Sumwhyle w yth wodwos, g a t  woned in  g e  k n a r r e s ,
Boge w yth b u l l e z  and  b e r e z ,  and  b o re z  o g e rq u y le ,
And e ta y n e z ,  g a t  hym a n e le d e  o f  ge  h e3 e  f e l l e ;
Nade h e  b en  du 3 ty  and  d r y 3 e ,  and D ry3 ty n  h ad  s e ru e d ,
D o u te le s  h e  had e  ben  ded  and  d re p e d  f u l  o f t e .

(715-725)

W orse, n a tu r e  i t s e l f  p ro v e s  in im ic a l  t o  unaccom m odated man:

F o r  w e rre  w ra th e d  hym n o t  so  much g a t  w y n te r  n as  w o rs ,
When ge  c o ld e  c l e r  w a te r  f r o  g e  c lo u d e z  sc h a d d e ,
And f r e s  e r  h i s  f a l l e  my3t to  ge f a l e  e rg e ;
N er s la y n  w yth ge s l e t e  h e  s le p e d  in  h i s  y m e s
Mo n y 3 te s  gen in n o g h e  in  n aked  ro k k e z ,
g e r  a s  c l a te r a n d e  f r o  ge  c r e s t  g e  c o ld e  b o rn e  re n n e z ,
And h en g ed  he3 e  o u e r  h i s  hede in  h a rd  i i s s e - i k k l e s .  
gus i n  p e r y l  and payne and  p l y t e s  f u l  h a rd e  
B i c o n tra y  c a ry e z  g i s  k n y 3 t.

(726-734)
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The v e ry  e a r t h  d e m o n s tra te s  i t s  h o s t i l i t y /  o r  a t  th e  v e ry  l e a s t  i t s

in d i f f e r e n c e  t o  man, as  Gawain makes h i s  way th ro u g h  th e  fo rb id d in g

t e r r a i n :

B i a  m ounte on pe  morne m ery ly  he ry d e s  
I n to  a  f o r e s t  f u l  d e p , p a t  f e r l y  w atz  w y ld e ,
H i3e h i l l e z  on vche a  h a lu e ,  and h o ltw o d e z  v n d e r
Of h o re  okez f u l  hoge a  h u n d re th  to g e d e r ;
pe  h a s e l  an d  pe h a 3p o m e  w ere h a r l e d  a l  sam en,
W ith ro 3 e  ra g e d  m osse r a y le d  ayw here ,
W ith mony b ry d d ez  vnb ly p e  vpon b a r e  tw y g es , 
p a t  p i t o s l y  p e r  p ip e d  f o r  pyne o f  p e  c o ld e .

(740-747)

In  a l l ,  G aw ain 's  jo u rn e y  from  C am elot t o  H a u td e s e r t  evokes a

f a m i l i a r  m ed iev a l v i s io n  o f  w in te r  p e r e g r i n a t i o n — th e  v i s io n  o f  a b a r r e n

and  in h o s p i t a b le  e a r t h  upon w hich  man w a n d e rs , a h o m e less  e x i l e ,  m aking

h i s  u n c e r t a in  way to w a rd s  d e a th . 3 3  &s Gawain resum es h i s  w in te r  jo u rn e y

in  th e  F o u r th  F i t t ,  h i s  i s o l a t i o n  i s  once more em p h asized , p a r t i c u l a r l y

a f t e r  h i s  g u id e  s p u r s  o f f ,  le a v in g  th e  k n ig h t  a s  a b r u p t ly  a l  one a s  he

had  b een  on th e  f i r s t  p h ase  o f  h i s  q u e s t :

'Now f a r e z  w e l,  on Goddez h a l f ,  Gawayn pe  n o b le !
F o r a l l e  pe  g o ld e  vpon grounde I  n o ld e  go w yth p e ,
Ne b e re  pe f e l a 3 s c h ip  p u r3  p i s  f r y th  on f o te  f y r r e . '
B i p a t  pe  wy3 e in  pe wod wendez h i s  b r y d e l ,
H i t  pe  h o r s  w ith  p e  h e le z  a s  h a rd e  a s  h e  m y3t,
Lepez hym o u e r  pe la u n d e , and le v e z  p e  k n y 3 t p e r e  

a l  o n e .
(2 1 4 9 -2 1 5 5 )34

P r e d ic t a b ly  enough , th e  w in te r  t e r r a i n  b e tw een  H a u td e s e r t  and  th e  G reen

35C hapel r e c a l l s  th e  w i ld  and u n in h a b i ta b le  w a s te  o f  th e  f i r s t  jo u rn e y ,

th e  f ro z e n  la n d sc a p e  o f  p ilg r im a g e  and  e x i l e ,  t h e  b a r r e n  geog raphy  o f

n e c e s s i t y : ^

pay b o 3 en b i  bonkkez p e r  b o 3 ez a r  b a r e ,  
p a t  clom ben b i  c l y f f e z  p e r  c le n g e z  pe  c o ld e .  
pe  heuen  w a tz  v p h a l t ,  b o t  v g ly  p e r - v n d e r ;
M is t muged on pe m or, m a lt  on pe  m o un tez ,
Vch h i l l e  hadde a h a t t e ,  a  m y s t-h a k e l h u g e ,
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B rokez b y le d  and  b re k e  b i  bonkkez a b o u te ,
S chyre  s c h a te r a n d e  on s c h o re z ,  f ie r  fiay doun schow ued.
Wela w y lle  w a tz  fie way § e r  pay  b i  wod sc h u ld e n .

Thenne g y rd e z  he  t o  G ry n g o le t,  and g e d e re z  jae r a k e ,
Schowues in  b i  a  s c h o re  a t  a s c h a 3 e sy d e ,
R idez f>ur3 f>e r o 3e bonk to  §e d a le ;
And fe n n e  h e  way te d  hym a b o u te ,  and w ylde h i t  hym j?o 3 t,
And se3 e  no syngne o f  r e s e t t e  b is y d e z  now here,
B ot h y 3 e bonkkez and b r e n t  vpon bofie h a lu e ,
And r u 3 ek n o k le d  k n a r r e z  w ith  k n o m e d  s to n e z ;
fie skwez o f  fie sco w tez  skayned  hym j&o3 t .
jaenne he  h o u e d , and w y th h y ld e  h i s  h o rs  a t  jaat ty d e ,
And o f t e  chaunged  h i s  c h e r  jae c h a p e l t o  s e c h e :
He se3  non su c h e  in  no sy d e , and  s e l l y  hym f>o3t,
S aue , a l y t t e l  on a  la u n d e , a lawe a s  h i t  w ere ;
A b a l3  b e r 3  b i  a  bonke £e brymme b y sy d e ,
B i a  fo r3  o f  a  f lo d e  § a t  f e rk e d  f ia re ;
§e  b o rn e  b lu b r e d  f ie r in n e  as  h i t  b o y le d  h ad e .

(2077-2174)

M easured a g a i n s t  th e  a u s t e r i t y  o f  th e  w in te r  la n d sc a p e  th ro u g h  w hich 

he  m oves, c o n f ro n t in g  th e  f i n a l  human r e a l i t i e s  o f  i s o l a t i o n ,  s u f f e r i n g  

and d e a th ,  Gawain g a in s  n o t  o n ly  an e x t r a  d eg ree  o f  u n i v e r s a l i t y ,  b u t  an 

in c r e a s e d  m easure o f  h e r o i c  s t a t u r e .  I t  i s  n o t  p r e c i s e l y  t h a t  h e  i s  

more h e r o ic  h e re  th a n  e ls e w h e re ;  b u t  i t  i s  p e rh a p s  o n ly  in  th e s e  p a s s a g e s  

t h a t  we a re  p e r m i t te d  t o  v iew  him  d i r e c t l y ,  e m b le m a tic a lly  a s  i t  w e re , 

a s  th e  em bodim ent o f  th e  h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n  h e  r e p r e s e n t s .  F o r t h e  f i r s t  

tim e  h e  h as  th e  s ta g e  w h o lly  t o  h im s e l f .  Armed, m ounted , p a s s in g  th ro u g h  

s t r a n g e  and h o s t i l e  t e r r i t o r i e s ,  he  i s  th e  v e ry  p i c t u r e  o f  t h e  k n ig h t -  

e r r a n t — n o t o n ly  s t r i p p e d  o f  a l l  w hich  m e d ia te s  betw een  man and  n e c e s s i t y ,  

b u t  f r e e  o f  a l l  th e  s u b t l e  i r o n i e s  w hich te n d  to  c o m p lic a te  o u r  v iew  o f  

th e  c o u r t ly  w o rld  t o  w h ich  h e  b e lo n g s .  What i s  m ore, th e  w in te r  jo u rn e y  

e p is o d e s  p ro v id e  a  s c e n a r io  w i th in  w hich G aw ain 's  s p e c i f i c a l l y  m i l i t a r y  

q u a l i t i e s  em erge in  t h e i r  c l e a r e s t  fo rm . G e n e ra l ly  in  Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t, G aw ain 's  o v e r t l y  m a r t i a l  q u a l i t i e s  a re  s u b o r d in a te d  to  

h i s  c o u r t l y  v i r t u e s — h i s  c o u r te s y ,  f e l lo w s h ip  and e x q u i s i t e  command o f  

c i v i l i z e d  d i s c o u r s e .  Now w h ile  i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  th e  h e ro ism  c e l e b r a te d
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i n  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  n o t  e s q p l i c i t ly  m a r t i a l  in  n a t u r e ,^7

and w h ile  i t  i s  a l s o  t r u e ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e  s h o r t l y ,  t h a t  c o u r t ly  v i r t u e s

p o s s e s s  c o n s id e ra b le  h e r o ic  s i g n i f i c a n c e ,  i t  i s  e q u a l ly  t r u e  t h a t  i f  th e

c h i v a l r i c  p r o ta g o n i s t  i s  to  a c h ie v e  h e r o ic  le g i t im a c y ,  he  m ust ( to  some

e x t e n t  a t  l e a s t )  d e m o n s tra te  h i s  command o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  v i r t u e s  o f

th e  o ld  h e r o ic  cod e : he  m u st, in  o th e r  w o rd s , d is p la y  some form  o f

m i l i t a r y  p ro w ess . I t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  th e  w in te r  jo u rn e y s  t h a t  d ra m a tiz e

G aw ain 's  m a r t i a l  acc o m p lish m en ts , a s ,  helm  on head  and s p e a r  in  hand

(1 . 2 1 4 3 ), he d is p la y s  h i s  p h y s ic a l  s t r e n g t h ,  s ta m in a , and c o u ra g e ,

c lim b in g  o v e r  c l i f f s ,  s le e p in g  h a l f - f r o z e n  in  h i s  i r o n s ,  p u sh in g  on p a s t

p eak s  and c ra g s  in  s e a rc h  o f  th e  G reen C hapel in  o r d e r  t o  keep  h i s

38ap p o in tm en t w ith  d e a th .

O nly d u r in g  th e s e  jo u rn e y s  does Gawain engage—how ever sum m arily— in

p e r s o n a l  com bat, t h a t  s in e  qua non o f  h e r o ic  l i f e .  At th e  b e g in n in g  o f

h i s  q u e s t ,  a s  he  moves from  A r th u r 's  c o u r t  t o  B e r c i l a k 's  c a s t l e ,  Gawain

f i g h t s  o f f  a  v e r i t a b l e  handbook o f  h o s t i l e  c r e a t u r e s — d ra g o n s , w o lv e s ,

w ildm en, b u l l s ,  b e a r s ,  b o a r s ,  and  g i a n t s .  And a g a in ,  a s  h e  r e tu r n s  t o

C am elot from  th e  G reen C hapel:

Wylde wayez in  f>e w o rld e  Wowen now ry d ez  
On G ry n g o le t,  £ a t  §e  g ra c e  hade  g e te n  o f  h i s  ly u e ;
O fte  h e  h e rb e re d  in  h o u se  and o f t e  a l  R e ro u te ,
And mony a v e n tu re  in  v a l e ,  and  v e n q u y s t o f t e ,  
f ia t  I  ne t y 3 t  a t  § i s  tym e in  t a l e  t o  rem ene.

(2479-2483)

I t  h a s  b een  o b se rv e d  t h a t  th e s e  b r i e f  n a r r a t i v e  sum m aries r e l e g a t e  th e  

m i l i t a r y  a s p e c t s  o f  c h iv a l r y  t o  t h e  b ack g ro u n d  o f  G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu r e .^9 

So be i t .  B ut a s  a b b re v ia te d  a s  th e y  a r e ,  th e s e  in c id e n ts  o f  m a r t i a l  

c h iv a l r y  a re  o b l ig a to r y  e le m e n ts  o f  G aw ain 's  h e r o ic  s t a t u s ,  a l lo w in g  us 

to  d i r e c t l y  e n v is io n  him a s  a  k n i g h t - e r r a n t ,  in s u r in g  t h a t  we p e r c e iv e  

him  n o t  m e re ly  a s  a c o u r t i e r ,  b u t  a s  th e  h e r o ic  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f

m ankind .
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The th r e e  h u n t s c e n e s  w hich a l t e r n a t e  w ith  th e  te m p ta t io n  sc e n e s  

a t  B e r c i l a k 's  c a s t l e  p ro v id e  th e  t h i r d  l a r g e  r h e t o r i c a l  p a t t e r n  o f  

n e c e s s i t y  in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t. T here have b een  a number o f  

a t te m p ts  t o  r e l a t e  th e  h u n t sc e n e s  to  th e  te m p ta t io n  s c e n e s  by e q u a t in g  

G aw ain 's  d a y - to -d a y  b e h a v io r  w ith  t h a t  o f  th e  " tim id "  d e e r ,  th e  

" a g g re s s iv e "  b o a r ,  and th e  "w ily "  fox.^®  W ith th e  o b v io u s  e x c e p t io n  

o f  th e  fo x  h u n t ,  a l l  such  a t te m p ts  a r e  u n c o n v in c in g .4̂  T here  i s  how ever 

one c r u c i a l ,  i f  l a r g e ly  ig n o re d  p a r a l l e l  be tw een  Gawain and th e  h u n te d  

w hich  depends upon a s i m i l a r i t y  o f  p re d ic a m e n t r a t h e r  th a n  a s i m i l a r i t y  

o f  b e h a v io r .  T h is  a n a lo g y , b a se d  upon th e  common m o r t a l i ty  o f  man and 

b e a s t ,  a llo w s  th e  p o e t  t o  s u g g e s t  w hat t h a t  p l o t  h a s  n o t  y e t  d i s c l o s e d — 

t h a t  th e  te m p ta t io n  game i s  s e r io u s ;  th e  ch ase  o c c u r r in g  in  G aw ain 's  

cham ber i s  p o t e n t i a l l y  as  d e a d ly  a s  th e  h u n t ta k in g  p la c e  on th e  b e n te -

A*}
f e l d e . However g r a c e f u l  and  e le g a n t  th e  exchanges  be tw een  Gawain and 

th e  la d y ,  G aw ain 's  l i f e  i s  a t  i s s u e .  M oreover, th e  i m p l i c i t  i d e n t i f i ­

c a t io n  o f  G aw ain 's  f a t e  w ith  th e  f o r tu n e s  o f  th e  h u n te d  b e a s t s  does more 

th a n  s u g g e s t  th e  m o r ta l  s ta k e s  f o r  w hich  Gawain u n w i t t in g ly  p la y s ;  i t  

im p lie s  t h a t  a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  n e c e s s i t y — in  th e  fa c e  o f  f e a r ,  s u f f e r i n g ,  

v io l e n c e , and d e a th —human and an im al n a tu r e s  c o n v e rg e . Man' s  h um an ity  

i s  red eem ab le  o n ly  a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  h i s  h e ro ism .

The d e e r  h u n t w ith  w hich  th e  T h ird  F i t t  commences opens w i th  a

sudden  p re-daw n  b u r s t  o f  e n e rg y  and  e x c i te m e n t as  B e r c i l a k 's  g u e s ts

b u s t l e  a b o u t ,  p a c k in g  t h e i r  g e a r ,  s a d d l in g  t h e i r  m o un ts, and  r i d i n g  o f f

in  s e v e r a l  d i r e c t i o n s :

F u l e r l y  b i f o r e  fie day £e  f o lk  v p r is e n ,
G e s te s  f ia t  go w olde h o r  gromez §ay  c a ld e n ,
And §ay b u sk en  vp b i ly u e  b lo n k k e r  t o  s a d e l ,
T y ffe n  h e r  t a k l e s ,  t r u s s e n  h e r  nv Les,
R ichen  hem £e r y c h e s t ,  t o  ry d e  a l l e  a r r a y d e ,
Lepen vp l y 3 t l y ,  la c h e n  h e r  b r y d e le s ,
Vche wy3e on h i s  way £ e r  hym w el ly k e d .

(1126-1132)
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T h is  ru s h  o f  p h y s ic a l  v i t a l i t y  i s  soon  h a rn e s s e d  t o  th e  c h i v a l r i c  form

o f  th e  h u n t ,  th e  b u g le , b e n t - f e l d e , h a £ e le s  on h y 3 e h o r s s e s ;

f>e le v e  lo r d e  o f  f>e lo n d e  w atz  n o t  pe  l a s t  
A rayed f o r  §e ry d y n g , w ith  re n k k e z  f u l  mony;
E te  a sop  h a s ty l y ,  when he hade  h e rd e  m asse ,
W ith b u g le  t o  b e n t - f e ld e  he  b u sk e z  b y ly v e .
By £ a t  any d a y ly 3 t  lem ed vpon erp e  
He w ith  h i s  h a f ie le s  on h y 3 e h o r s s e s  w eren .

(1133-1138)

The h u n t i t s e l f  opens upon a n o te  o f  jo y o u s  r e l e a s e :

§enne § i s e  c a c h e re s  f ia t  coufie cow pled  h o r  ho u n d ez ,
V nclosed  p e  k e n e l  d o re  and  c a ld e  hem R e ro u te ,
Blwe b y g ly  in  b u g le z  f ire  b a r e  m o te :
B rach es  b ay ed  f ie r fo re  and  brem e n o y se  maked;
And fiay c h a s ty s e d  and  c h a r r e d  on ch asyng  § a t  w en t,
A h u n d re th  o f  h u n te r e s ,  a s  I  h a f  h e rd e  t e l l e ,  

o f  fie b e s t .
To t r y s t o r s  v e w to rs  3 od ,
C ouples h u n te s  o f  k e s t ;
§ e r  ro s  f o r  b l a s t e z  gode 
G re t r u rd  i n  p a t  f o r e s t .

(1139-1149)

B ut t h i s  e a r ly  im p re s s io n  i s  s h o r t  l i v e d .  The v e ry  tru m p e t n o te s  t h a t

h e r a l d  th e  o n s e t  o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c  s p o r t  sound  th e  a la rm  o f  t e r r o r  and

b lo o d s h e d . I t  i s  a l l  a  q u e s t io n  o f  p o in t  o f  v iew . A t th e  o u t s e t ,  t h e

c o n t r o l l i n g  p o in t  o f  view  i s  t h a t  o f  B e r c i la k  and  h i s  r e n k k e s . B ut w ith

th e  p i v o t a l  b l a s t  o f  th e  b u g le  and  b a y in g  o f  th e  h o u n d s , th e  p o e t

a b r u p t ly  s h i f t s  h i s  fo c u s  so  t h a t  t h e  im pend ing  h u n t i s  no lo n g e r

v iew ed  th ro u g h  th e  e a g e r  a n t i c i p a t i o n  o f  th e  h u n tin g  p a r t y ,  b u t  r a t h e r

th ro u g h  th e  s h iv e r in g  p a n ic  o f  th e  p r e y : 4 3

At pe  f y r s t  q u e th e  o f  j?e q u e s t  quaked  § e  w y lde .
(1150)

From t h i s  p e r s p e c t iv e ,  th e  en e rg y  o r i g i n a l l y  r e le a s e d  a s  u n f e t t e r e d  

e x u b e ra n ce  soon c u lm in a te s  in  v io le n c e  and d e a th ,  a s  th e  h a p le s s  h in d s  

and  does a r e  h a r r i e d ,  ch eck ed , ro u n d ed  u p , and  d r iv e n  t o  th e  s l a u g h t e r :
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Der d r o f  in  §e  d a l e ,  d o te d  f o r  d re d e ,
H i3ed  t o  j>e h y 3e ,  b o t  h e t e r l y  pay  w ere 
R e s ta y e d  w ith  pe  s t a b l y e ,  f a t  s t o u t l y  a s c ry e d .

*  •  •  •  •

f e  h in d e z  w ere  h a ld e n  in  w ith  hay! and w ar! 
f e  does d ry u en  w ith  g r e t  dyn to  f e  depe s la d e z ;  
f e r  my3 t  mon s e ,  a s  f a y  s l y p t e ,  s le n ty n g  o f  a rw es—
At vche wende v n d e r wande wapped a f lo n e — 
f a t  b ig l y  b o te  on f e  b ro u n  w ith  f u l  b ro d e  h e d e z .
What! f a y  b ra y e n ,  and b le d e n ,  b i  bonkkez f a y  d e 3 en .

(1151-1163)

H ere i s  th e  v e ry  tr iu m p h  o f  m o r t a l i t y ,  th e  t r a g i c  r e a l i t y  w hich  th e

e x ig e n c ie s  o f  com ic rom ance e x c lu d e  from  th e  p l o t — th e  u n d e r ly in g

n e c e s s i t i e s  o f  human e x i s t e n c e  w hich c an n o t be p e r m i t t e d  t o  p r e v a i l  a t

th e  l e v e l  o f  n a r r a t i v e  and  so  a r e  i n d i r e c t l y  s u r f a c e d  th ro u g h  th e

f i g u r a t i v e  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  a  r h e t o r i c  w h ich , i f  o b l iq u e ,  i s  n e v e r th e le s s

o f  such  l y r i c  i n t e n s i t y  a s  t o  r e n d e r  p a in ,  c o n fu s io n , and  d e s p a i r  a lm o s t

p a lp a b le .  The raw v io le n c e  o f  t h e  sc e n e  i s  h e ig h te n e d  by th e  o n o m a to p o e tic

pow er o f  th e  v e r s e , 4 4  e s p e c i a l l y  by  a l l i t e r a t i v e  p a t t e r n s  su ch  a s  th e

one c i t e d  d i r e c t l y  above w here th e  c u m u la tiv e  r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  i n i t i a l  b̂

rhym es conveys so m e th in g  o f  th e  b r u t a l  f o r c e  and d e s t r u c t i v e  pow er o f

th e  arrow s w hich  t e a r  th ro u g h  th e  h id e s  o f  th e  s t r i c k e n  d e e r ,  w h ile  th e

open vow els and  i n t e r n a l  rhyme o f  b r a y e n , b le d e n , and  d e 3 en  echo  th e

scream s o f  th e  d y in g . 4 5  Of s i m i l a r  e f f e c t  a r e  th e  " g ro w e ll in g "  i n i t i a l

r ' s  w hich  p u n c tu a te  th e  ch a se  a s  th e  s n a r l i n g  hounds ru n  down th e  d e e r

and t e a r  them  t o  p ie c e s  a m id s t th e  a p p r o p r ia te ly  e c h o ic  cacaphony  w hich

46re so u n d s  from  th e  s u r ro u n d in g  c l i f f s :

And ay ra c h c h e s  i n  a  r e s  r a d ly  hem f o l 3 e s ,
H u n te re z  w yth h y 3 e h o m e  h a s te d  hem a f t e r
Wyth su ch  a  c rak k an d e  k ry  a s  k l y f f e s  haden  b r u s te n .
What w ylde s o  atw aped  wy3 e s  f ia t  s c h o t te n  
W atz a l  to r a c e d  and  r e n t  a t  j5e r e s a y t ,
B i jiay  w ere  te n e d  a t  pe  h y 3 e and ta y s e d  t o  pe  w a t t r e z ;  
pe  le d e z  w ere  so  l e m e d  a t  pe  l o 3 e t r y s t e r e s ,
And fie g reh o u n d ez  so  g r e t e ,  f ia t g e te n  hem b y ly v e  
And hem to fy c h e d ,  a s  f a s t  a s  f r e k e z  my3 t  lo k e ,  

f> e r-ry 3 t .
(1164-1173)
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The Gawain p o e t 1s c h o ic e  o f  i n d i r e c t  r a t h e r  th a n  d i r e c t  e n u m e ra tio n s  

o f  n e c e s s i t y  can be a c c o u n te d  f o r  by th e  c o n v e n tio n s  o f  romance and 

comedy, b o th  o f  w hich r e q u i r e  t h a t  n e c e s s i t y  b e  su sp en d ed — t h a t  th e  h e ro  

n o t  be s u b je c te d  to  th e  f u l l  f o r c e  o f  t im e , ch an g e , s u f f e r i n g ,  and d e a th .  

B ut th e  p o e t  h a s  s t i l l  f u r t h e r  re a so n  to  r e f r a i n  from  a d i r e c t  p r e s e n ­

t a t i o n  o f  h i s  h e r o 's  p re d ic a m e n t. G iven th e  re d u c e d  s c a l e  o f  h e ro ism  in  

Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, t o  have  f u l l y  im m ersed Gawain in  a w o rld  o f  

f e a r ,  p a in ,  and d e a th  w ould hav e  been  to  run  th e  r i s k  o f  p a th o s ,  th e  

r i s k  o f  d e p ic t in g  a p i t i a b l e  v ic t im  r a t h e r  th a n  an a d m ira b le  h e ro .  The 

h u n t s c e n e s ,  th ro u g h  t h e i r  i n d i r e c t  e v o c a t io n  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  e n a b le  th e  

a u d ie n c e  to  i d e n t i f y  e m o tio n a l ly  w ith  G aw ain 's  p l i g h t  w ith o u t d e t r a c t i n g  

from  h i s  h e r o ic  s t a t u r e .  A m idst th e  sound  and fu ry  o f  th e  h u n t ,  th e  

t e r r o r  and d e s p a i r  o f  th e  s la u g h te r e d  d e e r  a f f o r d s  a g lim p se  i n t o  th e  

i n s t i n c t u a l  an im a l—w hich i s  t o  s a y ,  human— r e a c t io n  to  v i o l e n t  d e a th :  

b r u t e  f e a r ,  unm ed ia ted  by G aw ain 's  k n ig h t ly  f o r t i t u d e  and r e s t r a i n t .  In  

o th e r  w o rd s , th ro u g h  th e  agony o f  th e  s u f f e r i n g  w ylde we can  d i r e c t l y  

f e e l  w hat i t  i s  l i k e  to  be  h u n te d  down, t r a p p e d ,  and k i l l e d  w h ile  G aw ain, 

whose p l i g h t  th e  s c e n a r io  f i g u r a t i v e l y  e x p r e s s e s ,  rem a in s  i n s u l a t e d  from  

th e  im m ediate  p a th o s  o f  th e  a c t i o n . 4 ^

Nor do th e  h u n t s c e n e s  mark th e  f i r s t  t im e  t h a t  th o s e  a s p e c t s  o f  

G aw ain 's  dilemm a w hich  a r e  n o t  w h o lly  s u i t a b l e  f o r  d i r e c t  p r e s e n t a t i o n  

a r e  f i g u r a t i v e l y  e x p re s s e d ,  a lm o s t p e r s o n i f i e d ,  by th e  p l i g h t  o f  th e  

w y ld e . On G aw ain 's  i n i t i a l  w in te r  jo u rn e y ,  th e  m ost p o ig n a n t  im age o f  

s u f f e r i n g  and  i s o l a t i o n  i s  p r o je c te d  n o t  by  th e  f i g u r e  o f  th e  k n ig h t  

h im s e l f ,  b u t  by th e

. . . b ry d d e z  v n b ly § e  vpon b a re  tw y g e s ,
§ a t  p i t o s l y  j>er p ip e d  f o r  pyne o f  fie c o ld e .

(7 4 6 -7 4 7 )48

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



282

And on h i s  l a s t  n ig h t  a t  B e r c i l a k 's  c a s t l e ,  w h a te v e r  r e g r e t s  and  r e s e r ­

v a t io n s  Gawain may e n t e r t a i n  a b o u t ex ch an g in g  th e  p l e a s a n t  w arm th and 

s e c u r i t y  o f  h i s  c o m fo r ta b le  cham ber f o r  th e  u n c e r t a in  p e r i l s  o f  w in te r  

and th e  a l l - t o o - c e r t a i n  t h r e a t  o f  d e a th ,  th e s e  a n x i e t i e s  a r e  o b l iq u e ly  

p o in te d  by p a s s in g  r e f e r e n c e  t o  th e  a f f l i c t i o n s  w hich to rm e n t th e  w ild  

c r e a tu r e s  o f  th e  w o r ld :

pe snawe s n i t e r e d  f u l  s n a r t ,  f a t  sn ay p ed  f e  w y ld e ; 
f e  w e rb e la n d e  wynde wapped f r o  f e  h y 3e ,
And d r o f  vche  d a le  f u l  o f  d r y f t e s  f u l  g r e t e .  
f e  le u d e  ly s te n e d  f u l  w el f a t  l e 3  in  h i s  b e d d e , 
f a 3  h e  low kez h i s  l i d d e z ,  f u l  l y t t e l  he  s l e p e s ;
B i vch kok f a t  c ru e  he  knwe w el f e  s te u e n .

(2003-2008)

L ik e  th e  d e e r  h u n t ,  t h e  b o a r  h u n t opens w ith  a  p re -d aw n  d i s p la y  o f  

h y 3e c h i v a l r i c  v i t a l i t y :

B i f a t  f e  coke had e  crowen and c a k le d  b o t  f r y s e , 
f e  lo r d e  w a tz  lo p e n  o f  h i s  b e d d e , f e  le u d e z  v c h o n e ;
So f a t  f e  m ete  and  f e  m asse w atz  m e te ly  d e ly u e re d ,  
f e  d o u th e  d r e s s e d  t o  f e  wod, e r  any day s p re n g e d , 

t o  c h a c e ;
He3  w i th  h u n te  and h o rn ez  
f u r 3  p la y n e z  f a y  p a s s e  i n  s p a c e , 
v n c o u p le d  among f o  f o m e z  
R achez f a t  r a n  on r a c e .

(1412-1420)

A gain , th e  c lam o ro u s tu m u lt w hich accom pan ies th e  a c t io n  s u g g e s ts  some­

th in g  o f  t h e  raw v io le n c e  and  fu ry  o f  th e  h u n t : ^

Sone f a y  c a l l e  o f  a  q u e s t  in  a  k e r  sy d e , 
f e  h u n t r e h a y te d  f e  houndez f a t  i t  f y r s t  mynged,
Wylde w ordez hym w arp w yth a  w ra s t  n o y ce ; 
f e  houndez f a t  h i t  h e rd e ,  h a s t i d  f i d e r  sw y fe ,
And f e l l e n  a s  f a s t  t o  f e  f u y t ,  f o u r ty  a t  o n e s ; 
f e n n e  such  a  g la u e r  ande glam  o f  g e d e re d  ra c h c h e z  
r o s ,  f a t  f e  r o c h e re z  rungen  a b o u te ;
H u n te re z  hem h a rd e n e d  w ith  h o m e  and  w yth m u the .

•  •  t  •  •

f i s e  o f e r  halow ed  hyghe! f u l  h y 3 e ,  and hay ! h ay ! c ry e d ,
H alden  h o rn e z  t o  m oufe, h e t e r l y  r e c h a te d ;
Mony w a tz  f e  myry mouthe o f  men and  o f  houndez 
f a t  b u sk k ez  a f t e r  f i s  b o r  w ith  b o s t  and w yth  noyse  

t o  q u e l l e .
(1421-1449)
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T h is  im p re ss io n  i s  h e ig h te n e d  by th e  ro u g h , w i ld ,  s to n y  t e r r a i n  a c ro s s

w hich  th e  chase  u n fo ld s .  G iven th e  common fo c u s  on m o r t a l i t y ,  i t  i s

p e rh a p s  no a c c id e n t  t h a t  th e  ru g g e d  la n d sc a p e  o f  th e  b o a r  h u n t r e c a l l s

th e  b a r r e n  w in te r  w o rld  a g a i n s t  w hich  th e  k n ig h t  was t e s t e d  on h i s

o r i g i n a l  jo u rn e y  from  A r th u r 's  c o u r t  to  B e r c i l a k 's  c a s t l e :

fe n  a l  in  a  sem ble sw eyed to g e d e r ,
B itw ene a  f lo s c h e  in  f a t  f r y th  and a  foo  c ra g g e ;
In  a k n o t b i  a  c l y f f e ,  a t  f e  k e r r e  sy d e ,
f e r  as  f e  rogh  ro c h e r  v n ry d e ly  w atz  f a l l e n ,
fa y  vm bekesten  f e  k n a r r e  and  f e  k n o t b o fe ,
Wy3 e z ,  w hyl f a y  w y sten  w el w y th in n e  hem i t  w ere , 
f e  b e s t  f a t  f e r  b re u e d  w a tz  w yth f e  b lo d h o u n d ez .

(1429-1436)

A lthough  we a re  once a g a in  moved to w ard  a sy m p a th e tic  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  w i th

th e  b e a s t  who i s  t o  b e  h u n te d  down and  k i l l e d ,  t h i s  tim e  th e  f i g u r a t i v e

a n a lo g y  betw een  man and  w ylde i s  composed in  a somewhat d i f f e r e n t  k e y .

The b o a r  d i f f e r s  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  from  th e  d e e r .  A fo rm id a b le  a d v e r s a r y - a s

w e ll  a s  a  v ic t im ,  he a ro u s e s  a d m ira t io n  a s  w e l l  a s  p i t y :

fe n n e  f a y  b e te n  on f e  b u s k e z , and  b ed e  hym v p ry s e ,
And he  vnso u n d y ly  o u t  s o 3 t  seg g ez  o u e r fw e r t ;
On f e  s e l l o k e s t  swyn sw eged o u t  f e r e ,
Long s y th e n  f r o  f e  so u n d e r  f a t  s i 3 ed  f o r  o ld e ,
F o r he w atz  b rem e, b o r  a l f e r - g r a t t e s t ,
F u l grymme when h e  g ro n y e d ; fe n n e  g re u e d  mony,
F o r f r e  a t  f e  f y r s t  f r a s t  h e  f r y 3 t  t o  f e  e r t h e ,
And s p a r r e d  f o r th  good sp e d  b o u t s p y t  m ore.

•  •  •  •  t

f u l  o f t  he  b y d ez  f e  b a y e ,
And maymez f e  m ute in n  m e lie ;
He h u r t e z  o f  f e  h o u n d ez , and  f a y  
F u l 3 om erly  3 a u le  and  3 e l l e .

(1437-1453)

As a  f i e r c e  f i g h t e r  who i n f l i c t s  a s  w e l l  a s  s u f f e r s  v io le n c e ,  th e  b o a r

i s  a s  e v o c a t iv e  o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a s  a lm o s t a n y th in g  in  th e  poem,

e s p e c i a l l y  in  l i g h t  o f  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  b a t t l e  r h e t o r i c  o f  w hich th e

p a s s a g e  i s  composed:

S c h a lk e z  t o  s c h o te  a t  hym schowen t o  f e n n e ,
H aled  to  hem o f  h e r  a re w e z , h i t t e n  hym o f t ;
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B ot fie p o y n te z  p a y re d  a t  f e  p y th  f a t  p y 3 t  in  h i s  s c h e ld e z ,
And f e  b a rb e z  o f  h i s  brow e b i t e  non w olde— 
f a 3  f e  schauen  s c h a f t  so h y n d ered  in  p e c e z , 
f e  hede hyppede a3ayn w e re - s o -e u e r  h i t  h i t t e .
B ot quen f e  d y n te z  hym d e re d  o f  h e r  d r y 3 e s t r o k e z ,  
f e n ,  braynw od f o r  b a t e ,  on b u rn e z  he r a s e z ,
H u rtez  hem f u l  h e t e r l y  f e r  h e  f o r t h  h y 3 e z ,
And mony a r 3 ed  f e r a t ,  and on l y t e  d ro 3 e n .

(1454-1463)

As we have  s e e n ,  th e  d e e r  h u n t a l s o  draw s upon t h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r o ic  

d i c t i o n :

f e r  my3 t  mon s e ,  a s  f a y  s l y p t e ,  s l e n t y n f  o f  a rw es—
At vche wende v n d er wande wapped a  f lo n e — 
f a t  b ig ly  b o te  on f e  b ro u n  w ith  f u l  b ro d e  h e d e z .
What! f a y  b ra y e n , and b le d e n ,  b i  bonkkez f a y  d e 3 en .

(1160-1163)

B ut in  t h e  d e e r  h u n t th e  r h e t o r i c  o f  b a t t l e  i s  u sed  more s p a r in g ly  and

p r im a r i ly  s e r v e s  t o  em phasize  th e  p i t i f u l  s u f f e r i n g  o f  h e l p l e s s  v ic t im s

w hose v u l n e r a b i l i t y  i s  made even more p o ig n a n t  by s p e c i f i c  r e f e r e n c e  to

t h e i r  fem ale  g e n d e r:

f a y  l e t  th e  h e r t t e z  h a f  f e  g a t e ,  w ith  f e  h y 3e h e d e s ,  
f e  breme bukkez a l s o  w ith  h o r  b ro d e  paum ez;
F o r f e  f r e  lo rd e  hade d e fe n d e  in  ferm ysoun  tyme 
f a t  f e r  s c h u ld e  no mon meue t o  f e  m ale d e r e .  
f e  h in d e z  w ere h a ld e n  in  w ith  hay! and w ar! 
f e  does d ryuen  w ith  g r e t  dyn t o  f e  depe s la d e z .

(1154-1159)

In  t h e  b o a r  h u n t w here th e  q u a r ry  i s  a  f i g h t e r  a s  w e l l  a s  a  v ic t im ,  th e

h e r o ic  o v e r to n e s  g e n e ra te d  by  th e  r h e t o r i c  convey n o t  o n ly  t h e  s u f f e r in g

and  v io le n c e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  w a r f a r e ,  b u t  th e  f o r t i t u d e

50and  v a lo r  o f  th e  h e r o ic  w a r r io r .  T h is  d u a l i t y  d eep en s and e x te n d s  

th e  o r i g i n a l  p a r a l l e l  be tw een  k n ig h t  and b e a s t  by in v o k in g  m a n 's  h e r o ic  

s t a t u r e  w ith o u t  c e a s in g  t o  p o in t  h i s  m o r t a l i t y .

A lth o u g h  th e  f i g u r a t i v e  an a lo g y  be tw een  th e  h u n te d  b e a s t  and  th e  

h e r o i c  w a r r io r  i s  c a r e f u l l y  m a in ta in e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  e p is o d e ,  th e  

re su m p tio n  o f  th e  b o a r  h u n t a f t e r  th e  in te r v e n in g  te m p ta t io n  scen e  m arks
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a s h i f t  o f  fo c u s .  As th e  h u n t moves to w ard s  i t s  i n e v i t a b l e  c o n c lu s io n ,  

o u r  awe a t  th e  h e r o ic  f e r o c i t y  o f  th e  b o a r  i s  more and more te m p ered  by 

com passion  f o r  h i s  g row ing  f a t i g u e  and f a i l i n g  p ow ers . F i n a l l y ,  d r iv e n  

and f r e n z i e d ,  m ost l i k e  t o  a  doomed f i g h t e r  m aking a l a s t  d e s p e r a te  

s ta n d ,  th e  g r e a t  b e a s t  s ta n d s  a t  b a y , e x h a u s te d  b u t  s t i l l  fo rm id a b le  and 

d a n g e ro u s :

f e r  he bod in  h i s  b a y , t e l  bawemen h i t  b re k e n ,
And madee hym m aw gref h i s  hed  f o r  t o  mwe v t t e r ,
So f e l l e  f lo n e z  f e r  f l e t e  when f e  f o ld  g e d e re d .
B ot 3 e t f e  s t y f f e s t  t o  s t a r t  b i  s to u n d e z  he  made,
T i l  a t  f e  l a s t  he w atz  so  m at he my3 t  no more r e n n e ,
Bot in  f e  h a s t  f a t  h e  my3t he  to  a  h o le  wynnez 
Of a r a s s e  b i  a  ro k k  f e r  re n n e z  f e  b o e rn e .
He g e te  f e  bonk a t  h i s  b a k , b ig y n e z  t o  s c r a p e ,  
f e  f r o f e  femed a t  h i s  moth v n fa y re  b i  f e  w ykez,
W hettez  h i s  w hyte tu s c e z ;  w ith  hym f e n  i r k e d  
A lle  f e  b u rn e z  so  b o ld e  f a t  hym by s to d e n  
To nye hum o n -fe ru m , b o t  n e 3 e hym non d u r s t  

f o r  w ofe ;
He h ad e  h u r t  so  mony b y fo rn e  
f a t  a l  f u 3 t  fe n n e  f u l  lo f e  
Be more w yth h i s  tu s c h e s  t o m e ,
T h a t brem e w atz  and braynw od b o th e .

(1564-1580)

As th e  lo r d  c lo s e s  w ith  th e  b o a r ,  th e  p o e t  s u s t a in s  th e  h e r o ic  p a t t e r n

o f  th e  sc e n e  by d e s c r ib in g  th e  m o r ta l  e n c o u n te r  be tw een  man and b e a s t  in

te rm s  c lo s e ly  p a r a l l e l i n g  t r a d i t i o n a l  r e p r e s e n t a t io n s  o f  s i n g l e  com bat

on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d : " ^

. . . f e  k n y 3 t  com h y m s e lf ,  kachande h i s  b lo n k ,
Sy3  hym byde a t  f e  b a y , h i s  b u rn e z  b y sy d e ;
He l y 3 t e z  lu f l y c h  adoun , le u e s  h i s  c o r s o u r ,
B raydez o u t  a  b r y 3 t  b r o n t  and  b ig l y  f o r t h  s t r y d e z ,
Foundez f a s t  f u r 3  f e  f o r t h  f e r  f e  f e l l e  b y d e z . 
f e  w ylde w a tz  w ar o f  f e  wy3 e w ith  weppen in  h o n d e ,
H ef h y 3 l y  he  h e r e ,  so  h e t t e r l y  he f n a s t
f a t  f e l e  f e r d e  f o r  f e  f r e k e ,  l e s t  f e l l e  hym f e  w o rre .
f e  swyn s e t t e z  hym o u t en  f e  seg g e  e u e n ,
f a t  f e  b u rn e  and  f e  b o r  w ere h o fe  vpon h ep ez
In  f e  wy3 t e s t  o f  f e  w a te r .

(1581-1591)

As th e  b o a r  goes u n d e r ,  h i s  h e a r t  s h a t t e r e d ,  th e  h u n t c lo s e s  on a  d i s t i n c t l y
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e l e g ia c  n o te ,  th e  p o e t  d e s c r ib in g  th e  f a l l  o f  th e  b e a s t  a s  i f  h e  w ere

commemorating th e  d e a th  o f  a  g r e a t  w a r r io r :

F o r fie mon m erkkez hym w e l, a s  f a y  m e tte  f y r s t ,
S e t s a d ly  fie s c h a rp  in  fie s l o t  eu en ,
H it hym vp t o  fie h u l t ,  f ia t fie h e r t  s c h y n d e re d ,
And he  3 a r r a n d e  hym 3 e ld e ,  and  3 edoun fie w a te r  

f u l  t y t .
(1592-1596)

Such l i n e s  p o s s e s s  c o n s id e r a b le  t r a g i c  pow er, even w here t h e i r  a p p l i ­

c a t io n  to  th e  human s i t u a t i o n  rem a in s  f i g u r a t i v e  and o b l iq u e .

L ike th e  d e e r  and  b o a r  h u n ts ,  th e  fo x  h u n t opens w ith  th e  daw ning

day:

fie lo rd e  f a t  h i s  c r a f t e z  k e p e s ,
F u l e r l y  he  w a tz  d i 3 t .
A f te r  m esse a m o rse l h e  and  h i s  men to k e n ;
M iry w atz  f e  m ornyng, h i s  m ounture h e  a s k e s .
A lle  f e  h a p e le s  f a t  on h o r s e  s c h u ld e  h e ld e n  hym a f t e r  
Were boun b u sk e d  on h e r  b lo n k k e z  b i f o r e  f e  h a l l e  3 a t e z .
F e r ly  f a y r e  w a tz  f e  f o ld e ,  f o r  f e  f o r s t  c le n g e d ;
In  re d e  ru d e d e  vpon ra k  r i s e s  f e  su n n e ,
And f u l  c l e r  c o s te z  f e  clow des o f  f e  w elkyn .

(1688-1696)

The d ay b reak  n o te  i s  s t r u c k  a g a in  a t  th e  o u t s e t  o f  th e  c o r re s p o n d in g

te m p ta t io n  scen e  a s  t h e  la d y  ro u s e s  Gawain from  h i s  t r o u b le d  s l e e p :

Ho comez w ith in n e  f e  cham bre d o re ,  and c lo s e s  h i t  h i r  a f t e r ,  
Wayues vp a  wyndow, and  on f e  wy3 e c a l l e z ,
And r a d ly  f u s  r e h a y te d  hym w ith  h i r  r i c h e  w o rd es ,

w i th  c h e re :
'A! mon, how may fo u  s l e p e ,  

f i s  m orn ing  i s  so  c l e r e ? '
(1742-1747)

M oreover, t h e r e  a p p e a rs  t o  b e  a  l i n k  betw een  th e  f r e s h  b e a u ty  o f  th e

m orning  and t h a t  o f  t h e  la d y  h e r s e l f  on t h i s  th e  t h i r d  and  f i n a l  day o f

G aw ain 's  te m p ta t io n :

B ot f e  la d y  f o r  l u f  l e t  n o t  t o  s l e p e ,

B ot ro s  h i r  vp r a d l y ,  ra y k e d  h i r  f e d e r
In  a  mery m a n ty le ,  m ete t o  f e  e r t h e ,
f a t  w atz  f u r r e d  f u l  fy n e  w ith  f e l l e z  w el p u re d ,
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No hwez goud on h i r  hede  b o t  f e  h e 3 e r  s to n e s  
T ra se d  ab o u te  h i r  t r e s s o u r  b e  tw en ty  in  c i u s t e r e s ;
H ir  f ry u e n  fa c e  and h i r  f r o t e  frow en  a l  nak ed ,
H ir  b r e s t  b a r e  b i f o r e ,  and b ih in d e  e k e .

(1733-1741)

The v iv i d  t h r e e - f o l d  g l o r i f i c a t i o n  o f  te m p o ra l l i f e — n a t u r a l  and  s e x u a l—

s t r e s s e s  th e  s e v e r i t y  o f  th e  t e s t ,  t h e  p o e t  c e l e b r a t i n g  th e  jo y s  o f  th e

f l e s h  and th e  w o rld , w h ile  h i s  h e r o ,  on w hat i s  o s t e n s ib l y  h i s  l a s t  f u l l

day on e a r t h ,  s t r u g g le s  a g a i n s t  th e  s e d u c t iv e  charm s o f  an a l l - t o o -

v iv a c io u s  la d y  and th e  p r e s s u r e s  e x e r t e d  by h i s  own i n s t i n c t  f o r  s e l f -  

52p r e s e r v a t io n .  In  any c a s e ,  th e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  dawn o p en in g  i s  immed­

i a t e l y  fo llo w e d  by th e  f a m i l i a r  e x p lo s io n  o f  n o is e  and m o tio n  w hich

53in t r o d u c e s  th e  h u n t i t s e l f :

H u n te re s  v n h a rd e le d  b i  a  h o l t e  s y d e ,
R ocheres roungen  b i  r y s  f o r  r u rd e  o f  h e r  h o m e s ;
Summe f e l  in  f e  f u t e  f e r  f e  fo x  b a d e ,
T ra y le z  o f t  a  t r a u e r e s  b i  t r a u n t  o f  h e r  w y le s ;
A k e n e t  k ry e s  f e r o f ,  f e  h u n t on hym c a l l e s ;
H is  f a l a 3 es  f a l l e n  hym t o ,  f a t  f n a s te d  f u l  f i k e ,
Runned f o r t h  i n  a  r a b e l  in  h i s  r y 3 t  f a r e ,
And he fy s k e z  hem b y f o r e ;  f a y  founden  hym so n e ,
And quen f a y  seg h e  hym w ith  s y 3 t  f a y  su ed  hym f a s t ,
Wre3 ande hym f u l  w e te r ly  w ith  a  w ro th  n o y se .

t  •  •  •  •

Thenne w atz  h i t  l i s t  vpon l i f  t o  ly f e n  f e  h o u n d ez ,
When a l l e  f e  m ute h ad e  hym m e t, menged to g e d e r :
Suche a  s o r 3 e a t  f a t  s y 3 t  f a y  s e t t e  on h i s  hede 
As a l l e  f e  c lam b eran d e  c l y f f e s  hade  c l a t e r e d  on h e p e s ;
H ere he w atz  h a la w e d , when h a f e l e z  hym m e tte n ,
Loude h e  w a tz  3 ayn ed  w ith  3 a ra n d e  sp e c h e ; 
f e r  he w atz  f r e t e d  and  o f t  f e f  c a l l e d ,
And ay f e  t i t l e r e s  a t  h i s  t a y l ,  f a t  t a r y  h e  ne my3 t .

(1697-1726)

D e s p ite  s i m i l a r i t i e s  i n  b a s i c  p a t t e r n ,  t h e  fo x  h u n t d i f f e r s  from  

th e  p r e v io u s  h u n ts  in  a  num ber o f  im p o r ta n t  r e s p e c t s .  The m ost s i g n i ­

f i c a n t  o f  t h e s e ,  f o r  o u r  p u rp o s e s  a t  l e a s t ,  i s  in  th e  p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  

n e c e s s i t y .  W hereas th e  d e e r  an d  b o a r  h u n ts  b o th  p r o j e c t  n e c e s s i t y  a t  

th e  l e v e l  o f  f e a r ,  p a i n ,  and  d e a th — th e  b o a r  h u n t s u p e rim p o s in g  upon

t h i s  v i s io n  o f  m o r t a l i t y  th e  h e ro ism  o f  b a t t l e — th e  fo x  h u n t n a rro w s  th e
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ran g e  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  fo c u s in g  on th e  f u t i l i t y  o f  th e  h u n te d  a n im a l 's

e f f o r t s  t o  evade i t s  fo r e o rd a in e d  en d . L ik e  Gawain fe n d in g  o f f  th e

L a d y 's  p e r s i s t e n t  a d v a n c e s ,^  th e  fo x  e x e r c i s e s  g r e a t  s k i l l  and cunn ing

to  e scap e  from  h i s  r e l e n t l e s s  p u r s u e r s :

O ft he w a tz  runnen  a t ,  when he o u t  ra y k e d ,
And o f t  r e l e d  in  a3ay n , so  R en ia rd e  w atz  w y le ,
And 3 e he la d  hem b i  lagm on, fie lo rd e  and h i s  meyny,
On f>is m aner b i  fie m ountes q u y le  m y d -o u e r-v n d e r.

(1727-1730)

B u t, a s  w ith  G awain, a l l  h i s  s t r a ta g e m s  a re  u l t im a te ly  i n  v a in ;  as  he 

t w i s t s  and tu r n s  t o  dodge from  one p e r i l ,  l i k e  th e  k n ig h t  he ru n s  h ead ­

lo n g  i n t o  a n o t h e r : ^

And he t r a n t e s  and to m a y e e z  f iu r3  mony te n e  g re u e ,
H a u ilo u n e z , and  h e rk e n e z  b i  heggez f u l  o f t e .
A t f  e l a s t  b i  a  l i t t e l  d ic h  he  le p e z  o u e r  a s p e n n e ,
S te l e z  o u t  f u l  s t i l l y  b i  a s t r o t h e  r a n d e ,
Went h a f  w y l t  o f  fie wode w ith  w y lez  f r o  pe  h o undes; 
fienne w atz  he w en t; e r  he w y s t, t o  a  w a le  t r y s t e r ,  
p e r  p r e  p ro  a t  a  f r i c h  f i r a t  hym a t  ones 

a l  g ra y e .
He b le n c h e d  a 3 ayn b i ly u e  
And s t i f l y  s t a r t  o n - s t r a y ,
W ith a l l e  f e  wo on ly u e  
To fie wod he w ent away.

(1707-1718)

F i n a l l y ,  j u s t  as  G aw ain, s u c c e s s f u l ly  e lu d in g  th e  L a d y 's  s e x u a l  a d v a n c e s ,

f a l l s  p re y  to  h e r  o f f e r  o f  th e  "m agic" l u f - l a c e , th e  fo x ,  s e e k in g  to

e sc a p e  th e  s h a rp  edge o f  B e r c i l a k 's  sw ord , i s  s e t  upon and  p u l l e d  down

by th e  p u r s u in g  h o u n d s :

3 e t  i s  f e  lo rd e  on fie la u n d e  le d a n d e  h i s  gomnes.
He h a tz  f o r f a r e n  f i i s  fo x  f ia t  he  f o l 3 ed  lo n g e ;
As he s p r e n te  o u e r  a  spenne  to  spye fie sc h rew e , 
f e r  a s  he  h e rd  fie howndes f ia t  h a s te d  hym sw yf e ,
Renaud com r ic h c h a n d e  fiur3  a  r o 3 e g re u e ,
And a l l e  f e  r a b e l  in  a  r e s  r y 3 t  a t  h i s  h e l e z .  
fie wy3 e w a tz  w ar o f  f e  w y ld e , and w a r ly  a b id e s ,
And b ra y d e z  o u t  pe  b r y 3 t  b ro n d e , and  a t  f e  b e s t  c a s te z .
And he s c h u n t f o r  fie s c h a rp ,  and  s c h u ld e  h a f  a r e r e d ;
A each  ra p e s  hym t o ,  r y 3 t  e r e  he  my3 t ,
And r y 3 t  b i f o r e  f e  h o rs  f e t e  pay  f e l  on hym a l l e  
And w o rie d  me f i s  w yly w yth a  w ro te  n o y se .

(1894-1905)
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W ith r e s p e c t  t o  Gawain who hopes t o  escap e  from  h i s  jo p a rd e  by means o f

th e  L a d y 's  ta l i s m a n ,  th e  a b ru p t  and v io l e n t  t e r m in a t io n  o f  th e  h u n t i s

p a r t i c u l a r l y  om inous:

And sy fe n  f a y  ta n  R eynarde,
And ty ru e n  o f  h i s  c o te .

(1920-1921)

The s k in n in g  o f  th e  fo x  i s  an a b b re v ia te d  fo rm  o f  th e  b re a k in g  o f  t h e  

b e a s t  w ith  w hich th e  d e e r  and  b o a r  h u n ts  c o n c lu d e . F o r a l l  th e  a r i s t o ­

c r a t i c  s k i l l  d is p la y e d  in  th e  b re a k in g  down o f  th e  c a r c a s s , 5 6  e ach  o f  

th e s e  p a s sa g e s  em p h a siz e s  th e  v io l e n t  d e a th  o f  th e  s l a i n  an im al and  f o r e ­

shadow s G aw ain 's  im pend ing  b e h e a d in g  a t  th e  G reen C h a p e l .

G aw ain 's  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  D eath a t  th e  G reen C hapel i s  o f  c o u rs e

a n t i c i p a t e d  n o t  o n ly  by th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  t h e  c h a s e ,  b u t  by th e  o v e r a l l

r h e t o r i c  o f  th e  t h r e e  h u n t s c e n e s  and th e  w in t e r  jo u rn e y  e p iso d e s  a s  

w e l l .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  th e  jo u r n e y s ,  h u n ts  and th e  b e h e a d in g  

scene®® i s  in  f a c t  m arked  by a  r a t h e r  s t r i k i n g  v e r b a l  p a r a l l e l .  As h e  

commences h i s  q u e s t ,  on h i s  way from  C am elot t o  H a u td e s e r t ,  Gawain— a l  

o n e -s u f f e r s  th e  s e v e r i t i e s  o f  th e  fro z e n  w in t e r  w a s te la n d :

Ner s la y n  w yth  fie s l e t e  he s le p e d  i n  h i s  y m e s
Mo n y 3 t e z  f e n  inno g h e  in  naked  ro k k e z ,
f e r  a s  c l a t e r a n d e  f r o  f e  c r e s t  f e  c o ld e  b o rn e  re n n e z ,
And henged  h e 3 e o u e r  h i s  hede in  h a r d  i i s s e - i k k l e s .

(729-732)

The sound o f  th e  i c y  s t r e a m  c l a t t e r i n g  from  th e  m oun ta in  i s  r e c a l l e d  by

th e  c ra c k in g  h o rn  b l a s t s  w hich v i o l e n t l y  ech o  from  th e  c l i f f s  d u r in g  th e

d e e r  h u n ts :

H u n te rez  w yth  h y 3 e h o rn e  h a s te d  hem a f t e r
Wyth su ch  a  c rak k an d e  k ry  a s  K ly f f e s  haden  b r u s te n .

(1165-1166)

And a g a in ,  d u r in g  th e  fo x  h u n t ,  th e  c lam or o f  th e  hounds i s  com pared 

w ith  c l u s t e r i n g  c l i f f s  c l a t t e r i n g  in  h e a p s :

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



290

Suche a s o r 3 e a t  f a t  s y 3 t  f a y  s e t t e  on h i s  hede
As a l l e  f e  c lam berande  c l y f f e s  hade  c l a t e r e d  on h e p e s .

(1721-1722)

F i n a l l y ,  a l l  echoes c o n v e rg e  and c u lm in a te  a s  Gawain a p p ro a c h e s  th e  

G reen C hapel and th e  s i n i s t e r  sound o f  t h e  G reen K n igh t m e lo d ra m a tic a lly  

w h e t t in g  h i s  ax c l a t t e r s  among th e  c l i f f s  a s  i f  th e y  w ere a b o u t t o  s p l i t  

a s u n d e r :

Q uat! h i t  c l a t e r e d  in  f e  c l y f f ,  a s  i t  c le u e  s c h u ld e ,
As one vpon a  g ry n d e ls to n  had e  g rounden  a s y f e .
W hat! h i t  w h a rre d  and w h e t t e , a s  w a te r  a t  a  m u ln e ;
WhatI h i t  ru s c h e d  and ro n g e , raw fe  to  h e re .

(2201 -2 2 0 4 )59

Such c l e a r - c u t  v e r b a l  p a r a l l e l s  can n o t s im p ly  b e  p a s s e d  o f f  a s  th e  random 

a c c id e n t s  o f  o r a l  p o e t r y .  R a th e r , th e y  a r e  a t  l e a s t  tw o , and  p e rh a p s  

t h r e e  la y e r s  o f  n e c e s s i t y  conveyed and  s u s t a in e d  by th e  r h e t o r i c  o f  n a tu re  

in  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t. The S easo n s  P assag e  p r o j e c t s  n e c e s s i t y  

a s  t im e ,  i t s  p a t t e r n  o f  c y c l i c a l  r e c u r r e n c e  and m u ta b i l i ty  r e f l e c t i n g  

th e  c h a n g e le s s  ch an g e , th e  perm anen t im perm anence o f  a l l  te m p o ra l th i n g s ,  

n a t u r a l  and human. The w in te r  jo u rn e y  and  h u n t sc e n e s  p r o j e c t  n e c e s s i ty  

a s  m o r t a l i t y :  th e  jo u rn e y s  a s  i s o l a t i o n ,  a l i e n a t i o n ,  and  e x i l e ;  th e  h u n ts  

a s  f e a r ,  s u f f e r in g ,  a n d  d e a th .  In  th e  shadow o f  t h i s  m u l t i - f a c e t e d

n e c e s s i t y ,  G aw ain 's  p e n ta n g le  s ta n d s  f o r  t h e  v a l i d i t y  o f  human i d e a l s ,

s e r v in g  a s  an a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  man in  t h e  f a c e  o f  t h a t  w hich  f r u s t r a t e s  

h i s  d e e p e s t  a s p i r a t i o n s  and  d e n ie s  h i s  v a lu e .  More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  each  

p a r t i c u l a r  l e v e l  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i s  yoked  w ith  a  c o r re s p o n d in g  p e n ta g o n a l 

v i r t u e :  t r a n s i e n c e  i s  p a i r e d  w ith  t r a w f e , m an’s a t te m p t t o  a c h ie v e  

perm anence and s t a b i l i t y  in  th e  te m p o ra l w o r ld ; th e  t r a v a i l s  o f  w in te r  

e x i l e  a r e  ran g ed  a g a i n s t  c o r ta y s y e , m a n 's  a t te m p t  to  overcom e h i s  o r i g i n a l  

i s o l a t i o n  and  a l i e n a t i o n  th ro u g h  c i v i l i z a t i o n  and human com m unity; and 

m o r t a l i t y — f e a r ,  p a i n ,  and  d e a th — i s ,  a s  i s  custom ary  in  th e  h e r o ic
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w o rld , m et w ith  c o u ra g e , w h ich , a l th o u g h  n o t s t r i c t l y  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  one

o f  G aw ain 's  p e n ta g o n a l q u a l i t i e s  i s ,  a s  we s h a l l  s e e ,  e s s e n t i a l  t o  them

all.®-*- T hese t h r e e — t r o t h ,  c o u r te s y ,  and  c o u ra g e — a re  th e  m a in s ta y  o f

th e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l  c e le b r a te d  in  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t.

B e fo re  tu r n in g  o u r  f u l l  a t t e n t i o n  to  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  be tw een  h e ro ism

and n e c e s s i t y ,  i t  m ig h t be  o f  some v a lu e  t o  exam ine th e  way in  w hich  th e

r h e t o r i c a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i s  r e in f o r c e d  s t r u c t u r a l l y ,

p a r t i c u l a r l y  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  th e  B ru tu s  bokez fram e w hich e n c lo s e s  th e

n a r r a t i v e .  E a r l i e r  we n o te d  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  th e  c y c l i c a l

s t r u c t u r e  and  th e  th e m a tic  c o n te n t  o f  th e  S easons P a s sa g e , o b s e rv in g  t h a t

th e  c i r c u l a r  form  o f  th e  v e r s e  p a r a l l e l s  i t s  m eaning by m i r r o r in g  th e

r e c u r r e n t  c y c le  o f  s e a so n s  and y e a r s .  L ik e  th e  S easons P a s sa g e , Gawain

and th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  c y c l i c a l  in  s t r u c t u r e .  Framed a t  e i t h e r  end  by

th e  B ru tu s  bo k ez  a c c o u n t o f  th e  T ro ja n  o r i g i n s  o f  E u ro p e , th e  peom— l i k e

th e  p a s s a g e — comes f u l l  c i r c l e  w ith  w hat i s ,  f o r  a l l  i n t e n t s  and  p u rp o s e s ,

a r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  i t s  o p en in g  l i n e :  S i£ en  (A f t e r ) §e  seg e  (seg g e) and fie

a s s a u t  (a s a u te )  w atz  s e s e d  a t  T r o y e .®^ H e re , a s  in  th e  S easo n s P a s s a g e ,

form  r e f l e c t s  m eaning , c y c l i c a l  r e c u r r e n c e  im p ly in g  th e  u l t im a te  v a n i ty

o f  human e n d e a v o r . We end w here we b e g a n . N o th in g  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y

changed  by  G aw ain’s  a d v e n tu re ,  i t s e l f  b u t  one o f  mony a u n te r e z  w hich  h e r e -

63b e fo rn e  h a f  f a l l e n  suche  e r  f i i s  (2 5 2 7 -2 5 2 8 ). H is to r y ,  l i k e  tim e  and 

n a t u r e ,  r e v o lv e s  e n d l e s s l y ,  human e v e n ts  se e m in g ly  a s  p u r p o s e le s s  and

CL A
r e p e a ta b le  a s  s e a s o n s  and y e a r s .

The m u ta b i l i ty  a s  w e l l  a s  th e  v a n i ty  o f  te m p o ra l e v e n ts  i s  s t r e s s e d

by th e  B ru tu s  bokez fram e o f  t h e  poem, p a r t i c u l a r l y  in  th e  i n i t i a l  s ta n z a s

w hich  p o r t r a y  h i s t o r y  n o t o n ly  a s  a  c e a s e le s s  ro u n d  o f  r e c u r r e n c e ,  b u t  as

65an u n s ta b le  f lu x  o f  t r a n s i e n c e  and  u n c e r t a in t y .  U n lik e  B eow ulf w hich
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b e g in s  w ith  a b e g in n in g  ( th e  m ira c u lo u s  coming o f  s c y ld )  , Gawain and  th e

G reen K n ig h t opens w ith  an e n d in g — th e  f a l l  o f  T roy— , th e  i n i t i a l  v e rs e

p o i n t i n g  th e  i r r e p a r a b l e  d e s t r u c t io n  o f  th e  c i t y  a s  i t  p ro c e e d s  from

s ie g e  and  a s s a u l t  to  em bers an d  a s h e s :

S ifien  fie sege  and j>e a s s a u t  w atz  s e s e d  a t  T ro y e ,
§e  b o r 3  b r i t t e n e d  and  b r e n t  t o  b ro n d es  and  a s k e z .

( 1- 2 )

T h is  " e n d in g ,"  how ever, i s  a l s o  a  b e g in n in g ,  p re s a g in g  n o t  o n ly  th e

fo u n d in g  o f  Rome b u t— to  th e  m e d ie v a l h i s t o r i a n ,  a t  l e a s t —th e  b i r t h  o f

"m odem " h i s t o r y . T h u s  A eneas and h i s  n o b le  kinsm en r i s e  p h o e n ix - l ik e

from  t h e  T ro ja n  a sh e s  t o  found  kingdom s a l l  a c ro s s  W este rn  E u ro p e ,

p a r e n t h e t i c a l l y  ad d in g  to  th e  p e r p e tu a l  f lu x  o f  h i s t o r y  by su b d u in g

p ro u in c e s  in  th e  p ro c e s s :

H i t  w atz  E n n ias  £e  a t h e l ,  and  h i s  h ig h e  k y n d e ,
§ a t  s if ie n  d e p re c e s  p r o u in c e s ,  and p a tro u n e s  b icom e
W elne3 e o f  a l  £e w e le  in  §e  w e s t i l e s .
F ro  r ic h e  Romulus t o  Rome r i c c h i s  hym swyfie,
W ith g r e t  bobbaunce § a t  b u r 3  h e  b ig e s  ypon f y r s t ,
And neu en es h i t  h i s  aune nome, as  h i t  now h a t ;
T i r iu s  t o  Tuskan and  t e l d e s  b ig y n n e s ,
L angberde in  L um bardie l y f t e s  vp hom es,
And f e r  o u e r  §e  F ren ch  f lo d  F e l i x  B ru tu s  
On mony bonkkes f u l  b ro d e  B re ta y n  h e  s e t t e z

w yth w ynne. c _
(5 -1 5 )67

W ith t h e  jo y o u s fo u n d in g  o f  B r i t a i n ,  th e  g e o g ra p h ic a l  fo c u s  n a rro w s;

b u t  t h e  s t r e s s  on th e  u n c e r t a in t y  and  i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  human e v e n ts  i s ,  i f

a n y th in g ,  i n t e n s i f i e d ,  a s  B r i t i s h  h i s t o r y  v e r t i g in o u s ly  f l u c t u a t e s

b e tw een  b l y s s e , b lu n d e r , w e r r e , w ra k e , and  w onder b e f o r e  c u lm in a t in g  a t

l a s t  i n  th e  m arve lous r e ig n  o f  K ing A r th u r :

. . . W erre and  w rake and  wonder 
By s y fe z  h a t z  w ont f ie r in n e ,
And o f t  bo&e b ly s s e  and  b lu n d e r  
F u l s k e te  h a t z  s k y f te d  sy n n e .

And quen j?is B re ta y n  w a tz  b ig g e d ^ b i f iis  b u m  ry c h ,
B o lde b red d en  § e r in n e ,  b a r e t  f ia t  lo fd e n ,
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In  mony tu rn e d  tyme te n e  j i a t  w ro 3 t e n .
Mo f e r ly e s  on f i is  f o ld e  han  f a l l e n  h e r  o f t  
§en  in  any o f e r  f ia t  I  w o t,  syn  § a t  i l k e  tym e.
B ot o f  a l l e  f ia t h e re  b u l t ,  o f  B re tay g n e  k y n g es ,
Ay w atz  A rth u r  §e h e n d e s t ,  a s  I  h a f  h e rd e  t e l l e .

(16-26)

At th e  o th e r  en d , a s  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n igh t w inds t o  a  c lo s e ,  

t h e  B ru tu s  bokez fram e a g a in  p o i n t s  th e  e p h e m e ra li ty  o f  te m p o ra l t h i n g s , 

t h i s  tim e  by a  p ro g re s s iv e  d i s t a n c in g  from  th e  com ple ted  a c t io n  o f  th e  

n a r r a t i v e ,  w h ich , a s  we draw up and  aw ay, re c e d e s  f u r th e r  and  f u r t h e r
C Q

i n t o  an i r r e m e d ia b le  p a s t .  F i r s t  we a r e  made c o g n iz a n t o f  th e  d i s ta n c e

s e p a r a t i n g  us from  th e  A r th u r ia n  s e t t i n g  o f  th e  romance a s  G aw ain 's

a d v e n tu re  i s  r a t h e r  ab rup tly® ^ rem oved from  th e  " c o n tin u o u s  p r e s e n t "  o f

th e  n a r r a t i v e  and s i t u a t e d  in  t h e  now e x p l i c i t l y  bygone days o f  A r th u r :

f>us in  A rth u ru s  day f i s  a u n te r  b i t i d d e .
(2522)

N e x t, t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  cu rv e  b e tw een  a u d ie n c e  and  n a r r a t i v e  i s  le n g th e n e d ,

‘ C am elot lo c a te d  somewhere on a  te m p o ra l h o r iz o n  w hich s t r e t c h e s  backw ard

t o  t h e  f a l l  o f  T roy:

SyjSen B ru tu s ,  £e b o ld e  b u m e ,  b o 3 ed  h id e r  f y r s t ,
A f te r  §e segge  and  £ e  a s a u te  w atz  s e s e d  a t  T ro y e , 

iw y s se ,
(2524-2526)

F i n a l l y ,  we view  th e  te m p o ra l a c t i o n  from  th e  t i m e l e s s ,  c h a n g e le s s ,

v a n ta g e  p o in t  o f  e t e r n i t y :

Now f ia t  b e re  fie c ro u n  o f  jjjorne,
He b ry n g  vus t o  h i s  b ly s s e !  AMEN.

(2529-2530)

Y e t— c h a n g e , d i s t a n c e ,  and e t e r n i t y  n o t  w i th s ta n d in g — G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu re ,

even  a s  i t  fa d e s  in t o  an u n re c o v e ra b le  p a s t ,  s ta n d s  as  a  l i v i n g  exam ple

o f  w h a t man may w re s t  from  tim e  and  d e a th ;  an a u n t e r , p r e s e r v e d  and

commemorated

. . . i n  fie b e s t  boke o f  rom aunce, 
fie B ru tu s  bokez f ie ro f  b e r e s  w y tte n e s s e .

(2521-2523)
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Thus th e  p o e t 's  f i c t i o n a l  s o u rc e — th e  B ru tu s  bokkez— and h i s  own compo­

s i t i o n — Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t—d o v e t a i l  in  t h e i r  com m itm ent t o  

p r e s e r v e  and c e l e b r a te  th e  h ig h e s t  form s and  id e a l s  o f  human c o n d u c t .7® 

N ot o n ly  th e  fram e o f  th e  poem, b u t  th e  in t r o d u c to r y  a p p a ra tu s  o f  

each  f i t t  c a s t s  a t r a g i c  l i g h t  a c r o s s  i t s  n a r r a t i v e  c o n te n t .  As we have 

j u s t  s e e n ,  th e  F i r s t  F i t t  opens by p la c in g  G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu re  w i th in  th e  

f lu x  o f  tim e  and h i s t o r y .  As f o r  th e  Second F i t t ,  t h a t  b e g in s  w ith  th e  

w heel o f  th e  s e a so n s  and i t s  e l e g i a c  e x p re s s io n  o f  m u t a b i l i ty  and  

r e c u r r e n c e .  A lthough  th e  T h ird  F i t t  does n o t  b e g in  w ith  a  fo rm a l g e n e r ­

a l i z a t i o n  o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  i t  does open w ith  th e  f i r s t  o f  th e  h u n t s c e n e s ,  

th e  d e e r  h u n t w hich so  d r a m a t ic a l ly  conveys th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  f e a r ,  p a i n ,  

and d e a th .  And f i n a l l y ,  t h e  F o u r th  F i t t  commences by r e in t r o d u c in g  th e  

w o rld  o f  w in te r  i n t o  th e  poem, i t s  .-v o ca tio n  o f  unaccom m odated, naked  

m ise ry — b o th  human and w vlde— e x p r e s s ly  l i n k in g  Gawain and h i s  q u e s t  t o  

th e  l a r g e r  w o rld  o f  s u f f e r in g  and d e a th  w hich  th e  jo u rn e y  and  h u n t s c e n e s  

h ad  i n i t i a l l y  in t ro d u c e d :

Now n e 3 ez  f e  Nw 3 e r e ,  and  f e  n y 3 t  p a s s e z ,  
p e  day d ry u ez  t o  pe  d e rk ,  a s  D ry3 te n  b id d e z ;
B o t w ylde w ederez  o f  w o rld e  wakned f e r o u t e ,
Clowdes k e s te n  k e n ly  pe  c o ld e  t o  p e  e r p e ,
Wyth n y 3 e innoghe  o f  f e  n o r f e ,  pe  naked  to  te n e ;  
f e  snawe s n i t e r e d  f u l  s n a r t ,  f a t  snayped  f e  w y lde; 
f e  w erb e la n d e  wynde wapped f r o  pe  h y 3 e ,
And d r o f  vche d a le  f u l  o f  d r y f t e d  f u l  g r e t e .  
pe  le u d e  ly s te n e d  f u l  w e l f a t  l e 3  in  h i s  b ed d e , 
f a 3  he low kez h i s  l i d d e z ,  f u l  l y t t e l  h e  s le p e s ;
B i vch kok f a t  c ru e  h e  knwe w el f e  s te u e n .

(1 9 8 8 -2 0 0 8 )71

In  t h i s  w ay, each  in d iv id u a l  f i t t  opens by  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a  fram ew ork o f  

n e c e s s i t y ,  a  t r a g i c  p e r s p e c t iv e  w h ich  rem a in s  o p e r a t iv e ,  even  when m u ted , 

th ro u g h o u t t h e  e n t i r e  a c t io n  o f  th e  poem.

I f ,  a s  D onald Howard h a s  o b s e rv e d , symmetry i s  th e  dom inan t
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72s t r u c t u r a l  s t r a t e g y  o f  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , and i f ,  a s  we have  

co n ten d ed  a l l  a lo n g ,  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  r e s t s  upon th e  te n s io n  betw een  

n e c e s s i t y  and th e  v a lu e s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  c o d e , th e n  we m igh t re a s o n a b ly  

e x p e c t t h i s  t e n s io n  to  b e  r e f l e c t e d  in  th e  s t r u c t u r a l  o p p o s i t io n s  o f  t h e  

poem. And in d e e d , su ch  i s  th e  c a s e .  E a r l i e r ,  we exam ined th e  S easons 

P assa g e  a t  some l e n g th .  The p a s s a g e , a l th o u g h  c a r e f u l l y  in t e g r a t e d  w i th r  

in  th e  fo rw a rd  flow  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  a c t i o n ,  i s  a  h ig h ly -w ro u g h t ,  r h e t o r i c a l  

e l a b o r a t io n  o f  th e  dom inan t mode o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t . 

S t r u c t u r a l l y  and t h e m a t i c a l l y ,  th e  S easo n s P a ssa g e  i s  b a la n c e d  by th e  

p e n ta n g le  p a s s a g e ,  an e q u a l ly  fo rm al and  h ig h ly -w ro u g h t e l a b o r a t io n  o f  

th e  c h i v a l r i c  v a lu e s  w h ich , in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, r e p r e s e n t  th e  

h ig h e s t  a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  m ankind. H ere i n  th e  b a la n c e d  o p p o s i t io n  o f  w hat 

c l e a r l y  c o n s t i t u t e  t h e  two r h e t o r i c a l  c e n t e r - p i e c e s  o f  th e  poem i s  a 

s t r u c t u r a l  e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  fu n d am en ta l h e r o i c  te n s io n  o f  G aw ain 's  w o r ld . 7 4

As many r e a d e r s  o f  th e  poem have re m a rk e d , th e  p e n ta n g le  r e p r e s e n t s  

an  id e a l  o f  c h i v a l r i c  p e r f e c t io n  w h ere in  c o u r t l y ,  k n ig h t ly ,  and r e l i g i o u s  

v i r t u e s  form  an i n t e r l o c k i n g ,  i n v i o l a t e  u n i t y .  The in te rd e p e n d e n c e  o f  

p e n ta g o n a l v a lu e s  h a s  a  number o f  s i g n i f i c a n t  r a m i f i c a t io n s  f o r  o u r  poem 

and i t s  h e r o .  F o r one th i n g ,  i t  in s u r e s  t h a t  i n s o f a r  a s  th e  c h i v a l r i c  

code i s  c o n c e rn e d , i t  i s  a lw ays a  q u e s t io n  o f  a l l  o r  n o th in g .  A f a i l u r e  

a t  any one p o in t  o f  th e  p e n ta n g le  e n t a i l s  a  v i o l a t i o n  o f  th e  c h i v a l r i c  

code in  i t s  e n t i r e t y . 7^ Thus f o r  Gaw ain, how ever p r e c a r io u s  and com plex 

h i s  q u e s t ,  th e  s t a k e s  a r e  alw ays a b s o lu t e .  B u t w h ile  th e  demands w hich  

p e n ta g o n a l c h i v a l r y  im poses upon i t s  cham pion a r e  r ig o r o u s — a t  tim e s  

seem ing a lm o s t c o n t r a d i c t o r y — t h i s  does n o t  mean t h a t  th e  c h i v a l r i c  code 

i s  u n te n a b le  o r  f a u l t y .  T here  i s  n o th in g  i n h e r e n t l y  im p o s s ib le  ab o u t 

G aw ain 's  t a s k .  He c o u ld  have  s a fe g u a rd e d  h i s  tra w fte , c la n n e s , and
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c o r ta y s y e  by p o l i t e l y  r e j e c t i n g  th e  L a d y 's  d ru ry e  j u s t  a s  h e  had  r e fu s e d  

a l l  h e r  p re v io u s  o f f e r s ,  f u l f i l l i n g  a l l  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n s  w ith o u t  v i o l a t i n g  

th e  p e n ta n g le  a t  any p o i n t  w h a ts o e v e r .7® The le s s o n  t o  b e  drawn from 

Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  n o t t h a t  th e  c h i v a l r i c  code i s  im p e r fe c t  

o r  im p la u s ib le ;  i t  i s  no more so  th a n  any human i d e a l .  The p o in t  i s  t h a t  

man i s  h im se lf ,  by n a t u r e ,  f a l l i b l e — in c a p a b le  o f  p e r f e c t l y  s u s t a in i n g  any 

i d e a l ,  in c lu d in g  one a s  n o b le  and v ia b le  as  c h i v a l r y .  U l t im a te ly ,  

G aw ain 's  s l i p  i s  n o t  a  f a i l u r e  o f  th e  co d e , o r  even  o f  th e  in d i v id u a l ,  

b u t  r a t h e r  a g iv e n  l i m i t a t i o n  o f  th e  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  human c o n d i t io n .

I f  th e  c h i v a l r i c  code i s  n o t  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  f la w e d  o r  m oribund , 

n e i t h e r  i s  i t  a l t o g e t h e r  h e r o ic .  In d e e d , in  c e r t a i n  r e s p e c t s  th e  p en ­

ta g o n a l  id e a l  may be  s a i d  t o  p o in t  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  b e tw een  l a t e  f o u r te e n th  

c e n tu ry  c h iv a l r y  and  t r a d i t i o n a l  A nglo-Saxon h e ro is m . C o n s id e r ,  f o r  

exam ple , th e  p o r t r a y a l  o f  t h e  f iv e  f iv e s  in  th e  p e n ta n g le  p a s s a g e  i t s e l f .  

The p e n ta n g le  can b e  s e e n — and h as  been  se e n — a s  a  c o u r t l y  and C h r i s t i a n

i d e a l  w hich e n t a i l s  am i m p l i c i t  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  more m i l i t a n t  and

77 .m i l i t a r y  a t t i t u d e s  o f  t h e  o ld  h e r o ic  code . I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  th e  f i r s t

o f  th e  f iv e  f i v e s , G aw ain ' s  f a u t l e z  fyue w y t te z , h a s  b een  v iew ed  in  a

r e l i g i o u s  c o n te x t ,  b e in g  ta k e n  t o  mean t h a t  h e  i s  f r e e  o f  th e  s in s  o f

th e  f iv e  s e n s e s . 7 8  The seco n d  o f  th e  f iv e  f i v e s  h a s  r e c e iv e d  s im i l a r

t r e a tm e n t .  One c r i t i c  t a k e s

And e f t e  f a y le d  n e u e r  §e f r e k e  in  h i s  fy u e  fy n g re s
(641)

79to  in d i c a t e  t h a t  Gawain p o s s e s s e s  th e  f iv e  e s s e n t i a l  C h r i s t i a n  v i r t u e s ,  3

w h ile  a n o th e r ,  u n co n v in ced  by t h i s  r e a d in g ,  cam f i n d  no p e r t i n e n t  s i g -

80n i f i c a n c e  in  G aw ain 's  u n f a i l i n g  f iv e  f in g e r s  a t  a l l .  As f o r  th e  t h i r d  

and  fo u r th  f i v e s , t h e  fy u e  woundez and th e  fy u e  jo y e z  h av e  been  assum ed 

to  b e  s o le l y  C h r i s t i a n  i n  t h e i r  c o n n o ta t io n s ,  w h ile  t h e  l a s t  o f  th e  f iv e
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f i v e s — fra u n c h y s e  and  f e l a 3 s c h y p , c l a n n e s , c o r t a y s y e , and  p i t e —h av e  

b e e n  r e g a r d e d  a s  a  c o m p ila t io n  o f  e s s e n t i a l l y  c o u r t l y  a n d , i n  th e  c a s e

81o f  c la n n e s  and  p o s s ib ly  p i t e  (w hich can  mean " p i e t y ” a s  w e l l  a s  " p i t y " ) , 

r e l i g i o u s  v i r t u e s .

Now, i f  i t  w ere  t r u e  t h a t  G aw ain 's  i d e a l  r e p r e s e n te d  o n ly  c o u r t l y

an d  r e l i g i o u s  a t t i t u d e s ,  th e n  we w ould  be f o r c e d  t o  co n c lu d e  t h a t  t h e  .

i r o n  h a d  in d e e d  gone o u t  o f  c h iv a l r y  an d  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r o i c  i d e a l s

p la y  no s i g n i f i c a n t  r o l e  in  th e  poem. H ow ever, when we s u b je c t  th e

p e n ta g o n a l  i d e a l  t o  c l o s e r  s c r u t i n y ,  we soon  f i n d  t h a t  th e  more m i l i t a r y

a s p e c t s  o f  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  co d e , th o u g h  n o t  a lw ay s  p r im a ry ,  a r e  ev ery w h ere

i n  e v id e n c e .  F o r exam ple , w h ile  G aw a in 's  f a u t l e z  fyue  w y tte z  may w e l l

i n d i c a t e  h i s  a b s t in e n c e  from  th e  s i n s  o f  t h e  f l e s h ,  s u r e ly  th e y  a l s o

s u g g e s t  th e  e f f i c a c y  of. h i s  p h y s ic a l  and  m e n ta l pow ers o f  p e r c e p t io n .

I n  t h e  F o u r th  F i t t ,  when Gawain h im s e l f  u s e s  t h e  p h r a s e  a t  th e  G reen  C h ap e l,

t h e  r e f e r e n c e  i s  c l e a r l y  p h y s ic a l  r a t h e r  th a n  s p i r i t u a l :

'Now iw y s s e , ' quo f Wowayn, 'w y s ty  i s  h e r e ;  
f i s  o r i t o r e  i s  v g ly ,  w ith  e rb e z  o u e rg ro w en ;
Wel b isem ez  f e  wy3 e  w ru x le d  i n  g re n e  
D ele h e re  h i s  deuocioun  .on f e  d e u e le z  w yse .
Now I  f e l e  h i t  i s  f e  fe n d e  in  my f i u e  w y t te z ,  
f a t  h a tz  s to k e n  me f i s  s te u e n  to  s t r y e  me h e r e .

(2189-2194)

Gawain h a s  a l re a d y  s l ip p e d  from  t h e .c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l ,  a n d , on th e  e v id e n c e  

o f  t h i s  r e s p o n s e ,  can  no lo n g e r  b e  s a i d  t o  b e  w h o lly  f a u t l e z  i n  h i s  fy u e  

W y tte z . 8 2  G aw ain 's  im p e r f e c t io n  w i l l  b e  f u l l y  d i s c u s s e d  below .. F o r th e  

moment, l e t  us n o te  o n ly  t h a t  h i s  im p a ire d  w y t te z  im p ly  n o t  t h a t  he  h a s  

co m m itted  s in s  o f  t h e  f l e s h ,  b u t  r a t h e r  t h a t  he s u f f e r s  from  an im p er­

f e c t i o n  o f  p e r c e p t io n  o r  ju d g m en t, q u a l i t i e s  t h a t  p e r t a i n  a t  l e a s t  a s  much 

t o  t h e  m e n ta l and p h y s ic a l  a s  t o  t h e  s p i r i t u a l  a s p e c t s  o f  th e  c h i v a l r i c  

c o d e . 8 3
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A g ain , G aw ain 's  u n f a i l i n g  fy u e  fy n g re s  may o r  may n o t  b e  m eant to

c o n ju re  up th e  f i v e  v i r t u e s .  B ut s u r e l y ,  in  a  s c e n e  d e v o te d  to  th e

84arm ing  o f  th e  k n ig h t  f o r  h i s  p e r i l o u s  jo u rn e y ,  when th e  p o e t  r e f e r s  

t o  G aw ain 's  n e v e r  h a v in g  f a i l e d  in  h i s  f i v e  f i n g e r s ,  he  i s  r e f e r r i n g  

p r i n c i p a l l y  t o  G aw ain 's  p row ess o f  hand—h i s  m i l i t a r y  p ro w ess— im p ly in g , 

in  s h o r t ,  t h a t  th e  k n ig h t  h a s  n e v e r  b een  d e f e a te d  in  b a t t l e . E v e n  th e  

s p e c i f i c a l l y  r e l i g i o u s  p o y n te z  o f  th e  p e n ta n g le  p ro v e  upon c l o s e r  exam­

i n a t i o n  t o  b e  d i r e c t l y  l in k e d  t o  c o n v e n t io n a l  h e r o ic  v a lu e s .  The fyue

jo y e z , l i k e  th e  ymage o f  th e  V irg in  w hich  a d o rn s  th e  in n e r  h a l f  o f  

G aw ain 's  s h i e l d ,  s e rv e  n o t  o n ly  as  d e v o t io n a l  s u b j e c t s ,  b u t  p ro v id e  th e  

i n s p i r a t i o n  f o r  G aw ain 's  s t e a d f a s t  co u rag e  on th e  b a t t l e f i e l d :

And q u e r e - s o - e u e r  f y s  mon in  m e lly  w atz  s t a d ,
H is f r o  f o 3 t  w a tz  in  f a t ,  f u r 3  a l l e  o f e r  fy n g e z , 
f a t  a l l e  h i s  f o r s n e s  he  fe n g  a t  f e  fy u e  jo y e z
f a t  f e  hende h eu en -q u en e  had  o f  h i r  c h y ld e ;
A t f i s  cau se  f e  k n y 3t  com lyche h ade
In  f e  in o r e  h a l f  o f  h i s  s c h e ld e  h i r  ymage d e p a y n te d ,
f a t  quen he  b lu s c h e d  f e r t o  h i s  b e ld e  n e u e r  p a y re d .

(644-650)

As f o r  th e  c o u r t l y  and C h r i s t i a n  v i r t u e s  o f  t h e  f i f t h  f i v e ,  a t  l e a s t  

f o u r  o f  th e  f iv e  a r e  in v e s te d  w ith  h e r o ic  c o n n o ta t io n s  w hich Gawain and 

th e  Green K n ig h t i n h e r i t s  from  th e  O ld E n g l is h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n .

F o r exam ple , f ra u n c h y se  and f e l a 3 sch y p — lo o s e ly  c o r re s p o n d in g  to  g e n e r ­

o s i t y  o f  s p i r i t  and  good f e l lo w s h ip — a r e  n o rm a lly  v iew ed a s  c o u r t l y  modes 

o f  s o c i a l  c o n d u c t, t h a t  i s  t o  say  a s  c o u r t i e r  v i r t u e s .  And so  th e y  a r e .  

B ut in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t such  v i r t u e s  a re  n o t  e x e r c is e d  in  

i s o l a t i o n  from  th e  h e r o ic  e x ig e n c ie s  o f  G aw ain 's  q u e s t .  No m a t te r  how 

f e s t i v e  h i s  s u r ro u n d in g s ,  Gawain i s  e v e r  m in d fu l

How f a t  d e s t in e  s c h u ld e  f a t  day d e le  hym h i s  wyrde 
A t f e  g re n e  c h a p e l ,  when h e  f e  gome m e te s ,
And b ih o u e s  h i s  b u f f e t  a b id e  w ith o u te  d e b a te  m ore.

(1752-1754)
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G aw ain 's  magnanimous c o n v i v i a l i t y  and e a sy  m anner a r e  more th a n  th e

g r a c e f u l  acco m p lish m en ts  o f  a  w e l l -b r e d  c o u r t i e r .  In  G aw ain 's  c a s e ,

f ra u n c h y s e  and  f e l a 3 schyp  r e p r e s e n t  th e  c h i v a l r i c  k n i g h t 's  r e s o lv e  to

p ro v e  d a u n t le s s  in  th e  fa c e  o f  death.® ®  The h e r o i c  n a tu r e  o f  G aw ain 's

f ra u n c h y s e  i s  c l e a r l y  e v id e n c e d  on th e  m orn ing  o f  th e  t h i r d  te m p ta t io n —

th e  m o rn in g , t h a t  i s ,  b e fo re  h i s  s te u e n  a t  t h e  G reen C h ap e l. A f te r  a

n ig h t  o f  g loom y, o p p re s s iv e  d ream s, h e  i s  a b r u p t ly  ro u se d  from  h i s  f r o

f o 3 t e s  o f  doom and d e a th  by th e  Lady:

B ot quen f a t  comly com he k e v e re d  h i s  w y t te s ,
Swenges o u t  o f  f e  sw euenes, and  sw arez  w ith  h a s t ,
f e  la d y  lu f ly c h  com l a 3 ande s w e te ,
F e l l e  o u e r  h i s  fa y re  f a c e ,  and  f e t l y  hym k y s se d ;
He welcum ez h i r  w o r f i ly  w ith  a  w a le  c h e re .

(1755-1759)

G aw ain 's  w a le  c h e re  i s  f a r  from r e f l e x i v e .  T h a t he  k e v e re d  h i s  w yytes

im p l ie s  a  c o n s id e r a b le  i n i t i a l  e f f o r t  o f  w i l l ,  an d , in  l i g h t  o f  h i s

q u e s t ,  even  th e  w a lla n d e  jo y e  t h a t  e n su e s  i s  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  w a n tin g  in  

k n ig h t ly  d i s c i p l i n e .  S im i la r ly ,  we a r e  t o l d  t h a t  a f t e r  G aw ain 's  

c o n f e s s io n ,

And s y fe n  h e  mace hym a s  mery among f e  f r e  la d y e s ,
W ith com lych c a r o le s  and a l l e  k y n n es io y e ,
As n e u e r  he  d id  b o t  f a t  d a y e , t o  f e  d e rk  n y 3 t ,  

w ith  b ly s .
Vche mon had  d a y n te  f a r e  
o f  hym, and  s a y d e , 'Iw y s s e ,  
f u s  myrye he w atz  n e u e r  a r e ,
Syn he  com h id e r ,  e r  f i s . 1

(1885-1892)

A d m it te d ly , t h e r e  a r e  a  number o f  ways in  w hich  th e s e  l i n e s  may be

a p p ro a c h e d . 8 7  P e rh a p s  G aw ain 's  h e a r t  h a s  b e e n  l i g h te n e d  by h i s  c o n fe s s io n

in  w hich  th e  p r i e s t

. . . a s o y le d  hym s u r e ly  and  s e t t e  hym so  c le n e  
As domezday sc h u ld e  h a f  ben  d y z t  on f e  m orne.

(1883-1884)
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P e rh a p s ,  to o  th e  "m agic" la c e  h as  g iv e n  him  some d e g re e  o f  renew ed

h o p e . But  how ever we choose  to  view  G aw ain ' s  g r a c io u s  d i s p o r t , i t

m ust n o t  b e  o v e r lo o k e d  t h a t  t h i s  d i s p la y  o f  l i g h t - h e a r t e d  f e l a 3 scyp  o c c u rs

on w hat he  e x p e c ts  to  be h i s  l a s t  f u l l  day on e a r t h ,  a n d , a s  s u c h , b e a r s

w itn e s s  t o  h i s  r e f u s a l  t o  be in t im id a te d  by h i s  im m inen t f a t e . 89

The t h i r d  o f  th e  f i n a l  f i v e s  i s  c l a n n e s , th e  m ost c o n t r o v e r s i a l  o f

G aw ain 's  p e n ta g o n a l  v i r t u e s ,  and th e  l e a s t  l i k e l y  t o  b e  i d e n t i f i e d  w ith

h i s  h e ro ism . One c r i t i c —p e rh a p s  b e c a u se  Gawain i s  c a l l e d  M ary 's

k n i g h t , 9 0  and  p e rh a p s  b e c a u se  th e  te m p ta t io n s  p la y  su ch  a p ro m in e n t p a r t

i n  th e  poem— i s  le d  t o  i d e n t i f y  c la n n e s  w ith  c e l ib a c y  and t o  p la c e  i t  a t

91th e  c e n t e r  o f  G aw ain 's  p e n ta n g le .  A n o th e r a rg u e s  more c o g e n t ly  t h a t

c la n n e s  d o es  n o t  p r e c lu d e  " ' t r w e l u f '  o u ts id e  m a rr ia g e "  and t h a t  i t  p la y s

a  s e c o n d a ry  r o l e  i n  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t . 9 0  A t th e  c ru x  o f  t h i s

d i s p u te  i s  th e  p i v o t a l  p a s sa g e  i n  w hich  Gawain d e f i n i t i v e l y  r e j e c t s  th e

L ady ' s  a d v a n c e s :

F o r f a t  p ry n c e s  o f  p r i s  d e p re s e d  hym so  f i k k e ,
N urned hym so  n e 3 e  f e  f r e d ,  f a t  n ede  hym b ih o u e d  
O fe r  la c h  p e r  h i s  l u f ,  o p er  l o d ly  r e f u s e .
He c a re d  f o r  h i s  c o r ta y s y e ,  l e s t  c r a f a y n  he w ere ,
And more f o r  h i s  m eschef 3 i f  he  s c h u ld e  make sy n n e ,
And be t r a y t o r  t o  f a t  to lk e  f a t  f a t  t e l d e  a 3 t .
'God s c h y ld e , '  q u o f f e  s c h a lk ,  ' f a t  s h a l  n o t  b e f a l l e ! '

(1770-1776)

F o r  S p e a r in g ,  synne means " s e x u a l  s i n , "  w h ile  G aw ain 's  co n ce rn  f o r  

h i s  l o y a l t y  i s  r e l e g a te d  t o  " seco n d  p l a c e . " ® 0  B urrow , on th e  o th e r  

h an d , a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  synne s p e c i f i e d  i n  l i n e  1774 r e f e r s  t o  G aw ain 's  

p o t e n t i a l  b e t r a y a l  o f  h i s  h o s t ,  th e  k n i g h t 's  c h a s t i t y  ta k in g  second  p la c e  

to  h i s  c o n c e rn  f o r  h i s  t r a w f e . 9^ I f  Burrow i s  c o r r e c t ,  and c e r t a i n l y

h i s  r e a d in g  i s  more c o n s i s t e n t  th a n  S p e a r in g 's  w ith  w hat I  u n d e rs ta n d

to  be th e  o v e r r id in g  co n c e rn s  o f  th e  poem, th e n  G aw ain 's  c la n n e s

s e rv e s  p r im a r i ly  a s  a  means o f  u p h o ld in g  h i s  t r a w f e .
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Even i s  S p e a r in g  w ere  c o r r e c t ,  even  i f  c h a s t i t y  w ere p r im a ry ,  G aw ain 's

c la n n e s  w ould  s t i l l  b e  c lo s e ly  l in k e d  w ith  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n s  o f  f e a l t y  t o

h i s  h o s t .  In  o th e r  w o rd s , in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , w h e th e r

c la n n e s  i s  s u b o rd in a te d  to  G aw ain 's  tra w fe  o r  m ere ly  a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  i t ,

f a r  from  b e in g  an e x c l u s i v e ly  r e l i g i o u s  v i r t u e  u t t e r l y  d iv o rc e d  from

h e r o ic  c o n te x t ,  c la n n e s  i s  d i r e c t l y  r e l a t e d  t o  j u s t  th e s e  c h i v a l r i c

v a lu e s  w hich  a r e  m ost r e m in is c e n t  o f  th e  A nglo-Saxon h e r o ic  co d e .

A t th e  end  o f  th e  f iv e  f iv e s  i s  c o r ta y s y e , ^  one o f  G aw a in 's  m ost

e s s e n t i a l  v i r tu e s ,^ ®  an d , i f  we can  t r u s t  t h e  o p in io n  o f  B e r c i l a k 's

c o u r t ,  th e  one f o r  w hich  he  i s  m ost renow ned:

Vch seg g e  f u l  s o f t l y  say d e  t o  h i s  f e r e :
'Now s c h a l  we sem lych  se  s l e 3 t e z  o f  few ez 
And f e  t e c c h e l e s  te rm e s  o f  t a l k i n g  n o b le ,
Wich sp ed e  i s  in  sp ech e  v n sp u rd  may we l e r n e ,
Syn we h a f  fonged  f ia t  fyne  f a d e r  o f  n u r tu r e .
God h a t z  geuen vus h i s  g ra c e  g o d ly  f o r  so fie , 
f a t  su ch  a  g e s t  a s  Gawan g r a u n t e z  vus to  h a u e ,
Wher b u m e z  b ly f e  o f  h i s  b u r f e  s c h a l  s i t t e  

and sy n g e .
In  menyng o f  m anerez m ere 
f i s  b u m e  now s e a l  vus b ry n g ,
I  ho p e  f a t  may hym h e re  
S c h a l l e r n e  o f  l u f - t a l k y n g . '

(915-927)

G aw ain 's  c o u r te s y  h a s  b een  th e  s u b je c t  o f  a  good d e a l  o f  c lo s e  a t t e n t i o n
QQ f

and v a lu a b le  com m entary. F o r th e  moment, I  w ould l i k e  t o  c o n c e n t r a te  

on th e  h e r o ic  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  c o r ta y s y e  in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t.

T h is  i s  l a r g e l y  a  q u e s t io n  o f  r e c o g n iz in g  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  

G aw ain 's  c o u r te s y  and th e  i d e a l  o rd e r  o f  th e  c h i v a l r i c  w o r ld  h e  r e p r e s e n t s .

One o f  th e  m a jo r a n t i t h e s e s  in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t depends 

upon a  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  in d o o rs  and o u td o o r s ,  a  c o n t r a s t  betw een  th e  

f e s t i v e  c o u r ts  a t  C am elot and  H a u td e s e r t  on th e  one h an d , an d , on th e  

o th e r ,  th e  ru g g ed  w in te r  t e r r a i n  w hich d o m in a tes  th e  jo u rn e y  and h u n t 

e p i s o d e s . ^  The e l a b o r a te  c o n t r a s t  r e f l e c t s  th e  f a m i l i a r  m ed iev a l
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o p p o s i t io n  betw een  un tam ed  n a tu r e  and  th e  n o b le  o r d e r  o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c  

c i v i l i z a t i o n .  In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t r e c a l l s  

B eow ulf, G aw ain 's  c o u r te s y  r e m in is c e n t  o f  th e  v a lu e s  o f  th e  c i v i t a s  in  

th e  o ld e r  poem.*®® Of c o u rs e  th e r e  a r e  s e r io u s  d i s t i n c t i o n s  t o  be 

drawn betw een  th e  m anner i n  w hich  th e  Beow ulf and Gawain p o e t s  h a n d le  

th e  o p p o s i t io n  b e tw een  in d o o rs  and  o u td o o rs  in  th e  r e s p e c t iv e  w o rk s . In  

B eow ulf—a  h e r o ic  poem— th e  d icho tom y betw een c i v i t a s  and  w a s te la n d  

i s  fu n d a m e n ta l, d e s p e r a t e ,  and  d e f i n i t i v e — a  d i r e c t  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  

th e  t r a g i c  d i a l e c t i c  w h ich  g o v e rn s  th e  h e r o 's  w orld .*® * In  Gawain and  

th e  G reen K n ig h t, a  m ixed  o r  m u l t i - f a c e t e d  poem b a s e d  upon a  r i c h  and 

p e r p e t u a l l y  s h i f t i n g  b a n c e  o f  rom ance, com ic, and  h e r o ic  v ie w p o in ts ,  

th e  a l t e r n a t i o n  o f  in d o o r s  and o u td o o rs  i s  n e i t h e r  so  s t a r k  n o r  so  

ab so lu te .* ® ^  T hese r e s e r v a t i o n s  n o tw ith s ta n d in g ,  i t  i s  a p p a r e n t  t h a t  in  

Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t th e  r i t u a l s  w hich g o v ern  e v e ry  a s p e c t  o f  

c h i v a l r i c  a c t i v i t y ,— f e a s t s ,  h u n ts ,  gam es, d ep o rtm e n t and d i s c o u r s e — a r e ,

in  S p e a r in g 's  w o rd s, " s o c i a l  sa c ra m e n ts  . . .  o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c  l i f e  . . .

1 0 1a  sym bol o f  th e  v i t a l  bonds by w hich  s o c ie ty  i s  h e ld  t o g e t h e r . "  Nor 

do th e  e l a b o r a te  r u l e s  o f  c o u r t l y  co n d u c t r e p r e s e n t  m e re ly  a  means o f  

g ra p p lin g  w ith  en c ro a ch m en ts  from  w ith o u t— o u t la n d is h  in v a d e r s ,  f e r l y  

s o r c e r e s s e s ,  o r  th e  m ore f a m i l i a r  im pingem ents o f  w in te r  n a t u r e .  Man 

m ust a l s o  come to  g r ip s  w ith  h i s  own " lo w er"  n a tu re .* ® ^  The i n t e r p l a y  

o f  th e  h u n t and  te m p ta t io n  s c e n e s  d e m o n s tra te s  t h a t  i n  th e  f a c e  o f  d e a th ,  

human and an im al n a tu r e s  c o n v e rg e . The le s s o n  o f  th e  b e n t - f e l d e  i s  

d r iv e n  home in  th e  c a s t l e  cham ber w here th e  p ro m p tin g s  o f  G aw a in 's  own 

an im a l n a tu r e — h i s  s e x u a l  u rg e s  an d , more p a r t i c u l a r l y ,  h i s  i n s t i n c t  f o r  

s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n — je o p a r d iz e  h i s  c h iv a l r y  and p e rh a p s  h i s  l i f e . * ® 5 

In  t h i s  c o n te x t ,  c h i v a l r i c  c o u r te s y — m an 's  r e f u s a l  to  l i v e  a t  th e  l e v e l
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o f  b r u te  i n s t i n c t — h i s  a t te m p t  t o  re sh a p e  h i s  l i f e  a c c o rd in g  t o  th e

h ig h e s t  s ta n d a r d s  and  i d e a l s  o f  human c o n d u c t— s i g n i f i e s  n o t  o n ly  th e

a g e - o l d  s t r u g g le  b e tw e e n  men and  n a t u r e ,  b u t  m an 's  d e fe n s e  a g a i n s t  h i s

own n a t u r a l  a p p e t i t e s  and  im p u ls e s . F a r  from  a  g r a tu i to u s  e x e r c i s e  o f  

106e f f e t e  e le g a n c e , c o r ta y s y e  u l t im a te ly  p ro v e s  t o  be  a  h e r o ic  v i r t u e ,

a  n o b le  a f f i r m a t io n  o f  human v a lu e  in  th e  f a c e  o f  n e c e s s i t y .

T here i s  a  se c o n d  f a c e t  o f  G aw ain 's  c o u r te s y  w h ich , i f  l e s s  d ra m a tic ,

i s  no l e s s  im p o r ta n t :  G aw a in 's  r e s p e c t  f o r  th e  human w o rth  o f  human

b e in g s — s u b o rd in a te s  and  m e n ia ls  a s  w e l l  a s  h i s  p e e r s  and  com rades o f  

107th e  Round T a b le . T h is  a s p e c t  o f  c o u r te s y  em erges m ost c l e a r l y  i n  an

am using b u t  e a r n e s t  d e b a te  b e tw een  Gawain and th e  Lady c o n c e rn in g  th e

n a tu re  o f  c o r ta y s y e  i t s e l f :

And w yth a  l u f ly c h  lo k e  he  la y d e  hym f y s e  w ordez:
'S i r ,  3 i f  3 e be  Wawen, w onder me fy n k k e z ,

Wy3 e f a t  i s  so  w el w ra s t  alw ay to  god ,
And connez no.t o f  compaynye f e  c o s te z  v n d e r ta k e ,

•  •  •  «  •

3 e t  I  kende yow o f  k y s s y n g , ' q u o f f e  c l e r e  f e n n e ,
'Q u e re -so  c o u n te a u n c e  i s  co u fe  q u ik ly  t o  claym e; 

f a t  b icum es vche a  k n y 3 t  f ia t  c o r ta y s y e  v s e s . '
'Do w ay' q u o f  f a t  d e r f  mon, 'my d e r e ,  f a t  sp e c h e ,
F o r f a t  d u r s t  I  n o t  do , l e s t  I  deuayed  w ere ;
I f  I  w ere w ern ed , I  w ere w rang , iw y sse , 3 i f  I  p r e f e r e d .  '
'Ma f a y , ' q u o f  f e  m ere w yf, '3 e  may n o t be  w ern ed ,
3e a r  s t i f  in n o g h e  to  c o n s tra y n e  w yth s t r e k f e ,  3 i f  yow ly k e z ,
3 i f  any w ere  so  v i la n o u s  f a t  yow devaye w o ld e . '

(1480-1497)

A cco rd in g  to  Burrow :

I t  may a p p e a r  a t  f i r s t  s i g h t  t h a t  th e  la d y  h a s  r e s o r t e d  
to  a  c ru d e ly  p r o v in c i a l  ap p ro ac h ; b u t  h e r  w o rd s , a s  
b e f o r e ,  a r e  l e s s  c ru d e  th a n  th e y  lo o k . They in v o lv e ,  
in  f a c t ,  a  q u i t e  s u b t l e  s o p h i s t r y ,  w hich can  be  s t a t e d  
in  th e  fo l lo w in g  s y l l o g i s t i c  form ; Anyone who r e f u s e s  
you i s  a  v i l l e i n  (b eca u se  o n ly  a  v i l l e i n  c o u ld  f a i l  t o  
a p p r e c ia te  y o u r  e x c e l l e n c e ) ; b u t  i t  i s  l e g i t i m a te  to  
u se  fo rc e  on a  v i l l e i n  (t e s t e  A nreas C a p e lla n u s  and 
o t h e r s ) ; t h e r e f o r e  i t  i s  l e g i t i m a te  f o r  you to  u se  
fo rc e  on anyone who r e f u s e s  y o u . ^ 8
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G aw ain 's  r e t o r t ,  w h ile  re m a in in g  w e ll  w i th in  th e  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  th e  on ­

g o in g  v e r b a l  c o n t e s t  betw een  th e  k n ig h t  and th e  L ady, e n t a i l s  a  s u b t l e  

r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e  L a d y 's  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  c o u r te s y  a s  l i t t l e  more th a n  

a  c o u r t l y  game, a  v iew  w hich v i o l a t e s  t h e  m ost b a s i c  t e n e t s  o f  human 

com munity:

'3 e ,  b e  G o d ,' q u o f Gawayn, 'g o o d  i s  y o u r  sp e c h e ,
B ot f r e t e  i s  v n fry u an d e  in  fe d e  f e r  I  le n d e ,
And vch  g i f t  f a t  i s  geuen n o t  w ith  goud w y l l e . '

(1498-1500)

The c o r ta y s y e  w hich Gawain r e p r e s e n t s , th e  c o u r te s y  p r a c t i c e d  by A r th u r ia n

c h i v a l r y ,  r e f l e c t s  a  d e e p e r  and n o b le r  i d e a l ,  one w hich  t r a n s c e n d s —

w ith o u t d en y in g —h i e r a r c h i c a l  c a te g o r ie s  in  i t s  e s s e n t i a l  r e s p e c t  f o r

1 HQth e  i n t e g r i t y  and d i g n i t y  o f  th e  human b e in g .  T h is  d e e p e r  mode o f

c o u r te s y  i s  r e f l e c t e d  in  G aw ain 's  t r e a tm e n t  o f  B e r c i l a k 's  s e r v a n t s .  The

p o e t  ta k e s  some c a re  t o  show us th e  k n i g h t 's  cerem o n io u s r e l a t i o n s  w ith

th e  men o f  H a u t d e s e r t : ^ ^

S yfen  f r o  § e  meyny he m enskly d e p a r te s ;
Vche men f a t  he  m e t te ,  he made hem a  fo n k e
F or h i s  s e ru y s e  and  h i s  s o la c e  and  h i s  s e r e  p y n e ,
f a t  pay  w yth b u sy n es  had  ben  a b o u te  hym to  s e r u e ;
And vche seg g e  a s  s o r e  to  s e u e r  w ith  hym p e re  
As f a y  hade  wonde w o rfy ly  w ith  f a t  w lonk e u e r .

(1983-1988)

And a g a in ,  when he dons h i s  a rm or:

F y r s t  he  c la d  hym in  h i s  c lo f e z  p e  c o ld e  f o r  to  w e re ,
And s y fe n  h i s  o f e r  h a m a y s ,  f a t  h o ld e ly  w atz  k ep ed ,
Bope h i s  p aunce  and  h i s  p l a t e z ,  p ik e d  f u l  c le n e ,  
pe  ry n g ez  rokked  o f  f e  r o u s t  o f  h i s  r i c h e  b ru n y ;
And a l  w a tz  f r e s c h  vpon f y r s t ,  and  he w atz  fay n  fe n n e  

t o  fo n k .
(2015-2020)

And a g a in ,  a s  he m oun ts:

Thenne w a tz  G ry n g o le t g r a y f e ,  f a t  g r e t  w atz  and hu g e ,
And hade  ben  s o io u rn e d  s a u e r ly  and  in  a  s i k e r  w yse, .
Hym l y s t  p r i k  f o r  p o y n t,  f a t  p ro u d e  h o rs  f e n n e .  
f e  wy3e wynnez hym to  and w ytez  on h i s  l y r e ,
And say d e  s o b e r ly  h y m se lf  and by h i s  s o th  sw erez :
'H e re  i s  a  meyny in  f i s  mote on menske f e n k k e z . 1

(2047-2052)
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And once m ore, a s  h e  c r o s s e s  th e  d raw b rid g e  and  t a k e s  h i s  le a v e  o f  

H a u td e s e r t :

§e  b u rn e  b le s s e d  hym b i ly u e ,  and §e b re d e z  p a s s e d —
P ra y s e s  p e  p o r t e r  L i f o r e  p e  p ry n ce  k n e le d ,
Gef hym God and  goud d a y , § a t  Gawayne h e  s a u e —
And w ent on h i s  way w ith  h i s  wy3e o n e ,
f ia t  s c h u ld e  te c h e  hym to  to u m e  to  j5at te n e  p la c e
p e r  p e  r u f a l  r a c e  he s c h u ld e  re s a y u e .

(2071-2076)

F i n a l l y ,  when t h i s  v e ry  g u id e  wounds G aw ain 's  p r id e  by  c o u n s e lin g

ig n o m in io u s  s e c r e t  f l i g h t ,  Gawain—w ith  some d i f f i c u l t y — r e a c t s  w ith

e l a b o r a te  c i v i l i t y :

'G ra n t m e r c i , '  quo§ Gawayn, and  g ruchyng  h e  sa y d e :
'W el w o rth  j5e, wy3 e ,  pay  w oldez my go d e ,
And § a t  l e l l y  me la y n e  I  le u e  wek jaou w o ld e z . '

(2126-2128)

We f e e l  from  h i s  g ruchyng  r e p ly  th e  e f f o r t  i t  c o s t s  Gawain to  r e s t r a i n  

h i s  o u tr a g e  and re sp o n d  g r a c i o u s l y . 1 1 1  To a  c e r t a i n  d e g re e ,  t h i s  i s  a 

m a t te r  o f  p r e s e r v in g  h i s  own d ig n i ty .  B ut G aw ain 's  s e l f - c o n t r o l  a l s o  

i n d i c a t e s  h i s  r e lu c ta n c e  t o  v i o l a t e  a  code o f  c o n d u c t t h a t  g u a ra n te e s  

r e c i p r o c a l  h o n o r among men.

T here  i s ,  f i n a l l y ,  i n  th e  c o r ta y s y e  o f  C am elot and  H a u td e s e r t  a 

t a c i t  acknow ledgm ent t h a t  men s h a re  a  common c o n d i t io n  and  a  common 

n e e d . 1 1 3  O nly th ro u g h  r e c i p r o c a l  r e s p e c t  and  s u p p o r t  do es  a  n o b le  

s o c ie ty  f l o u r i s h ,  a  s o c i e t y  su ch  as  th e  i d e a l i z e d  a r i s t o c r a t i c  s o c ie ty  

in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, w here p e n ta g o n a l c o u r te s y  s e rv e s  a s  an 

a f f i r m a t io n  o f  c i v i l i z e d  human community in  th e  fa c e  o f  m an 's  o r i g i n a l  

i s o l a t i o n  and p r i v a t i o n — 1 1 3  t h a t  n a t u r a l  s t a t e  o f  a l i e n a t i o n  and e x i l e  

w h ich , u n le s s  m e d ia te d  by th e  n o b le  p a s s io n  f o r  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  i s  (as  th e  

w in te r  jo u rn e y s  d e m o n s tra te )  th e  g iv e n  c o n d i t io n  o f  human e x i s t e n c e .

G aw ain 's  m ost h e r o ic  q u a l i t y ,  h i s  q u i n t e s s e n t i a l  v i r t u e  and th e
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c o rn e r s to n e  o f  t h e  c h i v a l r i c  sy stem  he r e p r e s e n t s  i s  t r a w f e .*’̂  A lthough

n o t  in c lu d e d  among th e  f iv e  f i v e s ,  i t  i s  th e  o v e r a l l  v i r t u e  b e to k e n e d  by

th e  p e n ta n g le  i t s e l f :

H i t  i s  a  syngne f a t  Salamon s e t  sum quyle 
In  b y to k n y n g  o f  t r a w f e ,  b i  t y t l e  f a t  i t  h a b b e z .

(625-626)

J u s t  a s  G aw a in 's  h e r a l d i c  d e v ic e  c o n ta in s  f i v e  s i d e s  o f  w hich  i t  i s

com posed, so  t r a w f e —u l t im a te ly  a  symbol o f  i n t e g r i t y — b e  s a id

t o  in c o r p o r a te  and  e x e m p lify  th e  com plex v a lu e  c l u s t e r  upon w hich th e

p e n ta g o n a l i d e a l  r e s t s :

F o r  h i t  i s  a  f ig u r e  f a t  h a ld e z  fy u e  p o y n te z ,
And vche ly n e  vm belappez and  lo u k e z  in  o f e r ,
And a tq u e r e  h i t  i s  e n d e le z ; and  E n g ly ch  h i s  c a l l e n  
O u e ra l ,  a s  I  h e r e ,  f e  e n d e le s  k n o t .

t « « » •
Now a l l e  f e s e  fy u e  s y f e s ,  f o r  s o f e ,  w ere  f e t l e d  on f i s  k n y 3 t 
And vchone h a lc h e d  in  o f e r ,  f a t  non ende  h a d e ,
And fy ch ed  vpon fy u e  p o y n te z , f a t  f a y le d  n e u e r ,
Ne samned n e u e r  in  no sy d e , ne s u n d re d  n o u f e r ,
W ith o u te n  ende a t  any no k e , I  o q u e re  fy n d e ,
W hereuer f e  gomen b y gan , o r  g lo d e  t o  an  e n d e .

(627-661)

In  i t s  more n a rro w  and  s p e c i a l i z e d  s e n s e ,  t r a w f e  b e to k e n s  a  form  o f  

h e r o ic  f i d e l i t y ,  e i t h e r  to  a  p e rso n  o r  to  o n e 's  own p le d g e d  w ord . In  

one o r  a n o th e r  o f  th e s e  fo rm s , v i r t u a l l y  a l l  th e  t e s t s  t o  w hich Gawain 

i s  s u b je c te d  a r e  t e s t s  o f  t r a w f e , and i t  i s  u l t i m a t e l y  upon h i s  a b i l i t y  

to  up h o ld  h i s  p e r s o n a l  com mitments t h a t  h i s  h e r o i c  c h a r a c t e r  d ep en d s.

In  th e  s o - c a l l e d  "b e h e a d in g -g a m e ,1' w hat i s  b e in g  t e s t e d  i s  G aw ain 's  

r e s o lv e  to  h o n o r h i s  p le d g e  to  seek  o u t th e  G reen K n ig h t and  s u f f e r  a t  

h i s  hands t h e  a g re e d  upon r e tu r n  b low . The te rm s  o f  th e  t e s t  a r e  c a r e ­

f u l l y  s p e l l e d  o u t  b e fo r e  Gawain s t r i k e s  th e  i n i t i a l  b low :

'R efourm e we o u re  fo rw a rd e s , e r  we f y r r e  p a s s e .
F y r s t  I  e f e  f e , h a f e l , how f a t  fo u  h a t t e s  
f a t  f o u  me t e l l e  t r u l y ,  a s  I  t r y s t  m a y .'
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' I n  god f a y t h , ' q u o f f e  goode k ny 3 t , 'Gawan I  h a t t e ,  
f a t  bede f e  f i s  b u f f e t ,  q u a t - s o  b i f a l l e z  a f t e r ,
And a t  f i s  tyme tw elm onyth  ta k e  a t  f e  an o f e r  
Wyth w hat weppen so  f o u  w y l t ,  and  w yth no wy3 e l l e z  

on ly u e . '
(3 7 7 -3 8 5 )116

The b e h e a d in g  c o n t r a c t  i s  c l e a r — a d r a m a t iz a t io n  o f  th e  c o n v e n t io n a l  

h e r o ic  s c e n a r io  p a r  e x c e l l e n c e : Gawai n can sav e  h i s  l i f e  o n ly  a t  th e  

c o s t  o f  h i s  h o n o r , and p r e s e rv e  h i s  h o n o r  o n ly  a t  th e  c o s t  o f  h i s  l i f e :

' f e r f o r e  com, o f e r  r e c r e a u n t  b e  c a ld e  f e  b e h o u e s . 1
(456)

In  t h i s  p a r t  o f  th e  t e s t ,  G aw ain 's  s u c c e s s  i s  u n q u a l i f i e d ;  when he 

a r r i v e s  a t  th e  G reen C h ap e l, th e  G reen  K n ig h t p r a i s e s  him  f o r  h i s  

f i d e l i t y :

f a t  o f e r  s a y d e , 'Now s i r  s w e te ,
Of s te u e n  mon may f e  tro w e .

•  •  •  •  •

And fo u  h a tz  tym ed f i  t r a u y l  a s  t r u e e  mon s c h u ld e . '
(2237-2241)

L ik e  th e  b e h e a d in g  c o n t e s t ,  t h e  exchange ag reem en t a l s o  o p e r a te s  

a s  a  t e s t  o f  t r a w f e . The s e r io u s n e s s  o f  th e  game in  w hich  Gawain and  

B e r c i la k  a g re e  t o  exchange t h e i r  "w in n in g s"  on th r e e  s u c c e s s iv e  n ig h t s  

r e s t s  b o th  upon th e  c o n t r a c tu a l  n a tu r e  o f  th e  c o n te s t  and upon th e  

fo rm a l p le d g e  o f  f e a l t y  by w hich Gawain r e p e a te d ly  b in d s  h im s e l f  t o  h i s  

h o s t . ^ ®  T h u s, when he w ith h o ld s  t h e  L a d y 's  d ru ry e  on th e  t h i r d  n i g h t ,  

Gawain v i o l a t e s  n o t  o n ly  th e  s t a t e d  te rm s  o f  th e  exchange ag ree m en t b u t ,  

somewhere tw ix t  j e s t  and e a r n e s t ,  h i s  sw orn o a th  o f  a l l e g i a n c e .  I f  

th e r e  w ere any d o u b t as  t o  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e  exchange t e s t ,  i t  i s  d i s ­

p e l l e d  when th e  G reen K n igh t s p e c i f i c a l l y  i d e n t i f i e s  G aw ain 's  f a i l i n g  

as  a  la c k  o f  l e w te , t h a t  i s  to  s a y ,  a  f a i l u r e  o f  t r a w f e :

'B o t h e re  yow la k k e d  a  l y t t e l ,  s i r ,  and le w te  yow w o n te d . '
(2367)

Even th e  te m p ta t io n  s c e n e s  t u r n  upon a  t e s t  o f  G aw ain ' s  t r a w f e .
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On th e  f a c e  o f  i t ,  t h e  L a d y 's  te m p ta t io n  o f  Gawain i s  a  t e s t  o f  h i s

c h a s t i t y ,  o r ,  more b r o a d ly  d e f in e d ,  h i s  c l a n n e s . G a w a i n ' s  c la n n e s

i s  d o u b t le s s  a t  s t a k e  in  th e  te m p ta t io n  s c e n e s .  So f o r  t h a t  m a t te r  i s

h i s  c o u r te s y .  B ut a s  h ig h  a s  c h a s t i t y  and  c o u r te s y  ran k  in  t h e  p a n o p ly

o f  c h i v a l r i c  v a lu e s ,  f e a l t y  ra n k s  even  h ig h e r .  Were Gawain t o  a s s e n t  to

th e  L a d y 's  p r o p o s a l s ,  h e  w ould make s y n n e , b o th  a s  a  f o r n i c a t o r  and  an

a d u l t e r e r .  B ut t h i s  w ould  b e  o n ly  th e  b e g in n in g ;  f o r  th e  w o u ld -b e

s e d u c t r e s s  i s  n o t o n ly  a  "woman o f  th e  f l e s h "  and m a rr ie d  a s  w e l l ,  sh e

i s  t h e  w ife  o f  G aw ain 's  h o s t  t o  whom h e  i s  bound b o th  by f e u d a l  custom

and by fo rm a l o a th s  o f  a l l e g i a n c e .  W hile Gawain m igh t c o n c e iv a b ly  be

120fo rg iv e n  f o r  m is ta k in g  th e  exchange game f o r  a  j e u  d 1e s p r i t , t o  succumb

to  th e  te m p ta t io n  t e s t  w ould e n t a i l  an  i n f r a c t i o n  o f  th e  g r a v e s t  m agn i-

121tu d e  a g a i n s t  th e  m ost b a s i c  t e n e t s  o f  th e  f e u d a l  code .

In  a d d i t io n  to  th e  lo y a l ty  w hich o b l i g a t e s  Gawain to  B e r c i la k  a s

g u e s t  to  h o s t , t h e r e  a r e  th e  t i e s  o f  th e  A r th u r ia n  f e l lo w s h ip  w hich  a r e

i m p l i c i t l y  e x p re s s e d  by Gawain when h e  o f f e r s  t o  ta k e  up th e  G reen K n ig h t 's

c h a l le n g e  in  A r t h u r 's  s te a d :

F o r  me f iin k  h i t  n o t  sem ly , a s  h i t  i s  soj? knawen, 
f je r  such  an  askyng  i s  h eu en ed  so  h y 3 e in  y o u r s a l e ,
§ a 3 3 e 3 0 u r s e l f  be t a l e n t t y f ,  t o  ta k e  h i t  to  y o u r s e lu e n ,
W hil mony so  b o ld e  yow a b o u te  vpon bench  s y t t e n .

(348-351)

When Gawain la y s  c la im  t o  t h e  a d v e n tu re ,  h e  in v o k e s  n o t o n ly  th e  bonds

o f  th e  Round T a b le ,  b u t  h i s  p e r s o n a l  a l l e g i a n c e  to  A r th u r  who i s  b o th

h i s  k insm an and h i s  k in g :

B ot f o r  a s  much as 3 e a r  myn em I  am o n ly  to  p r a y s e ,
No b o u n te  b o t  y o u r  b lo d  I  in  my bode knowe;
And syjaen p i s  n o te  i s  so  nys p a t  n o 3 t h i t  yow f a l l e s ,
And I  haue f ra y n e d  h i t  a t  yow f y r s t ,  fo ld e z  h i t  to  m e .'

(356-359)

A t th e  end  o f  th e  poem, th e  i n t e g r a l  s o l i d a r i t y  o f  th e  A r th u r ia n  f e l lo w ­
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s h ip  i s  e x u b e r a n t ly  r e a f f i rm e d  a s  members o f  th e  Round T ab le  g ay ly  a d o p t

G aw ain 's  g reen  b a l d r i c  a s  a  to k e n  o f  t h e i r  c o r p o r a te  renow n:

fie kyng c o m fo rte z  f e  k n y 3 t ,  and a l l  f e  c o u r t  a l s
L a3en  lo u d e  f e r a t ,  and  l u f l y  aco rd en
f a t  lo r d e s  and l a d i s  f a t  lo n g e d  t o  fie T a b le ,
Vche b u m e  o f  f e  b r o f e r h e d e , a  b au d ery k  s c h u ld e  h a u e ,
A bende a b e l e f  hym a b o u te  o f  a  b r y 3 t  g r e n e ,
And f a t ,  f o r  f e  sake  o f  f a t  s e g g e , in  sw e te  t o  w ere .
For f a t  w a tz  aco rd e d  f e  ren o u n  o f  f e  Rounde T a b le .

(2513-2519)

D e s p ite  o c c a s io n a l  im p e r fe c t io n s  an d  r i f t s , 1 2 2  th e  u n i ty  o f  th e  Round

T a b le  rem ain s  e s s e n t i a l l y  i n t a c t ,  and  G aw ain 's  a c h ie v e m e n t u l t im a te ly

r e f l e c t s  back  upon t h i s  body o f  w h ich  he i s  a  member and  w hich h e  n e v e r

123c e a s e s  t o  r e p r e s e n t .

G aw ain 's  p e r s o n a l  lo y a l ty  to  b o th  A rth u r  and  B e r c i la k  i s  o f  c o n s id e r ­

a b le  im p o rta n c e . B u t o f  th e  two form s o f  t r a w fe  w i th  w hich th e  Gawain 

p o e t  i s  c o n c e rn e d , f e a l t y —w hich  loom s so  la r g e  i n  B eo w u lf, M aidon, and  

M orte A r th u re —p la y s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  m ino r r o le  in  Gawain and th e  G reen 

K n ig h t, w here i t  i s  s u b o rd in a te d  t o  G aw ain 's  f i d e l i t y  t o  h i s  p le d g e d  w ord , 

a  m o t i f  w hich i s  h e a v i ly  s t r e s s e d  th ro u g h o u t th e  poem , e s p e c i a l l y  w ith  

r e s p e c t  to  th e  c r i t i c a l  ag ree m en ts  e n te r e d  i n t o  by  th e  k n ig h t  and  h i s  

a d v e r s a r y .12^ V i r t u a l l y  a l l  o f  G aw a in 's  c r u c i a l  t r a n s a c t i o n s  w ith  t h e  

G reen K n ig h t ta k e  th e  shape o f  fo rm a l c o n t r a c t s ,  s e a l e d  w ith  sworn o a t h s .  

As we have j u s t  s e e n ,  th e  b e h e a d in g  c o n te s t  r e s t s  upon j u s t  such  a 

c o n t r a c t :

'R efourm e we o u re  fo rw a rd e s ,  e r  we f y r r e  p a s s e . '
(378)

The te rm s o f  t h e  c o n t r a c t  a re  n o t  s im p ly  s t a t e d  and  a g re e d  t o ;  th e y  a r e  

r e p e a te d  and a m p l i f i e d :

'S i r  Gawan me ly k e s ,
And f o u  h a tz  r e d i l y  r e h e r s e d ,  b i  re so u n  f u l  trw e ,
C la n ly  a l  f e  co u en au n t f a t  I  f e  kynge a s k e d ,
S a f f a t  f o u  s c h a l  s i k e r  me s e g g e , b i  f i  t r a w f e ,
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f a t  fo u  s c h a l  s e c h e  me f i s e l f ,  w h e re -so  f o u  hopes 
I  may be fu n d e  vpon f o ld e ,  an d  foch  f e  su ch  w ages 
As fo u  d e le s  me to -d a y  b i f o r e  f i s  d ou fe  r y c h e . '

(390-397)

A gain , a s  Gawain r e i t e r a t e s  h i s  p le d g e :

'B o t te c h e  me t r u l y  f e r t e ,  an d  t e l l e  me how fo u  h a t t e s ,
And I  s c h a l  w are  a l l e  my w yt t o  wynne me f e d e r ,
And f a t  I  sw ere  f e  f o r  s o f e ,  and by my s e k e r  t r a w e f . '

(401-403)

A f te r  t h e  G reen K n ig h t r e c o v e rs  h i s  s e v e re d  h e a d , h e  once more r e s t a t e s

th e  te rm s  o f  th e  c o n t e s t :

'L o k e , Gawan, fo u  be g ra y fe  t o  go a s  f o u  h e t t e z ,
And l a y te  a s  l e l l y  t i l  fo u  me, l i k e ,  fy n d e ,
As fo u  h a tz  h e t t e  in  f i s  h a l l e ,  h e ran d e  f i s e  kny3 t e s ;
To f e  g re n e  c h a p e l  fo u  c h o s e , I  c h a rg e  f e  t o  f e t t e  
Such a  d u n t a s  fo u  h a tz  d a l t — d is s e r u e d  f o u  habbez 
To be 3 e d e r ly  3 o ld e n  on Nw 3 e r e s  m om . 
f e  kny3 t  o f  f e  g ren e  c h a p e l men knowen me mony;
F o r f i  me f o r  t o  fynde i f  f o u  f r a y s t e z ,  f a y le z  fo u  n e v e r . '

(448-455)

The same m o tif  r e c u r s  th ro u g h o u t t h e  th r e e  days and  n ig h ts  o f  th e

exchange game. On th e  f i r s t  n ig h t ,  t h e  ag reem en ts  p ro p o se d  by G aw ain 's

h o s t  a r e  r e p e a te d ly  s e a l e d  w ith  o a th s  and  t o a s t s :

' 3e han demed t o  do f e  dede f a t  I  b id d e ;
Wyl 3e h a ld e  f i s  h e s  h e r e  a t  f y s  o n e z ? 1 
'3 e ,  s i r ,  f o r  s o f e , '  say d  f e  seg g e  trw e ,
•Whyl I  byde in  yowre b e r 3 e ,  he bayn t o  3 ow re h e s t . '

' 3 e t  f i r r e , 1 q u o f  f e  f r e k e , ' a  fo rw ard e  we m ake: 
Q u a t- s o -e u e r  I  wynne in  f e  wod h i t  w o rfez  to  y o u re z , 
And q u a t ch ek  so  3e acheue  chaunge me f e r f o r n e ,
S w ete, swap we s o ,  sw are w i th  t r a w f e ,
Q u e fe r , l e u d e ,  so  lymp, l e r e  o f e r  b e t t e r . '
'B i  G od ,' q u o f  Gawayn, f e  g o d e , ' I  g r a n t  f e r t y l l e . '

•  •  *  •  •

To b ed  3 e t  e r  f a y  3 e d e ,
R ecorded  co u en au n tez  o f t e .

(1089-1123)

On th e  se c o n d  n ig h t ,  Gawain and B e r c i la k  renew t h e i r  c o v e n a n ts :

And e f t e  i n  h e r  bourdyng  f a y  b a y fe n  in  f e  morn 
To f y l l e  f e  same fo rw ard ez  f a t  f a y  b y fo re  maden:
Wat chaunce so  b y ty d e z  h o r  cheuysaunce t o  chaunge ,
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What nwez so  f a y  nome, a t  n a 3 t  quen f a y  m e tte n . 
f a y  a c o rd e d  o f  pe  co u en a u n tez  b y fo re  p e  c o u r t  a l l e .

(1404-1408)

And on th e  t h i r d  n i g h t ,  a l th o u g h  Gawain i s  an x io u s  t o  resum e h i s  q u e s t ,

he  resum es h i s  ag reem en ts  w ith  h i s  h o s t :

'F o r  I  h a f  f r a y s t e d  f e  tw y s , and  f a y th f u l  I  fynde  f e .
Now " f r i d  tyme fro w e  b e s t"  f e n k  on f e  m om e,
Make we mery q u y l we may and mynne vpon jo y e ,
F o r  fie l u r  may mon la c h  w hen-so  mon l y k e z . ' 
f i s  w a tz  g ra y fie ly  g r a u n te d ,  and  Gawayn i s  le n g e d .

(1679-1683)

A t f i r s t  g la n c e ,  th e  em phasis  on c o n t r a c tu a l  ag ree m en ts  m ig h t a p p e a r

t o  be e x c e s s iv e  o r  r e p e t i t i o u s .  B u t t h e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  sw orn com m itm ents

i s  a  m a t te r  o f  no sm a ll c o n c e rn  t o  th e  Gawain p o e t .  In  Gawain and th e

G reen  K n ig h t , a s  in  th e  v o l a t i l e  f e u d a l  s o c ie t y  from  w hich i t  s p r i n g s , 1 2 5

t h e  p le d g e d  w ord o f  h o n o ra b le  men s e r v e s  a s  a  u n iq u e  g u a ra n te e  o f  s o c i a l

s t a b i l i t y . 1 2 6  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  a  poem w here th e  com bined

f o r c e s  o f  t im e ,  ch an g e , n a t u r e ,  and h i s t o r y  t h r e a t e n  to  o v e r tu r n  each  and

e v e ry  form  o f  human s e c u r i t y .  G aw ain 's  t r a w f e , th e  d e g re e  t o  w hich  he

k e e p s  h i s  w ord , e x e m p lif ie s  m an 's  s t r u g g le  f o r  c o n t in u i t y  and  o rd e r  in

127a  w o rld  d e e p ly  and  i r r e m e d ia b ly  shadowed by  v io le n c e  and  u n c e r t a in t y .

W ith in  a  more t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n te x t ,  we a r e  a l r e a d y  f a m i l i a r  w ith  

th e  h e r o ic  s ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  p le d g e d  w ord . In  Maldon and M orte A r th u r e , 

b e o t  and  vow s e rv e d  a s  th e  means by w hich  th e  p r o ta g o n i s t s  p ro c la im e d  

t h e i r  h e r o ic  n a t u r e s ,  s t a k in g  t h e i r  h o n o r ,  r e p u ta t i o n s ,  and t h e i r  v e ry  

l i v e s  on th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  t h e i r  o a th s .  In  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t 

a l s o ,  th e  o a th  s e rv e s  a s  a  v e h ic le  f o r  h e r o ic  s e l f - r e a l i z a t i o n ,  tra w fe  

r e p r e s e n t in g  n o t  o n ly  th e  h e r o 's  commitment t o  h i s  own w ord , b u t  w hat i s  

more im p o r ta n t ,  h i s  commitment to  h i s  own w o rth —h i s  f i d e l i t y  to  w hat i s  

h ig h e s t  and m ost n o b le  in  h i s  own c h a r a c t e r .  B a s ic a l ly ,  t h e  G reen K n ig h t
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c h a l le n g e s  th e  k n ig h ts  o f  t h e  Round T a b le  t o  l i v e  up  t o  th e  i d e a l s  f o r

w h ich  th e y  a r e  renow ned:

•W hat, i s  f i s  A r fu re s  h o u s , '  q u o f  f e  h a f e l  f e n n e ,
' f a t  a l  f e  ro u s  re n n e s  o f  f u r 3  ryalm es so  mony?
Where i s  now y o u r  so u rq u y d ry e  and  y o u r c o n q u e s te s ,
Your g ry n d e lla y k  and  y o u r g rem e , and y o u r g r e t e  w o rd e s? '

(309-314)

When Gawain a c c e p ts  th e  c h a l le n g e  in  b e h a l f  o f  th e  c o u r t ,  he vows to

u p h o ld  th e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l ,  p la c in g  h o n o r  and  r e p u ta t i o n  above l i f e

i t s e l f —p le d g in g ,  i n  o th e r  w o rd s, to  b e  h e r o ic  in  t h e  manner o f  Maldon

and  M orte A r th u r e .

'B o t te c h e  me t r u l y  f e r t o ,  and  t e l l e  me how fo u  h a t t e s ,
And I  s e a l  w are a l l e  my w yt t o  wynne me f e d e r e ,
And f a t  I  sw ere f e  f o r  s o f e , and  by my s e k e r  t r a w f e . '

(401-403)

G aw ain 's  t r a w fe  i s  t r a w f e  m i l i t a n t ,  a  m a r t ia l  v a lu e  e x e r c i s e d  in

m o r ta l  p e r i l .  The te rm s o f  th e  b e h e a d in g  ag reem en t— G aw ain 's  m a jo r

t e s t — r e q u i r e  t h a t  h e  n o t  o n ly  p a s s iv e ly  s u f f e r ,  b u t  a c t iv e ly  p u rs u e

h i s  own doom, m aking o f  h i s  t r a w f e , l i k e  h i s  f e l a 3 s c h y p , an a c t  o f  w i l l

e x e r t e d  in  th e  shadow o f  c e r t a i n  and v i o l e n t  d e a th .  G aw ain 's  c o n d u c t

in  t h i s  p a r t  o f  h i s  t e s t  i s  i r r e p r o a c h a b le .  F u l ly  c o g n iz a n t o f  w hat he

b e l i e v e s  t o  b e  t h e  c o n se q u e n c e s , he s t e a d f a s t l y  f u l f i l l s  h i s  com m itm ent.

Gawain w ould r a t h e r  keep  h i s  f a t a l  ap p o in tm en t th a n  own a l l  t h e  la n d  in

L o g res  o r  any o f  th e  w o r ld 's  w e a lth ,  s e n tim e n ts  w h ich  a re  r e m in is c e n t—

a l b e i t  in  a  m ino r key— o f  A r th u r 's  h e r o i c  r e n u n c ia t io n s  a t  th e  end  o f

M orte A r th u r e :

'F o r  I  am sumned m y se lfe  t o  se c h  to  a p l a c e ,
I  ne  w ot in  w o rld e  w hederw arde to  wende h i t  t o  fy n d e .
I  n o ld e  b o t  i f  I  h i t  negh my3 t  on Nw 3e r e s  mome
F o r a l l e  f e  lo n d e  inw yth  L o g re s ,  so  me o u re  lo rd e  h e lp !
F o r fy ,  s i r ,  f i s  e n q u e s t I  r e q u i r e  yow h e r e ,  
f a t  3 e me t e l l e  w ith  tra w fe  i f  e u e r  3e t a l e  h e rd e  
Of f e  g ren e  c h a p e l ,  q u e re  h i t  on grounde s to n d e z ,
And o f  f e  kny 3 t  f a t  i t  k e p e s ,  o f  c o lo u r  o f  g re n e .
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p e r  w atz s t a b l e d  b i  s t a t u t  a  s te u e n  v u s  bytw ene 
To mete f i a t  mon a t  p a t  m ere, 3 i f  I  m y3t l a s t ;
And o f  p a t  i l k  Nw 3 e re  b o t n e k e d  now w o n te z ,
And I  w olde lo k e  on p a t  l e d e ,  i f  God me l e t  w o ld e ,
G la d lo k e r ,  b i  Goddez su n , p en  any god w e ld e ! '

(1052-1064)

G aw ain 's  e s p o u s a l o f  "d e a th  b e f o r e  d is h o n o r"  i s  i n  th e  m a in s tre a m  o f  th e

h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n :

'N a f  I  now to  busy  b u t  b a re  p r e  d ay ez ,
And me a l s  fayn  to  f a l l e  fe y e  a s  f a y ly  o f  myyn e r n d e . 1

(1066-1067)

Moments l a t e r ,  when B e rc i la k  in fo rm s  h im  th a t  h i s  g o a l i s  d i r e c t l y  a t

h an d —n o t tw o myle henne  (1 0 7 8 )—Gawain i s  o v e r jo y e d ,  a l th o u g h  h i s  q u e s t

can  (he b e l ie v e s )  o n ly  te rm in a te  in  h i s  d e a th :

penne w a tz  Gawan f u l  g la d ,  an d  gomenly h e  la 3 e d :
'Now I  ponk  yow p ry u a n d e ly  p u r z  a l l e  o p e r  pynge ,
Now ach eu ed  i s  my c h a u n c e . '

(1079-1081)

L a te r  y e t ,  on th e  v e ry  eve o f  h i s  f a t e f u l  a p p o in tm e n t, Gawain once m ore

e x h i b i t s  h i s  h e r o ic  d e te rm in a t io n  to  h o n o r  h i s  p le d g e ,  w h a te v e r  th e  c o s t :

'F o r  I m ot n e d e s , a s  3 e w o t, meue to -m o rn e ,
And 3e me ta k e  sum to l k e  to  t e c h e ,  as  3 e h y 3 t,  
p e  g a te  t o  pe g re n e  c h a p e l ,  a s  God w yl me s u f f e r
To d e le  on  Nw 3e r e z  day pe dome o f  my w y rd e s . '

(1965-1968)

F in a l ly ,  on th e  way t o  th e  G reen  C hapel i t s e l f ,  r e j e c t i n g  th e  g u id e s

ig n o m in io u s  o f f e r  o f  s e c r e t  f l i g h t ,  Gawain a g a in  p la c e s  h o n o r  above a l l :

'B u t h e ld e  pou h i t  n e u e r  so  h o ld e ,  and  I  h e re  p a s s e d ,
Founded f o r  f e rd e  f o r  to  f i e ,  in  fourm e p a t  pou  t e l l e z ,
I  w ere a  k n y 3 t k o w ard s , I  m y3t n o t be ex cu sed .
B ot I  w y l t o  pe c h a p e l ,  f o r  chaunce p a t  may f a l l e ,
And t a l k  w yth p a t  i l k  tu lk  p e  t a l e  p a t  me l y s t e ,
Worpe h i t  w ele  o p e r  wo, as p e  wyrde ly k e z  

h i t  h a f e . '
(2129-2135)

I r o n i c a l l y ,  t h e  n a tu re  o f  G aw ain 's  f a i l u r e  a s  w e ll a s  th e  e x t e n t  o f  

o f  h i s  s u c c e s s  r e f l e c t s  th e  h e r o ic  b i a s  o f  a poem w h ere in  deeds a re  

l a r g e ly  ju d g e d  a c c o rd in g  t o  h e r o ic  a s s u m p tio n s . When Gawain w ith h o ld s
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t h e  l u f - l a c e  from B e r c i la k ,  t e c h n i c a l l y  he com m its a  tw o - fo ld  v i o l a t i o n

o f  tra w fe  f i r s t ,  h e  b re a k s  h i s  word by  f a i l i n g  t o  f u l f i l l  th e  te rm s  o f

h i s  exchange ag ree m en t; s e c o n d , t h i s  v e ry  i n f r a c t i o n  s ig n a l s  a  b re a c h  o f

h i s  f e a l t y  o a th  t o  h i s  h o s t  and  i s  d u ly  n o te d  a s  d i s l o y a l t y  when G aw ain 's

f a u l t  i s  r e v e a le d  t o  him  a t  t h e  G reen C h ap e l:

'B o t h e re  yow la k k e d  a  l y t t e l ,  s i r ,  and  le w te  yow w o n te d . '
(2366)

W hile Gawain i s  s p e c i f i c a l l y  g u i l t y  o f  b re a k in g  t r a w f e , h i s  v n tra w fe  i s  

i n  f a c t  t h e  outcome o f  a  com plex s e r i e s  o f  i n f r a c t i o n s  a g a in s t  th e  

c h i v a l r i c  co d e . As he h im s e l f  e x p la in s  in  a  p a s s io n a te  o u tb u r s t  a t  th e  

c h a p e l

'F o r  c a re  o f  f y  knokke cow ardyse me t a 3 t  
To aco rd e  me w ith  c o u e ty s e , my kynde t o  f o r s a k e ,  
f ia t  i s  l a r g e s  and  le w te  f a t  lo n g e z  t o  kny 3 t e z .
Now am I  faw ty  and f a l c e ,  and  f e rd e  h a f  ben e u e r  
Of t r e c h e r y e  and v n tra w fe :  b o fe  b i t y d e  s o r 3 e 

and c a r e ! '
(2379-2384)

The Green K n igh t c o n c u rs  in  G aw ain 's  d e s ig n a t io n  o f  th e  so u rc e  o f  h i s

f la w , i f  n o t  on G aw ain 's  v iew  o f  i t s  e x t e n t  and  r a m i f i c a t io n s :

'B o t f a t  w atz  f o r  no w ylyde w erk e , n e  wowyng n a u f e r ,
B u t f o r  3 e lu f e d  y o u r  l y f ;  f e  l a s s e  I  you b la m e . '

(2367-2368)

G aw ain 's  i n s t i n c t  f o r  s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n ,  w hat th e  Green K n ig h t c a l l s  

h i s  lo v e  o f  l i f e  and  Gawain h im s e lf  h i s  f e a r  o f  d e a th ,  le a d s  th e  

p e n ta g o n a l  k n ig h t from  c o w ard ic e  to  c o v e to u s n e s s ,  d i s l o y a l t y ,  f a ls e h o o d , 

t r e a c h e r y ,  and v n tr a w fe . O b v io u sly  th e  p r o g re s s io n  i s  in te n d e d  to  

d e m o n s tra te  th e  in te rd e p e n d e n c e  o f  c h i v a l r i c  v a lu e s  a s  d e s c r ib e d  in  th e  

p e n ta n g le  p a s s a g e : To b re a k  th e  p e r f e c t  i n t e g r i t y  o f  t h e  p e n ta g o n a l 

i d e a l  a t  any  one p o i n t  i s  t o  v i o l a t e  th e  id e a l  in  t o t o . Beyond t h i s ,  th e  

c h a in  o f  c a u s a l i t y  w hich le a d s  Gawain from  p r e s e r v in g  h i s  l i f e  t o  f o r ­

s a k in g  h i s  k n ig h t ly  n a tu r e  e s t a b l i s h e s  th e  m o ra l c o n te x t  in  w h ich
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G aw ain 's  im p e r f e c t io n  i s  t o  be  u n d e rs to o d . Gawain su c c e e d s  i n  h i s

p r im a ry  t r a w f e  t e s t ,  t h e  b e h e a d in g  t e s t ,  b e c a u se  h e  p la c e s  h i s  h ono r—

h i s  t r a w f e —above l i f e  i t s e l f .  To th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  Gawain f a i l s  th e

l e s s e r  t e s t ,  he does so  b e c a u se  h e  r e v e r s e s  th e s e  p r i o r i t i e s .  In  o th e r

w o rd s, when Gawain u n la w fu lly  w ith h o ld s  th e  l a c e  from  B e r c i l a k ,  he

com prom ises h i s  h o n o r— u n w it t in g ly  o r  no— in  o r d e r  to  sav e  h i s  l i f e :

f e n  k e s t  f e  k n y 3 t ,  and h i t  come to  h i s  h e r t
H i t  w ere a  j u e l  f o r  f e  jo p a rd e  f a t  hym ju g g ed  w e re :
When h e  ach e u ed  t o  f e  c h a p e l  h i s  chek  f o r  to  f e c h ,
My3t he  h a f  s ly p p e d  t o  h e  v n s la y n , f e  s l e 3 t  w ere n o b le .

(1855-1858)

W hile th e  w hole p e n ta n g le  i s  u l t im a te ly  a t  s t a k e  in  b o th  t h e  b e h e a d in g

and th e  exchange t e s t ,  in  each  th e  outcom e e s s e n t i a l l y  d epends upon

G aw ain 's  co u rag e  in  t h e  fa c e  o f  d e a th ,  t h a t  i s  to  sa y  upon h i s  h e ro ism .

In  a  way, t h i s  was t o  b e  e x p e c te d . The c h a l le n g e  w hich Gawain i n i t i a l l y

a c c e p ts  on b e h a l f  o f  t h e  c o u r t  i s  fu n d a m e n ta lly  h e r o ic  in  n a t u r e .

D e sp ite  th e  G reen K n ig h t 's  p r o t e s t a t i o n s  o f  p a c i f i c  i n t e n t ,  and  d e s p i t e

h i s  h o l l y  b ra n c h  and  la c k  o f  c o n v e n t io n a l  a rm s , h e  e x p l i c i t l y  makes t r i a l

o f  th e  A r th u r ia n  c h i v a l r y ,  q u e s t io n in g  th e  c o u r t ' s  c o u ra g e , p ro w e ss , and

h e r o ic  r e p u ta t i o n :

'T o  wone any  q u y le  in  f i s  won, h i s  w a tz  n o t  my e rn d e ;
B u t f o r  f e  lo s  o f  f e ,  l e d e ,  i s  l y f t  vp so  h y 3 e ,
And f y  b u r 3  and  by b u m e s  b e s t  a r  h o ld e n ,
S t i f e s t  v n d e r  s t e l - g e r e  on s te d e s  t o  ry d e , 
f e  wy3 t e s t  and  f e  w o r fy e s t  o f  f e  w o r ld e s  kynde.
P reu e  f o r  t o  p la y  w ith  i n  o f e r  p u re  la y k e z ,
And h e re  i s  kydde c o r ta y s y e ,  a s  I  h a f  h e rd  c a r p ,
And f a t  h a t z  wayned me h i d e r , iw y is , a t  f i s  tym e. '

(257-265)

And a g a in ,  when i t  a p p e a rs  t h a t  none w i l l  ta k e  up h i s  c h a l le n g e :

'W hat, i s  f i s  A rfu re s  h o u s , '  qu o f f e  h a f e l  f e n n e ,
' f a t  a l  f e  ro u s  re n n e s  og f u r 3  ry a lm es  so  mony?

Where i s  now y o u r s o u rq u id ry e  and y o u r  c o n q u e s te s ,
Your g ry n d e lla y k  and y o u r  grem e, and y o u r  g r e te  w ordes?
Now i s  th e  r e u e l  and  f e  renoun  o f  f e  Rounde T ab le
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O u erw a lt w yth a  w orde o f  on wy3 e s  s p e c h e ,
F o r  a l  d a re s  f o r  d re d e  w ith o u te  d y n t  schew ed ! 1

( 3 0 9 - 3 1 5 )

When h e  d o es  ta k e  up th e  c h a l le n g e ,  Gawain o f f e r s  an  o b liq u e  r e j o i n d e r

to  th e  G reen  K n ig h t 's  t a u n t s ,  r e a f f i rm in g  t h e  m a r t i a l  p ro w ess  o f  th e

Round T a b le :

'F o r  me jjin k  i t  n o t  sem ly , a s  i t  i s  sop  knawen, 
p e r  such  an a sk y n g  i s  heuened  so  h y 3 e in  y o u r s a l e ,
|>a3  3 e 3 o u r s e l f  b e  t a l e n t t y f ,  t o  t a k e  i t  to  y o u rs e u e n ,
W hil mony so  b o ld e  yow ab o u te  vpon bench  s y t t e n ,
p a t  v n d er heuen  I  hope non h a 3 e r e r  o f  w y lle ,
No b e t t e r  bod y es  on b e n t  p e r  b a r e t  i s  r e r e d . '

( 3 4 8 - 3 5 3 ) 1 3 2

F i n a l l y ,  a t  th e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  poem, t h e  G reen  K n igh t c o n f irm s  th e  

h e r o ic  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  c h a l le n g e  when h e  e x p l a in s  how Morgan l e  Fay w ished  

to  a s s a y  th e  renown o f  t h e  Round T a b le , w h ich  G awain, as  i t s  d e s ig n a te d

cham pion , i s  c a l l e d  upon t o  r e p r e s e n t ,  and w h ic h , by and l a r g e ,  h e

u p h o ld s .

'Ho wayned me vpon f iis  wyse to  y o u r  wynne h a l l e
F o r to  a s sa y  p e  s u r q u id r e ,  3 i f  i t  so|> w ere
j?at ren n es  o f  § e  g r e t e  renoun o f  § e  Rounde T a b le . '

( 2 4 5 6 - 2 4 5 8 )

U lt im a te ly ,  w hat makes o f  G aw ain 's  tra w g e  a  h e r o ic  v a lu e  i s  t h a t  i t  

i s  e x e r c i s e d  in  th e  fa c e  o f  n e c e s s i t y .  In d e e d ,  th e r e  a re  a  num ber o f  

c h i v a l r i c  rom ances w h ich , a l th o u g h  c o n s id e r a b ly  l e s s  h e r o ic  th a n  Gawain 

and th e  G reen K n ig h t, b o a s t  a  h ig h e r  in c id e n c e  o f  m a r t ia l  e n c o u n te r s  and 

a  more o v e r t l y  m a r t ia l  p r o t a g o n i s t .  The e s s e n t i a l  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een  

such  poems and Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  t h a t  in  Gawain and  th e  

Green K n ig h t c h i v a l r i c  v a lu e s  l i k e  traw fte , c o r ta y s y e , f e l a 3 s c h y p , and 

f ra u n c h y s e  a r e  s e t  in  o p p o s i t io n  to  th e  t r a g i c  fo rc e s  o f  e x i s t e n c e  so  

t h a t  r a t h e r  th a n  m ere ly  o rn a m e n tin g  o r  e l e v a t i n g  th e  n a r r a t i v e , th e y  

s e rv e  a s  h e r o ic  a s s e r t i o n s  o f  human w o rth . What i s  m ore, t h e  h e r o ic  

d i c t i o n  and  r h e t o r i c  o f  t h e  poem o p e ra te s  i n  much th e  same way a s  does
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i t s  p e n ta g o n a l v a lu e  sy s te m . Much o f  th e  la n g u a g e  in  Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t, and  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i t s  s p e c i a l i z e d  " p o e t ic "  v o c a b u la ry ,  i s  

d e r iv e d  from  th e  O ld  E n g lis h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  and  i n h e r i t s  th e  

h e r o ic  o v e r to n e s  and  ech o es  lo n g  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  t h a t  p o e t r y . 1 3 4  T h a t 

th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  th e  O ld E n g l is h  w ord s to c k  a r e  n o t  

a l t o g e th e r  a b so rb e d  i n t o  th e  h a rm o n ies  o f  c h i v a l r i c  romance b u t ,  i n s t e a d ,  

le n d  to  i t  so m e th in g  o f  th e  o ld  h e r o ic  s t y l e  and  f e e l i n g ,  i s  u l t im a te ly  

a  f u n c t io n  o f  th e  r o l e  w hich n e c e s s i t y  p la y s  in  th e  poem. In  t h i s  

r e s p e c t ,  i t  can  b e  s a i d  t h a t  th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  d i c t i o n  o f  Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t i s ,  in  i t s e l f ,  o n ly  p o t e n t i a l l y  h e r o i c .  The c o n v e n t io n a l  

v o c a b u la ry  o f  th e  poem m ig h t w e ll  rem a in  m e re ly  o rn a m e n ta l ,  p e rh a p s  even  

a r c h a ic ,  w ere i t  n o t  o p e r a t in g  w i th in  an  e x te n s iv e  fram ew ork o f  m u t a b i l i ty  

and m o r t a l i t y .  I t  i s  th e  i n t e r a c t i o n  w ith  human l i m i t a t i o n  t h a t  p ro v e s  

d e c i s iv e ,  t h a t  a c t i v a t e s  and m o b il iz e s  t h e  l a t e n t  pow ers o f  h e r o ic  

a f f i r m a t io n  w hich  in h e re  in  th e  o ld  a l l i t e r a t i v e  v o c a b u la ry . In  t h i s ,  

r h e t o r i c  and d i c t i o n  a r e  one w ith  G aw a in 's  c h i v a l r i c  v i r t u e s ,  w h ich , 

b e c a u se  th e y  a r e  ra n g e d  a g a in s t  th e  f o r c e s  o f  t im e , c h a n g e , and  d e a t h , 

assume t r u l y  h e r o ic  p ro p o r t io n s  t h a t  th e y  do n o t  a lw ay s— o r  o f t e n — 

p o s s e s s  e lse w h e re  in  rom ance.

Thus f a r  we have  c o n c e n tr a te d  on G aw ain 's  s u c c e s s e s ,  m aking b u t  

b r i e f  m en tion  o f  h i s  f la w , and  th e n  o n ly  to  o b se rv e  t h a t  even  h i s  f a i l u r e  

i l l u s t r a t e s  th e  h e r o ic  b ia s  o f  th e  poem. Y et i t  i s  G aw ain 's  f la w  w h ich , 

p e rh a p s  even more th a n  th e  comic tem p er o f  t h e  poem, h a s  p la c e d  h i s  

h e ro ism  in  q u e s t i o n . 1 3 5  In  th e  h e r o ic  poems s tu d ie d  e a r l i e r ,  th e  q u e s ­

t i o n  o f  th e  h e r o 's  " im p e r fe c tio n "  was in  each  c a se  r a i s e d  a  p ro p o s  o f  

some h y p o th e t i c a l  e x c e s s  o f  h e ro ism : i n  B eo w u lf, B e o w u lf 's  " o v e r ­

c o n fid e n c e "?  in  M aldon, B y r th n o th 's  " o v e r-w e e n in g  p r id e " ;  in  M orte
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A r th u r e , th e  " r a s h n e s s ” o f  A r th u r  and  G aw ain. B u t i n  Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t we a r e  fa c e d  w ith  a  p r o t a g o n i s t  who e x h i b i t s  n o t  to o  much 

h e ro ism , b u t  to o  l i t t l e — a h e ro  n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  a d e q u a te  t o  h i s  t a s k .

The re a s o n  t h a t  G aw ain 's  im p e r f e c t io n  does n o t  in  f a c t  o b v ia te  h i s  

h e ro is m  i s  tw o fo ld :  E i r s t ,  G aw ain 's  f a u l t  i s  e x te n u a te d  by  th e  p l a y f u l ,  

g am e lik e  c o n te x t  o f  h i s  exchange ag reem en t w ith  B e r c i la k ;  se c o n d , G aw ain*s 

im p e r f e c t io n  i s  in h e r e n t  in  m an 's  f a l l e n  n a t u r e ,  a  g iv e n  l i m i t a t i o n  o f  

h i s  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  human e s t a t e .

Games p la y  an im p o r ta n t  r o l e  in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t. The 

poem i t s e l f  h a s  b een  v iew ed a s  an e l a b o r a te  game, a  s o r t  o f  m y s te ry  o r  

p u z z le  in  w hich  th e  r e a d e r  i s  le d  from  c lu e  t o  c lu e  u n t i l  th e  f i n a l  

r e v e l a t i o n s  o f  th e  denouem ent a t  th e  G reen c h a p e l . T h e n  to o ,  th e r e

i s  th e  g e n e r a l ly  f e s t i v e  to n e  o f  th e  w ork— th e  la u g h te r ,  th e  f e a s t s ,

and  e s p e c i a l l y  th e  New Y e a r 's  games p la y e d  a t  b o th  C am elot and H au t- 

d e s e r t . ^ 3 7  on a more a b s t r a c t  l e v e l ,  th e  c o n v e n tio n s  o f  b o th  c h iv a l r y  

and  rom ance a r e  in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t so  c r y s t a l l i z e d ,  so  

p r e c i p i t a t e d  o u t ,  t h a t  th e y  o f te n  seem t o  f l u c t u a t e  betw een  game and  

e a r n e s t . 138 A ll  o f  G aw ain 's  t e s t s  a r e ,  in  a  v e ry  r e a l  s e n s e ,  games o r  

c o n t e s t s . 139 when th e  G reen K n ig h t c h a l le n g e s  th e  Round T ab le  a t  C am elo t, 

h e  tw ic e  d e s c r ib e s  th e  b e h e a d in g  c o n t e s t  a s  a  game, c a r e f u l l y  d i s t i n g u i s h ­

in g  i t  from  a  m i l i t a r y  e n c o u n te r :

'B o t i f  §ou b e  so  b o ld  a s  a l l e  b u rn e z  t e l l e n ,
§ou  w yl g r a n t  me go d ly  §e gomen § a t  I  a sk

b i  r y 3 t . '
( 2 7 2 - 2 7 5 )

And a g a in :

' Forfiy I  c ra u e  in  p i s  c o u r t  a  C rystem as gomen,
F o r i s  i s  3o le  and Nwe 3 e r ,  and  h e re  a r e  3 ep m ony .'

( 2 8 3 - 2 8 4 )
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The c o u r t ,  r e l i e v i n g  A r th u r  o f  th e  a d v e n tu re  and  aw ard in g  i t  t o  G awain,

a l s o  te rm  i t  a  game:

Ryche to g e d e r  con ro u n ,
And syjpen §ay  red d en  a l l e  same 
To ry d  pe  kyng w yth c ro u n ,
And g i f  Gawan pe  game.

( 3 6 2 - 3 6 5 )

As Gawain s e t s  o u t  in  s e a rc h  o f  th e  G reen C h a p e l , th e s e  same c o u r t i e r s

a g a in  r e f e r  t o  th e  b e h e a d in g  c o n te s t  a s  a  gam e, a l th o u g h  t h i s  tim e  in

an a p p a re n t  a t te m p t  t o  a v o id  ta k in g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  th e  consequences

o f  t h e i r  own o r i g i n a l  d e c i s io n :

A1 § a t  s e 3  § a t  sem ly syked  in  h e r t ,
And sa y d e  s o £ ly  a l  same seg g es  t i l  o £ e r ,

•  •  •  •  *

'Who knew e u e r  any kyng su ch  c o u n s e l  t o  ta k e  
As k n y 3 t e z  in  c a u e la c io u n z  on C ry s tm a sse  gom nez!'

( 6 7 2 - 6 8 3 ) 1 4 0

The n a r r a t o r  h im s e l f  tw ic e  com pares G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu re  t o  a  game, each  

tim e  as  an i r o n i c  means o f  u n d e rs c o r in g  th e  s e r io u s  n a tu r e  o f  th e  u n d e r­

ta k in g :

Gawan w a tz  g la d  to  begynne f o s e  gomnez in  h a l l e ,
B ot f>a3  § e  ende ne heuy h a f  3e  no w onder.

( 4 9 5 - 4 9 6 )

And:

Now r id e z  p i s  ren k  § u r 3  pe  rya lm e o f  L o g re s ,
S i r  G auan, on Godez h a lu e ,  j?a3  hym no gomen f»o3 t .

( 6 9 1 - 6 9 2 )

The exch an g e  ag reem en t i s , t o  an  even  g r e a t e r  e x t e n t  th a n  th e  b e ­

h e a d in g  c o n t e s t ,  a  game— a d iv e r s io n  w ith  w h ich  to  c e l e b r a te  th e  h o l id a y  

seaso n  and  l i g h t e n  th e  tim e  u n t i l  Gawain r i d e s  f o r th  t o  m eet h i s  f a t e  a t  

th e  G reen C h a p e l. On each  o c c a s io n  t h a t  t h e  exchange ag reem ent i s  

p ro p o se d , i t  m a n i f e s t ly  o f f e r e d  and a c c e p te d  a s  a  game, as  p u re  l a y k , and  

in  a l l  l i k e l i h o o d ,  th e  a u d ie n c e — l i k e  th e  h e r o — i s  n o t  m eant to  g ra sp
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th e  f u l l  s e r io u s n e s s  o f  th e  game u n t i l  th e  denouem ent a t  th e  G reen  C h a p e l.

On th e  f i r s t  n ig h t ,  B e rc i la k  p ro p o s e s  a  fo rw a rd e ;

13 e t f i r r e , '  q u o f f  e f r e k e , 1 a  fo rw ard e  we m ake:
Q u a t- s o -e u e r  I  wynne in  f e  wod h i t  w o rfez  t o  y o u re z ,
And q u a t  chek so  3e ach eu e  ohaunge me f e r f o r n e .
S w ete , swap we s o ,  sw are  w ith  t r a w f e ,
Q u e fe r , le u d e ,  so  lym p, l e r e  o b e r  b e t t e r , '
'B i G od ,' q u o f Gawayn f e  g o d e , ' I  g r a n t  f e r t y l l e ,
And f a t  yow l i s t  f o r  t o  l a y k e , l e f  me f y n k e s . ’
'Who b ry n g ez  vus f i s  b e u e ra g e ,  f i s  b a rg ay n  i s  m aked' :
So sayde  pe  lo r d e  o f  f a t  le d e ;  pay  l a 3 ed  vchone , 
pay  d ronken and  d a y ly e d e n  an d  d a l te n  v n ty 3 t e l ,  
f i s e  lo rd e s  and  la d y e z ,  q u y le  f a t  hem ly k e d .

(1105-1115)

As t h e  e v e n in g  e n d s , th e  p o e t  c o n f irm s  th e  p l a y f u l  n a tu re  o f  t h e i r  p a c t :

To b ed  3 e t  e r  f a y  3 e d e ,
R ecorded c o u e n a u n te z  o f t e ;  
f e  o ld e  lo rd e  o f  f a t  le u d e  
cowfe w el h a ld e  la y k  a l o f t e .

(1122-1125)

On th e  seco n d  n ig h t ,  Gawain and  B e r c i la k  a g a in  r e h e a rs e  t h e i r  a c c o rd s

in  te rm s  w hich  u n d e rsc o re  th e  g a m e - lik e  n a tu r e  o f  t h e  exchange p a c t :

And sy fe n  by f e  chymne in  cham ber pay  s e t e n ,
Wy3ez  f e  w a lle  wyn we3 e d  t o  hem o f t ,
And e f t  in  h e r  b o u rdyng  f a y  b a y fe n  in  f e  morn 
To f y l l e  f e  same fo rw a rd e z  f a t  p ay  b y fo re  maden:
Wat chaunce so  b y ty d e z  h o r  cheuysaunce  to  chaunge ,
What nwez so  pay nome, a t  n a 3 t  quen f a y  m e tte n . 
pay  ac o rd e d  o f  f e  c o u e n a u n te z  b y fo re  pe  c o u r t  a l l e ;  
f e  b eu e ra g e  w atz  b r o 3 t  f o r t h  in  b o u rd e  a t  f a t  tym e.

(1402-1409)

F i n a l l y ,  on th e  eve o f  G aw ain 's  t r y s t  a t  th e  G reen C h ap e l, th e y  r e - e n a c t

t h e i r  fo rw a rd e s , t h i s  tim e  in  la n g u a g e  w hich  i r o n i c a l l y  ju x ta p o s e s  th e

m e rrim e n t o f  th e  exchange game w ith  th e  l u r  o f  th e  b e h ea d in g  t e s t :

'Make we mery q u y l we may and  mynne vpon jo y e ,
F o r f e  l u r  may mon la c h  w hen-so  mon ly k e z . '  
f i s  w atz  g r a y f e ly  g r a u n te d ,  and  Gawayn i s  le n g e d ,
B l i f e  b r o 3t  w atz  hym d ry n k , and  f a y  to  bedde 3 eden 

w ith  l y 3 t .
(1681-1685)141

The te m p ta t io n  t e s t  i s  a l s o  q u i t e  g a m e lik e , r e p l e t e  w ith  l a u g h t e r ,
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b a d in a g e , and  p l a y f u l  m ockery . Above a l l ,  l i k e  th e  b e h e a d in g  and

exchange t e s t s ,  i t  i s  a  c o n t e s t— an e l a b o r a t e  to u rn am en t o f  w ords and

w i t s ,  th e  s e r io u s n e s s  o f  w hich l i e s  j u s t  b e n e a th  th e  s u r f a c e :

f u s  hym fra y n e d  f a t  f r e ,  and  fo n d e t  hym o f t e ,
F o r to  h a f  wonnen hym t o  w o3e, w h a t-s o  sch o  f o 3 t  e l l e z ;
B ot he  d e fen d e d  hym so  f a y r  f a t  no f a u t  sem ed,
Ne non e u e l  on n aw fe r h a lu e ,  n a w fe r f a y  w is te n  

b o t  b ly s s e .
(1549-1553)

O r:
And ay f e  la d y  l e t  ly k  a s  hym lo u e d  mych; 
f e  f r e k e  f e r d e  w ith  d e fe n c e , and  f e t e d  f u l  f a y r e —
' f a 3  I  w ere b u rd e  b r y 3 t e s t , '  f e  b u rd e  in  mynde h a d e , 
f e  l a s s e  l u f  in  h i s  lo d e  f o r  l u r  f a t  h e  s o 3 t  

b o u te  h o n e , 
f e  d u n te  f a t  s c h u ld e  hym d e u e ,
And n ed ez  h i t  m ost b e  do n e .

(1281-1287)

I t  i s  a  m easure o f  G aw ain 's  c h a r a c te r  t h a t  h e  n e v e r  d o u b ts  o r

q u e s t io n s  th e  u n d e r ly in g  s e r io u s n e s s  o f  th e  games w hich c o n s t i t u t e  h i s

two m ajo r t r a w fe  t e s t s .  T h ro u g h o u t, he rem a in s  q u i t e  c l e a r  a s  to  th e

s ta k e s  o f  th e  b e h e a d in g  game, a s  i s  d e m o n s tra te d  by h i s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  th e

g u id e 's  s u g g e s tio n  o f  f l i g h t :

'B o t h e ld e  fo u  h i t  n e u e r  so  h o ld e ,  and  I  h e re  p a s s e d ,
Founded f o r  f e rd e  f o r  t o  f i e ,  in  fourm e f a t  f o u  t e l l e z ,
I  w ere a  kny 3 t  kow arde, I  my3 t  n o t  b e  e x c u s e d . '

(2129-2131)

N ever once does h e  w aver in  h i s  r e s o lv e  t o  f u l f i l l  th e  te rm s  o f  h i s

c o n t r a c t  w ith  th e  G reen K n ig h t:

'And me a l s  fay n  t o  f a l l e  fe y e  a s  f a y ly  o f  myyn e m d e . '
(1067)

The s ta k e s  a re  e q u a l ly  c l e a r  i n  th e  te m p ta t io n  t e s t ,  an d , a c c o r d in g ly ,

G aw ain 's  r e s o lv e  i s  e q u a l ly  f irm :

He c a re d  f o r  h i s  c o r ta y s y e ,  l e s t  c r a fa y n  he  w ere ,
And more f o r  h i s  m eschef 3 i f  h e  s c h u ld e  make s y n n e ,
And be t r a y t o r  t o  f a t  to I k e  f a t  f a t  t e l d e  a 3 t .
'God s c h y ld e , '  q u o fe  f e  s c h a lk ,  ' f a t  s c h a l  n o t  b e f a l l e ! '

(1773-1776)
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In  th e  exchange  o f  w in n in g s  game, how ever, t h e  s e r io u s n e s s  o f  G aw ain 's

t r i a l  i s  l e s s  o b v io u s  and  th e  k n ig h t  who w ould  r a t h e r  d ie  th a n  in c u r

th e  d is h o n o r  o f  s h i r k in g  h i s  o b l ig a t io n s  m is c o n s t ru e s  th e  n a tu r e  o f  th e

t e s t ,  a c c e p t in g  th e  la c e  t o  " p re s e rv e  h i s  l i f e "  an d  th e re b y  b re a k in g  h i s

exchange  p le d g e  t o  B e r c i la k :

f e n  k e s t  f e  kny 3 t ,  and  h i t  com t o  h i s  h e r t
H i t  w ere a  j u e l  f o r  f e  jo p a rd e  f a t  hym iu g g e d  w ere :
When he  ach eu ed  t o  f e  c h a p e l h i s  chek  f o r  t o  f e c h ,
My3 t  h e  h a f  s ly p p e d  t o  b e  v n s la y n ,  p e  s l e 3 t  w ere n o b le ,  
f e n n e  he  f u lg e d  w ith  h i r  f r e p e  and  f o l e d  h i r  t o  sp e k e ,
And ho b e r e  on hym fie b e l t  and  b ed e  h i t  hym sw yfe—
And he g r a n te d  and  hym g a fe  w ith  a  goud w y l le —
And b i s o 3 t  hym, f o r  h i s  s a k e ,  d i s c e u e r  h i t  n e u e r ,
B o t to  l e l l y  la y n e  f r o  h i r  lo r d e ;  f e  le u d e  hym a c o rd e z  
f a t  n e u e r  wy3 e sc h u ld e  h i s  w y t, iw y s s e , b o t  pay  tw ayne 

f o r  n o 3 t e .
(1855-1865)

In d e e d , i t  i s  n o t  u n t i l  he  i s  c o n f ro n te d  by  th e  G reen K n ig h t t h a t  Gawain

re c o g n iz e s  th e  g r a v i t y  o f  h i s  f a u l t :

f ia t  o f e r  s t i f  mon in  s tu d y  s to d  a  g r e t  w h y le ,
So a g re u e d  f o r  greme h e  g ry ed  w i th in n e ;
A lle  f e  b lo d e  o f  h i s  b r e s t  b le n d e  i n  h i s  f a c e ,  
f ia t  a l  h e  s c h ra n k  f o r  schome f a t  fie s c h a lk  t a lk e d .  
p e  form e w orde vpon fo ld e  f a t  pe  f r e k e  m eled :
'C o rs e d  w o rth  cow arddyse and c o u e ty se  b o fe !
In  yow i s  v y la n y  and vy se  f a t  v e r tu e  d i s s t r y e z . '
fe n n e  h e  k a 3 t  t o  f e  k n o t ,  and  f e  k e s t  la w se z ,
B rayde b r o f e ly  f e  b e l t  t o  f e  b u rn e  s e lu e n :
'L o! f e r  f e  f a ls s y n g ,  f o u le  mot h i s  f a l i e ! '

(2369-2378)

I t  i s  t o  G aw a in 's  c r e d i t  t h a t ,  u n l ik e  th e  c a r p in g  c o u r t i e r s  o f  C am elo t,

h e  does n o t  in v o k e  th e  g a m e -lik e  n a tu r e  o f  h i s  p a c t  w i th  B e r c i la k  to

a m e l io r a te  h i s  v i o l a t i o n  o f  t r a w f e , b u t  r e g a rd s  h i s  f la w  as  r e a l  and

i r r e v e r s i b l e :

'F o r  mon may hyden h i s  harm e, b o t  vnhap ne may h i t ,
F o r f e r  h i t  onez i s  ta c h c h e d  twynne w i l  h i t  n e u e r . '

(2511-2512)

T h a t G aw ain 's  p e n ta g o n a l i n t e g r i t y  f a i l s  to  a l t o g e t h e r  w i th s ta n d  

th e  t e s t  o f  w o rld  and  tim e  p ro v e s  n o t  t h a t  Gawain h im s e lf  i s  i n f e r i o r ,
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b u t  t h a t  man and  h i s  i d e a l s  how ever a d m ira b le — a r e  f a l l i b l e .  We do

n o t  co n c lu d e  from  G aw a in 's  f a i l u r e  t h a t  a n o th e r  k n ig h t  m ig h t h av e

su ccee d ed  w here he  f a l t e r e d .  On th e  c o n t r a r y ,  th e  G reen K n ig h t 's

magnanimous e s t im a t io n  o f  Gawain s ta n d s  u n c h a lle n g e d :

'On § e  f a u t l e s t  f r e k e  § a t  e u e r  on f o te  3 e d e ;
As p e r l e  b i  fie q u i t e  p e se  o f  o f  p ry s  m ore,
So i s  Gawayn, in  god f a y th ,  b i  o £ e r  gay k n y 3 t e z . '

(2363-2365)

D e sp ite  h i s  s e lf - c o n d e m n a tio n ,  G aw ain 's  flaw  i s  l e s s  an  i n d i c a t i o n  o f

h i s  p e r s o n a l  in a d e q u a c y  th a n  i t  i s  an e x p re s s io n  o f  h i s  h u m a n ity , a

m a n if e s ta t io n  o f  t h e  f a l l e n  n a tu r e  o f  m ankind.

G aw ain 's  l a p s e  from  p e n ta g o n a l p e r f e c t io n  i s ,  in  t h i s  s e n s e ,  a

r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  th e  i m p l i c i t  dynam ic o f  th e  w in te r  jo u r n e y s ;  i t  c o n s t i t u t e s

h i s  f i n a l  i n i t i a t i o n  i n t o  th e  m o r ta l  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  o f  th e  human c o n d i t io n ,

w h ere , g iv e n  th e  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  s t a t e  o f  m a n 's  n a t u r e ,  n e c e s s i t y  o p e r a te s

" i n t e r n a l l y "  a s  im p e r f e c t io n  a s  w e l l  a s  " e x te r n a l ly "  a s  m u t a b i l i t y  o r

d e a th .  W hile i t  i s  t r u e  t h a t  th e  i n t e r n a l i z a t i o n  o f  n e c e s s i t y  te n d s  to

b l u r  th e  o p p o s i t io n  be tw een  th e  h e ro  and h i s  f a t e ,  i t  i s  a l s o  t r u e  t h a t

i t  m i t ig a te s  h i s  g u i l t  w i th o u t  d im in is h in g  h i s  h e r o ic  a c h ie v e m e n t.

G awain, l i k e  th e  h e ro e s  o f  o ld ,  f a l l s  i n  th e  end  b e c a u s e  he i s

b e t t e r ,  n o t  w o rse  th a n  o th e r  men; i t  i s ,  o d d ly  enough , h i s  v e ry  s u p e r -

145i o r i t y  w hich a c c o u n ts  f o r  h i s  f a i l u r e  a s  w e ll  a s  h i s  s u c c e s s .  In  

o th e r  w o rd s, i t  i s  o n ly  b e c a u se  Gawain h as  p r e v a i l e d  so  w e l l  i n  th e  b e ­

h e a d in g  and te m p ta t io n  t e s t s  t h a t  he  p ro g re s s e s  t o  th e  r e l a t i v e l y  m inor 

exchange t e s t  w here he  e v e n tu a l ly  lo s e s  h i s  f o o t in g ;  and  even  h e r e ,

when th e  Lady o f f e r s  th e  g am b it o f  th e  "m agic" l a c e ,  sh e  do es  so  a s  a

l a s t  a t te m p t t o  s a lv a g e  w hat sh e  can  in  a  game w here th e  m a jo r  v i c t o r i e s

146have a l r e a d y  b een  co n ced ed  to  h e r  n o b le  a d v e r s a ry .

J u s t  a s  G aw ain ' s  im p e r f e c t io n  i s  i n e x t r i c a b ly  bound up w ith  h i s
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n e a r - p e r f e c t io n ,  h i s  p r i d e —w hich  h a s  b een  v iew ed a s  a  m a n i f e s ta t io n  o f

t h e  s u r q u id r e  t h a t  Morgan s e t s  o u t  t o  a s s a y  ( l i n e  2 4 5 7 )147—p ro v e s  t o  b e

a t  l e a s t  a s  much a  v i r t u e  a s  a  v ic e .  Gawain h im s e lf  c o n fe s s e s  t o  t h i s

f a u l t  when he  a c c e p ts  th e  l u f - l a c e  from  th e  G reen K n ig h t:

'And f u s ,  quen p ry d e  s c h a l  me p ry k  f o r  prow s o f  a rm es, 
fie lo k e  t o  f i s  l u f - l a c e  s c h a l  le fie  my h e r t . '

(2437-2438)

B ut i t  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  c l e a r  t o  w hat d e g re e  Gawain i s  in  f a c t  g u i l t y  o f

p r i d e .  From th e  b e g in n in g ,  t h e  p o e t  i s  a t  p a in s  t o  i n v e s t  him  w ith  a

c o n s id e r a b le  d e g re e  o f  h u m i l i t y .  I  r e f e r  n o t  o n ly  t o  th e  fo rm a l and

l a r g e ly  r h e t o r i c a l  m odesty  w i th  w hich  th e  k n ig h t  r e q u e s ts  th e  b e h e a d in g

a d v e n tu re  o r  fen d s  o f f  th e  s e d u c t iv e  com plim ents o f  th e  L a d y ,^ 4® b u t  o f

th e  a u t h e n t i c  h u m i l i ty  w ith  w h ich  he u n d e r ta k e s  h i s  q u e s t :

f e  kny 3 t  mad ay  god c h e r e ,
And sa y d e , 'Q u a t s c h u ld  I  wonde?
Of d e s t i n e s  d e r f  and  d e re  
What may mon do b o t  fo n d e ? '

(562-565)

L a t e r ,  a s  Gawain makes h i s  way to w a rd s  th e  Green C hapel i t s e l f ,  t h e r e  i s

no e v id e n c e  o f  b ra v a d o , no s u r q u i d r e , o n ly  a  k n ig h t  whose c o n d u c t

e x e m p lif ie s  p io u s  r e s i g n a t i o n :

'B o t 1 w yl to  f e  c h a p e l ,  f o r  chaunce f a t  may f a l l e ,
And t a l k  w yth f a t  i l k  t u l k  f e  t a l e  f a t  me l y s t e ,
W orfe h i t  w e le  o f e r  wo, a s  f e  wyrde ly k e z  

h i s  h a f e .  
f a 3 e h e  b e  a  s t u m  knape 
To s t i 3e l ,  and  s t a d  w ith e  s t a u e ,
F u l w el con D ry3 te n  sch ap e  
H is s e r u a u n te s  f o r  t o  s a u e . '

(2132-2139)

A g ain , when h i s  g u id e  r i d e s  o f f :

'B i  Goddez s e l f , '  q u o f  Gawayn,
' I  w yl n a u f e r  g r e t e  ne g ro n e ;
To Goddez w y lle  I  am f u l  b ay n ,
And to  hym I  h a f  me t o n e . '

(2156-2159)
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And y e t  a g a in ,  when h e  h e a r s  th e  G reen K n ig h t w h e tt in g  h i s  ax  on th e  

g r in d s to n e :

'L e t  God w orchel "We lo o " —
H it  h e lp p e z  me n o t  a  m o te .
My l i f  f>a3  I  fo rg o o ,
D rede d o tz  me no l o t e . '

T h is  i s  a  s t r a n g e  k in d  o f  p r id e  1 I f  in  f a c t  Gawain i s  g u i l t y  o f  p r i d e ,

h i s  p r i d e — l i k e  h i s  im p e r f e c t io n — d o es  n o t  em anate  from  an in d iv id u a l

c h a r a c t e r  f la w ; i t  i s  th e  r e s u l t  o f  t h a t  u n iv e r s a l  c o n d i t io n  t h a t  makes

i t  an a c t  o f  p r id e  f o r  a  man to  a s p i r e  t o  a  n o b le  i d e a l  in  a p o s t -

la p s a r i a n  w o r ld . More to  th e  p o i n t ,  G aw a in 's  p r id e  en su es  n o t  from

w eakness on h i s  p a r t ,  b u t  from  h i s  s t r e n g t h ,  from  w hat i s  h ig h e s t  in  h i s

n a t u r e —h i s  advocacy  o f  th e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l .  Gawain may le a r n  in  th e

end t h a t  p e r f e c t i o n  i s  beyond human c a p a c i t y t h a t  h a rd -e a rn e d

know ledge does n o t  r e n d e r  h i s  i d e a l  v a in g lo r io u s  o r  h i s  a s p i r a t i o n

f u t i l e :  What may mon do b o t  fonde?

To sum up th e n :  once im p e r f e c t io n  i s  u n d e rs to o d  to  be  in h e r e n t  

in  human n a t u r e ,  i t  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  G aw a in 's  f a i l u r e  in  no way 

n u l l i f i e s  h i s  h e ro ism . In  f a c t ,  t h e r e  i s  a  c l e a r  an a lo g y  to  be  drawn 

betw een  G aw ain 's  f a l l  from  p e r f e c t io n  and  th e  c a ta s t r o p h e s  w hich b e f a l l  

th e  p r o t a g o n i s t s  o f  B eow ulf, M aldon, and  M orte A r th u r e ; j u s t  a s  i t  i s  th e  

h e r o ic  i n t e g r i t y  o f  B eow ulf, B y rh tn o th , and  A r th u r  w hich  p r e c i p i t a t e s  

t h e i r  d o w n fa ll ,  Gawain p ro v e s  im p e r fe c t  p r e c i s e l y  b e c a u se  he i s  th e  b e s t  

o f  A r th u r 's  k n ig h t s ,  b eca u se  h e  a lo n e  i s  " p e r f e c t "  enough to  u n d e r ta k e  

and  p e r s e v e r e  in  th e  q u e s t .  In d e e d , th e  denouem ent o f  Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t i s  a  v a r i a t i o n  o f  th e  c e n t r a l  i ro n y  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem, 

w h e re , b e c a u se  he  i s  s u p e r io r  to  o r d in a r y  m ank ind , in  h i s  a s p i r a t i o n s  a s  

w e l l  a s  h i s  a t t r i b u t e s ,  th e  h e ro  s t r a i n s  human p o s s i b i l i t y  t o  th e  b re a k in g
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p o i n t ,  r e v e a l in g  th e  l i m i t s  o f  human c a p a c i t y ,  an d , in  th e  p o s t -

150l a p s a r i a n  w o rld  o f  t h i s  poem, th e  im p e r f e c t io n  o f  human n a tu r e .

How th e n  in  th e  end  a re  we t o  ju d g e  G aw a in 's  a d v e n tu re ?  What i s

th e  f i n a l  b a la n c e  betw een  h i s  s u c c e s s  and  h i s  f a i l u r e ?  h i s  h e ro ism  and

h i s  im p e r f e c t io n ?  Gawain v iew s h i s  p e rfo rm a n c e  a s  a  f a i l u r e ,  a c c e p t in g

th e  la c e  from  th e  G reen K n ig h t a s  a  t a n g i b l e  acknow ledgm ent o f  h i s

w eakness and s i n :

'B o t y o u r g o r d e l , ' q u o f Gawayn, 'God yow f o r 3 e ld e !  
f a t  wyl I  w elde w yth goud w y l l e ,  n o t  f o r  f e  wynne g o ld e ,
Ne f e  s a y n t ,  ne f e  s y lk ,  n e  f e  sy d e  p e n d a u n te s ,
F o r w e le  ne  f o r  w orchyp, n e  f o r  f e  w lonk w erk k ez ,
B ot in  syngne o f  my s u r f e t  I  s c h a l  s e  h i t  o f t e ,
When I  r i d e  in  re n o u n , rem orde t o  m yseluen  
f e  f a u t  and  f e  f a y n ty s e  o f  f e  f l e s c h e  c ra b b e d ,
How te n d e r  h i t  i s  to  e n ty s e  te c h e s  o f  f y l f e . '

(2429-2435)

B u t th e  G reen K n ig h t, w h ile  n o t  u n m in d fu l o f  G aw ain 's  f a u l t ,  s t r e s s e s  h i s

a c h ie v e m e n t, la u d in g  G aw ain 's  s u c c e s s  w ith  e n c o m ia s t ic  e n th u s ia sm :

'Now know I  w el f y  c o s s e s ,  and  f y  c o s te s  a l s ,
And f e  wowing o f  my w yf: I  wr©3 t  h i t  m yseluen .
I  sende  h i r  to  a s s e y  f e ,  and  s o f l y  me fy n k k ez  
On f e  f a u t l e s t  f re k e  f a t  e u e r  on f o t e  3 ed e ;
As p e r l e  b i  f e  q u i t e  p e se  i s  o f  p ry s e  m ore,
So i s  Gawayn, in  god f a y th ,  b i  o f e r  gay k n y 3 t e z .
B ot h e re  yow la k k e d  a  l y t t e l ,  s i r ,  and le w te  yow w onted ;
B ot f a t  w atz  f o r  no w ylyde w erk e , n e  wowyng n a u f e r ,
B ot f o r  3 e  lu f e d  y o u r l y f ; f e  l a s s e  I  yow b la m e . '

(2360-2368)

G aw a in 's  l a s t  spoken  w ords a re  a  r u e f u l  a d m iss io n  o f  h i s  im p e r f e c t io n :

'F o r  mon may hyden h i s  h a rrae , b o t  vnhap ne may h i t ,
F o r  f e r  h i t  onez i s  ta c h c h e d  tw ynne w il  h i t  n e u e r . '

(2511-2512)

B u t when th e  G reen K n ig h t sp eak s  l a s t ,  he p r a i s e s  Gawain f o r  h i s  g r e a t  

t r a w f e :

'And I  w old  f e  as  w e l, wy3 e ,  b i  my f a y th e ,
As any gome v n d er God f o r  f y  g r e te  t r a u f e . '

(2469-2470)
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T h ere  i s  no q u e s t io n  o f  ch o o s in g  be tw een  th e s e  two v ie w p o in ts .  As

Burrow  a rg u e s :

As f a r  a s  th e  f a c t s  o f  th e  c a s e  a r e  co n c e rn e d  th e r e  
i s  no r e a l  c o n t r a d ic t io n  be tw een  G aw ain 's  c o n fe s s io n  
and B e r c i l a k 's  judgm en t. B o th  t h e i r  a c c o u n ts  a re  
in c o m p le te ;  b u t  each  i s  p e r f e c t l y  v a l i d  a s  f a r  a s  i t  
goes . . . F o r B e rc i la k  th e  a d v e n tu re  d e m o n s tra te s  
m a n 's  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  good; f o r  Gawain i t  demon­
s t r a t e s  h i s  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  e v i l .  Where one s e e s  
'g r e t e  t r a u f e '  . . . th e  o th e r  s e e s  ' f e  f a u t  and  f e  
f a y n ty s e  o f  f e  f l e s c h e  c r a b b e d . '151

G aw ain 's  e n c o u n te r  w ith  th e  c o u r t  g e n e r a te s  a  s i m i l a r  d u a l i t y .

Upon h i s  r e tu r n  to  C am elo t, he h a s t i l y  d i s p la y s  th e  la c e  a s  an  emblem

o f  h i s  sham e:

'L o! l o r d e , '  q u o f f e  le u d e ,  and  f e  la c e  h o n d e le d ,
' f i s  i s  f e  bende o f  f i s  b lam e I  b e r e  in  my n ek , 
f i s  i s  f e  l a f e  and f e  lo s s e  f a t  I  l a 3 t  haue 
Of co u a rd y se  and c o u e ty se  f a t  I  h a f  c a 3 t  f a r e ;  
f i s  i s  f e  to k e n  o f  v n tra w fe  f a t  I  am ta n  in n e ,
And I  mot nedez h i t  w ere w yle I  may l a s t . '

(2505-2510)

B ut h i s  com rades, la u g h in g  o f f  h i s  c o n f e s s io n ,  a d o p t th e  b a l d r i c  a s  a

to k e n  o f  Round T ab le  b ro th e rh o o d  and  re n o u n :

f e  kyng co m fo rtez  f e  k ny 3 t ,  and  a l l e  f e  c o u r t  a l s
L a3en lo u d e  f e r a t ,  and  l u f l y l y  a c o rd e n
f a t  lo rd e s  and l a d i s  f a t  lo n g e d  t o  f e  T a b le ,
Vche b u rn e  o f  f e  b r o f e r h e d e ,  a  b au d e ry k  s c h u ld e  h a u e ,
A bende a b e l e f  hym a b o u te  o f  a  b r y 3 t  g re n e ,
And f a t ,  f o r  sa k e  o f  f a t  s e g g e , i n  sw e te  t o  w ere .
F o r f a t  w a tz  aco rd e d  f e  ren o u n  o f  f e  Rounde T a b le ,
And he h o n o u red  f a t  h i t  hade euerm ore  a f t e r .

(2513-2520)

A g a in , i t  i s  n o t  a  m a t te r  o f  c h o o s in g  one o r  a n o th e r  o f  th e s e  c o n f l i c t i n g  

ju d g m e n ts . In  th e  e n d , a s  Burrow j u s t l y  o b s e rv e s ,  " th e  k n ig h ts  and 

l a d i e s  s h a re  th e  b a l d r i c  w ith  Gawain a s  a  s ig n  b o th  o f  t h e i r  c o rp o ra te  

renow n and o f  t h e i r  common h u m a n ity ."152

At t h e  c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  a s  t h e  poem c i r c l e s  back  t o  i t s  

B ru tu s  Bokez fram e , t h i s  t e n s io n  be tw een  o p p o s in g  v iew s o f  G aw ain 's
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a d v e n tu re  i s  f ix e d  in  i t s  f i n a l  form  when th e  p o e t ,  r e in c o r p o r a t in g

G aw ain 's  t a l e  in t o  th e  s tre a m  o f  h e r o ic  e v e n ts  w h ich  e n c lo s e s  th e  a c t i o n ,

commemorates i t  a s  an o u ts ta n d in g  exam ple o f  human p ro w e ss— an a u n t e r —

a n d , a t  th e  same t im e , p la c e s  i t  in  a  h i s t o r i c a l  t r a d i t i o n  w here b ly s s e

am big u o u sly  a l t e r n a t e s  w ith  b lu n d e r , w h ile  s e l l y , w o n d er, and  f e r l y  mix

and m in g le  w ith  w e r r e , w ra k e , and  t e n e :

j5us in  A r th u ru s  day § i s  a u n te r  b i t i d d e ,  
fie B ru tu s  bokez § e r o f  b e r e s  w y tte n e s s e ;

 ___  Sypen  B ru tu s ,  £ e  b o ld e  b u rn e ,  b o 3 ed  h i d e r  f y r s t ,
A f te r  fie seg g e  and  fie a s a u te  w atz  s e s e d  a t  T ro y e , 

iw y s s e ,
Mony a u n te r e z  h e r e - b i f o m e  
Haf f a l l e n  su ch e  e r  f i i s .

(2522-2528)

I t  sh o u ld  come a s  no s u r p r i s e  t h a t  th e  tw o c o n t r a s t i n g  v iew s o f  

G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu re  a r e  a llo w e d  to  s ta n d  in  a  s t a t e  o f  u n re s o lv e d  

t e n s i o n . 153 L ik e  so  much in  th e  poem w hich  re m a in s  u n c e r t a in ,  th e  f i n a l  

v e r d i c t  on G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu re  i s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  l e f t  in  d o u b t, a  l a s t  

in s ta n c e  o f  t h a t  am b iv a len ce  so  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  a  poem w hich  s im p ly  

does n o t  ad m it o f  any one s in g l e  dom inan t p e r s p e c t iv e .  Once a g a in ,  form  

and  m eaning  c o rre sp o n d — c o m p le x ity  f o r  c o m p le x ity . Gawain and th e  Green 

K n ig h t i s  a  m u l t i f a c e te d  poem; l i k e  a  c u t  je w e l tu r n e d  b e f o r e  one o f  

i t s  own b la z in g  f i r e s ,  i t  r e f l e c t s  a  w ide ra n g e  o f  modes and m ean ings— 

some com plem en tary , o th e r s  c o n t r a d ic t o r y ,  none m u tu a lly  e x c l u s i v e . I "*4  

Under th e s e  c o n d i t io n s ,  a lm o s t any g iv e n  e p is o d e ,  p r o t a g o n i s t ,  o r  

p a s sa g e  a llo w s  f o r — o f te n  dem ands— more th a n  one r e a d i n g ; 155 com ic, 

h e r o i c ,  ro m a n tic ,  and i r o n i c  a n g le s  o f  v i s io n  a l t e r n a t e  w ith  k a le id o s c o p ic  

r a p i d i t y  u n t i l  Gawain comes to  re sem b le  th e  p e n ta n g le  i t s e l f ,  a w hole 

n o t  r e d u c ib le  to  th e  sum o f  i t s  p a r t s ,  and  e n d e le s  k n o t , w here vche 

ly n e  vm belappez and  lo u k e z  in  o p e r , w ith o u te n  ende  a t  any n o k e , w h ereeu er 

fte gomen b y g a n , o r  g lo d  to  an e n d e .
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T h u s, in  th e  e n d , th e r e  i s  no n eed  t o  deny  G aw ain 's  im p e r fe c t io n  

in  o r d e r  t o  a p p r e c ia te  h i s  h e r o i s m ; ^56 n o r  i t  i s  n e c e s s a ry  t o  ig n o re  th e  

com ic te m p e r o f  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t t o  a p p r e c ia te  how much th e  poem 

owes t o  i t s  u n iq u e  fo rm u la tio n  o f  th e  c o n f r o n ta t io n  be tw een  th e  h e ro  an d  

h i s  f a t e .  F o r a l l  i t s  com ic rhythm s and  im p e r f e c t  h e r o ,  th e  v i s io n  o f  

man w h ich  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t p r o j e c t s  h a s  a s  much to  w ith  

human d i g n i t y  a s  i t  does w ith  human l i m i t a t i o n ,  a s  much t o  do w ith  

h e r o i c  acco m p lish m en t a s  i t  does w ith  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  i m p e r f e c t i o n . 7 

E a r l i e r ,  com paring  B runanburh  w ith  M aidon, we c o n c lu d ed  t h a t  th e  p r e s e n ­

t a t i o n  o f  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  in  i s o l a t i o n  from  t r a g i c  n e c e s s i t y  r e s u l t s  in  

p a n e g y r ic  r a t h e r  th a n  in  h e r o ic  p o e t r y .  C o n v e rs e ly , Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t s u g g e s ts  t h a t  even  when h e r o i c  v a lu e s  a r e  l e s s  th a n  a b s o lu t e — 

even  when th e y  a r e  q u a l i f i e d  by im p e r f e c t io n  and  m o d if ie d  by th e  c o u r t l y  

c o n c e rn s  o f  c h iv a l r y — once such  v a lu e s  a r e  p la c e d  in  t e n s io n  w ith  

n e c e s s i t y ,  th e y  a r e  c a p a b le  o f  g e n e r a t in g  a u t h e n t i c  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  o f  

c o n s id e r a b le  pow er. What p ro v e s  d e c i s iv e  i s  n o t  th e  c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  

h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a lo n e ,  b u t  th e  o p p o s i t io n  b e tw een  man’s  h e ro ism  and h i s  

f a t e — t h a t  c l a s h  w h e re in  th e  h e ro  p i t s  th e  g lo r y  and  d ig n i ty  o f  man 

a g a i n s t  a l l  w hich  t r a n s c e n d s  th e  human w i l l ,  f r u s t r a t e s  human a s p i r a t i o n ,  

and  d e n ie s  human w o r th . In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  G aw ain, though  l e s s  im p o sin g  

th a n  B eo w u lf, B y rh tn o th , and  A r th u r ,  c a n n o t b e  d e n ie d  h i s  r i g h t f u l  p la c e  

among th e  ra n k s  o f  m ed iev a l E n g lis h  h e r o e s .
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and th e  G reen K n ig h t,"  i n  ALMA, p p . 530 -5 3 7 . F o r a  som ew hat more s p e c ­
u l a t i v e  a c c o u n t,  s e e  L a r ry  D. B enson , A r t and  T r a d i t io n  in  S i r  Gawain and 
th e  G reen K n ig h t (New B ru n sw ick , 1 9 6 5 ), p p . 3 -5 5 .

2See B enson, A r t and  T r a d i t i o n , p p . 207-248 ; A. C. S p e a r in g ,  The 
Gawain P o e t ; A C r i t i c a l  S tu d y  (London, 1 9 7 0 ), p p . 171-236 ; J .  A. B urrow ,
A R ead ing  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen  K n ig h t (London, 1 9 6 5 ), p p . 160-186 ;
R. H. B ow ers, "Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t as  E n te r ta in m e n t ,"  MLQ, XXIV
(1 9 6 3 ), 333-341; r e p r i n t e d  i n  C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen 
K n ig h t , 72 -8 4 ; Don Howard, The T h ree  T e m p ta t io n s : M ed ieva l Man i n  S ea rch  
o f  th e  W orld (P r in c e to n ,  1 9 6 6 ) , 241-254 .

Bowers c o n c e n tr a te s  on th e  com ic e le m e n ts  o f  d e l i g h t ,  l a u g h te r  and
e n te r ta in m e n t .  B ut beyond th e  o b v io u s ly  com ic to n e  and c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  
poem, th e  d e e p e s t  w e l l s p r in g  o f  comedy i n  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t h as  
i t s  so u rc e  i n  th e  p o e t ’s  i r o n i c  to l e r a n c e  o f  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  human im p er­
f e c t i o n —w hat Burrow , p .  156 , r e f e r s  t o  as h i s  " p r e v a i l in g  com ic mercy as 
o pposed  to  ' t r a g i c  j u s t i c e , ' "  and  w hat B enson, p . 248 , c a l l s  " a  f i n e l y  
t o l e r a n t ,  v ig o ro u s ly  g o o d -n a tu re d  and  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  G o th ic  a c c e p ta n c  
o f  l i f e  b o th  as  i t  i s  and  a s  i t  s h o u ld  b e ."  See a l s o  S p e a r in g ,  p .  31,
"Man l i v e s  i n  a w o rld  he  d id  n o t  make, and i s  a t  th e  m ercy o f  non-hum an 
p o w ers . F or th e  G aw ain-p o e t  t h i s  v iew  o f  man can  be  h e ld  c h a r i t a b l y ,  as  
com ic r a t h e r  th a n  t r a g i - c o m ic ,  c h i e f l y  b e c a u se  he s e e s  th e  pow er w ith  w hich 
man i s  c o n f ro n te d  a s  i t s e l f  m e r c i f u l " ;  and Howard, p . 254 , "Hence th e  com ic 
b a la n c e  w ith  w hich th e  p o e t  t r e a t s  th e  c h i v a l r i c  i d e a l  en co m p asse s , a lm o s t 
m ir a c u lo u s ly ,  th e  s a d d e s t  and  m ost t r a g i c  f a c t s  a b o u t th e  W orld: t h a t  th e  
f l e s h  i s  weak and th e  W orld im p e r f e c t ,  t h a t  a l l  o u r  b e s t  i d e a l s  a r e  im­
p o s s i b l e  o f  f u l f i l l m e n t . "  Burrow  a rg u e s  t h a t  w hat he  te rm s  " R ic a rd ia n "  
t o l e r a n c e  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  l a t e  1 4 th  c e n tu ry  E n g lis h  p o e t ry  in  
R ic a rd ia n  P o e try  (New H aven, 1 9 7 1 ).

2The b e s t  d is c u s s io n  o f  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t an d  th e  E n g lis h  
a l l i t e r a t i v e  h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n  i s  D. S. B rew er, "C o u rte sy  and  th e  Gawain 
P o e t ,"  r e p r in t e d  from  P a t t e r n s  o f  Love and C o u r te sy , e d . J .  L aw lo r, i n  
C h au cer and  h i s  C o n te m p o ra r ie s , 310 -3 4 3 , se e  e s p e c i a l l y  3 3 3 -3 4 2 ; s e e  a l s o  
T o lk ie n ,  B e o rh tn o th , 23 , who v iew s Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , a lo n g  w ith  
B eow ulf and Maldon as ex em p lary  w orks o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  h e r o ic  t r a d i t i o n ,  
one i n  th e  m idd le  and one a t  th e  end  o f  th e  m ed iev a l p e r io d ;  C ham bers,
H e ro ic  P o e t r y , 93 , who r e g a rd s  Gawain a s  one o f  " th e  m ost h e r o ic  poems 
e v e r  w r i t t e n  in  th e  E n g l is h  to n g u e ,"  and s i t u a t e s  i t  i n  th e  t r a d i t i o n  
o f  B eow ulf and M orte A r th u re .  S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p p . 1 8 -3 2 , and 
John  G ard n e r, C r i t i c a l  S t u d i e s , 310, p la c e  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n igh t 
i n  th e  E n g lis h  a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n  r a t h e r  th a n  t h a t  o f  th e  F ren ch  Romance, 
b u t  G ard n er a t  l e a s t  does n o t  a p p e a r  to  view  th e  poem i n  th e  c o n te x t  o f  h e ro ic
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p o e t r y .  B rew er g iv e s  an e x c e l l e n t  a c c o u n t o f  G aw ain 's  h e r o ic  a t t r i b u t e s ,  
a s  does A lan M. Markman, "The M eaning o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t , 11 
PMLA, LXXII (1 9 5 7 ), 574-586 ; r e p r in t e d  in  S i r  Gawain and  P e a r l , 159-175 ; 
th e r e  i s  a l s o  a  good a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  G aw ain 's  h e r o ic  q u a l i t i e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  
h i s  tra w g e , i n  B urrow , R ead in g . F o r a  view  o f  th e  poem as  an  i n t e r p l a y  o f  
th e  h e r o i c - a l l i t e r a t i v e  and  c o u r tly - ro m a n c e  t r a d i t i o n s ,  s e e  A rly n  Diamond,
"S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t; An A l l i t e r a t i v e  Romance, P h i lo l o g ic a l  
Q u a r te r ly , 55 (1 9 7 6 ), 10 -29 .

4The q u a l i t y  o f  G aw ain 's  h e ro ism  i s  q u e s t io n e d  by B enson, A r t and 
T r a d i t i o n , p p . 207-248 ; S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p p . 171-236 ; and B urrow , 
R ead in g , f a r  more m o d e ra te ly ,  p p . 160-186 .

^B urrow , R ead in g ; s e e  a l s o  T heodore S i l v e r s t e i n ,  "The A rt o f  S i r  
Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t,"  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  T o ro n to  Q u a r te r ly , XXXIII (1 9 6 4 ), 
258-278; r e p r i n t e d  i n  C r i t i c a l  S t u d i e s , 1 82 -212 ; 210, who s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  
s u b je c t  o f  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t "whose h e ro  m ust go q u e s t in g  f o r t h  
i n  th e  f a t a l  w in te r  se a so n  . . .  i s  mein's o ld  q u e r e l a  w ith  th e  h a r s h  un­
c e r t a i n t y  o f  th e  d e a th .

^B urrow , R ead in g , p . 185 , "Gawain f a c e s  D e a th , b u t  he  does n o t  e x p e r ­
ie n c e  i t ,  any more th a n  he  e x p e r ie n c e s  Judgm ent. What he does e x p e r ie n c e  
i s  r a t h e r  an an a lo g u e  o f  th e s e  L a s t  T h in g s ."

^Burrow , R ead in g , p .  185, "We c a n n o t ,  f i n a l l y ,  p r o p e r ly  a p p r e c ia te  S i r  
G aw ain, e i t h e r  a s  a  la y  o r  a s  a  m o ra l t a l e ,  w ith o u t  k e e p in g  a  g ra s p  on th e  
r a t h e r  o b v io u s  f a c t  t h a t  i t  i s  a  com ic poem—by w hich I  mean . . .  a  poem 
w hich ends h a p p i ly ,  w ith  th e  h e ro  r e in c o r p o r a te d  i n t o  h i s  s o c i e t y . "  a l s o ,  
p p . 152-158 , 185-186 .

®There i s  an e x c e l l e n t  d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  r h e t o r i c a l  c o n v e n tio n s  and 
them es o f  th e  S easons P assa g e  in  S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , w hich  I  draw upon a t  
a  number o f  p o in t s  i n  my own e x a m in a tio n  o f  th e s e  s t a n z a s ;  s e e  a l s o  D. A. 
P e a r s a l l ,  " R h e to r i c a l  D e s c r ip t io  i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t ,"  MLR,
L (1 9 5 5 ), 129-134 .

®A11 c i t a t i o n s  to  th e  t e x t  a r e  t o  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, ed .
J .  R. R. T o lk ie n  and  E. V. G ordon, 1925, r e v i s e d  by Norman D av is (London,
1967).

■^See Howard, T e m p ta t io n s , p p . 231-232 ; S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , p a s s im ;
Burrow , R e a d in g , p p . 33-34 .

■^Howard, T e m p ta tio n s , 265, " I t  i s  n o t  o f t e n  enough o b se rv e d  t h a t  in  
th e  l a t e r  M idd le  A ges, l i n e a r  t im e , though  i r r e v e r s i b l e ,  i s  s im u l ta n e o u s ly  
f ig u r e d  a s  a  s u c c e s s io n  o f  'r e v o lv i n g ' s e a s o n s  and y e a r s  and in  t h a t  se n se  
does r e p e a t  i t s e l f . " ;  See a l s o  B urrow , R ic a rd ia n  P o e t r y , p .  101.

^ S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , 190-191 .

13F or a n o th e r  ap p ro ac h  to  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  c y c l i c a l  and l i n e a r  
tim e  i n  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, se e  B urrow , R e a d in g , p p . 174-176 .

1 4 B urrow , R ic a rd ia n  P o e try ,  101, "The en d in g  o f  S i r  Gawain h as  so m eth in g  
i n  common w ith  . . . th e  s p i r i t  o f  E c c l e s i a s t i c u s ; 'When a  man h a th  d o n e , th e n
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he b e g in n e th ;  and  when he l e a v e th  o f f ,  th e n  s h a l l  he be d o u b t f u l . " ;  se e  
a l s o  Howard, T e m p ta tio n s , p p . 265-268.

^ F o r  a  b r i e f  a c c o u n t o f  l i t u r g i c a l  r e f e r e n c e s ,  se e  B urrow , R ead in g , 
pp . 5 4 -5 5 .

^ I t  i s  im p e ra tiv e  t o  d i f f e r e n t i a t e  b e tw een  th e  e l e g i a c  c o n n o ta tio n s  
o f  v a n i ty  and  th e  m o ra l c a t e g o r ie s  o f  v a in g lo r y  and con tem p tus  m undi, 
betw een  w h at i s  te m p o ra l and  w hat i s  w o r th le s s .

^^B enson, A rt and T r a d i t i o n , p . 203. "Gawain and A r th u r ,  th e  n a r r a t o r  
m a in ta in s ,  a r e  l i k e  a l l  men; th e y  f a i l  t o  s e e  th e  co n seq u en ces  o f  t h e i r  
a c t s ,  n o t  r e a l i z i n g  how se ldom  th e  b e g in n in g  . . . a c c o rd s  w ith  th e  e n d ." ;  
se e  a l s o  B urrow , R e a d in g , p p . 31-32 .

1 ftI t  i s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  th e  i r o n i e s  i n  Gawain and th e  G reen K nigh t 
t h a t  even  t h i s  e x p e c ta t io n  i s  " d is a p p o in te d "  by th e  com ic c o n c lu s io n  o f  
th e  poem.

1 ftB urrow , R ead in g , p p . 3 2 -33 , n o te s  t h e  " e x p a n s iv e  g e n e r a l i z in g  
com m ents," c o n c lu d in g  t h a t  th e  g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  seems " to  s p r in g  from  an 
im p u lse  i n  th e  p o e t  to  s e e  Gawain n o t  o n ly  a s  a  k n ig h t  among h i s  p e e rs  
b u t  a l s o  a s  a  man among men, a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  th e  'humanum g e n u s . '" ;  
se e  a l s o  S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , 184-186 .

20See S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , 185, who d e s c r ib e s  t r a d u c t io  a s  a  f ig u r e  
em ploy ing  " s i m i l a r  w ords o r  s y l l a b l e s  w i th  d i f f e r e n t  m e an in g ."  In  p r iv a t e  
c o n v e r s a t io n ,  P r o f e s s o r  R o b e rt 0 . Payne h a s  s u g g e s te d  t o  me s t i l l  a t h i r d  
p a ra n o m a s tic  p o s s i b i l i t y :  3 e m e  as  " e a g e r ly "  — a g lo s s  w hich w ould invoke 
th e  i r o n i c  i n t e r p l a y  o f  c y c l i c a l  and l i n e a r  t im e ,  a  m ajo r th e m a t ic  and 
s t r u c t u r a l  m o tif  in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t .

2■'•Andrew M a rv e ll , "To H is Coy M is t r e s s ,"  i n  S e v e n te e n th -C e n tu ry  P ro se  
and P o e t r y , ed . R o b e rt P . T r i s t r a m  C o f f in  and  A lex an d er M. W itherspoon  
(New Y ork , 1 9 6 7 ), p . 216.

22I n  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, b o th  th e  s p r in g  and autumn eq u in o x es  
a re  in t r o d u c e d  by b o t . G iven  th e  m u ta b i l i ty  m o t if  o f  th e  p a s s a g e ,  t h i s  i s  
h a rd ly  s u r p r i s i n g .  The e q u in o x e s  a re  th e  b a s i c  t r a n s i t i o n s  o f  th e  y e a r ,  
th e  p i v o t a l  p o in t s  upon w hich  th e  y e a r  t u r n s  tow ard  e i t h e r  r i s e  o r  f a l l ,  
g row th  o r  d e c l in e .

2 ^ T o lk ie n , G ordon, D a v is , p . 8 8 .

2 ^A. C. Cawley, e d . P e a r l  and S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t (London, 
1965 ), p .  70.

2^Such w o rd -p lay  i s  t y p i c a l  o f  th e  Gawain p o e t ;  se e  S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , 
18 4 -185 ; " S i r  Gawain, D ear B ru tu s ,  and B r i t a i n ' s  F o r tu n a te  F ound in g : A 
S tudy i n  Comedy and C o n v e n tio n ,"  M.P_. , LXII (1 9 6 5 ), 192.

2®See above , C h a p te r  I I I .  pp . 188-190 .

2 7 S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , 1 9 3 -194 , n o te s  t h a t  th e  se a so n s  to p o s  t r a d i t i o n a l l y
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e x h i b i t s  a  te n d e n c y  to  i d e n t i f y  th e  s e a s o n s  o f  th e  y e a r  w i th  th e  s e a s o n s  
o f  man; se e  a l s o  John  S p e i r s ,  M ed ieval E n g l is h  P o e t r y : The N on-C haucerian  
T r a d i t io n  (London, 1957), p .  229.

I t  i s  n o t  o n ly  in  th e  S e a so n s  P assa g e  t h a t  th e  p o e t  i n d i c a t e s  an 
i n t e r e s t  in  t h e  ag es  o f  man m o t i f :  in  th e  S econd F i t t  (1 1 . 9 4 1 -9 6 1 ), t h e r e  
i s  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n t r a s t  o f  Y outh and Age i n  th e  f a c in g  p o r t r a i t s  o f  
Morgan l e  Fay and  The Lady; i n  th e  F i r s t  F i t t ,  th e r e  i s  a  p e r s i s t e n t  
em phasis on th e  y o u th  o f  th e  A r th u r ia n  c o u r t ,  i t s  young k in g ,  and th e  
young y e a r  (11 . 48 -5 9 , 85-89) ; and in  th e  S econd F i t t ,  t h e r e  i s  a cameo 
p o r t r a i t  o f  B e r c i l a k ,  th e  man o f  h y 3e e ld e  (11. 8 4 2 -8 4 9 ). Burrow , R e a d in g , 
n o te s  i n  th e  p o r t r a i t s  o f  Morgan and th e  Lady a  c o n v e n t io n a l  j u x t a p o s i t i o n  
o f  Youth and Age.

^ A c c o rd in g  to  th e  g lo s s a r y  i n  T o lk ie n ,  Gordon, D a v is ,  g re s  as  " g r a s s "  
i s  d e r iv e d  from  Old D anish  o r  O ld E n g lis h  g r a e s ; g re s  a s  " f l e s h "  i s  d e r iv e d  
from  th e  O ld F ren ch  g r a i s s e , g r e s s e .

^ S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , 20 9 , "W ith in  w hat m ig h t be c a l l e d  th e  to p o s  o f  th e  
tem pora  annorum  th e  a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  w in te r t im e  to  d e a th  o c c u rs  o f te n  enough 
t o  c o n s t i t u t e  a  s p e c ia l i z e d  c o n v e n tio n ."

■*°Laura H ib b a rd  Loom is, "Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t ,"  in  A r th u r ia n  
L i t e r a t u r e  i n  th e  M iddle A g e s : A C o l la b o r a t iv e  H is to r y , e d . Roger Sherm an 
Loomis (O xfo rd , 19 5 9 ), p . 5 3 8 , o b s e rv e s ,  how ev er, t h a t  th e  Gawain p o e t  i s  
a lm o s t u n iq u e  among M iddle E n g l is h  p o e ts  b e f o r e  1400 i n  p o r t r a y in g  th e  
h a r s h  r ig o r s  o f  w in te r .

^ I n  B eo w u lf, one o f  t h e  m ost d i r e  o f  th e  t r a g i c  p ro p h e c ie s  w hich  
f o r e t e l l  th e  f a t e  o f  th e  G e a ts  a f t e r  th e  f a l l  o f  t h e i r  K ing  i s  th e  m orgen- 
c e a ld  g a r  (11. 3021-3022) w h ich  w i l l  a w a it  them  on many a  m orning .

33By f a r  th e  f u l l e s t  and  b e s t  t r e a tm e n t  o f  G aw ain 's  w in te r  Jo u rn e y  i s  
Burrow , R e a d in g , 26 -27 , 5 2 -5 6 , 118-122 , 1 3 8 -1 4 2 , 183 -1 8 4 ; Burrow v iew s 
th e  t r a g i c  r h e t o r i c  o f  th e  jo u rn e y  e p is o d e s  i n  l i g h t  o f  1 4 th  C en tu ry  
p e n i t e n t i a l  d o c t r i n e .  B ecause  th e  p e n i t e n t i a l  m a te r ia l  i n  Gawain and th e  
G reen K n igh t i s  n o t  in  any way c o n n ec ted  w ith  th e  d o c t r i n e  o f  con tem p tus  
m undi, and b e c a u se  th e  view  o f  man w hich th e  poem p r o j e c t s  i s  as c o n c e rn e d  
w ith  human a ch iev em en t as  w i th  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  l i m i t a t i o n ,  th e r e  i s  no 
in h e r e n t  c o n t r a d ic t io n  b e tw een  th e  use o f  p e n i t e n t i a l  d o c t r i n e  and th e  
p r e s e n ta t io n  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e  i n  th e  poem. In  f a c t ,  in  Gawain and th e  G reen 
K n ig h t, g iv e n  t h e i r  common c o n c e rn  w ith  f i n a l  th in g s  and  human f r a i l t y ,  
th e  p e n i t e n t i a l  and t r a g i c  v i s io n s  o f  man, f a r  from  b e in g  m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e ,  
te n d  to  c o n v e rg e , p e n i t e n t i a l  m a te r ia l  t e n d in g  to  r e in f o r c e  and deepen  th e  
t r a g i c  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  n e c e s s i t y .

33W ith in  th e  g e n e ra l  v i s i o n  o f  l i f e  a s  p ilg r im a g e  an d  e x i l e ,  Burrow  
i d e n t i f i e s  a  more s p e c i f i c  r h e t o r i c a l  c o n f ig u r a t io n  in  t h e  w in te r  jo u rn e y  
p a s s a g e s ;  The Summoning o f  Everym an to  D e a th . Burrow o f  c o u rse  does n o t  
s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h i s  i s  th e  m eaning  o f  a poem a s  com plex and  am b iv a le n t a s  
Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t o r  t h a t  th e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  an  a l le g o r y  o f  M an 's 
Jo u rn e y  to  D e a th . The Everym an m o tif  i s  s im p ly  a f i g u r a t i v e  p a t t e r n  t h a t  
c o lo r s  and d eep e n s  th e  l a r g e r  movement o f  th e  poem; R e a d in g , p p . 2 6 -2 7 , 
118-122 . See a l s o  S i l v e r s t e i n ,  A r t , 210; Howard, T e m p ta t io n s , p . 250 , 
b o th  o f  whom i d e n t i f y  G aw ain 's  w in te r  jo u rn e y s  w ith  human m ise ry  and  mor­
t a l i t y .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



334

34As i n  th e  f i r s t  jo u rn e y  ( l i n e  7 3 5 ), th e  a l  one o c c u rs  i n  th e  bob 
o f  th e  s t a n z a ,  th e  n a rro w in g  down o f  th e  v e r s e  p a r a l l e l i n g  and p o in t in g  
G aw ain 's  a lo n e n e s s .

"^B urrow , R ead in g , p .  118.
Oft

E l l i o t t ,  B y rh tn o th , 62 , n o te s  t h a t  i n  Gawain and  th e  Green K n ig h t 
" th e  la n d s c a p e s  th e m se lv e s  become p a r t  o f  th e  t e s t i n g  o f  G aw ain."

^ B u t  s e e  below , p p . 2 9 6 ff .

3®See G ervase  M athew, The C o u rt o f  R ic h a rd  I I  (London, 1 9 6 8 ), p p . 
1 1 8 -1 1 9 , " I t  i s  prow ess t h a t  m arks th e  good k n ig h t  and b r in g s  him  honour? 
c h iv a l r y  h a s  now become i t s  e x e r c i s e  . . . B u t th e  u l t im a te  t e s t  o f  
p ro w ess  rem a in ed  a d v e n tu re .  S i r  Gawain p ro v e d  h i s  h a rd ih o o d  a lo n e  in  
th e  f o r e s t  . . .  o r  w h ile  c lim b in g  c l i f f s  i n  an  unknown la n d ."

3 ^B enson, A r t , 108; J a n  Solom on, "The L esso n  o f  S i r  G aw ain ," P a p e rs  
o f  th e  M ich igan  Academy, XLVIII (1 9 6 3 ) , 599 -6 0 8 ; r e p r i n t e d  in  C r i t i c a l  
S t u d i e s , 2 6 7 -2 7 8 , 272-273 .

40The s e m in a l a r t i c l e  i s  Henry S av ag e , "The S ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  H un ting  
S cenes  in  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t,"  JEGP XXVII (1 9 2 8 ), 1 -1 5 ; se e  
a l s o  S p e i r s ,  p p . 236-237.

4 -*-Savage's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  h a s  b een  c h a l le n g e d  by— among o th e r s — 
S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p p . 215-216 ; Burrow , R ead in g , p .  87.

AO S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , pp . 21 6 -2 1 7 , "The g e n e ra l  p a r a l l e l  betw een  
th e  two s e t s  o f  scen es  i s  f a r  more im p o r ta n t  th a n  any d e t a i l e d  p a r a l l e l s .
A h u n t i s  g o in g  on in  th e  c a s t l e  a s  i t  i s  i n  th e  f o r e s t ,  and in  b o th  c a s e s  
i t  i s  a  h u n t t o  th e  d e a th ."

4 ^B enson, A rt and T r a d i t i o n , 194 , " In  th e  h u n ts  th e m s e lv e s ,  th e  
n a r r a t i v e  p o i n t  o f  view  s h i f t s  from  th e  h u n te r  t o  th e  h u n te d ."

44A la in  R e n o ir , "An Echo to  t h e  S en se : The P a t t e r n s  o f  Sound in  S i r  
Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t , E n g l is h  M is c e l la n y , X III  (1 9 6 2 ), p . 23 ; r e ­
p r i n t e d  i n  C r i t i c a l  S t u d i e s , 1 4 4 -1 5 8 , 150-151 ; B enson, A r t  and T r a d i t i o n , 
p p . 200-201 ; S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p p . 213-214 .

43Much o f  t h i s  i s  b ro u g h t o u t  i n  th e  e x c e l l e n t  r e a d in g  o f  J . B. 
B e s s in g e r ,  J r .  and M arie  B o r r o f f , Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t and  The 
P e a r l  in  M idd le  E n g l is h , Caedmon R e c o rd s , TC1192.

4®The t e r r o r  and c a rn a g e  o f  th e  h u n t a r e  f u r t h e r  a c c e n tu a te d  by th e  
p a r t i c u l a r l y  v i o l e n t  v e rb s  w hich c o n t r o l  th e  to n e  o f  th e  p a s sa g e  th ro u g h ­
o u t .

47 . . .L a t e r ,  a s  th e  poem moves to w ard s  i t s  c o n c lu s io n ,  t h i s  dynam ic i s
a g a in  i l l u s t r a t e d ,  t h i s  tim e  by th e  t r e a tm e n t  o f  G aw ain 's  f e a r  o f  d e a th .
We know t h a t  Gawain i s  a f r a i d .  F o r one th i n g ,  he b re a k s  t r o t h  and a c c e p ts  
th e  l a d y 's  lo v e - la c e  on  th e  chance t h a t  i t s  "m ag ica l"  p r o p e r t i e s  w i l l  save 
him  from  d e a th  (11. 1 8 5 5 -1 8 5 8 ). F o r  a n o th e r ,  we see  him  c r in g e  a  l y t e l  as  
th e  " f a t a l "  a x - s t r o k e  d escen d s  (11 . 2 2 6 5 -2 2 6 7 ). Then to o ,  we g lim p se  h i s
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t r o u b le d  dream s when th e  p o e t  m o m en ta rily  ex p o ses  h i s  f i t f u l  s lu m b e r  on 
th e  day b e f o r e  h i s  f a t e f u l  ap p o in tm e n t (11 . 1 7 5 0 -1 7 5 4 ). But i f  we know 
t h a t  Gawain i s  a f r a i d ,  we c a n n o t g ag e , e x c e p t  by c o n j e c tu r e ,  th e  d e p th  
o r  q u a l i t y  o f  h i s  f e a r .  A n y th in g  more d i r e c t  w ould b e  in a p p r o p r i a t e  and 
d e s t r u c t i v e  t o  G aw ain 's  c h i v a l r i c  d i g n i ty .

4 ® R enoir, 15 3 -1 5 4 , n o te s  t h a t  th e  p i t i f u l  p l i g h t  o f  th e  b i r d s  i s  used  
t o  convey G aw ain 's  " r e a c t io n  t o  h i s  own p l i g h t . "

49 D ram atic  s o u n d - e f f e c ts  a r e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  u sed  in  Gawain and 
th e  G reen K n ig h t t o  i n t r o d u c e  t h e a t r i c a l  t u r n s  o f  e v e n t .  F o r ex am p le , th e  
G reen K n ig h t i s  u sh e re d  i n t o  t h e  poem on a  ch o ru s  o f  tru m p e t b l a s t s  (11. 
1 1 5 -1 3 6 ) , and h i s  r e - e n t r y  ( a t  l i n e  2199) i s  m arked by th e  c lam o r o f  ax 
on w h e ts to n e . F o r  th e  g e n e r a l  r o l e  o f  n o is e  i n  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t, 
se e  R e n o ir .

^ S p e a r i n g ,  Gawain P o e t , p .  9 , o b s e rv e s  t h a t  "The h u n t . . . f u n c t io n s  
as  a s a c ra m e n t, a  r i t u a l  by w h ich  v i o l e n t  e n e r g ie s  a r e  a t  once e x p re s s e d  
and c o n ta in e d .  H u n tin g  was f e l t  t o  be th e  m ost c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  a c t i v i t y  o f  
th e  m e d ie v a l a r i s t o c r a c y ,  th e  a p p r o p r ia te  means by w h ich  in  p e a c e tim e  th e  
a g g r e s s iv e  i n s t i n c t s  o f  w hat was s t i l l  t h e o r e t i c a l l y  a  w a r r io r  c l a s s  m igh t 
be  g iv e n  a  d ig n i f i e d  o u t l e t . "

*]?o my k n ow ledge , Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  th e  o n ly  M idd le E n g lis h  
poem i n  w hich th e  h u n t i s  d ecked  o u t i n  h e r o ic  r h e t o r i c  and in v e s t e d  w ith  
h e r o ic  im p l ic a t io n .  C e r t a in ly  th e  h u n t s c e n e s  i n  The P a rle m e n t o f  th e  Thre 
A ges, Somer S oneday , and  th e  A w ntyrs o f  A r th u r  p o s s e s s  no such  r h e t o r i c  o r  
s i g n i f i c a n c e .  T h is  seems to  me t o  be good e v id e n c e  t h a t  th e  h e r o ic  c o lo r in g  
o f  th e  h u n t s c e n e s  i n  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  d e l i b e r a t e .

•^The h e ro  r i d e s  up , v iew s th e  fo e  whom no one e l s e  i s  w i l l i n g  to  
en g ag e , d ism o u n ts , draw s sw o rd , s t r i d e s  b o ld ly  to w ard s  o p p o n e n t, who, on 
h is  s i d e ,  c a tc h e s  s i g h t  o f  h e r o ,  r a g e s ,  and  makes f o r  h im ; th e y  m eet in  
th e  v e ry  th i c k  o f  t h i n g s ,  c l o s in g  in  f a t a l  s t r u g g l e ,  w h ile  th e  h e r o 's  
fo l lo w e r s  s ta n d  b y , f e a r f u l l y  a w a it in g  th e  outcom e.

^^See Burrow , R ead in g , p .  9 1 ," Gawain, l i k e  th e  f o x ,  i s  a f r a i d ;  and 
t h e i r  common f e a r  o f  d e a th  c r e a t e s  a c o n te x t  in  w hich  th e  f ig u r e  o f  th e  
la d y  . . . assum es so m eth in g  o f  a  sy m b o lic  v a lu e .  She i s  l i k e  Dame L ife  
in  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  D eath  and L i f e  . . .  By h e r  b e h a v io u r ,  to o ,  B e r c i l a k 's  
la d y  r e p r e s e n t s  l i f e ' s  cau se  . . . She th ro w s  open a  w indow, w akes Gawain 
from  h i s  n ig h tm a re s  w ith  p r a i s e  o f  th e  m o rn in g , la u g h s  and k i s s e s  him  . . . 
A t t h i s  p o in t  th e  p o e t  i s  s ta c k in g  th e  c a rd s  more th a n  e v e r  a g a i n s t  h i s  
h e r o ."

^ S e e  a ls o  th e  ra u c o u s  c o n c lu s io n  o f  th e  h u n t,  1 1 . 1906-1917.

54U n lik e  th e  d e e r  and b o a r  h u n ts ,  th e  fo x  h u n t d o es  draw an an a lo g y  
be tw een  Gawain and th e  p u rsu e d  w ild  c r e a tu r e  on th e  b a s i s  o f  th e  k n i g h t 's  
a c t u a l  b e h a v io r .

^ T h i s  p a r a l l e l  betw een Gawain and th e  fo x  i s  n o te d  by D enton Fox, ed . 
T w e n tie th  C en tu ry  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  Green K n ig h t 
(Englewood C l i f f s ,  19 6 8 ), 12 , "L ik e  th e  fo x  B e rc i la k  h u n ts ,  Gawain e lu d e s  
e v e ry  p u r s u i t  u n t i l  he i s  su d d e n ly  fa c e d  w ith  a  d a n g e r  from  a  t o t a l l y  un­
e x p e c te d  d i r e c t i o n . "  For a f u l l e r  e x p o s i t io n ,  se e  S av ag e , The Gawain P o e t
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(C hapel H i l l ,  1 9 56 ), p p . 3 6 -3 8 .
The " o u t  o f  th e  f r y in g  pan  and i n t o  th e  f i r e "  d ilem m a i s  p e c u l i a r l y  

a p p r o p r ia te  to  th e  p l i g h t  o f  a  h e ro  w hose t e s t  i s  a lw ay s ex p and ing  w h ile  
he rem a in s  ig n o r a n t  o f  th e  e s c a l a t i n g  dem ands. H aving  o r i g i n a l l y  c o n t r a c te d  
f o r  th e  b e h e a d in g  game, Gawain— f o r  whom B e r c i l a k 's  c a s t l e  r e p r e s e n te d  
s a f e ty  and  s o la c e — f in d s  h im s e lf  p e r i l o u s l y  e m b ro ile d  i n  th e  t r e a c h e r o u s  
i n t r i c a c i e s  o f  th e  te m p ta t io n  and  exch an g e  gam es. And i f  t h i s  w ere n o t  
enough, no s o o n e r  does h e  d e p a r t  H a u td e s e r t  f o r  th e  G reen  C h ap e l, th a n  he 
i s  t e s t e d  a g a in  by h i s  g u id e  who o f f e r s  th e  " s a f e ty "  o f  ig n o b le  f l i g h t .
In  a l l  t h i s ,  t h e r e  i s  m ore th a n  a  h i n t  t h a t  l i f e — a t  l e a s t  f o r  th e  p e n ta g o n a l  
h e ro — i s  an  e n d le s s  s e r i e s  o f  t e s t s  and  te m p ta t io n s  w h ich  no m o r ta l  man 
can hope t o  c o n t in u o u s ly  overcom e. F o r  th e  in c re m e n ta l  co m p lex ity  o f  
G aw ain 's  t e s t s ,  se e  B enson , A r t and T r a d i t i o n , p p . 2 3 1 -2 3 2 .

56S ee S p e a r in g , G aw ain P o e t ,  pp . 9 -1 0 ;  T o lk ie n , G ordon, D a v is , p p . 
111-113.

57 S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , " In  th e  en d  . . . b e a s t s  . . . a re  k i l l e d ,  
and t h e i r  d ead n e ss  i s  b ro u g h t  home to  u s  i n  th e  p o e t 's  d e s c r ip t io n s  o f  how 
th e y  w ere c u t  up . . . T h ese  e p iso d e s  . . . a r e  . . . im p o r ta n t  a s  a  means 
o f  e m p h a s iz in g  th e  d e a th  o f  th e  a n im a ls  n o t  j u s t  a s  an  id e a  b u t as an  
in e s c a p a b le  p h y s ic a l  f a c t .  P re v io u s ly  th e y  w ere l i v i n g  c r e a t u r e s ,  f u l l  
o f  v i o l e n t  e n e rg y ; now th e y  a re  unmoving lumps o f  m e a t."

58S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , pp . 2 1 8 -2 1 9 , seems t o  s u g g e s t  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  
a th re e -w a y  p a r a l l e l ,  b a s e d  upon m o r t a l i t y ,  among th e  h u n t ,  te m p ta t io n ,  
and b e h e a d in g  sc e n e s .

C Q

The Q u a t! W hat! and  W hat! w hich p u n c tu a te  th e  e l a b o r a te  d e s c r i p t i o n  
o f  th e  w h e t t in g  o f  th e  ax  a re  p e rh a p s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  r e m in is c e n t  o f  th e  W hat! 
w hich m arks th e  p o ig n a n t  s l a u g h te r  o f  t h e  d e e r  a t  l i n e  1163. T hese a re  
th e  o n ly  o c c u rre n c e s  o f  th e  e x p le t iv e  i n  th e  poem. The p a r a l l e l i s m  w ould 
be p a r t i c u l a r l y  a p p r o p r ia te  a t  t h i s  p o i n t  in  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s in c e ,  a s  f a r  
as we know a t  l e a s t ,  G awain i s  ab o u t t o  b e  s la u g h te r e d  j u s t  as w ere th e  
d e f e n s e le s s  d e e r .

^ B u r ro w , R ead in g , p .  157, n o te s  t h a t  " S im i l a r i t y  i s  p o in te d  . . . 
o f te n  by a  v e rb a l  p a r a l l e l , "  and , 72 , t h a t  su ch  p a r a l l e l s  a re  "an  i n t e r e s ­
t i n g  exam ple o f  p u rp o s iv e  fo rm u la ic  w r i t i n g . "  See a l s o  Benson, A r t and  
T r a d i t i o n , p . 175; M arie  B o r r o f f , S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t: A 
s t y l i s t i c  and  M e tr ic a l  S tu d y  (New H aven, 1 9 6 2 ,, p p . 1 2 7 -1 2 8 .

^ I n  t h i s  r e g a rd  s e e  George J .  E n g e lh a r d t ,  "The P red ica m en t o f  G aw ain," 
MLQ, XVI (1 9 5 5 ), 2 1 8 -225 ; r e p r in t e d  i n  M iddle E n g lis h  S u rv e y , 5 7 -6 9 , 59.

® ^F ran c is  B e rry , " S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t ,"  The Age o f  C h a u c e r , 
ed . B o r is  F o rd , 153, "The form  and n a r r a t i v e  ca n n o t b e  s e p a r a te d .  The 
poem in  i t s  c y c l i c  form  c o rre sp o n d s  to  t h a t  c y c le  o f  t h e  y e a r  w hich form s
th e  e s s e n c e  o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e . "

B urrow , R ic a rd ia n  P o e t r y , 96 , "The . . . p ro lo g u e  in  Gawain i n t r o ­
duces an a d v e n tu re  w h ich  h as  no s ig n i f i c a n c e  a t  a l l  f o r  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  
k in g s  o f  B r i t a i n .  G aw a in 's  a d v e n tu re  o f  th e  G reen C h ap e l i s  j u s t  one o f  
th e  1o u tt r a g e a w e n tu re s  o f  A rth u ru z  w o n d e re z . ' The r e p u ta t i o n  o f  th e  Round
T ab le  i s  p e rh a p s  a t  s t a k e ,  b u t  n o t  th e  f a t e  o f  th e  k ingdom ."
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64 Howard, T e n p ta t i o n s , 266-267 , "Thus eac h  poem r e t u r n s  us t o  a 

s t a r t i n g  p o i n t ,  s u g g e s ts  a  new b e g in n in g  and  an u n p r e d ic ta b le  f u tu r e .
We have  p a s s e d  a c ro s s  one s t r e t c h  o f  tim e  t o  a n o th e r ,  none o f  i t  e v e r  t o  
be r e t r a c e d ;  y e t  a l l  o f  i t  i s  a r ra n g e d  i n  c y c le s  w hich r e p e a t  a fundamen­
t a l  and  p re d is p o s e d  p a t t e r n . " ;  See a l s o  B urrow , R ic a rd ia n  P o e t r y , p . 101.

6 5 See C h a rle s  M u sc a tin e , P o e try  and  C r i s i s  in  th e  Age o f  C haucer 
(N o tre  Dame, 1972), p p . 5 9 -6 0 ; Fox, 0 ; A d rie n  B o n jo u r, " 'w e r r e ,  and w rak e , 
and w o n d e r '"  E n g lis h  S t u d i e s , XXXII (1 9 5 1 ) , 7 0 -7 2 ; Howard, T e m p ta tio n s , 
p .  250.

66P r o f e s s o r  P ayne , in  p r i v a t e  c o n v e r s a t io n ,  h a s  o b s e rv e d  t h a t  t h i s  
i s  an  a t t e n d a n t  iro n y  o f  th e  com plex i n t e r a c t i o n  betw een  l i n e a r  and 
c y c l i c a l  tim e  in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t .

67The sh a rp  c o n t r a s t  betw een  th e  d e s t r u c t i o n  o f  th e  o ld  and  th e  
r a i s i n g  up o f  th e  new i s  u n d e rsc o re d  by th e  v e rb s  u sed  i n  th e  p a s sa g e — 
b i g e s , n eu en es  l y f t e s  v p , s e t t e z —a l l  o f  w h ich  em phasize th e  r i s e - a n d - f a l l  
v i c i s s i t u d e s  and r e v e r s a l s  w hich c h a r a c t e r i z e  human h i s t o r y .

®®Howard, " S t r u c tu r e  and Symmetry i n  S i r  G aw ain," S pecu lum , XXXIX
(1 9 6 4 ), 425-433 ; r e p r i n t e d  in  C r i t i c a l  S t u d i e s , 159-173 , 168 , "The work 

b e g in s  and  ends w ith  a  r e f e r e n c e  to  th e  f a l l  o f  Troy and th e  fo u n d in g  o f  
B r i t a i n ,  so  t h a t  th e  e v e n ts  a t  A r th u r 's  c o u r t  a re  se e n  i n  th e  p e r s p e c t iv e  
o f  h i s t o r y  a s  a  p o in t  o u t  o f  th e  p a s t  t o  w h ich  th e  r e a d e r  draw s up c lo s e  
and th e n  aw ay ." ; s e e  a l s o ,  D a le , B. J .  R a n d a l l ,  "A N ote on th e  S t r u c tu r e  
in  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t,"  MLN, LXXII (1 9 5 9 ), 161 -163 .

6 9Cf .  th e  c a r e f u l  t r a n s i t i o n s  w hich  im p e rc e p t ib ly  m e d ia te  betw een  th e  
h i s t o r i c a l  m a t te r  o f  B r i t a i n ,  th e  w o rld  o f  A r th u r ia n  rom ance, and th e  
a d v e n tu re  o f  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t, 11 . 1 -40 .

^ H o w a rd , T e m p ta t io n s , pp . 2 6 2 -2 6 3 , "The T r o i lu s  and  S i r  Gawain b o th  
t e l l  th e  s to r y  o f  a human a c t io n  and th u s  p r e s e rv e  th e  name and r e p u ta t io n  
o f  a  man, n o t  b eca u se  o f  any h ig h e r  o r  b r o a d e r  s ig n i f i c a n c e  b u t  b eca u se  o f  
th e  u n iq u e  and e s s e n t i a l  w o rth  o f  h i s  h i s t o r i c a l  d e e d s . S i r  Gawain i s  t o  
be rem em bered and h i s  name p r e s e rv e d  b e c a u se  he was th e  b e s t  o f  k n ig h ts  . . . 
The p o e t  assum es th e  pow er to  c o n fe r  fame upon g r e a t  men . . .  by g r a n t in g  
them a  m easure o f  im m o r ta l i ty  in  th e  s u c c e s s iv e  s tre a m  o f  human l i v e s  th ro u g h  
th e  p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  t h e i r  a c t i o n s ,  t h e i r  s t o r i e s — i f  you w i l l ,  th e  v e ry  
s t y l e  o f  t h e i r  l i v e s . " ;  s e e  a l s o  C. S. L ew is , The D isc a rd e d  Image (London, 
1 9 6 4 ), p p . 178-179.

71I n  a d d i t io n ,  B urrow  n o te s ,  p . 113 , t h a t  th e  p a s sa g e  evokes "w hat i t  
w ould r e a l l y  f e e l  l i k e  t o  b e  on a q u e s t  l i k e  G aw ain’s — w a k e fu ln e s s ,  a 
h e ig h te n e d  se n se  o f  th e  h o s t i l i t y  o f  th e  e x t e r n a l  w o r ld , a  p r e s s in g  aw are­
n e s s  o f  t i m e ." ;  in  a n o th e r  c o n te x t ,  S p e i r s ,  p .  245, rem arks t h a t  th e  open­
in g  l i n e s  o f  th e  F o u r th  F i t t  " c o rre sp o n d  t o  th e  two o p en in g  p a ra g ra p h s  o f  
th e  S econd  F i t t  co n v ey in g  th e  e x p e r ie n c e  o f  a y e a r 's  r e v o lu t io n .  The 
se n se  o f  tim e  p a s s in g  i s  a g a in  conveyed— on t h i s  o c c a s io n  th e  p a s s in g  o f  
th e  O ld  Y e a r 's  N ig h t i n  th e  w in try  dawn o f  th e  New Y ear— and i t  i s  conveyed 
i n  p a r t i c u l a r  te rm s o f  th e  w ild  w e a th e r  o u ts id e  th e  c a s t l e  as  Gawain 
l i s t e n s  to  i t  on h i s  b e d  w ith  fo re b o d in g , c o n sc io u s  t h a t  h i s  m ee tin g  w ith  
th e  G reen K n igh t i s  now im m in en t."
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72Howard, S t r u c t u r e , 1 5 9 -1 7 3 , u n co v e rs  an e l a b o r a te  netw ork  o f  p a r a ­

l l e l s  and  c o n t r a s t s  w hich  c o n t r o l ,  o r g a n iz e ,  and  u n if y  th e  n a r r a t i v e ;  s e e  
a l s o  T e m p ta t io n s , pp . 2 4 5 -248 ; M u sc a tin e , pp . 4 3 -4 5 ; B enson , A rt and 
T r a d i t i o n , p p . 158-166; C h a r le s  Moorman, "Myth and M ed iev a l L i t e r a t u r e ;
S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t, ” MS, X VIII (1 9 5 6 ), 1 5 8 -1 7 2 ; r e p r in t e d  in  
S i r  Gawain and P e a r l , 2 0 9 -2 3 5 , e s p e c i a l l y  22 1 -2 2 4 ; E v e r e t t ,  pp . 8 2 -8 3 ; 
S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p .  172; B urrow , R ead in g , p p . 6 5 -6 6 , 7 1 -77 .

7 8 Fox, 9 -1 0 , "B e fo re  Gawain d e p a r t s  from  A r th u r 's  c o u r t ,  th e  n a r r a ­
t i v e  i s  i n t e r r u p t e d  by two com plem entary  p a s s a g e s .  The f i r s t  i s  th e  
famous and b e a u t i f u l  s e a so n s  o f  th e  y e a r ,  in  w hich th e  s t r e s s  i s  on th e  
m u ta b i l i ty  o f  th e  w o rld  and on th e  i n e v i t a b l e  a l t e r n a t i o n  betw een  l i f e  
and d e a th  . . . The seco n d  p a s s a g e  i s  th e  d e s c r ip t i o n  o f  th e  p e n ta n g le  
. . . on G aw ain 's  s h i e l d  . . .  I t  i s  th e  sym bol o f  . . . C h r i s t i a n  
s t a b i l i t y  and v i r t u e . "

7 ^B enson, A r t and  T r a d i t i o n , p . 165 , " In  S i r  Gawain th e  j u x t a p o s i ­
t i o n s  a r e  u sed  as . . . th e  p r i n c i p a l  m ethod o f  com m unica ting  m e a n in g ."

7 8 S e e , f o r  ex am p le , S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p . 209. A l l  t h i s  h a rd ly  
n eed s  a m p l i f i c a t i o n ,  h a v in g  a l r e a d y  b een  f u l l y  e l a b o r a te d  by S p e a r in g , 
pp . 197-198; Howard, T e m p ta t io n s , p p . 2 2 4 -225 , 2 4 0 -241 ; B urrow , R ead in g , 
4 9 -5 0 .

7 8 Burrow , R ead in g , p p . 1 7 0 -1 7 1 , "Gawain i s  s u b je c te d  t o  a com plex and  
d i f f i c u l t  t e s t — d i f f i c u l t ,  b u t  n o t  im p o s s ib le  . . . The p e n ta n g le  r e p r e ­
s e n ts  an i d e a l  o f  r e c o n c i le d  v i r t u e s  w hich  can  b e  a t t a i n e d — o r  r a t h e r ,  
c o u ld  b e  a t t a i n e d  i f  i t  w ere n o t  f o r  th e  'b ad d e  a l a y e s ' i n  m an 's  f a l l e n  
n a t u r e .  T here  i s  n o th in g  i n t r i n s i c a l l y  im p o s s ib le  a b o u t i t .  The f a c t  
t h a t  Gawain 'b r e s t e s  a - tw o ' does n o t  p ro v e ,  a s  i s  som etim es su g g e s te d , 
t h a t  t h e r e  i s  some i n t e r n a l  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  i n  th e  c o u r t l y - C h r i s t i a n  i d e a l  
w hich he r e p r e s e n t s ;  n o r  does i t  p ro v e  m ere ly  t h a t  l i f e  som etim es makes 
i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  demands even  on th e  b e s t  o f  man. What i t  does p rove  i s  
t h a t  Gawain— even  Gawain— is -  a s in n e r  l i k e  everybody  e l s e . "  See a l s o  
R ic h a rd  H am ilton  G reen , "G aw ain 's  S h ie ld  and  th e  Q u est f o r  P e r f e c t io n ,"  
ELH, XXIX (1 9 6 2 ), 121-139 ; r e p r i n t e d  in  S i r  Gawain and P e a r l , 176-194 , 
176 -178 ; M u sc a tin e , p .  69. B ut c f .  Howard, T e m p ta t io n s , p p . 218-223 , 254 , 
who a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  p e n ta g o n a l i d e a l  i s  f law ed  by i n t e r n a l  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  
among i t s  C h r i s t i a n  and  c o u r t l y  v a lu e s ,  and , more g e n e r a l l y ,  by a c o n f l i c t  
betw een  th e  w o r ld ly  a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  c h iv a l r y  and  th e  o th e r -w o r ld  m o ra l i ty  
o f  C h r i s t i a n i t y ;  a l s o  S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p p . 200 -205 .

77See f o r  exam ple B enson, p . 208, "H is s t r e n g t h  and b ra v e ry  a re  o n ly  
i n d i r e c t l y  s t a t e d  in  th e  l i s t  o f  v i r t u e s  t h a t  accom pan ies th e  d e s c r ip t io n  
o f  th e  P e n ta n g le ."

78T h is  i s  a rg u e d  by R. W. Ackerm an, "G aw ain 's  S h ie ld :  P e n i t e n t i a l  
D o c tr in e  in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t ,"  A n g lia , LXXVI (1 9 5 8 ), 254-265 ; 
G reen , 188; th e  argum ent i s  a c c e p te d  by B urrow , R e a d in g , p . 46 , an d , more 
t e n t a t i v e l y ,  by B enson, A rt and T r a d i t i o n , p . 277. B ut c f . M orton W. 
B lo o m fie ld , "S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t; An A p p r a i s a l , "  PMLA, LXXVI 
(1 9 6 1 ), 7 -1 9 ; r e p r in t e d  in  C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s , 2 4 -5 5 , 45 , " I  am n o t  c o n v in ­
ced  t h a t  Ackerman h a s  c o m p le te ly  p ro v ed  h i s  c a s e .  The f iv e  w its  a re
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a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  s i n ,  t r u e ;  b u t  th e y  a r e  a l s o  a s s o c i a t e d  w ith  th e  o r i g i n  
o f  a l l  know ledge, good o r  b a d ."

79G reen , 188.

80“T o lk ie n , G ordon, D a v is , p .  94 , "The f i v e  f i n g e r s  w ere som etim es 
a l l e g o r iz e d  a s  f i v e  v i r t u e s  . . . b u t  can  h a r d ly  be  so  h e re  s in c e  t h i s  
w ould p a r t l y  r e p e a t  6 5 1 -6 5 5 . No s p e c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i s  a p p a re n t ."
Burrow , R ead in g , p .  4 6 , i s  a l s o  s k e p t i c a l  o f  G re e n 's  r e n d e r in g .

®^Burrow, R e a d in g , p .  47 , a rg u e s  t h a t  " ' p i t y '  makes r a t h e r  b e t t e r  
s e n se  i n  th e  c o n t e x t . "

82C f. B. S . L evy , "G aw ain 's  S p i r i t u a l  J o u rn e y "  who a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  
G reen K n ig h t i s  th e  d e v i l — n o t a  v e ry  c o n v in c in g  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .

® % athew , R ic h a r d , p p . 124-125 , "The p h y s i c a l  b e a u ty  o f  a  k n ig h t  and  
h i s  pow er o f  v i v i d  s e n s e  p e r c e p t io n  w ere b o th  v a l u e s ,  q u a l i t i e s  w hich 
co u ld  be in te rw o v e n  w ith  t h a t  o f  c o u r t o i s i e .  Gawain . . . was found  f a u l t ­
l e s s  i n  a l l  f iv e  s e n s e s .  The p e n ta n g le  t h a t  h e  b o re  as" c o a t  arm our sym­
b o l i z e d  th e  f iv e  w i t s  a s  w e ll  a s  f ra n c h y s e  and  f e l lo w s h ip ,  c le a n n e s s ,  
c o r ta y a ie r  and p i t i e . "

84Burrow , R e a d in g , p . 3 7 -3 8 , n o te s  " th e  em ergence o f  Gawain as  an 
i n d iv id u a l  k n ig h t  h e ro  i n  th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  th e  arm ing  o f  Gawain and h i s  
d e p a r tu r e  from  C am elo t . . . The se n se  o f  Gawain a s  a  d e d ic a te d  h e ro  s e t  
a p a r t  from  h i s  f e l l o w s ,  a l re a d y  p r e s e n t  i n  th e  s t a n z a  p re c e d in g  th e  a rm ing  
p a s s a g e , c e r t a i n l y  g a in s  s t r e n g t h  in  th e  c o u r s e  o f  h i s  cerem onious p r e ­
p a r a t io n s  f o r  d e p a r t u r e . "  F o r th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r o ic  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  
arm ing  s c e n e s ,  s e e  Bowra, p p . 191-194.

QC
E n g e lh a rd t ,  5 9 , "The s o c ie ty  i n  w hich  Gawain l i v e d  was a v a lo ro u s  

s o c ie ty  . . . From i t s  members i t  e x a c te d  b o th  i n  p eac e  and w ar th e  
u n re m it t in g  e x e r c i s e  o f  v a lo r .  T h e ir  l i v e s  w ere  je o p a rd iz e d  even f o r  
d iv e r s io n ,  as  when th e y  jo u s te d  in  th e  l i s t s  o r  ch ased  th e  b o a r .  F o r 
t h e i r  p row ess th e  v a s s a l s  o f  A rth u r  w ere w o rld -re n o w n e d , b u t  i t  was Gawain 
who e s p e c i a l l y  e x c e l l e d  in  v a lo r .  He was th e  n o n p a r e i l ,  th e  . . . p r in c e  
w ith o u t p e e r  in  th e  f i e l d  w here men fo u g h t (8 7 3 -8 7 4 ) ."

Burrow , R e a d in g , p p . 4 5 -4 6 , a rg u es  a g a i n s t  i d e n t i f y i n g  th e  f iv e  f i n g e r s  
w ith  p h y s ic a l  p ro w ess  and  th e  f iv e  w i ts  w ith  p h y s i c a l  p e r c e p t io n  on th e  
g rounds t h a t  th e s e  q u a l i t i e s  have n o th in g  t o  do w ith  tra w p e . I  am n o t  
s u re  t h a t  I  fo l lo w  h i s  re a s o n in g  h e re .  G iven t h a t  th e  p e n ta n g le  r e p r e s e n t s  
an i n t e r lo c k i n g  m i l i t a r y ,  c o u r t l y ,  and r e l i g i o u s  i d e a l ,  a  k n i g h t 's  p h y s ic a l  
p row ess i s  h a r d ly  l i k e l y  t o  be c o n s id e re d  i r r e l e v a n t  t o  h i s  tra w g e .

®®See S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , pp . 1 8 4 -1 8 5 , "He c a n n o t, o f  c o u r s e ,  f o r g e t  
th e  t e r r i f y i n g  g o a l  o f  h i s  q u e s t ,  and t h i s  f a c t  makes a l l  th e  more im p re s s iv e  
th e  d is p la y  o f  th e  c o u r t l y  v i r t u e s  t h a t  he p u t s  on f o r  th e  sak e  o f  h i s  h o s t  
and h o s te s s  and  t h e i r  c o u r t . He e a t s , he d r i n k s , he d a n c e s , he makes 
c o n v e r s a t io n ,  he p la y s  gam es; b u t  a l l  th e  w h ile  th e r e  s i t s  a t  h i s  h e a r t  th e  
know ledge t h a t  th e  r e a l  t e s t  s t i l l  l i e s  ah ead  o f  him . Here th e  p o e t u se s  
h i s  o m n isc ien ce  n o t  o n ly  t o  r e n d e r  G aw ain 's  b e h a v io u r  i n t e l l i g i b l e  b u t  t o  
b r in g  o u t  m ost to u c h in g ly  h i s  g en u in e  c o u ra g e : n o t  i n s e n s i b i l i t y  o r  f o r g e t ­
f u ln e s s ,  b u t  m a g n if ic e n t  s e l f - c o n t r o l . "
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87See Burrow , R e a d in g , p .  110. T here  i s  an  e x c e l l e n t  d is c u s s io n  o f  
G aw ain 's  c o n fe s s io n ,  o p . c i t . , p p . 104-110.

88We a r e  soon t o  s e e  how l i t t l e  f a i t h  Gawain a c t u a l l y  p la c e s  i n  th e
pow ers o f  th e  la c e  when fa c e d  w ith  th e  t e s t  i t s e l f .  F o r  a  f a s c in a t in g
c o n je c tu r e  on t h i s  p o i n t ,  s e e  S to d d a rd  M alarkey  and J .  B. T o e lk e n , "Gawain
and th e  G reen G i r d le ,"  JEGP, L X III (1 9 6 4 ), 14 -20 .

89The h e r o ic  q u a l i t y  o f  f e l a 3 scyp  i s  i n i t i a l l y  s u g g e s te d  i n  th e  F i r s t  
F i t t  w here , as  th e  d e c a p i t a t e d  G reen K n ig h t makes h i s  d ra m a tic  e x i t  from  
th e  c o u r t ,  A rth u r  and Gawain a t  f ia t  g re n e  f>ay l a 3 e and  g re n n e  (1 . 464) i n  
o r d e r  to  a l l a y  th e  f e a r s  o f  t h e  qu een  and p e rh a p s  th e  r e s t  o f  th e  c o u r t  
a s  w e l l .  In  t h i s  c o n n e c t io n ,  s e e  B urrow , R ead in g , p .  2 9 , who p o in t s  o u t 
t h a t  " th e  Green K n ig h t h a s  n o t ,  a s  he c la im e d , 'o u e r w a l t '  th e  r e v e l r y  o f  
th e  Round T a b le ."

Qrt
As f o r  M ary 's  o f t - c i t e d  i n t e r v e n t i o n  on b e h a l f  o f  h i r  k ny 3 t  (1 . 17 6 9 ), 

one w ould be h a r d - p r e s s e d  t o  d e m o n s tra te  t h a t  t h i s  i s  a n y th in g  more th a n  a 
r h e t o r i c a l  d e v ic e  m eant t o  convey th e  d i f f i c u l t y  o f  a  t e s t  ( s e d u c tio n )w h ic h  
we know th e  h e ro  i s  bound t o  p a s s .

8 ^ S p e a rin g , Gawain P o e t , p p . 194-208 ; C r i t i c i s m  and M ed iev a l P o e try  
(London, 19 6 4 ), pp . 3 1 -3 6 .

8 ^Burrow , R ead in g , p p . 48 , 100; s e e  a l s o  E n g e lh a r d t ,  6 8 -6 9 ; M u sc a tin e , 
p .  67 ; F riedm an , 144-146 ; Markman, 172-173 .

93 S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p p . 205-206 .

94 Burrow, R ead in g , p .  100.
Q C

I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  d e te rm in e  w h a t, i f  a n y , in d e p e n d e n t w e ig h t i s  
t o  be  g iv e n  to  p i t e , t h e  f i f t h  o f  th e  f i n a l  f iv e s  i n  th e  p e n ta n g le  p a s s a g e . 
I f  i t  s i g n i f i e s  p i e t y ,  th e n  i t  w ould be a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  G aw ain 's  f a i t h  i n  
th e  f iv e  wounds and f i v e  jo y s ;  i f ,  a s  i s  more l i k e l y ,  p i t y  i s  m ean t, th e n  
i t  w ould be i d e n t i f i e d  w ith  G aw ain 's  c o u r te s y .  A c c o rd in g ly , a l th o u g h  i t  
i s  th e  l a s t  o f  th e  p e n ta g o n a l  v i r t u e s  and i s  s a id  t o  s u r p a s s  a l l  p o i n t s ,
I  have made no a t te m p t t o  a s s ig n  to  i t  any in d e p e n d e n t h e r o ic  v a lu e .  See 
a l s o  B rew er, 324, who re m a rk s , "The p e n ta n g le  shows t h a t  th e  m eanings o f  
th e  w ords a r e  n o t d i s t i n c t .  We a re  n o t  to  a t t r i b u t e  th e  same k in d  o f  
p r e c i s i o n  o f  m eaning t o  p a r t - o r a l  p o e t ry  as  we a re  t o  th e  p o e t ry  o f  p r i n t .  
G aw ain 's  f iv e  m oral v i r t u e s  a r e  d o u b tle s s  n o t a n a l y t i c a l l y  s e t  down, and 
th e y  a l l  m ing le  w ith  each  o th e r ." ;  i n  t h i s  r e g a rd ,  s e e  a l s o  E n g e lh a rd t ,  59; 
T o lk ie n , G ordon, D a v is , p .  95 .

9 6 S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p p . 198-199; f o r  G aw ain 's  g e n e r a l  r e p u ta t io n  
f o r  c o u r te s y ,  see  B. J .  W h itin g , "Gawain: H is R e p u ta t io n ,  H is C o u rte sy  and 
H is A ppearance in  C h a u c e r 's  S q u i r e 's  T a l e ,"  MS, IX (1 9 4 7 ), 189-234 .

87The Lady to o ,  w h a te v e r  h e r  u l t e r i o r  m o tiv e s , b a s e s  h e r  " e x p e c ta t io n s "  
on G aw ain 's  r e p u ta t io n  f o r  c o u r te s y ;  s e e  f o r  exam ple l i n e s  1226-1229.

88The b e s t  s tu d y  o f  c o u r te s y  i n  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t in  B rew er; 
se e  a l s o  S p e a r in g , C r i t i c i s m , p p . 26 -4 5 .
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^ T h i s  i s  a  commonplace o f  Gawain c r i t i c i s m ;  s e e  f o r  exam ple Howard, 
T e m p ta tio n s , p p . 278-279 ; B e rry , 152-153 ; S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p p . 218- 
219; B urrow , R ead in g , p p . 3 4 -35 ; M u sc a tin e , p p . 4 4 -4 5 .

^ ^ F o r  th e  r o le  o f  th e  c i v i t a s  i n  B eow ulf, s e e  ab o v e , C h a p te r  I r pp .
5 7 f f .

^O u td o o rs— th e  W aste lan d , th e  f o r c e s  o f  d a rk n e s s  w hich  th r e a t e n  to  
sw allow  up a l l  human ach iev em en t and g lo r y ;  In d o o rs — th e  c i v i t a s  and c o m ita tu s , 
th e  h e r o ic  a s s e r t i o n  o f  human o r d e r ,  m eaning and  v a lu e s .  F o r a  f u l l  d i s ­
c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  o p p o s i t io n  i n  B eow ulf, s e e  ab o v e , C h a p te r  I ,  p p . 5 7 f f .

^■O^For exam ple , in  Beow ulf a s  w e l l  as  i n  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, 
th e  d a n g e rs  w hich  th r e a t e n  from  w ith o u t  a r e  a l s o  i n h e r e n t  w i th in .  In  th e  
O .E. poem, i t  i s  a m a t te r  o f  th e  i r r a t i o n a l  b lo o d  fe u d s  w hich  m ir r o r  th e  
m onstrous  v io le n c e  w hich  lu r k s  o u t s id e .  In  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t, 
i t  i s  a  q u e s t io n  o f  th e  te m p ta t io n  and exchange games w hich  a re  c o v e r t ly  
l in k e d  w ith  th e  c o n c u r r e n t  v io le n c e  o f  th e  h u n ts  and  th e  im pend ing  v io le n c e  
o f  th e  b e h e a d in g  t e s t .  B ut w hereas i n  B eow ulf th e r e  i s  l i t t l e  t h a t  i s  
a t t r a c t i v e  i n  th e  w a s te la n d  t h a t  s u r ro u n d s  th e  p r e c a r io u s  h a b i t a t i o n s  o f  men, 
in  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t th e  v i t a l i t y  o f  th e  w in te r  jo u r n e y s ,  h u n ts ,  
and  o f  th e  G reen K n ig h t h im s e lf  h as  s t i r r e d  any number o f  r e a d e r s  who have 
re c o g n iz e d  t h a t ,  j u s t  as  th e r e  i s  so m eth in g  om inous i n  th e  c o u r t l y  w o rld , 
th e r e  i s  much t h a t  i s  v a lu a b le  and a t t r a c t i v e  i n  th e  w o rld  o f  w in te r  n a tu r e .  
B urrow , R ead in g , p . 87 , n o te s  th e  a t t r a c t i v e  v i t a l i t y  w hich  r e s o n a te s  th ro u g h  
th e  o u td o o rs  w in te r  w o rld  o f  th e  h u n ts  s c e n e s  a s  com pared w ith  th e  in d o o rs  
te m p ta t io n  s c e n e s ;  B enson, A rt and T r a d i t i o n , p .  6 3 , n o te s  t h a t  th e  s h e e r  
v i t a l i t y  o f  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  a t t r a c t i v e .

S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p . 8 ; s e e  a l s o  M u sc a tin e , p .  59.

104See W illiam  G o ld h u rs t ,  "The G reen and th e  G old : The M ajor Theme o f  
Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t,"  CE, XX (1 9 5 8 -1 9 5 9 ), 6 1 -6 5 ; Howard, Temp­
t a t i o n s  , p . 232; c f .  B lo o m fie ld , 49.

lO ^B rew er, 329, " I f  he had  a c c e p te d  th e  g i f t  o f  h e r  body he w ould 
have become c o m p le te ly  v u ln e ra b le .  As he a c c e p te d  o n ly  a t r i v i a l  g i f t ,  
he r e c e iv e d  o n ly  a  n ic k  i n  th e  n e c k ."

106 Such a r e  th e  n e g a t iv e  in f e r e n c e s  p e r s i s t e n t l y  g e n e ra te d  by B e n so n 's  
com mentary i n  A r t and  T r a d i t i o n , p p . 9 7 , 100 , 107 , 210.

1 0 7 Mathew, R ic h a rd , p p . 1 2 3 -124 , s u g g e s ts  t h a t  th e  d e e p e r  m ora l im p l i ­
c a t io n s  o f  G aw ain1s  c o u r te s y  a r e  r e l a t e d  t o  h i s  g e n e ro u s  t r e a tm e n t  o f  
s u b o r d in a te s ;  s e e  a l s o ,  I d e a l s  o f  K n ig h th o o d , 70 -7 1 .

^°®Burrow, p . 91.

109 One n eed  n o t  be s u r p r i s e d  t h a t  c h i v a l r y ,  th e  i d e a l  o f  a  C h r i s t i a n  
a r i s t o c r a t i c  c l a s s ,  sh o u ld  now and a g a in  a s p i r e  beyond s o c i a l  c a t e g o r ie s  
to w ard  an  i d e a l i z e d ,  u n iv e r s a l  human v a lu e .  In  a n o th e r  c o n te x t ,  t h i s  
a s p i r a t i o n  w ould  b e  c a l l e d  c a r i t a s .
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■̂1 0 G aw ain 's  c o u r te s y  i s  r e c i p r o c a te d  by B e r c i l a k 's  h o u se h o ld  who 
m i n i s t e r  t o  h i s  e v e ry  n e e d , s e r v in g  him  w ith  g ra c e  and a f f e c t i o n .

^■■^Burrow, R ead in g , p . 119, n o te s  t h a t  th e  g u id e  p u ts  G aw ain 's  
c o u r te s y  t o  th e  t e s t .  C f. Benson who c o n c lu d e s  from  gruchyng  t h a t  
Gawain i s  te m p ted  by th e  g u id e 's  o f f e r .

no t
A As B rew er re m a rk s , 310, " A ll v i a b le  s o c i e t i e s  n e c e s s a r i l y  p r a c t i c e  

some form s o f  s e l f - c o n t r o l  and m u tu a l h e lp  among t h e i r  m em bers, some form s 
o f  decen cy  and  g r a c e fu ln e s s  i n  d a i l y  s o c i a l  i n t e r c o u r s e .  T h is  n e c e s s i t y  
in  p a r t  to o k  th e  fo rm , in  m ed iev a l E uropean  f e u d a l  s o c i e t y ,  o f  c o u r te s y ."

1 1 3 C f. th e  o u tla w s  o fW ir ra l  (11 . 701-702) and  th e  wodwos (1 . 721) who 
p la g u e  G aw ain 's  o u tbound  jo u rn e y .

* ^ S e e  Markman, 164-165 , 172 -174 ; B enson , A rt and  T r a d i t i o n , p .  227 ; 
See a l s o  Mathew, R ic h a rd , p . 125 , "A t th e  end  o f  th e  f o u r te e n th  c e n tu ry
a  man c o u ld  be  a  good k n ig h t  b e c a u se  he  was o f  good cou rag e  and w e ll  b o m
and w e l l  b r e d .  I t  was c h i v a l r y 's  a s s o c i a t i o n  w ith  th e  q u i t e  d i s t i n c t  
c o n c e p t o f  l o y a l ty  t h a t  gave i t  an  o v e r - r i d i n g  m ora l f o r c e ."  F o r th e  m ost 
com preh en siv e  e x p o s i t io n  o f  traw g e  in  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t, s e e  
Burrow , R e a d in g , e s p e c i a l l y ,  2 3 -2 6 , 4 2 -5 1 .

■^8See B urrow , R ead in g , p . 44; E n g e lh a r d t ,  58.

116See a l s o  11. 390-399 , 4 0 1 -4 0 3 , 4 4 8 -4 5 6 .

117 S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p . 184, "What i s  demanded o f  Gawain i t  
seem s i s  a  re sp o n se  i n  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  h e r o i c  b e h a v io r  t o  w hich we h av e  
seen  a l l i t e r a t i v e  p o e t ry  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  g iv in g  e x p re s s io n .  . . .
The a c t io n  demanded o f  him  in  c o n f r o n t in g  th e  m onstrous G reen K n ig h t i s  
a p p ro x im a te ly  th e  same as  t h a t  demanded o f  B eow ulf i n  f a c in g  h i s  m o n s te r s ,
o r  o f  A r th u r  i n  f a c in g  th e  G ia n t o f  S t .  M ic h a e l 's  M o u n t." ; s e e  a l s o
B urrow , R e a d in g , p p . 2 5 -26 .

118See f o r  exam ple l i n e s  1039-1041 , 1092.
1 I Q

See ab o v e , p p . 300-301.

■*"2®See b e lo w , p p . 319-323.

121See Markman, 172-173 , "As th e  g u e s t  o f  B e r c i la k ,  Gawain i s  i n  th e  
p o s i t i o n ,  f o r  th e  d u r a t io n  o f  h i s  v i s i t ,  o f  v a s s a l  t o  h i s  h o s t ;  h i s  h o s t  
i s ,  f o r  th e  t im e , h i s  lo r d .  I t  w ould have b e e n  a  h e in o u s  b re a c h  o f  
l o y a l ty  to  h i s  lo r d  had  Gawain made lo v e  t o  h i s  l o r d 's  w ife .  Any 
f e u d a l  a u d ie n c e  w ould have u n d e rs to o d  t h a t ;  th e  lo v e ly  c h a t e l a in e ,  a t  
th e  h a n d s  o f  G awain, was i n v i o l a b l e . "

1 2 2 11. 237 -247 , 672-683 . C f. D. E. B aughan, "The R ole o f  Morgan l e  
Fay in  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t,"  ELH, XVLL (1 9 5 0 ), 241-251; Moor­
man, 209 -235 . Baughan and Moorman c o n te n d  t h a t  A r th u r ’s c o u r t  i s  shadow ed 
by c o r r u p t io n  and t r e a c h e r y .  B urrow , R e a d in g , pp . 10, 12 , j u s t l y  o b s e rv e s  
t h a t  " t h i s  k in d  o f  app roach  to  S i r  Gawain i s  fu n d a m e n ta lly  m is ta k e n , and  
t h a t  n e a r ly  a l l  th e  c o n c lu s io n s  to  w h ich  i t  le a d s  a r e  f a l s e . "  See a l s o  
F riedm an , 135-149 .
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123B urrow , R ead in g , p .  11 , " In  a l l  t h i s  Gawain a c t s  a s  a  member o f  

th e  'h e r e d , '  a  man among h i s  ' c o r t - f e r e s .  ; s e e  a l s o  B enson, A rt and  
T r a d i t i o n , p . 212.

^■^Burrow , R ead in g , t r a c e s  t h i s  m o t i f ,  e s p e c i a l l y  pp . 22 -24 .

^■ ^M u sca tin e , pp . 1 4 -3 5 , f o r  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  th e  l a t e  1 4 th  C en tu ry  
a s  an age o f  c r i s i s .

126 See Markman, 164-165; B urrow , R e a d in g , p .  24.

127 See Fox, 9 , "G aw ain, when h e  p e rfo rm s  th e  . . . a p p a re n t ly  a b s u rd  
a c t io n  o f  g o in g  . . .  t o  seek  h i s  own d e a th ,  i s  i n  f a c t  a s s e r t i n g  th e  
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  m e an in g fu l human a c t io n  and o f  e n d u r in g  c i v i l i z a t i o n . "

128B enson, A rt and  T r a d i t i o n , p .  212 , "The p ro b lem  i s  n o t  s im p ly  
w h e th e r  Gawain can keep  th e  s e r i e s  o f  b a r g a in s  he h as  made b u t  w h e th e r  
h e ,  th e  Round T a b le 's  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  can  l i v e  up t o  th e  fame o f  A r t h u r 's  
c o u r t . "

129T here  i s  an e x c e l l e n t  d i s c u s s io n  o f  t h i s  p a s sa g e  in  Burrow ,
R e a d in g , p . 129.

130 In  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  Gawain d u p l i c a t e s  h i s  i n i t i a l  f a i l i n g  when he 
f l i n c h e s  u n d er th e  ax  a t  th e  G reen C h a p e l, p ro v o k in g  th e  G reen K n ig h t 's  
t a u n t  o f  c o w a rd ic e , 11. 2265-2273 .

^ ^ B u rro w , R ead in g , p p . 2 5 -2 6 , "He h as  g iv e n  h i s  w ord, and th e  're n o u n  
o f  § e  Rounde T a b le 1 depends upon h i s  k e e p in g  i t ,  even  in  th e  fa c e  o f  w hat 
seem s c e r t a i n  d e a th ."

^ ■ ^ S p ea rin g , Gawain P o e t , p .  183 , "When Gawain . . . r e c e iv e d  th e  
G reen K n ig h t 's  ax  from  th e  k in g ,  he i s  becom ing b o th  h i s  p e r s o n a l  
s u b s t i t u t e  and , in  th e  m ost open and  o f f i c i a l  way, th e  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  
o f  th e  w hole c o u r t ,  who i s  to  redeem  t h e i r  i n i t i a l  h e s i t a n c e ."

1 3 2 B enson, A rt and T r a d i t i o n , m is ta k e n ly  a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  p a u c i ty  o f  
o v e r t l y  m a r t i a l  m a te r i a l  i n  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t p re c lu d e s  any 
s e r io u s  h e r o ic  c o n n o ta t io n ,  42 , 9 6 -9 7 , 100 , 1 0 7 -1 0 9 , 210-211 . See a l s o  
B urrow , R ic a rd ia n  P o e t r y , pp . 9 4 -9 5 ; Solom on, 272-273 .

^ ^ S e e  S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p . 26 ; Fox, 4 ; B o r r o f f ,  t r a n s .  S i r  
Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t (New Y ork , 1 9 6 7 ), p . x i ;  S tu d y , pp . 5 2 -1 2 9 ; 
W renn, " P o e try  o f  Caedmon," i n  E s s e n t i a l  A r t i c l e s , 423; Burrow , R ic a rd ia n  
P o e t r y , pp . 23 -24 ; Diamond, p a s s im ; B enson , A r t and T r a d i t i o n , p . 163; 
E v e r e t t ,  p .  23. I t  s h o u ld  be n o te d  t h a t  B o r r o f f  and S p e a r in g  a rg u e  t h a t  
th e  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r o ic  d i c t i o n  o f  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t te n d s  to  
g e n e r a te  i r o n i e s  even  as  i t  s e r v e s  to  e l e v a t e  th e  a c t io n .  T h is  i s  a l l  
w e l l  and  good— so lo n g  a s  we rem a in  c l e a r  t h a t  th e  p re d o m in a n tly  h e r o ic  
c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  G aw ain ' s t r a d i t i o n a l  v o c a b u la ry  a re  n o t  subm erged i n  th e  
am b iv a le n c e .
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135F or two view s o f  th e  com ic d im in u tio n  o f  th e  h e r o ,  s e e  B enson,

A r t  and  T r a d i t i o n , p .  241 and  S p e a r in g ,  "P a t ie n c e  and th e  G aw ain-P o e t ,"  
A n g lia , V ol. 84 (19 6 6 ), 325-329 ; r e p r i n t e d  i n  T w e n tie th  C en tu ry  I n t e r ­
p r e t a t i o n s  , 101-105 ; Benson c la im s  t h a t  "As th e  la u g h te r  o f  th e  G reen K n ig h t 
and  th e  c o u r t  show s, w hat Gawain r e a l l y  l e a r n s  from  h i s  a d v e n tu re  i s  t h a t  
c h iv a l r y  ta k e s  i t s e l f  a  b i t  to o  s e r i o u s l y ,  t h a t  men become r id i c u lo u s  and 
f o o l i s h  when th e y  a t te m p t to  l i v e  up t o  so  superhum an an i d e a l . " ;  A cco rd in g  
to  S p e a r in g ,  "What i s  f i rm  and r e a l  i n  th e  poem i s  . . . th e  v a l i a n t  b u t  
e v e n tu a l ly  h o p e le s s  s t r u g g le  a g a i n s t  a  pow er beyond th e  n a t u r a l ,  w hich  
t e s t s  men, s e a rc h e s  o u t t h e i r  im p e r f e c t io n s ,  and a t  l a s t ,  m ost d e v a s ta t in g  
o f  a l l  to  th e  h e r o ic  a s p i r a t i o n ,  f o r g iv e s  th e m ."

^■^S'ee Burrow , R ead in g , p p . 3 , 1 2 2 -1 2 7 ; B lo o m fie ld , 47 , 51 .

^■■^See Bow ers, 72 -84 .

138
Jo h an  H u iz in g a , Homo L u d en s: A S tu d y  o f  th e  P la y  E lem ent m  C u ltu re  

(B o sto n , 1 9 5 0 ), pp . 101-104 , e x p la in s  how c h iv a l r y  i t s e l f  may be re g a rd e d  
a s  a  game w ith o u t  th e re b y  d im in is h in g  i t s  s e r io u s n e s s  o r  n o b i l i t y .

139 M u sc a tin e , p p . 6 1 -6 5 , n o te s  t h a t  a l l  G aw ain 's  t e s t s  a r e  "gam es,"  
a s  does Howard, T e m p ta tio n s , p p . 282 -2 8 5 ; s e e  a l s o  Burrow , R ead in g , p p . 
2 1 -2 6 , 6 6 -7 0 , 89; B e rc o v i tc h ,  258 -2 6 0 ; B ow ers, 79 -80 .

As Burrow n o te s ,  R ead in g , 21 , th e  g am elik e  n a tu re  o f  Gawain*s t e s t s  
m arks a  r e a l  d i f f e r e n c e  betw een  th e  i d e a l s  o f . f e u d a l  c h iv a l r y  (as  m e d ia te d  
by rom ance) and th o s e  o f  G erm anic h e ro ism . In  B eow ulf, th e  swimming 
m atch betw een  Beow ulf and  B recca  i s  a game, b u t  i s  d e s ig n a te d  as  a  y o u th ­
f u l  e n t e r p r i s e  and r e le g a te d  to  th e  p e r ip h e r y  o f  th e  a c t io n .  As f o r  
M aldon, th e  o n ly  r e f e r e n c e  t o  game i s  th e  m en tio n  o f  haw king , w hich  i s  
im m ed ia te ly  p u t  a s id e  f o r  th e  e s s e n t i a l  co n c e rn  o f  th e  poem—w ar. In  M orte 
A r th u r e , th e  a l l  b u t  g r a t u i t i o u s  j o u s t  be tw een  Gawain and P riam us i s  "game­
l i k e , "  b u t  s e rv e s  a s  a  rom ance i n t e r l u d e  in  th e  u n r e m i t t in g  s e r i e s  o f  
b a t t l e s  w hich  i s  th e  n a r r a t i v e  m a tr ix  o f  th e  poem. In  h e r o ic  p o e t r y ,  
h e ro ism  i s  ro o te d  in  th e  m a te r i a l  and p o l i t i c a l  c o n d i t io n s  o f  e x i s t e n c e — 
w ar and  c o n q u e s t.  In  th e  c h i v a l r i c  rom ance, even a  romance l i k e  Gawain 
and th e  G reen K n ig h t w hich p o s s e s s e s  r e a l  h e r o ic  d im e n s io n , th e  k n ig h t  
p ro v e s  w orthy  and h o n o ra b le  a lm o s t t o  th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  h i s  deeds t r a n s ­
cend  o r  a r e  d iv o rc e d  from  su ch  m a te r i a l  c o n c e rn s .

F o r th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  be tw een  h e ro ism  and m a te r i a l  r e a l i t y ,  s e e  Bowra, 
p p . 154-157 ; E v e r e t t ,  p . 64; F in la y s o n ,  M orte A r th u r e , p p . 8 -9 ; K er, E p ic  
and Romance, d i s t i n g u i s h e s  be tw een  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  and  romance on t h i s  
b a s i s ,  a s  does G eorge K ane, M idd le  E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e  (London, 1 9 5 1 ) , p . 2 ; 
The f u l l e s t  and m ost f a r - r e a c h in g  t r e a tm e n t  o f  t h i s  d iv i s i o n  betw een  
h e r o ic  p o e t ry  and c h i v a l r i c  rom ance i s  A uerbach , "The K n ig h t S e ts  F o r th ,"  
in  M im esis , p p . 107-123.

■*-4 0 T o lk ie n , B e o h r tn o th , 2 3 -2 4 , c o n te n d s  t h a t  th e  seg g es  o f  th e  Round 
T a b le  s e rv e  as a v e h ic le  f o r  th e  m ora l v ie w p o in t o f  th e  p o e t .  I t  i s  f a r  
more l i k e l y ,  how ever, t h a t  t h e i r  a b o u t - f a c e  s e rv e s  as a  f o i l  to  Gawain*s 
r e s o l u t e  t ra w p e ; th e n  to o ,  i n s o f a r  as  th e  c o u r t i e r s  s h i f t  th e  b lam e from  
th e m se lv e s  to  th e  k in g ,  t h e i r  b e h a v io r  h e ig h te n s  o u r  a p p r e c ia t io n  o f  
Gawain*s c o u r te s y ,  f e l lo w s h ip ,  and m agnan im ity . T h a t th e  p o e t  i s  c r i t i c a l  
o f  th e  c o u r t i e r s  i s  a rg u e d  by F ried m an , 138; Burrow , R ead in g , p . 61 ; 
S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p .  184.
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141The l i n e  r e c a l l s  th e  n a r r a t o r 's  own i r o n i c  o b s e rv a t io n s  o f  th e  

b a la n c e  be tw een  game and e a r n e s t  i n  l i n e s  495-496 and 691 -692 .

142 Burrow , R e a d in g , p p . 1 6 2 -1 6 3 , "The exchange  ag reem en t i s ,  even  
more th a n  th e  b e h e a d in g  a g ree m en t, e a s i l y  m is ta k e n  f o r  a  mere C h ris tm a s  
game; and Gawain h as  no id e a  t h a t  he i s  b e in g  t e s t e d .  He i s  le d  to  
th in k  o f  th e  w hole e p iso d e  as  l i t t l e  more th a n  a  d iv e r s i o n ,  th o u g h t f u l ly  
p ro v id e d  by h i s  h o s t  to  ta k e  h i s  mind o f f  a  fo r th c o m in g  t e s t —p a r t  o f  
th e  f e s t i v e  i n t e r l u d e  be tw een  h i s  two w in te r  jo u r n e y s ."

143 B urrow , R e a d in g , 161, "G aw ain 's  o a th  t o  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  n o t  
e n t i r e l y  so lem n , and  t h i s  c a s t s  a  shadow o f  d o u b t a c ro s s  h i s  o b l i g a t i o n s .  
I f  he chose  to  ig n o re  them  he w ould h av e  some s o r t  o f  a  c a s e :  th e  a f f a i r  
w as, a f t e r  a l l ,  no more th a n  a C h ris tm a s  game . . . The p o e t  does i n  f a c t  
a llo w  so m eth in g  l i k e  t h i s  view  t o  be  v o ic e d  i n  h i s  poem, by th e  's e g g e s ' 
o f  A r th u r 's  c o u r t  . . . b u t  th e  h e ro  h im s e l f  n e v e r  e n t e r t a i n s  i t  f o r  a 
mom ent."

^4 4 B urrow , p p . 169 -170 , "The p o e t  s u b je c t s  a  s u p e r l a t i v e  h e ro  t o  a 
s u p e r l a t i v e  t e s t ,  and  he c r a c k s .  T h ere  i s  no s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  any o th e r  
k n ig h t  c o u ld  have  done b e t t e r .  On th e  c o n t r a r y ,  th e  r e a d e r  m ust s u r e ly  be 
m eant t o  f e e l  t h a t  i f  G awain, th e  m i r r o r  o f  t r u t h ,  f a i l s  to  be t r u e ,  th e n  
no -o n e  e l s e  can  hope t o  b e ."  See a l s o  Howard, T e m p ta tio n s , p . 2 5 1 ,"The 
s p e c i f i c  e v e n ts  in  S i r  G aw ain 's  l i f e  a r e  p r e s e n te d  in  some m easure a s  
m e tap h o rs  o f  th e  l i f e  o f  man . . . H is f a l l  i s  th e  f a l l  o f  man, h i s  w eak­
n e ss  th e  w eakness o f  th e  f l e s h . "  See a l s o  B ow ers, 83.

To r e a d  Gawain an d  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  t o  e n t e r  a  w o rld  d eep ly  
a f f e c t e d  by C h r i s t i a n i t y .  Of th e  fo u r  poems s tu d ie d  h e r e ,  o n ly  in  th e  
more " d o m e s t ic a l ly "  s c a le d ,  p o s t - l a p s a r i a n  w o rld  o f  Gawain and th e  G reen 
K n ig h t i s  th e  h e ro  n o t  w h o lly  c u t  from  t r a d i t i o n a l  h e r o ic  c lo th  o r  
ju d g e d  w h o lly  by c o n v e n t io n a l  h e r o ic  s t a n d a r d s .  C o n v e n tio n a l h e ro ic  
poem s, e s p e c i a l l y  th o s e  o f  G erm anic te m p e r , h av e  t h e i r  own way o f  
ju d g in g  f a i l u r e :  No one s m ile s  a t  th e  cow ards who f l e e  from  b a t t l e  in  
Beow ulf o r  M aldon; and  in  M orte A r th u r e , no one f l e e s .  In  th e  p u b l ic  
re a lm s  o f  th e s e  poem s, e x p e c ta t io n s  and ju d g m en ts  a re  e x p l i c i t l y  and 
uncom prom ising ly  h e r o ic ,  no m a t te r  how C h r i s t i a n  t h e i r  m akers. The 
Gawain p o e t ,  on th e  o th e r  h an d , l i k e  C h a u c e r, d e m o n s tra te s  a g en ero u s  
to l e r a n c e  f o r  human f r a i l t y ,  w hich he  p o r t r a y s  l e s s  as  p e r s o n a l  f a i l u r e  
th a n  a s  an i n d i c a t i o n  o f  th e  f a l l e n  n a tu r e  o f  man. One o f  th e  b a s ic  
q u e s t io n s  w hich Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t i n  f a c t  r a i s e s  i s ,  w hat k in d  
o f  h e ro ism  can  man a s p i r e  to  i n  a  w o r ld  w hich  b o th  n e c e s s i t a t e s  and 
f o r g iv e s  human im p e r fe c t io n ?  And in d e e d ,  t h e  h e ro ism  p o r t r a y e d  in  Gawain 
and th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  l e s s  a b s o lu t e ,  l e s s  p u b l i c ,  more p r i v a t e  and more 
" r e a l i s t i c "  th a n  t h a t  r e p r e s e n te d  i n  th e  O ld E n g l is h  poems o r  i n  M orte 
A r th u re . B u t, as we s e e ,  h e ro ism  i s  h e ro ism  f o r  a l l  t h a t ;  and w hat i s  
m ore, G aw ain 's  h e r o ic  i d e a l  rem ain s  v i a b l e ,  even  i n  a w o rld  w here— in  
some p a r t  a t  l e a s t — a C h r i s t i a n  tem peram en t s e t s  th e  g round  r u l e s ,  r e ­
sh ap es  h e r o ic  v a lu e s  a c c o rd in g  t o  i t s  own s ta n d a r d s ,  and ju d g e s  th e  
h e ro  a c c o rd in g  to  i t s  own l i g h t s .

145See B rew er, 326, "Were Gawain n o t  b r a v e ,  he would n o t have b een  
en d an g e red  by th e  G reen K n ig h t 's  c h a l le n g e .  S im i la r l y ,  w ere Gawain n o t  
c o u r te o u s  he w ould n o t  have been  e n d an g e red  by th e  l a d y 's  a t te m p t a t
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s e d u c t io n ."  A lso  E n g e lh a rd t ,  57 , " I t  was a  p re d ic a m e n t n o t  made f o r  p e t t y  
k n ig h t s  u n i n i t i a t e d  i n  th e  m y s te r ie s  o f  consumm ate c h i v a l r i c  v i r t u e ;  th e y  
c o u ld  e lu d e  o r  ig n o re  th e  dilem m as t h a t  i t  p o se d , j u s t  as  th e  l e s s e r  
k n ig h t s  i n  A r th u r 's  h a l l  sh ra n k  from  th e  c h a l le n g e  o f  th e  ' a g h l ic h  
m a y s t e r . '"

1 4 8 C f . S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p .  212 , who a rg u e s  t h a t  when th e  Lady 
p r o f f e r s  th e  l a c e ,  sh e  " p la y s  th e  c a rd  sh e  h a s  p resu m ab ly  h e ld  i n  r e s e r v e  
a l l  th e  t im e ,  and  t h a t  w i l l  w in th e  m a tc h ." ;  and B urrow , R ead in g , p . 9 6 , 
"When, in  th e  t h i r d  te m p ta t io n  s c e n e ,  th e  la d y  g iv e s  up t r y i n g  to  se d u c e  
G aw ain, sh e  i s  n o t  co n ce d in g  d e f e a t  i n  th e  m ain b a t t l e —w hich , in d e e d ,  
a f t e r  a  t a c t i c a l  w ith d ra w a l to  b e t t e r  g ro u n d , sh e  goes on t o  w in ."

W hile I  a g re e  w ith  b o th  Burrow and  S p e a r in g  t h a t  G aw ain 's  com prom ise 
i s  r e a l  and  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  I  w ould n o t  c o n c lu d e  t h a t  th e  Lady w ins th e  m atch 
o r  th e  m ain b a t t l e .  G aw ain 's  f a i l u r e ,  h i s  la c k  o f  l o y a l t y ,  w ould have 
b een  f a r  g r e a t e r  had  he  s h ir k e d  h i s  q u e s t  o r  made lo v e  t o  h i s  h o s t ' s  w i f e .  
Game and  e a r n e s t  a re  f a r  from  m u tu a lly  e x c lu s iv e  c a t e g o r i e s ,  b u t  th e y  a r e  
n o t  q u i t e  i d e n t i c a l  e i t h e r .  I t  comes down p e rh a p s  to  th e  d i f f e r e n c e  
b e tw ee n  s i n  and im p e r f e c t io n — t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  betw een  a  b e h e a d in g  and  a  
n ic k  on th e  n eck .

■̂4 ^Howard, T e m p ta t io n s , p e rh a p s  som ew hat h am stru n g  by h i s  o v e r a l l  
t h e s i s ,  a t te m p ts  t o  i d e n t i f y  G aw a in 's  im p e r f e c t io n  w ith  " p r id e  o f  l i f e " ;  
s e e  a l s o  Solom on, 2 7 7 -278 , who u n c o n v in c in g ly  a rg u e s  t h a t  th e  them e o f  
Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  G aw a in 's  p r i d e .

148See l i n e s  339 -361 , 1241-1247 , 1263 -1269 . F o r a  c a r e f u l  a n a l y s i s  
o f  G aw ain 's  e l a b o r a t e l y  c o u r te o u s  r e q u e s t  f o r  th e  b e h e a d in g  a d v e n tu re ,  
s e e  S p e a r in g , C r i t i c i s m , pp . 3 8 -44 .

•̂4 8 Markman, 163-164 , c la im s  t h a t  G aw a in 's  c h a g r in  o v e r  h i s  f a i l u r e  
and h i s  r e f u s a l  t o  g l o r i f y  h i s  a d v e n tu re  when he r e tu r n s  to  Cam elot 
d e m o n s tra te s  h i s  h u m i l i ty ;  c f .  S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , pp . 227-231 , who 
r e g a rd s  G aw ain 's  rem orse  a s  e x c e s s iv e  and  o s t e n t a t i o u s  o u tb u r s t  o f  p r i d e .  
The b e s t  a n a ly s i s  o f  G aw ain 's  rem o rse  i s  t h a t  o f  B urrow , R ead in g , p .  144 , 
who v iew s G aw ain 's  co n d u c t as ex em p la ry — th o u g h  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  hum ble.

^88L ik e  Gawain h im s e lf ,  Adam, Solom on,Sam son, and D avid— th e  O ld
T e s ta m e n t cham pions w ith  whom he i d e n t i f i e s  h im s e lf  in  h i s  s o - c a l l e d
" d i a t r i b e  a g a in s t  women"(11. 2 4 1 3 -2 4 2 8 )— e x e m p lify  n o t  o n ly  human f r a i l t y ,
b u t  human g r e a tn e s s .  See B urrow , R e a d in g , p .  146, "He i s  in v o lv e d  i n  a
f i c t i o n a l  d e m o n s tra tio n  o f  th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  and  l i m i t s  o f  human g o o d n e ss . 
T h is  i n  i t s e l f  le n d s  p o in t  to  th e  c a ta lo g u e  o f  hum bled h e ro e s — Adam th e  
p e r f e c t  man, Solomon th e  w is e ,  Sampson th e  s t r o n g ,  D avid th e  H o ly .”

■'■^Burrow, R ead in g , p . 157; s e e  a l s o  S p e a r in g , Gawain P o e t , p . 231.

152Burrow, R eading, p . 158; s e e  a ls o  Howard, T em p tation s, p . 262.

^A lm ost a l l  o f  th o s e  who r e a d  th e  poem acknow ledge t h a t  th e  f i n a l  
judgm ent o f  G aw ain 's  a d v e n tu re  i s  l e f t  i n  th e  b a la n c e :  se e  f o r  exam ple 
Howard, T e m p ta tio n s , pp . 274-275 ; S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , pp . 231-236 ; 
Burrow , R ic a rd ia n  P o e t r y , p . 87; R e a d in g , p p . 1 1 6 -117 , 132-137 , 1 5 8 -159 ; 
even  B enson, A r t and  T r a d i t io n ,  p p . 140 -148 .
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154gee  Burrow , R ead in g , p p . 3 -3 0 , 9 3 -9 4 , and e s p e c i a l l y  1 7 7 -1 7 9 ; 
S p e a r in g ,  Gawain P o e t , p . 236; B lo o m fie ld , 5 2 -5 4 ; Fox, 7 -8 . Burrow  d e t e c t s  
a t  l e a s t  "tw o d i s t i n c t  modes . . .  i n  th e  poem— an o ld e r  'r o m a n t ic ' mode 
( a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  th e  s u p e r l a t i v e  h e ro  and th e  s u p e r l a t i v e  t e s t )  and a  new er 
' r e a l i s t i c '  mode ( a s s o c ia t e d  w ith  th e  p a r t i a l  f a i l u r e  i n  th e  t e s t ) . "
B u rro w 's  r e l i a n c e  upon F r y e 's  n o m e n c la tu re — e s p e c i a l l y  on p p . 180-183— i s  
n o t  a l t o g e t h e r  f e l i c i t o u s ,  le a d in g  h im , i n  t h i s  s e c t io n  a t  l e a s t ,  t o  
som ewhat u n d e re s tim a te  th e  e x t e n t  o f  G aw ain 's  h e r o ic  s t a t u r e .

I S ^ L i t t l e  w onder t h a t  t h e r e  i s  so  much c o n tro v e r s y  s u r ro u n d in g  a lm o s t 
e v e ry  a s p e c t  o f  th e  poem; so  much i s  l e f t  i n  su sp e n se : i s  th e  G reen K n ig h t 
b e n ig n  o r  m a lig n a n t?  What e x a c t ly  m o t iv a te s  th e  Lady t o  te m p t Gawain?
How a r e  we to  ju d g e  th e  m anner i n  w hich  th e  c o u r t i e r s  re sp o n d  to  th e  
G reen K n ig h t?  Does A r th u r  re sp o n d  n o b ly  o r  r a s h ly  to  th e  b e h e a d in g  
c h a l le n g e ?  I s  th e  l i n e  t h a t  s t r e t c h e s  from  T roy t o  B r i t a i n  g lo r io u s  and 
p r o v i d e n t i a l ,  o r  i s  i t  a  t u r b u l e n t  s u c c e s s io n  o f  random e v e n ts  s ig n i f y i n g  
n o th in g ?  I s  th e  t r a i t o r  A eneas o r  A n ten o r?  The m a n i f e s ta t io n  o f  H a u td e s e r t  
h a rd  upon G aw ain 's  p r a y e r ,  i s  i t  a  m ir a c le ?  o r  a  c a ta s t r o p h e ?  o r  s im p ly  an 
a c c id e n t?  And on and on . A lth o u g h  some o f  th e s e  q u e s t io n s  a re  p e rh a p s  
e a s i e r  t o  answ er th a n  o t h e r s ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  in s ta n c e s  o f  a m b ig u ity  seem 
t o  m u l t ip ly  a t  e v e ry  t u r n .

G reen , 178-179 , ta k e s  Markman t o  t a s k  f o r  m in im iz in g  G aw ain 's  
im p e r f e c t io n .

167 .I s  th e r e  s p e c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  t o  th e  2 5 3 0 -l i n e  le n g th  o f  Gawain
and th e  G reen K n igh t?  2525 w ould  c o n s t i t u t e  th e  p e r f e c t  p e n ta g o n a l  num ber. 
The a c t u a l  number o f  l i n e s  th u s  m is se s  p e r f e c t io n  by a  s in g l e  f i v e - l i n e  
u n i t ,  p e rh a p s  a  n u m e ro lo g ic a l com m entary on j u s t  how c lo s e  Gawain comes 
to  p e r f e c t i o n .  M u sc a tin e , p . 4 3 , n o te s  i n  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t a 
" c e r t a i n  amount o f  n u m e ric a l sym bo lism "; and  Burrow , R ic a rd ia n  P o e t r y , p .
6 5 , o b s e rv e s  t h a t  "The 101 s ta n z a s  o f  Gawain . . . may h e re  be  m eant to  
s u g g e s t  a n o th e r  e n d le s s  emblem— th e  'e n d e le s  k n o t ' o f  th e  p e n ta n g le  on 
G aw ain 's  s h i e l d ,  w hich sy m b o liz e s  h i s  p e r f e c t  t r u t h . "
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In  th e  e n d , l i k e  G aw ain, we come f u l l  c i r c l e .  A t th e  o u t s e t ,  we 

o b se rv e d  t h a t  th e  t e n s io n  be tw een  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y  s e rv e s  as  th e  

e s s e n t i a l  m a in s p r in g  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem, th e  r o l e  o f  th e  h e ro  b e in g  to  

d e m o n s tra te  human w o rth  i n  th e  f a c e  o f  a l l  w h ich  t r a n s c e n d s  m an 's  w i l l ,  

f r u s t r a t e s  h i s  n o b le s t  a s p i r a t i o n s ,  and d e n ie s  h i s  v a lu e .  More s p e c i ­

f i c a l l y ,  we n o te d  t h a t  th e  i n t e r p l a y  be tw een  human p o t e n t i a l i t y  and human 

l i m i t a t i o n  i n  l a r g e  p a r t  sh ap es  th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  th e  h e ro  and th e  n a tu re  

o f  h i s  h e ro is m , B eow ulf, B y rh tn o th , A r th u r ,  and  Gawain b e in g  n o t  o n ly  

e q u a l to  b u t  com m ensurate w ith  t h e i r  f a t e s .  I n  B eo w u lf, f o r  exam ple , 

w here th e  p r im a ry  form  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i s  te m p o ra l ,  th e  h e ro  a s p i r e s  above 

a l l  t o  g lo r y ,  th e  c o n t in u in g  fame o f  h i s  d eed s  s e c u r in g  a l im i t e d  and 

p r o v i s io n a l  v i c to r y  from  a  w o rld  w here a l l  i s  t r a n s i t o r y — y o u th , compan­

io n s ,  k in sm en , k ingdom s, l i f e  i t s e l f .  Hemmed i n  on a l l  s id e s  by th e  

b r e v i t y  and  i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  m o r ta l e x i s t e n c e ,  th e  h e ro  e x e m p lif ie s  m an 's 

r e f u s a l  to  s u r r e n d e r  t o  th e  in e x o ra b le  f o r c e s  o f  t im e ,  ch an g e , and d e a th .

A seco n d  m a jo r  form  o f  n e c e s s i t y  in  B eow ulf i s  w y rd , n o t  o n ly  th e  

in d i v id u a l  f a t e  w hich  hangs o v e r  each  man, b u t  th e  b in d in g  law s and g iv e n  

c o n d i t io n s  o f  human e x i s t e n c e .  A g a in s t th e  r e l e n t l e s s  p r e s s  o f  doom, th e  

h e ro  p i t s  th e  s t r e n g t h  o f  h i s  in d o m ita b le  w i l l ,  p ro v in g  w hat human 

d e te r m in a t io n ,  f a i t h ,  and co u rag e  can  w re s t  from  th e  i r o n  g r ip  o f  d e s t in y .  

In  h i s  d e m o n s tra t io n  o f  th e  e f f i c a c y  o f  th e  h e r o i c  w i l l ,  Beow ulf i s  

seco n d ed  by th e  h e r o ic  exam ple o f  W ig la f and  by th e  a n t i - h e r o i c  exam ples 

o f  U n fe r th ,  Heremod, and  th e  cow ard ly  G e a t i s h  r e t a i n e r s ,  th o s e  f o i l s  to  

th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  w hose v e ry  f a i l u r e  o f  w i l l  t e s t i f i e s  t o  th e  v o lu n ta ry  

n a tu re  o f  h e ro ism .
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The t h i r d  form  o f  n e c e s s i t y  w hich  shadow s B eow ulf i s  th e  wave o f  

i r r a t i o n a l  b lo o d sh e d  w hich th r e a te n s  t o  subm erge th e  h e r o ic  c i v i t a s  i n  

d a rk n e s s .  A g a in s t t h i s  i r r e s i s t i b l e  t i d e  o f  v io le n c e — th e  m o n s te rs  from  

w i th o u t ,  th e  ta n g le d  web o f  w ar, v e n g e a n c e , and  b lo o d - fe u d  from  w i th in — 

th e  h e r o  e x e m p lif ie s  m a n 's  s t r u g g le  f o r  s o c i a l  o r d e r ,  B e o w u lf 's  " g e n t l e ­

n e s s ,"  " k in d n e s s ,"  and "m ild n e ss"  a  to k e n  o f  th e  v i a b i l i t y  and n o b i l i t y  

o f  h e r o ic  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  M oreover, a s  th e  e x em p la r  o f  th e  h e r o ic  c i v i t a s  

a g a i n s t  th e  f o r c e s  o f  c h a o s , th e  h e ro  i s  ev ery w h ere  s u p p o r te d  by th e  

e l a b o r a t e  r i t u a l s  and  cerem o n ies  o f  th e  o r d e r  he  r e p r e s e n t s , a  s o c i a l  

w o rld  w hose a r i s t o c r a t i c  m anners and cu s to m s— from  th e  s t a t e l y  a m e n it ie s  

o f  th e  m e a d -h a ll  t o  th e  s a c ra m e n ta l  exchange  o f  t r e a s u r e — a f f i r m  th e  

g ra n d e u r  and d ig n i ty  o f  human c u l t u r e .  The v i r t u e s  o f  th e  c i v i t a s  a r e  

r e f l e c t e d  a s  w e l l  i n  th e  o rn a te  r h e t o r i c  and  e l e v a te d  s t y l e  o f  th e  poem 

i t s e l f ,  th e  n o b le  to n e ,  th e  s p e c i a l i z e d  p o e t i c  d i c t i o n ,  and th e  p r o c e s s io n a l  

movement o f  th e  v e r s e  a l l  co n v e rg in g  to  p ro d u c e  a  rem a rk ab ly  solem n and 

ce rem o n io u s v e rs e  fo rm , w h ich , a l th o u g h  th e  r e s u l t  o f  lo n g - s ta n d in g  

c o n v e n tio n s  o f  A nglo-Saxon v e r s i f i c a t i o n ,  in  B eow ulf a t  l e a s t  s e rv e s  as  

an e x p r e s s io n  o f  th e  c i v i t a s —o f  m an 's  h e r o i c  e f f o r t  t o  im pose human 

m ean ing , o r d e r ,  and  v a lu e  on th e  g iv e n  w o rld .

T ra n s ie n c e  i s  b a la n c e d  by g lo r y ,  f a t e  by  in d o m ita b le  w i l l ,  th e  w a s te ­

la n d  by  th e  c i v i t a s . What i s  m ore, th e  t e n s i o n  be tw een  h e ro ism  and 

n e c e s s i t y  sh ap es  n o t  o n ly  th e  m a jo r n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  B eow ulf, b u t  

i t s  a r c h i t e c t o n i c s  as  w e l l .  T o lk ie n ,  who a rg u e s  f o r  a  b i p a r t i t e  o r  

" d ip ty c h "  s t r u c t u r e ,  a  b a la n c e d  c o n t r a s t  b e tw een  " r i s i n g  and s e t t i n g  . . . 

y o u th  and  age . . . f i r s t  ach iev em en t and  f i n a l  d e a th ,"  h as  drawn o u r  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  th e  c o in c id e n c e  o f  form  and  m ean ing  in  B eow ulf, d e m o n s tra tin g  

th e  d e g re e  t o  w hich th e  s t r u c t u r a l  o p p o s i t io n s  o f  th e  poem s e rv e  to
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e x p re s s  i t s  th e m a tic  n e x u s : th e  h e r o 's  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  h i s  d e s t i n y . 1  

A s i m i l a r  p a t t e r n  may be d is c e r n e d  i n  th e  fram e o f  B eow ulf, a  poem w hich 

b e g in s  w ith  th e  m arv e lo u s  a r r i v a l  o f  S c y ld  and ends w ith  th e  h e r o 's  own 

d e p a r tu r e  from  e a r t h ,  th e  fo rm er s ig n a l in g  th e  fo u n d in g  o f  a  g lo r io u s  

D an ish  e m p ire , th e  l a t t e r  p r e s a g in g  th e  d is a p p e a ra n c e  o f  th e  G e a tis h  

n a t io n .  In  a  w ord , t h e  fram e o f  B eow ulf p a r a l l e l s  i t s  g e n e ra l  s t r u c t u r e :  

b e g in n in g s  and e n d s . The form  o f  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t i s  c y c l i c a l ;  

b u t  t h a t  o f  B eow ulf i s  p r o g r e s s iv e  and i n e v i t a b l e ,  r e f l e c t i n g  th e  

in e x o ra b le  c o u rse  o f  tim e  and e v e n t s .

T h a t Beow ulf ends w ith  a  f u n e r a l  i s  h a r d ly  s u r p r i s i n g ;  th e r e  i s  no 

more f i t t i n g  f ig u r e  o f  th e  t r a g i c  b o u n d a r ie s  o f  th e  h e r o ic  w o rld . B ut 

B e o w u lf 's  f u n e r a l  i s  more th a n  a  to k e n  o f  m an 's  m o r t a l i t y .  I t  i s ,  i n  

e q u a l p o r t i o n ,  a  c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  h i s  g r e a t n e s s .  L ik e  th e  h e r o ic  poem 

i t s e l f ,  B io w u lfe s  b io r h  (2807) i s  a  t r i b u t e  t o  th e  u n dy ing  w o rth  o f  h e r o ic  

d e e d s , l i v i n g  p ro o f  o f  h e r o is m 's  c o n t in u in g  pow er to  i n s p i r e  men to  

r e a l i z e  t h e i r  h ig h e s t  i d e a l s  and  a s p i r a t i o n s .  D eath  f e l l s  th e  h e ro .

B ut so  lo n g  as  men r e v e r e  h i s  memory, d e a th  c a n n o t o b v ia te  human g ra n d e u r .

In  t h i s  l i g h t  we may o b se rv e  t h a t  w h ile  a  good p a r t  o f  th e  fo rm a l 

s t r a t e g y  o f  B eow ulf may be b a se d  upon th e  d ip ty c h  s t r u c t u r e ,  t h i s  m odel 

p ro v e s  u l t im a te ly  in a d e q u a te .  In d e e d , th e  a n a lo g y  be tw een  B eow ulf and 

d ip ty c h  p ro v e s ,  i n  a t  l e a s t  one c r i t i c a l  r e s p e c t ,  m is le a d in g  as  w e l l  as 

im p re c is e .  The em phasis upon th e  " s t a t i c "  c o n t r a s t  be tw een  b e g in n in g s  

and ends ig n o re s  th e  c o n s id e r a b le  d e g re e  to  w hich th e  two p o r t io n s  o f  th e  

work a re  in te rw o v e n  i n t o  one c o n tin u o u s  f a b r i c ,  th e  D anish  and G e a tish  

s e c t i o n s  d i a l e c t i c a l l y  e n r ic h in g  and i l l u m i n a t i n g  one a n o th e r ,  th e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  betw een  them as  much one o f  dynam ic " i n t e r l a c e "  a s  o f  " s t a t i c "  

o p p o s i t i o n .^  To d iv id e  B eow ulf i n t o  two f a c in g  p a n e ls  o f  a d ip ty c h ,  th e
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f i r s t  d e p i c t in g  th e  h e r o 's  y o u th f u l  r i s e ,  th e  seco n d  h i s  dem ise and  d e a th ,  

i s  t o  im p ly  t h a t  h e ro ism  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  r e s e r v e d  to  th e  o p en in g  o f  th e  poem 

and  th e  o n s la u g h t  o f  tr a g e d y  l i m i t e d  t o  i t s  c o n c lu s io n .  In  r e a l i t y ,  th e  

c lo s e  o f  B eow ulf i s  no l e s s  h e r o ic  th a n  th o s e  p o r t i o n s  w hich a r e  s e t  i n  

H r o th g a r 's  c o u r t ;  n o r  i s  t r a g e d y  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  th e  d r a g o n - f ig h t  and  i t s  

a f te r m a th .  The g lo ry  o f  h e ro ism  w axes u n a b a te d  and u n d im in ish e d  from  

b e g in n in g  to  en d , from  G r e n d e l - f i g h t  t o  d r a g o n - f ig h t ,  from  swimming m atch 

t o  f u n e r a l  p y r e ,  w h ile  tr a g e d y — f a r  from  b e in g  a  fu n c t io n  m ere ly  o f  th e  

f i n a l  c a t a s t r o p h e ,  h a s  been  o p e r a t iv e  from  th e  o u t s e t ,  i n  i r o n y ,  a u g u ry , 

and e l e g i a c  lam en t a s  w e ll  a s  i n  th e  d a r k e r  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  th e  s o - c a l l e d  

" e p is o d e s "  and  " d ig r e s s io n s ."  T o l k i e n 's  v i s io n  o f  s t r u c t u r e ,  p o e t i c  and  

h e u r i s t i c  a s  i t  i s ,  f a l l s  s h o r t  o f  th e  m ark. The e s s e n t i a l  h e r o ic  t e n s io n  

o f  B eow ulf i s  n o t  r e d u c ib le  t o  a  s e t  o f  b a la n c e d  s t r u c t u r a l  c o n t r a s t s  • 

b e tw een  " r i s i n g  and s e t t i n g  . . . y o u th  and age . . . f i r s t  a c h ie v e m e n t 

and f i n a l  d e a th ."  On th e  c o n t r a r y ,  th e  c o n f r o n ta t io n  betw een  h e ro is m  and 

n e c e s s i t y  in fo rm s  th e  e n t i r e  poem, s h a p in g  th e  c h a r a c te r  o f  i t s  h e r o ,  

g iv in g  l i f e  and d e p th  t o  i t s  fo rm , r h e t o r i c  and  d i c t i o n ,  as  i m p l i c i t  i n  

i t s  n a r r a t i v e  dynam ics as in  th e  s t r u c t u r a l  o p p o s i t io n s  o f  i t s  fo rm a l 

fram e .

In  M aldon, th e  c o n f r o n ta t io n  b e tw een  th e  h e ro  and  n e c e s s i t y  i s  

n a rro w e r  and more d i r e c t  th a n  in  B eow ulf. The canvas i s  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  

a  s i n g l e  b a t t l e ,  a  s in g le  d ay , a  n e c e s s i t y  o f  one d im en sio n . The p o e t  

i s  n o t  h e re  co n ce rn ed  to  m easure man a g a i n s t  th e  t r a g i c  c o n t r a d ic t io n s  

o f  tim e  and th e  w a s te la n d ; h ence  t h e r e  i s  l i t t l e  s t r e s s  p la c e d  upon th e  

com m em oration o f  human ach iev em en t o r  th e  v i r t u e s  o f  th e  c i v i t a s . The 

h e r o ic  e q u a t io n  i s  red u ce d  to  i t s  s im p le s t  te rm s : w hat i s  r e q u i r e d  o f  th e  

lo y a l  f i g h t e r s  a t  Maldon i s  t h a t  th e y  d i s p la y  unw avering  co u rag e  i n  th e  

f a c e  o f  c e r t a i n  d e a th .
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The e x c e s s iv e  c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  g e n e ra te d  by B y r h tn o th 's  d e c i s io n  

t o  a llo w  th e  V ik in g s  u n c o n te s te d  a c c e s s  to  th e  m a in lan d  h a s  u n f o r tu n a te ly  

b lu r r e d  th e  h e r o ic  fo c u s  o f  th e  poem. I t  i s  n o t th e  e a ld o rm a n 's  o fe rm o d , 

b u t  th e  v a lo r  and f o r t i t u d e  o f  h i s  f a i t h f u l  com panions w h ich  i s  a t  th e  

c e n t e r  o f  M aldon. A lth o u g h  B y rh tn o th  i s  a  h e ro — i n  m ost r e s p e c t s  he  i s  

a  v e r i t a b l e  model o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e  w hich th e  poem c e l e b r a t e s —he does 

n o t  a c t  u n d er w h o lly  h e r o ic  c i rc u m s ta n c e s .  U n lik e  th e  lo y a l  h e o r th g e n e a ta s , 

who, in  th e  end , f i g h t  w i th o u t  h o p e , s o le l y  t o  f u l f i l l  t h e i r  o b l i g a t i o n s  

and p r e s e rv e  t h e i r  h o n o r ,  B y rh tn o th  f i g h t s  f o r  hom eland , k in g ,  God, and 

v i c to r y .  W hile he re m a in s  i n  th e  f i e l d ,  th e  outcom e o f  th e  b a t t l e  i s  

u n c e r t a in .  I t  i s  o n ly  a f t e r  h i s  f a l l  and  th e  c o n se q u e n t f l i g h t  o f  th e  

cow ards t h a t  a  V ik in g  v i c t o r y  i s  a s s u re d  and th e  d e f i n i t i v e  h e r o ic  s c e n a r io  

e s t a b l i s h e d .  M oreover, w h e reas  B y rh tn o th  d ie s  w ith  a  p r a y e r  on h i s  l i p s ,  

h i s  end  s u g g e s tin g  an  avenue o f  p o s s ib le  e sc a p e  from  th e  t r a g i c  c o n d i t io n s  

o f  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  th e  h e o r th w e ro d  go to  t h e i r  d e a th s  w i th in  th e  s t r i c t  

c o n f in e s  o f  th e  G erm anic h e r o ic  w o rld , t h e i r  f i e d l i t y  and  c o u ra g e  an 

u n e q u iv o c a l e x p re s s io n  o f  m a n 's  r e f u s a l  t o  a b d ic a te  w h at i s  h ig h e s t  in  

h i s  n a tu re  in  th e  f a c e  o f  n e c e s s i t y .

The h e r o ic  fo c u s  o f  M aldon i s  r e f l e c t e d  in  i t s  s t r u c t u r e  and s t y l e .

For th e  f i r s t  h a l f  o f  th e  poem, th e  n a r r a t i v e  i s  p r o g r e s s iv e  and c a u s a l ;  

each  e v e n t— from  B y r h tn o th 's  i n i t i a l  p r e p a r a t io n s  f o r  b a t t l e  t o  th e  

t r e a c h e r y  o f  G o d ric  and  h i s  b r o th e r s — grows o u t o f  th e  one p re c e d in g  i t  

and le a d s  l o g i c a l l y  to  t h e  n e x t .  B ut once B y rh tn o th  h a s  f a l l e n  and  th e  

cow ards have f l e d ,  t h a t  i s  t o  s a y ,  once th e  s ta g e  h as  b een  s e t  f o r  th e  

i n e v i t a b l e  c o n f r o n ta t io n  w ith  n e c e s s i t y ,  th e  n a r r a t i v e  s t r a t e g y  s h i f t s  

a b ru p t ly  from  s e q u e n t i a l  deve lo p m en t to  r i t u a l i s t i c  r e i t e r a t i o n  o f  one 

g r e a t  sy m b o lic  p a t t e r n ,  a s ,  one a f t e r  th e  o th e r ,  i n d i v id u a l  r e t a i n e r s
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move t o  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  th e  s t a g e ,  a cc o m p lish  t h e i r  vow s, and th e n  a r e  

resu b m erg ed  i n  th e  g e n e ra l  tu m u lt  o f  th e  b a t t l e .  F u l ly  f o r t y  p e r c e n t  

o f  M aldon, and  t h a t  a t  th e  c lo s e ,  i s  d e v o te d  t o  a  s in g l e  h e r o ic  them e: 

l o y a l t y  and  c o u ra g e  u n to  d e a th .  H e re , n o t  i n  B y r h tn o th 's  i l l - f a t e d  

d e c i s io n  a t  th e  f o r d ,  i s  th e  c o re  o f  th e  poem. As th e  n a r r a t i v e  p a t t e r n  

s u g g e s ts ,  th e  i n i t i a l  p o r t i o n s  o f  th e  poem e s s e n t i a l l y  s e rv e  t o  p r e p a re  

f o r  i t s  p ro lo n g e d  c l im a x , w h e re in  th e  t r a g i c  dram a o f  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y  

i s  c a r r i e d  to  i t s  c o n c lu s io n  by  B y r h tn o th 's  lo y a l  r e t a i n e r s ,  who, a g a i n s t  

th e  n a t u r a l  p r e s s  o f  f e a r  and  p u l l  o f  s u r v i v a l ,  p ro v e  t h a t  man i s  more th a n  

h i s  f a t e .

I n  M orte A r th u r e , as i n  B eo w u lf, th e  o p p o s i t io n  be tw een  h e ro ism  and 

n e c e s s i t y  i s  m u ltifo rm  and com plex. To b e g in ,  w ith  r e s p e c t  t o  h i s  v i s io n  

o f  n e c e s s i t y ,  th e  M orte A rth u re  p o e t  w orks s q u a r e ly  w i th in  th e  m a in s tream  

o f  th e  a l l i t e r a t i v e  t r a d i t i o n ,  h i s  v iew  o f  t r a g e d y  b o rn  o f  a  c h a r a c t e r i s ­

t i c a l l y  m e d iev a l p e r c e p t io n  o f  th e  i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  te m p o ra l v a lu e .  M orte 

A rth u re  i s ,  i n  f a c t ,  a  de_ c a s ib u s  t r a g e d y  o f  F o r tu n e ,  a form  whose 

s t r u c t u r a l  a l t e r n a t i o n s  o f  r i s e  and f a l l  r e f l e c t  th e  m e d iev a l c o n v ic t io n  

t h a t  human a f f a i r s  a re  m u ta b le , human e n d e a v o r  v a in ,  and a l l  e a r t h l y  goods 

i n v a r i a b ly  s u b je c t  t o  t im e , ch an g e , c h a n c e , and  d e a th .

S t r u c t u r e  i s  f a r  from  th e  o n ly  fo rm a l means w hich th e  p o e t  em ploys to  

convey th e  r o l e  o f  n e c e s s i t y  i n  M orte A r th u re . R ep ea ted  f ig u r e s  such  as  

t h a t  o f  th e  w o efu l widow; r e c u r r e n t  e l e g i a c  fo rm u la s  such  as  rew th e  e s  

th e  m orel awaye e s  f o r  e u e r ! and  a_ gude mane o f  a rm esl ; r e i t e r a t e d  them es 

and m o t if s  such  as th e  f a l l  o f  th e  w a r r io r ,  th e  f u n e r a l ,  th e  d e s t r u c t io n  

o f  th e  tow n; a l l  th e s e  a r e  as p o w e rfu l and  e lo q u e n t  an e x p re s s io n  o f  

n e c e s s i t y  as  i s  A r th u r 's  dream  o f  F o r tu n e  o r  th e  de_ c a s ib u s  form  o f  th e  

poem i t s e l f .
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W hile tr a g e d y  c o lo r s  e v e ry  a s p e c t  o f  A r th u r 's  w o r ld , i t  i s  c o n s is ­

t e n t l y  c o n te s te d  by exam ples o f  th e  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  th e  f e l lo w s h ip  o f  th e  

Round T ab le  ev eryw here  o p p o s in g  th e  ra v a g e s  o f  F o r tu n e  w ith  u n im peachab le  

e v id e n c e  o f  human w o r th . M oreover, A r th u r 's  own g lo r io u s  p reem inence  

among th e  n in e  W o rth ie s  on th e  w heel p ro v e s  t h a t ,  on th e  v e ry  ra c k  o f  

F o r tu n e ,  in  th e  f a c e  o f  a l l  w hich t r a n s c e n d s  and  d e n ie s  h im , m an 's  h e ro ­

ism  b e a r s  perm an en t w i tn e s s  t o  h i s  g r e a tn e s s .

T h is  i s  a l l  w e l l  and  good; b u t  th e  i n t e r p l a y  o f  h e ro ism  and n e c e s s i t y  

i s  to o  i n t r i c a t e  t o  b e  r e s o lv e d  a t  t h i s  l e v e l /  Were th e  s u b v e rs iv e  pow ers 

o f  F o rtu n e  l im i t e d  t o  th e  f a l l  o f  th e  h e ro ,  c o n v e n t io n a l  h e r o ic  v i r t u e s  

m igh t p ro v e  s u f f i c i e n t  t o  s u s t a i n  th e  g e rm in a l t e n s io n  o f  th e  h e r o ic  poem, 

th e  w e ig h t o f  v a n i ty  and  m u ta b i l i ty  b e in g  a d e q u a te ly  c o u n te rb a la n c e d  by 

m a r t i a l  c o u ra g e , l o y a l t y ,  and  fam e. But F o r tu n e  p a r a d o x ic a l ly  p ro v e s  as 

d e s t r u c t iv e  o f  human v a lu e  i n  A r th u r 's  r i s e  a s  i n  h i s  f a l l .  As th e  la d y  

h e r s e l f  m ocking ly  b o a s t s , c o n q u e s t and v i c to r y  a re  h e r  own to  bestow  o r  

w ith h o ld . In  tr iu m p h  a s  i n  d e c l in e ,  th e  h e ro  i s  bound to  th e  tu r n in g  

w h ee l, F o r tu n e ,  n o t  man, th e  f i n a l  a r b i t e r  o f  s u c c e s s  and f a i l u r e .  To 

th e  e x t e n t  t h a t  h e ro ism  i s  l in k e d  w ith  v i c t o r y ,  i t  i s  doomed t o  f u t i l i t y .

T hus, i n  th e  e n d , A r th u r  m ust— and d o es— a c h ie v e  a  form  o f  h e ro ism  

unencum bered by th e  e q u iv o c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  c o n q u e s t and F o r tu n e ,  

a  h e ro ism  ro o te d  in  t h e  bonds o f  th e  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip  i t s e l f .  T h a t he 

does so  o n ly  a t  C o rn w a ll , on th e  v e ry  eve o f  th e  b a t t l e  t h a t  s ig n a l s  th e  

end o f  th e  Round T a b le  d i s c l o s e s  a fu n d am e n ta l i r o n y  o f  de_ c a s ib u s  

t r a g e d y :  i t  i s  a t  th e  n a d i r  o f  h i s  f a l l  r a t h e r  th a n  a t  th e  p in n a c le  o f  h i s  

r i s e  t h a t  th e  h e ro  a c h ie v e s  h i s  g r e a t e s t  g lo r y .  A t th e  c r e s t  o f  th e  

w h e e l, h e ro ism  i s  a l lo y e d  w ith  v a n i ty ,  th e  c o n q u e ro r  u n w it t in g ly  com­

p ro m ise d  by h i s  c o m p lic i ty  w ith  n e c e s s i t y .  A r th u r 's  f a l l ,  w hich p lu n g e s  

him from  th e  h e ig h t  o f  i l l u s i o n ,  b r in g s  him  f a c e  t o  fa c e  w ith  h i s
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m o r t a l i t y ,  i n  th e  t r a g i c  l i g h t  o f  w hich he  i s  a t  l a s t  a b le  to  fo rg e  a  

h e r o ic  re sp o n se  e q u a l  t o  th e  m ost p e r n ic io u s  c h a l le n g e s  o f  h i s  f a t e .

And a t  C o rn w all, i n  th e  g a th e r in g  t w i l i g h t  o f  h i s  h e r o ic  f e l lo w s h ip ,

A r th u r  f i n a l l y  r e p u d ia te s  th e  v a in g lo r ie s  o f  F o r tu n e ,  f r e e in g  h im s e l f  once 

and  f o r  a l l  from  t h e  l i n g e r in g  v e s t i g e s  o f  t h a t  i r o n i c a l  dependency upon 

n e c e s s i t y  w hich h ad  h i t h e r t o  com prom ised h i s  h e ro is m .

A lthough  th e  t e n s i o n  betw een  h e ro ism  and  n e c e s s i t y  i n  Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t i s  n o t  a s  d i r e c t  o r  e x p l i c i t  a s  i t  i s  i n  f u l l - f l e d g e d  h e r o i c  

w orks su ch  as  B eo w u lf, M aldon, and M orte A r th u r e , th e  m eaning o f  th e  poem 

r e s t s  t o  a  c o n s id e r a b le  d e g re e  upon a  u n iq u e  fo rm u la tio n  o f  th e  c o n f r o n ta ­

t i o n  betw een  man and  h i s  f a t e .  In  sum, t h e r e  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  th r e e  modes 

o f  n e c e s s i ty  i n  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t: t im e ,  i s o l a t i o n ,  and m o r t a l i t y .  

The f i r s t ,  e x p re s s e d  p r im a r i ly  th ro u g h  th e  p o e t r y  o f  th e  sea so n s  p a s s a g e  

and th e  s t r u c t u r a l  t e n s io n s  o f  th e  B ru tu s  b o k e z  fra m e , s t r e s s e s  th e  

i n s t a b i l i t y  o f  human f o r tu n e s  and th e  v a n i ty  o f  human en d s ; th e  s e c o n d , 

conveyed p re d o m in a n tly  th ro u g h  th e  r h e t o r i c  o f  G aw ain ' s two w in te r  j  o u r n e y s , 

e n v is io n s  man as  a  h o m e less  e x i l e ,  m aking h i s  way th ro u g h  an a l i e n  w o rld  

to w ard  h i s  p r e o r d a in e d  en d ; th e  t h i r d ,  a  d o m in an t them e o f  th e  th r e e  h u n t 

s c e n e s ,  d i s c lo s e s  th e  sh o ck s  and i l l s  to  w h ich  th e  f l e s h  i s  n a t u r a l l y  

h e i r ,  o u r  i n h e r i t e d  b u rd e n  o f  w eakness, f e a r ,  p a in ,  and d e a th . In  t h e  

shadow o f  t h i s  t h r e e - f o l d  n e c e s s i t y ,  G aw ain 's  p e n ta n g le  a f f i rm s  th e  

n o b i l i t y  o f  human a s p i r a t i o n s  and i d e a l s .  More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  each  form  

o f  n e c e s s i ty  i s  p la c e d  i n  te n s io n  w ith  i t s  c o r re s p o n d in g  p e n ta g o n a l 

v i r t u e :  t r a n s i e n c e  i s  ran g ed  a g a in s t  tra w f te , m a n 's  s t r u g g le  to  a c h ie v e  

perm anence and s t a b i l i t y  i n  th e  te m p o ra l w o r ld ;  th e  p e r i l s  o f  th e  w in t e r  

jo u rn e y s  a re  s e t  a g a i n s t  c o r ta y s y e , m an 's a t t e m p t  to  m i t ig a te  h i s  o r i g i n a l  

i s o l a t i o n  and a l i e n a t i o n  th ro u g h  s o c i a l  b o n d s ; and m o r t a l i ty  i s  met w ith
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co u ra g e , w h ic h , a l th o u g h  n o t  a c t u a l l y  i d e n t i f i e d  a s  one o f  G aw ain 's  

p e n ta g o n a l v i r t u e s ,  i s  e s s e n t i a l  t o  them  a l l .  F u r th e r ,  i n  Gawain and 

th e  G reen K n ig h t , c o u r t l y  v a lu e s  su c h  a s  f ra u n c h y se  and f e l a 3 schyp  a r e  

e x e r c is e d  i n  th e  c o n te x t  o f  G aw ain 's  h e r o i c  q u e s t ,  w h ere , s e t  i n  

o p p o s i t io n  t o  t h e  t r a g i c  f o r c e s  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  r a t h e r  th a n  m e re ly  o rn am e n tin g  

o r  e l e v a t in g  th e  n a r r a t i v e ,  th e y  t e s t i f y  t o  th e  k n ig h t ’ s r e s o lv e  t o  p ro v e  

d a u n t le s s  i n  th e  f a c e  o f  h i s  im m inen t f a t e .

The c o re  v i r t u e s  o f  th e  c h i v a l r i c  code w hich Gawain r e p r e s e n t s  a re  

c o u r te s y  and  t r a w g e . I n s o f a r  as we a r e  h e r e  co n ce rn ed  w ith  th e  h e r o ic  

c o n n o ta tio n s  o f  c o u r te s y ,  i t  i s  t o  b e  u n d e rs to o d  f i r s t  o f  a l l  i n  te rm s  o f  

th e  f a m i l i a r  m e d ie v a l o p p o s i t io n  b e tw een  th e  w ild  e n e r g ie s  o f  untam ed 

n a tu re  and th e  n o b le  o rd e r  o f  a r i s t o c r a t i c  c i v i l i z a t i o n .  I n  l i g h t  o f  th e  

t r i a l s  and  h a r d s h ip s  o f  G aw ain 's  lo n e ly  w in te r  jo u rn e y s ,  c o r t a y s y e —th e  

sac ra m e n ts  and  r i t u a l s  o f  c o u r t ly  l i f e — i s  an e x p re s s io n  o f  th e  s o c i a l  

r u l e s  and t i e s  by w hich  men e s t a b l i s h  human com m unity. In  t h i s  c o n te x t ,  

th e  c o u r te s y  o f  C am elot and  H a u td e s e r t  s u g g e s t  a  t a c i t  r e c o g n i t io n  t h a t  

men s h a re  a  common c o n d i t io n  and a  common n eed : u n le s s  m e d ia te d  by th e  

n o b le  p a s s io n  f o r  c i v i l i z a t i o n ,  m a n 's  n a t u r a l  e s t a t e  i s  one o f  i s o l a t i o n ,  

p r i v a t i o n ,  a l i e n a t i o n ,  and e x i l e .

Nor i s  i t  o n ly  w ith  e x t e r n a l  n a tu r e  t h a t  man m ust c o n te n d ; he m ust 

a l s o  come to  g r ip s  w ith  h i s  own " lo w e r"  n a t u r e .  In  a w o rld  w here th e  

p ro m p tin g s  o f  G aw a in 's  an im al n a tu r e — h i s  s e x u a l  u rg e s  an d , more p a r t i ­

c u l a r l y ,  h i s  i n s t i n c t  f o r  s e l f - p r e s e r v a t i o n — je o p a r d iz e  h i s  c h iv a l r y  and 

p e rh ap s  h i s  v e ry  l i f e ,  th e  k n i g h t 's  c o u r te s y  s i g n i f i e s  b o th  m an 's  r e f u s a l  

to  l i v e  a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  b r u te  i n s t i n c t  and  h i s  a t te m p t to  re s h a p e  l i f e  

a c c o rd in g  t o  th e  h ig h e s t  i d e a l s  and  s ta n d a r d s  o f  human c o n d u c t.

G aw ain 's  m ost h e r o ic  q u a l i t y  and th e  c o rn e r s to n e  o f  th e  s o c ie ty  he
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r e p r e s e n t s  i s  traw jie . A lth o u g h  n o t  m en tio n ed  among th e  f iv e  f i v e s ,  i t  i s  

th e  o v e r a l l  v i r t u e  b e to k e n e d  by th e  p e n ta n g le  i t s e l f .  I n  a n a rro w e r and  

more s p e c i a l i z e d  s e n s e ,  trawjSe r e p r e s e n t s  a  tw o - f o ld  form  o f  h e r o ic  

f i d e l i t y ;  lo y a l ty  t o  p e r s o n s ,  a n d , even more im p o r ta n t  i n  Gawain and  th e  

G reen K n ig h t , ad h e re n ce  t o  o n e 's  p l i g h t e d  w ord. W hile  th e  em phasis  g iv e n  

i n  th e  poem t o  c o n t r a c tu a l  ag reem en ts  m igh t a t  f i r s t  a p p e a r  to  be 

e x c e s s iv e ,  th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  sw orn com m itm ents i s  a  m a t te r  o f  no s m a l l  

c o n c e rn  t o  th e  Gawain p o e t .  In  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t, a s  i n  th e  

v o l a t i l e  f e u d a l  s o c ie ty  from  w hich i t  s p r in g s ,  th e  p le d g e d  word o f  h o n o r­

a b le  men s e rv e s  as  a  u n iq u e  g u a ra n te e  o f  s o c i a l  s t a b i l i t y .  G aw ain 's  

traw f>e, th e  d e g re e  t o  w hich  he  h o n o rs  h i s  w ord and h i s  o b l i g a t i o n s ,  

e x e m p li f ie s  m an 's  s t r u g g l e  f o r  o r d e r  and perm anence i n  a  w o rld  d a rk e n e d  

by v io le n c e  and u n c e r t a i n t y ,  a  w o rld  w here th e  g iv e n  fo r c e s  o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  

n a t u r a l  and tem por, 1 , t h r e a t e n  t o  o v e r tu r n  e a c h  and e v e ry  form o f  human 

s e c u r i t y .  Trawge r e p r e s e n t s  n o t  o n ly  th e  h e r o 's  commitment to  h i s  own 

w ord , b u t  h i s  com m itm ent t o  h i s  own w o rth — h is  f i d e l i t y  to  w hat i s  h ig h ­

e s t  and  m ost n o b le  i n  h i s  own h e r o ic  c h a r a c t e r .  In  th e  en d , G aw ain 's  

tra w 6 e_, im p e r f e c t  a s  i t  i s ,  s ta n d s  as  a  b u lw ark  a g a i n s t  n e c e s s i t y ,  p r o o f ,  

l i k e  B e o w u lf 's  lo f-—a l b e i t  i n  a  m inor key— o f  w hat h o n o r and co u rag e  can  

s a lv a g e  from  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  in c u r s io n s  o f  t im e ,  ch an g e , and d e a th .

In  c o n c lu s io n ,  th e  c l a s h  b e tw een  human v a lu e  and  n e c e s s i t y  n o t  o n ly  

sh ap es  th e  s t r u c t u r a l ,  n a r r a t i v e ,  and  r h e t o r i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s  o f  th e  med­

i e v a l  h e r o ic  poem, i t  h e lp s  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  h e r o ic  p o e t ry  from th o s e  k in d s  

o f  v e rs e  w hich m ost c l o s e ly  re sem b le  i t :  e le g y ,  t r a g e d y ,  b a t t l e  p o e t r y ,  

rom ance, and , in  a s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  c o n te x t ,  th e  m e d iev a l s a i n t ' s  l i f e .  

A t one end  o f  th e  l i t e r a r y  sp ec tru m , th e  Old E n g l is h  e l e g i s t  and th e  de 

c a s ib u s  t r a g e d ia n  s h a re  th e  h e r o ic  p o e t 's  c o n c e rn  w ith  th e  t r a g i c  f o r c e s
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o f  e x i s t e n c e ,  b u t  n o t  h i s  c o n f id e n c e  i n  th e  v i a b i l i t y  o f  h e ro s im .3  A t 

th e  o th e r  e n d , t h e  M iddle E n g lis h  c h i v a l r i c  rom ance and  th e  A nglo-S axon  

b a t t l e  poem c e l e b r a t e  th e  v a lu e s  an d  acco m p lish m en ts  o f  h e r o ic  l i f e ,  b u t  

do n o t  s e t  them i n  o p p o s i t io n  to  n e c e s s i t y .  As f o r  th e  s a i n t ' s  l i f e ,  th e  

g e n re  does p i t  i t s  p r o ta g o n i s t  a g a i n s t  a l l  w hich i s  in im ic a l  and  d e ­

s t r u c t i v e  in  th e  w o r ld ,  b u t  s in c e  w h a t t r a n s c e n d s  man in  th e  v i t a  i s  

u l t im a te ly  God, th e  s a i n t ' s  l i f e  r e p r e s e n t s  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e tw een  man 

an d  n e c e s s i t y  a s  one o f  p o s i t i v e  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  r a t h e r  th a n  as  one o f  

d e s p e r a te  c o n f r o n ta t io n .

T hus, i n  t h e  e n d , th e  h e r o ic  v i s io n  o f  man re m a in s  s in g u la r  and  

u n iq u e . The p o e t s  who composed B eo w u lf, M aldon, M orte  A r th u re , and  

Gawain and th e  G reen  K n igh t know a s  w e l l  as th e  m o st con firm ed  a d v o c a te  

o f  con tem ptus mundi t h a t  t e n p o r a l  l i f e  i s  f l e e t i n g  and  p r e c a r io u s ,  bound 

on e v e ry  s id e  by in s u rm o u n ta b le  o b s t a c l e s  and l i m i t a t i o n s .  But th e y  a l s o  

know t h a t  so  lo n g  a s  men— some men— a s p i r e  t o  l i v e  a t  th e  l e v e l  o f  t h e i r  

h i g h e s t  p o t e n t i a l i t i e s ,  man i s  n o t  r e d u c ib le  to  t h e  sum o f  h i s  l i m i t a t i o n s .  

N e c e s s i ty  can n o t  b e  c irc u m v e n te d ; b u t  n e i th e r  i s  th e  h e ro  i n v a l i d a t e d  by 

h i s  f a t e .  In  t h e  m e d iev a l h e r o ic  poem, human e x i s t e n c e  may be s a i d  t o  

re sem b le  an u n r e s o lv a b le  m a th e m a tic a l e q u a t io n ,  w h e re in  th e  two te rm s — 

th e  t r a g i c  and th e  h e r o ic — rem ain  lo c k e d  in  i r r e c o n c i l a b l e  s t r u g g l e .

T im e, ch an g e , and  d e a th  c o rre s p o n d  t o  one s id e  o f  th e  e q u a t io n ;  b u t  th e y  

a r e  b a la n c e d  by th e  w e ig h t o f  h e ro is m . Men g a in  no v i c t o r i e s  o v e r  

d e s t i n y ;  b u t  n e i t h e r  a re  th e y  w h o lly  d e f e a te d .  L i f e  i s  t r a n s i t o r y — b u t  

m a g n if ic e n t .
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d i s c u s s io n  o f  th e  d i f f e r e n c e s  betw een  h e r o i c  p o e t ry  and  tr a g e d y .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



362

A SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHY

Ackerman, R o b e rt W. "The E n g l is h  Rimed and P ro se  Rom ances." A r th u r ia n  
L i t e r a t u r e  in  th e  M iddle A g es , pp . 4 8 0 -519 .

Ackerman, R. W. "G aw ain 's  S h ie ld :  P e n i t e n t i a l  D o c tr in e  in  S i r  Gawain 
and th e  G reen K n ig h t. " A n g l ia , LXXVI (1 9 5 8 ) , 254-265.

Andrew, S. 0 .  "The D ia le c t  o f  M orte A r th u re ."  Review o f  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s , 
IV (1 9 2 8 ), 418-423 .

The A nglo-Saxon C h ro n ic le , e d . and  t r a n s .  D oro thy  W h ite lo c k . New B runs­
w ick , 1961.

A nglo-Saxon P o e t i c  R e c o rd s , V o ls . I -V I .  ed . G eorge P h i l i p  K rapp and 
E l l i o t t  Van K irk  D obbie. New Y ork, 1931-1953 .

A nglo-Saxon P o e t r y : E ssay s  in  A p p r e c ia t io n , e d .  Lew is E. N ic h o lso n  and  
D o lo res  Warwick F re s e . N o tre  Dame, 1975.

An A ntho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , ed . L. E. N ic h o lso n . S o u th  B end, 1963.

A r th u r ia n  L i t e r a t u r e  in  th e  M idd le  A ges: A C o l l a b o r a t iv e  H i s to r y , ed .
Roger Sherman Loom is. London, 1959.

Ashdown, M a rg a re t.  E n g lis h  and  N orse Documents R e la t in g  to  th e  R eign 
o f  E th e l r e d  th e  U nready. C am bridge, 1930 , p p . 1 -20 .

A uerbach , E r ic h .  M im esis: The R e p re s e n ta t io n  o f  R e a l i ty  in  W este rn
L i t e r a t u r e . B ern e , 1946. t r a n s .  T ra sk , W i l la r d .  P r in c e to n ,  1953.

B a r t l e t t ,  A d e lin e  C o u rtn ey . The L a rg e r  R h e to r ic a l  P a t t e r n s  in  A nglo- 
Saxon P o e t r y . New Y ork, 1935.

B a t t a g l i a ,  F . J .  "N otes on M aldon: Toward a D e f in i t iv e  o fe rm o d . " E n g lis h  
Language N o te s , I I  (1 9 6 5 ), 247-249 .

The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon. The A nglo-Saxon M inor Poem s, v o l .  VI o f  The A nglo- 
Saxon P o e t i c  R e c o rd s , e d . E l l i o t t  Van K irk  D obbie and G eorge P h i l l i p  
K rapp. New Y ork, 1953.

The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon, ed . E . V. G ordon. London, 1937.

Baughan, D. E . "The Role o f  Morgan l a  Fay i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen 
K n ig h t. " J o u r n a l  o f  E n g l is h  L i t e r a r y  H i s t o r y , I I  (1 9 5 0 ), 241 -251 .

Baum, P a u l. F . "The B eow ulf P o e t . "  P h i lo l o g ic a l  Q u a r te r ly , XXXIX (1 960 ), 
389-399.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



363

Bede. A H is to ry  o f  th e  E n g l is h  Church an d  P e o p le , t r a n s .  S h e r le y  P r i c e ,
L eo . B a ltim o re , 1955 , r e v i s e d ,  R. E . Latham . B a l t im o re ,  1968.

B enson, L a rry  D. "The A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u re  and M ed iev a l T rag e d y ."
T en n essee  S tu d ie s  i n  L i t e r a t u r e , I I  (1 9 6 6 ), 75-87 .

--------------------------- - A r t an d  T r a d i t io n  in  S i r  Gawain and t h e  G reen K n ig h t.
New B runsw ick , 1965 .

__________________, ed . K ing  A r th u r 's  D e a th ; The M iddle E n g l is h  S ta n z a ic
M orte  A rth u r  and A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e . New Y ork , 1974.

___________________ "The Pagan C o lo rin g  o f  B eo w u lf,"  Old E n g l is h  P o e tr y ;
F i f t e e n  E s sa y s , e d .  C reed , 193-215.

B eow ulf and  th e  F ig h t  a t  F in n s b u rg , e d . F r .  K la e b e r , 3 rd  e d .  B o sto n , 1950 .

B eow ulf and th e  F in n e s b u rg  F ragm en t, t r a n s .  John  R. C la rk  H a l l ,  r e v . C. L . 
W renn. London, 1963 .

The B eow ulf P o e t ; A C o l l e c t io n  o f  C r i t i c a l  E s s a y s , ed . D onald  K. F ry . 
Englew ood C l i f f s ,  1968.

B e rc o v i tc h ,  S acvan. "Romance and A nti-R om ance in  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen 
K n ig h t . P h i l o l o g i c a l  Q u a r te r ly , XLIV (1 9 6 5 ), 30 -37 .

B e rry , F r a n c i s .  "S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t."  The Age o f  C h au ce r, 
e d .  F o rd , B o r is .  B a l t im o re ,  1959, 1 4 8 -158 .

B e s s in g e r ,  J .  B. J r .  "M aldon and th e  O la f s d r a p a : An H i s t o r i c a l  c a v e a t ."  
C om para tive  L i t e r a t u r e , XIV (1 9 6 2 ), 2 3 -3 5 . R e p r in te d  in  O ld E n g lis h  
L i t e r a t u r e , pp . 2 3 7 -2 5 2 .

B la c k b u rn , F . A. "The C h r i s t i a n  C o lo r in g  in  th e  B eow ulf. " P u b l ic a t io n s  
o f  th e  Modem L anguage A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , X II (1 8 9 7 ) , 205-225 .

B l a i r ,  P e t e r  H u n te r. An I n t r o d u c t io n  to  A nglo-Saxon E n g la n d . C am bridge, 
1956.

------------------------- . Roman B r i t a i n  and E a r ly  E n g lan d  55 B .C .— A.D. 871. New
Y ork , 1963.

---------------- . The W orld  o f  B ede. New Y ork , 1970.

B la k e , N. F . "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon."  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , XLIX (1 9 6 5 ), 332-345 .

B l i s s ,  A. J .  The M etre  o f  B eow ulf. O x fo rd , 1958.

B lo m f ie ld ,  Jo a n . "The S ty le  and S t r u c t u r e  o f  B eow ulf. " Review o f  E n g l is h  
S t u d i e s , XIV (1 9 3 8 ) , 396-403.

B lo o m fie ld , Morton W. "B eow ulf, B y rh tn o th , and  th e  Judgem ent o f  God:
T r i a l  by Combat i n  A nglo-Saxon E n g la n d ."  Speculum , 44 (1 9 6 9 ), 5 4 5 -5 5 9 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



364

________________ . "B eow ulf and  C h r i s t i a n  A lle g o ry :  An I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f
U n fe r th ."  T r a d i t i o , V II (1 9 4 9 ), 4 1 0 -4 1 5 .

________________ . "The Form o f  D eo r. " P u b l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  Modern Language
A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , LXXXIX (1 9 6 4 ), 534-541 .

________________ . " P a t r i s t i c s  and  Old E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e :  N o tes on Some
Poem s." C om parative  L i t e r a t u r e , XIV (1 9 6 2 ), 3 6 -43 . R e p r in te d  in  
An A n tho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , p p . 367-372.

________________ . " S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t: An A p p r a is a l ."
P u b l ic a t i o n s  o f  th e  Modern Language A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , LXXXVI 
(1 9 6 1 ), 7 -1 9 . R e p r in te d  i n  C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  
G reen K n ig h t , p p . 2 4 -2 5 .

B o e th iu s .  The C o n s o la t io n  o f  P h ilo s o p h y , t r a n s .  R ic h a rd  G reen . New Y ork, 
1962.

B o lto n , W. F. "B y rh tn o th  i n  th e  W ild e rn e s s ."  Modern Language R eview , LXIV
(1 9 6 9 ), 481 -490 .

__________________. " V a r ia t io n  i n  th e  B a t t l e  o f  B ru n an b u rh . " Review o f
E n g lis h  S tu d ie s ,  XIX (1 9 6 8 ), 363-372 .

B o n jo u r, A d r ie n . " 'W e rre ,  and  w rake and w o n d e r . '"  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s ,  XXXII 
(1951).

__________________. The D ig re s s io n s  i n  B eow ulf. O xfo rd , 1950.

__________________. " J o t t i n g s  on B eow ulf and  th e  A e s th e t i c  A p p ro ach ,"  O ld
E n g lis h  P o e t r y : F i f t e e n  E s s a y s , e d . C re e d , 179 -193 .

_________________ . "M onsters  C rouch ing  and  C r i t i c s  Ram pant: o r  th e  B eow ulf
Dragon D e b a te d ." P u b l ic a t i o n s  o f  th e  Modern Language A s s o c ia t io n  o f  
A m erica , LXVIII (1 9 5 3 ), 304-312.

__________________. Twelve B eow ulf P ap e rs  1 9 4 0 -1 9 6 0 , w ith  A d d i t io n a l  Comments.
G eneva, 1962.

"The B eow ulf P o e t and  th e  T ra g ic  M use." S tu d ie s  i n  O ld 
E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e  in  Honor o f  A r th u r  G. B ro d e u r , p p . 129-135 .

B o r r o f f ,  M a rie , t r a n s .  Si r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t: A New V erse  
T r a n s l a t i o n . New Y ork , 1967.

__________________. S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t: A S t y l i s t i c  and  M e tr ic a l
S tu d y . New H aven, 1962.

B ow ers, R. H. "Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t a s  E n te r ta in m e n t ."  Modern 
Language Q u a r te r ly , XXIV (1 9 6 3 ), 3 3 3 -341 . R e p r in te d  in  C r i t i c a l  
S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t , 7 2 -8 4 .

Bowra, C. M. H e ro ic  P o e t r y . London, 1952.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



365

B ra c h e r , F r e d e r ic k .  "U n d e rs ta te m e n t i n  O ld E n g l is h  P o e t r y ."  P u b l i c a t i o n s  
o f  th e  Modern L anguage A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , L I I  (1 9 3 7 ), 9 1 5 -9 3 4 .

B r e t t ,  C y r i l .  "N otes on Old and M iddle E n g l is h ."  Modern Language Review 
XXII (1 9 2 7 ), 2 5 7 -264 .

B rew er, D. S . "C o u rte sy  and th e  Gawain P o e t ,"  P a t t e r n s  o f  Love an d
C o u r te s y , e d . J .  L aw lo r. R e p r in te d  in  C haucer and  H is C o n te m p o ra r ie s , 
N ew stead , New Y ork, 1968, 310 -343 .

B r i t t o n .  G. C. "The C h a r a c te r i z a t i o n  o f  th e  V ik in g s  i n  The B a t t l e  o f  
M aldon . 11 N otes and  Q u e r ie s , X II (1 9 6 5 ), 8 5 -8 7 .

B ro d eu r, A r th u r  G i l c h r i s t .  The A r t o f  B eow ulf. B e rk e le y , 1959.

B ru ce , J .  D. The E v o lu t io n  o f  A r th u r ia n  Romance. B a l t im o re ,  1923 .

B u r lin , R o b e rt B. "Gnomic I n d i r e c t i o n  i n  B eow ulf. " A nglo-Saxon P o e t r y , 
p p . 4 1 -4 9 .

" In n e r  W eather and  I n t e r l a c e : A N ote on th e  S em a n tic
V alue  o f  S t r u c tu r e  i n  B eow ulf. " O ld  E n g lis h  S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f  John
C. P o p e , p p . 8 1 -8 9 .

B urrow , Jo h n . " C u p id ita s  in  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t; A R eply  to
D. F . H i l l s . "  Review  o f  E n g l is h  S t u d i e s , XV (1 9 6 4 ).

_. A R ead in g  o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t. L ondon,
1965.

R ic a rd ia n  P o e t r y ; C h a u c e r , Gower, L a n g la n d , and th e
Gawain P o e t . New H aven, 1971.

"The Two C o n fe ss io n  S cen es  i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen
K n ig h t. " Modern P h i lo lo g y , LV II (1 9 5 9 ), 7 3 -7 9 .

C a b a n is s , A l le n .  "B eow ulf and th e  L i tu r g y ."  J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  and  
G erm anic P h i lo lo g y , LIV (1 9 5 5 ), 195 -201 .

Cam, H e le n . E ngland  B e fo re  E l i z a b e th . London, 1950 .

C am pbell, A. "The O ld  E n g l is h  E p ic  S t y l e , "  i n  E n g l is h  and M edieva l 
S tu d ie s  P re s e n te d  t o  J .  R. R. T o lk ie n , e d . D a v is , N. and W renn,
C. L . London, 1962 .

"The Time E lem ent o f  I n t e r l a c e  S t r u c t u r e  in  B e o w u lf ."
N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e  M it te i lu n g e n , 70 (1 9 6 9 ), 4 2 5 -4 3 5 ,______________

C a m i c e l l i ,  Thomas A. "Tne F u n c tio n  o f  th e  M essenger in  B eow ulf. " 
S tu d ie s  i n  P h i lo lo g y , LXXII (1975) , 246-257 .

C a rso n , M other A n g e la , O .S .U . "The G reen C h ap e l: I t s  M eaning and  i t s  
F u n c t io n ."  S tu d ie s  in  P h i lo lo g y , LX (1 9 6 3 ), 598 -605 .

________________ . "M orgain  l a  Fee a s  th e  P r in c i p le  o f  U n ity  in  Gawain
and th e  G reen K n ig h t . " Modern Language Q u a r t e r l y , XXIII (1 9 6 2 ) ,3 -1 6 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



366

C aw ley, A. C. P e a r l  and  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t . London, 1965 .

C hadw ick, H ec to r Monroe and  Chadw ick, N ora K. The A n c ie n t L i t e r a t u r e s  o f  
E u ro p e , v o l .  I  o f  The Growth o f  L i t e r a t u r e . C am bridge, 1932.

C hadw ick , H ec to r M onroe. The H ero ic  A ge. C am bridge, 1912.

C hadw ick , N. K. "The M on ste rs  and B eo w u lf ,"  in  The A n g lo -S ax o n s , e d .
C lem oes, P. L ondon, 1959.

C ham bers, R. W. B eo w u lf: An I n t r o d u c t io n  to  th e  S tu d y  o f  th e  Poem, 3 'd  
e d . , C am bridge, 1959.

_________________. "The L o s t L i t e r a t u r e  o f  M edieval E n g la n d ." The L i b r a r y ,
V (1 9 2 5 ). R e p r in te d  in  E s s e n t i a l  A r t i c l e s  f o r  t h e  S tudy  o f  O ld E n g lis h  
P o e t r y , 3 -26 .

_________________. Man’ s  U nconquerab le  M ind. London, 1939 .

C haucer and  H is C o n te m p o ra r ie s ; E ssa y s  on M edieval L i t e r a t u r e  and T h o u g h t, 
e d .  H e la in e  N ew stead . New Y ork , 1968.

C h e r n is s ,  M ichael D. I n g e ld  and C h r i s t : H e ro ic  C o n cep ts  and V alues i n  O ld 
E n g l is h  C h r i s t i a n  P o e t r y . The H ague, 1972.

________________ . "The P ro g re s s  o f  t h e  H oard in  B eo w u lf. " P h i lo l o g ic a l
Q u a r te r l y , 47 (1 9 6 8 ) , 473-486 .

C la r k ,  C e c i ly .  " B y rh tn o th  and R o lan d : A C o n t r a s t ."  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , 51 (1 9 6 7 ), 
288-293 .

________________ . "S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t: C h a r a c te r i z a t i o n  by
S y n ta x ."  E ssa y s  in  C r i t i c i s m . XVI (1 9 6 6 ), 3 7 2 -3 7 4 .,

C la r k ,  G eorge. "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon: A H ero ic  Poem ." Speculum , X L III 
(1 9 6 8 ) , 5 2 -71 .

 . "The B a t t l e  in  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon. " N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e
M it te i lu n g e n , LXIX (1 9 6 8 ), 3 7 4 -3 7 9 .

________________ . "B eo w u lf’s A rm or." J o u r n a l  o f  E n g l is h  L i t e r a r y  H is to r y ,  32
(1 9 6 5 ), 4 0 9 -411 .

C o n le y , Jo h n . "P e a r l  and  a  L o s t T r a d i t i o n . "  J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  and  
G erm anic P h i lo l o g y , l i v  (1955) , 322-347 .

C o n tin u a t io n s  and B e g in n in g s : S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e . e d . E r ic  
G e ra ld  S ta n le y .  London, 1966.

Cramp. Rosem ary. "B eow ulf and A rc h e o lo g y ."  M ed ieval A rch eo lo g y , I  (1 9 5 7 ), 
5 7 -7 7 .

C ra n e , J .  K. "The F o u r L ev e ls  o f  Time in  S i r  G aw ain-and  th e  G reen K n ig h t ."  
A nnuale M e d ie v a le , X (1 9 6 9 ), 6 5 -8 0 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



367

The C raw ford  C o l l e c t io n  o f  E a r ly  C h a r te r s  and D ocum ents, e d .  W. H.
S tev en so n  and  A. C. N a p ie r . O x fo rd , 1895.

C reed , R o b ert P . "The Making o f  an A nglo-Saxon  Poem." J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  
L i t e r a r y  H i s t o r y , XXVI (1 9 5 9 ), 4 4 5 -4 5 4 .

C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t , e d . D onald R. Howard 
and C h r i s t i a n  K. Z ac h er. N o tre  Dame, 1968.

C ro s s , J .  E. "M ain ly  on P h ilo lo g y  and  th e  I n t e r p r e t i v e  C r i t i c i s m  o f  M aldon. " 
O ld E n g lis h  P o e try  i n  Honor o f  Jo h n  £ .  P o p e , p p . 235 -253 .

________________ . "O sw ald and B y rh tn o th : A C h r i s t i a n  S a in t  and a Hero Who i s
C h r i s t i a n ."  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s , XLVI (1 9 6 5 ), 9 3 -109 .

________________ . "Ubi S u n t P a ssa g e s  in  O ld E n g l is h — S o u rces  and  R e la t i o n - ’
s h ip s ."  V e te n s k a p s -S o c ie te n s  i  Lund A rsbok (1 9 5 6 ), 2 6 -4 4 .

C u r t iu s ,  E rn s t  R o b e r t .  E uropean L i t e r a t u r e  and th e  L a t in  M iddle A ges,
B ern e , 1948 , t r a n s .  W illa rd  R. T ra s k .  New Y ork, 1953.

D a v is , Norman. S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t. 2nd ed . London, 1967, 
p p . x i - x x v i i .

D elany , P a u l .  "The r o l e  o f  th e  G uide i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t . " 
N e o p h ilo lo g u s , XLIX (1 9 6 5 ), 2 5 0 -255 .

D e la s a n ta ,  R. and  S le v in ,  J .  "B eow ulf and  th e  H y p o s ta t ic  U n io n ."  
N e o p h ilo lo g u s , XLXI (1 9 6 8 ), 457 -464 .

De V r ie s ,  J a n .  H e ro ic  Song and H e ro ic  L eg en d . A ntw erp, 1959, t r a n s .
Timmer, B. F . London, 1963.

Diamond, A rly n . " S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t; An A l l i t e r a t i v e  Romance." 
P h i lo l o g ic a l  Q u a r te r l y , 55 (1 9 7 6 ), 1 0 -2 9 .

Diamond, R o b e rt E . "Theme as  O rnam ent i n  A nglo-Saxon P o e t r y ."  P u b l ic a t io n s  
o f  th e  Modern Language A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , LXXVI (1 9 6 1 ), 461-468 .

D ic k in s ,  B. "The Day o f  B y rh tn o th 's  D eath  and  O th e r  O b its  from  a  T w e lf th -  
C en tu ry  E ly  K a le n d a r ."  Leeds S tu d ie s  in  E n g lis h  and K in d red  
L an g u ag es , VI (1 9 3 7 ), 1 4 -24 .

D obbie. E l l i o t t  Van K irk . The A nglo-Saxon  M inor Poems. . New Y ork , 1942, 
p p . XXVI-XXXII.

______ . B eow ulf and J u d i th .  New Y ork, 1953, i x - l x x i v .

Donahue, C h a r le s .  "B eow ulf and C h r i s t i a n  T r a d i t io n :  A R e c o n s t ru c t io n  from 
a C e l t i c  S ta n c e ."  T r a d i t i o , 21 (1 9 6 5 ), 55 -116 .

"B eo w u lf, I r e l a n d ,  and  th e  N a tu ra l  G ood." T r a d i t i o , 7
(1 9 5 1 ), 2 6 3 -2 7 7 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



368

________________ . " P o tla c h  and C h a r i ty :  N o tes  on th e  H e ro ic  i n  B eow ulf. "
A nglo-Saxon P o e t r y . N o tre  Dame, 1975, p p . 23 -40 .

D onaldson , E. T a lb o t .  B eow ulf. New Y ork, 1966 , pp . VII-XV.

D ra g la n d , S. L. "M onster-M an in  B eow ulf." N e o p h ilo lo g u s , LXI (1 9 7 7 ),
611-613 .

Du B o is ,  A. E. "The U n ity  o f  B eow ulf. " P u b l ic a t io n s  o f  th e  Modern Language 
A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , XLIX (1 9 3 4 ), 374-405 .

E agen , J o se p h . "The Im p o rt o f  C o lo r  Sym bolism  i n  S i r  Gawain and  th e
G reen K n ig h t. ” S t . L o u is  U n iv e r s i ty  S t u d i e s , H u m a n itie s , I  (1 9 4 9 ), 
11- 8 6 .

E in a r s s o n ,  S te f a n .  "O ld E n g lis h  B eot and  O ld I c e l a n d ic  H e i t s t r e n g in g . "
P u b l ic a t io n s  o f  th e  Modern Language A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , XLIX (1 934 ), 
975-993 .

E l l i o t t ,  R alph W. V. "B y rh tn o th  and H ild e b ra n d : A S tudy in  H e ro ic  T ech­
n iq u e ."  C o m para tive  L i t e r a t u r e , XIV (1 9 6 2 ) , 5 3 -70 .

Em erson,. O l iv e r  F a r r a r .  "N otes on O ld E n g l is h  M aldon. " Modern Language 
Review XIV (1 9 1 9 ), 205-209 .

E n g le h a rd t ,  G. J .  "The P re d ic a m e n t o f  G aw ain ." Modern Language Q u a r te r l y ,
XVI (1 9 5 5 ), 2 1 8 -2 2 5 . R e p r in te d  i n  M idd le  E n g lis h  S u rv e y , 5 7 -7 0 .

E n g lis h  H i s t o r i c a l  D ocum ents, 1_, c .  5 0 0 -1 0 4 2 , e d . D orothy W h ite lo c k .
London, 1955.

E s s e n t i a l  A r t i c l e s  f o r  th e  S tudy  o f  O ld E n g l is h  P o e t r y , e d . J e s s  B e s s in g e r ,  
J r .  and  J .  K a rh l .  Hamden, 1968.

E v e r e t t ,  D oro thy . E ssa y s  on M iddle E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e . O x fo rd , 1955.

Fam ham , W i l la r d .  The M edieval H e r i ta g e  o f  E l iz a b e th a n  T ra g e d y . O x fo rd ,
1936.

F in la y s o n ,  Jo h n . " A rth u r  and  th e  G ia n t o f  S t .  M ic h a e l 's  M ount." Medium 
Aevum, XXXIII (1 9 6 4 ), 112-120 .

________________ . "F o rm u la ic  T echn ique i n  M orte A r th u re ."  A n g l ia , LXXXI
(1 9 6 3 ), 372-393 .

________________ , e d . M orte A r th u re . E v a n s to n , 1967.

________________ . "M orte A r th u r e : frhe D ate and  a  S ource f o r  th e  C ontem porary
R e fe re n c e s ."  Speculum , 42 (1 9 6 7 ), 6 2 4 -638 .

________________ . " R h e to r ic a l  D e s c r ip t io  o f  P la c e  in  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte
A r th u re ."  Modern P h i lo lo g y , LXI (1 9 6 3 ), I - I I .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



369

F i s h e r ,  P e te r  F . "The T r i a l s  o f  th e  E p ic  H ero i n  B eow ulf. " P u b l i c a t i o n s  
o f  th e  Modern Language A ss o c ia t io n  o f  A m eric a , 73 (1 9 5 8 ), 1 7 1 -1 8 3 .

Fox, D enton, e d . T w e n tie th  C en tu ry  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  
G reen K n ig h t. Englew ood C l i f f s ,  1968.

F r a n c ip l e g iu s : M ed iev a l and L i n g u i s t i c  S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f  F ra n c is  Peabody  
Magoun, J r . , e d . J e s s  B. B e s s in g e r ,  J r . ,  and  R o b e rt C reed . New Y ork ,
1965.

Freem an, Edward A. The H is to ry  o f  th e  Norman C onquest o f  E n g lan d . O x fo rd , 
1867.

F riedm an , A lb e r t  B. "Morgan l e  Fay in  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t . " 
Speculum , XXXV (1 9 6 0 ) , 260-274.

F ry , D. K. "O ld E n g l is h  Form ulas and S y s te m s ."  E n g lis h  S tu d ie s , XLVIII 
(1 9 6 7 ), 193 -204 .

Funke, 0 . "Some Rem arks on L a te  O ld E n g l is h  Word O rder w ith  S p e c ia l  
R e fe re n ce  to  A e l f r i c  and  th e  Maldon Poem (a b o u t 9 9 1 ) ."  E n g lis h  
S tu d ie s , XXXVII (1 9 5 6 ), 99 -104 .

G a l l a n t ,  G e ra ld . "The T h ree  B e a s ts :  Symbols o f  T em p ta tio n  in  S i r  Gawain 
and th e  G reen K n ig h t ."  A nnuale M e d ie v a le , 11 (1 9 6 9 ), 35 -50 .

Gang, T. M. "A pproaches t o  B eo w u lf."  Review o f  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s , N .S . 3
(1 9 5 2 ), 1 -1 2 .

G ard n e r, Jo h n , t r a n s .  The A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e , The Owl and  th e
N ig h t in g a le , and  F iv e  o th e r  M iddle E n g l is h  Poem s. C a rb o n d a le , 1971.

________________ . "A Review  o f  A r t and T r a d i t io n  in  S i r  Gawain and th e
Green K n ig h t by L a r ry  B enson, New B ru n sw ick , 1 9 6 5 ."  J o u rn a l  o f  
E n g lish  and G erm anic P h i lo lo g y , LXV (1966) , 706-708 . R e p r in te d  in  
C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t, 307-310.

Garmonsway, G. N. "A nglo-Saxon  H ero ic  A t t i t u d e s . "  F r a n c ip l e g iu s : M ed iev a l 
and L i n g u i s t i c  S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f  F r a n c is  Peabody Magoun, J r . , New 
Y ork, 1965, p p . 139-146 .

Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t and th e  P e a r l  in  M iddle E n g l is h , r e a d  by
J .  B. B e s s in g e r ,  J r . ,  and  M arie B o r r o f f .  Caedmon R eco rd s , TC 1192 .

G illa m , D oreen M. E . "The C o n n o ta tio n s  o f  O ld  E n g lis h  f a e g e : W ith a  N ote
on B eow ulf and  B y rh tn o th ."  S tu d ia  G erm anica  G ra n d e n s ia , IV (1 9 6 2 ) , 
165-202 .

G irv an , R i t c h ie .  B eow ulf and  th e  S even th  C e n tu ry : Language and C o n te n t .
2nd e d . , London, 1971.

G i s t ,  M. A. Love an d  War in  th e  M iddle E n g l is h  Rom ances. P h i l a d e lp h i a ,  
1947.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



370

G neuss, H elm ut. "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon 89: B yrh tnocJ's  of&rmod once  a g a in ."  
S tu d ie s  i n  P h i lo lo g y , LXXIII (1 9 7 6 ) , 117-137 .

G o ld h u rs t,  W illia m . "The Green and  th e  G old: The M ajor Theme o f  Gawain 
and th e  G reen K n ig h t."  C o lle g e  E n g l i s h , XX (19 5 8 ), 6 1 -6 5 .

G o ld sm ith , M a rg a re t E. "The C ho ice  i n  B eow ulf. " N e o p h i.lo lo g u s , 18 (1 9 6 4 ), 
6 0 -7 2 .

________________ . "The C h r i s t i a n  P e r s p e c t iv e  i n  B eow ulf. " C om p ara tiv e
L i t e r a t u r e , XIV (1 9 6 2 ), 71 -80 .

________________ . "The C h r i s t i a n  Theme o f  B eow ulf. " Medium Aevum, 29 (1 9 6 0 ),
8 1 -1 0 1 .

________________ . The Mode and M eaning o f  B eow ulf. London, 1970.

Gordon, E. V .,  ed . The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon . London, 1937, p p . 1 -4 0 .

________________ . "The D ate o f  A e th e l r e d 's  T re a ty  w ith  th e  V ik in g s :  O la f
T ryggvason  and th e  B a t t l e  o f  M aldon ."  Modern Language R ev iew , XXXII 
(1 9 3 7 ), 24 -32 .

G reen , R ic h a rd  H am ilto n . "G aw ain 's  S h ie ld  and  th e  Q uest f o r  P e r f e c t i o n ."  
J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  L i t e r a r y  H i s t o r y , XXIX (1 9 6 2 ), 1 2 1 -1 3 9 . R e p r in te d  
i n s *-r  Gawain and th e  P e a r l , 176 -1 9 4 .

G reen , Thom as. The D escen t from  H eaven : A S tu d y  in  E p ic  C o n t in u i ty . New 
H aven, 1963.

G r e e n f ie ld ,  S ta n le y  B. "Beow ulf and  E p ic  T ra g e d y ."  C o m p ara tiv e  L i t e r a t u r e , 
XIV (1962) , 9 1 -1 0 5 . R e p r in te d  in  S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e  in  
Honor o f  A r th u r  G. B ro d e u r , 9 1 -9 5 .

___________ . A C r i t i c a l  H is to ry  o f  O ld E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e . New Y ork, 1965.

___________ . "The fo rm u la ic  e g r e s s i o n  o f  th e  Theme o f  E x i le  i n  A nglo-
Saxon P o e t r y . "  Speculum , 30 (1 9 5 5 ) , 200-206 .

___________ . " G e a tis h  H is to ry :  P o e t i c  A r t  and E p ic  Q u a l i ty  in  B eow ulf. "
N e o p h ilo lo g u s , 47 (1 9 6 3 ), 2 1 1 -217 .

___________ . " 'G i f s t o l 1 and G o ld h o ard  in  B eow ulf. " O ld  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s
in  Honor o f  John  C. P o p e , p p . 107-117 .

___________ . " G re n d e l 's  A pproach to  H e o ro t: S y n tax  and  P o e t r y , "  i n  Old
E n g l is h  P o e t r y : F i f te e n  E s s a y s ,  e d . C reed , 275-285 .

___________ .. The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  O ld E n g lis h  Poems. L ondon, 1972.

___________ , and  E v e r t ,. R ic h a rd . "Maxims I I : Gnome and Poem ." A ng lo -
Saxon P o e t r y , p p . 337-354.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



371
 . "The O ld E n g l is h  E l e g i e s . "  C o n tin u a t io n s  and B e g in n in g s .

London, 1966, p p . 147-172 .

G ro ss , L. " T e le sc o p in g  in  Time in  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen  K n ig h t . " O rb is  
L i te r a r u m , XXIV (1 9 6 9 ), 130-137 .

H ab er, T . B. A C o m para tive  S tu d y  o f  th e  B eow ulf and  th e  A e n e id . P r in c e to n ,  
1931.

H a le , D avid  G. " S t r u c tu r e  and  Theme i n  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon . 11 N o tes and 
Q u e r ie s , XV (1 9 6 8 ), 2 4 2 -243 .

H a l lb e rg ,  P e t e r .  The I c e l a n d ic  S ag a . L in c o ln ,  1962.

H a lv e rso n , ■ Jo h n . "B eow ulf and  th e  P i t f a l l s  o f  P i e t y . "  U n iv e r s i ty  o f  
T o ro n to  Q u a r t e r ly , 35 (1966) , 260-278 .

__________________. "The W orld o f  B eo w u lf."  J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  L i t e r a r y
H is to r y , 36 (1 9 6 9 ), 5 9 3 -608 .

H a m ilto n , M arie P a d g e t t .  "The R e l ig io u s  P r in c i p l e  i n  B eo w u lf. " P u b l ic a t io n s  
o f  th e  Modern Language A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , LXI (1 9 4 6 ), 309-331. 
R e p r in te d  in  A n tho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , 105-136 .

H ardy , A d e la id e . "The C h r i s t i a n  Hero B eow ulf and U n fe r th  T h y le ."  
N e o p h ilo lo g u s , L I I I ,  5 5 -6 9 .

H a u se r , A rn o ld . The S o c ia l  H is to ry  o f  A r t . 4 v o l s .  New Y ork , 1951.

H i l l ,  Thomas D. " H is to ry  and  H e ro ic  E th ic  i n  M aldon."  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , 54
(1 9 7 0 ), 291-296 .

H i l l s ,  D avid  F a r le y .  "G aw ain 's  F a u l t  in  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t."  
Review o f  E n g lis h  S t u d i e s , XIV (1 9 6 3 ), 1 2 4 -131 .

H o l l i s t e r ,  W arren. The M aking o f  E ng land  55 B .C .— 1399 . B o s to n , 1966.

Howard, D onald R. " S t r u c tu r e  and  Symmetry i n  S i r  G aw ain."  S peculum ,
XXXIX (1 9 6 4 ), 425 -4 3 3 . R e p r in te d  in  C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain 
and  th e  Green K n ig h t , 159-173 .

__________________. The T h ree  T e m p ta t io n s : M ed ieva l Man in  S e a rc h  o f  th e
W orld . P r in c e to n ,  1966.

H u iz in g a , Jo h a n . Homo L udens: A S tudy  o f  th e  P la y  E lem en t i n  C u l tu r e .
B o s to n , 1950.

H u lb e r t ,  J r .  R. "B eow ulf and th e  C la s s i c a l  E p ic ."  Modern P h i lo lo g y , XLIV, 
(1 9 4 6 ), 65 -7 5 .

 . "The W est M id land  o f  th e  Rom ances." Modern P h i lo lo g y , XIX
(1 9 2 1 ), 1 -1 6 .

Hume, K a th ry n . "The Theme and S t r u c tu r e  o f  B eo w u lf."  S tu d ie s  i n  P h i lo lo g y , 
LXII (1 9 7 5 ), 1 -2 7 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



372

Huppe, B ern a rd  F . D o c tr in e  and P o e t r y : A u g u s t in e 's  I n f lu e n c e  on Old 
E n g lis h  P o e t r y . New Y ork, 1959.

I r v in g ,  Edward B . , J r .  "The H ero ic  S ty le  in  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon."
S tu d ie s  in  P h i lo l o g y , LV III (1 9 6 1 ), 457 -467 .

_. "Im age and  Meaning in  th e  E l e g ie s , "  in  O ld E n g l is h  P o e t r y :
F i f t e e n  E s s a y s , e d .  C reed , 1 5 3 -166 .

_. I n t r o d u c t io n  to  B eow ulf. Englewood C l i f f s ,  1969.

 . A R ead ing  o f  B eow ulf. New H aven, 1968.

I s a a c s ,  N e il  D. "The C onven tion  o f  P e r s o n i f i c a t i o n  in  B eo w u lf,"  i n  O ld
E n g lish  P o e t r y : F i f t e e n  E s s a y s , e d . C re e d , 215-249.

 . S t r u c t u r a l  P r in c i p l e s  i n  O ld E n g lish  P o e t r y . K n o x v il le ,
1968.

Jo h n so n , Ann S. "The R h e to r ic  o f  B ru n an b u rh ."  P h i lo l o g ic a l  Q u a r t e r l y ,
XLVII (1 9 6 8 ), 4 8 7 -4 9 3 .

J o n e s ,  Edward T h r o s t l e .  "The Sound o f  L a u g h te r  i n  S i r  Gawain and  th e  
G reen K n ig h t ."  M ed ieva l S tu d ie s , XXXI (1 9 6 9 ), 343-347 .

K a h r l ,  S ta n le y  J .  "Feuds i n  B eow ulf: A T r a g ic  N e c e s s i ty ? "  Modern 
P h i lo lo g y , 69 (1 9 7 2 ) , 189-198 .

K ane, G eo rge . M idd le  E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e : The Romances, th e  R e l ig io u s  
L y r i c s , P i e r s  Plowman. London, 1951.

K aske, R. E . "The E o te n a s  in  B eow ulf, " in  O ld E n g lis h  P o e t r y : F i f t e e n  
E s s a y s , e d . C re e d , 285-311.

___________ . " S a p ie n t i a  and F o r t i t u d o  a s  th e  C o n tr o l l in g  Theme o f
B eow ulf. " S tu d ie s  in  P h i lo lo g y , LV (1 9 5 8 ), 423-457. R e p r in te d  in  
An A n tho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , e d .  N ic h o lso n .

K e is e r ,  G eorge. "The Theme o f  J u s t i c e  i n  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte  A r th u r e ."  
A nnuale M e d ia e v a le , 16 (1 9 7 4 ), 9 4 -1 0 9 .

K e llo g g , R. L. "The S ou th  G erm anic O ra l T r a d i t i o n . "  F r a n c i p l e g i u s , e d . 
B e s s in g e r ,  J .  B. and  C reed , R. P . New Y ork, 1965, p p . 6 6 -7 4 .

K ennedy, C h a r le s  W. The E a r l i e s t  E n g l is h  P o e t r y . New Y ork , 1943.

K er, W. P . The D ark A ges. New Y ork, 1923.

 . E p ic  and  Romance; E ssa y s  on M edieval L i t e r a t u r e . New Y ork,
1987.

K i te ly ,  J .  F . "The K n ig h t Who C ared  f o r  H is L i f e . "  A n g l ia , LXXIX (1 9 6 2 ), 
131-137 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



373

K it t r e d g e ,  G. L . A S tudy  o f  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t. C am bridge, 1916.

K la e b e r , F r . , e d . Beow ulf and  th e  F ig h t  a t  F in n s b u rg . 3 rd  e d . B o sto n ,
1950.

________________ . " H r o th u lf ."  Modern Language N o te s , XX (1905) , 32.

________________ . " J o t t i n g s  on O ld E n g lish  P oem s."  A n g l ia , L I I  (1 9 2 9 ),
2 2 5 -234 .

Kock, E r n s t  A. " I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and E m endations o f  E a r ly  E n g l is h  T e x ts ,
v i i . "  A n g l ia , XLIV (1 9 2 0 ) , 245-260.

________________ . " I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  and E m endations o f  E a r ly  E n g l is h  T e x ts ,
v i i i . "  A n g l ia , XLV (1 9 2 1 ) , 105-131.

K rappe, A. H. "Who Was th e  G reen  K n igh t?"  S pecu lum , X III (1 9 3 8 ) , 206-215.

L abo rde , E . D. "The S i t e  o f  t h e  B a t t l e  o f  M ald o n ."  E n g lish  H i s t o r i c a l  
R eview , XL (1925 ), 1 6 1 -1 7 3 .

________________ . "The S ty le  o f  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon. " Modern Language R eview ,
XIX (1 9 2 4 ) , 401-417.

• L an g er, S usanne  K. F e e l in g  an d  Form: A T heo ry  o f  A r t D eveloped  from  
P h ilo so p h y  in  £  New K ey. New Y ork, 1953 .

Layamon and  Wace. A r th u r ia n  C h r o n ic le s , t r a n s .  Eugene M ason. London,
1912.

Layamon1s B r u t , ed . S i r  F r e d e r ic k  Madden. London, 1847.

Law rence, W illia m  W ith e r le .  B eow ulf and E p ic  T r a d i t i o n . C am bridge, 1928.

The Laws o f  th e  K ings o f  E n g lan d  from  Edmund to  Henry I_. e d .  A. J .
R o b e r tso n , C am bridge, 1925 .

L eake, J .  A. The G eats o f  B eo w u lf. M adison , 1966.

L ee , A lv in  A. The G u e s t-H a ll  o f  E den : F our E ssa y s  on th e  D esig n  o f  Old 
E n g l is h  P o e t r y . New H aven, 1972.

L e rn e r ,  L . D. "C olour Words i n  A n g lo -S ax o n ."  Modern Language R eview , 46 
(1 9 5 1 ), 246-249.

L e s l i e ,  Roy F . , e d . The W an d e rer. New Y ork , 1966.

L ew is, C. S . "The A n th ro p o lo g ic a l  A p p ro ach ,"  i n  E n g lish  and  M edieva l 
S tu d ie s  P re s e n te d  to  J .  R. R. T o lk ie n  on th e  O ccasion  o f  H is  
S e v e n t ie th  B ir th d a y , e d .  D av is , Norman an d  Wrenn, C. L . London,
1962, 219-230 .

________________ . The D is c a rd e d  Im age: An I n t r o d u c t io n  to  M ed iev a l and
R e n a is sa n c e  L i t e r a t u r e .  C am bridge, 1964 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



374

L e y e r le ,  Jo h n . "B eow ulf th e  Hero and th e  K in g ."  Medium AEvum, XXIV 
(1 9 6 5 ), 89 -102 .

_________________. "The I n t e r l a c e  S t r u c t u r e  o f  B eo w u lf . 11 U n iv e r s i ty  o f  T o ro n to
Q u a r te r ly , 37 (1 9 6 7 ), 1 -1 7 . R e p r in te d  in  B eo w u lf: The D onaldson 
T r a n s l a t i o n ; B ackgrounds and  S o u rc e s ; C r i t i c i s m , e d . Jo se p h  F . T uso . 
New Y ork, 1975, p p . 158-170 .

L in d q u is t ,  Sune. " S u tto n  Hoo and B eow ulf. " A n t iq u i ty , XXII (1 9 4 8 ), 131- 
140.

L ip p , F ra n c e s  R. " C o n tr a s t  and  P o in t  o f  View in  The B a t t l e  o f  B ru n an b u rh ."  
P h i lo l o g ic a l  Q u a r te r l y , XLVIII (1 9 6 7 ), 16 6 -1 7 7 .

L oom is, L au ra  H ib b a rd . "Gawain and  th e  Green K n ig h t ,"  in  A r th u r ia n
L i t e r a t u r e  in  th e  M iddle A g es; A C o l la b o r a t iv e  H is to r y , e d . Loom is, 
Roger Sherm an. O xfo rd , 1959, 528-540 .

L oom is, Roger Sherm an, ed . A r th u r ia n  L i t e r a t u r e  i n  th e  M iddle A g es; A 
C o l la b o r a t iv e  H is to r y . O x fo rd , 1959.

L um iansky , R o b e rt M. "The A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u r e , th e  C o n cep t o f  
M edieval T rag e d y , and  th e  C a rd in a l  V ir tu e  F o r t i t u d e ."  M ed ieva l 
and R e n a is sa n c e  S tu d ie s , I I I ,  e d . J .  M. H ead le y , p p . 9 5 -1 1 8 .
C hapel H i l l ,  1968.

"The D ram atic  A ud ience in  B eo w u lf."  J o u rn a l  o f  E n g l is h  and G erm anic 
P h i lo lo g y , L I (1 9 5 2 ), 54 5 -5 5 0 .

M acrae-G ib so n , O.D. "How H i s t o r i c a l  i s  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon?" Medium 
AEvum, XXXIX (1 9 7 0 ), 89 -1 0 7 .

Magoun, F ra n c is  P . ,  J r .  "B eow ulf B: A F o lk  Poem on B eow ulf’s D e a th ,"  i n  
E a r ly  E n g l is h  and  N orse S t u d i e s , e d . Brown, A rth u r  and Fouk, P e te r .  
London, 1963.

 . "The O ra l-F o rm u la ic  C h a ra c te r  o f  A nglo-Saxon N a r r a t iv e
P o e t r y ."  Specu lum , XXVIII (1 9 5 3 ), 4 4 6 -467 .

 . "Some N otes on A nglo-Saxon  P o e t r y , "  in  S tu d ie s  i n  M ed ieval
L i t e r a t u r e  i n  Honor o f  A lb e r t  C r o l l  B augh, e d . L each , Mac Edw ard. 
P h i l a d e lp h ia ,  1961, 2 7 3 -285 .

 . "The Theme o f  th e  B e a s ts  o f  B a t t l e . "  N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e
M i t t e i lu n g e n , LVI (1 9 5 5 ), 8 1 -9 0 .

M a la rk e y , S to d d a rd  and  T o e lk e n , J .  B a r re .  "Gawain and  th e  G reen  G i r d le ."  
J o u r n a l  o f  E n g l is h  and  G erm anic P h i lo lo g y , L X III (1 9 6 4 ), 1 4 -2 0 .

M alone, Kemp. "B eo w u lf. " E n g lis h  S tu d ie s , XXIX (1 9 4 8 ), 16 1 -1 7 2 . R e p r in te d  
i n  An A n th o lo g y  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , 1 3 7 -154 .

_________________. "W id s ith  and  th e  C r i t i c s . "  J o u r n a l  o f  E n g l is h  L i t e r a r y
H is to ry  5 (1 9 3 8 ), 49 -6 6 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



375

M anning, S te p h a n ie .  "A P h y c h o lo g ic a l I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  S i r  Gawain and 
The G reen K n ig h t."  C r i t i c i s m , VI (1 9 6 4 ), 165-177 .

Markman, A lan M. "The M eaning o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  Green K n ig h t . "
P u b l ic a t i o n s  o f  th e  Modern Language A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m erica , LXII 
(1 9 5 7 ), 574-586 . R e p r in te d  i n  S i r  Gawain and  th e  P e a r l , 15 9 -1 7 5 .

M a r tin ,  B. K. "A sp e c ts  o f  W in te r i n  L a t in  and O ld E n g lis h  P o e t r y . "
J o u r n a l  o f  E n g l is h  and G erm anic P h i lo lo g y , LXVIII (1969) , 375-390 .

M athew, G e rv ase . The C o u rt o f  R ic h a rd  I I .  London, 1968.

________________ . " I d e a l s  o f  K n igh thood  in  L a te  F o u r te e n th  C e n tu ry  E n g lan d ,"
i n  S tu d ie s  in  M ed ieval H is to ry  P re s e n te d  t o  F re d e r ic k  M au rice  P ow icke, 
e d . H unt, R. W. , P a n t in ,  V/. A. and  S o u th e rn , R. W. O x fo rd , 1948, 
358-362 . R e p r in te d  in  T w e n tie th  C en tu ry  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  S i r  Gawain 
and  th e  G reen K n ig h t, 6 8 -7 2 .

M atthew s, W illiam . The T ragedy o f  A r th u r : A S tu d y  o f  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  
M orte A r th u r e . B e rk e le y , 1960 .

Me C. G a tch , M ilto n . L o y a l t i e s  and  T r a d i t i o n s : Man and h i s  W orld  i n  Old 
E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e . New Y ork , 1971.

Me G a l l i a r d ,  John  C. "The P o e t 's  Comment in  B eo w u lf. " S tu d ie s  i n  P h i lo lo g y , 
LXXV (1 9 7 8 ), 243-270 .

M cIn to sh , A. "The T e x tu a l T ra n sm is s io n  o f  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u re ,"  
i n  E n g lis h  and M edieval S tu d ie s  P re s e n te d  t o  J_. R. R. T o lk ie n , ed .
D a v is , Norman and Wrenn, C. C. London, 1962 .

McNamee, M. B .,  S . J .  "B eow ulf—an A lle g o ry  o f  S a lv a t io n ? "  J o u r n a l  o f  
E n g lis h  and  G erm anic P h i lo lo g y , LIX (1960) , 1 9 0 -207 . R e p r in te d  in  
An A ntho logy  o f  Beow ulf C r i t i c i s m , 331-352 .

M e tc a lf ,  A. "Ten N a tu r a l  A nim als i n  B eow ulf. ” N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e  
M it te i lu n g e n , LXIV (1 9 6 3 ), 378-389 .

M idd le  E n g lis h  S u rv e y : C r i t i c a l  E s s a y s , ed . Edw ard V a s ta . N o tre  Dame, 1965.

M i l l s ,  A. D. " B y rh tn o th 's  M is tak e  i n  G e n e ra ls h ip ."  N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e  
M it te i lu n g e n , LXVII (1 9 6 6 ), 1 4 -2 2 .

M i l l s ,  M. " C h r i s t i a n  S ig n i f i c a n c e  and Romance T r a d i t io n  i n  S i r  Gawain and 
th e  G reen K n ig h t. " Modern Language R eview , LX (1 9 6 5 ), 4 8 3 -4 9 3 .

M i tc h e l l ,  B ru ce . " U n t i l  th e  D ragon Comes." N e o p h ilo lo g u s , 47 (1 9 6 3 ), 126- 
138.

Moorman, C h a r le s .  "The E s s e n t i a l  Paganism  o f  B eo w u lf. " Modern Language 
Q u a r te r ly , 28 (1 9 6 7 ), 3 -1 8 .

_______________. "Myth and M ed ieva l L i t e r a t u r e : S i r  Gawain and  th e  Green

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



376

K n ig h t . 11 M ed iev a l S tu d ie s , X V III (1 9 5 6 ), 1 5 8 -1 7 2 . R e p r in te d  in  
S i r  Gawain and  th e  P e a r l ,  2 0 9 -2 3 5 .

________________ . "The O r ig in s  o f  t h e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  R e v iv a l ."  S o u th e rn
Q u a r te r ly , V II (1 9 6 9 ), 34 5 -3 7 1 .

M orte A r th u re . e d . Edmund B rock . O x fo rd , 1865. 2nd ed . 1871.

M u sc a tin e , C h a r le s .  P o e try  and C r i s i s  in  th e  Age o f  C hau cer. N o tre  
Dame, 1972.

N ew stead , H e la in e . "A Review o f  W illia m  M atthew s' The T ragedy o f  A r th u r ."  
Romance P h i lo lo g y , XVI (1962) , 119-120.

_________________. "M alory and Rom ance." Four E ssa y s  on Romance, e d .
H e rsc h e l B a k e r. C am bridge, 1971 , p p . 3 -14 .

N ic h o ls o n , Lew is E . "The L i t e r a l  M eaning and S ym bolic  S t r u c tu r e  o f  
B eow ulf . 11 C la s s i c a  e t  M e d ia e v e l ia , 25 (1 9 6 4 ) , 151-201.

N orm an, F r e d e r ic .  "The E a r ly  G erm anic B ackground o f  O ld E n g lis h  V e rs e ."  
M edieval L i t e r a t u r e  and C i v i l i z a t i o n : S tu d ie s  i n  Memory o f  G. N_. 
Garmonsway. e d .  D. A. P e a r s a l l  and R. A. W aldron . London, 1969.

O akden, James P a r k e r .  A l l i t e r a t i v e  P o e try  i n  M idd le  E n g l is h . V o l. I .
M an ch es te r, 1930 . V ol. I I .  1935.

O f fo rd ,  M. Y. The P a rle m e n t o f  t h e  T hre A ges, L ondon, 1959; r e p r i n t e d  1967.

O ld  E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e : T w enty-tw o A n a ly t ic a l  E s s a y s . ed-. M a rtin  S tev e n s  
and Jerom e M andel. L in c o ln ,  1968.

O ld  E n g lis h  P o e t r y : F i f t e e n  E s s a y s , e d . R o b ert C re e d . P ro v id e n c e , 1967.

O ld  E n g lis h  S tu d ie s  i n  Honour o f  Jo h n  C. P ope■ e d .  R o b ert B. B u r l in  and 
Edward B. I r v i n g ,  J r .  T o ro n to , 1974.

O sb o rn , M a rija n e . "L ay ing  th e  Roman G host o f  B eow ulf 320 and 3 7 5 ."
N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e  M it t e i lu n g e n , 70 (19 6 9 ), 246 -2 5 5 .

O ' L o u g h lin . "The E n g lis h  A l l i t e r a t i v e  Rom ances, " in  A r th u r ia n  L i t e r a t u r e  
in  th e  M iddle A g es: A C o l l a b o r a t iv e  H is to r y , e d . Loom is, R oger 
Sherm an. O x fo rd , 1959.

________________ . "The M iddle E n g l is h  A l l i t e r a t i v e  M orte A r th u re . "  Medium
AEvum, IV (1 9 3 5 ) , 153-168 .

P e a r s a l l ,  D. L. " R h e to r ic a l  D e s c r ip t i o  i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t . 11 
Modern Language Review , L (1 9 5 5 ) , 129-134 .

P h i l l p o t t s ,  B e r th a  S . "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon: Some D anish  A f f i n i t i e s . "  
Modern L anguage Review , XXIV (1 9 2 9 ), 1 7 2 -190 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



377

Pope, John  C. "B eo w u lf 's  O ld A ge," in  P h i l o l o g i c a l  E s s a y s ; S tu d ie s  in  
O ld and  M iddle E n g lis h  Language and L i t e r a t u r e  in  Honor o f  H e rb e r t  
Dean M e r r i t , e d . R o s ie r ,  Jam es L. The H ague, 1959.

_. "D ram atic  V o ices  i n  The W anderer and  The S e a f a r e r ,"  in
F r a n c ip l e g iu s : M ed ieval and  L in g u i s t i c  S tu d ie s  in  Honor o f  F ra n c is  
Peabody Magoun, e d . B e s s in g e r ,  J e s s  B. and  C reed , R o b ert P . New Y ork, 
1965 , 164-193 .

_. The Rhythm o f  B eow ulf. 2nd e d .  New Haven, 1966.

________________ . Seven O ld E n g l is h  Poems. New Y ork, 1966.

Q u irk , R. " P o e t ic  Language and  O ld E n g lish  M e te r ,"  in  E a r ly  E n g l is h  and 
N orse  S tu d ie s , ed . Brown, A. and F oot P . London, 1963, 150 -171 .

R a n d a ll,  B. J .  "A N ote on th e  S t r u c tu r e  i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t. " 
Modern Language N o te s , LXXII (1 9 5 9 ), 1 6 1 -1 6 3 .

R e n o ir , A la in .  "An Echo to  th e  S en se : The P a t t e r n s  o f  Sound i n  S i r  Gawain 
and t h e  G reen K n ig h t. ” E n g lis h  M is c e l la n y , X III  (1 9 6 2 ), 9 -2 3 .
R e p r in te d  in  C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K nigh t ,  
1 4 4 -1 5 8 .

____________ ._____ . "The H e ro ic  O ath in  B eo w u lf, t h e  Chanson de R o la n d , and th e
N ie b e lu n g e n lie d , " i n  S tu d ie s  in  O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e  i n  H onor o f  
A r th u r  G. B ro d e u r , e d . G r e e n f ie ld ,  S ta n le y .  Eugene, 1963, 237-266 .

__________________. " P o in t  o f  View and D esign  f o r  T e r r o r  in  B eo w u lf. "
N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e  M it t e i lu n g e n , L X III (1 9 6 2 ) , 154-167 . R e p r in te d  in  
The B eow ulf P o e t , 1 5 4 -1 6 6 .

R in g le r ,  R ic h a rd  N. "HIM SeQ WeNGELeAH: The D esign  f o r  I ro n y  i n  G re n d e l 's  
L a s t  V i s i t  to  H e o ro t ."  Speculum , 41 (1 9 6 6 ) , 4 9 -67 .

R ob inson , F re d  C. "Some A sp e c ts  o f  th e  M aldon P o e t 's  A r t i s t r y . "  J o u rn a l  
o f  E n g l is h  and G erm anic P h i lo lo g y , 75 (1 9 7 6 ) , 25-40 .

R o g ers , H. L. "B e o w u lf 's  T h ree  G re a t F ig h t s . "  Review o f  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s ,
VI (1 9 5 5 ) , 339-355. R e p r in te d  in  An A n th o lo g y  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , 
2 3 3 -2 5 6 .

R oper, A lan  H. "B o e th iu s  and  th e  Three F a te s  o f  B eow ulf. " P h i l o l o g i c a l  
Q u a r t e r l y , XLI (1 9 6 2 ), 386-400.

R o sen b erg , B ruce A. "The N e c e s s i ty  o f  U n f e r th ."  J o u rn a l  o f  F o lk lo r e  
I n s t i t u t e , 6 (1 9 6 9 ), 5 0 -6 0 .

R o s ie r ,  J .  L . "D esign  f o r  T re a c h e ry : The U n fe r th  I n t r i g u e . "  P u b l ic a t io n s  
o f  t h e  Modern Language A s s o c ia t io n  o f  A m eric a , LXXVII (1 9 6 2 ) , 1 -7 .

S a l t e r ,  E l i z a b e th .  "The A l l i t e r a t i v e  R e v iv a l ."  Modern P h i lo lo g y , LXIV 
(1 9 6 6 -1 9 6 7 ), 140-150 and  233-237.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



378

Samouce, W arren A. "G e n era l B y rh tn o th ."  J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  and  G erm anic
P h i lo lo g y , LXII (1 9 6 3 ), 129-135 .

S av ag e , Henry L i t t l e t o n .  The Gawain P o e t ; S tu d ie s  i n  H is P e r s o n a l i t y  and 
B ackground . C hapel H i l l ,  1956.

__________________. "The S ig n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e  H u n tin g  Scenes i n  S i r  Gawain
and  th e  G reen K n ig h t. " J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  and  G erm anic P h i lo lo g y ,
XXVIII (1 9 2 8 ), 1 -1 5 .

S a y le s ,  G. 0 . The M ed ieva l F o u n d a tio n s  o f  E n g la n d . 2nd e d . New Y ork , 1950.

S c h a a r , C. "On a New T heory  o f  Old E n g lis h  P o e t i c  D ic t io n ."  N e o p h ilo lo g u s ,
XL (1 9 5 6 ) , 301-305.

S c h la u c h , M a rg a re t.  E n g l is h  M ed ieva l L i t e r a t u r e  and i t s  S o c ia l  F o u n d a tio n s . 
London, 1956.

S ch n y d e r, H ans. "A sp ec ts  o f  K in g sh ip  i n  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen  K n ig h t."  
E n g l is h  S tu d ie s , XL (1 9 5 9 ), 289.

S ch u ck in g . LL. "Das K JJn ig s id ea l im B eow ulf."  MHRA B u l l e t i n , I I I  (1 9 2 9 ),
1 4 3 -1 5 4 . t r a n s .  ("The I d e a l  o f  K in g sh ip  i n  B eow ulf") L . E . N ic h o lso n , 
i n  An A ntho logy  o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , 3 5 -4 9 .

S e v e n te e n th  C en tu ry  P ro se  and  P o e t r y , ed . R o b e rt P . T r i s t r a m  C o f f in  and 
A lex an d e r M. W ith e rsp o o n . New Y ork, 1967.

S h ip p ey , T . A. O ld E n g l is h  V e rs e . London, 1972.

S i l v e r s t e i n ,  T heo d o re . "The A r t o f  S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t♦" The 
U n iv e r s i ty  o f  T o ro n to  Q u a r t e r l y , XXXIII (1 9 6 4 ), 258-278 . R e p r in te d  
in  C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen  K n ig h t , 182 -2 1 2 .

__________________. "S i r  G aw ain, D ear B r u tu s , and  B r i t a i n ' s  F o r tu n a te
F o und ing : A S tudy  i n  Comedy and C o n v e n tio n ."  Modern P h i lo l o g y , LXII 
(1 9 6 5 ), 180-206 .

__________________. " S i r  Gawain in  a  Dilemma, o r  K eeping  F a i th  w ith  M arcus
T u l l i u s  C ic e ro . Modern P h i lo lo g y , 75 (1 9 7 7 ), 1 -1 7 .

S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t, e d . J .  R. R. T o lk ie n  and  E . V. G ordon.
2nd e d . Norman D a v is . O x fo rd , 1967.

S i r  Gawain and  P e a r l ;  C r i t i c a l  E s s a y s . e d . R o b e rt J .  B la n ch . B loom ing ton ,
1966.

S isam , K en n e th . "B e o w u lf 's  F ig h t  w ith  th e  D rag o n ."  Review o f  E n g lis h  
S t u d i e s , N .S . 9 (1 9 5 8 ), 1 2 9 -140 .

__________________. S tu d ie s  in  th e  H is to ry  o f  O ld E n g lis h  H i s to r y . O xfo rd ,
1953.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



379

• The S t r u c t u r e  o f  B eow ulf. London, 1965.

S k in n e r ,  V e ro n ic a  L. "The C oncep t o f  T raw the  in  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen 
K n ig h t ,"  M a ssa c h u s e tts  S tu d ie s  in  E n g l is h  2 (1 9 6 9 ), 4 9 -5 8 .

S m ith e r s ,  G. V. " D e s tin y  and  th e  H ero ic  W a rr io r  in  B eow ulf, " in
P h i l o l o g i c a l  E s s a y s : S tu d ie s  in  Old an d  M iddle  E n g lis h  Language and
L i t e r a t u r e  in  Honor o f  H e rb e r t  Dean M e r r i t , e d . R o s ie r ,  Jam es L.
The H ague, 1959.

__________________. "The M eaning o f  The S e a f a r e r  and  The W an d erer. " Medium
AEvum, XXVI (1 9 5 7 ), 137-153 ; XXVIII (1 9 5 9 ) , 1 -2 2 .

Solomon J a n .  "The L esso n  o f  S i r  G aw ain." P a p e rs  o f  th e  M ich ig an  Academy, 
XLVIII (1 9 6 3 ), 5 9 9 -6 0 8 . R e p r in te d  i n  C r i t i c a l  S tu d ie s  o f  S i r  Gawain 
an d  th e  G reen K n ig h t , 267-278 .

The Song o f  R o lan d , t r a n s .  P a t r i c i a  T e r ry .  New Y ork, 1965.

S p e a r in g ,  A. C. C r i t i c i s m  and  M edieval P o e t r y . London, 1964.

__________________. The Gawain P o e t : A C r i t i c a l  S tu d y . London, 1970.

"P a t i e n c e  and  th e  Gawain P o e t ."  A n g lia , LXXXIV (1 9 6 6 ),
325-329 .

S p e i r s ,  Jo h n . M ed ieva l E n g l is h  P o e t r y : The N on-C haucerian  T r a d i t i o n . 
London, 1957.

__________________. " S i r  Gawain and th e  G reen K n ig h t . " S c r u t i n y , XVI (1 9 4 9 ),
2 7 4 -290 .

S ta n le y ,  E . G. "B eow ulf. " C o n tin u a tio n s  an d  B e g in n in g s ; S tu d ie s  in  Old 
E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e . London, 1966, p p . 1 0 4 -141 .

__________________. "O ld  E n g l is h  P o e t ic  D ic t io n  and  th e  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f
The W anderer, The S e a f a r e r  and  The P e n i t e n t ' s  B ra y e r ."  A n g l ia , 73 
(1 9 5 5 ) , 413-466 .

S te n to n ,  F rank  M. A ng lo -S axon  E n g lan d . O x fo rd , 1947.

S te v i c k ,  R o b e rt D. "The O ra l-F o rm u la ic  A n a ly se s  o f  O ld E n g l is h  V e rs e ."  
S pecu lum , 37 (1 9 5 2 ) , 382-389.

S to rm s , G. "The S u b j e c t i v i t y  o f  th e  S ty le  o f  B eow ulf, " i n  S tu d ie s  in  Old 
E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e  i n  Honor o f  A r th u r  G. B ro d e u r , ed . G r e e n f ie ld ,  
S ta n le y  B. E ugene , 1963 , 171-186.

S tu d ie s  i n  O ld E n g lis h  L i t e r a t u r e  i n  Honor o f  A rth u r  G. B ro d e u r . e d . 
G r e e n f ie ld ,  S ta n le y  B. E ugene, O regon , 1963.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



380

Suddaby, E l i z a b e th .  "T hree N o tes on  O ld E n g lis h  T e x t s ."  Modern Language 
N o te s , LXIX (1 9 6 4 ), 46 5 -4 6 8 .

Sw anton, M ich ae l J .  "The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon: A L i t e r a r y  C a v e a t."  J o u r n a l  
o f  E n g l is h  and G erm anic P h i lo lo g y ,  LXVII (1 9 6 8 ) , 441-450 .

T a c i tu s .  B r i t a i n  and Germany. T ra n s .  M a tt in g ly ,  H. B a l t im o re , 1948.

T a y lo r ,  P a u l B. "B ly sse  and B lu n d e r : N a tu re  and R i t u a l  i n  S i r  Gawain and  
th e  G reen  K n ig h t. E n g lis h  S t u d i e s , L (1969) , 1 6 5 -175 .

________________ . .  "H e o ro t, E a r th ,  and  A sgard : C h r i s t i a n  P o e try  and Pagan
M yth ." T en n essee  S tu d ie s  i n  L i t e r a t u r e , I I  (1 9 6 6 ) , 119-130.

________________ . "H ero ic  R i tu a l  i n  th e  O ld E n g lis h  M axim s." N e u p h ilo lo g is c h e
M it t e i l u n g e n , 70 (1 9 6 9 ), 3 8 7 -407 .

________________ . "Themes o f  D eath  i n  B eow ulf, " i n  O ld E n g lis h  P o e t r y :
F i f t e e n  E s s a y s , ed . C reed , 24 9 -2 7 5 .

T i e t j e n ,  Mary C. W ilson . "God, F a te ,  and  th e  H ero o f  B eow ulf. " J o u r n a l  o f
E n g l is h  and  G erm anic P h i lo l o g y , LXXIV (1 9 7 5 ), 15 9 -1 7 1 .

Timmer, B. J .  "Wyrd in  A nglo-Saxon P ro se  and P o e t r y ."  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , XXVI 
(1 9 4 0 ), 2 4 -3 3 ; (1 9 4 1 ), 2 1 3 -2 2 8 .

T o e lk en , J .  B. "Gawain and  th e  G reen  G ir d le .  J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  and  
G erm anic P h i lo lo g y , L X III (1964) , 14 -20 .

T o lk ie n , J .  R. R. "B eow ulf: The M o n ste rs  and th e  C r i t i c s . "  P ro c e e d in g s  o f  
th e  B r i t i s h  Academy, XXII (19 3 6 ) , 245-295 . R e p r in te d  in  The B eow ulf 
P o e t , 8 -5 6 .

__________________. "The Homecoming o f  B e o rh tn o th  B e o r th e lm 's  S o n ."  E ssa y s
and S t u d i e s , N .S . 1 (1 9 5 3 ), 1 -1 8 . R e p r in te d  i n  The T o lk ie n  R e a d e r .
New Y ork , 1966, 3 -18 .

T r a v i s ,  Jam es . "H iberno -S axon  C h r i s t i a n i t y  and  th e  S u rv iv a l  o f  B eo w u lf. " 
L o c h la n n : A Review o f  C e l t i c  S tu d ie s , IV (1 9 6 9 ) , 226-234 .

T w e n tie th  C e n tu ry  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  o f  S i r  Gawain and  th e  G reen K n ig h t . e d .  
D enton Fox. Englewood C l i f f s ,  1968.

Van M eurs, J .  C. "Beow ulf and  L i t e r a r y  C r i t i c i s m ."  N e o p h ilo lo g u s , XXXIX 
(1 9 5 5 ), 114-130 .

V in av e r, E . and  G ordon, E. V. "New L ig h t  on th e  T e x t o f  th e  A l l i t e r a t i v e  
M orte A r th u r e ."  Medium AEvum, VI (1 9 3 7 ), 8 1 -9 8 .

W aldron, R o n a ld  A. " O ra l-F o rm u la ic  T echn ique in  M idd le  E n g lis h  A l l i t e r a t i v e  
P o e t r y . "  Speculum , 32 (1 9 5 7 ), 792-804.

W a tts , Ann C h a lm e rs . The L yre and  th e  H arp : A C o m p ara tiv e  R e c o n s id e ra t io n  
o f  O ra l  T r a d i t io n  in  Homer and  O ld E n g lish  E p ic  P o e t r y . New H aven ,
1969.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



381

W h ite , R o b e rt B . , J r .  "A N ote on th e  G reen K n ig h t 's  Red E y e s ."  E n g lis h  
Language N o te s , I I  (1 9 6 5 ), 250-252 .

W h iteh ead , F r e d e r ic k .  "Ofermod e t  d e sm e su re ."  C a h ie rs  de C i v i l i z a t i o n  
M e d iev a le , I I I  (1 9 6 0 ), 1 1 5 -117 .

W h ite lo c k , D o ro th y . The A nglo-Saxon C h r o n ic le . New B runsw ick , 1961.

________________ . The A ud ience o f  B eow ulf. O x fo rd , 1951.

________________ . The B eg in n in g s  o f  E n g lis h  S o c ie ty . B a l t im o re ,  1952.

________________ . E n g l is h  H i s t o r i c a l  D ocum ents. London, 1955.

________________ . "The I n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  The S e a f a r e r , " i n  Chadwick M em orial
S tu d ie s : E a r ly  C u ltu re s  o f  N o rth  W est E u ro p e , e d . Fox , S i r  C y r i l  and 
D ick en s , B ru ce . C am bridge, 1950.

W h itin g , B. J .  "Gawain: H is R e p u ta t io n ,  H is C o u r te sy , and H is A ppearance 
in  C h a u c e r 's  S q u i r e 's  T a l e ."  M ed ieva l S tu d ie s , IX (1 9 4 7 ), 1 8 9 -234 .

W hitm an, F . H. "The K in g ly  N a tu re  o f  •B eow ulf." N e o p h ilo lo g u s , LXI (1 9 7 7 ), 
277-286.

W id s i th . A nglo-Saxon P o e t i c  R e c o rd s , v o l .  I I I .  e d . G eorge P h i l i p  K rapp and 
E l l i o t t  Van K irk  D obbie. New Y ork, 1936.

W illia m s , B lanche  C o lto n . Gnomic P o e try  i n  A n g lo -S ax o n . New Y ork , 1914.

W im sa tt, Jam es I .  A lle g o ry  and  M ir r o r : T r a d i t io n  and  S t r u c tu r e  i n  M ed ieva l 
L i t e r a t u r e . New Y ork , 1969.

W oolf, H. B. "On th e  C h a r a c te r iz a t i o n  o f  B eo w u lf."  J o u r n a l  o f  E n g lis h  
L i t e r a r y  H i s to r y , XV (1 9 4 8 ), 8 5 -9 2 .

________________ . "The P e rs o n a l  N^mes in  The B a t t l e  o f  M aldon."  Modern
Language N o te s , L I I I  (1 9 3 8 ), 109-112 .

W oolf, R osem ary. "The D e v il  i n  O ld E n g lis h  P o e t r y ."  E s s e n t i a l  A r t i c l e s  
f o r  th e  S tu d y  o f  O ld E n g l is h  P o e t r y , p p . 164-179 .

________________ . "The W anderer, The S e a f a r e r , and  th e  G enre o f  P la n c tu s . "
A nglo-Saxon P o e t r y , p p . 1 9 2 -207 .

W renn, C. L. B eo w u lf, W ith th e  F in n e sb u rg  F rag m en t. • London, 1958.

________________ . "The P o e try  o f  Caedm on." P ro c e e d in g s  o f  th e  B r i t i s h  Academy,
XXXII (1 9 4 6 ), 277-295 . R e p r in te d  in  E s s e n t i a l  A r t i c l e s  f o r  th e  S tudy  o f  
O ld E n g lis h  P o e t r y , p p . 4 07 -427 .

________________ . A S tudy  o f  O ld E n g l is h  L i t e r a t u r e . New Y ork, 1967.

________________ . " S u tto n  Hoo and  B eow ulf. " M elange de L in g u is t iq u e  e t  de
P h i lo lo g ie . P a r i s , 1959, p p . 495-507 . R e p r in te d  i n  An A ntho logy  o f

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



382

B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , p p . 311-330.

W rig h t, H e rb e r t  G. " L ig h t and D ark n ess : Jo y  and  Sorrow  in  B eo w u lf.
Review o f  E n g l is h  S tu d ie s , V III  (1 9 5 7 ) , 1 -1 1 . R e p r in te d  in  A n tho logy  
o f  B eow ulf C r i t i c i s m , 257-268 .

Z ie g e lm a ie r ,  G reg o ry . "God and N a tu re  i n  th e  B eow ulf Poem ." A m erican  
B e n e d ic tin e  R eview , 20 (1 9 6 9 ), 25 0 -2 5 8 .

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.


