Baugh, Literary History of England (1967)
Chap. 9: Old English Secular Poetry 

[…]Beowulf

[bookmark: _GoBack]The influence of southern culture on English secular poetry has shown itself chiefly, so far, in the choice and treatment of subject-matter, but two of the heroic poems that survive show marked influence in other ways as well. One of these poems, Waldere,18 has come down in a state so fragmentary that we must set it aside for the moment. The other, however, Beowulf19 with its 3182 lines, gives us a broader basis for judgment. This famous poem, the chief literary monument of the Old English period, is the fourth article in the Nowell codex (see above, p. 67). The MS text is divided into a prologue and 43 fits. We look first at the theme of the poem. For this the poet turned to the heroic age of the Germanic peoples; more precisely, to heroes of the fifth and sixth centuries. And he chose for his setting Scandinavia, that motherland (or vagina nationum, as Jordanes puts it) from which so many Germanic tribes, the English among them, had gone forth down the years.20 The poem thus celebrated, not contemporary deeds of heroism, but events of a past already remote, already glorified by a tradition centuries old. . This tradition in its beginnings made part of the cultural baggage which the Germanic settlers in Britain brought with them from Sleswick. It had taken a shape specifically English by the eighth century, when in all likelihood Beowulf was composed,21 In drawing from it, the poet followed his own needs, not modern taste; too many critics have scolded him for this.22 The .action of the poem falls into two main parts. In part one, the hero Beowulf, then young, goes from his homeland to Heorot, the hall of King Hrothgar of the Danes, in order to cleanse it of Grendel, a troll who for years had haunted it at night; he overcomes Grendel singlehanded and afterwards slays Grendel’s mother, who sought to . avenge her son.- In part two, the hero, now grown old, goes out to defend his own kingdom of Geatland against the ravages of a dragon; with the help of a faithful young kinsman he kills the dragon but himself falls in the fight. These idealized folktales are not told in isolation, or for their own sakes; they make part of an elaborate complex of fact and fable, matters of pith and moment, involving the fortunes of three Scandinavian kingdoms, those of the Geats, the Danes, and the Swedes, over a period of several generations. The poet has painted a vast canvas. And in glorifying his hero he has not forgotten to glorify as well the heathen Germanic courtly culture of which that hero was the flower. He gives us a spiritualized picture of the Germanic heroic age, an age the memory of which the English of the poet’s day cherished as their very own. We believe that Beowulf was meant to serve a purpose not unlike that which the Æneid of Virgil served: each poem exalted a past which by tradition or fiction belonged to the cultural heritage of the poet’s nation. In each poem, moreover, this exaltation of the past took place under the influence of a foreign culture: pagan Greece in the Æneid, Christian Rome in Beowulf. The English poet accordingly pictures a society heathen and heroic, but strongly colored by Christian ideals of thought and deed. In particular, the hero is made as Christ-like as the setting would permit: highminded and gentle, he fights chiefly against monstrous embodiments of the forces of evil, and in the end lays down his life for his people. But the Christianity known to the poet had itself been strongly colored by the culture of classical antiquity. Latin was the language of the Church in Old England, and Roman poets were read and studied by learned clerics like the author of Bewulf. We believe that the English poet knew the Æneid and was influenced by it in designing and composing his own poem.23 Alongside this influence, which made for epic breadth and leisure, we put the influence of English religious poems like Genesis, likewise marked by length and fullness in their narrative art. The Beowulf poet certainly showed originality when, in celebrating a secular hero of the Germanic past, he did not compose a song after the manner traditional to the scops (who before him had monopolized such themes), but used, instead, an elaborate, sophisticated narrative form reminiscent :of the Æneid.- In doing so, however, he was only carrying into the secular field a process of amplification and complication which, as we have seen,- had already set in among the composers of English religious verse.
More striking is the originality of Beowulf in structure. The two main parts balance each other admirably, exemplifying and contrasting as they do the heroic life in youth and age. By treating in full two chapters only of Beowulf’s career, the poet makes his tale marvelously simple, at bottom. The elaboration, which Grundtvig has aptly likened to the multitudinous embellishments of a Gothic cathedral, -not only lends richness and variety to the action, but also makes the hero and his deeds part of the age in which he and they are set. Since the scene is laid -in Scandinavia, most of the allusions and episodes deal with Scandinavian history and story, but other quarters of Germania are brought into the picture as well. Eormenric and Hama stand for the east. The allusions to the fall of Hygelac, and the Finn and Ingeld episodes, serve to link north and west. The association of Sigemund with Heremod, and the (rather artificial) connection of both with Beowulf himself, have a like function, while Offa, the representative of the Angles (the poet’s own tribe), though introduced by a tour de force, well symbolizes the unity of ancient Germania: in after years both English and Danes claimed him for their own. In these and other ways the poet rises above mere story-telling; he brings before us a whole world, the heroic age of his forefathers and ours. But the greatness of Beowulf lies largely if not chiefly in its . wording, and here the poet is no innovator; he is rather the master of a traditional style, a mode already old in his day. In the words of M. B. Ruud,24 Beowulf has

a magnificence of language which leaves critic and translator helpless. Indeed, if the poem has a weakness •as a •work of art, it lies in this all-pervasive artistry. Beowulf seldom pierces one with a stab of eloquence straight from a heart on fire—as lesser poems do, even Maldon; it carries one along on a great golden stream of poetic rhetoric. It is a great literary tradition at its finest flowering. ... Beowulf may not be one of the half-dozen great poems of the world—I con-fess I do not know—but for sheer style, there are not many works to be put above it.
Waldere

With Beowulf we take the two Waldere fragments (of 32 and 31 lines respectively),25 […] in which was celebrated the fight between the hero Waldere and a band of Burgundians led by King Guthere. […] Waldere lacks the greatness of Beowulf. Its clerical composer, however, had considerable skill in versification, arid though he used a German source he was steeped in traditional English poetry sacred and profane. In losing Waldere we lost a good poem and a stirring tale. [End]


Notes
[…]
18. Ed. F. Norman (1933). See also MA, x (1941). 155-158.
19. Facsimile ed.: J. Zupitza, EETS, 77 (London, 1882). Best printed editions: in English, F. Klacber (Boston, 1922; 3ed. 1936); in German, E. von Schaubert (Paderborn, 1940), also referred to as 15th ed. of Heyne-Schiicking’s Beowulf. Most comprehensive study: R. W. Chambers, Beowulf, An Introduction ... (Cambridge, 1921; 2ed. 1932). Sec also W. W. Lawrence, Beowulf and Epic Tradition (Cambridge, Mass., 1928) and H. Schneider, Das germanische Epos (Tubingen, 1936). A good recent verse translation is that of C. W. Kennedy (Princeton 1940).
20. See K. Malone, in Namn och Bygd, xxii (1934). 41, 51.
21. A recent discussion of the date of Beowulf is that of D. Whitelock, The Audience of’ Beowulf. Also H. M. Flasdieck, Anglia, lxix (1950), 169-171.
22. See J. R. R. Tolkien, Proc. Brit. Acad, xxii (1936). 245-285 and K. Malone, RES, xvii (1941), 129-138. See also J. R. Hubert, MP, xliv (1941). 129-138.
23. See T. B. Haber, A Comparative Study of the Beowulf and the Æneid (Princeton, 1931). See also A. Brandl, Archiv, clxxi (1937), 165-173.
24. MLQ, II (1941), 138-139.
[…]
26. For an earlier date, see K. Strecker, in Deutsches Archiv für Geschichte des Mittelalters, iv (1941), 355-381. Ed. K. Strecker, Ekkkehards Waltharius (Berlin, 1924). Translated by H. M. Smyser and - F. P. Magoun, Jr., in Connecticut College Monograph No. 1 (Baltimore, 1941), 111-45.

2

