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J the Beowulf Poet’s
Sense of History

I don't know how humanity stands it
with a painted paradise at the end of it
without a painted paradise at the end of it

Ezra Pound, Canto LXXIV

Awareness of historical change, of the pastness of a past
that itself has depth, is not instinctive to man; there is
nothing natural about a sense of history. Anthropologists
report that the lack of historical perspective is a feature of
primitive thought, and historians that its absence char-
acterizes medieval thinking: Herod in the Wakefield Cycle
swears “by Mahoun in heaven,” the medieval Alexander is a
knight, and heathen Orléans boasts a university.! Morton
Bloomfield has shown that a sense of history, even a
tentative, underdeveloped one, was a rare thing in four-
teenth-century England, and that Chaucer’s attention to
chronology and his preoccupation with cultural diversity
have affinities with aspects of the early Italian Renaissance.2
But what in the Anglo-Saxon period stimulated a monastic
author to stress the differences between ancient days and
his own, to paint the past as if it were something other than
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the present?? The Beowulf poet’s reconstruction of a
northern heroic age is chronologically sophisticated, rich in
local color and fitting speeches. The poet avoids obvious
anachronisms and presents such an internally consistent
picture of Scandinavian society around AD. 500 that his
illusion of historical truth has been taken for the reality.4

The poet’s heroic age is full of men both “emphatically
Pagan and exceptionally good,” men who believe in a God
whom they thank at every imaginable opportunity.5 Yet
they perform all the Pagan rites known to Tacitus, and are
not Christian. The temporal distance between past and

strongest of men “on pem dege pysses lifes” (“on that day
of this life” 197, 790).¢ The alliterating demonstratives
stress the remoteness of the Past, here and later when a hall-
servant in Heorot looks after al] the visitors’ bedtime needs
“swylce py dogore heapolidende habban scoldon” (“such as in
those days seafarers were wont to have” 1797-98). The
descriptive clause distances but also glosses over, shadowing
with vagueness an unknown corner of the past. The poet is
50 attracted by the aristocratic rituals of life in the hall, so
intent on historical verisimilitude, that he imagines

ged over
hat golden tapestries hanging in the

Pe on swylc starad” (“for thoge who look upon such things”
996); even in Heorot not al| beefy breakers-of-rings in their
cups would have had ap eye for interior design. The
vividness of the Past underlines, Paradoxically, its distance.

5 a strong sense of cultural diversity,
aucer’s. Three times in the “Knight’s

~ the behavior of characters with the
clause “as was tho the gyse”; in “The Legend of Cleopatra”
he has Anthony sent out to win kingdoms and honor “as was

~usance”; and in “The Legend of Lucrece” he notes

v s prized a good name “at thilke
tyme.”? The Qld English poet maintains a similar
ts for their ancient custom of
their sides at all times: “They
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were always prepared for war, whether at home or in the
field, as their lord required” (1246-50). He has Hrothgar
admire their steadfastness, the dependability of men who
live blameless “ealde wisan” (“in the old fashion” 1865).
When the dragon’s ravages begin, the poet makes the aged
Beowulf fear that he has transgressed “ofer ealde riht”
(“against ancient law” 2330): pagans have their own moral
code, separating them from the author and us. The poet
emphasizes cultural differences not only between present
and past but also between coeval peoples. He depicts the
Swedes and Geats as more authentically primitive, more
pagan in outlook and idiom, than the Danes. When a
roughhewn Beowulf arrives at the Danish court he puts
himself in the hands of a skilled local who “knew the custom
of the retainers” (359). Ongentheow, the grizzled king of
the Swedes, threatens to pierce (“getan” 2940) captives on
the gallows for the pleasure of carrion birds.? The Geats
consult auspices (204); Beowulf, like the Scandinavian he-
roes of old, trusts in his own might (418, 670, 1270, 1533);
the messenger imagines a raven boasting to an eagle of
carnage-feasts (3024-27); and Haethcyn’s slaying of
Herebeald (2435-43) imitates a fratricide in the Norse
pantheon: euhemerism becomes, in the poet’s hands, an aid
to historical research.®

The poet’s sense of anachronism is revealed in his
characters’ speeches, utterances that avoid all distinctively
Christian names and terms. The actors themselves have a
sense of the past and of the future. They are able to look
back two generations, tracing the origins of the feud
between the Geats and the Swedes (2379-96, 2472-89, 2611-
19, 2379-96). They can also forecast the feuds of the next
generation. There is a fine display of chronological wit when
Beowulf, on the basis of a piece of information picked up at
the Danish court, turns the Ingeld legend into a political
prophecy, a sequence of events likely to occur in the near
future (2024-69). The poet’s sense of historic succession is
s0 strong and the internal chronology of the poem so
carefully worked out that his audience knows why Hrothulf
and Heoroweard have to be kept in the wings a little while
longer. After Beowulf’s death, it is clear even to the
messenger that Eadgils is not likely to sit for long on the
Swedish throne without avenging his brother’s murder on
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the new king of the Geats, son of the slayer. The poet does
not make earlier Danish and Germanic heroes like Scyld,
Heremod, Finn, Offa, Sigemund, Eormenric and Hama
contemporaneous with the sixth-century events narrated,
but sets them in a distant mirror, conveying the illusion of a
many-storied long-ago. Such chronological tidiness is all the
more remarkable for its appearance in a poetic vernacular
that has no distinctive future tense, and whose chief adverbs
of recollection and continuation—"“pa” and “siddan”
(“thereupon”: looking forward; “at that time,” “from the
time that”: looking back)—are almost always ambiguous.1

Philosophically, in order to have a sense of history at all,
the Beowulf poet had to hold certain premises about man and
his role on earth. Despite his professional concern with the

d to some extent with the

century humanists. Christian
ches, Bernard Silvestris, and
npolemical attitude toward the
stressed the importance of earthly

ion survive. The patristic
diabolically inspired, that
pagans lie lamenting in hell, was too strong.

urely i:rom the perspective of the history of ideas, the

batics and fascination with

- men loved the lawe of kinde,” needs explanation.13 We

» remove these ideas from
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everything in a work of art is capable of explanation even at
the cost of oversubtlety and even error . ... We must not
assume, unless we are finally forced to it, that the writer or
composer did not know what he was doing.”15 Professor
Bloomfield offered this guidance in a review of Kenneth
Sisam’s The Structure of Beowulf. Sisam contends that “great
difficulties stand in the way of all explanations that make the
poet a deep thinker, attempting themes and ways of
conveying them that might be tried on a select body of
readers in a more advanced age.”1® The fact remains,
however, that the poem, for an early composition, is full of
oddly advanced notions. Twenty years ago Morton
Bloomfield observed that “ealde riht” (“old law” 2330) in
Beowulf referred not to the Mosaic Code, the Old Law, but to
natural law, and noted that the moral laws of the Old
Testament were often equated with this natural law,
“although in general this equation is later than the early
Middle Ages.”1? More recently, he has seen behind
Beowulf’s single combat with Grendel the concept of the
iudicium Dei, a calling upon God to decide the justice of an
action: “Let wise God, the holy Lord, adjudge the glory to
whichever side he thinks fit,” says Beowulf (685-87); the
champion will rely in the coming struggle on the judgment
of God (440-41).18 Something like the judicial duel appears
to have been a feature of medieval Scandinavian society. Yet
all the early evidence for trial by combat from Tacitus to
Pope Nicholas I is Continental; there is no documentation
for multilateral ordeal in England before the Norman
Conquest. The Beowulf poet’s use of the form and spirit of
the judicial duel, whether he derived the concept from
Tacitus, from the Franks, or from the Danelaw,
emphasizes—like his auguries, sacrifices, and exotic
cremations—the temporal and cultural distance between the
pagan Scandinavian past and the England of his own day.
His backward glance is both admiring and antiquarian.
Anglo-Saxon scholarship has done its best to read
Beowulf as the seventh and eighth centuries would have.
Because Aldhelm and Bede insisted that the only suitable
subject for poetry was a religious one, and because secular
epics and long historical poems only started to appear in the
later ninth century, Margaret Goldsmith had little choice
but to interpret Beowulf allegorically.1® Alcuin’s only known
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comment on heroic literature in ecclesiastical contexts is an
orthodox denunciation of it as a heathen distraction.2o W. F.
Bolton’s new book on Alcuin and  Beowulf discovers, pre-
dictably, that the great schoolmaster would have found
Beowulf guilty, flawed, vengeful, incapable even of pro-
tecting his people.21 Charles Donahue attempts to account
for the existence of an eighth-century Old English poem
about noble pagans by invoking Irish views of pre-Christian
goodness, legends that tell of virtuous pagans and their
natural knowledge of God.22 Yet the stories of Cormac and
Morand that he cites are not easy to date (that of Cormac is
surely no earlier than the last quarter of the tenth century),
and Donahue concedes that they are “later than Beowulf and
can be viewed only as parallel developments of that early
insular Christian humanism . "2 Patrick Wormald has
recently located a social and cultural context for the com-
position of heroic literatyre in the aristocratic climate of
early English Christianity, in the integration of monastic
and royal houses.2¢ Yet the aristocratic nature of the early

l : » adds references to Julius Caesar’s
clemency, generosity, and courage, and even suggests that

e Romans of the Christian Era

. Boethius’ Consolation of Philosophy, translated by King
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Alfred himself, resorted to pre-Christian human history and
to pagan mythology for some fifty illustrations, finding
archetypal patterns in the behavior of a Nero or a Hercules
just as the Beowulf poet locates exemplary models in Heremod
and Beowulf. In the late ninth and early tenth centuries, the
Consolation enjoyed a considerable vogue among Carolingian
commentators, at least one of whom, Remigius of Auxerre,
Alfred may have used.z? Alfred thrusts aside much of
Remigius’ Neoplatonic speculation along with his scientific
and theological information, but is quick to insert com-
mentary material having to do with classical myths. He
occasionally gives a pagan analogy for a Christian concept,
something Alcuin never managed to do.3¢ Alfred’s story of
Orpheus teaches that a man who wishes to see the true light
of God must not turn back to his old errors.31 Boethius’ tale
of Jupiter overthrowing the giants who warred on heaven is
shown by Alfred to reflect—secundum fidem gentilium—Nim-
rod’s building of the Tower of Babel and God’s subsequent
division of tongues.?2 Alfred stresses the underlying truth-
fulness of Boethius’ pagan fables. The details of Hercules’
taming the Centaurs, burning the Hydra’s poisonous heads,
and slaying Cacus are skipped, but the myth itself is uni-
versalized into a philosophic reflection on life and on the
meaning of victory and defeat: good men fight for honor in
this world, to win glory and fame; for their deeds, they dwell
beyond the stars in eternal bliss.33 Circe in Alfred’s para-
phrase is no longer the wicked enchantress of Boethius, but
a vulnerable goddess who falls violently in love with
Odysseus at first sight; she turns his men into animals only
after they, out of homesickness, plot to abandon their lord.34
Alfred, like the Beowulf poet, looks for the moral and psycho-
logical laws of things, tries to understand and learn rather
than condemn. Only once in his paraphrase does he abandon
the world of classical paganism for a Germanic allusion; it is
a small step, but full of significance for the future of Old
English poetry. He translates Boethius’“Where now are the
bones of faithful Fabricius?” as “Where now are the bones of
the famous and wise goldsmith Weland?”3s

When in the Anglo-Saxon period could a Christian
author exploit pagan Germanic legend for its intellectual and
moral values? Seventh- and eighth-century sources furnish
evidence that English monks were overfond of harpists,
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secular tales, eating and drinking; but such worldly tastes
provoked the scorn and hostility of their superiors: “What
has Ingeld to do with Christ? The House is narrow, it cannot
hold both. The King of Heaven wishes to have no fellowship
with so-called kings, who are pagan and lost.”3¢ But by the
late ninth century, even an archbishop—Fulk of Rheims,
who recruited Remigius of Auxerre, corresponded with
King Alfred and sent Grimbald to him—could in one and the
same sentence refer to a letter of Gregory the Great on
kingship and to “Teutonic books regarding a certain King
Hermenric.”37 A century and a half later, puritanical youth
can be seen shaking its fist at reckless middle age in a letter
that one cleric of Bamberg Cathedral wrote to another
complaining of their bishop, Gunther, who spent all his time
reading of Attila and Theodoric when not composing epics
himself .38

The Beowulf poet insists on the virtue and paganism of
his characters, and is unusually explicit about their heathen
rites, describing them lovingly and at length.3 A slender
tradition of extolling the good customs of Germanic pagans
can be traced in Roman authors, but this tradition does not
enjoy a continuous run through the medieval period. The
first known use of Tacitus’ Germania after Cassiodorus
occurs in the mid-ninth-century Translatio Sancti Alexandri by
the monk Rudolf of Fulda.1o This work, commissioned by
the aristocratic abbot of the monastery of Wildeshausen in
Saxony, opens with a description of the moral practices and
brave deeds of the early pagan ancestors of the Saxons.
Bede, monk of Wearmouth-Jarrow and historian of the
English church and people (c. 731), is reticent about the
doings of the Anglo-Saxons before their conversion and
shows no inclination to celebrate heathens or their habits.4!
Widukind, monk of Corvey and historian of the Continental
Saxons (c. 967), does not hesitate to do so. He borrows

f pagan institutions and shapes
tion into a carefully contoured
historical tradition
» incorporating heroic dialogue,
scenes, in much the same way
to have worked.s2 Widukind saw

i he deeds of the Saxon leaders
(principum nostrorum res gestae litteris . , commendare) as equal in

the heathen past of his na
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value to the service he earlier performed with his two lives
of saints. He wrote his history, he said, partly by virtue of
his monastic calling, partly as a member of gens Saxonum.a3
One historical sense seems to beget another: Widukind, like
the Beowulf poet, learned much from classical historians,
including the art of depicting people whose behavior made
sense within the framework of their age and culture.
The Beowulf poet’s attribution of monotheism to his
good heathens is sometimes taken as revealing his ignorance
of Germanic paganism, sometimes as a sign of his inability to
see the past as anything other than the present. Like
Widukind, he mentions pagan error, briefly and in passing
(175-88), before depicting noble pagan monotheists for some
three thousand lines. In the Alfredian Orosius, as in the fifth-
century original, God is shown to have always guided the
world, even in pagan times. But the paraphraser adds a few
touches of his own: the pagan Leonidas places his trust in
God; even Hannibal is heard to lament that God would not
allow him domination over Rome.% The Beowulf poet, too,
makes his heroes refer again and again to the power and
providence of a single God, and he takes Beowulf’s victory as
a sign that “God has always ruled mankind, as he still does”
(700-02, 1057-58). The Danes’ hymn in Heorot to a single
Almighty (90-98) expresses a Boethian wonder at seeing an
invisible God through his creation. Wiglaf’s contention that
the fallen Beowulf shall for a long time “abide in the Lord’s
keeping” (3109) suggests a Boethian philosophy of salvation,
of individuals ascending by reason alone to a knowledge of
one God. It was probably Remigius of Auxerre who around
900 compiled a short treatise on the gods of classical
antiquity, announcing—in the final paragraph of his pro-
logue—that a single divine being lay behind the multiplicity
of Greek and Roman names for the gods.*s Renewed contact
with the texts of late antiquity, especially Macrobius,
Martianus Capella, and Boethius, ended by making some
men at least think in a less narrowly religious way.4¢ The
Beowulf poet allows glimpses of a paradiso terrestre in the distant
Past—brief, transitory but glowing moments whose thrust
is to remind his hearers of all the unfulfilled potential of
their pre-Christian heritage. '
What emerges from a sufficiently intense concern for
history in any literary work is a series of projections
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inevitably focused by the particular anxieties of the writer.
Alfred’s Boethius reveals that king’s fascination with the
psychology of the tyrant, his concern for the proper uses of
power and wealth, and his insistence, against Boethius, that
temporal possessions can be put to good ends.4?” The Beowulf
poet seems especially concerned to distinguish between
justifiable and unjustifiable aggression, to place the warlike
activities of his pagan hero in an ethical context. Beowulf
resorts to arms out of concern for the defenseless and for
the common good, not exclusively out of lust for conquest,
ambition, or vengefulness. He is heroic and pious, a pagan
prince of peace.4# Christianity in the early barbarian West
may have thought it was being assimilated by a warrior
aristocracy, but it ended up—even before the Crusades—
accommodating itself to the heroic values of the nobility.
The blending of the two cultures would have begun at the
time of conversion, but it was an extended process. At one
stage, revelry in the hall, vowing oaths of fidelity to a lord,
ambushes and plundering and slaughter, all the duties and
responsibilities of heroic society were seen as demonic and
damnable, as in the eighth-century Life of Guthlac by Felix of
Crowland.+9 In the Old English Guthlac A, the poet even
sends in devils to remind the royal saint and hermit of his
secular obligations, to tempt him with the hall-delights long
abandoned after a warlike youth (191-99). The heroic life is
the opposite of the life that leads to salvation.

The synthesis of religious and heroic idealism presentin
Beowulf was probably not available to monastic authors at an
early date. In the 930s, Odo of Cluny wrote his Life of St.
Gerald of Aurillac in ord
aristocratic circle how a layman and noble lord, a man out in
the world, could lead a holy existence.so Odo gives moral and
religious dimensions to Gerald’s lifelong martial career. The
warrior soothes the suspicious, squelches the malicious, and
puts down the violent who refuse to come to terms; he does
this not for personal gain but in order to achieve peace for
his society. So Beowulf restrains, one after the other,
coastguard, Unferth, and Grendel, making friends of two
potential foes and ridding Denmark of monsters who pay no
wergild. Ottonian Saxony as portrayed by Widukind is—in

erocity of its feuds—
nth-century monastic
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narratives seem, like Beowulf, able to find a place for heroic
values—even fighting and the bonds of kinship—within a
Christian framework. In Hrotsvitha’s Gongolfus the ideals of
a warrior’s life are fused with the Christian goal of caritas,
while Ruotger’s Life of Bruno, archbishop of Cologne and
brother of Otto the Great, reports with some under-
statement that “priestly religion and royal determination
united their strength” in him.52 Like these works, the Old
English poems that we can date to the tenth century set up
no unresolvable contradictions between piety and the heroic
life. The Battle of Maldon, composed after 991 and regarded as
the finest utterance of the Anglo-Saxon heroic age (and
most “Germanic” since Tacitus), contains a prayer by a
warlord soon to be venerated by the monks of Ely.52 The
Battle of Brunanburh, from around 937, is red with blood, God’s
rising and setting sun, and a historical perspective
reminiscent of manifest destiny. Judith, probably from the
same century, focuses on a prayerful heroine who chops off
heads with only slightly less savoir-faire than Beowulf.
Between Bede’s Death Song and Maldon something happened to
Old English poetry, whether we call this something
rebarbarization or adapting Christian models for a new and
only partly literate secular aristocracy. New syntheses were
becoming possible. Unlike Anglian stone crosses of the
eighth century, English religious sculpture after the Danish
invasions was able to draw, like Beowulf, on pagan myth and
heroic legend.s4

In still another area, the vision of the Beowulf poet seems
to derive from contemporary concerns, from a need to
establish in the present an ideological basis for national
unity. I suggested in an earlier paper that the Beowulf poet’s
incentive for composing an epic about sixth-century
Scyldings may have had something to do with the fact that,
by the 890s at least, Heremod, Scyld, Healfdene, and the
rest, were taken to be the common ancestors both of the
Anglo-Saxon royal family and of the ninth-century Danish
immigrants, the Scaldingi.5s The Beowulf poet admires kings
who, like Hrothgar, have regional overlordship of
surrounding tribes and who, like Beowulf, are powerful
enough to keep neighbors in check. A key political
catchword—"peodcyning” (“great” or “national king”)—is
prominently displayed by the poet in his opening sentence.
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He depicts the Danish nation’s former glory in a time when
powerful kings had been able to unite the various peoples of
the land, something that did not occur with any permanence
in Denmark or England until the tenth century.5¢ The
Beowulf poet does his best to attach his pagan champion to as
many peoples as possible—Danes, Geats, Swedes, Wulfings,
and Weaegmundings—as if to make him the more
authentically representative of the culture and traditions of
central Scandinavia: an archetypal Northman. Epics have
their propagandist appeal. There is a relationship, however
indirect, between Virgil's account of the majesty of Rome’s
legendary past, the glory of her ancient traditions, and the
Augustan program to bring back a “pristine” patriotism and
code of morals. Both the Aeneid and Beowulf are in some sense
historical novels, mythically presented, philosophically
committed, and focused on the adventures of a new hero.57
Both poets project onto the distant past features of the
society of their own day, consciously and deliberately, in
order to provide a sense of continuity. Virgil’'s Rome is
grounded in an earlier Rome; the Beowulf poet anchors the
West Saxon imperium in a brilliant North Germanic antiquity.
By the twelfth century, the Normans were very French; yet
the more French they became, the more they stressed their
Danish ancestry and the herojc deeds of their founding
dynasty.s8 By the first quarter of the tenth century, the
Danes in England were working hard to be more Christian
and English than the English: at mid-century both
archbishops of England, Oda and Oskytel, were of Danish
extraction.>? An OId English poem about northern heathens
and northern heroes, opening with the mythical figure of
Scyld from whom the ruling houses of both Denmark and
England were descended, fits nicely with the efforts of
Alfred and his successors to promote an Anglo-Danish
- brotherhood, to see Dane and Anglo-Saxon as equal part-
© ners in a united kingdom.

The sadness, the poignancy, the lacrimae rerum we as-
sociate with Beowulf come from the epic poet’s sense of
duration, of how “time condemns itself and all human
endeavor and hopes.”s0 Yet though Heorot is snuffed out by
flames and noble pagans and their works perish, the poet
does not scorn the heroic fellowship whose passing he has
had to tell. There is still something left worth ambition:
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“The task to be accomplished is not the conservation of the
past, but the redemption of the hopes of the past.”61 The last
word in the poem is uttered by sixth-century Geats who
commend Beowulf as “lofgeornost” (“most intent on glory”).
Lady Philosophy assured Boethius (II, pr. 7) that the praise
won even by noble souls is of slight value: only a small part
of a tiny earth is inhabited, and by nations differing in
language, custom, and philosophy; even written eulogies fail
because time veils them and their authors in obscurity. King
Alfred did not entirely accept her last point. He argued that
the fame of a great man can also fade through a kind of
trahison des clercs—"purh pa heardsalpa para writera 8zt hi for
heora slewde 7 for gimeleste 7 eac for recceleste forleton
unwriten para monna deawas 7 hiora dada, pe on hiora
dagum formaroste 7 weordgeornuste waeron”sz (“through
the bad conduct of those writers who—in their sloth and in
carelessness and also in negligence—leave unwritten the
virtues and deeds of those men who in their day were most
renowned and most intent on honor”). The purpose of
Beowulf, as Morton Bloomfield has often reminded us, is
heroic celebration, to present the deeds of a great man in
order “to give his audience new strength and a model.”s3
Those of us who were privileged to be Professor
Bloomfield’s students at Harvard know what such a model
can be worth.
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