[bookmark: _GoBack]The heroic takes a number of different forms in Anglo-Saxon literature. Explore this diversity in approaches to the presentation of heroism in a selection (at least two) of the texts studied for this module.
The exploration of the heroic in Anglo-Saxon literature can be used in many different ways to create different reactions and invoke multiple emotions from the reader or audience of the literary piece.  The Anglo-Saxon stereotypical hero can be applied to multiple poems and still manifest in multiple ways, such as to represent a single hero, or an army. There are however counterarguments to this, that argue the non-existence of an original Anglo-Saxon hero, instead depicting the same reoccurring hero in multiple settings. 
Despite much of Anglo-Saxon literature naturally splitting into two parts, most modern-day scholarship more logically divides Beowulf into three sections.[footnoteRef:1] Tolkien is one of few to suggest a two-part divide for the “famous poem”,[footnoteRef:2] having two naturally balanced counterparts of the narrative that separates youth and age as well as first achievement and final death.[footnoteRef:3] The more common opinion however is the theory that the prose splits into three parts, academics that support this belief include H L Rogers, Kathryn Hume, John D Niles and many others.[footnoteRef:4] Usually the divide in parts comes between each of the three monster fights, containing one in each part, however Gale R Owen-Crocker pinpoints each section to “three movements and a coda”[footnoteRef:5] fixed to the four funerals in the prose. Disregarding the specific breaks in the sections, each of these three parts show Beowulf’s evolution from having the potential to become a hero, to becoming the greatest hero in the text, displaying characteristic of heroism such as bravery and leadership. The development of these characteristics leads to what is known as the ‘Dragon Episode’ at the prose’s conclusion and consequentially, the death of our hero.  [1:  S. Gwara, Heroic Identity in the World of Beowulf, (Leiden: Brill, 2008) p.239]  [2:  J. M. Hill, Narrative pulse of Beowulf, (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009) p.1]  [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid. ]  [5:  G. R. Owen-Crocker, The Four Funerals in Beowulf: and the Structure of the Poem, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000) p.236] 

The first part that Beowulf is usually split into is defined as the “Young Beowulf”[footnoteRef:6] period and presents Beowulf displaying the raw talent and characteristics for a great hero by Anglo-Saxon standards, such as ambition to succeed and “warrior virtue”.[footnoteRef:7] Hrothgar, the Danish king, implies the great honours that awaits Beowulf when he returns from his first of the three fights a victorious hero in his speech at the banquet;  [6:  Gwara, Heroic Identity in the World of Beowulf, p.239]  [7:  Ibid.] 

“your glory, Beowulf my friend, will be exalted among every nation, throughout distant regions… you will become a comfort to your people, a help to heroes.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Beowulf, translated by Michael Swanton (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1994) lines 1700 -1710] 

This speech predicts Beowulf’s future as a hero, should he be triumphant in his battle. However, with the prediction of him to become a hero, despite already possessing the qualities associated with heroism, proven with his willingness to go fight the monster Grendel without a weapon, proves that to be considered a hero by Anglo-Saxon standards, deeds must be performed, and a hero’s worth must be demonstrated through battles. This presents Beowulf as only a potential hero in the first part of the prose. 
The second part of Beowulf is often known as “Beowulf’s Homecoming”[footnoteRef:9] and has the emergence of Beowulf as a wise and powerful king. Beowulf exhibits in this section the characteristics associated with good kings such as Hrothgar, these include strength, courage, intelligence and honour, to present him as a worthy ruler.[footnoteRef:10] The author of the prose describes Beowulf in this section in the following manner: [9:  Gwara, Heroic Identity in the World of Beowulf, p.239]  [10:  Ibid. ] 

	“Thus Ecgtheow’s son, a man well known for battles, great deeds, displayed his bravery, 
	acted with honour… his heart was not savage but, brave in battle, with the greatest strength
	among mankind, he held the ample gift which God had bestowed on him.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Beowulf, lines 2177 - 2183] 

This description of the hero Beowulf shows the transition from his potential, to him as a fully-fledged hero of his people, with the proof in his deeds to supply him with ample evidence in his claim as a hero. According to academic Gwara, Beowulf in the second part of the prose is a “responsible king, that values the warband and its stake in political stability.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Gwara, Heroic Identity in the World of Beowulf, p.239] 

The third and final section of Beowulf is the “Dragon Episode”.[footnoteRef:13] In this part Beowulf undertakes his third and final battle, where upon slaying the final monster of the prose, gets bitten in the neck and ultimately dies from the venom. When unpacking this final battle, it is important to remember that Beowulf holds the knowledge that he is aging and nears the end of his life, however despite this, Beowulf’s actions can be viewed as marginally tyrannical. Most modern-day readers of Beowulf see him for the glorious hero he is presented to be, and therefore see his demise as nothing more than a tragic conclusion to war, sweetened by his overall victory despite his death, however John Leyerle presents a more complex and intriguing opinion on this final fight. Leyerle suggests that Beowulf, though heroic throughout the prose, is imprudent in his final moments, acting against the heroes’ code.[footnoteRef:14] The code all heroes were supposed to follow insists upon “a king who acts for the common good, not for his own glory”,[footnoteRef:15] an instruction Beowulf does not follow here. It is impossible to argue that Beowulf is not a glorious and good king, in the final lines of the prose the author writes that Beowulf’s people describe him as “the gentlest of men and the most courteous, the most kindly to his people and the most eager for renown”[footnoteRef:16] and so his death is consequentially not in the best interest of his people. The final part of this quote however suggests a conflict within Beowulf, as for describing him as “most eager for renown”[footnoteRef:17], or fame, presents the self-interest in his actions, leading to recognition at the cost of his life.  [13:  Ibid. ]  [14:  J. Leyerle, ‘Beowulf the Hero and the King’ Medium Ævum vol.34 no.2 (JSTOR [online], 1965) Available at: www.jstor.org/stable/43631201 Accessed: 29th April 2018 ]  [15:  Ibid. ]  [16:  Beowulf, lines 3179 - 3182]  [17:  Ibid., line 3182] 

The evolution of Beowulf as a hero throughout the three parts of the prose presents the differing stages of heroism and their forms and how they can be applied to one man. The forms of heroism in talented youth, refined skill and strength and recognition all apply to different parts of Beowulf’s life, and present the evolution of heroism within him. 
Heroism can also take the form of apposing sides in one battle. In the poem The Battle of Maldon, the author presents both sides of the battle, Anglo-Saxon and Vikings alike, however manipulates them to present one side of the fight as justified in comparison to the other. For historical context, the Battle of Maldon was fought in 991 under the rule of Æthelred the Unready in Essex, England upon the invasion of the Vikings.[footnoteRef:18] Though we have information about the battle itself, the author and date of the poem are unknown, and the beginning and end of the poem are lost to us, however it still presents a concise representation of the way heroic forms can be manipulated to both sides of a story. The entire Anglo-Saxons army presented in The Battle of Maldon are descripted in a way that is typical of heroes in Anglo-Saxon literature, similar depictions of warriors can be seen in literature such as Beowulf (“his reputation for courage”);[footnoteRef:19] the introduction of kings in Bede’s Ecclesiastical History (“the most powerful king there was Ethelbert”)[footnoteRef:20] and even other heroic themed poetry such as The Wanderer (“my noble kinsman”).[footnoteRef:21] The author of The Battle of Maldon also describes the Anglo-Saxons as “noble”[footnoteRef:22] and of “strong courage”[footnoteRef:23] as displayed in other heroic literature, but also goes further to explain the Anglo-Saxon’s reasoning behind the battle. The author states that the Anglo-Saxon’s are there to “fulfil [their] vow”[footnoteRef:24] to “defend this homeland”,[footnoteRef:25] implying that they are not at the battle simply for the thrill of battle, but instead as warriors with a purpose and justification. However, as the poem continues, the author also presents the negative side to heroism, similar to what can be seen in the final moments of Beowulf. The word “ofermode”[footnoteRef:26] is used to describe the leader of the Anglo-Saxons, Byrhtnoth, which can be translated to overconfidence, or pride.[footnoteRef:27] This presents the negatives to heroism, where ego leads to the loss of a battle, as it does in the case of The Battle of Maldon.  [18:  D. G. Scragg, The Return of the Vikings: The Battle of Maldon 991, (Cotswolds: Tempus Publishing, 2006) p.1]  [19:  Beowulf, lines 1470 - 1471]  [20:  Bede, Bede’s Ecclesiastical History, Book 1 Chapter 25 ]  [21:  The Wanderer, line 21]  [22:  Battle of Maldon, line 50]  [23:  Ibid., line 4]  [24:  Ibid., line 15]  [25:  Ibid., line 52 - 53]  [26:  Ibid., line 89]  [27:  Ibid.] 

The Vikings presented in The Battle of Maldon are not shown in the same positive light as the Anglo-Saxons, descriptions of the Vikings include terms such as “shameful”[footnoteRef:28] and “threatening”,[footnoteRef:29] a stark contrast to the “beloved”[footnoteRef:30] Anglo-Saxons. However, despite the overall negative tone to the representation of the Vikings, they are also assigned many traits associated with heroism, the most notable being “cunning”.[footnoteRef:31] The term cunning is also used to describe many undeniable heroes, such as Beowulf, who acts “cunningly”[footnoteRef:32] before his battle but also looking further back into heroic literature there are examples of cunning heroes in the ancient world, such as “heroic Odysseus”[footnoteRef:33] who is described as both “resourceful”[footnoteRef:34] and “of nimble wits”.[footnoteRef:35] This presents the Vikings as heroes of the poem as well as the Anglo-Saxons, however they are the heroes of their own people, but despite having the negative traits branded upon them by the bias author, they also carry redeemable, heroic qualities.  [28:  Ibid., line 56]  [29:  Ibid., line 27]  [30:  Ibid., line 21]  [31:  Ibid., line 86]  [32:  Beowulf, line 1434]  [33:  Homer, The Odyssey, translated by E. V. Rieu (Newcastle: University of Newcastle Upon Tyne, 1946) Book 1 line 20 - 21]  [34:  Ibid., Book 10 Line 503]  [35:  Ibid., Book 11 Line 93] 

Though there is evidence to suggest that the heroic takes on many forms in Anglo-Saxon literature, such as the aforementioned stereotypical hero, the supposed villain and a nation of warriors in a battle, there is also indication that heroic literature such as Beowulf is not an original storyline, and so the heroes the prose contains are in fact just copies of previous heroes, suggesting that the heroic can cannot take different forms per se but instead the same form in different texts. Old Norse sagas including the Grettis Saga, Hrólfs Saga Kraka and Samsons Saga all contain “ultimately identical”[footnoteRef:36] heroic stories to Beowulf.[footnoteRef:37] It is understood that there are many more accounts than these where the same story pattern is followed, which is the folk-tale dubbed The Bear’s Son, after “the semi-animal descent that in many versions is meant to account for the hero’s more than human strength”.[footnoteRef:38] Though there are a few varying formula that can be applied, there is one arguably more significant in corresponding to Beowulf,[footnoteRef:39] some of these points that apply to Beowulf include: “a demon takes to raiding the newly-built adobe of a king by night”[footnoteRef:40] referring in Beowulf to where Grendel the monster goes to see how “the Ring-Danes had settled into”[footnoteRef:41] their new house; “the demon’s lair… is usually underground”[footnoteRef:42], in Beowulf, the lair of Grendel is not only underground, but also a lake and also “the hero… [brings] with him a piece of the dead demon, more rarely a sword”, again in Beowulf this is met and exceeded as Beowulf returns victorious with both a head and a sword. The undeniable transferring of hero from story to story leads to the potentiality of Beowulf being an unoriginal hero, and therefore not having any diversity from other heroes.  [36:  G. V. Smithers, The Making of Beowulf (Durham: University of Durham Publishing, 1961) p.6]  [37:  Ibid.]  [38:  Ibid., p.7]  [39:  Ibid. ]  [40:  Ibid. ]  [41:  Beowulf, translated by Michael Swanton (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 1994) lines 115 -117]  [42:  Smithers, The Making of Beowulf, p.6] 

To conclude, the heroic can take many differing forms in literature, whether playing devil’s advocate for the supposed villains of a poem to show them as worthy rivals, to present an army of warriors as heroic, or to present a stereotypical Anglo-Saxon hero such as Beowulf. However, there are seemingly discrepancies with the presentation of heroes that make it problematic to say that they can take many true heroic forms, such as the issues with Beowulf’s character in the final moments of the Beowulf poem and the repetitive formula for heroic literature during the Anglo-Saxon era. This presents a conflict in the statement that the heroic can take many forms in literature.
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