	
	
	



Although it is the product of a thoroughly Christian Culture, is there a tension between Christianity and pre-Christian heroic culture, in Anglo-Saxon literature? 
By Sadie Page.
25 August 2019.

  Many of the Anglo-Saxon poems have aroused debate as to the nature and extent that the importation of Christianity and Latin manuscript culture had on previously existing Anglo-Saxon compositions. This paper will consider whether there is a tangible tension between Christianity and pre-Christian heroic culture, by examining and analysing the extant fragmentary corpus of Anglo-Saxon poetry. Most of these surviving compositions are preserved in just four manuscripts,[footnoteRef:2] the longest and most famous of the Anglo-Saxon poems being the Beowulf manuscript, (thought to be recorded sometime between AD 975 and 1025), commonly cited as the most notorious example of tension between Germanic heroic poetry and the more recent importation of Christian piety.[footnoteRef:3] Due to the limit of this paper, my focus will remain on Beowulf, but in an effort to integrate a range of insights, I will consider other examples of Anglo-Saxon poetry, whereby comparison and association with Beowulf may advance our understanding of scribal behaviour. It should be acknowledged that, due to the extensive history of academic interest in this area, this essay is as much a study of the critical reception of the Old English poems as it is a study of the poems themselves. The archaic elements are only possible to interpret due to the labour of many prior scholars. With that said, there is still no adequate way to do justice to the enormity and complexity of the subject in this limited study, nor can this paper fully embrace the wide range of linguistic, contextual and generic probabilities that Beowulf presents. Therefore, the aim of this study is not necessarily to present specific conclusions, rather to utilise the existing research and theories to consider the relationship between two traditions that were not always easy to reconcile or unite.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  The Junius manuscript, Exeter Book, Vercelli Book and Beowulf. Besides these, we have The Battle Of Maldon  and fragments of old English poems inserted into manuscripts collectively known as The Anglo-Saxon Chronical.]  [3:  Colin Chase, The Dating Of Beowulf (University of Toronto Press, 1997). pp. 9–22 (p.9).]  [4:  Dorothy Whitelock, The Beginnings Of English Society (Middlesex: Penguin Books, 1972), p.205-7. Leonard Neidorf, ‘Cain, Cam, Jutes, Giants And The Textual Criticism Of ‘Beowulf’, Studies In Philology, Vol. 112, no. 4 (2015), pp. 599–632 (p.601).] 

Germanic tribes that came to England in the fifth century imported dynastic traditions in verse form, dirges for the dead, hymns in honour of heathen gods and Scandinavian royal dynasties, heroic legends and mnemonic poetry, by which wisdom, legacy and ancestry could be passed on to future generations.[footnoteRef:5] This long and diverse history of oral transmission has been described as having seen both semi-pagan and semi-Christian storytellers interject and interlace the compositions, so conceiving an essentially new genre of poetry, that drew upon the traditional pre-Christian songs of the scops, before being preserved in writing by Christian Anglo-Saxon poets.[footnoteRef:6] The few extant compositions that we possess, probably occurred several stages into their evolution and represent a fusion of ideologies and cultures, having been retold over several centuries by people who became geographically, linguistically and culturally quite separated from the original material.[footnoteRef:7] Despite this process, there is good reason to believe that Anglo-Saxon society was not only familiar with the legends, but was acutely aware of the Germanic origin of their ancestors, deriving their knowledge from the poetry and the writings of historians such as Bede, whose Ecclesiastical History Of The English Nation (AD 731) was widely circulated.[footnoteRef:8] In short, the legends of their forebears were not perceived as trivial or even fantastical, and the few surviving poems could be considered as testament to the significance of an inherited Germanic heroic ethos in Anglo-Saxon society.  [5:  Whitelock, The Beginnings Of English Society, p.205-11.]  [6:  Ibid, p.205.]  [7:  H, M Chadwick, The Heroic Age, (Cambridge, 1912) p.560. James.W Earl, ‘The Forbidden Beowulf: Haunted By Incest’ PMLA, vol. 125, no. 2 (2010), pp. 289–511 (p.293)]  [8:  Whitelock, The Beginnings Of English Society, preface, p.1.] 

This ethos pervades the extant Anglo-Saxon poetry, preserved and cleverly manipulated to inform the earliest expressions of newly imported Christian asceticism, doctrine and episcopal governance.[footnoteRef:9] Whilst on the other hand, Christian motives and modifications were introduced to Germanic secular history and legend, rationalised and synchronised by monastic poets who grafted didactic material onto the heroic traditions of a benighted pagan past.[footnoteRef:10] How far the extant material was altered and in what fashion has been a hotly debated subject within academic circles for many years. Friedrich Klaeber championed the argument that ‘Christian elements within the poem are almost exclusively so ingrained in the fabric of the poem that they cannot be explained away as the work of a revisor or later interpolator’.[footnoteRef:11] Klaeber’s opinion is now widely accepted as legitimate, with some scholars concluding that the inclusion of frequent Christian references are just a normal part of the poet’s unconscious linguistic and moral framework, interwoven into Beowulf without obscuring the raw material.[footnoteRef:12] However, this opinion is not unchallenged. Charles Donahue, amongst others, accuses the Beowulf poet of ‘transforming elements of heroic tale into somber Christian acceptability’,[footnoteRef:13] paying a hefty price in so doing. Donahue’s view is supported by the rudimentary fact that the medieval monasteries of Britain provided the only substantial way for texts to be copied, and this elite milieu of monastics, who shared a common education, perspective and ideology, were probably responsible for the transmission of Anglo-Saxon poetry. Therefore scholars have insisted that the pre-Christian elements of Beowulf must have posed a significant problem for the devout, and presumably monastic, poet.[footnoteRef:14] There is certainly sufficient evidence to suggest that the Augustinian monasteries of Anglo-Saxon Britain were decidedly intolerant of pre-Christian modes of thought, with secular heroic legend deemed unsuitable for consumption. Neither the compositions nor their pagan heroes were met with great enthusiasm from monastics. Chadwick therefore insists that the original pagan elements in Beowulf  must have been largely corrupted and/or suppressed by the Christian poet. [footnoteRef:15] Although logical, Chadwick’s suggestion is not necessarily substantiated, for the surviving ecclesiastic correspondence and the poems themselves indicate that degrees of leniency existed, even within the monastic community itself.[footnoteRef:16] There are widely varying opinions regarding the type of Christianity that the Beowulf poet expresses; that could constitute an entire study in and of itself. Therefore, it seems more expedient to consider how the poet negotiated the tension between pre-Christian and Christian elements, in such a way that it became compatible with Christian didacticism, whilst skilfully preserving a Germanic pagan legend.[footnoteRef:17]  [9:  Charles Donahue, ‘Beowulf And Christian Tradition: A Reconsideration From A Celtic Stance’, Traditio, Vol 21 (1965), pp. 55–116 (p.56). R. W. Chambers, Beowulf: An Introduction To The Study Of The Poem With A Discussion Of The Stories Of Offa And Finn (Cambridge University Press, 2009), pp.126-7.]  [10:  (It should be noted that a number of more secular poems such as the Finnsburh Fragment, Waldere, Widsith, Deor’s Lament, The Husband’s Message, and The Wife’s Lament, present varying degrees of Christian inclusions). See Michael Cherniss,‘The Progress Of The Hoard In Beowulf, Philological Quarterly 47 (1968), pp. 473-486. ]  [11:  Friedrich Klaeber, Beowulf And The Fight At Finnsburg (Boston, 1950), Introduction, p.1. ]  [12:  Donahue, ‘Beowulf And Christian Tradition’, p.56. Edward Irving, ‘The Nature Of Christianity In Beowulf’ Anglo-Saxon England, vol. 13 (1984), pp. 7–21 (p.7). ]  [13:  Donahue, ‘Beowulf And Christian Tradition’, p.56. ]  [14:  For instance, the funeral pyres and the credence in wyrd, see William Whallon, ‘The Christianity Of ‘Beowulf’, Modern Philology, vol. 60, no. 2, 1962, pp. 81–94 (p.81).]  [15:  Ibid, pp.43-54. Chadwick, The Heroic Age, p.560.]  [16:  The growth of Christianity was sporadic through the fifth-eight centuries with pre-Christian modes of thought still flourishing within the secular population. In AD 797, the scholar Alcuin corresponded with Higbald, Bishop of Lindisfarne, strongly condemning the monks of Lindisfarne reciting secular poems, see Douglas Dales, Alcuin: His Life And Legacy (Cambridge: James Clarke & Co Ltd, 2012), pp.43-54.]  [17:  Arthur Gilchrist Brodeur, The Art Of Beowulf (University of California Press, 1971), p.83.] 

It has been widely suggested that Beowulf is a poem attempting to subdue its traditional stubborn Germanic nature, essentially becoming less effective by the omission of offensive features whilst being embellished by inept theological intrusions.[footnoteRef:18] Scholars have also remarked upon the suspicious absence of common traditional Germanic themes, such as blood-letting, infanticide, incest, metamorphism and rape, which perhaps gives further credit to the theory that the Beowulf poet eliminated the most threatening elements of tradition Germanic pagan culture.[footnoteRef:19] Dorothy Whitelock suggests that the omissions and digressions in Beowulf, are overwhelmingly concerned with elements related to pre-Christian practices and to historical Scandinavian feuds. These elements, she remarks, are referred to so frequently that the poet clearly wishes for them to be present in his audiences' thoughts, albeit unspoken.[footnoteRef:20]  If so, the conspicuous absences seem to haunt the narrative, and if elements of the original story were deliberately untold, for what reason have others been amalgamated into the material?  [18:  James W, Earl. ‘The Forbidden Beowulf : Haunted By Incest’ PMLA, vol. 125, no. 2 (2010), pp. 289–511 (p.291).]  [19:  Ibid, p. 291. Also Donahue, ‘Beowulf And Christian Tradition’, p.1.]  [20:  Dorothy Whitelock, The Audience Of Beowulf (Oxford: Clarendon, 1951), p.34.] 

Given our knowledge of the early medieval poets’ ability to blend the literal and figurative, Christian and pre-Christian, the concept of harmonious dual identity does seem feasible. To take this suggestion a step further we should consider Tolkien’s view, whereby the duality of ideologies and traditions may be the poet’s inherent mode of thinking.[footnoteRef:21] Either that or the methodical Beowulf poet overlooked his original concept of Christian reimagining and found nothing objectionable about the Geats of his poem conducting the pagan last rites of their hero,[footnoteRef:22] or that the heroes themselves seem to be preoccupied with their mortal legacy as opposed to divine reward in this world or in Christian heaven – ‘Let whoever can. Win glory before death. When a warrior is gone, that will be his best and only bulwark’.[footnoteRef:23] Presumed to be inherited from pagan times, these distinctly pre-Christian sentiments are unlikely to have been accidentally included. Furthermore, great importance has been attached to the absence of pensiveness about sin, or the specific mention of Christ or the Trinity,[footnoteRef:24] and although there are no explicit mentions of the ancient Gods of Scandinavia, the old gods are recognized in a scene in which Wulfstan and Elfric discuss them.[footnoteRef:25] The co-existence of these elements has troubled and divided modern scholars for many decades, but one has to wonder if the contemporary Beowulf audience would have seen a contradiction between the Christian and pre-Christian values. Or, were these pagan elements simply generic Anglo-Saxon modes of thought, far enough removed from their heathen origins to be of consequence? [21:  J. R. R. Tolkien, ‘Beowulf: The Monsters And The Critics’, Proceedings Of The British Academy. 22: (1936), pp.245–95.]  [22:  Whallon, ‘The Christianity Of ‘Beowulf’, p.87. ]  [23:  Seamus Heaney, Beowulf: A New Verse Translation (UK: Faber & Faber, 2000), lines 1387–9.]  [24:  Dorothy Whitelock. ‘Anglo-Saxon Poetry And The Historian’ Transactions Of The Royal Historical Society, vol. 31 (1949), pp. 75–94 (p.84)]  [25:  Whitelock, The Beginnings of English Society, p.21. ] 

Though unwilling to glorify pagan elements, it has been suggested that the Beowulf poet may have justified pre-Christian inclusions with the understanding that his characters possessed an inherent theological and moral apprehension of God, known as ‘natural knowledge; the law inscribed upon the hearts of righteous pagans’(Romans. Ii 1.5/ 1:20).[footnoteRef:26] Donahue convincingly suggests that this is entirely plausible and that we might look to Ireland, to a more developed medieval Thomistic theory of natural goodness, naturale bonum; the natural knowledge of God in a pre-Christian society.[footnoteRef:27] Donahue insists that Beowulf only makes sense when it is considered alongside its contemporary Irish literature, and he goes on to argue that the Beowulf poet was likely to be influenced by the early theological persuasions within Irish material, which commonly incorporated pre-Christian and Celtic ‘otherwordly’ concepts to divulge a thoroughly didactic message.[footnoteRef:28] Interesting though this suggestion is, there remains the problem that, unlike Irish monastics, doctrinal developments favoured by St Augustine and his Anglo-Saxon followers took a markedly pessimistic view towards the prospects of those who existed outside of the recognised doctrine.[footnoteRef:29] There was certainly no salvation for the heathen, retrospectively or otherwise. That said, Church doctrine was not necessarily in conflict with the Germanic heroic ethos, adding its sanctity to oaths of allegiance, and in some cases commending laudable acts of vengeance.[footnoteRef:30] So, if the Beowulf poet was intent on reconciling some of the more problematic inclusions, it seems wise that he pacified their paganism by shrouding them in the most strongly held principles of Anglo-Saxon society.[footnoteRef:31]  [26:  See Donahue, ‘Beowulf, Ireland And The Natural Good’ pp.263–277.]  [27:  Ibid, pp.263–277.]  [28:  (Immram Brain, The Voyage Of Máel Dúin, Nauigatio). The Anglo-Saxon poets were probably also inspired by early Greek and Roman literature, as indicated by the existence of thematic parallels in the Historia Monachorum in Ægypto, the Odyssey, and the Aeneid, See W.W. Heist (ed.), Vitae Sanctorum Hiberniae (Brussels, 1965) p.129.]  [29:  Donahue, ‘Beowulf, Ireland And The Natural Good’, p.263.]  [30:  Ibid, p263-7.]  [31:  Ibid, p.263.] 

From the remains of the poetry we can certainly observe that the strength of the lord-thane bond, was a formative pillar upon which the social structure of Anglo-Saxon England was governed. Heroism, unlike some other traditional elements, was acceptable, even glorified in the literature, within the provisos of the lord-thane relationship. Despite being inherited from pre-Christian culture, the principles of traditional Germanic heroism allowed the Christian poets to conceive of the relationship between Christ and his disciples in terms of the Teutonic code of loyalty between man and liege lord.[footnoteRef:32] This relationship and everything that it signified went far beyond mere material or statutory benefits, and we can observe numerous emotive declarations in Anglo-Saxon poetry which express outright despair over the disintegration of the lord-thane bond.[footnoteRef:33] This feature was certainly not a new concept in and of itself, with many of the Anglo-Saxon poems suggesting that the position of a kinless man was the lowliest in society. What is new however, is the notion that the monsters in Beowulf are allied to the man who slays his kinsman; a concept that scholars have cited to indicate that the traditional heroic codes have been interwoven with an early form of Christianity.[footnoteRef:34]  [32:  Chadwick, The Heroic Age, p.208.]  [33:  It is not mere material loss that inspires these poignant words in The Wanderer, ‘When sorrow and sleep both together often bind the wretched lonely man, it seems to him in his mind that he embraces and kisses his liege lord’, Whitelock, The Beginnings Of English Society, p.31.]  [34:  Whallon, ‘The Christianity Of Beowulf’, p.93.] 

Arguments about the monsters have dominated much Beowulf academia but it is generally agreed that the monster Grendel shares many traits with a draugr (an undead creature from Scandinavian mythology), yet is fundamentally introduced as the embodiment of all Christian evil and the descendant of the biblical figure of Cain. Since Cain is one of only two recognised biblical names in Beowulf, scholars observing the poem's Christian features have felt it significant to highlight the poet's allusions to Cain’s crime and subsequent punishment.[footnoteRef:35] In a medieval society that was governed by honour, not only was fratricide unforgivable, but by its nature, the crime could never be fully avenged or compensated for. So, although we are presented with a biblical expression in Beowulf, the theological conundrum associated with Cain’s crime was recognised in both traditional heroic and Christian culture.[footnoteRef:36] Tolkien suggests that we might view Grendel and his mother as symbolic of the most problematic aspects of the traditional heroic culture; problems that the poet attempts to rectify and consolidate with Christian enlightenment.[footnoteRef:37] However, T M Gang argues that this conclusion is simplistic and unfounded, for after all, the poet’s interest in monsters is evidently not limited to a biblical or patristic pedigree.[footnoteRef:38] Here, Gang draws attention to the fact that Grendel and the dragon are entirely different types of enemy. Grendel may be described as the enemy of the Christian God, but the dragon is not, and in fact ‘no words of moral disapprobation are applied to him’.[footnoteRef:39] On this note, some scholars have suggested that the dragon has no obvious Christian point of reference, yet we could argue that it has numerous biblical associations with Leviathan (Job 3:8; Job 41:1-34; Psalms 74:13-14, Psalms 104:25-26, Isaiah 27:1), and the dragon in The Book Of Revelations (12:3-4) – all of which are linked to Satan in Christian thinking. Quite evidently, the dragon has undesirable, monstrous associations, but it is not necessarily a moral evil in quite the same fashion that Grendel and Grendel’s mother are, and it is perhaps significant that the account of the dragon fight is preceded by accounts of Geatish strife.[footnoteRef:40] It could be argued that unlike Grendel, who is the perfect enemy for the poet to establish Beowulf’s vigour, valiance and fame, the dragon episode seeks to present a new model of kingship. There is an element of character development here as the older and perhaps more rational Beowulf acknowledges that he requires protective armour (unlike in previous combats);[footnoteRef:41] he fights not for glory but to protect his people. This supports the notion that as a king, Beowulf aspires for peace, he does not engage in aggressive warfare or feuds, which he reveals in his dying speech. This has been cited as arguably the most revealing part of the text:  [35:  Ibid, p.93-6.]  [36:  Gernot Wieland, ‘Manna Mildost: Moses And Beowulf’ Pacific Coast Philology, vol. 23, no. ½ (1988), pp. 86–93 (p.86).]  [37:  Wieland, ‘Manna Mildost’, p.93-5.]  [38:  T.M. Gang, ‘Approaches To Beowulf’, Review of English Studies III (1952), pp. 1-12 (p.6-8)]  [39:  Gang, ‘Approaches To Beowulf’, p.6-8.]  [40:  Beowulf (lines 2211–2515) - Heaney, S. Beowulf: A New Verse Translation (UK: Faber & Faber, 2000). ]  [41:  Heaney, Beowulf (lines 1518-22).] 

‘I took what came, 
Cared for and stood by things in my keeping, 
Never fomented quarrels, never
Swore to a lie.  All this consoles me’.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Heaney, Beowulf (lines 2736-9).] 

Beowulf appears to accept his death as a just ending to his life’s splendour, but if we look further into the corpus of old English poetry, recurring anxieties stalk the texts, with doom and futility clearly being high on the poets’ respective agendas. In Beowulf, we witness the literal demise of the nation of Geats, with the later part of the poem potentially being an elegy, not only for the demise of a king, but the demise of a nation, the demise of all hope and purpose. The hero is celebrated retrospectively, but his actions, though praiseworthy, are ultimately futile and his dynasty is eradicated. The demise of dynasty is better expressed in the passage that mentions the historic character of Hildeburgh – who loses her husband, son and brother, thus experiencing a devastating tragedy due to the spoils of feuding.[footnoteRef:43] After the legendary Beowulf poem, The Battle of Maldon is probably the most debated poem in Old English, and like Beowulf it seems to echo this profound sentiment of futility. The surviving fragmentary portion of Maldon commemorates not a golden victory but a catastrophic defeat suffered by the English in AD 991. Like Beowulf, Malden does not merely glorify the heroism of a bygone era but describes the ultimate defeat of a nation, acknowledging models of behaviour and conduct that could be considered as critical of the doomed heroic figure, Byrhtnoth.[footnoteRef:44] It has been suggested that both the Beowulf and Maldon poets are combining the retrospective glory of individual heroics with religious and theological rhetoric to consider the devastation relating to all collateral victims and damage associated with heroics. It has been noted that the Maldon poet at least, felt able to contemplate on his hero’s erroneous decisions, and seems to see no incongruity in invoking the Christian God amidst a bloody and ultimately tragic battlefield, in order to encourage theological reflection.[footnoteRef:45] [43:  This event is also written about in a fragmentary poem known as The Finnsburg Fragment. See Gwara, ‘The Foreign Beowulf’, p.188. J.R.R. Tolkien, Alan J. Bliss (ed.). Finn And Hengest: The Fragment And The Episode, (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1983).p 16-19.]  [44:  Irving, ‘The Heroic Style In ‘The Battle Of Maldon’, pp. 457–467]  [45:  Kirk Dobbie, The Anglo-Saxon Minor Poems (New York: Columbia UP, 1942),  pp. 7-16.] 

 Similarly, if we look to the Dream Of The Rood (tentatively dated to the mid-ninth century and described as the closest analogue to Beowulf), the unusual perspective and graphic depiction of the rood’s participation in the crucifixion, provoke an immediate and visceral reaction. The audience are forced to consider their own participation in the cause and effect of Christ’s sacrifice, as the poet fuses elements of traditional heroism with the most conventional and provocative theme in Christian literature and legend.[footnoteRef:46] Christ is not portrayed as the humiliated, meek man who suffers defeat on the cross. Instead, he is portrayed as a brave leader whose salvific act retains great heroic prowess.[footnoteRef:47] The cross itself is personified as the lord's retainer, and it is within this context that the rood is faced with an inescapable and repugnant outcome.[footnoteRef:48] Though the Dream Of The Rood incorporates soteriological aspects; with its references to apocalyptic outcomes and presumed final judgement, the poem is not necessarily a didactic message.  Rather it upholds traditional heroic values through the fundamental teachings  of Christianity, whilst still acknowledging the notion of man’s inescapable wyrd - an Anglo-Saxon and pre-Christian concept that roughly corresponds to fate.[footnoteRef:49]  [46:  Anthony R. Grasso, ‘Theology And Structure In ‘The Dream Of The Rood’, Religion & Literature, vol. 23, no. 2 (1991), pp. 23–38. ]  [47:  Adelheid. L. J. Thieme ‘Gift Giving As A Vital Element Of Salvation In ‘The Dream Of The Rood’, South Atlantic Review, vol. 63, no. 2 (1998), pp. 108–123 (p.108).]  [48:  Thieme. ‘Gift Giving As A Vital Element’, p.108.]  [49:  Grasso, ‘Theology And Structure In The Dream Of The Rood’, p.23-5. Mary C Tietjen,. ‘God, Fate, And The Hero Of ‘Beowulf.’ The Journal Of English And Germanic Philology, vol. 74, no. 2 (1975), pp. 159–171 (p.167). ] 

Thematically, it is therefore often suggested that Anglo-Saxon poetry is permeated by the concept of fate and of foreboding doom, inherited from a pre-Christian era. Some scholars suggest that here lies a shadowy conflict between blind faith in an omnipotent and benevolent Christian God, and trust in inexorable fate.[footnoteRef:50] The Wanderer and The Seafarer are two of the richest examples of the exploration and perhaps the co-existence of fate. Sorrow pervades much of the The Wanderer, with copious references to the insubstantial and illusive nature of the mortal world in comparison to the eternal experience of God's grace. Like Beowulf, the poets of both The Sea-farer and The Wanderer seem to allude to the idea that there are permanent, tangible values that remain untouched by the vicissitudes of fortunes in this life. Everything in this world is transitory, but with this sentiment comes the notion of accepted hopelessness, with the idea that one can only ever guarantee sorrow – sorrow at least is secure.[footnoteRef:51] Despite The Sea-farer poet’s own concept that fate is absolutely fixed, scholars have observed that an ideological conflict seems to permeate the poem, as the poet appears to dwell on the unresolved idea of fate verses providence.  [50:  Whitelock, The Beginnings Of English Society, p.28. Jaraslav Pelikan, ‘The Emergence Of The Catholic Tradition’, Christian Tradition Series, Chapter 1 (1971),  pp. 257-8.]  [51:  The Sea-farer (line 39-43), S.A.J Bradley (trans) Anglo-Saxon Poetry (London: Pheonix, 1995), p.590. See Julienne H. Empric, ‘The Seafarer: An Experience In Displacement.’ Notre Dame English Journal, vol. 7, no. 2 (1972), p.26. ] 

Whether or not we view a tension between these concepts and themes is much dependent on the audience interaction with the material.[footnoteRef:52] In the many arguments raised in connection with The Sea-farer, scholars have debated the interpretation of words, suggesting that the poem is fundamentally a secular homily to the Anglo-Saxon view that life is governed by fate. However the text could also be viewed as a religious allegory, through the metaphor of ‘being lost at sea- rejecting the luxuries of this world in order to seek salvation’.[footnoteRef:53] John C. Pope equates the Sea-farer’s suffering with the biblical figure of Jonah, from whose vigil in the whale one may draw significant parallels.[footnoteRef:54] Pope argues that The Sea-farer poet has enriched the legend with biblical allegory to transform Anglo-Saxon anxieties into apocalyptic homily.[footnoteRef:55] This argument may be quite a leap, and the problem with this proposed biblical allegory is that it is exceptionally difficult to substantiate.[footnoteRef:56] Generally speaking, allegories written at this time were explained in the text, therefore if indeed The Sea-farer poet wished for this sequence to be read as biblical allegory, he failed to fully enlighten us. On the other hand, perhaps this subtle suggestiveness can be corroborated by other linguistic tools that the Anglo-Saxon poets employed - tools that enhance the Christian audience’s perspective, but do not necessarily interfere with the heroic tradition in the story-telling. [footnoteRef:57]  [52:  Empric, ‘The Seafarer’, pp. 23–33. B. J. Timmer, 'Wyrd In Anglo-Saxon Prose And Poetry', Neophilologus, xxvi (194I), 24-33, pp.13-28.]  [53:  Eric G. Stanley, Imagining The Anglo-Saxon Past (Woodbridge: D.S.Brewer, 2000). p. 94. John F Vickrey, ‘Some Hypotheses Concerning The Seafarer; Old English Shorter Poems: Basic Readings (New York: Garland, 1994). pp. 251–279.]  [54:  John C Pope ‘Second Thoughts On The Interpretation Of The Sea-farer’ Anglo-Saxon England, 3 (1974), pp.75-86 (p.80).]  [55:  Pope, ‘Second Thoughts’, p.80.]  [56:  Georgiana Donavin, ‘A Preacher's Identity: Allusions To Jonah In 'The Seafarer', The Yearbook Of English Studies, vol. 22 (1992), pp. 28–37 (p. 29). ]  [57:  Kenneth Sisam, The Structure Of Beowulf (Oxford: 1965), pp. 27-28. Marijane Osborn, ‘The Great Feud’, PMLA, vol. 93, no. 5 (1978), pp. 973–981 (p 973-4).] 

An excellent example of this is the use of perspective and here we return to Beowulf, in which the poet distinguishes between two degrees of knowledge, one perceived from the Christian perspective of the audience (inaccessible to the hero) and the other, limited perspective being that of the Beowulf characters.[footnoteRef:58] For instance, in the scene known as ‘Further Celebration at Heorot’, Hrothgar gazes upon the hilt of the sword that Beowulf offers him, the narrative pauses and the poet turns to the audience to provide a historical and scriptural context for the next passage.[footnoteRef:59] This perspective exists outside of the hall, away from the characters who remain unaware of the larger, moral Christian context. Donahue proposes that the poet is playing the restricted pre-Christian hopes of his hero against the enlightened Christian knowledge of his readers, validating superior Christian consciousness, which importantly is given only to those who have the Christian wisdom to grasp it.[footnoteRef:60] The Beowulf poet describes Grendel in biblical and demonological terms (such as dēofol and hellegast), yet these words never appear in the mouths of the pagan characters, who instead use spiritually neutral words (such as eoten and and fēond).[footnoteRef:61] Although some scholars have explained these linguistic deviations as the product of trivialisation, or error, many would argue that if there is one insight alone that research has illuminated, it is that the Beowulf poet was a methodical scribe.[footnoteRef:62] He may or may not have had conflicting agendas and modes of thought, but it is fair to say that it seems unlikely that he would compose careless or nonsensical verse.[footnoteRef:63] It is more appropriate to suggest that the Beowulf poet was acutely aware of his role, for he was narrating a noble historical legend whilst establishing a perceived distance between questionable pagan elements and his contemporary Christian audience, in some senses creating a voyeuristic journey through a benighted past.[footnoteRef:64]   [58:  Osborn, ‘The Great Feud’, p.973-4.]  [59:  Heaney, Beowulf (lines 1687-1700).]  [60:  The poet speaks only in first person of Genesis. See Charles Donahue, ‘Beowulf, Ireland And The Natural Good’, Traditio, Vol. 7 (1949-1951), pp. 263-277 (p.267).]  [61:  Neidorf, ‘Cain, Cam, Jutes, Giants’, p.629.]  [62:  Fred C. Robinson, Beowulf And The Appositive Style (Univ of Tennessee Press, 1985), p.32.]  [63:  Robinson, Beowulf And The Appositive Style, p. 32.]  [64:  Charles Donahue, ‘Beowulf And Christian Tradition: A Reconsideration From A Celtic Stance’, Traditio, 21 (1965), p.81.] 

The dualism of Germanic heroism and Christian doctrine in Beowulf has been the crux of many intensive academic studies. This paper is focused on revealing the possible tension between these two cultures but, in doing so, I cannot overlook the Beowulf poet’s desire and ability to respectfully reconcile both pre-Christian and Christian features.[footnoteRef:65] In order to re-create an epic story, it seems likely that he reinterpreted traditional materials, interweaving the most profound elements of both traditional heroic values with Christian guidance, embracing and endowing both with creative merit.[footnoteRef:66] However, it is also quite possible that Christian analogy and biblical references may have already become cross-fertilised with pre-Christian legend by the time that the Beowulf poet came to execute his manuscript. Scholars of this line of thought observe that many of the parallels and expressions in Beowulf that echo religious verse, are extremely unlikely to have been conceived of by the poet himself.[footnoteRef:67] We cannot be certain how the story was refashioned but what seems evident is that the Beowulf poet was a methodical, learned Christian, and was fully aware that he was representing and navigating a heathen world. Despite the problems associated with depicting that world, like the poet’s predecessors and the Old Testament prophets, who (unfortunately) worshipped false Gods, the characters in Beowulf are part of a noble society who lived according to a just law.[footnoteRef:68] At times, the poet displays a historical detachment, and perhaps even censure, but due to his vernacular culture and the fact that he possesses great artistry and imaginative sympathy, he is able to introduce retrospective Christianity, imbuing the story with  rhetorical significance. Whether the poet combines the material harmoniously or adequately is subjective. However, what seems unanimously agreed upon is that the traditions associated with pre-Christian heroism lie at the very heart of the Anglo-Saxon poetry. It is therefore perhaps inevitable that an early Christian society, who placed such value on Germanic tradition, would commemorate their most precious legends and heroes with Christian sanctity. It is my view that the Beowulf poet skilfully created a rapport between these two mighty cultures, using alternating perspectives in order to harness the poignancy of traditional Germanic heroism, whilst validating the narrative with what he believed to be a superior Christian doctrine.[footnoteRef:69] [65:  Donahue, ‘Beowulf, Ireland And The Natural Good’, p.263.]  [66:  Chambers, ‘An Introduction’, p.126-7.]  [67:  Whitelock, D. ‘Anglo-Saxon Poetry And The Historian’ Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, vol. 31, 1949, pp. 75–94 (p.83).]  [68:  Ibid, p.263/271.]  [69:  Ibid, p.263.] 
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