UNIT 9

Beowulf: I

The third of Beowulf’s battles is the fight with the dragon, or the “dragon episode’
(Swanton, pp. 139-87, beginning with ‘In clashes of battle in later days ...").
Whereas in the first part of the narrative Beowulf is a young warrior, in the dragon
episode he is an old man who has been king of his people, the Geats, for fifty
years. Significantly this has been a time of peace. The narrative itself is highly
complex, and to try to unravel some of this complexity | have included in the
course reader two charts. The first shows the different phases of the narrative and
the different speeches surrounding the key event. The episode is conspicuously
organized around the number three: three speeches each describing three
episodes, and Beowulf attacks the dragon three times. There may be thematic
significance in this use of three to organize the episode, but the technique may
equally well be a structural one, simply a way of arranging such a large body of
complex material. The second sheet reconstructs the two histories that form the
background to Beowulf's fight with the dragon. These concern Hygelac’s last raid
against the Frisians, which is referred to on four occasions in Beowulf, and the
ongoing feud between the Swedes and the Geats which covers three generations.
In an important way these two ongoing narratives, which are in the past and which
at the same time impinge on the narrative in the present, are more than anything
typical Germanic heroic narratives; they have all the elements that in their own
right would constitute a narrative about warfare and vengeance. The interesting
feature of the dragon episode is that these highly conventional pieces of heroic
narrative are counterpointed by Beowulf’s fight with the dragon; they are all made
to focus on this one event, what critics refer to as an ‘epic moment’. The dragon
is a monster, not a human being, and in this respect the fight with the dragon is
similar to the fights with Grendel and Grendel’s mother. It is possible to see in
Grendel and Grendel’s mother demons embodying what was most destructive
within Anglo-Saxon heroic culture — feud, vengeance, exile — and at the same time
that they represent forces of evil in a religious sense. The dragon similarly

represents a destructive force within heroic culture. The Beowul/f-poet has
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constructed the narrative around the dragon fight, and when the dragon is aroused
to vengeance, this has the effect of igniting all the destructive forces that have
been and will be at work in heroic culture. One of the keys to uncovering the
design of the episode, | think, is Beowulf’s last speech where he describes how he
ruled the kingdom for fifty years; these were fifty years of peace (Swanton, p.
185).

Consider the complexity of the dragon episode in the ways it combines the
narrative of Hygelac’s last raid ahd the ongoing feud between the Swedes and
Geats with the Beowulf’s fight with the dragon and his death. Does the text seem
designed to condemn heroic culture? |s there perhaps an implici{ admiration and
even nostalgia for pre-Christian heroic culture? How does the monster, the dragon,
function in this episode and what is the nature of Beowulf’s fight with the dragon,

that is, what is he fighting against and what is it that ultimately destroys him?




Beowulf: the Dragon episode

2210b-2230:
Swanton, p. 141

22312277+
Swanton, pp. 141-43

2278-2349a:
Swanton, pp. 143-47

2349b-2399a
Swanton, pp. 147-9

2397-2416
Swanton, pp. 149-51

2417-2515
Swanton, pp. 151-5

2516-2537
Swanton, p. 155

2539-2891
Swanton, pp. 155-173

2892-3027
Swanton, pp. 173-9

—the beginning of the crisis of the dragon
—history of the treasure; lament of the last survivor
—the dragon is enraged; Beowulf resolves to fight the dragon

—narrator recalls 3 events of Beowulf’s history
—fight with Grendel
~Hygelac’s last raid
—an episode in the Geatish-Swedish wars, that led to Beowulf
becoming king of the Geats

—returns to present time; Beowulf seeks the dragon

—Beowulf’s speech which recalls 3 episodes in his life
~his youth in the household of king Hrethel, the accidental
(kin-)killing of Herebald (Hrethel’s eldest son) by Haethcyn
(Hrethel’s second son), and the analogy of the father who
dies of grief;, king Hrethel dies of grief.
—conflict between the Geats and the Swedes, in which
Haethcyn, now king of the Geats, was killed. There is a brief
reference to the battle of Ravenswood.
—Beowulf’s victory over the Frisian champion Daeghrefn
during Hygelac’s last raid.

—present time: Beowulf addresses his followers.
~Beowulf’s fight with the dragon; the death of Beowulf.

—the speech of the messenger.
-refers to Hygelac’s last raid against the Frisians (1.
2910b-2921).
-renewed conflict between the Geats and the Swedes (1L
2922-2998), with an account of the history of the conflict,
and a detailed account of the battle of Ravenswood.
—foretells the end of the Geatish nation and the exile of the
warriors (Il. 3007b-3027).
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