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[bookmark: _GoBack]Referring to both the main narrative of the dragon-episode (Beowulf’s fight with the dragon) and the so-called digressions (the accounts of Hygelac’s last raid against the Frisians, and the accounts of the feud between the Geats and the Swedes), consider how we might understand the purpose of the dragon-episode in Beowulf.

The dragon-episode in Beowulf is one that has critics arguing over its meaning and its intended purpose. It can be viewed as the most important episode in the entire poem to some and central to the narrative of the poem. There have been many different interpretations of the poem by critics and scholars over the years that agree and disagree on the meanings from the narrative.[footnoteRef:2] One of the biggest questions that all Beowulf critics have attempted to answer to the best of their ability with the literature that has survived, is what does the dragon represent, if it represents anything at all? Calder argues: [2:  Lewis E. Nicholson, An Anthology of Beowulf Criticism, (London: University of Norte Dame 1963)] 

traditional images like dragons, because contexts change, inevitably become chameleon. They take their color, their meaning from their surroundings. External evidence can provide knowledge of the tradition. . . . But the essential meaning will be determined in the poem itself and must therefore be discovered by way of internal evidence.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Daniel G., Calder, “Setting and Ethos: The Pattern of Measure and Limit in ‘Beowulf.’” Studies in Philology, vol. 69, no. 1, 1972, pp. 21–37. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/4173747.> [Accessed 3rd May 2018]] 

 Another important part of the dragon-episode are the digressions that take place at the most anticipated moment of the battle between Beowulf and the dragon. What is the purposes of these digressions situated at such a pinnacle moment in the narrative? Brooke argues:
the very number and variety of the episodes renders the background extraordinarily alive; they maintain a constant interest and curiosity in the setting and, by keeping continuously in touch with “historical” events, represent the realistic note serving as a highly appropriate foil to the transcendental interest of the main theme with its highly significant symbolic value.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  G. L. Brook, “The Review of English Studies.” The Review of English Studies, vol. 3, no. 10, 1952, pp. 165–166. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/510913.> [Accessed 3rd May 2018]] 

 	The purpose of this essay is to explore the dragon-episode so that we might understand the meaning in the digressions and, if any, of the dragon itself. First, I will look at the dragon and possible interpretations. 
The dragon itself serves a purpose in the poem as it is one of the most important features of the episode as DuBios says: ‘First, the Beowulf dragon is not just any dragon. It is the Beowulf dragon. And the poet seems to me to spend a tremendous amount of time building up a context against which it may be seen and understood.’[footnoteRef:5] The context in which we understand the dragon can also be understood through multiple interpretations as Calder summarises:  [5:  Arthur E., DuBois, “The Dragon in Beowulf.” PMLA, vol. 72, no. 5, 1957, pp. 819–822. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/460364.> [Accessed 3rd May 2018]] 

There are essentially three ways of looking at the dragon: the realistic, the symbolic, and the allegorical. The realistic critics assert that the dragon is one of God's creatures and that in killing him Beowulf is only removing an enemy similar to the hostile host of an invading army. Those who read the dragon symbolically can agree on no single symbolic reference: the dragon is death, an expression of the evil of a debased society, internal versus external evil (Grendel), and, like Grendel, a "feond mancynnes, of a similar order and kindred significance.” Allegorical interpretations of the dragon read a common Christian metaphor into the poem, the equation of the dragon, or any dragon, with Satan, the archfiend.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Calder, pp. 21–37] 

The realistic point of view is to see the dragon for what it is, and that is a creature that can destroy villages and murder hundreds of people in a single breath of fire. The context in which we have understood the dragons initiative in Beowulf, is that it was provoked after three hundred years of guarding a hoard of treasure, but as it says in the poem: ‘[…]however, it rejoiced in anticipation of conflict, an act of war[…].’[footnoteRef:7] It can be understood by us from the internal context of the poem that the dragon has a negative stigma and as Bonjour states: ‘It is perhaps not excluded that the audience may have interpreted at once the sudden rising up of the dragon in Beowulf as a dire portent for the aged king and his Geatish people.’[footnoteRef:8] The dragon is a sign of bad things to come and I think it can be confirmed by the change in tone where it says: ‘The wise man supposed that he had bitterly offended the Ruler, eternal Lord, by breaking some ancient law; his breast with-in surged with dark thoughts, which was unusual for him.’[footnoteRef:9] This is the first sign of weakness in Beowulf and contrasts greatly from the first half of the poem where he is portrayed as the champion for divine justice, but now is almost seen to have lost his favour with God in his old age.  [7:  Michael Swanton, ed., Beowulf, Manchester Medieval Classics (Manchester: University press 1978; rpr., 1994) p. 145]  [8:  Adrien, Bonjour, “Monsters Crouching and Critics Rampant: Or the Beowulf Dragon Debated.” PMLA, vol. 68, no. 1, 1953, pp. 304–312. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/459922.> [Accessed 4th May 2018]]  [9:  Swanton, p.145] 

The symbolic point of view of the dragon can be understood in many different meanings. The dragon has been described as death,[footnoteRef:10]or as ‘Tolkien's famous characterization of the dragon as "a personification of malice, greed, destruction (the evil side of heroic life), and of the undiscriminating cruelty of fortune that distinguishes not good or bad (the evil aspect of all life)”’[footnoteRef:11] The dragon can also be interpreted as the complete end of the Geatish people as the messenger in Beowulf says: ‘Now the people can expect a period of conflict, once the fall of the king becomes openly known abroad among Franks and Frisians.’[footnoteRef:12] The dragon brings war to the people and kills their ruler Beowulf, and brings an end to the fifty years of peace. The dragon becomes an establishment for destruction and is described by Bonjour: ‘As a corollary, the monsters, whether they be thyrs or dragon, are maleficent (even relatively harmless nicors are not in odor of sanctity with our poet), and they are maleficent to mankind rather than to individual characters, parties, or tribes.’[footnoteRef:13] The dragon acts as a tool to wipe out a leader and his people, bringing war once again to the realm of humans. The dragon finally has its excuse to reign terror on the lands after a tiny gold cup had been stolen from the hoard it was protecting.  [10:  Calder, pp. 21–37]  [11:  Calder, pp. 21–37]  [12:  Swanton, p.173]  [13:  Bonjour, pp. 304–312] 

	The dragon may also have allegorical interpretations too.  It can be viewed from the point of view of good versus evil as there are a lot of Christian overtones throughout the poem.[footnoteRef:14] Beowulf is described: ‘[…] have said that he has in the grip of his hand the strength of thirty men, one renowned in battle.’[footnoteRef:15] It is also said when he defeats Grendel: [14:  Nicholson, p. 11]  [15:  Swanton, p.53] 

There the monster came to grips with him; however, he remembered the power of his strength, the ample gift that God had given him, and counted on the Almighty for help, comfort and support; by that he overcame the fiend, laid low the hellish demon.’[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  Swanton, p.95] 

It is plausible that Beowulf is portrayed as a Christ like figure that is blessed by God, and in the dragon-episode, willingly goes into battle even though his death is certain. It can be seen as an echo to Christs’ sacrifice on the cross in The Dream of the Rood but with the Christian and heroic elements added to the context. It can be suggested that Beowulf, in the first half of the poem, already defeated the devil, represented by Grendel. However, the dragon, representing the apocalypse is forever waiting to bring the impending doom upon the people as it says: ‘Where as limit and restriction are stressed for Grendel, immeasurability and open-endedness are the key images for the dragon: the entire universe becomes unfathomable, impervious to man's attempts to measure and explain it.’[footnoteRef:17] The dragon can be interpreted to be the end of everything, something that can only be defeated with sacrifice and misery, with death to follow it. The fight with the dragon can be understood to be a warning to the audience of the evil that exists in the world and what it is capable of. [17:  Calder, pp. 21–37] 

When the dragon first appears, and starts burning everything in sight, the narrative takes an interesting turn where Beowulf starts to digress into the past before his final fight with the dragon. The poet deliberately digresses to past episodes at this point in the narrative and this can be understood in a variety of ways as Brooke’s says:
[…] digressions may be very useful and may contribute to the value of the work of art: they may add to the colouring of the poem, they may provide-just as some digressive scenes in a play-a welcome relaxation from a tension; they may also serve as a foil to a given situation and, in some cases, possess a symbolic value contributing to the actual effect and understanding of the poem itself; all this apart from their intrinsic interest which may be very great.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Brook, pp. 165–166] 

Beowulf recalls three past episodes from his life. The first from his youth in the household of king Hrethel, who dies of grief because of the kin killing of Herebald, his eldest son, by his younger brother Haethcyn. The second episode is about the war between the Geats and the Swedes where Haethcyn, now King of the Geats is killed, and the third episode is Beowulf recalling his victory over the Frisian champion Daeghrefn during Hygelac’s last raid.
 It is interesting that the poet brings up the past episode about the conflict between the Geats and the Swedes. It must hold some significance to the narrative as DuBois argues:
In Beowulf the dragon's hoard is heathen (2276), and cursed (3052), and ancient (2278, 3050). But I find it more significant that the account of the dragon fight is preceded and surrounded by accounts of Geatish troubles among themselves, of Swedish troubles among themselves, of Danish troubles among themselves, and of Geatish alliances and wars with Swedes, Danes, and Frisians.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  DuBois, pp. 819–822] 

The conflicts and wars between the Geats and the Swedes are brought up three times through the poem, twice before Beowulf fights the dragon and once after he is killed by the dragon. It can be interpreted that these digressions revolve around the dragon episode and bear some importance to how the battle ended between Beowulf and the dragon. The audience would be reminded three times of the conflict, and I think that the digressions act as a warning of what is to come. After the dragon and Beowulf die, the messenger warns of the feud between the Geats and the Swedes being renewed as there is leader to stop the conflict. Just as the dragon can be understood to be a warning, so can the past digressions for the future.  The other past digressions such as Beowulf defeating Daeghrefn during Hygelacs’s raid serve a purpose. From my interpretation, these digressions are to highlight the Anglo-Saxon heroism, to give the poem the extra level of depth to the audience. The poem does this by showing Beowulf’s strength and honour when he defeats a powerful foe in battle. There are also similarities in Beowulf to other Anglo-Saxon heroic poems such as The Battle of Maldon where the hero’s names are brought to the frontline. Whole families are named just like in the digression about the kin killing of Herebald and Hygelac’s death. The poem would have passed on in oral form so these names would be remembered by listeners.
Another important part in the dragon episode is the actual slaying of the dragon with Beowulf’s only loyal companion Wiglaf, who does not abandon him like all his other men during the battle with the dragon. Wiglaf is introduced in the poem: ‘He was called Wiglaf, son of Weohstan, a much-loved shield-fighter, a prince of the Scylfings, * kingsman of Ælfere.’[footnoteRef:20] Wiglaf is shown to be a brave warrior who honours his lord and fights knowing he may very well die. He is the last of the Wægmundings and would be admired for his heroic attributes by an audience. An important feature when Wiglaf is mentioned is about the sword he carries as it says:  [20:  Swanton, p.159] 

The mention of the sword provides the excuse first for an allusion to the killing of Eanmund through the hostility of his uncle Onela; but the central figuire of the little story is Weohstan, who throughout plays the part of ideal retainer in slaying the enemy of his lord, presenting the spoil to Onela, and receiving it again from Onela as the reward of loyal service.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  R.E. Kaske, “Weohstan's Sword.” Modern Language Notes, vol. 75, no. 6, 1960, pp. 465–468. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/3040330.> [Accessed 4th May 2018]] 

The small digression here amongst the battle shows far more that just the sword of Wiglaf. It shows the history of his family and the previously mentioned Geat and Swede conflicts. It highlights the lineage of whom the weapon was presented to and handed down to, making Wiglaf a worthy retainer for the sword and a trusted warrior.  
These digressions can be understood potentially as a way of honouring the last generations of hero’s, but paving the way for a new age and new hero’s. Beowulf being one of the last great leaders, while needing aid from Wiglaf, a potential successor to defeat a new evil, represented by the dragon. 
Beowulf’s character begins to present a frailty in the second half of the poem and the audience starts to get the impression that his end is coming soon. One of these moments is when he strikes at the dragon’s head as it says ‘Nægling shattered; Beowulf’s sword, old and patterned grey, failed in combat,’[footnoteRef:22] Beowulf is in trouble here and he would have most certainly been killed sooner if Wiglaf had not stayed and fought with his lord. Wiglaf sword is described in the poem as the opposite to Beowulf’s sword:‘[…] by striking the spiteful creature somewhat lower down, so that the sword, shinning and plated, sank in, so that thereupon the fire began to abate.’[footnoteRef:23] It can be interpreted that that the contrasts between the swords emphasises the new age that is dawning and Wiglaf a worthy ruler to succeed Beowulf. The weapons to an Anglo-Saxon audience can be seen as extensions of the warrior wielding them, and for Beowulf’s to break against such an evil enemy confirms his end is near, but at the same time giving hope to the audience through Wiglaf’s lineage of the ancient sword.  It is interesting that Wiglaf is the one to find the weakness in the dragon which would allow Beowulf to land the final blow. I think Wiglaf is the one who ultimately destroys the dragon and after Beowulf’s death, takes no credit in this report to the people as Bonjour argues ‘The main purpose of Wiglaf‘s report is to reveal indirectly, but mist vividly, an important aspect of his own character which enhances and in a way completes the portrait thus far presented only through his own heroic actions.’[footnoteRef:24] Wiglaf’s heroic action during and after the battle reveal he is not just a fierce warrior, but a good politician also, just like Beowulf was when dealing with the lords and kings.  [22:  Swanton, p.163]  [23:  Swanton, p.163]  [24:  Adrien Bonjour, “The Technique of Parallel Descriptions in Beowulf.” The Review of English Studies, vol. 2, no. 5, 1951, pp. 1–10. JSTOR, <www.jstor.org/stable/511904.> [Accessed 4th May 2018]] 

The whole of the dragon-episode highlights many different interpretations and hidden meanings. It just can not simply be viewed as a dragon who kills Beowulf. I think the dragon episode is central to the entire poem as the digressions that are present reveal so much more history and ancestry that enrich the text and meaning of how we view the objects and the people. The poem ends with Beowulf’s final speech, but at the same time it feels like a new beginning for Wiglaf, even though now he and his people are exiles and can be reminiscent of The Last Wanderer. There is a strong connection that echoes with other Anglo-Saxon heroic poetry. Some we will never know if it truly existed or not. The purpose of the dragon-episode from my understanding is that the heritage of the old warriors is remembered and passed down to the future generations, so that the history will never be forgotten, if they existed at all.     
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