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In the light of the texts you have read for this module, what, for the Anglo-Saxons, constitutes a Heroic figure. 

In order to understand what would constitute a Heroic figure we must examine some of the literature that survives from this period to see what stories are told and what themes are developed for the Anglo-Saxon audience. Public poetry had to be accessible to the audience and as Swanton notes due to the homogeneous society of Anglo-Saxon England it had to be accessible to every level of understanding.[footnoteRef:1] They did not have any reference material and so the content of the poetry had to be recognisable to the audience.[footnoteRef:2] It is clear that the period setting of any poetry had to be reasonably close to the life of the audience so that it remained relatable however it also needed to be far enough in the past that larger than life heroes inhabiting a real world was reasonable and believable.[footnoteRef:3] As Shippey notes “If Old English poetry has any distinctive subject, it is that of courage, or honour or the heroic life.”[footnoteRef:4] Frank describes heroic literatures as a “focus on the words and actions of a hero, a human being of passionate unconquerable will, whose drive for glory on the battlefield raises him above the ordinary. The hero is a strong character in an exposed position, a great oak practically asking to be struck by lightning.”[footnoteRef:5] For this essay I will be focusing on The Battle of Brunanburh, The Battle of Maldon and Beowulf and using them to illustrate what the Anglo-Saxon audience were expecting from their heroes.  [1:  M. Swanton, ed. Beowulf (Revised edition), (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997) p. 4]  [2:  Ibid., p. 5]  [3:  Ibid., p. 8]  [4:  T.A. Shippey, Old English Verse, (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1972) p. 17]  [5:  R. Frank, ‘The Battle of Maldon and Heroic Literature’ in The Battle of Maldon AD991, D. Scragg, ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd 1991) pp. 196-207 p. 199] 


There was an increased interest in the older style of heroic verse following the victories of Aethelflaed and Edward the elder which resulted in a more settled life for the Anglo-Saxons.[footnoteRef:6] This patriotism is expressed in both The Battle of Maldon and the Battle of Brunanburh.[footnoteRef:7] Both poems are preserved in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle and both poems belong to the category of ancient heroic poetry where the battles celebrated in the poetry were felt to be equal to battles fought in the heroic age and should therefore have the same treatment.[footnoteRef:8] The Battle of Maldon is only three hundred lines and Byrthnoth’s combat is restricted to a small number of those while the other warriors only have one fight each.[footnoteRef:9]  While it lacks a beginning and an end which would have helped to provide some context it is clearly a poem from the English viewpoint.[footnoteRef:10] The poet has picked out significant points in the battle and although we know the enemy is the Vikings they are anonymous with no names given.[footnoteRef:11] Bowra calls Maldon a “…triumphant success…”[footnoteRef:12] The poet has celebrated what he saw as a significant event in a heroic style together with a powerful realism. The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle records Byrhthnoth dying and a payment of tribute to the Vikings.[footnoteRef:13] So with this poem we have a historical event, confirmed in other sources, and while heroic poetry has what Bowra describes as …”an element of the fabulous…which raises doubts about the reliability of poets as witness to a real past” in the Battle of Maldon we have a poem which could be largely historically correct, save perhaps for the speeches.[footnoteRef:14] It is a poem in which heroic poetry and real life cross.[footnoteRef:15]  Schwab considers the speeches as “the poet’s heroic interpretation of historical fact”[footnoteRef:16] He also says “By the heroic device of ‘ritual’ revenge the Maldon poet has found the solution which explains why all faithful warriors had died a heroic death fulfilling their duty to the dead lord as archaic heroic language is apt to express it. They were not just slain by the invaders – they died gloriously as faithful retainers of their Lord who could not reward them anymore.”[footnoteRef:17]  [6:  C.L. Wrenn, A study in Old English Literature, (London: George G Harrap & Co Ltd, 1967) p. 182]  [7:  P. Wormald, ‘Anglo-Saxon society and its literature’ in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, M. Godden, and M. Lapidge, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) pp. 1-23 p. 15]  [8:  C. M. Bowra, Heroic Poetry, (London: Macmillan and Company Ltd, 1966) p. 388]  [9:  Ibid., p. 343]  [10:  R. Marsden, The Cambridge Old English Reader, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004) p. 252]  [11:  Bowra, Heroic Poetry, p. 343-344]  [12:  Ibid., p. 466]  [13:  K. O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ in The Cambridge Companion to Old English Literature, M. Godden, and M. Lapidge, eds. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005) pp. 107-125 p. 117]  [14:  Bowra, Heroic Poetry, p. 510-511 and D.G. Scragg, The Battle of Maldon, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1981) p. 13]  [15:  O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ p. 117]  [16:  U. Schwab, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Memorial Poem’ in The Battle of Maldon, Fiction and Fact, J. Cooper, ed. (London: The Hambleton Press, 1993) p. 74]  [17:  Ibid., p. 80] 


In contrast The Battle of Brunanburh deals primarily with national glory and uses convention of older verses, using expressions and phrases from earlier traditional heroic poetry.[footnoteRef:18] The poet manages to convey a vitality and vigour concentrating on the patriotism and the glory of the heroes, recognising how important the victory was over England’s enemies.[footnoteRef:19] Wrenn notes that there is a depth of true expression of the ancient Germanic spirit and that all the Germanic ideals are there: the heroism of the leader and his warriors as well as their mutual loyalty, together with showing a contempt for those that fail to live up to those ideals.[footnoteRef:20]  Heroic poetry is concerned with the telling of action, and the story is its strongest appeal, with the principle that a man risks his life in pursuit of honour and, using the field of battle, the hero is provided with this opportunity.[footnoteRef:21] Lasting glory can only be obtained by putting one’s life on the line which Athelstand and Edmund demonstrate in Battle of Brunanburh, while their enemies flee the field and as a consequence have no honour.[footnoteRef:22]   [18:  Wrenn, A study in Old English Literature p. 182-183]  [19:  Ibid., p. 184]  [20:  Ibid., p. 185]  [21:  Bowra, Heroic Poetry, p. 48]  [22:  O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ p. 109] 


The poet of the Battle of Maldon gives an impression of being close to the fight, naming specific warriors although Wrenn comments that it has been argued that the poet may have just been simulating a closeness to the battle, adjusting details to present a work that held “…the noblest heroic traditions”[footnoteRef:23] Wardle notes however that while Byrhtnoth is given prominence the tales of the other warriors are all told independently, loosely grouped around his death. The action is rapid and suggestive of being put together with little thought to an overarching theme or the sweep of an epic story.[footnoteRef:24] In The Battle of Brunanburh, unlike in the Battle of Maldon, the individual warriors are not named, with only the leaders mentioned.[footnoteRef:25] Given that the poem serves as a panegyric on King Athelstan, Wrenn correctly contends that it must have been written fairly soon after the battle as the king did not leave that long after the battle.[footnoteRef:26] Although it survives in a truncated form Wrenn calls it “…the greatest heroic poem in Old English” arguing that Beowulf is an elegy rather than a proper heroic poem.[footnoteRef:27] Gordon disagrees and names The Battle of Maldon as “the only purely heroic poem extant in Old English.”[footnoteRef:28] Clearly there is room for disagreement within academic circles.   [23:  Wrenn, A study in Old English Literature, p. 186]  [24:  E.E. Wardle, Chapters on Old English Literature, (London: Kegan Paul, Grench Trubrier & Co, 1935) p. 224]  [25:  Ibid., p. 227]  [26:  Wrenn, A study in Old English Literature, p. 185]  [27:  Ibid., p. 185]  [28:  R. Frank, ‘The Battle of Maldon and Heroic Literature’ p. 196] 


A key element of Heroic life is demonstrated in Anglo-Saxon literature in the form of the Lord or the treasure giver and his warriors or companions.[footnoteRef:29] The responsibility lies with the Lord who keeps the treasure and he will distribute this along with arms and rings to his men, not only providing practical gifts but also conveying status to his men. In return the men promise to die for their Lord, or should he fall they will die in the attempt to avenge him. As Donahue asserts “Heroic loyalty is the counterpart of heroic munificence”[footnoteRef:30] These values were part of society and remained true in tenth century England when The Battle of Maldon was composed and so the poet in using this idea of treasure giving and the loyalty of the men, is reflecting these ancient customs.[footnoteRef:31] This theme of gift-giving, or what Donahue terms ‘Potlatch’ is developed in Beowulf with the banquet that follows Grendel’s death.   Beowulf receives treasure from Hrothgar, including a battle standard, sword and horse and his companions also receive treasure. It is also seen in two scenes after Beowulf’s victory over Grendel’s mother, one where Hrothgar gives Beowulf a rune-inscribed sword and in the scene where Beowulf is taking his leave of Hrothgar he is presented with a further twelve treasures. For Hrothgar this gift-giving not only strengthens the alliance between them, but he also views this exchange as an expression of affection. His gifts also come with advice for Beowulf, and warns him about not acting appropriately using the example of Heremod who failed in his role as King due to his actions, as well as the idea of a hypothetical prince who becomes greedy and does not give out any decorated rings. So when he dies, his successor who is no relation, distributes treasure to his followers. Beowulf himself recognises the significance of the gifts he is receiving by acknowledging the obligations that he has assumed by accepting the gifts and hospitality from Hrothgar.[footnoteRef:32] [29:  O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ p. 107]  [30:  C. Donahue, ‘Potlatch and Charity: Notes on the Heroic in Beowulf’ in L.E. Nicholson and D.W. Frese, eds. Anglo-Saxon Poetry: Essays in appreciation (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1975) pp. 23-40 p. 24]  [31:  Ibid., p. 25]  [32:  Ibid., p. 27-28] 


Kinship in heroic literature expands on this theme.  In the Germanic world kinsmen were expected to protect each other and where necessary avenge the death of a relative.  As Parks points out there are numerous examples in literature which illustrate this important relationship between kinsmen.[footnoteRef:33]  She also comments on how this reciprocity between kinsmen has evolved over time to include men bound to their Lord not necessarily by their lineage but by oath taking and gift-giving as well as their concept of honour which may mean them acting against their own interests in pursuit of glory which as Parks notes “…stands at the foundation of heroic identity and thus of the heroic ethos.”[footnoteRef:34] The pursuit of honour binds a man to his community as the community is necessary to witness and validate the heroic actions of the individual, often in a material or economic manner and so the two are perpetually linked.[footnoteRef:35] Therefore a solitary figure is someone that is naturally suspect and should not be trusted as he does not have a place with a Lord or band of warriors.[footnoteRef:36]  This is why when Hrothgar and his followers abandon the Hall in Beowulf it is significant as the Hall was not only a practical space for a Lord and his warriors to meet and feast but it served as a centre for heroic society. A place where the Lord and his men come together.[footnoteRef:37]  [33:  W. Parks, Verbal Dueling in Heroic Narrative: The Homeric and Old English Traditions, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) p. 22-23]  [34:  Ibid., p. 26]  [35:  Ibid., p. 27]  [36:  Swanton, Beowulf, p. 21]  [37:  Ibid., p. 21-22] 


This loyalty can be seen in The Battle of Maldon. The poet has chosen a difficult subject, the English lost the battle with the Vikings, and the lead character dies half way through.  However the heroism lies with Byrhtnoth dying while battling the enemy and his men remaining not only to fight on, but to die in service of their Lord.[footnoteRef:38]The motive for the battle is the loyalty of the men to their Lord.[footnoteRef:39] It is this loyalty, this aspect of heroism, that the poet emphasises.[footnoteRef:40] He extolls the loyalty of Byrhtnoth’s warriors as well as their bravery.[footnoteRef:41] Wulfmaer, Bryhtnoth’s kinsman, chooses death, as Scragg would put it a “voluntary acceptance of the heroic code”[footnoteRef:42] Their courage and that of Byrhtnoth is only emphasised by the cowardice of Godric which is itself emphasised by the mention of the gifts he received from his Lord.[footnoteRef:43] Honour and Heroism cannot exist in a vacuum, and they require examples of cowardice or shame such as in the Battle of Maldon which shows how the cowardice of Odda’s sons contrasts against Byrhtnoth’s men who are faithful to the last.[footnoteRef:44] In Beowulf his men fail to remain at the scene at the end to assist their Lord and instead they decide to flee the scene. The poet also uses Godric’s cowardice and actions to demonstrate a concern with morality and Godric’s stealing of a horse is condemned not just as treachery but as theft and anyone that fled the field is condemned morally while those that stay retain their moral virtue.[footnoteRef:45] Irving comments that Godric is “…a false model of the true leader…an atrocious parodic model, and anit-model, on a frankly heroic scale, of the obligated retainer.”[footnoteRef:46] Scragg comments that Byrhtnoth is condemned morally for letting the Vikings cross in the same way that the Vikings are condemned for asking to cross however he also notes that others have argued that Byrhtnoth only suffers from acting rashly which traditionally is a heroic fault. [footnoteRef:47] [38:  O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ p. 123]  [39:  W.P. Ker, Epic and Romance: Essays on Medieval Literature, (New York: Dover Publications Inc, 1957) p. 55]  [40:  Schwab, ‘The Battle of Maldon: A Memorial p. 75]  [41:  D.G. Scragg, The Battle of Maldon, (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1981) p. 27]  [42:  D.G. Scragg, ‘The Battle of Maldon’, in The Battle of Maldon AD991, D. Scragg, ed. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell Ltd 1991) p. 33]  [43:  O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ p. 121]  [44:  Parks, Verbal Dueling in Heroic Narrative: The Homeric and Old English Traditions, p. 29]  [45:  Scragg, The Battle of Maldon, p. 37]  [46:  E.B. Irving Jr, ‘Heroic role-models” Beowulf and Others’ in H. Damico, and J. Leyerle, eds. Heroic Poetry in the Anglo-Saxon Period, (Michigan: Medieval Institute Publications, 1993) pp. 347-370 p. 354]  [47:  Scragg, The Battle of Maldon, p. 37-38] 


Byrhtnoth has been led by his pride and self-reliance to make a bad decision in allowing the Vikings to cross the ford. Having let them across the ford he cannot refuse to fight even though the mistake will be costly.[footnoteRef:48] Parks comments that the poet can be seen to be critical of Byrhtnoth for forfeiting an important and strategic advantage so that both armies could fight in equal terms.[footnoteRef:49] However it is clearly demonstrated by Blake that the poet intended to emphasise Byrhtnoth’s heroism, not diminish it.[footnoteRef:50]  In the heroic sense there was no advantage to allowing the Vikings to cross the water but had he let them stay where they were Byrhtnoth would not have been able to protect anyone other than his own men and from where he was there was no way to force the Vikings to leave.[footnoteRef:51] As Blake argues “Heroes are greater than the rest of mankind and behave in a way that seems outrageous and excessive to us. Grand (and perhaps futile) gestures are the stuff of heroic action.”[footnoteRef:52]  The decision ultimately leads to his death and to an English defeat despite the actions of his loyal companions fighting to the end around the body of their dead lord.[footnoteRef:53] Byrhtnoth is given a heroic death and Huppe excuses the decision to give away the advantage at the ford as a result of Byrhtnoth’s heroic pride.[footnoteRef:54]  As Huppe notes “It is because he heeds the demands of this heroic character that he becomes responsible for disaster.”[footnoteRef:55] Although he is defeated he serves God through his defeat and through that defeat and his death he turns the act of heroism which is sinful in itself into what Huppe calls “…a higher act of obedience…”[footnoteRef:56] This episode by the river also serves to demonstrate that Heroes have a thoughtful streak and a feature of the poetry is the is often hesitation or delay, for example here, Byrhtnoth is delayed by the tide and river meaning he has time to consider his decisions.[footnoteRef:57] Shippey notes that heroes have time to make their decisions, they are not made rashly but are deliberate and with the full knowledge of the outcome not just for themselves but for their opponent.[footnoteRef:58]  [48:  Bowra, Heroic Poetry, p. 122-123]  [49:  Parks, Verbal Dueling in Heroic Narrative: The Homeric and Old English Traditions, p. 31]  [50:  N.F. Blake, ‘The genesis of the Battle of Maldon’ in Anglo-Saxon England, Vol 7, (1978), pp. 119-129 p. 124]  [51:  O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ p. 120]  [52:  Blake, ‘The genesis of the Battle of Maldon’ p. 124]  [53:  Ker, Epic and Romance: Essays on Medieval Literature, p. 54]  [54:  B.F. Huppe, ‘The Concept of the Hero in the Early Middle Ages’ in Concepts of the Hero in the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, N.T. Burns, and C.T. Reagan, eds. (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1975) pp. 1-26 p. 10]  [55:  Ibid., p. 12]  [56:  Ibid., p. 13]  [57: T.A. Shippey, Old English Verse, (London: Hutchinson University Library, 1972) p. 27]  [58:  Shippey, Old English Verse, p. 28] 


Parks argues convincingly that it is possible to discern a general pattern to heroic literature and that this can be seen in The Battle of Maldon.  She first notes that heroes are normally given an opportunity to back out and forfeit their contest, for example Bryrthnoth is given the option of surrender by the Viking messenger, failure to do so will result in battle. This is the start of a verbal battle or contract between two adversaries and it relies on the hero honouring his commitment to fight.[footnoteRef:59] As Parks correctly notes this does leave events open to cheating and so Beowulf’s sense of fair play towards his opponents should not be underestimated and this honourable behaviour is a recurrent theme in heroic cultural expression. [footnoteRef:60] Parks has identified this pattern which starts with the initial engagements of two heroes (potential adversaries) arriving at the site of the contest. There is then a verbal exchange where they contend for glory and also agree on the next course of action, usually a trial by arms or some other manly display.  The action then moves to this trial or display which one of the contenders will win. Finally, we have the ritual resolution where the contest ends and there is usually a retrospective speech and possibly a symbolic action of some kind.[footnoteRef:61] The Battle of Maldon can be seen to follow this pattern staring with the arrival of the two armies, the verbal exchange between Viking messenger and Byrhtnoth, the combat stage and then finally the ritual resolution which in this case takes the form of Byrhtnoth’s men declaring their loyalty to their Lord and fighting to the death.[footnoteRef:62] However she goes onto to reflect that this pattern is not followed in all heroic contests, some steps may be skipped but she notes that “the most important determinants in heroic contest narrative consist not is some fixed and preconceived pattern but in the forces that give rise to these quarrels in the first place. Referring to the glory motive quarrel and contract formation, the bonding of words to deeds and the other heroic values…”[footnoteRef:63] [59:  Parks, Verbal Dueling in Heroic Narrative: The Homeric and Old English Traditions, (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) p. 45]  [60:  Ibid., p. 46]  [61:  Ibid., p. 50]  [62:  Ibid., p. 55]  [63:  Ibid., p. 53] 


Although Byrhtnoth’s decision to allow the Vikings across the ford could be considered tragic as it leads to his death and the English defeat, his death is not tragic, but rather a worthwhile event which Bowra calls “…an occasion for pride and satisfaction.”[footnoteRef:64] Byrhtnoth is given the traditional epithet of “protector of warriors”[footnoteRef:65] A heroic death is the fitting end for a heroic life and even though the companions for Byrhtnoth die in the English defeat they have acted heroically and we do not feel fear for them as they approach their death and their defeat by the Vikings, rather we feel pride at their actions and they justify the high hopes that have been held for them.[footnoteRef:66]  [64:  Bowra, Heroic Poetry, p. 75]  [65:  Scragg, ‘The Battle of Maldon’,p. 34]  [66:  Bowra, Heroic Poetry, p. 76-77] 


The motif of the Lord and retainer bond is used throughout the Battle of Maldon and is a traditional heroic device.[footnoteRef:67] It can be described as a “social contract” between a Lord and his warriors.[footnoteRef:68] The poem shows the relationships on the English side and how they reflect loyalty between each other and their lord with a hierarchical presentation of men making heroic speeches.[footnoteRef:69] The men make vows to each other as they did to Byrhtnoth and how Byrhtnoth had urged them just before his death and it is this model that keeps the men in the battle and as Irving notes “…unites them in heroic fellowship. By their free and difficult choices they pay him the last honour.”[footnoteRef:70] Byrhtnoth urges his men on even after being struck down and his speech is necessary to counter the speeches that his men will give, otherwise there is a danger that Byrhtnoth would be overshadowed by his own men.[footnoteRef:71]  The companions stand by their Lord Byrhtnoth even after death and in doing so they prove worth of his Lordship and we have different warriors speak out for the fight with the Vikings to continue even after his death.[footnoteRef:72]  The poet used this heroic ideal to turn the English defeat into a moral victory and in this case the result was more like a praise poem for Byrhtnoth than for poem that would stir national pride.[footnoteRef:73] The details also give us to cause to think that this is praise poetry and as Blake notes most modern critics would see this poem as an eulogy for a heroic character.[footnoteRef:74]  The separate deeds of the individual fighters and the fight around the body of Byrhtnoth is described in a similar way to the fight at the wall from Book twelve of the heroic epic The Iliad and there are other similarities to The Iliad with the speech by the old companion at the end of the Maldon that can be likened to the speech by Sarpedon to Glaucus also in Book twelve.[footnoteRef:75] Ker notes that “…the poem of Maldon…has uttered the spirit and essence of the northern Heroic literature in its reserved and simple story; and its invincible profession of heroic faith.”[footnoteRef:76] [67:  Scragg, The Battle of Maldon, p. 22]  [68:  Scragg, ‘The Battle of Maldon’ p. 33]  [69:  Marsden, The Cambridge Old English Reader, p. 252]  [70:  Irving Jr, ‘Heroic role-models” Beowulf and Others’ p. 354 ]  [71:  Blake, ‘The genesis of the Battle of Maldon’ p. 123]  [72:  Bowra, Heroic Poetry, p 113]  [73:  Marsden, The Cambridge Old English Reader, p. 251]  [74:  O’Brien O’Keeffe ‘Heroic Values and Christian Ethics’ p. 117 and Blake, ‘The genesis of the Battle of Maldon’ p.120]  [75:  Ker, Epic and Romance: Essays on Medieval Literature, p. 11]  [76:  Ibid., p. 57] 


In the Battle of Maldon the poet is trying to combine the pagan heroic ideal with the new Christian ideas, fortunately the memory of this ideal was still a vivid memory for the audience and was therefore relatable to them.[footnoteRef:77] While the poem is concerned with this heroic spirit the poet has the hero giving prayer to God which is the key Christian element.[footnoteRef:78] In the case of Beowulf the poet manages to promote the image of a non-Christian hero so successfully that the audience are able to reconcile this ancient heroic ancestor and their Christian faith. By aligning Grendel and his mother as the heathen antagonists the poet is able to show Hrothgar and Beowulf as following the natural laws, looking to God with gratitude. The poet references God throughout while still celebrating heroic deeds and opens the poem by reflecting on the glory and courageous deeds of the Germanic heroes.[footnoteRef:79] Donahue notes that the poet, as well as using the heroic ethic wisely, clearly well versed in heroic poetry, he has also managed to use a knowledge of Christianity and Donahue goes on to suggest that this may have come about by an acquaintance with monks in an English monastery, possibly with a Celtic origin.[footnoteRef:80] “He showed forth in his poem the aesthetic value of right conduct in the heroic mode and, at the same time, provided a guide to those perplexed about the relation of heroic ancestors to Christian teaching. This is why his heroic elegy is one of the greatest meditative poems in the English language.”[footnoteRef:81] [77:  Huppe, ‘The Concept of the Hero in the Early Middle Ages’ p. 8-9]  [78:  Wrenn, A study in Old English Literature, p. 186]  [79:  Donahue, ‘Potlatch and Charity: Notes on the Heroic in Beowulf’ p. 23-24]  [80:  Ibid., p. 40]  [81:  Ibid., p. 40] 


In helping us to understand what the Anglo-Saxon audience might expect from their heroic poetry Shippey directs us to look at the Finnsberg Episode from Beowulf which is the story of Finn, King of the Frisians and the Danish heroes Hnaef and Hengest, a feud that ends with the Danes victorious.  A fifty line version of this event survives as a separate independent poem and while it stops short of describing the action the lines that do survive concentrate on the mental incidents covering a range of emotions, prophecy, melancholy, resolution and humour.[footnoteRef:82] The Beowulf poet doesn’t explain matters fully either and both poets have a different idea to us, the modern audience, as to what was important to their Anglo-Saxon audience.[footnoteRef:83] Frank even comments that the behaviour and code of these heroes may be alarming to the modern audience and so “modesty, tolerance, ability at the bargaining table, even jovial backslapping, cut a poor figure, while bragging threatening and skill at decapitation are excruciatingly good manners”[footnoteRef:84] Shippey argues that the original audience must have had some idea of how to respond to this type of poetry and that perhaps this does not now remain.[footnoteRef:85]  The Beowulf poet was constantly alluding to other legends that must have been familiar to the Anglo-Saxon audience and while they may not have understood Beowulf in the way that a modern reader does, who has access to other historical, literary and archaeological records, he argues that either they were very intelligent or that there was other assistance available to them which we do not have.[footnoteRef:86]  [82:  Shippey, Old English Verse, p. 19-20]  [83:  Ibid., p. 21]  [84:  Frank, ‘The Battle of Maldon and Heroic Literature’ p. 196]  [85:  Shippey, Old English Verse, p. 19]  [86:  Ibid., p. 18] 


In Beowulf the theme of the poem is one of a heroic life, however in contrast to the Battle of Maldon and Battle of Brunanburh it is lacking in battle events. We do not hear much of Beowulf’s career only getting hints and oblique references to battles but the poet has minimised the battle scenes themselves.[footnoteRef:87] However Beowulf has a reputation of heroic activity and the poet builds this around him and aside from the monsters in the poem it is the peril of the victims that serve to enhance Beowulf’s reputation as a hero.[footnoteRef:88] The poet contrasts the events with Scyld Scefing who came to the Danes over the waves at their hour of need with the Beowulf also arriving from the across the sea, as Swanton explains “…another stranger who will cleanse their land and re-establish the glory of their kingdom”[footnoteRef:89]  Swanton explains “A new kind of hero is needed and his reputation has preceded him”.[footnoteRef:90] Swanton goes onto to describe how Beowulf is a breath of new life in to the decaying Danish kingdom, who is introduced from the beginning  “…as an essentially active agent, clothed in the fine bright armour of his business.”[footnoteRef:91] The use of arms and armour throughout the poem forms a characteristic symbol of the hero and heroic activity and emphasising Beowulf’s armour demonstrates a promise of action.[footnoteRef:92] [87:  Swanton, ed. Beowulf, p. 23]  [88:  Ibid., p. 13-15]  [89:  Ibid., p. 15]  [90:  Ibid., p. 22]  [91:  Ibid., p. 22]  [92:  Ibid., p. 22] 


The poet tells us that it is through actions that lead to praise that a man may prosper and Swanton correctly asserts that this then is the key to the heroic ethic. “...action which leads to glory and praise, to the attainment of which all men should direct themselves. Life is fleeting; we shall all die; let us therefore so act as to merit the praise and remembrance of men”[footnoteRef:93] The poet gives us the example of Hrothgar who having had success in battle presented as an example of a heroic king when he was in his youth.  A king who had inspired men to serve him resulting in a large army of warriors. In old age Hrothgar was able to accept the help that Beowulf offered as repayment for the help that Hrothgar had given to Beowulf’s father and this neatly sidesteps the issue of Hrothgar being seen as a weak king.[footnoteRef:94]  [93:  Ibid., p. 19]  [94:  Ibid., p. 20] 


In contrast to an epic hero who knows his opponent and while struggling against it, goes willingly to his fate, the Germanic hero fights against monsters, or agents of evil that are external to the hero, he is not fighting his own fate and “…whether victorious or defeated, therefore the end will be that glory, lof and dom, for which Beowulf, of all men, was the most eager.”[footnoteRef:95] By the end Beowulf has ruled well for fifty years and while he is old his personal courage still exists, even if he has lost some self-confidence which is in contrast to Hrothgar’s inactivity.[footnoteRef:96] Beowulf’s decision to fight the dragon along is not about arrogance or over confidence but rather showing us an excess of heroism. This was unnecessary as he could have had others fight the dragon for him in much the same way as Hrothgar had Beowulf fight for him against Grendal.  It was never suggested that Hrothgar should fight the monster and there would have been on issue had Beowulf had others fight for him.[footnoteRef:97] Not only does he go to fight the monster alone but he tells his men that it is not their duty to fight with him.  When it all goes wrong, all but one of them takes him at his word and they flee however there is one that remains.  At this point we are introduced to Wiglaf, Weohstan’s son and Beowulf’s successor. When Wiglaf joins the battle this is appealing to both the heroic code and also points to Beowulf’s stature.[footnoteRef:98] The poet provides him with a formal introduction and now that Beowulf’s life is in danger his duty is clear. Despite the order from Beowulf that he would fight alone it is clear to Wiglaf that it is his duty to save Beowulf or die trying.[footnoteRef:99] [95:  Ibid., p. 26-27]  [96:  Ibid., p. 25]  [97:  Donahue, ‘Potlatch and Charity: Notes on the Heroic in Beowulf’ p. 29-30]  [98:  Swanton, ed. Beowulf p. 25]  [99:  Donahue, ‘Potlatch and Charity: Notes on the Heroic in Beowulf’ p. 31] 


When Beowulf dies he declares that the has ruled well for fifty years without resorting to stealthy combat or sworn false oaths, his conscience was clear.  Beowulf has laid down his life for his people and so for the poet and the audience of Christians this was an indication of the highest moral code he could reach.[footnoteRef:100]  Having died a sacrificial death it is now in the hands of Beowulf’s men to provide a suitable counter-gift.  The men who ran away are first sent into exile having proved themselves unworthy to be part of the honourable tradition of gift-giving. The warriors are asked to make a huge sacrifice in destroying all the treasure that was won under Beowulf’s leadership as well as that from the dragon’s hoard.  The could not honourably refuse as after Beowulf’s supreme sacrifice being asked for this total sacrifice of the treasure was necessary.[footnoteRef:101] [100:  Ibid., p. 31-32]  [101:  Ibid., p. 35] 


In the three poems discussed we have been able to identify the key elements that for the Anglo-Saxon audience would constitute a heroic figure.  They are a treasure giver, a warrior, a Lord, a kinsman, a king. They may act rashly but this is always for the greater good and they are willing to make the ultimate sacrifice and can inspire their men to do the same. Shippey says of Beowulf that the quality of a hero is not arrogance of courage but rather his readiness to accept change.[footnoteRef:102] The men in these poems were in many ways relatable to the Anglo-Saxons, the fact that this poetry has survived is a testament to the importance it had to society. We can conclude, as Irving says, that “…poets held heroes such as Beowulf up for admiration and emulation. Indeed, it was perhaps the main purpose of such poetry to provide models of behaviour for semi-aristocratic warrior classes.”[footnoteRef:103] [102:  Shippey, Old English Verse, p. 39]  [103:  Irving Jr, ‘Heroic role-models” Beowulf and Others’ p. 347] 
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