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In what ways would it appear that Anglo-Saxon literature adapted and modified heroic culture to it own ends? Is it possible to refer to the emergence of a ‘new (Christian) heroism’?
‘‘Anglo-Saxon’’ is the generic appellation for several Northern Germanic races which occupied England from 449 A.D.
   In an entry for the same year, in  A History of the English Church and People, Bede records that these invaders were comprised of three exclusive tribes: the Angles, Saxons and Jutes.
  They were also pagans who, united in their cruelty and oppression, achieved total supremacy over the native Christian Britons: ‘‘with fire and sword’’ they ‘‘established a stranglehold over nearly all the doomed island’’.
  The Anglo-Saxon poem, Beowulf, demonstrates an employment of largely Christian symbology, particularly in the motifs of fire and sword, which is reminiscent of Bede. Whether this is evidence for a mutual dislike of Germanic culture is one debate that will be discussed in the following essay.
       Loyn believes that ‘‘universal religions such as Christianity…have the power to weaken traditional tribal conventions.’’
  There is no question that the Christian conversion of the Anglo Saxons, which Augustine began in 596 A.D.,
 changed the entire character of the country, reducing the level of internal tribal warfare and separatism, and reducing the number of autonomous kingdoms. Its cultural identity eventually became unanimously Christian in character. 
        This essay examines the accuracy of Loyn’s hypothesis, as far as its application can be made to Beowulf, to evaluate whether the weakening of heroic culture was a consequence of its appropriation by the Church. It interprets the internal dialogue, or the textual disagreement, between Christian and pagan voices and their respective definitions of the ‘‘heroic’’. The aim is to determine how far the Beowulf poet reformulated Germanic heroic culture, bringing it up to date with contemporary Christian thought. In doing so, it takes examples from the poem which demonstrate either cultural displacement or ethnic blending. It also considers features of the poem which are more liberal, or not culturally determined.
         The modification of heroic culture by a Christian one is introduced almost immediately in Beowulf, when Scyld Scefing’s son is given a Christ-like purpose: ‘‘Later a son was born to him, a young man in the court whom God sent to be a comfort to the people.’’
  Let’s take another example of the Christian appropriation of heroic culture: ‘‘It is a marvel to tell how mighty God in his ample spirit distributed to mankind, wisdom, homeland and heroism. He has power over all things,’’ 
 says Hrothgar to Beowulf. The Germanic hero is chastened in this reversal of ownership, receiving no credit for the culture which he designed. 
        Wright has already observed the binary oppositions in Beowulf; namely, good and evil; light and darkness; joy and sorrow.
  Any of these oppositions may also be used interchangeably with Christian (good/light/joy) and pagan (evil/darkness/sorrow). In ‘‘perpetual darkness’’ Grendel ‘‘ruled the misty wastelands’’ and ‘‘on dark nights he dwelt in the treasure decked hall, Heorot’’. 
 
        There are suggestions in the poem that Hrothgar’s hall, Heorot - ‘‘high, lofty and wide-gabled,’’ 
 whose ‘‘radiance shone over many lands’’ 
 - was modified to be the Germanic equivalent of the Christian Church. For Jesus said, ‘‘I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in darkness, but will have the light of life.’’
  The poet was making God’s presence felt in Heorot. Although the atmosphere was probably raucous, and certainly not peaceful in the Christian sense of the word, the hall is used only in peace, for recreation. The Christian Creation Story is retold within its walls, which is a modification of the usual pagan heroic lay. 
         However, the strong pagan and material characteristics of the hall, the pleasures of song, feasts, ale-drinking, battle-stories, the bestowal of weapons and other extravagant gifts, as well as its final ruin, contradict the idea that Christ inhabits it.  That Heorot is imbued with light and positivity, described as a ‘‘splendid bright dwelling’’
, contradicts its designation as a place for ‘‘proud men’’. 
  It is a corporeal dwelling; not a dwelling place for God, but reserved only for what is mortal, impermanent, imperfect, and essentially what is heathen. To make this point, the poet emphasises the fact that it resides ‘‘beneath the skies’’.
  Mortality is a theme that is reiterated, not least in the symbolism of Heorot’s future end in the fire, of which knowledge the poet primes us.   Heorot might even be said to have a thoroughly pagan passing. But from the Christian perspective, fire denotes hell and sin. Generally, Heorot expresses Christianity’s objection to heroic culture. 

        The hall - ‘‘the treasure house of men, gleaming with gold plate’’ 
 - is a metaphor for heroic culture, for fame and pride, the acquisition of wealth, the physical above the spiritual, of materials and manufacture. The following references may be metaphors for the disintegration of the old heroic order: ‘‘that bright house, all made firm within by iron bands was much damaged, its hinges sprung apart’’
 , ‘‘the councillors of the Scyldings had never imagined that any man could ever shatter it in any way’’
 , ‘‘the hard helmet, decorated with gold, must be reft of its plates…so also the war-coat…falls to pieces along with the warrior,’’ 
  ‘‘the Geats’ throne, source of gifts, had melted away in the burning surges.’’ 
  Earl supports this idea, stating that ‘‘Beowulf focuses on the collapse of the heroic world’’.
  Indeed, all the manmade material components of the hall, such as its metals and gold, are temporal and fall apart. By implication, the poem demonstrates how the Christian church, because of its spiritual dimension, cannot perish.
        However, materialism, when coupled with generosity, can easily be fitted into a Christian model of the heroic. ‘‘No man on earth need reproach him for those rewards,’’
 is the poet’s message when Hygelac royally pays his principle warriors, Eofor and Wulf, for their service and the killing of his enemy, Ongentheow.
         An important source on early Germanic heroic societies is Tacitus’s treatise, Germania, in which he said that ‘‘peace is repulsive to the race, and the path to glory lies through danger, and also because a numerous band of retainers can only be maintained by war and rapine.’’
  Heroic culture had been established through war; through the valour, effrontery and belligerency of warriors. These precepts were virtually indivisible from it. So strongly did this culture feel about bravery, that it would torture its cowards, placing them in a bog and crushing them with hurdles.
 This model of culture differs dramatically from the peaceful Christian model. Christ passively received the violence of his enemies in his torture on the cross, whereas the Germanic hero would have been ashamed at such resistance to war. In Beowulf, the hero is very active in his search for war, initially travelling across the sea to seek it. Thus, he has not been modified much in this sense. 
         Let us now look further at the ways in which Beowulf conforms to the early Germanic paradigm of a hero, and how far the poem reconciles Christian peace with its antonym, war. Beowulf is distinguishable by his armour and his physical size and strength. Hrothgar’s thane, on sighting Beowulf, proclaims: ‘‘I have never seen a mightier warrior on earth than is a certain one among you, a hero in armour. That is no mere serving-man decked out with weapons, unless his appearance and unique form belie him’’.
  He goes on to say about Beowulf and his warband: ‘‘from their fighting-gear they seem worthy of the respect of warriors’’.
  This tells us that the Germanic hero was lauded for his abilities in war and the quality of his weapons, which was a subliminal code for bravery and superiority in battle, having been acquired or gifted on the battlefield. Beowulf is privileged with the use of a sword, which suggests his aristocracy,
 with heroic culture being an aristocratic ideal.
        As well as being the stereotypical heathen hero, who will be remembered as a great warrior in the mead hall, Beowulf is original in that he is also a Christian hero. Beowulf is the conduit through which God overcomes the evil monster, Grendel. The heathen hero’s dependence on manmade weapons and his warrior build or physicality is ineffectual.  ‘‘Now through the might of the Lord, a man has accomplished the deed that previously all of us with our skill could not contrive’’ ‘‘You yourself have ensured with deeds that your glory will live forever.’’.
  
        Another adaptation may be recognised in what Shucking has observed as Beowulf’s dual character, ‘‘who unites in an ideal manner pride with modesty, devotion to God with self-confidence, daring with caution, joie de vivre with piety, who enjoys possessions but is not greedy…’’.
  The implication is that typical warrior attributes are necessary for a man to be heroic, but to prevent him being barbarian and merely destructive he is moderated by his Christian attributes.  This is the new Christian heroic identity which the poem expounds.

       When Beowulf meets Grendel, we are informed that a spell has ‘‘rendered victorious weapons, all blades useless.’’
  The inference here is that the Christian poet disagreed with the violence, or butchery as Bede portrayed it
, which the Germanic warriors imported. Nonetheless, Beowulf conforms to ideals of masculinity, and to the strong warrior ideal of the Germanic heathen; he is an excellent swimmer who ‘‘has in the grip of his hand the strength of thirty men’’.
   The poet does not contest that a hero should display these masculine and warrior qualities when, remarking on the warrior Wiglaf, he says a warrior should show ‘‘courage, skill and daring, as was natural to him’’.
  But neither does the Germanic hero have to break the Christian code which forbade weapons. Beowulf declares ‘‘…in the night we both shall dispense of the sword…And then may the wise God, the holy Lord, assign the glory to whichever side seems to him appropriate.’’
   The implication is that heroes are created by the Christian God. The concept of a Christian hero, divested of his weapons, is being proposed in this poem. Another example is Bewoulf’s blade, Hrunting, which is ineffectual when he meets Grendel’s mother. Similarly, the blade of the sword with which he does kill her melts away because it has been tainted by the heathen hero, by violence and evil. The beautiful hilt survives, but the anti-Christian part, the blade, dissolves.

      Naegling is another sword which is broken in battle. We are told that Beowulf, celebrated for his hand-grip, ‘‘over taxed every blade with its stroke, when he carried into combat a weapon hardened with wounds; it was none the better for him.’’ 
  This attack on Beowulf’s warrior power, is essentially a Christian attack on heroic culture; a critique of its excessive use of weapons. The new Christian idea of heroism suggests weapons should be used with greater discretion. 
       Schucking has observed Beowulf’s moral rectitude and etiquette (one might even say Christian kindness) concerning warfare, in what he refers to as Beowulf’s ‘‘chivalrous impulses even towards a demon’’, when he relinquishes his sword to fight the unarmed Grendel.
  What is certain, is the unequivocally Christian prediction of the battle. It will be engineered by God, ‘‘who will assign the glory to whichever side seems to him appropriate’’.
 This is surely approaching some definition of Christian heroism. 
       The voice of the Christian Bible can be heard throughout Beowulf: ‘‘through the might of one man, his sole powers, they all overcame their foe. The truth was made known that Almighty God has ruled mankind down the ages.’’
  Here, in his likeness to Jesus Christ, the poet suggests Beowulf was the messiah of the heroic age. Relating to this theme, Klaeber argues that ‘‘the poet has raised him [Beowulf] to the rank of a singularly spotless hero’’
 and suggests that Hrothgar’s comment about Beowulf - ‘‘God has been gracious to her in her childbearing’’ – ‘‘subtly echoes the woman’s greeting of Christ in Luke 11: 27’’.
   Here, Beowulf is the holy child and his mother is the Virgin. 

        However, the poem’s portrayal of Beowulf emphasises that he is flawed, not ‘‘spotless,’’ even as the narrative reaches its conclusion, where we would expect some sort of character development. The wound he suffers is a metaphor for pagan pride: it ‘‘began to burn and swell; straight away he found that the poison within welled up with deadly evil in his breast.’’ 
   We mustn’t assume that Beowulf’s appetite for the dragon’s hoard suggests his belief in materialism is firmer than his belief in God: ‘‘make haste now, that I may appreciate the ancient wealth, gold possessions, may eagerly examine the brilliant precious jewels, so that because of the treasure’s richness I may the more easily leave my life and country which I have held for so long’’.
   Beowulf is actually a rounded character, who combines St. Augustine’s concepts of cupidity and charity. When facing his own mortality, Beowulf thinks altruistically, wanting to be able to provide materially for his people, though he won’t be alive to benefit from these material assets. The new type of heroism which the poem advances incorporates the principle of charity which is associated with, but not necessarily exclusive to, Christianity. It also recognises the value of material assets to national security.
         Beowulf himself summarises how in his life he approached an ideal, combining the roles of chief, king and warrior hero:

     ‘‘I awaited what was destined, held well what was mine, sought no treacherous quarrels, nor did I unjustly swear many oaths…the Ruler of men has no cause to blame me for the wicked murder of kinsmen.’’ 
   So, in many ways Beowulf behaves in a ‘‘spotless’’ fashion as befits the new breed of hero. He didn’t cause feuds merely for the pleasure of them, he kept his heroic composure and was loyal to his comitatus. 

        Rogers implies that Beowulf is not a hero in the Germanic sense, since ‘‘the truly heroic, as it might be exemplified in the motives of weapons, treasure and society is suppressed.’’
 Rogers makes an important point when he says that ‘‘the Beowulf poet understood the distinction between physical and spiritual weapons.’’
  In this way, the poem does seem to espouse a new kind of heroism, in which the hero’s military arsenal is more abstract, or Christian in form. As discussed, much mention is made of manufacture, of the materials and metals used in making the armour, weaponry and the hall in this poem. Thus, the voice of heroic culture, thought to be ‘‘suppressed,’’ is still present in the text. Beowulf’s swords are named, reflecting their centrality to heroic culture, and may almost be said to be characters in themselves, influencing the action of the narrative. Beowulf says: ‘‘I shall achieve fame for myself with Hrunting, or else death will take me.
  From Beowulf’s perspective, it would appear that there is only one alternative to fame, which is death. This we would completely expect from a pagan, unacquainted with the Christian concept of eternal life. 
        Beowulf’s aspirations to great fame, and the falling back on his weapons, indicates that Beowulf is flawed and that the poet couldn’t fully Christianise his hero. God seems to provide Beowulf with his own weapon, a beautiful sword suspended from the wall. The purpose of the sword may have been to demonstrate that God directs the hero, and that it is God’s inspiration which assists him in battle. It is interesting that this sword, which we are told has been made by ogres (and therefore a product of heathen culture) becomes associated with a Christian God. The pagan belief in the magical properties of swords, which historical evidence has associated with Tiw, the pagan god of war 
 is here transposed, so that the sword might be said to possess Christian magic.
       According to Tolkien, Beowulf is a discourse on ‘‘Northern courage’’.
  This concept was so distinctive that it survived the Christian conversion and was adopted into newer, Christian models of the heroic. Beowulf’s bravery in his approach to Grendel is certainly consistent with  Northern, or Germanic,  heroism: ‘‘I destroyed a race of ogres’’; ‘‘I alone shall settle matters with…the demon Grendel’’; ‘‘I alone may cleanse Heorot with my company of warriors.’’
  Beowulf possesses the characteristics of the Northern warrior, such as confidence and active resistance; instead of passivity, which would be construed as cowardice. Beowulf’s conduct corresponds with that of the Northern warrior, who would boast of his adeptness for war in the mead hall. As does Beowulf’s adventure across the sea to assist the Danes, which was arguably for self-aggrandisement. In this respect, very little seems to contradict or have been modified to a Christian end. 
        However, this is disputable if we look more closely at the text. As a youth, Beowulf didn’t leave his friend at sea voluntarily: nature’s elements necessitated it.  This demonstrates how Beowulf repudiated self-aggrandisement when occasion presented itself, and shows his loyalty and benevolence to his fellow men.  We might even discern the voice of medieval theology, developed by St. Augustine in De doctrina Christiana, which suggests the human soul is motivated by either ‘‘charity’’ or ‘‘cupidity’’.
   Despite demonstrations of charity, Beowulf’s ego sometimes becomes detached from its union with God. 
       There are many kinds of hero in the poem who serve to illuminate one another. There are also many heroes within a single hero. Kaske argues that Hygelac and Hrothgar ‘‘constitute a melancholy presentation of the ideal almost inevitably divided.’’
   Hygelac represents only one half of this ideal:  impulsivity, passion, action and physical competence. Similarly, Hrothgar possesses only the other half, the attribute of reflection, being too aged for war which results in his feelings of humiliation. Kaske goes on to say that ‘‘rarely does there come a Hrothgar-Hygelac, a man apt for all occasions, a Beowulf’’.
   So, in Beowulf, the poet might be said to have succeeded in bringing these two important elements together to create an ideal. 
       Both patience and prudence are Christian qualities which have special significance to the narrative.  After Beowulf’s triumphs, Hrothgar says to him: ‘‘You carry all this power of yours with patience and prudence of mind.’’
  In essence, this is what the poem wanted to show was the mentality of the new, Christian type of hero. However, it is not without irony, since Beowulf’s possession of these qualities is tested and perhaps found wanting. Thus, it coincides with Hrothgar’s assessment of the Danish king, Heremod: ‘‘swollen with rage, he destroyed the companions of his table…his heart grew blood thirsty; in no way did he give rings to the Danes for the sake of glory’’.
  Heremod is selfish and impulsive, at the mercy of his emotions and his need for physical sensations. He is an example of the type of man that is created when ‘‘great arrogance grows and flourishes; then the watchman, the guardian of the soul slumbers…Then he who knows not how to protect himself will be stricken beneath his helmet in the breast with a bitter shaft.’’
  The means to protect oneself probably doesn’t refer to skills in warfare. Rather, it is the Christian faith which the poet suggests will protect the hero. Although the disparities between Heremod and Beowulf are shown, the fatal wound Beowulf receives from the dragon indicates that he is not so different from Heremod. This is because the wound is intended as a sign of Beowulf’s desertion of Christianity, and the resultant susceptibility to evil and injury which this leaves him.
         On this same theme, Hrothgar cautions Beowulf to ‘‘choose…eternal gains,’’ not to covet his gold plate (p. 119) and advises: ‘‘do not be obsessed with arrogance, famous champion’’.
   Here, Hrothgar mimics the voice of Pope Gregory, in his letters, of 601 AD, to Archbishop Augustine, cautioning him to ‘‘beware lest the frail mind becomes proud…for when it receives public recognition, it is liable to fall into senseless conceit’’.
  
        Pope Gregory’s letters to King Ethelbert in that same year shows how the Catholic Church code-switched when addressing monarchs:

     ‘‘Now, therefore, let Your Majesty do your utmost to bring to your subject princes and peoples the knowledge of the One God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit, so that your own merit and repute may excel that of all the former kings of your nation’’. 

       The heroic concept of glory, and the sense of heroic competition, were used as bait to impress a proud king, guilty of cupidity, to convert his people to Christianity. Despite Hrothgar’s cautions against pride, he uses the same methods as Pope Gregory in his exchanges with Beowulf:

         ‘‘Now take and guard the best of houses; think of fame, show great courage, keep watch against the enemy! You shall lack nothing you desire if you escape this courageous deed alive.’’
  

        Here, Hrothgar, encourages the vices of fame and materialism which at other times he chastises Beowulf against. In this same confusing manner, we can also note that Hrothgar himself commits most of the Christian seven deadly sins, since he ‘‘gladly partook of the banquet and hall goblet’’.
 To furthermore demonstrate his self-interest and idleness, Hrothgar leaves Beowulf to defend his hall from an anticipated attack, while he answers to his lust for his queen by promptly taking her to bed. Thus, a distinction is drawn between Hrothgar and Beowulf, with the latter displaying much greater self-discipline. In this way at least, Beowulf might be called a Christian hero, observing Christian models of morality.
        In Pope Gregory the Great’s book, Moralia, we may find ‘‘the seven principle vices’’. These are ‘‘vainglory, envy, anger, sadness, avarice, gluttony and lust’’, and their origin is pride.
 Heorot might be considered the abode of the seven deadly sins. In Beowulf, we hear the voice of Gregory and sixth century Church theology in all the warrior characters, who are representatives of these cardinal sins to varying degrees. We need only recall Heremod, who manages to commit almost all seven. 
          Anderson argues that the poet ‘‘resolves the conflict by putting the heroic life in perspective against the promise of a future reward’’.
 A good hero aspires to Heaven, to ‘‘eternal gains’’. But, as Anderson highlights, ‘‘the structural problem confronting him is how to illustrate the futility of this life as a background for the next’’.
  How can a hero, a man grounded in material life - in land, armies, and treasure – be Christianised without detriment to his very heroic nature? The answer is he cannot: 
       ‘‘Beowulf departed, trod the grassy earth, a warrior proud in the gold, exulting in treasure’’
. Here, the poet positions Beowulf firmly in material, earthly life and its concerns. Immediately after the description of Beowulf’s departure, the poet, to emphasise Beowulf’s mistakes and his pride, makes a remark about Hrothgar: ‘‘That was a peerless king, faultless in every respect until old age, which has often ruined many, took from him the joys of strength’’. 
  The poet agrees that the physical strength of youth is still a critical component in the new interpretation of the heroic, but that greed and pride are unwelcome.
      ‘‘The prince of the Weder-Geats took no more precious possessions from that dwelling, though he saw many there, but only the head together with the hilt, shining with treasure’’.
 Beowulf takes only the symbols of his triumph over evil - the remains of the sword that the poet implies was endowed with Christian power, and Grendel’s head.  But surely, in keeping the sword which serves as proof that he has conquered Grendel and his mother, Beowulf is again showing the sins of vanity and pride. It is even implied that Beowulf thought the dragon’s death was ‘‘brought about by his own deeds’’, the decisive sword stroke having been initiated by his own hand. The sword is an object of remembrance, to be passed to Hrothgar and down the generations so Beowulf’s glory won’t be forgotten. Although Beowulf has been somewhat Christianised, he keeps his options open and still observes the pagan principle of personal glory in battle. Beowulf does, however, exhibit self-control in eschewing the treasure available to him.  Moreover, the sword-hilt, lacking its destructive blade, might symbolises how the pagan element has been diminished in the hero’s personality. 
        It’s perhaps significant that, later in the narrative, Beowulf requires Wiglaf’s assistance to take down the dragon: ‘‘they had cut it down together’’
. This is an obvious display of the principle of Germanic tribal comradeship, of sacrificing your life for your chief. But the ideal of brotherhood, also inherent in monasticism, is one which the poet also appears receptive, being a more universal ideal that fits neatly into a Christian model of the heroic. 

          Kaske claims that the ‘‘sapientia et fortitudo ideal’’ is the theory which informs Beowulf.
  In other words, the text suggests an ideal hero who is wise (sapientia) and brave (fortitude). Kaske argues that Hrothgar’s age and subsequently his weakened body and abilities as a warrior – his ‘‘decline in fortitudo’’ – anticipate Grendel’s coming.
  By implication, the poem suggests a new ideal hero, who is both young and fit and in possession of the wisdom we normally associate with old age. The recurring motif of aging highlights human mortality, which is as short as natural disaster, sickness, old age and death allow it. Hrothgar attempts to mentor Beowulf, cautioning him that his warrior reputation should only be considered as a positive ancillary to his Christian faith. Beowulf must be willing to accept that existence lies beyond the depressing physical parameters of his heroic world:

        ‘‘Now for a time there is glory in your strength; yet soon it shall be that sickness or sword-edge will part you from your power, or the fire’s embrace, or the flood’s surge or blade’s attack, or spear’s flight, or dreadful old age; or else the brightness of the eyes will fade and grow dim; presently it will come about that death shall overpower you noble man.’’
 
        ‘‘Holy God in his mercy has sent him to us,’’
 declares Hrothgar. Beowulf is hailed as a saviour and is equated to the Christian hero, Jesus, who was also sent by God to save man. According to Malone, Beowulf is a ‘‘virtuous pagan’’ and is ‘‘made as Christ-like as the setting permits’’.
    Malone continues by implying that his Christian virtues were shared by the Germanic heathen.
  Thus, the examples of self-sacrifice, loyalty and generosity in the poem are not modifications since they are not exclusively Christian.
         One feature of the poem which is distinctly Christian, is a hero who is apparently wifeless and childless and, we might infer, is celibate. In this manner Beowulf’s character approaches the purity of Christ. It is uncharacteristic for a warrior. As we have seen, Beowulf shows great awareness of his physical body and his fitness for war. Moreover, the Germanic warrior would have considered it extremely important to produce male offspring to strengthen the war band. As Beowulf himself recognises, ‘‘I would have wanted to present the war garb to my son, if it had been granted that any heir belonging to my body should succeed me’’.
  The implication is that God decided on a more spiritual, ascetic life for his hero, at least ascetic in the sense that he’s undistracted by women. 

         Rather than suggesting Beowulf was a modification of heroic culture, it might be more proper to say it criticises it.  In any case, a culture in which the cycle of persistent vengeance is its main feature, cannot ever be settled with the Christian rule of forgiveness. There is no closure, no happy resolution for such a culture. Speaking of the Swedes and the Geats, the former Swedish king, Ongentheow, having been killed by a Geat, the poet declares:  
      ‘‘That is the feud and the enmity, deadly hatred of men, for which I expect the people of the Swedes will come looking for us.’’

         The slave who instigates the dragon’s wrath represents heroic culture’s inherent flaws. But he ‘‘did not break into the serpent’s hoard on purpose by his own choice at all’’. 
 As the maltreated slave of a hero’s son, he becomes lordless and homeless. He is utterly ‘‘wretched’’ and he has the poet’s sympathy (‘‘the poor wretch’’).
  The slave stole the flagon to reconcile with his lord and rid himself of the shame of this lack. His crime is borne of the heroic order.
        Hamilton draws attention to a simple, but nonetheless critical, fact that Beowulf is the result of ‘‘a Christian author reinterpreting Teutonic folklore.’’
  This means that any of the poet’s character assessments were made in accordance with Christian thought. On this point, Hamilton argues that the theory that God treats good heathens and Christians alike, was substantiated by Christian thought and thus the poet was ‘‘left… free to represent the Creator as conferring grace on Scandinavian men of goodwill.’’
  This modification demonstrates how heroic culture became subject to new, Christian laws. 
       Some historians claim the poem is roughly contemporary with the ninth and tenth century Viking invasions. Fajardo-Acosta’s concludes that the Beowulf poet was speaking as a prejudiced Anglo-Saxon and ‘‘condemning’’ the culture of the Danish invader.
  But surely, although Anglo-Saxon England had been converted to Christianity, the interests of national defence and national identity meant preserving heroic culture (certainly as far as the requirement of courageous warriors), and not being defamatory towards it?  
        The fact that Beowulf’s burial is unconcealed, undergoing little Christian modification, is a point of contention for many critics. Such arguments have likely been aroused because burial is naturally deeply attached to religious faith and our conception of the afterlife. Some critics seem insensible to the fact that Beowulf is a pre-Christian character, and a plot featuring a Christian burial would be an anachronism. Although it may be said that the poem is the work of a Christian, an interloper in a foreign culture, one thing he doesn’t tamper with is historical plausibility. 
        In heroic culture, eternal life was one’s ‘‘lasting reputation’’ or commemoration on Earth.
  Pagan beliefs are certainly prioritised over any Christian ones when Beowulf, demonstrating the cardinal sin of vainglory, instructs his fellow warriors to make his funeral memorable and, most importantly, as permanent as is materially possible:

     ‘‘Bid those famous for war to build a fine mound after the pyre on the headland by the sea; it shall tower high on Whale’s Cape as a remembrance to my people, so that seafarers when they drive their tall ships from far across the mists of the flood will thereafter call it Beowulf’s Barrow.’’
 

       However, the following quotation demonstrates the concurrence of pagan and Christian religious thought, which are respectively the physical self and the spiritual self: ‘‘He was to choose the pyre, hot fierce surges; the soul passed from his breast to seek the glory of the righteous.’’ There is a definite conflict in the idea that Beowulf chooses the fire, or hell as we might say, but that is soul is reserved for God. The distinct references to a Christian God, particularly in Hrothgar’s speech, would suggest that the characters have knowledge of a Christian heaven. The poet is nonetheless emphatic that this is a pagan cremation - ‘‘the greatest of funeral-fires’’.
  Still, we are then informed that: ‘‘heaven swallowed up the smoke’’; ‘‘they let the earth keep the warrior’s treasure, gold in the dust, where it still remains now, as useless to men as it was before’’.
  Perhaps the smoke symbolises Beowulf the heathen, whose soul God manages to retrieve from his breast/body. The symbols of heroic culture are left to decay, having no place in Heaven. 
        Archaeological proof for barrow burials, or ship burials, in Anglo-Saxon England was discovered at Sutton Hoo.
  Beowulf’s barrow is constructed upon the site of his ashes after cremation, and then filled with treasure from his last heroic victory. This has definite similarities with the Anglo-Saxon barrow burial at Sutton Hoo, which is deprived of remains but is, as Wilson says, a ‘‘cenotaph, a monument to a great man’’.
  It celebrates Germanic warrior glory. Although, it is interesting to note that two spoons inscribed with the names of the Biblical figures, Saul and Paul, were discovered at Sutton Hoo, which Wilson suggests is proof that the man was a newly baptised Christian at his death.
  It also implies that heroic cultural practices, at least regarding burial, were being used in an ancillary fashion by Anglo-Saxon Christians. The impression left by archaeology and our literary example, Beowulf, is of Christian regulation of the heroic culture with which it coalesced.  
       Mitchell’s interpretation of ‘‘the Church’s willingness to baptize what it could not suppress’’
  provides an effective summary of the arguments defined in this essay. Heroic culture was part of the Anglo Saxon’s ancestral consciousness, and indivisible from his perception of his identity. Therefore, the Church considered it expedient to manipulate Germanic heroic tales using the Christian Bible and current theology to extract its merits. It is obvious from Beowulf that this was very challenging. However, one can say quite definitely that Beowulf laid some foundations for ‘‘Christian heroism’’.
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