~ _UNIT 8

Beowulf: I

For the previous unit | asked you to concentrate on the accounts of the fights
between Beowulf and Grendel, and betwéen Beowulf and Grendel’s mother, and
to ignore the many digressions from the main narrative. This unit is concerned
with one of the digressions, what is known as the ‘Finn Episode’ (Beowulf Il.
1068-1159) and another Anglo-Saxon text closely related to the ‘Finn Episode’,
what is known as The Fight at Finnsburh, a copy of which is included with the
course reader. The Fight at Finnsburh survives only as a fragment which was
discovered in Lambeth Palace Library in the ea_rly 18th century.

| have provided the course text with an introduction which tries to piece
together the fragments of the narrative. The Beowul/f-poet has used an episode
from a traditional story and incorporated it as a digression. | think we can assume
that the narrative was well known to the contemporary audience. What is not clear
is why and to what purpose the Beowu/f-poet has used the episode from the larger
narrative. One clue might be in the prominence given to Hildeburh; as the Beowu/f-
poet relates it, the episodes is the tragedy of Hildeburh who in the course of the
narrative loses her husband, son, and brother. It would seem that the Beowul/f-
poet is concerned here to highlight the tragedy and futility of the traditional heroic
ethics of the feud and vendetta.

Consider the two texts, The Fight at Finnsburgh and the ‘Finn Episode’. In
what ways does The Fight at Finnsburgh manifest an heroic ethos? In comparison
with The Fight at Finnsburgh, do you detect any changes of emphasis in the
Beowulf-poet’s presentation of the episode from what was a larger traditional
narrative? There is muc'h debate over this, but, in your view, how does the
digression function within the larger narrative of Beowu/f? In other words, to what

extent is it purposeful?
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