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Referring to both the main narrative of the dragon-episode (Beowulf’s fights 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 Swede’s), consider how we might understand the purpose of the dragon- episode in Beowulf?

There has been much debate over the years with regards to Beowulf’s dragon-episode and this essay 

will focus on considering how we might understand the purpose of that particular episode, with 

reference to the main narrative and the so-called digressions referred to in the question above. The 

essay will first consider the main narrative of the dragon-episode and consider possible ways of 

understanding its purpose. Moving on the essay will seek to consider the purpose of the digressions 

in relation to the Beowulf’s dragon-episode. This will be done by linking with a discussion on the f

feud between the Geat’s and the Swedes. Furthermore, I will consider how the dragon could be 

understood as a metaphor for something more. All of these elements will be closely explored and 

expanded upon throughout the essay. To conclude the essay will summarise the possible ways of 

understanding the purpose of this episode. References will be made throughout to Adrian Bonjour’s 

article Monsters Crouching and Critics Rampant: Or the Beowulf Dragon Debated’ and to the 

Beowulf texts itself translated by Michael Swanton, in order to highlight possible considerations of 

how others have understood the purpose of the episode and offer up some possibilities.  


It is Tolkien’s belief that Beowulf is a poem about beginnings and endings, the poem balances itself 

out and that is understandable that a Dragon, such a mighty adversary should be the end of his 

career. It is believed that to a contemporary reader a dragon would be seen this way:

   To the much-quoted Anglo-Saxon chronicles at least, they definitely appeared as “precure of fierce events” and he was certainly not the only man in the century who “prophesied upon them dangerously.”[footnoteRef:1] [1: http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/459922.pdf?refreqid=excelsior:3ff9df0c4d92be958a31257781ceb9d6 (accessed 2/5/18)
] 


it could be suggested that one way of understanding the purpose of the dragon episode’s main 

narrative could be to prepare the readers that the end is near for the hero. This can be seen through 

the events that transpire during Beowulf’s battle with the dragon.  An event that appears to 
highlight this point is during the first attack on the dragon where Beowulf’s sword fails, it does not 

do its designed job and breaks.

    Then burning, coiled, it went gilding out, hastened to its fate. The shield protected the famous prince well in life and limb for less time than he anticipated; there on that occasion for the first time he had to manage without fate assigning him triumph in battle.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Michael Swanton, Beowulf (revised ed.), (Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1894) p 157] 


The direction of the poem suggests that happenings are fated against Beowulf, he who has always 

been expected to succeed seems to be suffering short-comings, not through cowardice but as 

though it is fated that Beowulf’s time is at its end. The final attack on the dragon seems slightly 

ambiguous as to who kills it, Wiglaf or Beowulf, perhaps this can be seen as a sign that Beowulf’s 

death was fated also. Wiglaf’s final strike at the vulnerable spot blow the head of the dragon (after 

Beowulf’s strike to the dragon’s head) is the final blow before the dragon’s death. Is it curious that 

Beowulf did not seem to know the tales of dragons and beasts of old Germanic stories that indicate 

there is a vulnerable spot located below the head of the dragon? The mysteriousness here highlights 

the question of fate around his death. Or could it be considered that perhaps Beowulf chose not to 

strike the dragon in this vulnerable spot, as he does not want to take the unfair advantage, yet the 

fate that governs him does not allow his triumph. Either way the death of a great warrior and hero 

at battle with a dragon would be a noble heroic death, saving his people. 

Some suggest, Mr Gang for example, that ‘there is no reason why a dragon should be regarded as 

much more universal in significance than a human foe.’[footnoteRef:3] In which case the above understanding of  [3: http://www.jstor.org.ezproxy.uwtsd.ac.uk/stable/pdf/459922.pdf?refreqid=excelsior:3ff9df0c4d92be958a31257781ceb9d6 (accessed 2/5/18)
] 


the dragon episode’s main narrative may not hold the same merit. Instead let’s consider the 

presence of two narratives in this dragon-episode. On the one hand we have the old- heroic 

narrative and the redefined heroic narrative of a more spiritual touching on christian nature as 

opposed to a traditional heroic. Human politics of old against the fight of good and evil, man versus 

monsters. This, it can be said, is an example of where the importance of the dragon episode can be 

seen. The poem brings us to the thief taking a flagon, unknowingly from a dragon’s hoard and in 
doing so arouses the dragon. While there has been peace for fifty years leads us to the tale of how 

the dragon came to be in possession of this hoard. During the history of the hoard there appears to 

be an elegy from the last living human survivor, the poet seems to be evoking an older literature 

here to lament his race, not a narrative of a Christian kind.

     ‘Hold now, you earth, the possession of warriors now that the heroes cannot! Indeed, it was from you hat the great men formerly won it. Death in war, fierce mortal havoc, has carried off every man of my people who forsook this life, saw the last of joys in the hall. I have none who bears the sword or polishes the plated flagon, precious drinking cup; the company of tired warriors…[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Swanton, p 143] 


Another example of this is after Beowulf’s passing, Wiglaf speaks ‘I remember the occasion on which 

we drank mead…’[footnoteRef:5] as is similar in the Battle of Maldon, the poets seem to recall the past heroic.  [5:  Swanton, p 161] 


If we take this example of one narrative running through the dragon-episode, and parallel it with the 

second narrative, one of a redefined spiritual heroic literature, a more Christianised narrative. An 

example of this is when Beowulf begins to have unusual introspective thoughts and begins to worry 

that he has done something to upset the Lord ‘The wise man supposed that he had bitterly offended 

the Ruler and eternal Lord, by breaking some ancient law; his breast surged with dark thoughts…’[footnoteRef:6] If  [6:  Swanton, p 145] 


we take this into consideration along with the way the dragon is killed (basing it on Wiglaf’s strike) 

could the importance of the dragon-episode be to pay homage to the old heroic literature. Consider 

Beowulf as symbolically the old heroic, and Wiglaf with his first courageous trial and reprimanding 

the cowards, fighting alongside Beowulf. Whilst paying respect to the old heroic culture the episode 

can also be understood as acknowledging the emerging and rising Christian era. 

This understanding can be expanded by further exploring the long-standing feud between the Geat’s 

and the Swedes along with the Wiglaf’s reprimand of the cowards and his insinuation of their 

cowardice being a catalyst and reason for the feud to reignite resulting in the suggestion at a bleak 

end of the Geatish nation. The feud had been inactive for the last fifty years in the poem, as had the 

dragon. However, the peace is disturbed when the dragon is aroused and acknowledges that a 

treasure of his has been taken, erupting he unleashes fury. It could be said then that understanding 
the dragon as a metaphor for the anger of feuding. Just as the dragon becomes active with the loss 

of his treasure as does is the feud rekindled between the Geats and Swedes with the loss of Beowulf, 

a heroic treasure of his people. This allows us to move on to the importance of the digressions. 


Firstly, in respect to the above consideration, the so-called digressions throughout the dragon 

episode (the ones based on the feuding between the Geats and the Swedes) could be said 

strengthen the above argument for understanding the importance of the episode. When Wiglaf 

reprimands the cowards, he suggests that their weakness plays a part in the rekindling of this feud, 

that if they had been like Beowulf this would not be a future issue for their nation. By being like 

Beowulf it is meant in the sense of the different model of kinship he portrays in this particular 

episode, this can be seen during his last speech;

    I held this nation for fifty winters; there was no nations king among those dwelling around who dared approach me with allies in war, threaten with terror. At home I awaited what was destined, held well what was mine, sought no treacherous quarrels, nor did I unjustly swear many oaths.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Swanton, p 165] 



It could be understood as a message being conveyed not to be vengeful and start wars over blood 

feuds but to be defensive rather than aggressive. Beowulf does not do what Hygelac has done (this 

can be seen in the digressions based on Hygelac) he does not attack his neighbours and create a life 

full of resentment between nations. The digressions regarding the Geatish feuding could then be 

seen as demonstrating the warfare of traditional heroic as the poet then writes about Beowulf’s new 

model of kinship, with respect shown for both ways while edging the readers to see times should 

move forward. The digressions also can be seen to highlight the relationship between Wiglaf and 

Beowulf and the relationship they have being aligned with the Geats although they are of Swedish 

origins, the use of highlighting this could be seen as allowing the reader to understand that it does 

not matter where you are born, that you can respectfully be above the old vengeful way of living. 

Equally the Hygelac digressions seem to emphasise the conventional heroic, by partaking in activities 

such as recovering a hoard, even the language is suggestive of the conventional heroic literature, for 
example;

    Not least of hand-to-hand encounters was that where they slew Hygelac, when the king of the 
Geats, lord and friend of the people, died by blood-drinking blades in the onslaught of war in Frisia, 
the offspring of Hrethel beaten down by the sword.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Swanton, p 147] 


Talking about families, naming names and the words of war ‘blood-drinking’ are techniques 

accustom to old heroic. 

However, there are other possible ways of understanding the digressions, another would be for use 

of artistic technique, creating an epic moment. Each digressional interval could be seen as a way of 

delaying, creating a sense of importance while building up to the death of Beowulf. 

Furthermore, there appears to be a pattern of three running throughout the poem and is repeatedly 

present in the dragon-episode, three attacks are made against the dragon also there are three 

digressional intervals. This tells us that the poem has been organised this way, ordered and 

structured in such a way as could be used as a hold over for oral presentation, making it easier for 

the story-teller to remember and recall. 

Another way of understanding the digressional intervals could be to see them as aiding in creating a 

heroic poem, a saga. With attention drawn to Hygelac’s intervals, all four stories of the raids, it could 

be said that the general story has some basis in truth but adapted by the Beowulf poet. If there had 

been a story out there, just as with the Finn episode, a contemporary reader would know, and 

therefore, can be used to make a contemporary reader think about story they know as a whole with 

use of the fragments the poet has selected to use for the intervals. The poet picks crucial point to 

insert these fragments from a possibly larger story. These political intervals infringe on the dragon 

narrative, this could suggest, as above, that it is an old heroic narrative playing against a new heroic 

narrative.

A final way to consider understanding the intervals could be in relation to the fact that the poem 

jumps fifty years in the space of a few lines ‘…-it came to pass that then the broad kingdom came 

into Beowulf’s hand/ For fifty winters he held it well-he was then a wise king…’[footnoteRef:9] This seems to be a  [9:  Swanton, p 139] 

recurring criticism amongst Beowulf critics 

    Very little is told about the events that take place in the long reign of Beowulf before the dragon’s attack. This is a period of peace and happiness for the Gealand and it is assumed there is hardly any material of enough heroic significance for the poet to sing of.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Francisco Santibáñez Sáenz, Beowulf’s Weaknesses, (Universidad de La Rioja, 2003) p 159] 


However, it can be said a way of understanding these so-called digressions could be to see them as a 

skilful way for the poet to fill in the past history of the time that has passed during Beowulf’s reign. It 

could be said that the poet jumping to the crucial dragon episode (to the thief or exile that takes the 

flagon) and incorporates this strategy of digressions of Hygelacs story to fill the reader in on the 

background they have missed. 

If there is one thing to be sure of in Beowulf and the dragon-episode, main narrative and digressions 

alike, that there are infinitely suggestable possibilities to consider. All in all, I don’t believe it would 

be completely justified to claim there is no significance to the intervals of so-called digressions based 

on my augments above, there seem to be too many possibilities to suggest otherwise, ones that 

link with the importance of the main narrative of the dragon-episode. The importance could be that 

of the fact of it being a dragon that is the one to defeat Beowulf after his fifty years of peaceful 

reigning or it could be that the dragon can be understood as a metaphor for feuding, given all the 

evidence this is a plausible understanding. Or it could be that the two narratives the poet plays with 

can be seen coming to head in the dragon episode in order to demonstrate that the old heroic 

narrative is respectfully coming to its end in order to make way for a new heroic, Christian era. Just 

as Beowulfs death seems fated, heroic and noble yet at its end, as does the old-heroic narrative, 

making way for Wiglaf’s young and new heroism with the aid of the new representation given by 

Beowulf of how kinship should now be, defensive not aggressive. There is a matter of finding your 

way through the literature in order to decipher the possibilities of understanding and given the age 

of the literature and the fact that we do not know if there are other stories being referred to within 

the poem (Hygelac) that could allow us greater insight into understanding the importance of the 

[bookmark: _GoBack]episode and poem as a whole even which leaves us with a greater task of understanding.
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