
Beowulf 
 

Old English poem, circa eighth century. For further discussion of Beowulf, see CMLC, Vol. 1. 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Hailed as the first major poem in English literature, Beowulf relates the adventures of its 
Scandinavian hero, at the same time presenting a detailed description of the life and mood of the 
age during which it was written. Little is known for certain regarding the author, the date, 
motivation, or method of the poem’s composition. Modern critics continue to debate such issues, 
focusing on the Christian and pagan elements of the poem, its concern with heroic values, and its 
formulaic structure. The question of whether the poem’s composition was contemporary with the 
creation of the only known manuscript is also a hotly debated issue among scholars. 
 
TEXTUAL HISTORY 
 
The original Beowulf manuscript dates from 975 to 1025, and is included in a volume containing 
a total of five works in Old English. Basing this view on historical, linguistic, and stylistic 
evidence, many critics agree that the poem was composed in the seventh/eighth, or perhaps the 
ninth century, with the extant manuscript representing a later copy of the poem. In 1731, after 
joining the manuscript collection of Sir Robert Cotton, the Beowulf manuscript was damaged in a 
fire. A gradual deterioration of letters and words began, although it was stemmed in the nineteenth 
century. Two transcriptions were made from the manuscript in 1786-87 by Icelander Grimur 
Jonsson Thorkelin, and are considered invaluable, as they capture portions of the text later lost. 
These transcriptions served as the basis of the first printed edition of Beowulf and are incorporated 
in modern versions of the poem. 
 
PLOT AND MAJOR CHARACTERS 
 
Although the narrative of Beowulf is not linear and contains long digressions concerning Geatish 
and Danish royal history, the basic plot of the poem is easily summarized. Beowulf, nephew to the 
King of the Geats, Hygelac, learns that a monster known as Grendel regularly raids Heorot, the 
Danish hall of King Hrothgar. Along with his men, Beowulf travels by sea to Denmark in order to 
rid the land of the dangerous beast Grendel. Beowulf succeeds, but Grendel’s mother then attacks 
the Danes herself, killing Hrothgar’s most trusted man in revenge for the death of her son. After 
traveling to the monster’s underwater lair, Beowulf slays Grendel’s mother and is generously 
rewarded with Danish treasure and acclaim. He then returns to the kingdom of the Geats and relates 
his triumphs in Denmark to King Hygelac. Later, having distinguished himself in a series of wars 
with the neighbouring Swedes and Franks, Beowulf is eventually made king of the Geats. Having 
served fifty years as the Geatish ruler, Beowulf defends the Geats from the attacks of a firedrake. 
Abandoned by his men, Beowulf nevertheless pursues the dragon, finally killing it with the help 
of his loyal retainer, Wiglaf. Beowulf discovers the dragon’s treasure, then dies of his wounds. 
With the lordless Geats facing an uncertain future, Beowulf’s people raise a funeral pyre, and the 
poem ends with the praising of the hero. 
 
MAJOR THEMES 



 
Scholars have identified numerous themes in Beowulf, many related to the portrayal of the 
Germanic comitatus relationship, a code of social behavior stressing the reciprocity enjoyed 
between a lord and his thanes. In return for protection provided by the lord, the thanes owe service 
and loyalty. Such themes as order versus chaos and reward and revenge are dramatized through 
the depiction of this relationship. The role of the monsters also underscores the poet’s emphasis 
on the theme of good versus evil. Other thematic concerns include the role of women in kinship 
bonds, the use of treasure as a societal bond, the function of the narrator in poem, the nature of 
heroism and social responsibility, the problem of royal succession, the power of God over history. 
 
CRITICAL RECEPTION 
 
For much of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Beowulf scholarship was dominated by debates 
about the work’s unity and form and the relationship between its Christian and pagan elements 
(for summaries see Bjork and Niles, 1997; Orchard 2003). Many of the poem’s first modern 
readers felt that the present text of Beowulf represented a mangled version of an earlier pagan poem 
or poems, marred by extraneous Christian interpolations and major structural deficiencies. 
Proponents of ‘liedertheorie’ (song-theory) attempted to ‘disintegrate’ the present text in the hope 
of recovering the pagan ‘songs’ that were thought to lie behind it. By the mid-twentieth century, 
however, this approach was abandoned as scholars increasingly came to recognize the work’s 
complex artistry and unique style. Leading the way was J. R. R. Tolkien (1936), who discerned a 
bipartite structure reflecting the hero’s movement from youth to age. Tolkien also rejected the 
claims of some scholars that the monsters were unfortunate “irrelevances”, arguing that they were 
in fact at the heart of the poem. Norah Chadwick subsequently highlighted the roots of Beowulf’s 
monstrous adversaries in Scandinavian folktale, myth and legend (1959), while S. L. Dragland 
(1977) explored boundaries between the human and monstrous in the poem. While Tolkien had 
neglected the figure of Grendel’s mother, H. L. Rogers (in Nicholson, ed., 1963) and Jane Chance 
(1990) highlighted her importance to the work’s overall structure and theme.  

The poem’s unique structure and style continued to attract interest throughout the twentieth 
century. Adrien Bonjour (1950) defended the inclusion of the digressions on the grounds that they 
contributed to the development of certain themes in the main narrative. John Leyerle (1967) 
compared the poem’s style with the interlace techniques used in medieval art. Drawing on oral-
formulaic theory, John D. Niles (1979) examined the poet’s use of ring-composition, while more 
recently Michael Lapidge compared the work’s non-linear mode of narration to that found in some 
modernist fiction (2001). Francis Leneghan (2020) suggested that the poem’s structure revolves 
around the rise and fall of royal dynasties, emphasizing the importance of legends of the Scyldings, 
Scylfings and Hrethlings known to the original audience. 

The question of the poem’s genre has long been a matter of debate: while many have treated 
Beowulf as epic, or “heroic elegy” (Tolkien 1936), Robert Hanning identifies it a “heroic history”, 
a genre in which secular heroes are presented as ‘displaced’ Christ figures (1974). Attempts to find 
a central ‘theme’ have proved equally elusive: one influential study was that of Kathryn Hume, 
who argued that the poem’s main concern was not with the life of the hero but rather “threats to 
the social order” (1974, p. 5). Joseph Harris (in Fulk, ed., 1991) found poem to be a summa of 
multiple genres, including elegy, battle-poem, flyting, praise poem, boast and sermon. 

With the search for paganism now largely a thing of the past, scholars have come to view 
the work as a product of Christian Anglo-Saxon England. Larry D. Benson (1970) investigated the 



origins of the poem, proposing that the author amplified certain traditional tales, such as the story 
of Beowulf the great swimmer, and combined them with legends of the Scyldings. Patrick 
Wormald (1978) argued that the poem sheds light on the aristocratic culture of Northumbria in the 
the age of Bede. Rejecting claims that the author’s biblical knowledge was limited to the Book of 
Genesis, Paul Cavill (2004) demonstrated the pervasive impact of both Old and New Testament 
doctrine on the poem.  

In the late twentieth century, the matter of the poem’s date of composition became a subject 
of controversy. Up to this point, scholars had generally accepted that the work was composed 
before the Viking Age. But now arguments emerged for dates ranging from the seventh to the early 
eleventh century, with some concluding that the matter was unsolvable (Colin Chase, ed., 1981). 
More recent studies of language, metre, style and context, however, have seen a swing back to the 
old view that the poem was probably composed in the seventh or eighth century (Leonard Neidorf, 
ed., 2014).  

The sole manuscript witness to Beowulf also began to attract serious interest in the late 
twentieth century, with Kevin Kiernan proposing that the copying of the text was contemporaneous 
with the composition of the poem (in Chase, ed., 1981). Andy Orchard (2002) highlighted the 
distorting influence of generations of scribes, editors and readers on the text we now read as 
Beowulf. Codicological studies have highlighted the relationship between Beowulf and the four 
prose and verse texts that were copied alongside it: Orchard (1985) explored the link between pride 
and monstrosity; Kathryn Powell (2006) located the copying of the manuscript during the political 
uncertainty of the reign of Æthelred the Unready; while Simon S. Thomson (2018) examined 
connections with the reign of King Cnut.  

In the past few decades, Beowulf has been studied from a variety of theoretical perspectives, 
including psychoanalysis, postmodernism, gender, intimacy and affect (Eileen Joy and Mary Kate 
Ramsey 2006; Overing 2012; Remein and Weaver 2019). Another recent trend is the study of the 
poem’s reception in modern culture, including translations, adaptations and interpretations (Hugh 
Magennis 2011; Robert E. Bjork 2020). 
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Dumitrescu). 
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PRIMARY SOURCE 
 
[Source: Beowulf: A New Translation for Oral Delivery, translated by Dick Ringler, Indianapolis 
and Cambridge, Hackett Publishing Co., Inc., 2007. The layout of Old English verse on the page 
has long been a matter of scholarly interest and debate. In their manuscript witnesses, the poems 
are not divided into metrical lines as modern verse is, but modern editors have traditionally split 
the poetic line into two ‘halves’, separated by a caesura. Dick Ringler’s 2007 verse translation 
dispenses with this convention, presenting the text in short unrhymed lines. This approach is 
designed to facilitate oral recitation, with an emphasis on structural alliteration and a measured, 
two-stress pattern imitative of the original poem.] 
 
We have heard tell 
of the high doings 
of Danish kings 
in days gone by, 
how the great war-chiefs 
gained their renown, 
how Scyld Scefing 
shattered his foes, 
mastered the meadhalls 
of many peoples, 
conquered their kings. 
He came to Denmark 
as a lone foundling, 
but later he thrived; 
his name was renowned 
beneath the skies 
and kings and kingdoms 
across the whale-road, 
the surging sea, 
swore him allegiance, 
paid him tribute. 
He was a peerless king! 
Later the Lord 
of life gave him 
a son who would someday 
succeed him in Denmark, 
a pledge to its people: 
their plight had moved him, 
their time of trial 
and terrible grief 
lacking a leader. 
The Lord bestowed 
success and honor 



on this son of Scyld, 
and Beowulf the Dane1 
could boast a name 
known everywhere 
in Scandinavia. 
In just such a manner, 
with generous gifts 
from his father’s hoard, 
a future king 
insures that one day 
unshrinking friends 
will stand by his side 
if strife should come, 
will support their prince: 
it is praiseworthy deeds 
that win warriors’ 
willing allegiance. 
At his foreshaped hour 
Scyld departed, 
grey-haired, vigorous, 
into God’s keeping. 
Care-stricken comrades 
carried his body 
to the edge of the sea, 
honoring the wish 
he had made when still 
master of his speech, 
he who had so long 
held the kingdom. 
His ring-beaked ship 
was ready to sail, 
ice-clad, impatient, 
eager for the voyage. 
They laid their beloved 
lord in its hold, 
rested their ring-giver 
in its roomy hull 
near the heel of the mast. 
They heaped beside him 
fabulous wealth 
from far-off lands; 
I have never heard 
of such magnificent things, 
mailcoats and swords 

 
1 Not to be confused with Beowulf the Geat, the hero of the poem. Most editors and translators emend the 
manuscript reading ‘Beowulf’ to ‘Beow’, who is given as the son of Scyld in the West Saxon royal genealogy. 



and mask-helmets 
and bright war-shields; 
on his breast lay many 
dazzling jewels 
destined to travel 
to the far reaches 
of the flood’s domain. 
His men equipped him 
with much more treasure 
than the warriors 
who had once sent him 
wandering the wastes 
90 of the wide ocean, 
alone and friendless, 
a little child. 
Finally the Danes 
affixed a golden 
standard above him, 
let the stream have him, 
the sea-surge take him. 
Their souls were troubled, 
numb with mourning. 
No man on earth, 
not even the wisest, 
can ever know 
or say for certain 
who received that cargo. 
 
When Scyld Scefing’s 
ship had set sail, 
leaving behind 
the land of the Danes, 
they crowned Beowulf 
king in his stead 
and for many years 
he remained their leader. 
His highborn son 
Healfdene followed 
and ruled in his turn 
the realm of Denmark, 
fathering four 
famous children 
who were given by God 
to this great war-king: 
Heorogar, Hrothgar, 
Halga the Good, 



and a blithe daughter, 
the bride of Onela, 
sweet bedfellow 
of the Swedish king. 
Glory in battle 
was given to Hrothgar, 
fortune in war, 
so his followers all 
obeyed him gladly 
and his band of young 
comrades increased. 
 
(Lines 1-376) 
 
 
 


