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THE  IMAGE  OF  BEOWULF  AS  KING  AND  HERO

SOME  INTERPRETATIVE  AND  CRITICAL  PROBLEMS*

Hiroto Ushigakit

  Is Beowulf  indeed a  good  king? This is one  of  the pivotal ques-
tions closely  related  to the interpretation and  evaluation  ofBeowevij:  The
critical history of  the poem shows  a  wide  variety  of  views,  ranging  from
the classical,  happy one  that sees  the  poem  designed as  a  FUrstenspiegel

with  Beowulf  embodying  the ideal of  kingship, an  ideal that is "
 a  mix-

ture of  Germanic-heroic and  Stoic-Christian ideas,"i to the more  recent

negative  views  in which  he is seen  as a  flawed king: the most  actimoni-

ous  of  them  accuses  him of  the sinful  pride and  avarice  that Hrothgar
has warned  him against.  Thus, so  many  ctitics, so  many  views.

Whence come  the divetsity and  the  polarization of  opinions?  Are they

merely  attributable  to  the  difference in the  critical  stance  one  takes,  the

criteria one  applies,  or  the comparison  one  makes  with  other  sources?

Or are  there  any  undercurrents  in the very  structure  of  the  poem  that

defy a  coherent  analysis  ?

  It is John Leyerle who,  fbcusing on  the society  portrayed in the

poem, asserts  that  the  flaw of  Beowulf  arises  from 
"
 the fatal contradic-

tion at the core  of  heroic society."2  Leyerle's criticism  of  Beowulf is･
based on  the  implication that  his fight with  the  dragon is a reckless  and

unkingly  behaviour motivated  by an  excessive  personal heroic pride,
which,  leaving his people without  mature  leadership, will  lead even-

 
*
 Thjs paper fbrms a  sequel  to my  previous one,  

"
 The  Image  of`  god  Cyning ' in Beorvu4:

A  Phllological Study," Stcadies in EngiZrh Literature, Eng/Xrh Nxmather ig82,  pp. 63-78. I am

very  gratefu1 to  Mr.  Jefltey D. Herrick, my  colleague,  fbr his helpfu1 comments  on  my

English.

 t Associate Professor at Kagoshima  University.

 i Levin L. Shttcking, 
"

 The  Ideal of  Kingship  in Beowesij;" in An  Antho2LlgJJ of Beowulf
aiticisne, ed.  by Lewis E. Nicholson  (Notre Dame:  University of  Notre Dame  Press, ig6s).

P･ 49･

 2 John Leyetle,"Beowulfthe  Hero  and  the  King,"  Mled7ua divevm, XXXIV,  2(ig6s),p.  8g.
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tually to the tragic destruction of  the whole  society.  Behind this view
lies an  axiomatic  generalization that every  hero makes  a  bad king-the
more  heroic, the  worse;  the  king faces the two  opposing  demands  of

heroic action  and  ptudent leadership and  they  necessarily  contradict

each  other.  If we  push this theory  to  extremes,  we  come  to the  plain
conclusion  that a  hero cannot  and  should  not  be a  king or  vice  versa;

a  plausible one,  but doesn't ali this seem  too  rational-minded?  Do  the

two  really  contradict:"  Though  ostensibly  convincing  and  irrefutable,
Leyerle's argument  is, I think, somehow  irrelevant. Our  objection  to

Leyerle's view  is that, detached from the text and  holding to the  modern

stance,  he fbrms his own  generalized theory  and,  in return,  tties to

2pply  this a  priori criterion  to the text itsel£  The  ctiticalprocess  should

be quite the teverse.  Now  let us  turn  to the poetic text and  consider  the

problem of  hefoism and  kingship in the  light of  the value  system  wotk-

ing within  the poem. The  Germanic king is one  who  must  fulfill the
overriding  duty to  act as a`protector  of  the  people' mainly  by actual
exercise  of  his martial  prowess. He  is, therefore, expected  to  be an

able  
`
 war-king  

'
 who,  foIIowing the warrior  ethic  of  honour, must  be

prepared to fight valiantly  fbr the  community.  What  drives him  to

such  deeds of  valour  is a  heroic aspitation  fbr an  undying  name.  In this
way,  heroic pursuit of  personal glory and  kingly concern  fbr the com-

mon  good  can  coexist:  fat from being contradictory,  they  are  comple-

mentary  to each  other.  A  good  king must,  first and  f6remost, be a

good  hero: in the  heroic world  a king's ability  and  integrity are, par--
adoxically,  tested only  in hardship. In the  case  of  Beowulf  the greatest
hatdship is his fight with  the  dragon, which  is not  an  imprudent  fight
started  by himselg but a  challenged  one;  a defence and  counterattack

against  the  futious tavagef.  Given that he is the ptotector of  the
country,  his reaction  is guite legitimate. It is for the hero, if challeng-
ed,  to      accept  the                defiance, and  it is egually  for the king, if attacked,  to

protect his people. There is no  othef  choice  open  to  Beowulf  the

heroic king, and  thete  is every  justification in his decision to  face the
dragon. His decision is in no  way  foolhardy: he shows  discretion in
making  a special  iron shield  (1. 233g)  and  in taking  eleven  picked war-
riors  to assist  him  (1. 24oi;  of: I. 2638).  I-Ieis fully conscious  of  the
severe  be2ring of  the situation;  he takes  the  unusual  precautions because
he knows  he must  face the  worst  (ll. zsi8b-24a).  This is strikingly  in
contrast  to the way  in which  the egually  aged  king Hrothgar once
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coped  with  a  similat  serious  ctisis.  Keeping  up  his heroic pride even

in his old  age,  Beowulf  has chosen  to  fight with  the  deadly fbe, in sharp
contrast  with  Hrothgar, who,  in the  devil of  a  fix, was  so  helpless that
he chose  to  survive,  thereby  letting two  monstets  ravage  his hall every
night.  Yet there is an  irony in that Beowulf's heroic reaction  and

death are  to seal the destiny of  his people. One  impottant point we
cannot  miss  is that,  however  individualistic BeowuIPs  heroism may

appear  to a  modern  critical  mind, the poet does applaud  it in his own
voice.  In comrnencing  the  struggle  with  the  dragon, Beowulf  declares
his firm resolution  to face the enemy  alone,  disdaining to be aided  by
his men  (ll. 2s32b-37):  we  see  here a fbrcefu1 expression  of  his in-
flexible determination on  a  single-handed  fight, backed as  it is by a

strong  sense  of  duty and  peerless heroic pride. And  just a few lines
later (11. 2s4ob-4i),  the  poet does not  hesitate to  ptaise him  overtly,

in very  carefu11y  chosen  words.  The  important words  here are  a'nes

zziannes  (l. 2s4i)i  echoing  nvin  a'rees (1. 2s33)  uttered  by Beoxvulf; a

marked  llnguistic device by which  the poet can  bring jnto fbcus the
hero's noble  single-handed  undertaking.  Even  if Beowulf's eventual

death is to lead to the ruin  of  his tribe, the poet celebrates  the nobility
of  the heroic deed, achieved  by a  still strong,  but rather  aged  king,

whose  death would  therefbre  be only  a question of  time  anyway.

One  sees  here unusual  heightening of  emotion  and  the evocation  of

an  immense  sense  of  loss; ironies and  tensions  that  Beowulf's heroism
and  his glotious death awaken  in the  mind  of  thereader.

  From  what  has been said,  it is clear  that  Beowulf's heroic daring is
of  the kind that can  be praised when  judged by an  inner, heroic stand-
ard  alone  and  could  be criticised  when  judged meteiy  by outer,  non-

hetoic (and, I am  afraid,  often  biased) norms,  fbr instance, the  tational

mind,  as  in Leyerle's case.  Leyetle's sociological  approach,  as it may
be called,  is almost  clearly  one-sided,  and,  even  worse,  quite a!ien  to

literary criticism:  it runs  the danger of  disregarding the complexity  of

the total potential meaning  of  the poem, of  disregarding those  aesthetic

elements  to  which  any  readet  of  hetoic poetry will be urged  to tespond.

And  the upshot  is that  he callously  leaves out  so  much  of  the  beauty of
the  poem. What  we  have to do is to return  to the text  and  start  again

from there.

  
i
 All the  citations  from Beowitij- are  from  Fr. Klaeber's edition,  Beowuij' and  lhe Fight at

finnsbuig, 3rd ed., with  Supplements (Boston: D. C. Heath and  Company,  igso)･



The English Society of Japan

NII-Electronic Library Service

The  EnglishSociety  of  Japan

  6 Hiroto Ushigaki

    The  motives  which  we  find in the text for the  old  king's heroic action

  are:  to  take revenge  on  the  dragon fbr his attack  (1. 2336),  to seek  a

  feud (i. 2si3),  to win  the gold that  the  dragon hoards (IL 2sog,  2ss6),

  and  to  do the  noble  deeds that  are  required  of  a  heroic king (11. 2si4,

  2sss).  AII these are  motives  which  square  well  with  the principles of

  the  Germanic hefoic code.  Margaret E. Goldsmith, however,  senses  in

  Beowulf's rnotives,  especially  in his motive  to  win  gold, something

  selfish  and  impute, and  indjcts him  of  avarice,  the vice  that Hrothgar

  advised  him  to avoid.  She blames him, saying  that he is tainted with
'
 

"
 arrogance  and  love of  treasure."i Later, she  made  a  further elabora-

 tion of  her allegorical  and  exegetical  interpretation.2 Her  theory  has

 had a  sensational  impact on  Beowaef criticism,3  and  not  a few epigones

 have fo11owed in her fbotsteps. So it is worthwhile  to  make  an  ex-

  amination  of  whether  het theory  is valid  or  not.  Her  theory  largely

 concetns  what  is called  Htothgar's sermon,  which  occupies  the  central

 position in the poem, and  which  bridges, as  it were,  the  narrative  gap
 between the  first and  the  second  part in such  a  way  that our  interpreta-

 tion of  it has a direct bearing upon  our  total  appreciation  of  the poem.
    Hrothgat's sermon  is both poetic and  homiletic in tone.  The  rhet-

 oric  he uses  is clearly  that of  a  preachet who  expresses  cutrent  Christian

 outlooks  and  sentiments,  giving them  forcefu1 theological  images and

 metaphors:  God's providential order,  the  sins  of  pride and  avarice,

 and  the  arrows  of  the  devil. And  this tone  may  even  lead us  to  the

 momentary  illusion that it is the poet himself who  is preaching, The

 sermon  faIIs, to  some  degree, in line with  the proneness to moralizing
 and  didacticism often  seen  in other  passages of  the  poem. The homiletic

 passage strongly  suggests  that, while  composing  this  part of  the  poem,
 our  poet had his newly  converted  Christian audience  in mind  (in the
 poet's own  days, entettainment  and  enlightenment  seem  to have been
 the two  major  functions of  poetry). To  the  extent  that the homiletic

 
i
 Margaret E. Goldsnnith, "

 The  Christian Theme  ofBeouaij;"  A4ledY"avz Aiv"m, XXIX,  2

(ig6o), P･ 95･

  
2
 Margafet  E. Goldsmith, "

 The  Christian Perspective in Beomvrij;" ComparatlveLiteralure,
XIV  (ig62), pp. 7i-go, and  11be Olbde and  Acleaning of 

`Beowu4f'

 (London: Athlone Press,
i970).

 
3
 See,especially,"Allegorical,typologicalorneither? Thteeshortpapersontheallegori-

cal  approach  to  BeowuLf and  a  discussion," in Afaglo-Saxon England 2, ed.  by Peter Clemoes
and  others  (London: Cambridge University Press, ig73),  pp. 28s-3o2.
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vehemence  sounds  extraneous  (at Ieast to out  modern  ears)  it seems  to

stand  isolated from the rest of  the  poem  and  mar  the  poetic integrity
and  artistic  balance. In spite  of  these apparent  incongruities, however,
it is clear  that Hrothgar's immediate aim  is to teach  Beowulf  

,gzinvcvyste
 (1.

i723)  befitting a  Germanic  king, and  that his final concern  is to give
Beowulf  a moral  lesson, drawn from his own  experience,  on  what  ma-

ture kingship should  be, to communicate  general reflections  on  human
affairs such  as the vicissitudes  of  men's  fbttunes, the limitations of  their

glory and  the inescapability of  death. The ultimate  message  of  the

sermon  is therefore at  once  practical and  philosophical rather  than  ex-

clusively  Christian and,  for that matter,  remains  at  the  level ofpersonal
advice  for Beowul £

  What  Hrothgar's sermon  amounts  to, in my  interpretation, is:

 Know  everything  on  earth-life  and  its ptosperity (eorlPan aynne, 1. i73o,

 aveorbmp,ndu  de4 1. i7s2)-has  its end  (ende, 1. i734);  know  from this  that

 life is ttansitory  (lttne, 1. i7s4,  a-ne hwMle, 1. i762),  that all  men,  even  the

 strongest  heto or  king, are  equally  doomed  to  die (fage, 1. i7ss);  know  also

 that all this is part of  God's providence; lezrn manly  virtue  from the  bad

  king who,  lacking this knowledge, has become  stingy  and  cruel  and  is

  driven away  from  human  happiness (neondre'amimei 
.from,

 I. i7is);  be a  good
  kin.cr who  is liberal (of; be-t(gas 

,ge`of;
 1. i7igb,  on  g),ip seleff/falte  be-agas, 11.

  i74gb-soa,  evnnvumbue  mhaneas  delef), 1. i7s6),  who  eagerly  seeks  fame  (of:
 ofer donee, 1, i72oa),  and  who  avoids  pride and  avarice  (eflerv2ygdu de4 1.

  i74o,  aone healoffiff, 1. i7s8),  fo11ow your conscience  (se zvear4  1. i74i,

  sa`'wele lprde, 1. i742)  but reject  the ctooked  advice  of  the  devil (pmo-ne n,andbr-

  hehodunv wet:gzan gzaNstes, 1. i747);  know  that  life is fu11 of  sudden  change

  (edu,endem, 1. i774),  that  death, taking  various  shapes,  will  corne  soon  to

  you (ffec... deaa qfermpbea, 1. i768),  and  that, therefbre,  fbrethought (ef:
  Pa-foriZgescecLf)f, 1. J7so)  and  readiness  are  all; to tealize  this, he seems  to  say

  finally, is to choose  
`etetnal

 gain' (e-ce rdidus,  1. i76o).

The  thought  expressed  here is in part a  recapitulation  of  the  view  on

what  a  young  potential king ought  to do, put fbrth at  the  beginning
of  the poem  (ll. 2o-2s)  whete  our  poet affirms  that a  young  warrior

should  do good deeds by 
`
 liberal gifts 

'
 (.froneitm fooZlgipime) in prepara-

tion  fbr old  age.  It is also  a rephrasing  of  the phiIosophical meditation

on  human  existence  expressed,  fbr example,  in 11. ios7b-6z  where  our

poet, after  referring  to God's ptovidence, states  confidently  that  
`

 un-

derstanding (naigt), fbrethought (foxhbes,fbropanc), is best in every  way,
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since  he who  lives here for long in these  days of  strife (on byssblne avin-

dogzifua) shall  experience  much  of  good and  evil'-a  curious  mingling  of
a  pessimistic view  of  life, some  touch  of  optimism  and  a strong  sense

of  stoicism,  a reflection  of  our  poet's peculiarly Anglo-Saxon empirical

wisdom.  This fine combination  of  ideas, at  once  pragmatic and  meta-

physical, is, I think,  the essence  of  Hrothgar's sefmon.  Seen in this
light, the final purpose of  his speech  is not  to admonish,  as  Goldsmith
would  have it, against  the  sins of  pride and  avarice:  vLTe should  note

that these  vices  are  only  one  part of  Hrothgar's argument.

  At the  outset  of  his speech  Hrothgar says  that  Beowulg  who  has
wisdom  as  well  as  strength,  is sure  to become a  lasting `

 consolation  
'

to  his people, a`help'  to  the  NxTarriors  (11. i7osb-ga).  Obviously,
what  the  aged  king sees  in the young  hero here is potential aptitude  fbr
being the future king, and  in his farewell speech  some  one  hundred
]ines later, after  praising the  young  man's  acme  of  perfection in
`strength,'

 in`mind' and  in`speech'(ll. i844-4sa),  he reafflfms  his
convictjon,  saying  that he will  be the  best king (11. i8so-ssa)･  It is
clear,  therefore,  that  the pivotal purport in this curious  mixture  of

homiletic and  heroic themes  is to teach  the  young  victorious  hero, at
a  very  dramatic moment,  what  a  Germanic king should  be and  how  he
should  live up  to  that ideal thtoughout  his life, to teach  this against  the
broader perspective of  human  existence,  against  a  philosophical per-
spective.  It is in this sense  only  that  the  sermon  has its central  position,
that it forms a usefu1  link between the first part and  the second  part.
  There may  still be readers  who  will  nevertheless  be inclined to think
that  Beowulf  is to blame in his first response  to the news  of  the  fire-
dragon attacking  his own  country;  he feels, out  poet says,  the greatest
sorrow  and  his bteast su:ges  with  unusual  

`
 dark thoughts  

'
 (l. zs32)･

VCihether one  interprets the much  disputed qfar eade  rcbt  (1. z33o)  as

referring  to  Christian law or  to natural  law, one  thing  our  poet clearly
tells us  is this: in incurring the unexpected  catamity,  the aged  king
thoaLgy51      (1･ 232g)  he might  have bitterly angered  God. It would  be,
however, too  rash  to single  out  this moral  reflection  and  link it to
Hrotihgat's sermon.  Edward  B. Irving is right  when  he points out
that  

"

 to say  that Beowulf feels guilty is not  the  same  as to say  that he is
guilty."i It is true  that uneasiness  does not  usually  go with  a  hero----

 
i
 EdwardB.Itving.Jr.,A  ReadZag ofBeaua4(New Haven  and  London: Yale  Universit'v

Press, ig68),  p.22o.
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in fact, Beowulf in his youth never  showed  such  a  feeling-yet, com-

pared with  Hrothgar, who,  about  the  same  age  as  Beowulg  was  utterly'

help!ess when  his hall was  haunted by two  monsters,  Beowulf is hu-
nianly  resolute  in this extraordinarily  hard pl!ght. Taken  aback  by such

a  suddeft  attack,  wholly  groundless on  his patt, any  maR  would  natufally

wonder  if it is not  a fetribution  fbr some  sin  he might have comrnitted

unwittingiy.  Such an  inner voice,  utteredi  by the  hard-bestead king,
should  not  be taken  as  a  twinge  of  viTeakness:  rather,  it is a  testimony

to his conscience  and  natural,  almost  religious,  piety, and  gives a human
touch,  I believe, to  a  flat figure that othetwise  would  temain  impassively

perfect and  cut-and-dried  all  along.  In no  passage hereaftet does Beo-
wulf  or  out  poet mentioA,  or  even  a!lude  to, the matter  in question.
In his dying speech,  spoken  to  

'K>7iglaf;
 after  teferring  to his blessed tule

for Sfty years, to  his absolute  freedom  from  tteacherous  guarrels, and

to his having rnade  no  false oath,  Beowulf  says  that  he can  die with  a

conviction  that  he has`solace'(gef}an, 1, 274o)  in all  this, altd  then  de-
ciares  his sterling  innocence before God  (}l. 274i-43a).  Emphatically,
his central  concern  in reviewing  his life, on  his deathbed, is not  with  a

particularly Christian sin  such  as  pride and  avarice;  it is with  the 
`

 mur-

der of  his kinsmen '

 (1. z742),  a crime,  to be noted,  which  he has fiever,
he is proud to say,  committed  in his life, and  which  Hrothgar in his
sermon  mentions  as  one  of  the hatefu1 crimes  ifl any  good  kings. Our
poet also  sefers  to  this crime  mere  than once  (IL ii67b-68a,  11. 2i66b-
6ga, etc.)  as  a serious  violation  against  the  Gefmanic ethical  code.

  To  teturn  to the  problem  of  our  hero's motive  in wiRRing  the

dragofi's gold, a  motive  in which  Goldsmith wants  to detect something
impure and  $infui:  in Germanic, heroic standards  ofvaiue,  treasure is
the  indispensable matetial  for kingly generosity. XIS7inning  the treasure

of  the dtagon is, it seems,  a  common  Germanic motive  and  conveys  no

negative  meaning:  Sigemund, a  legendary Germanic  hero, gained post-
bumous  fame by slayiRg  a dragon, keeper of  the hoard, and  our  poet
says  in a positive tone  that  

`
 ke could  enjoy  the ring-hoard  at his wiil  

'

(ll･ 8g4-gsa). A  kifig, however, should  not  keep his tfeasure  who!!y

to  himseif; he should  generously give it to  his people. That Beowulf
is never  selfish  is clear  from his dying words  (11. 27g7-8oia>.  iXre are

told at  the iast moment,  in our  hero's own  words,  that his motive  has
been selfless:  he has wanted  the treasure  fbr common  profit (ma-mua
xCiOdom,  l. 27g7)  and  for the need  of  his peopie (imdo 

,beaijle,
 1. 28oi).
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Beowulf's last speech  is a  moving  one:  the dying king confirms  his

guiltless life and  shows  his single-minded  devotion and  deep iove fbr
his people, his matchless  generosity. It is the speech  of  a man  who,

vrith  a  stroAg  moral  sense,  has lived a just and  noble  life, true  to  his

personal and  kingly honour. It is, therefoxe,  fbr this reason,  and  no

other,  that his sou!,  our  poet says,  departed from his body  to seek  
`

 the

judgemeftt of  the righteous  
'
 (soNbyfrestra dbne, i. 282o).  Beowulf's moral

perfection at  death and  his future salvation  seem  beyond  question.
  It is almost  certain,  it seems,  that in the eyes  of  our  poet, afid,  per-
haps, in the eyes  of  God, Beowulf's behaviour is not  selfish  but totaliy

altruistic.  But, notwithstancling  what  has been said  thus  faf in justfi--
catlon  of  his moral  lntegrity, the  problem at ,issue is not  so  simpie.  VCre
cannot  ethce  the impressjon that thete lies something  ambiguous,  some-

thing  that  defies a  unified  exp!anation,  in the  develpment of  the  narra-

tive, ln particular, in the  rnuitiple  functions of  th ¢  treasu:e. In the
Germanic and  heroic contexts,  tteasute has obviously  a  positive mean--

ing, say, as  a tokeft of  generosity, as a reward  fot valour,  as  a  symbol  of

tribai continuity,  or,  as  MichaeiD. Cherniss points out,  as  a sign  ofone's

social  status  and  moral  worth.i  Thete are,  however, in our  poem,
cases  of  negative  significafice,  in which  some  confiict  of  meanings  wiil

inevitably be seen,  concerning,  particularly, thc  gold buried or  hoarded
undefground.  Gold hidden in the eatth  has magical  powers over  fnen

<11, 2764b-66),  heathen gold is cursed  in a Christian sense  (ii. 3osi-s7,
ll. 3o6g-7s) and  buried go!d is futile (ll. 3i66-68). Specifically in ll.

3o6g-7s, there is a  ctux  notorious  among  the ctitics, and  it is a  much

disputed ptoblem whether  or  not  Beowuif  has died incurring a curse.
It seems  that  our  poet's rea!  intention hete i$ to show  that, given God's

grace, Beowulf  is whoily  firee from the  sin  of  avarice.  One  thing  is at
least clear:  it is the drzgon that has kept tihe treasure secretly  and,  to

borrow  our  poet's own  word,  imrthte  (l. 3osg), implying that  to  do so

is against  the wiil  of  God. Be the matter  what  it may,  there is an  ap-

parent clash  of  values:  one  is the heroic acceptance  of  the tr¢ asure  as

worthfu1  and  another  the  ascetic  denial of  it as  worthless.  And  we

cannot  remove  the impression that this ambivalence  toward  the gold
e.r.odes in Qnc  way  or  another  the image of  Beowul £  There is, how-

ever, no  sure  means  fbr us  modern  readers,  who  lack precise knowiedge

i
 Michael D. Chefniss, brgeid and  Cbrin (The liague: Mouton, ig72),  pp, 7g-ioi･
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of  the background of  the poem, to decide whether  we  should  take these

different values  as  inconsistencies caused  by aft  incomplete asslmilation
of  two  distinct cuitures,  Germanic and  Christian, which  afe  intrlnsically
incompatible, or  whether  we  shou!d  fegard  them  favoufably as  aesthetic

complexitiesi  arising  from the Christian interptetation of  heathen ma-
teriais oR  the part of  the  poet, llrhough puzzling and  cryptic  to the

modetn  teaders,  the ambivalence  does not  seem  to have been felt, one

could  say,  as an  inconsistency by the poet's contemporary  audience.

What Lafry D. Benson called  
"

 the  late Gothic ability,"  that is, "
 to

maintain  cofitradicting  attitudes  and  to  derive aesthetic  pleasuce from
the  tefislon  of  unresolved  confiicts  

"2
 is Iargely charactefistic,  it seems,

of  the  Anglo-Saxons. In this Iight, the complexity  of  meanings,  diverse
sefise of  values  and  didetent attit  tdes  can  be seen  as  coexisting  potefi-
tially in the poem,  some  as  a  result  of<insufllcient?)  cultural  assimilation

afid  some  as  a  result  of  (pefhaps, incomplete) poetic amalgamation,  and

this uneasy  coexistence  is iust one  of  th,e gteat factoxs that  bring about
aR  ambiguity  of  image in out  heroic king. Thexe is still no  way  of

knowing whether  this is accidental  or  iAtentional. But, lirom our  dis-
cussion  above,  this, at  least, is clear:  if we,  consciously  os  not,  respond

oftly  to a iimited element  of  the contrariety,  then  ouf  hero's moxal  char-

acter  will  always  change  its aspect  and  his total image will  elude  us  for

good. In passing, it must  be pointed out  as  one  of  our  poet's impor-
tant morzl  perspectivcs that he sees  the eaxthly  treasure  as  ultimately

useless  afid  vain:  note  the  expressions  lee"-ne ingav (1. 3i2g) and  nbl- 
,ge-n

ltfragfe2donv szaJa- avnayt  (ll. 3:67b-68a), each  referting  to the  dragon's
hoard and  the gold that  Beowutlf has gained at  the  sacrifice  of  his heroic
life,

  If such  negative  aspects  of  treasure are  ovefemphasized,  being as-

sociated  willfully,  as  would  be done by aft  oversensitive  reader,  with

 
i
 As  tegards  the  diversity of  meanings,  Edward  B, Irving is, I think,  very  close  to the

truth:

 The  hoard  of  treasure,  fo: exampie,  is the  center  of  many  rrieanings.  It would  be as  well

 to  admk  that  we  cannot  recaptute  a!i ±hese meanings  new.  For it seems  likely that  even

 the  pre-Chtistian attitude  toward  the  treasure  must  have contained  its own  lnherent com-

 plexities; when  a  Chtistian point ofview  (and which  Christian point of  view?)  is $uper-

 imposed on  it without  entirely  replacing  it, we  have rich  possibilities for ambiguity,  if

 not  for genuine confusion  (ap, cit,, P, 2o7).

 
2
 Larry D. Benso", "

 The  Alliterative Albrte Arth"re and  Medieval Tragedy,"  Tennessee

Stntes in L.iteraleore, XI  (ig66>, pt 7s･
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Hrothgar's sermon  and  Beowulf's moral  refiection,  there is some  room

for sueh  an  a!!egoficz!  intefpretation as  Go!dsmith's, which  would  be
vaiid  at the very  best only  loca],ly and  in no  way  overail.  Such a  naked
condemnation  ef  Beowulf  fot the sin  of  avafice  is ditectly opposed,

first and  foremost, to oux  poet's own  open,  heartfeit approvai,  to  the

general tone  of  praise audible  throughout  the  poem, afid  most  crucially

to  the iast eulogy  for the deceased hero where  he is crowned  with  the

unique  supesclative  epithets  feserved  only  fbr hlm: no  tezder,  whatevet

interpretation he may  force, can  deny that they  are  the greatest praise
thata  language is capzble  og  nor  can  he be so  pefvetse as to twist these
manifest  linguistic facts. Secondly, any  one  wili  find it fruitiess to at-

tempt  to  see  a  highly abstfact  but very  simpltaed  allegorica!  scheme  in
such  a poem  as Beoua¢le that  is made  up  of  independent parts, some  of

them  connected  loosely or  even  abruptly  by analogies  and  contrasts  and

some  others  apparently  isolated, each  one  havlng its own  full conctete

meaning.  To extend  a  possible allegorical  interpretation of  one  pas-
sage  of  another  to the  whole  ost, stM  worse,  to  intrude exegeticai  ideas

into that  interpretation means  to  break up  this, $o  to  speak,  paftially
linked sttucture,i  a legacy handed down,  I think, by an  oral  tradition

(though there  remains  some  doubt as to whether  such  a  concept  as we

gefiera!ly call  
`
 structure  

'
 holds good  ifi our  case).  Our  poet's ifiterest

seems  to Iie in the  parts, so  far as  their own  literal congruity  is maintain--

ed,  rathet  thaR  in the cohetence  of  the  wlriole.  So, such  a  highly ab-
stract  but arbitrary  interpretation necessarily  tuns  the  risk  of  casting

away  offhandedly  those  superfluous  and  uRwe!come  parts that do not  fit
one's  reading  well  and  also,  as in the case  of  Leyerle, of  paying little at-

tention  to the  ptegnancy of  meanfng,  the complexity  of  feeling, and  the

tensions  coming  from the interrelations of  the  parts. At any  rate, an

overly  abstract  way  of  thinking  does not  appear  to be one  ef  our  poet's

  
i
 I derive rn}r idea from T. A. Shippey, OldEng;tZsh V!lerse (London: Hutchinsen  Univer-

siey  Press, ig72),  pp. is3-s4.  Thete, citing  sc'illiam James, he refer$ to  the  four poets of  the

earlier  part of  the  keins Aftinassript as  follows :

  . . . they  were  imbued  with  a passion weli  dcscfibed by i"C'illiam  James: C
 the  passiofi for

  distinguishing . . . the  impu!se  te  be aveevagnted  with  the  patts rather  th2R  to  comprehend

  the  who!e  
'.
 Tke  poets prefet 

`
 any  amount  of  in¢ oherence,  abruptness  and  fragmentari-

  ness  (so long as  the  iiteral details of  the  separate  facts are  saved)  to  an  absttact  way  of  con-

  ceiving  things  thnt, while  it simplifies  th ¢ m,  dissolsres awa'y  at  the  same  time  thei£  conctcte

  fulness '.

Thi$ bias seerris to typify  the Beozatesij poet.
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mental  habits nor  allegory  his total  design. Therefofe, to  assimi}ate  a

morally  biased and  doctfinaire abstraction  to our  poem, even  if it has

partial valiclity, is an  i!relevant approach  which  hampers our  notrnal

critical  sense.

  We  must  now  grapple with  our  final problem. All the preceding
Cliscussion leads us  iR the end  to think  that the polarlzed image of  Beo-
wulf  as  king and  hero might  find lts u!timate  source  in oux  poet's will-
ing, if restrained,  attitude  of  looking into the true meaning  of  heroism
and  its final defeat. Our poct manipulates  both attachment  and  de-
tachment  well,  switching  his fbcus freeiy, though  often  in such  an

abrupt  manner  that  it may  appear  puzzling to  the  medern  readers,  and

this seems  the major  and  de¢ isive factor which,  in some  abstruse  way,

balks us  in our  attempt  to gtasp the total significance  of  the poem. And
we  know  how  well  the poetlc stfuctute  is framed and  how  fiftely and

eflectively  our  poet makes  use  of  narrative  techniques  to suit h.is pur-
pose. Needless to  say,  the  main  story  is about  our  hero's valiant  fight
with  the dragon and  his noble  death and  funeral, with  some  extra  room

for our  poet's moralizing  and  generalizing comments  aftd  meaningful

fematks  on  such  matters  as  the ephemetality  of  human  life and  its
achievements,  the unpredictability  of  fate, the unknowableness  of  death,
etc. But these  are  not  the  only  things  our  poet wants  to  tell us.  What
strikes  us  indeed  is the  fact that  he devotes far more  space  to the histori-
cal  events  and  episodes  around  the main  story,  connecting  them  to it
by means  of  analogies  and  contrasts,  as  though  to  expand  his immediate
contexts  and  set the bright heroic fbreground against  the darker back-

ground so  that the reader  may  share  his insight into the  essential  mean-

ifigs of  life. This is why  his natrative  moves  forwatd and  backwatd,
and  even  turns  aside,  bewildetingly. The  flow of  time  often  stops  to

run  abruptly  into the realrm  of  timelessness  where,  interacting with  each

othex,  past, present and  future overlap,  as Howeli I), Chickering has
finely put it, 

"
 in a dreamlike`rr}ontage' fashien."i In short,  there  is

"
 a  collErpse  of  seguential  tirne inte cyclical  time."2 Along  with  this

 
i
 I{oweii D.  Chicketing, Jr.,Beevvtij: A  DgtaPLairgertzge Edeion <Ncw Yofk  : Anchor  Ptess,

i977),  P･ 359･
 

2
 Loc. slt.  As  tegards  thjs handling of  time,  IEdward  B. Irving also  speaks  of  his imptes-

$ion  as  follows:
 . . . diffetent momefits  ln time  are  being presented almost  simultaneously  with  great
 stress  being laid on  their intimate relation  to  each  othet  : p:esent, past, and  future impinge

 so  pressingly on  each  other  that  our  normal  sense  of  time  sequence  ls threatened  <op. eitf.,

 PP- 199-2oo).
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manipulation  of  time, our  poet uses,  as  free!y and  masterfully  as  a  skil-

fu!1 film ditector, such  cinematographic  technigues  as  fiashbacks and

fiashforwards, cutaways  and  cutbacks,  long and  close  shots,  zooming

in and  out.  We  may  say  that the poem  is, after  all, an  Anglo-Saxon

version  of  a motion  picture to be vlsualized  in the  audience's  mind!

  Taken in this  way,  all  tke  complex  sttuctural  framework and  the

kaleidoscopic shifts  of  viewpoint  centre  around  our  poet's intense in-
terest  in the universal  meanings  of  human  existence.  While he goes on
admixing  he:oisfn openheartedly  in his narrative  development of  a  fictl-

tious and  unrealistic  story,  he leads his reader  to find, in historical events

and  episodes,  those  evii  elements  lurking in heroism, the violence  and

brutality to  which  any  heroic society,  ancicnt  or  modern,  is doomed  to

be exposed,  and  thus  he utges  his reader  to pexceive the graveftess of

life against  the backdrop of  the recurrence  in histoty of  heroism. In

other  words,  out  poet is weighing  heroisrn in balance with  actual  life,

which  conspicuouly  leads to  what  T. A. Shippey calls  the  
"
 two  pos-

sib!e  and  valid  attitudes  to the  heroic life "
 at  the  end  of  the poem, one

"
 admiring  its strength  and  beauty" and  the  other  

"considering
 its dis-

astrous  long-term effects on  nations  and  individuals."i

  That the two  awitudes  Shippey refefs  to are  not  limited to the end-

ifig ef  the poem  but, rather,  are  present throughout  the second  part of
the poem is clear  from our  argument  outlined  above.  

"V7e

 also  see  how
deliberate our  poet is in giving his negative  s!ant:  he does not  do so

openly,  in his own  voSce,  but, instead, through  the  mouths  of  his chaf-
acters,  aRd  it is by meafis  of  this chorus  technique,  as  it were,  that  he
can  lend veraclty  to what  he teaily  wants  to tell us.  I would  like to
examine  this mattet  in some  details, citing  a  few examp! ¢ s. The first
case  in point is to  be found in the  famous cfitical  words  (}1. so77-78)
by Wiglaq Beowulf's }ast devoted fo11ower. We  can  read  here a  tefiec-

tion  of  out  poet's sceptic  voice:  heroism, however  glorious it may  be
in fiction, is, after  all, the  !ogic of  individua!ism that might be ca!!ed

a'n-ptinciple  (ef: za-rees evnv4n,  1. 3o77) ;2 a  sceptic  voice  telling  us  that, in the
light of  a  nofi--hefoic  standard,  namely,  by the criteria  of  real iife, hero-
ism only  brings about  avrdic`misery'(I.  so78). At first sight,  these
opening  lines of  Wiglaf's speech  seem  to be a final verdict  on  the fatal

  
i
 T. A. Shippey, cll). cit･) P･ 5i･

  
2
 Other typical  ¢ xamples  ate;  a-na  (il. 42s, 888, 24gg,  2643,  2876),  min  a-nes (lk 2ss3),  a'nes

nezannes  (1. 2s4x),  etc.
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flaw potential in heroism, though  this lacks consistency,  since  he is the
last petson to  voice  such  a  verdict,  and  since  he is the  only  one  who,

in the  teeth  of  danger, has abided  by the hetoic code  to  the last moment.
But, after  those  words,  he voices  his dilemma, his complex  sentiments

by saying  that  he could  not  ofler  his `beloved
 lord' (1. 3o7g) 

`any

counsel'(l.  3o8o) to  give over  fighting with  the dragon; then, refer-

ring,  significantly,  to  the  great price paid fbr the hoard (11. 3o84b-8sa)
and  also  to the inexorable fate that his lord has met  (ll. so84, 3o8s))
he moves  gradually into the  praise of  the  deceaced hero's metit  and  of

his supreme  excellence  as the 
`

 worthiest  warrior  
'
 (avigend weoropllbsl,  1.

sogg); lastly and  most  sjgnificantly,  he touches  upon  God's possible
protection of  his soul  (1. 3iog). Taken as a whole,  his speech  is the

expression  of  mixed  feelings fiuctuating from outspoken  criticism  to

enthusiastic  approbation;  it is an  outpouring  of  pent-up emotions  in the

fulness of  his grieC which  is curiously  contrasted  in its overall  tone

with  his wotds  of  rebuke  to  his ten  cowardly  comrades  some  one  hun-

dred ljnes earlier,  where,  accusing  them  of  their 
`
 flight 

'
 (1. 288gb),

their `
 inglorious deed '

 (I. 28goa),  he has passed his final sentence  on

them,  bringing it home to them  that the last choice  lefr to a warrior  is

either  noble  death or  inglorious life (11. 28gob-gi)･

   Wiglaf's criticism  carries  the frantic intensity of  one  who  in hls very
maiden  battle (see IL 262sb-27)  was  destined to watch  his beloved lord

die a violent  death as his sole  and  last devoted fo11ower; an  intensity

which,  therefore,  could  only  find a  sense  of  balance by venting  direct
blame on  the very  heroic deed that has Ied to  that  death and  the misery

of  
`many

 a  warrior'  (1. 3o77). Thus, though  impressionistic in the

utmost,  his criticism  seems  to hit home. At any  rate,  his conflicting

feelings and  intuitive insight can  be said  to show  at  once  the  strength

and  weakness  of  a young  warrior.

   A  similar  but a  more  ominous  criticism  is given by one  who  is called
the Messenger of  the Geatas. As  distinct from VC'iglaf's emotional,

rather  personal voice,  however, the speech  of  this nameless  spokesman

is dispassionate throughout  and  delivered against  the  broader perspec-
tive  of  history. First of  all, he briefiy tells the  outcome  of  the battle
and  the sad  news  of  their lord's death. His utmost  concern  at the very

 outset  is the  appalling  fbreshadowing of  the  coming  of  a  
`
 time  of  war  

'

with  the`fa11  of  their king' (11. 2giob-T3a).  The  Messenger's inten-

 tion here is not  to lay personal blame on  Beowulf  for what  he has hero-
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 ically done; rather,  his speech,  by driving home  the  sad  fact that  the

 death of  such  a powerfu1 king must  lead directly to a  national  disaster,
aims  at predicting the gloomy future awaiting  the nation.  Then, sud-

 denly looking into the  past, he gives, in flashback fbrm, a  long sur-

 vey  of  Geatish history: their  hostilities with  the neighbouring  tribes,
including Hygelac's fa11 and  the fierce battle fbught at Ravenswood,
 He  visualizes  the  battle scenes  with  such  a  realistic touch  that the  reader

feels as  if he were  watching  them  on  a  movie  scfeen.  They  are  poignant
memories  of  the life once  lived by  the hetoic. ferocious ttibes,  painfu1
mernories  almost  verging  into a hideous dream  of  the violent  world

where  dark impulses and  brutality menace  human  existence:  they  are

the  past nightmares  having the potential to become  an  actuality  again  at

any  time  in the present or  in the future. In this sweeping  panorama of
the  past wars  and  strifes,  the Messenger seems  to trace them  to their

origins  and  to  get hold of  their kernel: the deep-rootedness of  the feuds
between the  savage  tribes  and  the very  fatality of  human  hatfed attend-
ing those  trapped  in the endless  cycle  of  violence.  After ptobing into
the  essence  of  the  past searchingly  in this way,  he abruptly  comes  back
to the present to tell again,  but this time  more  elaborately  and  with  a

shift ofemphasis,  that  the death of  their  king-the  king who  has guard-
ed  their country  against  enemies,  who  has advanced  the  

`
 people's wel-

fare '

 and  who  has done 
`
 deeds of  valour  

'-will
 renew  the  

C
 feuds ;

 (11.
2ggg-3oo7a).  

XXihat
 he implies here is that the  fall of  such  a  good  king

as  Beowulf  will  cause  the  breakdown  of  the social  security  for which  he
has so  far strived,  and  that  it will  inevitably bring the  outbreak  of  war.

It could  not  be a mere  accident  that  the  ACessenger refers,  as  i)C'iglaf

does, to  the  dearly bought treasure (1. 3oi2, 11. 3oi3b-T4a),' emphasiz-
ing the  ultimate  irony that, in spite  of  its terrible cost,  it is useless  to
the  people. This observation  leads him  to fbretell again,  in flash-
forward form, the  tragic fate hanging ovet  them,  saying  that they  shall

ttead`land  of  exile'(1.  3oig). And, finally, in II. 3ozib-27  he presents
his vision  of  the  dark future in a  curt  but striking  style,  which  seems  to

be a gruesome picture of  human  natufe  at  its tether: the  cold  image
of  the  speats  as  a cruel  means  of  slaughter;  the absence  of  the sound  of

a  harp, that  symbol  of  human  energy  and  joy; the awefu1  image  of  the

beasts of  battle in human  dialogue. Now,  instead of  the  harp, we

i
 In ll. 24isb-i6,  out  poet himselfalludes to the  same  point.
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hear the beasts of  battle sing  their triumphant  song  in shrill but hollow

voices.i  The  bestiality in a  peculiarly human  voice  here is, it seems

to me,  the very  symbol  of  human  nature  in its bestial extremity,  a sym-

bol which  is also  a  poetical summary  of  the Messenger's long speech.

And, to show  this dreamlike and  hellish vision,  or  pethaps, to make

the reader  participate in this vision,  is the  real  motive  of  the Messenget,

who  is, after  all, a narrative  shadow  figure of  our  poet.
   Our  poet deliberately adds  a  few words  of  verification  both befbre

and  after  the  Messenger's speech,  saying  that  he told it `
 truly 

'

 (1. 28gg)

in the hearing of  all  and  
`

 he did not  lie much  in facts and  words  
'

                                                             (11.
so2gb-so3oa). The reason  fbr this is that, bearing in mind  the his-

torical fact that  the Geatas, absorbed  by the Sweons, had ceased  to

exist  as  a  tribe, our  poet lets the Messenger speak  of  this as  a  prophecy.
It is, in short,  a  future histoty told  as  a  past event,  and  this is in part
why  the  reader  has the  curious  impression that  the  far past occurs  m

the future and  the future has occurred  alfeady  somewhere  in the  past.
He  is thus  led, almost  unawares,  into a  sense  of  timelessness  where  he

is compelled  to catch  a  glimpse of  the dark abyss  of  human  existence.

The  Messenger's  prediction must  have sounded  all the more  truthfu1

to  the  Anglo-Saxon audience,  since  they  must  have been familiar with

the historical facts and  since,  more  importantly, their peace and  social

stability  could  have been jeopardized at  any  time  by strife between riva!

families, by internal power  struggles  and  by attack  from outside.  In

this vray,  our  poet assesses  heroism against  actuality  and  puts into the

mouth  of  this nameless  character  the disastrous effects  that the  poten-
tial ferocity and  final defeat of  heroism may  have on  life. The  verdict

 seems  the  more  impartiai and  objective  because it is given by an  anony-

 mous,  impetsonal figure: he is only  mentioned  as  seny ffe ntesgerttzl(1. 28g8b)

 and  se seag hwala (1. 3oz8a). And  it mlay  be added  that  the  Messenger's

 attitude  combines  the  characterisdics  of  a  cleat-eyed  critic  of  histoty,

 a  cool-headed  social  analyst  and  a sensitive  poet, and  behind all  these

 we  find the sincere  and  mature  character  of  our  poet.
   Our  third and  last example  is the lament of  an  old  Geatish woman,

 i As fbr the  beasts of  battle, Adrien Boniour  says  what  is in a  sense  to the  point: 
"

 here,

indecd, the  beasts of  battle are  briefly turned  into a  symbol  of  the  ultimate  ttiumph  of  death,

the  comrnon  destiny of  dynasties, and  the  final fate of  man  ("Beou'utf and  the  Beasts of  Bat-

tle," Pwbfications ofthe Mbdern  Lopguqge Asseciation, LXXII  (igs7), p. s6g). But  his interpre-

tation  is, I think,  only  partly true.
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 a lament･ which  appears  near  the end  of  the  poem, and  which  is, as  op-

posed to         the  two  preceding examples,  told in indirect speech  and  in a

 peculiarly elegiac  tone.  What  she  sings  is a  dolefu1 dirge in memory
of  the  dead king, and  what  is significant  here is that, vtTithout  mincing

 matters,  she  enumefates,  or  rathef,  sums  up  laconically, the inevitable
future tesults  of  the Geatish king's tragic  fa11 so  as  to  evoke  our  emo-

tional participation in their  imminence: evil  days, much  carnage,  terror
of  foe, humiliation and  captivity  (ll. sis3-ssa). She seems  to say  that
all  these are  only  part of  the bitter past experience  of  human  history to
･be

 repeated  endlessly  as  long as human  beings exist. This may  be
only  too  true. The  prophecy of  thls old  woman,  who  is perhaps a
soothsayer,  seems  to hold good  still in our  days, though  in a  charac-

teristically  modern  way.  More  to  the  point, however, her cfitical  proph- ･
ecy  seems  to  be coming  from her feminine instinct and  sensibility.

   From  what  has been argued,  we  might  safely  conclude  that there  are

in Beoza,a4f two  diflbrent points of  view.  One  is seen  in the  aesthetjc

way  in which  our  poet openly  extots  Beowulf's heroic and  kingly vir-
tues  such  as  his indomitable will,  his unrivalled  prowess, generosity
and  wisdom  as  well  as  his outstanding  sense  of  honour, and  in the way
he reprobates  those  who  faithlessly violate  the  heroic code  as  in the
cases  of  Herernod  and  Beowulf's  ten cowardly  thanes  who  lose their
valour:  for the  latter, it must  be pointed out,  our  poet does not  hesitate
to  pile up  unique  value  words  of  vety  sttong  condemnation;i  OZ7 hiid-
lalan (l. 2846),  ij]dee lre-oza,fognra (1. 2847)  and  itvefa(zfa (l. 2863).  Beowulfian
heroism could  be defined as  an  exptession  of  manly  aspitation  for
human  perfection, with  an  ironical fecognition  of  man's  mortality  and

the  immortality of  fame; a  pathetic conviction  that  undying  name  alone
can  give mortal  man  glory, that  such  a name  alone  makes  his life worth
living. And  in that  very  noble  aspiration  lurks, our  poet is painfu11y
aware,  a dark brutal impetus driving man  to  the  tragic, if glorious,
destruction of  his own  self  and  those  around  him. It is this awateness

that gives our  poet the other  point of  vlew,  the  moral  one,  that  violence

will  only  breed violence.  However,  he has elaborately  chosen  a  way

 
i
 Our  poet seems  to  see  the  downfaIl of  the  heroic 2ge  in the  cowardiee  of  the  ten  thancs

who,  escaping  from the  battlefield, outlive  their lord. Their behaviout was  criminal  jn
heroic socicty  and  was  perhaps  still in Anglo-Saxon society,  but the  poet's stance  seems

to  be shown  inore  in his critical  tone,  whefe  we  feel some  hint of  resignation:  thc  true  hetoic
age

 
has

 gone and  their shamefu1  act  cannot  be helped, since  they  zre,  after  all, modern  boys.
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of  exptessing  this moral  view  indirectly, by letting his characters  voice

it, thus  giving it more  dramatic force than  otherwise,  as  criticism  on

his behalg each  character  expressing  it in his own  way.  The  poet seems

to urge  us  to  opefi  our  eyes  to the fatedness of  human  atrocity  and

know  better thereby.  If we  do not,  he seems  to tell us  with  deep res-

ignation and  pity, the  vicious  circle  of  violence  will  go on  forever.

Regrettzbly, history seems  to  be teaching  us  this Iesson still.

   Seen in this way,  our  poet seems  to  tell us  finally: heroism  is itself

a  fine thing  in so  fat as  it evokes  our  admiration  and  sympathy,  whether

it ends  in success  or  failure ot  even  death, but it is also  essentially  and

fatally bad, rooted  as it is in a  ferocious and  destructive impulse and,

thetefore, threatening  to humanlife. Moreover, there  is an  undercurrent

in the work,  not  expressed  as  such,  but very  strong  and  deep, which

might  almost  be called  philosophical and  religious.  In our  poet's funda-

mentally  pessimistic view,  which  stands  in rnarked  contrast  with  Chau-

cer's  essentially  optimistic  one,  the  world  is fu11 of  strifes  and  evils,  life

is uncertain,  human  efforts  are  often  vain,  with  good  intentions ending

in bad fesults,  and  human  knowledge is extremely  limited and,  to

crown  it all, death is nothing  but a  mystery:  in a  word,  life in this world

js a  tiny  spot  of  light flicketing in the  vast,  unknown  darkness. This

pessimistic view  seems  to  find its ultimate  expression  in the  negative

value  of  the gold, which  is the most  powetful symbol  for the  trafisient

splendout  of  eafthly  life. Our  poet seems  to have had a  deep pity for

those  pagan souls  who,  however  much  they  may  have enjoyed                                                           life's

prosperity, as  symbolized  by the  positive value  of  go!d, and                                                       whatever

long-lasting fame they  may  have acquired  in this world,  must  depart

from this transitory  (dene) life with  no  sure  hope of  afterlife,i salva-

tion  and  true etetnal  glory in heaven. Against this background lies,

I think, the  critical  view  of  our  poet as a Chtistian, the view  that, in

the  light of  a higher ideal, the heroic ideal fa11s short.  In othet  words,

wheteas  what  lingers at the core  of  the  heroic ideal is intrinsically a

pagan ethos,  it is from the  Christian standpoint  that our  poet sees  it.

Thus  what  our  poet's sense  of  balance has told  him  to  do is neither

to cry  up  heroism blindly nor  to  cry  it down  mercilessly.  Although

our  poet clearly  has both nostalgic  and  sceptic  attitudes  toward  the
ri

 It is true that  glimmets  of  hope for afterlife  are  expressed  but the  references  are  only

sporadic  and  the  concept  is not  clearly  stated.  Thcre is virtually  no  allusion  to happiness

after  death: this is perhaps ifltentional,
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Germanic hetoic past, a  dowxxtight criticism  is not  his intention.
Avoiding extremes,  he has taken  great care  to balance one  against

the other  PoelicdlLy.
  0ur  close  teading  of  the  text  and  the critical approach  based on  it
tell us  ift the  endi how  the admiration  of  heroisrn in Beopmuij is carefully
relativized  by our  poet's sound  historical sense,  which  is a kind of  ac-

cumulated  epic  wisdom,  by his cool  pe:ception of  reaiities, his almost

philosophical perception of  the  poignant conditions  of  human  exist-

ence,  and  by his steadfast  religious  beiief. And  our  conclusion  is that

the ambiguous  image of  Beoeva4f as hero and  king has its ultimate  root

in our  poet's complex  attitudes  toward  the heroic world  as well  as in
his handiing of  poetic materials,  and  in ironies and  tensiQns  of  mean-

ings collateral  witih  them.  If one  measure  of  the maturity  of  a  work

of  art  can  really  be, as some  critics v;rould  assett,  
"
 its inclusivenes$.

its awareness  of  complexity,  its ironies and  tensions,"i the  ambiguity

'
 of  image in Beoav"{lf is, paradoxically, a  ttue sign  of  the  poem's mul-

tivalence and  artistic maturity.
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