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they have set out from worldly joys  to seek the King of Glory.

They dwell in Heaven now _with the High-father
s livingin glory, and 1 look forward

constantly toward  that time the Lord’s rood

which I beheld before ~here on this earth

shall fetch me away ~from this fleeting life

and bring me then” where bliss is eternal
1o to joy in Paradise where the Lord’s people

are joined at that feast where joy lasts forever

and seat me there where evermore

1 shall dwell in glory, together with the saints

share in their delights. May the Lord be my friend,
s who on earth long ago on the gallows-tree

suffered agony for the sins of men:

he redeemed us  and gave us life,

a home in Heaven. Hope was made new

and blossomed with bliss  to those burning in fire.2
150 The Son was victorious  in venturing forth,

mighty and triumphant when he returned with many,

a company of souls - to the Kingdom of God,

the Almighty Ruler, - to the joy of angels,

and all those holy ones  come to Heaven before.*
55 toliveinglory, when their Lord returned,

the Eternal King  to His own country.

2. This line and those following refer to the so-  Plowman, Passus 18). The analogy is to the trium-
called Harrowingof Hell Aftr bis deah on the  phal procesion of a Roman empero resurning
Cross, Christ descended into hell, from which he from war.

released the souls of certain patriarchs and 3. The line probably refers to a belief that God had
prophets, conducting them into heaven (sec Piers  sanctified a chosen few before the crucifixion.

BEOWULF

, the oldest of the great long poems written in English, may have been
B ZZZ"‘.,{M sorn it ek ldab e ago, in the first half of the eighth
century, although some scholars would place it as late as the tenth century. As is
the case with most Old English poems, the title has been assigned by modern edi-
tors, for the manuscripts do not normally give any indication of title or authorship.
Linguistic evidence shows that the poem was originally composed in the dialect of
what was then Mercia, the Midlands of England today. But in the unique late-
tenth-century manuseript preserving the poem, it has been converted into the
West-Saxon dialect of the southwest in which most of Old English literature sur-
vives. In 1731, before any modern transeript of the text had been made, the manu-
script was seriously damaged in a fire that destroyed the building in London that
housed the extraordinary collection of medieval English manuseripts made by Sir
Robert Bruce Cotton (1571-1631). As a result of the fire and subsequent deterio-
ration, a number of lines and words have been lost from the poem.
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Although Hrothgar and Beowulf
are portrayed as morally upright and
enlightened  pagans,  they fully
espouse and frequently affirm_the
values of Germanic heroic poetry. In
the poetry depicting_this warrior
ociety, the most important of
human relationships was that which
existed between the warrior- —the
thane—and his lord, a relationship
based less on subordination of one
man's will to another’s than on
mutual trust and respect. When a
warrior vowed loyalty to his lord, he
became not so much his servant as
his voluntary companion, one who
would take pride in defending him
and fighting in his wars. In return,
the lord was expected to take care of
his thanes and to reward them richly
for their valor; a good king, one like
Hrothgar or Beowulf, is referred to
by such poetic epithets as “ring-giver” A nglo-Saxon helmet, 6th to 7th centuries.
and as the *helmet” and *shield” of  Excavated at Sutton Hoo, Suffolk.
his people.

The relationship between kinsmen
was also of deep significance to this society. If one of his kinsmen had been slain, a
e s moral abligation either to kill the slayer or to exact the payment of wer-
4 (man-price) in compensation. Each rank of society was evaluated at a definite
e which had (o be paid to the dead man's kin by the killrif he wished to avoid
B emgeance-—even iF the killing had been an accident. In the absence of any
esil code other than custom or any body of law enforcement, it was the duty of the
oy often with the lord’s suppor) o execute justice. The payment itsef had less
iemifcance as wealth than as proof that the kinsmen had done what was right. The
B ta take revenge or to exact compensation was considered shameful. Hroth-
unr's angulh aver the murders committed by Grendelis not only for the loss of his
B oo for the shame of his inability cither to kill Grendel or to exact a
Cieathepricen from the killr. ‘It s always better / to avenge dear ones than o
indulge in mourning” (lines 1384-85), Beowulf says to Hrothgar, who has been
hrenes back nto deapair by the revenge-slaying of his old friend Aeschere by Gren-
del's mother.

Yet the young BeowulF’ attempt to comfort the bereaved old king by invoking the
code of vengeance may be one of several instances of the poet's ironic treatment of
the tragic futility of never-ending blood feuds. The most graphic example in the
poem of that irony is the Finnsburg episode, the lay sung by Hrothgar's hall-poet.
"The Danish princess Hildeburh, married to the Frisian king Finn—probably to it
e R o peoplat—loass Loth her brot} ARSI tL
abloody fight breaks out in the hall between a visiting party of Danes and her I
B e b arc cremated together an & huge funetal pyre: “The gl
B e B o consumad | the dead/of both eUSHILERFIN: veiser
loge" '(|lines 1124-25). Ree

uch feuds, the staple subject of Germanic epic and saga, have
place in the poem. Instead, the poem turns on n I s e pheral
Preternatural evil, which inhabits the dangerous ghts against

demonic space surrounding
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‘The verse translation here is by the Irish poet Seamus Heaney, who received the

Nobel Prize for literature in 1995. Selections from Heaney’s own pacms appeas
Volume F of this anthology,
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