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Beowulf is a study of survival: the survival of the
individual, of the race, of the species, and of the human spirit
as a transcendent form of the will to continuance and renewal.
Because consciousness is integral to human survival, Beowulf must
also be a study of human consciousness in conflict with conscious
and unconscious forces that threaten its being, as well as in
faithful obedience to those forces that promote its potential for
becoming.

The dynamic of Beowulf contains the interaction of

consciousness with a projection, upon the 'real' world, of forms

i in the of the human psyche. The power
of the conscious mind to the of the iou
forcing them tor!" ,' and the perceived

necessity of its doing so, creates the tension that gives rise to
the inter-psychic dialectic. The religious tensions of the poem
derive from conflicting ideologies, including the subliminal
influence of 'pagan' or 'high pagan' (i.e., gnostic) thought.
The ideal product of this tension is its resolution through the

on or ion of both the individual entity and

collective consciousness into a form that transcends apparent
limitations, so that the objectives of survival can continue to
be met. The real product is the poem itself, as a work of art.

The patterns of behaviour, both actual and symbolic, by

which the Y ions, or ions, of basic
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nature are effected, are the materials of this poem. Everything
in Beowulf is, from this perspective, symbolic, from the
archetypal forms which manifest themselves as patterns or
projections of being and action, to the landscape, which
impresses itself upon the reader as both an introjection of

objective reality and as a projection of subjective perception,

to the str of human consci , to the cha:
encountered by the heroic protagonist.

The eponymous hero is both an archetypal form of
consciousness (where he is seen as the agent of the ego) and
unconscicusness (where he is understood to be an agent of the

'self'). His primary function is to act for 'good' in opposition

to the forces for 'evil' repr by the two and the
dragon, who stand for the dangerous and destructive elements of
the three primary instincts that form the unifying thematic
principle for the discussion: aggression, sexuality, and
transformation (or the so-called "religious instinct"). These
instinctual occupations, the modes of action in which the hero,
Beowulf, like every human being, engages, have psychic as well as
physical manifestations and goals. The psychic goal is
individuation, or the process of becoming a fully 'realized'
individual. The evolutionary stages of the hero represent the
development of the individual's consciousness, which must include
awareness of his or her own strengths and weaknesses, so that the

transformative requirements of individuation may be met.



The whole of Beowulf can be seen as the enactment of the
proces: of individuation. Beowulf, the hero, is, in this
analysis, the 'individuant,' who confronts in the monsters and
dragon the archetypal projections of his own unconscious, which
may, through the structural and formal elements of the poem, be
discovered as a driving force, or will, directing the three
instincts described by C.G. Jung: the aggressive, the sexual and
the religious. The antagonists, in their respective forms as
Grendel, the Merewife and the Wyrm, represent the repressed
elements of these three primary instincts; Beowulf's battles
represent the battles between consciousness and the destructive
elements of both the personal and the collective unconscious.

The Wyrm, in its aspect of Draca, also stands for the final
transformative principle and process that underlies all
developmental change.

Apart from its representation of the individual psyche, and
in keeping with both the mythopoeic intention of epic poetry and
the collective nature of oral poetry, Beowulf also reflects this
civilization's evolving humanity, its society, its systems and
its psyche, and is, in this sense, a reflection of the collective

consci and of a human species defined in

relation to environmental conditions of seasonal change that
includes, in a psychically significant way, the elemental
conditions of ice and snow.

Because the poem is considered to be 'about' the process of

psycho-genetic development in the human individual and species,
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the pattern of discussion is determined by the elements basic to

that process: birth, growth, death and transformation. The

special 1 and 1 function of the hero will be

discussed throughout with reference to these thematic factors.
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"Life is a battle, it always has been
and always will be, and if it were not so,
existence would soon come to an end."

carl Gustav Jung



Introduction

In keeping with the mythopoeic intention of epic poetry,
Beowulf attempts to reflect the hero's evolving humanity and his
civilization (its society, its systems and its psyche) and to
give expression both to facts of matter (the so-called
'objective' facts as determined by history and science) and to
facts of mind (the subjective truths which make themselves known
to each individual independent of objective reality, but which
are, nevertheless, affirmed by intersubjective experience). Like
all products of the human mind in its creative or intuitive
function, Beowulf represents the interaction of consciousness
with a projection, upon the 'real' world, of forms perhaps
inherent in the structure of the human psyche. The power of the

conscious mind to the of the ious,

forcing them 'underground' or 'underwater,' and the perceived
necessity of its doing so, creates the tension that gives rise to

the inter-psychic dialectic.

The adaptation of consci to its envi is
important to the underlying common psychic goal of the collective
unconscious, for only by adaptation can the individual, or the
race, survive. Beowulf is above all a study in survival: the
survival of the individual, of the race, of the species, and of
the human spirit as a transcendent form of the will to
continuance and renewal. Because consciousness is integral to

human survival, Beowulf must also be a study of human



consciousness in conflict with those forces that threaten its
being, as well as in faithful obedience to those that promote its
potential for becoming.

The patterns of behaviour, both actual and symbolic, by

which the ry ions, or ions, of basic

nature are effected, are the materials of this poem. These
patterns may themselves be archetypal, in that they may have been

set down prior to consci by the ous. The psychic

patterns are projected onto appropriate situations and symbols in
the objective world, these symbols become agents acting in a myth
that expresses the psychic drama, and these myths are physically
re-enacted in some form, whether ritual, natural or artistic, in
such a way that the craative and recreative requirements of human
being are satisfied. This process has been part of the human
condition since pre-history. Primitive peoples enacted imitative
rites that served to complete the transition from unconscious
mind to conscious "actualization" (The Collected Works of C.G.
Jung 12: 129-30); as society advanced, religious ritual served
the same function; and as it secularized, the religious
experience was transformed or transferred to the artistic sphere,
so that what was once religious ritual became drama, as
tragoeidia, the "goat song" of Dionysian worship, became tragedy.
The epic is a form of tragedy.

The epic structure of Beowulf demands the expansion and

inclusiveness that establishes it as a vehicle for the

ion of s and actions. As
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the psyche, in its power to introject and interpret the objective
world and to project its inner reality upon the world of nature,
may be said to comprise all that man can know of himself and his
world, the epic poem, "a handbook cr the continuing struggle
towards ego-consciousness" (Foley 1977: 135), may be said to
contain all its composer consciously and unconsciously knows of
human reality. In Beowulf, reality is represented (as, in fact,
it must inevitably be in the world of human perception) by
symbols, and everything in the poem is, in this sense, symbolic,
from the archetypal forms which manifest themselves as patterns
of action, to the landscape, which impresses itself upon the
reader as both an introjection of objective reality and as a

projection of subjective on, to the str of human

consciousness represented by Heorot, to the real and symbolic
characters encountered by the heroic protagonist.

The evolutionary stages of the hero represent the development
of the individual's ego-consciousness, which must include
awareness of his or her own strengths and weaknesses. That is a
basic premise of this thesis, which will attempt to follow
Beowulf through the patterns and activities by which he (as "the
individual") comes to terms with himself as a human being,
utilizing and transcending his instinctual nature in the final
spiritual realization of both conscious and unconscious aims.

The whole of Beowulf can be seen as the enactment of this
process. Beowulf, the hero, confronts in the monsters and dragon

the archetypal projections of his own unconscious, conceived as a



driving force, or will, directing the three main instincts
identified and described by the Swiss psychoanalytical theorist,
C.G. Jung: the aggressive, the sexual and the religious. The
monsters represent, first of all, the repressed elements of these
primary instincts; Beowulf's battles represent the battles
between consciousness and the destructive elements of the

unconscious.

Structural Organization: the Three Instincts Theory and Binary
Opposition in Beowulf

Beowulf is a representation of individual and collective man
in the psycho-physical world. Its three-fold structure (the
three battles with three supernatural antagonists) parallels in
theme and symbology the struggle of the human individual and
society to reconcile this apparently ambivalent condition of
human being. The structure of Beowulf is temptingly parallelled
by the structure of C.G. Jung's theory of the three human
instincts -- aggression, sexuality and religion -- and I have
happily succumbed to the temptation of this congruency in
constructing the framework of the dissertation.

Tolkien, who advocates a "binary" structural interpretation
of Beowulf, and Leyerle, who points to the circularity of the
"interlace" structure of the poem may both be 'right' if the
poem's paradoxes are considered to represent the transformative
process, which may be understood in terms of Jung's explication

of the process of enantiodromia, in which the binary opposites
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move towards and away from one another. The symbol for infinity
-- ©O . js a visual aid to this understanding; the poem's
epic simile puts the dynamic in tactile, physical form. The co-
existent forms of youth and age at the beginning and at the end
of the poem (Beowulf and Hrothgar; Wiglaf and Beowulf) emphasize
the thematic bi-polarity and psychological simultaneity; the
wyrmhord symbolically contains the same dynamic possibility. The
'twins effect' (produced by the parallel of Beowulf and Breca)
locates the binary in the temporal, physical world; while the
circle (suggested by the magic circle in which the treasure is
bewunden and the circle made by the warriors as they ride around

Beowulf's barrow) the or ical. It is

a part of the poem's intention to represent both worlds, to show
them as inter-related, not mutually exclusive. The binary
opposites of life and death are interwoven in the poem with the
circular motif of transformation by means of the seasonal
metaphor expanded in the epic simile.

A trinitarian, Augustinian structural motif of Beowulf, most
obvious in the three battles with the three supernatural
antagonists, also appears in the poem's three dimensions, which
may be compared to the three levels on which human psychic
activity takes place -- in the conscious or inter-subjective

world of society (Heorot, where Beowulf battles Grendel); in the

¥ 1d' of the ious (the cave, where

Beowulf struggles with Grendel's mother); and in a supra-

conscious realm of awareness that provides the crucible for
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transformation (Earnanaes, the battlefield on which Beowulf meets
the Dragon). This last field of action may be compared to Jung's
"middle ground,” which may be understood in terms of the Anglo-
Saxon middangeard, the human world of precarious balance between
absolutely antipathetic contraries, which may itself be compared
to Midgard, the Norse human world, located in or on a thin
membrane between the extremities of fire and ice that comprise
the Norse universe. This study aiso wishes to point to a four-
fold, quaternal pattern implicit on the battlefield at Earnanaes
and in the ubiquitous seasonal metaphor (which, although it only
appears once, underlies all dimensions of the poem). All of
these numerological elements had meaning in both gnostic ('high
pagan') and Christian theosophy, and it might be possible to
contend that the poet intended that meaning to be implicit in the
components of the poem.

Because the poem, from the point of view of this reading, is
considered to be 'about' the process of psychogenetic development
in the human individual and species, the pattern of discussion is
determined by the elements basic to that process: birth, growth,
death and transformation.

Birth, or 'genesis,' relates to the origins of the poem, its
protagonist, and the individuals or society that produced them.
Chapter I, "The Genesis of the Hero," will discuss these elements

and identify the hero as an pal form of consci

(where the hero is seen as the agent of the ego) and

unconsciousness (where he is understocd to be an agent of the



'self'). His primary function is understood tc be to act for
'good' in opposition to the forces for 'evil,' thus introducing
the factor of morality into subsequent discussion. Symbolic
representations of the duality that arises out of such a
fundamental split in conscious perception abound in the many
binary oppositions of Beowulf, but are most clearly polarized in
two major symbols: the great hall, Heorot, which symbolizes the
material world constructed by consciousness, and the fyr on
flode, "fire on the water" of the dreadful mere, which is a major
symbol of the whole psyche, containing in structurally authentic

proportions the 'fire of consciousness' and the 'water of

' and ing in its totality the poet's
structural preoccupation with 'binary opposites' or antinomies, a
recurring motif of the poem. A further literary element to be
considered in this chapter is the word lofgeornost, "most eager
for praise,"™ which will be discussed with reference to the
concept of the libido, out of which, it is contended, arise the
three primary growth instincts that form the unifying thematic
principle for the following chapters on aggression, sexuality and
religion in Beowulf. These instinctual occupations are the modes

of action in which the hero, Beowulf, like every human being,

engages. The special 1 and tr 1 function of the
hero will be discussed throughout with reference to these

thematic factors.

P II, "The and ion in Beowulf," will

focus upon Beowulf's first great battle with the nga, "the



aggressor" (Trautmann), Grendel, who is seen as the
personification of negative aggression, action for evil rather
than good, the archetypal Shadow of the warrior ethos. In this
connection, morality is considered to arise from the biological
necessity to justify or control the aggressive drive.

Chapter III, "The Merewif and Sexuality in Beowulf,"
considers Beowulf's second battle, with the monstrous mother of
Grendel, to be the enactment of confrontation with the archetypal
female principle. Male and female images in warrior society are

discussed in terms that understand both to be constructs of the

masculine mind. The Merewife is int as an pal
entity, the Great Mother, focus of the Oedipal conflict, and the
battle interpreted as a sexual encounter. The hero's
accomplishment (or failure) is examined with reference to the
position of women in the warrior world and the image of the woman
mourner in Beowulf.

In Chapter IV, "The Wyrm and Religion in Beowulf," the third
and final supernatural battle of Beowulf with the fire dragon is
interpreted to represent the ego's final confrontation with the
manifest reality of death, the knowledge of which is said to have
forced the emergence of a peculiarly human 'instinct,' or
function, the so-called "religious instinct" (Jung). The
religious element of the poem is seen as multi-perspective
because of the exigencies of the oral tradition, which reflects
above all a collective process, but an attempt is made in this

chapter to identify the authorial voice. The religious quest,



seen as a journey in search of psychic unity (individuation) is
considered in terms of its implications for the society of
Beowulf, with the collectivity of the religious experience
emphasized. The religious function as, essentially, a
transformative one, underlying all discussion of symbols of good
and evil in Beowulf, anticipates the preoccupations of the final
chapter.

Chapter V, "Patterns and Symbols of Transformation in
Beowulf," constitutes an attempt to make sense of the

ive pr previously di in

their temporal phases. It proceeds from the point of view of the
evolutional necessity of psychological adaptation and psychic
individuation and focuses particularly upon the transformations
of the hero in both the individual and the collective psyche.
Discussion is pursued with reference to the psycho-physical
positioning of Beowulf at Earnaness, the "middle ground" of
conflict between Beowulf and the dragon, which constitutes the
meeting of the opposites on the final battlefield and culminates
in the achievement of a symbolic transcendence; the function of
symbol formation is explored with reference to the primary
symbols of binary opposites in the poem: fire and water; gold and

iron; light and s; and pre ist and ist. The

exploration ends with a consideration of the tension maintained
in the poem in relation to the possibility for immortality as

opposed to the prospect of annihilation, and the necessity to
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maintain faith as a principle of survival in the war between hope

and despair.

The Critical Perspective

The writings of the Swiss psychoanalytical theorist, C.G.
Jung, as well as his foremost interpreter in the field of
literary studies, Maud Bodkin, are basic to the perspective
advanced in this dissertation, as are the writings of St. Paul,
to whom both Jung and the Beowulf poet fundamentally referred.

The study hopes to provide, not so much a unique insight into the

materials of the pt, as a sy is, through application
of an eclectic perspective to the collective materials of the
poem, that expressess something of the Northern Germanic
consciousness, a consciousness defined in relation to a landscape
of ice and snow, as illuminated in this surviving work from the
first millennium A.D. and as reflected in a second millennium
descendant.

From a critical perspective, one of the most liberating

aspects of working with Beowulf is the fact that both the

ipt and the 1 are archaic and must therefore be
decoded. As Kevin Kiernan points out in Beowulf and the Beowulf
Manuscript (1981), there are many emendations, erasures and even
completely illegible words in the Cotton Vitellius MS, and these
ambiguities have necessarily opened the way to various, often
radically contradictory interpretations of lines and meanings.

This fact greatly adds to a feature of the poem that particularly
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interests me, its collectivity. I assume, for the purposes of
this dissertation, that Beowulf is not, and cannot be, the work
of only one mind, although it is still possible within the
framework of this analysis to imagine (as I do) that the original
composition was the work of one individual. When I say
'composition,' I am thinking in a structural sense: the decision
to tell this particular story in this particular order, including
certain elements -- such as, for example, the symbols and the
digressions -- for a particular artistic purpose.

Despite the intriguing possibilities of Kiernan's
revolutionary hypothesis, which has the poet as the writer, there
is sufficient argument for an earlier dating to permit the more
conventional assumption that the manuscript was copied by two
scribes from a much earlier source. The (perhaps) original
manuscript might have provided problems for its scribes similar
to those experienced by analysts attempting to identify the true
nature of our own source. What Kiernan considers authorial
emendations may simply be second thoughts on the part of the
scribes, or attempts to fill in some blanks from memory. In any
case, I do not share these textual concerns; for my purposes, the
fact that so many individuals had a hand in Beowulf, changing,
erasing, emending, transliterating, translating, interpreting and
analysing, only makes the document with which this dissertation
is engaged more universal, more representative, more a reflection
of man gua man, than the work of any one individual, however

gifted, could possibly be. The Beowulf considered here, whether
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in facsimile, transliteration, edition or translation (poetic or
prosaic) is, not so simply, a composite of collective minds
spanning a period of at least fifteen hundred years.

The argument of this thesis does not so much depend upon the
dating of the poem as upon its form, structure and symbolic

content. Etymological interpretations offered are, for this

reason, rather more naturalist than onal and may
the strict sensibilities of the true philologist. Indead, I
cannot claim to be a 'true' anything, except, perhaps, a true
eclectic.

While the principles and perspectives applied to this
reading of Beowulf are eclectic, however, they are not random.
The mode of analysis evolved out of an interest in comparative

mythology and Jungian psychology, which seemed to offer a

Y ic method of ing some of the meanings of a poem
dealing not only with a mythic or legendary hero but also with
the concerns and condition of man-in-the-world. Needless to say,
these basic 'frames' proved to be motifs in a complex pattern
that, as John Leyerle has suggestively noted in "The Interlace
Structure of Beowulf," parallels the interlace pattern of Anglo-
Saxon art. Connective links with such frames of interpretation
as philosophy and physics, anthropology and archaeology, seem
natural to any study of the epic, whether primary or secondary.
Major difficulty has been met in trying to separate out those

strands, and I am not at all sure that this has been done. On
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the other hand, neither am I certain that this was entirely
desirable.

Another basic premise of this analysis contends that there
are contexts in which it is not necessary (and may be counter-
productive) to limit philological discussion to those formal
relationships between words which either can be, or have been
established, and one of the most important of these contexts is
the study of, or response to poetry, where echoes and phonetic or
allophonetic ass~ciations are part of the meaning of the poem.

The poet Spenser, writing his medieval-Renaissance epic, The
Faerie Queen, used words in what analysts call a 'naturalist'
mode; he created and recreated his vocabulary from this
perspective, bringing words together in new formations and
relationships that extended their old meanings, overturned their
current meanings and created new meanings. Spenser would not have
seen this process as artificial; in fact, quite the opposite. He
seems to have believed that words had original meanings, real
meanings perhaps in the manner of Plato's forms, that needed to
be "retrieved" in order for truth and moral balance to be
restored. K.K. Ruthven wrote of Spenser's etymology that the
poet used words in such a way as to indicate his deliberate
intent: "To retrieve the etymons would be to repair the original
bond between words and things" (Ruthven 506). Spenser applied
this precept to personal names as well, intuiting that names not

only have intrinsic

but are "prog i s il ¢

507), that is, that they can cause a person to become a certain
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kind of character as well as reflect that person's nature. This
intuition is of great importance to the study of Beowulf, because
the names all have particular meaning (as, indeed, names do in
popular culture today; they are often not chosen lightly by
people naming their progeny or even their pets, and the progeny,
at least, once apprised of it, in many cases internalize the

contents of the meaning and often assume, or adopt, the explicit

istic). This ing of the nature and meaning of
words and their effect upon conscious understanding and behaviour
was one of Spenser's great contributions to the English language
and psyche.

One can, perhaps, assume that the poet of Beowulf was not a
lexicographer or a linguist, although he may have been, like
Spenser, an etymologist. Perhaps one can (perhaps one must)
assume that a posm, particularly a poem such as Beowulf, which
has no identifiable author and not even a certainly identifiable
time and place, is an entirely independent entity, containing its
own intrinsic, arcane, necessarily artificial internal logic and
meaning, which, far from being unrelated to its language, is
absolutely bound up and contained within that language. In this
sense, as in a more objective, semiotic sense, words are symbols,
and open to expansion of meaning.

For reasons not unconnected to this critical hypothesis, some
readers might find in this dissertation an objectionable tendency
to reification, to treating the poem as a real entity, the hero

as a real being, the nilieu as a real world, the ideas as real
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facts. Immersion in the imaginary world of the poem, which seems
a desirable effect of a work of art on its perceiver, is,
nevertheless, defensible as a function of the religious/artistic
instinct, which permits and, indeed, encourages, such reification
in the creation and concretization of religious symbols.

This perspective has another effect, and that is to demand
speculation. In certain parts of this thesis, I am dealing with
2n attempted approach which must, by the very nature of the
subject be in part speculative, not demonstrable in the terms of
traditional, conventional, historical criticism. Such elements
as the 'digression' on Gnosticism (Chapter 4) are offered as
heuristic devices which might perhaps prove helpful in
approaching some of the deeper meanings of the poem, and are
hopefully justified by the fact that digressions are at least in
the spirit of the poem from a formal standpoint.

In literary criticism, as with all 'scientific' or

y ic s , the 1 and perceived

represent entirely the sense that inter-subjective consciousness

has managed to make out of what must ultimately be acknowledged

as a product of i and ious pr The work of
art is transcendent in that it opens the "doors of perception"
onto worlds and states of being which may exist outside the
borders of temporal conscious awareness, by recreating symbolic
objects and processes in a form in which consciousness may
participate without needing to be fully cognizant of either the

methods or the ultimate purpose. It is partially for this reason
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that the true creative work, whether that work is a poem, such as
Beowulf, or a life, such as the variously recorded and imagined
life of Christ, exercises a compelling power over the minds and

hearts of all who contemplate it.
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1 THE GENESIS OF THE HERO

"Beowulf is min t

The eponymous hero of the 0ld English Beowulf used his own
name only twice in the course of the poem: before his initial
meeting with Hrothgar, king of the Scyldings (343) and before his
final meeting with death (2807). In both cases, the effect is to
highlight an essentially subconscious intent, to impart a sense

of the hero's keen awareness of his individuality, his uniqueness

as an atheling aergod, "outstanding lord" (2343) and to signal
his determination to affirm and retain his identity up to -- and

even, as symbolized by the pagan immortality of his beorg,
"barrow," beyond -- death. In this endeavor, as in his words,
Beowulf displayed his defining self-awareness and revealed an
ontological integrity that enabled him to act in and for his
world. Above all, he displayed his pride, a fundamental quality
of the heroic figure.

Pride, the ego's weapon and curse in an incomprehensible
cosmos that might seem to negate human self-affirmation and deny
any sense of meaning and value, is the quality that enables

Beowulf to stand uppriht, "upright (2092), to claim the rewards
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of his success and accept the responsibilities of his failure, to
identify his being with the being of God and to define himself,
in action and reflection, as a hero. At the same time, as
Hrothgar warned Beowulf, this essential heroic quality is most

vulnerable to extreme expression, or perversion, and can easily

becone or or hubris. It can then
lead to the downfall of the hero.

Heroes, tragic or triumphant, are the personification of
man's highest possibilities in a world seen as a battleground,
and as every battleground demands its own kind of heroism, the
figure of the hero is determined by, and undergoes change and
development in response to, his interaction with the objective
world. Nevertheless, there are certain universal constants that
mythology, legend and history have entrenched in the collective
mind of humanity as intrinsic to the heroic figure.

The myth of the hero, like that of the gods, is integral to
the psycho-history of any civilization. Leaving aside the
argument that the gods themselves may have evolved out of myths
of more ancient heroes (in a pattern to be suggested in Chapter
1IV), the heroes of primary epics such as The Iliad and The
Odyssey, and, perhaps, Beowulf as well, can be thought to have
arisen through the collective activites of several outstanding
men of the same 'type,' men who displayed qualities of character
and prowess particularly valued by the societies that produced
them. Stories of heroic exploits performed by several such

individuals might, over the course of time, collect around the
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name of one particular man, and in this sense the hero is both an
individual and a collective entity.

The heroic field of action, like that of the non-heroic, has
three main levels: the physical, the social, and the psychic.
The first realm consists in the hero's action itself, and its
material result. The second level, the human milieu in which the
action takes place, is often the cause of the action or

materially influences its and its i ion, and yet

this realm in many ways serves a symbolic function, permitting
the individual to act out the deeper reality intuited to lie

below the surface of conscious in the ious,
psychic dimension, which Jung has defined most poetically as "an
acting and suffering subject with an inner drama that primitive
man rediscovers by way of analogy in the processes of nature both
great and small" (1939: 56). The hero may be unaware of these

psychic ; never ess, his of action derives

from, and uncovers, the unconscious part of his being, and to the
extent that this is the case, this behaviour is predetermined,
imprinted upon the heroic individual as a cumulative, archetypal

pattern that is his by destiny.



The Hero Motif

The first dimension in which the hero is defined is the
physical world, or the world of action, and in this realm his
primary function is salvation, both individual and collective.

On the one hand, he enacts the pattern of behaviour necessary to
secure salvation, whether physical or mystical, in the personal
sphere; on the other, he enacts this role on behalf of his
society, in the physical and the metaphysical realms. His
evolutionary or transformative stages represent stages in the
development of ego-consciousness, which strives for awareness and
control of its own strengths and weaknesses in order to advance

development, not only for himself but, as Beowulf says, for minum

leodum, "my people," the nation or race. This implies that the
hero has the power to change some fundamental aspect of physical
or psychic reality, a basic premise of this thesis, which will
attempt to follow Beowulf through some of the patterns and
activities by means of which he, as an archetypal hero, comes to
terms with himself as a human being, utilizes and transcends his
lower, instinctual nature in the final spiritual realization of
both conscious and unconscious aims, and transmits this bio-
psychic knowledge to others of his race so that the
transformative requirements of psychic and cultural evolution
might be fulfilled. Needless to say, the quest for collective
advancement or individual completion in a form Jung has termed

the "self" (1939: 96) is not undertaken by every individual, for
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the strife is, as the assaults of Grendel were said to have been,
to_ s 1. ongsum, "too strong, hateful and long-
lasting" (133-34).

In psychological terms, the hero is "an archetype of the
personal ego in its struggle for maturity and individuation"
(Henderson 110). He enacts cycles of behaviour that are
themselves archetypal, in that they institute processes necessary
to the realization of basic psychic goals; yet, these goals
alter in both definition and direction in accordance with the
needs of his society and his essential self as the heroic
protagonist approaches a final resolution. The mature stage of
the archetype, called the "old wise man" (Fordham 60), is
attained after a lifetime of activity which, in essential detail,
follows a well-documented pattern.

The pattern of the hero motif as it occurs throughout
literature and mythology has been shown by Joseph L. Henderson to
contain certain physical or 'factual' features common to all
human culteral traditions. These include: the humble or

miraculous birth; the ion of ; a rise

to a position of power or prominence; a pride that becomes
hubris; and, finally, a fall, through either betrayal or
sacrifice, resulting in his death (110). To this list may be
added the hero's defining willingness to risk his personal
security in battle with the forces of evil.

Ample evidence of Beowulf's traditional or mythic status as

a hero is provided in the epic poem. His questionable origins,
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as the son of a king's daughter and an outlaw in a foreign land
(459-64) and his undistinguished youth (2183b-88a) are mentioned
particularly, while Hrothgar's none-too-subtle reminder of his
father's debt (470-72) reinforces the impres:ion that Beowulf,
like King Alfred, who was said to suffer constantly from fear of
his own shortcomings and from "physical disorders of a gross
kind" (Brooke 104), had certain inherent disadvantages to
overcome. That he nevertheless had certain advantages is also
made clear; though, unlike Alfred, his obvious talents lay more
in the physical than the mental exercise. His early display of
strength and prowess in the contest with Breca and his

established reputation as on_baem

daege pisses lifes, "the strongest man in might at that time in
this world" (196-97), attest to Beowulf's superhuman strength.
By this, he rose to a position of prominence as a thane of
Higelac, distinguished himself in battle against the Grendel kin
and later, on his own merits, achieved his society's highest
position as king of the Geats. His pride is revealed not only in
his self-affirmation, but also in his beasting, his willingness
to challenge any adversary, his devastating defence of his
reputation against the charges of Unferth, as well as in his
refusal to back down from his final battle with the fyrwyrm;
this pride became hubris with his killing of Daeghrefn, or
Dayraven. His final self-sacrifice for minum leodum "my people"
(2797, 2804) -- after betrayal by his closest thanes -- led to
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his exemplary death in conflict with an archetypal form of evil

and to a fame that has lasted for fifteen hundred years.

Heroic Action in the Warrior World

A primary form of action undertaken by the hero, apart from
the life cycle which is his by destiny, is a type of experience
known as the rebirth pattern. The rebirth pattern, or, as Maud
Bodkin, affirming the experiential nature of archetypes, has
termed it, the "Rebirth Archetype" (1934: 61; 241) may be
repeated several times, either actually or symbolically,
throughout the heroic lifetime. The major functional and
situational motif of psyche, this pattern involves the heroic
protagonist in a process of katabasis, a descent into the

. 1d' of the ous (such as that undertaken by

Hercules), most vividly represented in Beowulf by the hero's
descent into the dismal mere. The process includes such motifs
as: a sense of tension or suspension between opposites, as

by the j tion of fire and water which recurs

throughout the poem (most dramatically in the description of the
fyr on flode, "fire on the water" of the mere itself); the
sacrifice of an animal (and Beowulf does kill one of the serpents
before entering the lake); a meeting with dangerous animals
(represented by the nicoras) which may symbolize the animal

instincts of the human i and an 1
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a victory that signifies a conquest of the dark powers within and
outside the mind.

Characterized by the descent-ascent motif, with its
psychological implication of this conquest, the rebirth pattern
is thought to lead to a transformation in the psyche of the
protagonist, in which certain apparently paradoxical and
irreconcilable elements are experientially resolved on a symbolic

level that is accessible to conscious or subconscious

ion. The that attack Beowulf in the water; the
fire which burns on the surface and in the depths; the cave, in
which the mythic battle takes place; and the cross, which
suggests itself as the magic sword with which Beowulf finally
prevailed, are all early symbols of psychic transformation. The
magic sword can also represent the power of the unknown force
conceived as the soul, by which the human being is perceived to
be empowered and raised above and beyond animal nature.

A passage through or over water is another recurring element
of the rebirtn archetype that appears in Beowulf's journey to the
Merewife's cave. The classic representation of this archetypal
pattern is the thematic image in the story of Jonah and the
whale, in which Leviathan's belly may be seen as an underwater
cavern. The Aeneid, too, represents the underworld as a
subterranean cave reached by means of water, the four rivers of
hell; in the odyssey, there is one river, the Styx. In the
approach to this realm of experience, the slaying of a beast

(perhaps symbolizing the animal identification of human nature)
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is required. Both Odysseus and Aeneas had to sacrifice an animal
before they could enter the underworld (Odyssey 11, Aeneid 6).

In Beowulf, this ritual sacrifice was also performed by the hero
(1432b-36), providing the essential 'religious' element.

These symbolic activities are then followed by a
confrontation and an ascent which, according to Jung, indicates a
transcendence to a higher level of awareness and, ultimately, a
transformation from one stage of being to another (CW 18: 483-
84).

These are the elements which, because they are universally
present in so many different mythologies, are not determined by a
personal or changing consciousness and may be said to arise from
another, more 'permanent' basis, the collective unconscious, to
form a prototype of the hero as a particular form of psychic
being and action that derives from the matrix of the unconscious.

Apart from its existence in archetypal form as the
manifestation of unconscious psychic activity, the figure of the
hero as saviour exists on the conscious level as a product of
society and the conscious mind. The hero, in this sense, is one
who rises in answer to a conscious social need or desire for
salvation. The need to be saved is intrinsic to the vulnerable
condition of humanity, and Beowulf is a hero in legend primarily
because he was one who could save other men when they could not
save themselves. The saviour rescues men from death and the fear
of death by facing it with body and mind (soul) and, in some

physical and metaphysical way, foiling it. His importance to his
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society thus takes on a religious significance (see Chapter IV).
The hero, although acting primarily for good as defined by his
society, must, in a final phase, transcend his society and act
for the deepest good within himself and in this way be a lesson

to his world.

Beowulf's Social Milieu

Beowulf was a hero to his society because he consciously and
consistently fulfilled and surpassed conventional social
expectations of the heroic figure, and these expectations were
affirmed by his ego, the centre of his own field of

consci , in ac with the ideals of the Germanic

society he represents. It is necessary to make this race
distinction because, although Western man's collective idea of a
hero is intrinsically the same, certain phylogenetic attributes
differ. The great heroes of classical mythology are as different
in some ways as they are alike in others, for reasons which
derive from the types of societies that produced them as well as
from the minds of their creators and the artistic forms through
which they receive their being. The superconsciously dutiful
virtues of Aeneas may be said to differ from the cool obsessions
of Odysseus as the values of Imperial Rome differed from those of
Ancient Greece, as Virgil differed from Homer and, it might be

said, as the secondary epic differs from the primary epic in both
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form and content. Aeneas may be said to be more the creation of
Virgil than of the Volksgeist not only because of Virgil's
conscious, 'artificial' reconstruction of Greek myth but also
because a single author is presumed for the literary epic, while
more than one author may (some might say must) be presumed for
the primary epic. In the case of Beowulf, it is possible to make
a case for the poem as both a primary and a secondary epic; to
presume an older version, either oral or written; to postulate
the imposition of a later, didactic Christian consciousness upon
older material; and to propose the possibility of scribal
interpolation upon an original primary or seconda.’’ epic poem.
Without being too much distracted by this line of inquiry, it is
suggested that a synthesis is possible which would reflect the
collective nature of both oral and written epic poetry by
asserting, well within conventional lines, that Beowulf, in the
form that we have it, is a primary epic in the sense that it
draws upon existing folk materials from divergent sources, but
that a single, Christian author may be deduced from the organic
integrity of the poem, which exhibits consistent and cumulative
patterns or motifs of Christian metaphor, imagery and symbolism.
Didactic scribal interpolations remain a possibility within the
literary scope of the manuscript, and this possibility, like its
origins in the r al folk tradition, adds to the collective appeal
of the poem, which may then be felt to represent not only

collective consci and i in the oral formulae

but also a collective superconsciousness in the didactic
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overtones. In keeping with collective scholarly opinion on the
tradition of the poem, it is contended that the environment into
which Beowulf was projected displayed manifestations of the
Christo-heroic Weltanschauung and, as the major heroic figure of
his milieu, he incorporates elements of the Teutonic heio with
qualities of heroism exemplified by Christ and His followers.
Despite Bernard Hupp&'s contention that "Beowulf is a hero who
lacks Christ and reveals that the heroic in itself is empty"
(1975: 23), it seems rather that Beowulf exemplifies the heroic
qualities of Christ and demonstrates the way in which these
qualities are within the potential of every human being, pagan or
Christian.

Conceived in the mater natura of Germanic consciousness, the
Anglo-Saxon tribes inherited their ideals of heroism through
their stories and songs and perhaps, as well, through genetic
information imprinted upon their race memory or collective
unconscious.” An actual genealogical connection was established
in Asser's Life of King Alfred [not, as Christopher Brooke (1963)
points out, that this connection was remotely authentic (16) but
it at least illustrates the desire on the part of the West Saxons

' The concept of bio-psychic transmission of knowledge does

not seem tc have been entirely inconceivable to the Anglo-Saxons,
some of whom may have been familiar with Augustine's tract, De
Trinitate, in which he contemplated the nature of mind and, scho:mq
Plato, suggested that the mind may "know some most excellent end,
viz, its own security and transcendence by some hidden remembrance
which has not abandoned it, though it has gone far onward and
cannot attain to that same end unless it know itself" (137). A
fine structuralist statement, as well, if anachronism may be
excused as a function of synchronicity.
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to trace their racial heritage through the Germanic -- and
Hebraic -- line] from Alfred back through many of the heroes that
figure in Beowulf, including Ingeld (Beowulf's contemporary and
the husband of Freawaru in the poem), Brond (ancestor of the
Brondings), Finn (husband of the tragic Hildeburh), Geat (from
whom Beowulf's people took their name), and even Beaw, thought to
be the mysterious Beowulf of the Scyldings who appears at the
beginning of the poem (18, 53) to confuse undergraduates, as well
as "“"Sceldwea" (Brooke 75), who may have been the Scyld of
Beowulf, and the violent Heremod, subject of Hrothgar's moral
monologue. From either the conscious or unconscious perspective,
an Anglo-Saxon epic poem about a Scandinavian hero, far from
representing the imposition of an alien culture upon a conquered
people, proves faithful to the racial origins of the people who
formed its audience and documents the interlaced history, legend
and cultural evolution of the Viking and Anglo-Saxon peoples. In
doing this it fulfils a basic function of epic poetry, which is
to record the historical and psychic development of the nation
out of which it emerges.

The Anglo-Saxon language and culture had reached a
penultimate stage in the time the extant manuscript of Beowulf is
thought to have been written, if it is accepted as dating from
the eleventh century after the flowering of Anglo-Saxon culture
under the auspices of Alfred the Great. The ultimate moment

arrived with the coming of the Normans and the Battle of Hastings

in A.D. 1066, when the the Angl had been
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expecting since the turn of the first millennium (Wilson 1980:
41) effectively occurred, at least in a linguistic and,
therefore, from a semiotic point of view, a psychic sense. The
small body of 0ld English literature that remains of what R.M.
Wilson (1952) projects to have been a substantial volume of
written texts is our only real entrance to the artistic and
intellectual attainments of a society that, for all intents and
purposes, is now extinct. From these materials, it is possible to
draw conclusions about the social structures, relationships and,
most importantly, the spirit of the time, the place, and the
people. This study does not intend to break new ground in this

area; its aim is to focus upon the archetypal patterns and

pr of ic and phyl ic evolution contained in
the epic poem as a record of, in John M. Foley's phrase, "the
continuing process of ego-development®™ (1977: 35). However, one
hypothesis advanced by Jung in one of his famous 'throwaway
lines' that seems relevant to this process is his statement that,
in contrast to today's largely desymbolized society, "Alfred the

Great lived the symbolic life about two-thirds of the time."

The society depicted in Beowulf, as well as the earlier
Germanic society which gave rise to the idea of Beowulf as an
archetypal hero and the Anglo-Saxon society that continued to
celebrate his heroism, did engage in naturally symbolic
behaviour, the meaning and importance of which was probably

neither questioned nor analyzed. The manner in which their myths
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and legends were related, chanted, as they were, by scopas in a
social setting, ensured a collectivity of experience that
validated communal ideals and allowed for an almost direct
expression of unconscious ideas. When the poem finally made the
transition from the oral to the written tradition, the basic
symbolic material and some of the oral formulae were doubtless
already established. In Beowulf and its Analogues (1968),
Garmonsway and Simpson have shown that Beowulf as a heroic figure
had a basis in tradition and that the Grendel monster fights were
known to the audience of Beowulf. The dragon is, of course, a
universal archetype, and its manifestation in Beowulf is
sufficiently allusive to permit identification with the
Scandinavian Fafnir, the Midgard serpent of Norse mythology or
even, perhaps, the prototype of St. George's arch-foe, which
harks back to the serpent in the Garden of Eden. These tales
might originally have been told separately, the unification of
theme provided by the writer, who may or may not have been the
first to integrate the Christian motif, first noted by the
transcriber, Thorkelin (Haarder 14), into the poenm.

It is clear from such speculation and from the diversity of
academic scholarship centered upon the poem that the origins --
linguistic, psychic or poetic -- of Beowulf continue to be
problematic, and not least among the problems are the basic
questions of time and place. Traditionally, with reference to
C.L. Wrenn's edition of the poem, to Colin Chase's anthology, The

Dating of Beowulf, and to the Roberts translation (1984), I have



31
accepted Beowulf as an eighth century Anglo-Saxon poem about
sixth century Scandinavia copied in the early eleventh century by
two monks in a West Saxon monastery. This statement is not
intending to overlook possibilities that the work was originally
written earlier, or later (Kiernman 1981), at Aldfrith's court
(Cook 343) or the court of Cnut the Great (Kiernan 63), or was
copied at Ethelred's insistence (Wrenn 15) or was from the oral
tradition (everyone) or was an original written composition, or
an anthology (Magoun 1958: 100) that it was originally one poem,
or two (Kiernan 171) or three (Brodeur 3)...the speculation
continues to be as spirited as any assailed by Professor Tolkien
in his refreshing (though maligned) defence of the manuscript as
deriving its true value from its physical existence as a piece of
poetry (273).

I stand with Professor Tolkien; to say it is poetry is
perhaps enough -- the objective then might be to understand its
poetic design, rather than to chase after ‘real world' co-
ordinates. This is not to suggest that Beowulf should be viewed
independently of its milieu, but merely that it may be so viewed
without invalidating any other viewpoint. However, it is
certainly true that any discussion of society in the context of
Beowulf must acknowledge the difference between the world of the
poem and the world of the poet, as well as between Beowulf's
world and the Iron Age world it was patterned upon because, as
Lascelles Abecrcrombie has said, "an epic is not even a re-

creation of old things, but altogether a new creation... in terms
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of old things" (16). Beowulf's world was not the real Viking
world, but a reconstruction of what the poet imagined or had
heard that world was like. Beowulf's world is contained, as far
as we know, in the 3182 lines of his epic. On the other hand,
to understand where Beowulf himself came from, we must look at
the poet and his society, for, although Abercrombie maintained
that "poetry is the work of poets, not of peoples or
communities," and "artistic creation can never be anything but
the production of an individual mind" (22), it seems possible
that Beowulf breaks out of this limitation to some extent. This
possibility is arguable by virtue of the possibility that the
manuscript was copied, perhaps many times over, by religious men
gifted, perhaps, with a flair for Anglo-Saxon verse, who may have
been inclined to add something of their own to it; as well as by
the oral formulae, which the poet inherited from his tradition
and which reflects a particular mind, not his own, entirely, but
having become his own through affirmation; and, finally, by the
transliterators, who were forced to reconstruct words and
passages obliterated, ironically enough, by the poem's own
defining elements, fire and water. In this sense, the world
contained in the text of Beowulf necessarily includes the Anglo-
Saxon consciousness of the poet, which may be seen as the product

of transformations in the consci of the c haeled

whose actions form the subject matter of the poem; and it also
has its own, almost independent being as an entity capable of

being affected by the actions and consciousness of others. The
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hero, Beowulf, therefore represents the heroic manifestation of
the Germanic collective consciousness as well as a projection of
the poet's own conscious and unconscious ideals, and it is in
this mode that the psychic level of action in Beowulf is

interpreted.

The Hero's Psychic Battlefield

Perhaps because the dialectic of opposing philosophical
perspectives provides both movement and continuity in cultural
development, the imagined society depicted in Beowulf may have
seemed to the society of the poet as the poet's own society is
imagined by those who study it today -- in many ways extremely
‘primitive, ' but with certain universal constants having to do
with the basic nature of our human being and our world. In the
poem itself, these truths are uncovered through the actions of
the hero, Beowulf, in his existential poetic function as the
archetypal hero of both his ow., and the poet's, time.

The archetype is a psychic entity that has eveoived out of
"numbe~less experiences of the same type" (Bodkin 1934: 1) and
the hero is an archetype of the collective unconscious. To the
extent that the idea of the hero as a possible form of psycho-
physical being and action inhabits the unconscious of all men and
women, the possibility of heroic action may seem attainable by

all individuals. It therefore exists in the personal unconscious
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as an ideal to which all might aspire. When this ideal form of
human being is consciously sought by a person of outstanding
physical and mental capacities, the archetypal hero may be
realized (i.e. 'made real') in action, and this, perhaps, is the
dynamic that may have produced the man or men who gave rise to
the myth of Beowulf.

To identify Beowulf as an archetypal hero is to recognize
that he acts on both the conscious and the unconscious planes.
on both levels, his action requires an objective, as well as an
opposing force or forces. These conditions of conflict can
easily be seen to be met in the universe of consciousness through
the opposition of objective beings; but in order to represent

conflict in the ious realm it y to

postulate the existence of inner entities with which the heroic

spirit and consci may i These entities are the
archetypes of the collective unconscious, consisting in impulses,
desires, urges, ideas and, in their more malevolent form,
obsessions or compulsions to which the human consciousness must
respond and over which it must often gain control in order to
proceed creatively, rather than destructively, with the life
cycle. Symbols, "the living facts of life" (CW 18: 249), are a
way of representing these drives or ideas, which cannot by any
other means be assimilated by the conscious mind; but these
entities are also forms of possible being, capable of becoming
real, objective beings through action: when an unconscious will

to hatred and destruction is expressed, for example, the human
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being could become a terrorist, a Grendel, just as the expression
of an unconscious will to love and creativity might give rise to
a Christ or a Beowulf.

The function of myth, the "primordial language natural to

the ious psychic (CW 12: 25), may be to present
to the conscious mind symbolic patterns and projections which,

though to consci must nevertheless be

assimilated by it in order for individuation, the unconscious
psychological goal of the individual, to take place. The taboos
of primitive cultures and the rituals of religious ones serve to
give symbolic expression to many of the urges of the unconscious,
without the necessity of conscious understanding or assent. It
seems that, as long as the unconscious drama can unfold in
symbolic action, the integrity of the psychic organism is
protected and society, or the social organism, is not threatened.
Recognizing the dual nature of the human world, the
interdependence of its conscious and unconscious realities, and
translating his ancestor, Goethe, Jung has said "All that is

outside is also inside,"™ (1972: 35) and there is a sense,

by this and by a view of the epic as "a form
of art continually responding to the needs of man's developing
consciousness" (Bodkin 241), in which the poem, Beowulf, stands
for the dual nature of the whole man. Everything in the poem,
from the supernatural forms and real people Beowulf meets to the
landscape and elemental conditions in which he moves, represents

a part of the psychic universe that corresponds to the physical
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universe in which he lives; these elements combine to form the
totality of Beowulf's psycho-physical being as it interacts with
the material universe.

The universe is perceived by human beings through a process
of development and self-definition to be subjective and inter-
subjective, or collective, but it is also demonstrably objective
in that other entities, whether material or spiritual, are
understood to exist with or without a necessary connection to the
subject. Man's own individual being is similarly understood to
be cbjective in that man has a body that exists in this world of
matter and of other entities. In Pauline theology, to which, it
is my contention, both Jung and the Beowulf poet fundamentally
refer, this subject-object relationship extends to the inner man
as well. St. Paul's understanding of human being centers upon
the idea that man has a relationship not only to other men and to
a transcendental entity called God, but also to himself. He is
both subject and object of his own existence and can, therefore,
act upon himself, either to abuse or to master himself. For
Paul, the importance of consciousness in human destiny seems to
derive from the existential possibilities of this choice: man
can choose to be at one with himself (and therefore, it seems,
with God) by mastering his more purely animal nature; or he can
choose to be estranged from himself and from God, and therefore
in a state of "sin," which he describes as, effectively, a state
of psychological duality:

Now it is no more I that do it,
but sin that dwelleth in me (Rom.7: 17).
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In Paul's theology, the notion of the "divided self" and the

idea of an c self" (I e 104) are with

man's potential for immortality. That Anglo-Saxons were
concerned with problems of duality similar to those implied in
Paul's distinctions is evident from such 0Old English works as
Soul and Body II, where the duality is explicit, morbid in
content, and obsessed with asceticism to the point of
irrationality. The experiential fact of psychic duality (or
even, perhaps, multiplicity) is reflected in the Anglo-Saxon

1 by the word i both elements of this word

may mean "mind, heart, spirit, ing," but the
suggests that these components are co-existent and not identical
with one another. The battle between reason and feeling
portrayed in the Scyldings' reversion to idolatry in a time of
great stress is exquisitely presented in a single phrase by means
of this compound word:

helle gemundon/in modsefan (179-80)

they remembered hell in the thoughts of their hearts?

Roberts has translated modsefa here with appropriate

biblical overtones as "the thoughts of their hearts" (180),
suggesting awareness of the mind's capacity to experience itself

as comprising distinct and often conflicting faculties.

2 Unless otherwise indicated, translations are my own. Other
sources have been used in cases where the translator's reading
reinforces my argument and in cases where an original translation
did not seem called for, in part to indicate the foundation of my
own rewordings.
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This internal conflict is intrinsic to man and seems to
arise in any situation where instinct clashes with consciousness,
since human conciousness seems impelled to interpret its
instinctual feelings and relate them to some cause, either
natural or supernatural. The poet's judicious references to the
emotions of joy and sorrow indicate this process, since both joy
and sorrow are reflective emotional responses to events over
which the individual often has no direct control. In Beowulf,
sorh is geniwod, "sorrow is renewed" (1322) and gamen eft astah,
"joy resurged" (1160) in response to the situations (either of
danger or security) in which the Scyldings found themselves.

The OE verb sorgian, "to sorrow" is cognate with the Mn
German besorgen (Holthausen) which has been adopted by the
philosopher Heidegger to identify a particular state of being in
which there is perceived to be a necessary involvement between
man and his world. Besorgen actually means "to care for" or "to
be concerned," and in actuality man's relationship with the world

is one of ; as John e , it cannot be

otherwise (38). That this concern is most often experienced as
anxiety is implicit in the etymology of the word, especially in
its OE meaning, "sorrow." The Beowulf poet's contrasting use of
both sorh, "sorrow" and gamen, "joy" bears this out. While there
are many instances of sorh in Beowulf, there are few of gamen,
and all but one of those that do occur are negative, denoting a
lack of joy (2263, 2459), an end to it, as nu  herewisa

hleahto; ame! 1 , "now t..c war-lord has laid
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aside his laughter, his joy and mirth" (3021 and cf. 1775) or a
perversion of it (at least from the human perspective) as in the
dire threat of Ongentheow to slaughter the Geats and hang them on
the gallows-tree [fuglum] to gamene, "as joy (game) for the
birds"™ (2941). Dream, as well, is used equally to denote joy [as
when it describes the revelry in Heorot (88, 497)] and the lack
of it [as when Grendel is described as dreamum bedaeled,
"deprived of joys" (721, 1275)]. Apart from contributing to the
tragic overtone of the poem as a whole, this pattern indicates a
perception of man's condition as a "being-in-the-world"
(Macquarrie 38), a world in which there exists something that
threatens his being. What that 'something' might be, and how it
might best be overcome, has long been the subject of intense
contemplation on the part of poets, priests and philosophers,
each in different ways. The author of Beowulf (who might
conceivably have been all three) brought to his task a strong
unconscious factor, manifest in the archetypal forms that people
his poem; they, in turn, speak with an integrity that triumphs
over the attempt of consciousness to manipulate them,
demonstrating how it is possible for the individual psyche to
interact with, and to 'act' upon, itself from a position of

conscious choice established by the ego, which may be viewed as

pal of the divided psyche.
The ego as a psychic entity, or archetype, is "the subject

of all 1 acts of consci (Jung 1958: 1-2) which,

tending to see itself as the controlling faculty because of its
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rational function, logically wills its own supremacy. While
other unconscious elements of the psyche may act to subvert the
the ego, the hero is not in conflict with the will of this
conscious entity to repress, control or direct the expression of
unconscious drives. On the contrary, it is a factor in the
development of heroic pride that the hero brings the unconscious
power of his archetype to bear in the service of conscious ideals
and values, which may help to exlain why Beowulf is in no doubt
that his judgement of good and evil is a true one, at least not
in the early part of his life. The phenomenology of the hero
reveals that he is, however, willing to risk the negation of both

ego and consci by the ious in pursuit of certain

conjoint goals that his ego has affirmed, for he continually
enters psychic (and physical) situations that endanger the whole
organism, as Beowulf does when, diving into the water of the
mere, he delves into a region of the psyche in which the

conscious mind must be either extinguished or transformed.

Images of the Whole Psyche in Beowulf

The dreadful mere of Beowulf is a symbolic representation or
image of the dynamic psychic structure that incorporates both
conscious and unconscious archetypal forms and processes. In the
first element of the last word of the poem, lofgeornost, "most

eager for praise," there is an eytmological link to the term
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libido, used by psychoanalysts to represent the kind of energy
that drives this complex psycho-physical organism. In the Twins
motif that occurs in mythic, legendary and historical form in the
poem, there may be found one of the major conundrums of its
unigue conscious preoccupation.

In its depiction of the formidable wasteland lake, home of
the archetypal monsters who threaten the established structures
of consciousness symbolized by Heorot, Beowulf contains a
dramatic image of the psychic structure and processes. Apart

from the suggestive elements of the mere's physical form, the

relationship the di te of the psyche is

dynamically represented in the action itself, which takes place
on all three of the instinctual levels identified by Jung: the
aggressive, the sexual and the religious.’ Because the episode
centers upon conflict with a female monster, the sexual element
is implicit, but so, too, are elements of the aggressive and the
religious instincts: all three come together in a moment of
psychic energy generated by the hero as "the personification of
the libido" (Jung 1919: 106).

Jung's explication of the concept and etymology of the
libido (1919) suggests that libidinal power incorporates the

three basic instinctual drives in a way that permits the

2 My research has uncovered no mention of Beowulf in Jung's

voluminous writings. His only reference to Anglo-Saxon times, as
far as I can determine, was a throwaway line to the effect that
"Alfred the Great lived the symbolic life about two-thirds of the
time" (see Chapter 4).
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ascendance of one without a necessary eclipse of the others. The
word libido, in his etymological analysis (1919: 76), has
elements of the aggressive drive, the will to action, in its
meaning, which may be associated with the Latin verb, libet
(mihi), "I will; it pleases me." The sexual content of the word
(which has come to have a general sexual meaning in everyday

language) derives from the desire and urgency implicit in the

Latin and its t o, i, which Jung translates
as "to experience violent longing." The religious implication is
uppermost in the Gothic relative, lubains, "hope," and liufs,
"love," as well as in the 0ld High German libo, "love" and lob,
"praise." The Angl word 1 "most

eager for praise," is clearly related to this series; the
element lof, as Klaeber indicates in his Glossary, is cognate
with the German lob, while the remaining element, geornost, "most
desirous" seems to epitomize the 'yearning' of the life force
(libido) for continnance and renewal, if only in the minds and
hearts of others.

The final description of Beowulf and the final word of the
poem, lofgeornost subsumes the three instinctual elements of his
heroic nature, which combine to form a totality of energy and
will that may be reduced, as the concept of the libido may be
reduced, to a prevailing will to live. Beginning with the
instinct for self-preservation and combining with the sometimes
contradictory instinct for preservation of the species [a

dichotomy that is resolved in nature by the recognition that the
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continuous life impulse actually attains the recreation and thus
the survival of the whole species by the preservation of the
individual (Jung 1919: 80)], in its initial formulation the
psychic energy of the libido is expressed as "I will," and is
manifest as a driving urge to creation. However, with reference
to the future, a time concept of which only the human being, so
far as we know, is cognizant, the prevailing force of individual
will is understood by consciousness to be limited, and will must
be transmuted into desire, so that "I will" becomes "I wish." As
consciousness has imbued man with a sense of the future, a
corresponding awareness of his own powerlessness in relation to
that future, and a certain knowledge of death, it seems that it
has also (through its prototype in the unconscious) forced the
emergence of a third instinctual drive that reflects this primary
preoccupation: the religious instinct, which consists primarily
of an innate tendency to sublimate, or transform, the energy of

the libido onto the symbolic level, a level that is accessible to

consci and le to it. This transformative function
is performed by the hero, who, in his unconscious phase
symbolizing the energy of the libido, effects the transformation
and 'salvation' of the whole psychic organism through his
interaction with the powers of both consciousness and the
unconscious. This is what effectively occurs when Beowulf dives
into the dreadful mere.

The threatening lake, with its nibwundor, "terrible wonder"

of fyr on flode, "fire on the water" (1365-66), economically
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symbolizes the whole psyche: water is one of the most common and
universal symbols of the unconscious, while the element of fire,
both at the surface and in the depths of the underwater cave,
symbolizes the power of the conscious mind. A "terrible wonder"
indeed is this fire of consciousness. The burning on the surface
of the lake is an image of the questioning intellect, that
Promethean architect of its own destruction, which, in its
consuming quest for knowledge, carries with it the terror that
inevitably attends its concomitant awareness of limitation and
vulnerability. This is the image that St. John the Divine
equates with hell in his apocalyptic vision of the "lake of
sulphurous fire," and it may seem that Western consciousness is
intimately bound up with the notion and material possibility of

hell, when hell is conceived as the result of humanity's

conscious to trol the envi including even the
unconscious forces of nature. This cautionary eschatological
metaphor may be viewed as a projection of physical and
psychological 'fact.'

The tension and suspension of opposites contained in the
image of fyr on flode very effectively represents the apparently
irreconcilable conflict between consciousness and the
unconscious, promoting a symbolic apprehensicn of the
psychological duality that may be said to stimulate the process
of self-discovery. While Klaeber dismisses the phenomenal ssurce
of this image as "nothing but the will-o'-the-wisp," he does

record that the image itself has powerful associations in
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“"Oriental, as well as Christian accounts of hell" (183-84). He
also notes the possibility of its association with St. Elmo's
fire, a phenomenon that occurs during storms at sea, which
strongly recommends itself as an evocative and relevant image of
psychological duality.

The phenomenon of St. Elmo's fire was said in ancient times
to be the manifestation of Castor and Pollux, the Dioscurian
Twins, themselves symbols of this duality. Elsewhere, Klaeber
meticulously notes that Neidner compared the relationship of

Beowulf and Breca to that of Castor and Pollux, and also that

Breca's name was i to mean rmy sea"™ (147 n.2).
Since the mere was also described by the poet as gedrefed,
"troubled"” or "stormy" (1417), a parallel is defensible.

The metaphorical introjection of the physical phenomenon of
St. Elmo's fire relates to the idea of paradox as both a
philosopnical question and a mystical truth. A fascination with
paradox underlies St. John's Gospel, which, Raymond C. Sutherland
suggests, possibly provided a model for Parts I and II of
Beowulf. Sntherland sees Beowulf's descent into the mere as
standing for the Pauline (Rom. 6:3) idea of "baptism into
Christ's death" (31), a notion which supports the present

ion that this was the prelude to a rebirth ritual.

John's preoccupation with light/dark symbolism and imagery
reflects his awareness of the problem of dualism as central to
human existence, and it is in the spirit of this awareness that

the relationship of Beowulf and Breca, like that of Hengest and
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Horsa and Herebeald and Hathcyn (two cther pairs of binary
opposites in the legendary or guasi-historical dimension of the
poem), may be compaed to that of Castor and Pollux. Hengest and
Horsa, Brian D. Joseph points out, were divine twin heroes of
Indo-European myth (177-82) while Herebeald and Hathcyn were
brothers linked by a traagic fate in the same way as were the
Norse gods Balder and Hodur (see Chapter V). In the Ge; ia,
Tacitus equates the gods of the Narhavali with Castor and Pollux:
"That expresses the character of the gods," he writes, "but their
name is Alci. Tkere are no images, there is no trace of foreign
cult, but they are certainly worshipped as young men and as
brothers" (Mattingly trans. 136). The over-riding common element
of these inseparable pairs seems to be their containment of
opposition, which makes them a powerful image for the projection
of philosophical or psychological duality.

In analyzing the substance of psychological duality, Jung
refers to the "double identity"™ of the Dioscuri to illustrate the

relationship between the mortal man and the "hidden immortal™

within (1972: 55-65). This could be to
include the idea that mortal man is a conscious being, aware of
his mortality, whereas the "hidden immortal" may be imagined as
an unconscious entity that seeks conscious expression.
Relativity theory throws some new light upon this old
mythological construct as well as its psychological
interpretation with its observation of the "twins effect"

(Davies 121), or the "twins paradox" (Hawking 33), the most
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famous paradox of modern physics. Interpretation of this
phenomenon employs observation of space, time and motion to
explain the fact that if one of two twins went into outer space,
he would be younger than his brother when he came back home
because all his systemic functions (heartbeat, blood flow,
brainwaves, etc) would slow down during the trip. Stephen
Hawking, who notes that this same effect would operate on a
barely perceptible level if one twin lived on a mountaintop and
the other at sea-level, explains that this is a paradox "only if
one has the idea of absolute time at the back of one's mind," but
"in the theory of relativity there is no unique absolute time"
(33). Structuralist critics would see this information as
affording scientific validation of the mythic 'knowledge'implicit
in the Dioscurian myth itself, which deals with concepts of time
and immortality, questions that consistently recur not only in
Beowulf but in the larger body of 0ld English poetry. The
problem of time and change or "mutability" (Roberts iii) will be

discussed in Chapter V at (much!) greater length, but is

int: here in ion with the notions of mortality and
immortality raised by comparison of Beowulf and Breca to Castor
and Pollux, the archetype of this duality. The relationship
between Beowulf and Breca (which, by association with the myth of

the Dioscuri, in c form the ious knowledge

of man's relativity to space and time and his potential for

immortality) deals with the impact of this unconscious knowledge
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upon i by int; the question of choice as
crucial and elementary to man's existential condition.

One mortal, the other immortal, Castor and Pollux were twin
brothers whose fidelity to one another led to their dual

as the pr of seamen (Harvey 143). The

manifestation of their power was said to be the phenomenon of St.
Elmo's fire, which sailors often viewed as a guide, thinking it
indicated the safety of inhabited shores. As might be expected,
following the firelight often led to their destruction.

With due respect to Klaeber, this study wishes to support
Neidner's comparison of Beowulf and Breca to Castor and Pollux,
and contends that this comparison is strengthened by the fact
that both pairs earned their fame in connection with the sea, and
is enhanced by the image of St. Elmo's fire evoked by the fyr on
flode of Grendel's pool.

In “"Beowulf and the Psychohistory of Anglo-Saxon Culture, "
Foley interprets the Breca episode in Jungian terms as a
representation of the ego's process of liberating itself from the
"uroboros" (139), a suggestive argument in view of the action of
the last battle, where the image of the snake predominates.
Foley's discussion of the fight with Grendel as a preliminary
step in the resolution of the Oedipal conflict (135-38) allows
insight into the nature of both the "stormy sea" and the
"terrible mere," and of Beowulf's ultimate purpose in testing
these dangerous waters. It will later be contended that Beowulf

(partially) resolves the Oedipal conflict in his battle at the
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bottom of the mere (see Chapter III); for present purposes it
will perhaps suffice to say that both bodies of water symbolize
the unconscious medium of psychic experience. Tae fact that the
swimming match took place on the surface of the water indicates
that this particular experience, which is here interpreted as a
representation of the ego's experience of dualism as intrinsic to
its nature, is one that is primarily conscious, but further
suggests that this awareness itself derives from an unconscious
knowledge of wholeness that not only makes such duality difficult
to accept, but also makes it seem, somehow, an illusion. When
the ego is faced with the possibility of illusion, or delusion, a
course of action may no longer seem intrinsically 'right' or
safe. The conscious mind is then in a position of uncertainty,
the nature of which may be compared to the uncertainty
experienced by sailors who see the light of St. Elmo's fire upon
the stormy sea. Whether or not to trust the judgement of
consciousness becomes a question of choice, either existential or
pragmatic.

Of special interest here is the fact that, according to
Beowulf's story (542-44), a particular aspect of the exploit was
his decision to stay with Breca, just as Pollux would not accept
immortality if Castor had to die. Because the question of choice
is a particular problem of consciousness, it seems fitting, from
the point of view of this analysis, that the first important

situation of choice into which Beowulf was thrown shculd include
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the mythic aspect provided by the Twins motif, which exemplifies
the problem of psychological and metaphysical duality.

From the moral polarities of good and evil explored in the
hero's conflict with the monsters, through the gquestion of truth
and falsehood (or illusion) which emerges from Beowulf's argument
with Unferth on the true nature of his contest with Breca, to the
possibilities of freedcm and enslavement discussed obliquely at
the end of the poem, and including the physical and metaphysical
antinomies of light/darkness (in the Merewife's cave) and, of
course, life/death (a prevailing theme), it does seem that, as
Sutherland contends on other grounds, the Beowulf poet is
preoccupied with the same concepts contrasted by St. John. As
hero, and thus, "the embodimert of the active principle" (Irving
98), Beowulf must be concerned with these ideas, for they may all
be possibilities of action and decision, gaining their true
meaning from the moral questions of human existence. By
suggesting the double or opposing possibilities of human action,
the Beowulf poet indicates two of the most important functions of
consciousness: the ability to distinguish between the 'right’'
and the 'wrong' forms of action, and the responsibility of
choosing between them. The image of St. Elmo's fire adds the
essential, existential problems of illusion, delusion, or
deception to the Beowulf poet's representation of the functioning
of consciousness.

His sense of 'right' is a powerful psychic element in the

total presence of the Geat hero. An intrinsic sense of right and
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wrong is of immeasurable value to anyone placed in a position of
existential choice, particularly when that person is of heroic
proportions, since the primary function of the hero, in both the
conscious and unconscious realms, is to act for 'good.' It is
through its definitive choice of good that the ego creates (or
recreates) itself in the image of its highest ideals, which, as
the small fire burning in the grundwyrgen's cave signifies, are
seminally present in the matrix of the unconscious.

It is significant that Beowulf was only once in doubt about
his moral invincibility, at the very end of his long life:

)Jaet ¥an godan waes

hreow on hredre, hygesorga maest;

wende se wisa, baet he Wealdende

ofer ealde riht ecean Dryhtne

bitre gebulge; breost innan weoll

beostrum geponcum, swa him gepywe ne waes (2327-32).

That was grief to the spirit of the good man,
the greatest of soul-sorrows: the wise man
thought that he had bitterly angered the Ruler,
the eternal Lord, had gone against the ancient
laws; his breast surged within him with dark
thoughts, which was not usual for him.

It is also significant that this moment of doubt
foreshadowed his death, because the hero, in pursuit of good,
inevitably places himself in situations that could lead to his
death. The hero motif includes his exemplary death as an
essential element; its importance is equal to that of his life.
It has been theorized that confrontation with this final fact of
life has been both the effect and the cause of the developing
consciousness, and particularly of the development of the

religious instinct. 1In this confrontation, Beowulf, as hero,
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a2cts as an agent of the religious instinct, and is considered a

religious figure.

The Hero a Religious Figure

The purpose of the religious figure in any society is
related to the fears and anxieties that the particular society
experiences, either individually or collectively. The religious
figure is a product of these fears in that such a person responds
to the need for relief from fear and anxiety felt not only by
himself or herself, but by every member of the human community in
which he or she lives. The nature of the authentic personal
religious experience, typified by the experience of Saul on the
road to Damascus, is transformative and seems to take place in

both consci and the ious: the person at times is

overcome by the irrational or unconscious element of mind, but
manages to interact on the conscious level with the symbolic
content of the experience and bring this content to the social
level in a more or less productive way, by explaining,
rationalizing or enacting it. From a twentieth century medical
standpoint, such a person might be said to be psychotic, perhaps
schizophrenic, since the psychic activity bears little
discernible relation to action in the mundane sphere. However,
this type of action has in earlier societies (as reflected in the

OE saelig, MnE "silly," which meant "blessed") been deemed to
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have had significance, and is often of a psychically healing
nature (equally often, of course, as the symbol of St. Elmo's
fire and the activity of Jonestown warns, it can be horrendously
destructive). Whether helpful or harmful, however, the pattern
of the religious figure's psychic experience may actually have an
internal logic that might be described as 'intuitive.'

Ritual derives from the re-enactment of such symbolic
patterns precisely because they do serve the purpose of allaying
the anxieties not only of the original participant but also of
those to whom the symbolic pattern, though not experienced at
first hand, nevertheless has meaning. The religious figure in
this context is one who can impart this meaning to others, and
thus draw them into a psychic enclosure from which fear has been
excluded. The image of Christ as the Good Shepherd epitomizes
this function; other social structures -- nations, states, even
perhaps social classes ~- may be built upon its foundations.

Like Christ the Good Shepherd, Beowulf was "the protector of
his people," but unlike Christ, the power of the "bee-wolf" to
protect was physical as well as psychic and, although he
maintained peace during his reign, his dominant image in the poem
is not pastoral but warlike. As long as Beowulf lived, his
prowess as a warrior provided physical security for his people;
when he died, their fears resurged. These fears were rational,
deriving from the warrior society in which they lived. That the
only practical protection in a warrior world can be provided by a

leader who is stronger than all possible opponents may seem as
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trus today as it did a thousand years ago, and the intense fear
and anxiety that would naturally arise on the death of such a
leader is expressed in Beowulf by the lamentations and
predictions of doom that followed the death of the Geat hero.
Not for them the consolation of Christian salvation, even though,
in the final lines of the poem, the Christian message is
implicit.

The identification of Beowulf with Jesus Christ, though
strongly implied in the poem, is not overt. The most obvious
indication that there was any comparability in the mind of the
poet or the scribes, if not his own people or the audience, is
contained in his eulogy, where he is described as manna mildust
) st, "the most qenerous‘ and gentle of men" (3181),
the first adjective carrying a Christian connotation in our own
time a2nd the latter seeming more appropriately descriptive of
Jesus and only relatively appropriate for his own society's
concept of Beowulf. This apparent transformation of Beowulf's
reputation (for we've been hearing about the ferocious battles,
and might expect his eulogy to reflect this aspect of his fame)
took place after he was burned, a symbolic process to be
discussed in Chapter V, and because the original manuscript is

torn and faded at this point, it might be that these words

“ I owe this interpretation of mildust to Marijane Osborn,
who disputes Klaeber's gloss, "mild, or kind." The quality of
generosity was an aspect of Beowulf's heroic persona, and it was
also an aspect of Christ, whose pierced hands were seen as symbolic
of his inability to with-hold anything from those in need.



themselves were the reconstruction of a later mind inclined to
see Beowulf in this light (which is perfectly acceptable given
the collective nature of the text). Yet, in patterns of symbolic
behavior it seems clear that, modeled on the idea of Christ or
not, Beowulf was a religious figure of some type and was perhaps,
originally, a shaman.

The ubiquitous shaman, a primitive priest, was the focal
personality of early tribal culture, particularly, according to
Weston LaBarre, of those cultures in a state of danger or trauma,
when a supernatural solution may have seemed more necessary --
and more practical -- than a natural or political one (42-43).
Some of the features of shamanism that seem appropriate in

considering the socio-religious identity of Beowulf are his

attributes of 1 and p » his ion

of magic in the form of the sword found in the Merewife's cave,
his oedipal katabasis in the Merewife battle, and his undeniable
position as the focus of the adoration and security of his
people. More esoteric, and at the same time, more fundamental,
is his seeming lack of a particularly masculine sexuality, a
quality he shares with Christ.

Beowulf's (and Christ's) apparent asexuality is related to
the fact that they neither married nor had children, which factor
suggests a symbolic deflection of earlier forms of sexual
ambiguity experienced by or attributed to the religious figure.
In earlier cultures, asexuality, bisexuality, and transvestitism

were particular aspects of the shaman (LaBarre 315-16): Tacitus
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records that, in the worship of the Narhavali, a Germanic tribe,
"the presiding priest dresses like a woman" (Mattingly trans.
136); Tiresias was said to have lived for a time as a woman
(Harvey 431); and the story that presents Heracles as being
forced to wear women's clothes and do women's work (Harvey 202)
suggests that this ancient hero might have been a primitive lion
-- or bear -- shaman. As has conventionally been recognized ever
since the work of Panzer, Beowulf may also be linked to the old
bear-gods. His name, his hypothesized country of origin (some
think Gotland, where the bear was a prominent totemic animal if
the British Museum collection is any indication), his physical
attributes of a bear-like grip and his prodigious feats of
swimming support this theory. If Beowulf was originally a shaman

or cult hero, this would explain the oral transmission of his

story many ions of ic culture, as well as
the necessity of syncretizing him with the hero of the Christian
cult that eventually dominated the religious consciousness of the
Germanic tribes.

The Roman Heracles, the Germanic Beowulf (and, for purposes
of comparison, the Greek Dionysus, whose symbol was the goat)
might originally have been the great hunters who killed and
consumed the most important parts of these revered animals
(revered because either feared or desired or both =-- both being
the most powerful form). Through this process, the animals' mana

would be transferred to the hunters who, in discharging their

al duties of ng and distributing the meat,
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acquired the status of shaman and thus ritually undertook the
mystical journeys into the spirit world that, accorfing to
LaBarre (299-391), were part and parcel of this social role. The
process, which might be initiated by drugs, courted through
extraordinary or extreme physical corditions, precipitated by
personal trauma or sought through meditation, would take the
shanan onto a different plane of experience, raised above the
general pattern of experience to a status approaching that of a
supernatura’. being, god or spirit. Endowed with superior

physical ab:

ty, cast in the social role of shaman or "Master of
Animals" (LaBarre 388) and displaying real or feigned evidence of

supra-natural experience or insight, the man/woman would then

be as the in tion of the animal spirit,

and a transformation of religious symbology effected. Questions
about the 'real' paternity of the person might be raised (perhaps
in response to the kind of doubts discussed in Chapter III) and
answered by providing the original animal deity itself as father
(a detail later to be suppressed as the society advanced in
social awareness). By such means, the devotion originally
accorded the spirit of the desired animal would be transferred to
the human being and a myth created around this person. The
ultimate transference would occur after he or she was dead, when
the community could worship the spirit alone, the ultimate
reification. If, as Beowulf's might have been, the death was in
some way perceived to be a sacrificial one —-- perhaps the hunter

was killed by the hunted, or the cherished person sacrificed to
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appease an angry god -- then it represents the closing of the
circle of religious authenticity: the dead hero-shaman has died,
as Beowulf said, for minum leodum, "for my people" (2729) and
this constitutes a final justification of the religious
significance of his actions, when religion is understood to have
as its primary objective the good of the group, and when that
good is, in a final phase, interpreted as survival.

The objective of survival in a total sense can only be
imagined to be achieved through the agency of the religious
instinct, which affirms the possibility of continuance and
renewal in defiance of the manifest 'fact' of mortality. In this
sense, the religious instinct may be seen as the psychic
counterpart of the sexual instinct. As the sexual function is to
ensure the continuation of the physical components of the human
body, the religious function is to ensure the psychic continuity
of the human spirit; the integral relationship of both these
instincts is reflected in the essential likeness of the goals,
for both seek unity with another entity, seeing this transforming
unity as a form of immortality. Yet, just as the achievement of
such unity implies a kind of death to individual being, the
"little death" of sexual climax or the final death of the
individual, the overall psychic goal of individuation requires a
death of the ego, which is limited to notions of time and place

that do not exist in the ous realm. UL ly, also, it

requires the death of the body, which is, obviously, physically

limited.
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The Many Deaths of the Eero

In psychological terms, the necessary death of the hero
implies more than the realistic, physical fact of death; it
signifies, in transitional stages, the effective death of certain
elements of the psyche in the fuller realization of being and, in
a final phase, the death of the individual ego in the full
realization of total being, the "authentic" or "essential self."
The final goal of heroic action on the psychic plane is
understood by this study to be to effect the actualization of
this hypothetical entity, identified by Jung (who was perhaps
inspired by St. Paul's teaching of the "spiritual body") as a
state of completion and unity of being which comprises, in
perfect balance, all elements of the psychical and the physical.

Existing both a priori and a pcst iori in relation to

consciousness, the "self" is both the source and goal of
conscious awareness, the beginning and the end of being; whether
described in Christian metaphor as the "kingdom of God" that is
within every man, in alchemical terminology as "the Christ in
every man" (CW 18: 280) or in psychological terms as a psychic
entity or archetype in the divided psyche of man, the self is
identified as the archtypal form of psychic wholeness -- the
“Father," as it were, of the ego (Jung 1958: 221). Described by
Jung as "a psychic totality and at the same time a centre,
neither of which coincides with the ego, but includes it, just as

a larger circle encloses a smaller one" (1972: 76), the self,
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symbolized in Beowulf by the treasure hord, is the "treasure hard
to attain™ (CW 12: 322) for which the hero ultimately sacrifices
his life.

Comparing the dynamics of the ego to the self with that of
the Son to the Father, Jung contends that the sacrifice of the
Son is the final, necessary archetypal pattern that must be
enacted before the attainment of that total awareness which
reieases the individual from the limitations of his physical
being (1958: 221). In portraying Beowulf as Christ-like in his
essential nature and in the pattern of symbolic action that he

follows, the poet also suggests that cectain patterns express

1 psychic ; the effect is to indicate that
the archetypal form of the hero, of which Christ was the
apotheosis, is within the psychic potential of every man, pagan
or Christian.

The desire for what might be called 'resolution in God,'
enacted by the hero as the agent of the religious drive, is
affirmed by the heroic ego which at both the transitional and the
final stages of its development must find the courage to face
death.

Although the death of the individual ego is what the
unconscicus most desires, it is also wiiat consciousness most
fears, and as Beowulf nears his final, inevitable confrontation,
his desire to live is plain; he has experienced wkat he calls
lifwyn(n), "the joy of 1l.ife" (2097) and has no desire to

relinquish it. In the same way, the ego has no desire to
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relinquish its differentiation and individuality, the awareness
that sets it apart from all of creation as Beowulf's heroic
qualities set him above and apart from other men. His impulse to
resist, to defy the possibility to the very end, however
werigmod, "weary of soul" (1543) he might be, is the result of
pride, but it is a pride which has been effective in preserving
life, not destroying it. The hero's pride is, therefore, a
creative force, to the extent that it permits the possibility of
an alternative. As Beowulf put it:

Wyrd oft nered
unfaegne eorl, bonne his ellen deah! (572-73)
'Fate often saves
A warrior from his fate when his courage is strong.'
(Roberts trans.)

An ironic, paradoxical statement of heroic necessity, this

saying has been i ed by to indicate
Beowulf's understanding of the heroic dynamic whereby, "through
action man will confirm his own life. If he does not act he has
alienated himself and his fate will have changed into inescapable
doom™ (239). The responsibility to act and the power to do so
have, however, been imposed upon the hero by a power outside his
control and so, ultimately, has the outcome of his action (or
non-action) and this awareness lends irony to Beowulf's words.
Beowulf's paradoxical observation of necessary contingency,
which seems more bemused than didactic, opens up a whole area of
unknowing that challenges the security of rational deduction, yet
offers it that element of hope which is its inspiration; for it

cannot be denied that consciousness has its limitations, and it
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cannot be denied that hope often ends in despair. The tenuous
thread by which hope is maintained depends entirely upon the
strength of the ego, which is maintained by the slender skein of
its own self-affirmation.

The necessity of continuous self-affirmation, when placed in
opposition to the self-actualization which has been suggested by
Freud and Jung as the unconscious goal of all psychic activity,
poses a metaphysical conundrum that is basic to the urgent
question of man's temporal existence, one that suggests something
about the tension of the inter-psychic dialectic and te impact
of this tension upon the aggressive instinct that gives rise to
action in the world. The question has been posed by Ernest
Becker in religious terms as: "How does one lear on God and give
over everything to Him, and still stand on his own feet as a
passionate human being?" (259).

The answer, if there is an answer, may have been provided by
Beowulf himself, who reserved the right to act but dedicated his
action to God, in the exercise of an affirmative self-confidence
that provides the only alternative to failure of nerve. One must
either act or succumb. It becomes a matter of pride.

His pride, a consistent element of Beowulf's character,
contributes to his conscious development as a heroic figure.
Pride is necessary to maintain "ego supremacy" (Jung 1972: 66),
which is itself necessary to prevail over the forces for chaos
that threaten the ordered world of man; and Beowulf is, first of

all, a man, who knows he must be the best man he can be, simply
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because he is the best there is. Nor is his pride vain or

unfounded.

His feeling of invincibility has been supported by

his extraordinary strength and physical prowess, but, far from

feeling that he was, in himself, a superior being, Beowulf seems

always aware that his power comes from another, more pewerful

being, to

whom he refers after all his battles:

ic hine ne mihte, ba Metod nolde,
ganges getwaeman, no ic him paes georne aetfealh,
feorhgenidlan; (967-69)

Because the Creator did not will it, I could not
prevent

My deadly foe from going, no matter how zealously I
clung to him; (Roberts trans.)

aetrihte waes

qud getwaefed, nynfe mec God scylde.

Ne meahte aet hilde mid Hruntinge

wiht gewyrcan, beah paet waepen duge;

ac me geule ylda Waldend,

baet ic on wage geseah wlitig hangian

ealdsweard eacen - oftost wisode

winigea leasum -, paet ic 8y waepne gebraed.
(1657-64)

I'd have been dead at once,
And the fight finished, the she-devil victorious,
If our Father in Heaven had not helped me.

Hrunting,
Unferth's noble weapon, could do nothing,
Nor could I, until the Ruler of the world
Showed me, hanging shining and beautiful
On a wall, a mighty sword -~ so God
Gives guidance to those who can find it from no-one
Else. I used the weapon he had offered me...
(Raffel trans.)

Ic $ara fraetwa Frean ealles Janc,
Wuldurcyninge wordum secge,

ecum Dryhtne, be ic her on starie,
paes Je ic moste minum leodum

aer swyltdaege swylc gestrynan. (2794-98)

I wish to put in words my thanks
to the King of Glory, the Giver of All,
the Lord of Eternity, for these treasures that I see,
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thit I should have been able to acquire !or my people
before my death-day an endowment such as

(Alexander trans.)
Beowulf's identification of God as the 'real' source of his
physical strength and psychic power is a conjoint effort of

consci and the ous of the power of God

and of its corresponding presence within himself in the form of a
semi-conscious psychic entity identified by the Anglo-Saxons as
the soul, is symbolized by Beowulf's sudden vision of the
mystical sword, god ic, "good and majestic" (1562) that
hung on the wall of the underwaier cave, the setting of his first

full ritual of rebirth.

An Early Rebirth Archetype

In the psychic underworld of the mere, Beowulf both
consciously and unconsciously affirmed the archetypal source of
his heroic energy by seizing the 'magical' sword, which fulfills
the didactic, as well as the mystical and energic, criteria of an
appropriate soul symbol. In its original form, the sword evokes
the Crucifix: <the blade represents the active power of the soul,
and the "didactic hilt" (Lee 206), which was all that remained
for Beowulf to take with him in his return to the conscious

world, tells a tale of primordial evil and of the Flood that

it in , but did not destroy it. The
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reality of evil is dramatically revealed in the awful,
destructive power of Grendel's "demon blood" to melt the mighty
sword blade in hildegicelum, "icicles of war " (1606). The
images of blood and war associate this particular evil with man,
and with Beowulf himself, because although the hero has rejected
evil and battles against it, thereby detaching himself from it,
as Beowulf expressly does when he terms himself unsynni
"sinless" (2089), in an existential sense evil is not external to
the whole man: it derives from him as a possible form of action.
Beowulf's final doubts, which surface through his memories of
Daeghrefn, acknowledge this factor and remind us once again of
the dualistic element of this 0ld English poem.

Awareness of the "binary pattern of mutual opposition"
(Hawkes 88), besides its presence in Beowulf from the binary
structure of the Anglo-Saxon verse line (observed by Wrenn 75)
and its relation to the two-part structure of the poems [whether
employing the down-to-earth structual interpretation of youth/age
noted by Tolkien or so esoteric an analysis as the "hypostatic
union" theory explored by Delasanta and Slevin (1968: 409-16)] to
the many paradoxes, symbolic forms and patterns to be found
throughout the poem, is reflected in many mythologies, which link

the hero with the archetypal form of evil, the dragon or snake,

® 0f course, the structural interpretation offered in this
thesis is essentially three-part, following the three battles and
the ‘three instincts theory' of Jung, but that does not preclude
a synchronous two-part structure -- or even a four-or-five part.
The whole poem can include them all, just as, as Jung says of the
self, a "larger circle encloses a smaller one" (1972:76).
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not merely by virtue of their opposition but integrally. In
Scandinavian myth, for instance, the hero, Ormr, whose name,
cognate with the 0ld English wyrm, means "snake" in modern
Norwegian (Ross 1958), is described as having "snake's eyes"
because he is partially a snake himself (CW 5: 382) while in
other traditions the souls of heroes often take the form of
snakes after death (CW 18: 22). The link between the hero and
the dragon, or snake, is made in Greek myth, too. Cecrops,
founder of Athens, was man above, snake below; and, in the story
of Cadmus and the founding of Thebes, the nobility were said to
have sprung up from the sowing of dragon teeth, hence their name,
Spartoi, which means "sown men" (OCD). This pattern seems to
indicate an intrinsic connection between the hero and his
counterpart. On the conscious level, however, this connection
has been repressed or severed, so that the two are seen as
separate and opposing entities.

Because the forms of good and evil represented by the hero
and the dragon, or monster, are defined, or 'illuminated' by the
conscious mind, it may be that this polarity is meaningful
primarily in relation to conscious objectives. Nevertheless,
while it may be true that a concept of morality is inoperative on

the ious level, the ious itself, as depicted in

symbolic form by the dreadful mere, is, in itself, neither
immoral (it may be absolutely moral in a final sense) nor is it
hostile to conscious awareness. Although it contains much that

threatens, many nicras "sea monsters" (1427), it contains the
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four elemental conditions necessary for animate being as well:
eordan, "earth" (1532); air, as there is no water in the
Merewife's cave (1512b-16a); water; and fyrleoht, "firelight"
(1516), the symbol not only of consciousness itself but also, in
the Bible, of God, who in the 0ld Testament is identified with
the fire of the burning bush and in the New Testament with the
Light in the East of (and) the Nativity star. In his battle with
a form that has been identified by his society as evil, Beowulf,
the heroic agent of the ego, is aided by this burning firelight,
by which he can distinguish the shapes of the darkness and evil
he must fight against. It is the firelight that enables him to
perceive the grace of God, materialized as the magic sword that
enables him to overcome the monstrous daimon. However, just as

fire, gaesta gifrost, "greediest of spirits" (1123) empowers and

yet man, so consci , greedy for power, impels man
to postulate ultimate and absolute Being, and yet bears the
burden of epistemological choice that proposes to him the
opposite and equal possibility of annihilation =-- nothingness.
The prospect of annihilation does not daunt the hero. As
Beowulf dove under the surface of conscious awareness into the
depths of the chthonic unconscious, in search of the "sea-mother"
and a pattern of rebirth that would free him from the destructive
power of his own obsessions, nalles for ealdre mearn, "no whit
did he feel anxious for his life" [(1443) Hall trans.]. His
faith in the psychic integrity of his conscious mind is affirmed

when, even in those regions of the psyche where consciousness may
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be extinguished, he comes upon its chthonic counterpart, the
1a b sci . "the brilliant light brightly
shining" (1519), the prototype of consciousness that exists in
the capacious unconscious of the Merewife's cave. The subsequent
battle and the new, more brilliant flaming of the firelight when
Beowulf has finally triumphed are symbolic of the process of
enlightenment and psychic rebirth. The pattern signifies the
experience of contact with the limitless force of the unconscious
through which the heroic ego realizes its own limitations and
affirms a greater Being, reflected in the depths of its own
being, which it knows to be the prototype of itself and which it
must call good (god). The hero, in consciously choosing good,
recreates himself in the image of that good, the ultimate form of
which he calls God.

The nature and power of Beowulf's God is seen to be

triumphant in the metaphor of melting ice that controls the
poem's epic simile:

b )a paet sweord ongan
aefter heaposwate hildegicelum,

wigbil wanian; paet waes wundra sum,

baet hit eal gemealt ise gelicost

donne forstes bend Faeder onlaeteb

onwinde® waelrapas, se geweald hafadl

saela ond maela; baet is sof Metod. (1607-11)

Then that sword,

That blade of war began to disappear in icicles
Because of Grenedel's blood. That was indeed a marvel,
That it all melted just like the ice
When the Father unfastens the bonds of frost,
Unclasps the of He has trol over
The times and the seasons. He is the true Creator.

(Roberts trans.)
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While the power of evil is indicated by the fact that
Grendel's blood could melt the sword blade, this power is
immediately compared by the poet to the power of God, and is seen
to be subsumed within God's control. If evil has any power, it
is power seen in an Augustinian frame, as a negation or
privation, although active. The melting of the sword blade in
hildegicelum also has a positive aspect that counters the
negating ;:ov;et of evil, suggesting that evil, too, is somehow
under God's control: what is lost of the sword is the
destructible and corruptible element, the iron blade; what
remains is the inscribed hilt of precious metal and jewels. This
separation prefigures the "rusted gold" of the wyrmhord (2221),
and the separation of lif wi8 lice, "life from body" (2423; note
also 733 and cf. 2571, 2743) that occurs upon the deaths of both
Beowulf and the Wyrm. It suggests, in its total impact, the
Christian notion of the purification of the archetypal entity
identified as the 'soul.' To Christian Anglo-Saxons,
purification of the soul was perceived as necessary for
transcendence, and the melting of the sword blade may be said to
symbolize this process. The melting also effects a ’
transformation of basic symbology, in that the decorated and
inscribed hilt that remains is the product of creative activity,
the art that evolved out of religious ideas.
The quest of the hero for individuation is, therefore,

essentially a religious quest, and in recognition of this the

hero has been interpreted by Maud Bodkin to stand for man's sense
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of self in relation (and opposition) to "God, Fate, and the
Devil" (1934: 49). There is a sense in which this description
stands as a touchstone for all the feelings, impressions and
ideas that combine to create the heroic protagonist of Beowulf,
who, in accordance with the psychic goal of individuation served
by all three primary instincts, is impelled by the religious
instinct to go through what Jung calls a "living process of the
unconscious in the form of the drama of repentance, sacrifice,
and redemption" (1976: par. 82). Once this drama has been
enacted symbolically and thereby experienced psychically, an
archeiype of psychic wholeness, "the Self," is said to become
manifest (Jung 1962: 323).

In relation to the essentially psychic material that this
study contends comprises Beowulf as a mental universe, the hero,
Beowulf, stands finally for man's awareness of himself as a
center. His activities represent the struggle of consciousness

to and to (by on and/or )

the seemingly alien forces within his own nature. His journey to
the real center of his being (whether envisioned in Jungian terms
as the archetypal subjective Self, or in terms of the subject-
object relationship of man and God, the reunification of man and
nature, an ultimate return to unconsciousness, or attainment of a
higher, absolute Consciousness) requires integration of the
disparate and opposing forces of conscious and unconscious mind
with the apparent fact of objective reality. The human being's

goal of final union with the Other inside and outside his being
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is the 'real' subject of this poem as, perhaps, it is of every
great epic work.

At the end of the beginning of his struggle for autonomy and

integrity in a world in which his being is contingent, not just

upon the of lable 1 forces but also upon
his ability to control forces within himself, Beowulf is left
with the sword hilt as a symbol of his achievement of a
preliminary stage of psychic victory, an early rebirth. The
sword remnant, with the runic message imprinted upon it, stands
as an example and a lesson to his society. If his perception of
the sword can also be said to be symbolic of Beowulf's awareness
of the existence of his own soul, then his consequent action may
be interpreted as arising from his realization that his soul,
allied to consciousness and activated by heroic energy, must
effect the will of its archetypal God. In the free but
necessarily committed agency of this will to god, Beowulf will

fulfill his temporal and transcendental purpose as hero.
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2 THE ANGENGA AND AGGRESSION IN BEOWULF

Heroic Action in the Warrior World

Beowulf's first great battle is with the angenga, "the
aggressor,"' Grendel, who personifies and embodies violent
action for 'evil,' rather than 'good,' and dramatizes man's

struggle with the negative elements of his own aggressive

instinct, the most el y of libidinal forces. That
aggression is a primary drive, that it can be expressed in both
positive and negative ways, and that morality may be said to
arise from the biological necessity to justify or control the
aggressive drive are fundamental tenets of the following
discussion, which will focus upon the Grendel fight and attempt
some analysis of the way in which Beowulf and his society
controlled, and in some ways transformed the expression of this

basic instinct, so that society could continue and advance.

' Following Trautmann (cited in Klaeber's glossary), I

interpret this word without the diacritic, as enga, meaning "one
who goes against; aggressor," rather than with the diacritic, as
angenga, which allows the more commonly used translation, "one who
walks alone; solitary one." Although both are plausible
translations, the former best supports this reading.
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Using the same logic by which a child identifies pain with
the frustration of his primary desires (Bettleheim 68), the
metaphysical concept of evil may be primitively defined as
anything that chreatens the life and safety of an individual or
his society. For this reason, Grendel is considered tha
embodiment of evil, and is so identified in the poem by such

x

epithets as "the evil

Y (712, 737) and
manfordaedla, "the evil-doer" (563). It is worth noting,
however, that although the other monstrous forms in Beowulf, the
Merewife and the Wyrm, are also called manscaflas (1339, 2514),
only Grendel is identified as a manfordaedla, with its
connotation of the deeds that result from action. Grendel is
also the daedhata, "one who shows his hatred by deeds" (275), an
epithet that identifies him most particularly with negative
expression of the aggressive instinct.

Although his folkloric antecedents are undetermined, Grendel

could have both natural and 'supernatural' {(whether psychic or

religious) origins. he on _weres t wraeclasta
trad/naefne he waes mara bonne aenig man ofer, "trod the paths
of an exile in the shape of a man -- except that he was bigger

than any other man" (1352-53) he could have been a more primitive
form of man -- perhaps homo erectus -- the memory of whom might
remain in the collective unconscious, or simply a human outcast
by society because of his size -- a kind of Andre the Giant of
the Dark Ages, though without that media star's tortunate placing

in time and space; his hostility to Heorot and its occupants
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would be understandable in this light. Time and human nature
would turn such a person into a ‘bogeyman,' and this might
account for the notions of black magic that attach to him (his
ability to cast a spell on all weapons, for example) and his
penchant for eating human flesh. The imaginative influence of
Christian allegory on such & figure of superstition would
naturally refer to Cain, outcast of God, and a knowledgeable
religious thinker might also have known of the gnostic heretical
sect, the Cainites, or Kenites, who, as Hans Jonas records,
caused an ecclesiastical furor in the early centuries A.D. by
sanctifying the first murdercr. This sect was outlawed by the
early Church and subseguently repressed (95), the ultimate fate
of Grendel.

In the poem, Grendel's biblical genealogy is quite specific.
He is in Caines cynne, "of the kin of Cain"(107). Proscribed by
God for a crime committed by h. ancestor Cain, just as humanity
was proscribed because of the sin of Adam and Eve, Grendel is a
terrible and yet pitiable creature, a composite of inferior
attributes whose only power lies in the uninhibited expression of
his aggressive drive. In fighting Grendel, Beowulf is fighting

against the led ionable ion of this

violent instinct.

The approach of Grendel, under cover of night and while the
warriors are sleeping, signifies the "return of the repressed"
(Rycroft 33), an involuntary irruption into consciousness of

unacceptable derivatives of the primary aggressive impulse. An
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archetype of the primitive, unce

olled and instinctual man,

Grendel represents all those animal instincts repressed by

consci in the p: of civilization. The transformative
achievement of the hero, at this stage of his development, is
related to his conguering, in the form of Grendel, the dark side,
or, in Jungian terms, the "shadow" of his own aggressive nature,
which may be explored through analysis of Grendel as the
personification of negative aggression.

The noun “aggression," derived from the Latin verb ad-
gradior: "I step towards," is defined as "an act of beginning a
quarrel or war," while the adjective "aggressive" is more broadly
defined as "forceful, self-assertive" (QED). This latter
wefinition seems to express the fundamental nature of the
aggressive drive as the instinctual energy directed towards
ensuring the expansion, as well as the survival, of the
individual organism; however, the universal tendency to equate
aggression with hatred and destruction is a revealing footnote to
the historical pattern that has resulted from the unchecked
expression of the aggressive instinct -- a thematic pattern

intrinsic to the digressions in Beowulf. The OE raes seems

related to the MnE "aggression" in sound and substance, as well
as in its meaning, "rush," or “race," which gives an emotional
extension to the Latin root, ad-gradior. Using this word in

combination with such prefixes as gud-, heado-, hilde-, hond-,

and wael-, the poet of Beowulf has produced a variety of

impressions of life in the midst of what, for the Angla>-Saxons,
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was a central social reality: war, “"the original or oldest law"
(Feuerbach 21).

As the "heroic embodiment of the active principle" (Irving
98), Beowulf wages war on both a social and a personal
battlefield to effect good; but, although the hero by definition
initiates action for the cause of good as opposed to evil, it is
dominant societal ideology that, to a very great extent,
determines the nature of that good. Beowulf was a hero to his
society not just because he had the active desire and the rower
to accomplish good, but also because he did not, at least in his
youth, doubt his society's designation of value, a designation
that had evolved out of the urgent necessities of its own
continuance and renewal.

The heroic ideal and code depicted in Beowuif evolved out
of, and acted upon, a Northern consciousness, a racial psyche in
which the rigours of exnvironment play a necessarily prominent
role, underlining and zometimes defining its interpretation of
objactive reality. The pagan Germanic psyche, deriving, like its
progenitor Ymir, from the ice-fields of Northern Europe, was
emotionally compatible with the Christian psyche deriving from
the deserts of the Middle East (a compatibility emphasized in
Asser's genealogy of King Alfred, which has him descend from the
Norse kings all the way back through 0din to Adam) perhaps
because, in essence, both evolved out of a response to extreme
landscapes where vulnerability to an often pitiless landscape was

a constant factor of human existence.
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Since man in the harsh Northern climate could not survive
alone (much is made of the 'outlaw' theme in Icelandic literature
for this reason), the hero's commitment to his society was a
strongly reinforced element of his makeup, and this commitment is
evident in Beowulf. The structures set up by his society for its
own protection and continuation were upheld, in form as well as
in function, by conmon assent. This might be one reason why
Hrothgar's worthiness was never questioned, evern though he failed
to fulfill his own function as king and, in fact, showed a
cowardice Beowulf rebuked after the death of Aescher and would
later tacitly condemn by his own actions in old age.

Yet, although Hrothgar was never criticized by either his
own people or the poet, neither was he a true hero, for it is not
heroic merely to serve as a figure-head or to rest on one's
laurels. Such a role is passive, upholding the past, perhaps,
but not creating a future. Hrothgar's action (or non-action) has
becz.a ably defended by J.R.R. Tolkien in his famous paper
"Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics" (pub. 1936) and it might
indeed be argued with compassionate conviction that Hrothgar's
response was a natural result of his old age; but it should be
noted that Becwuli, in his old age, did not shrink from the
spectre of death, but looked to the future and envisioned his
actions as a projection, into future time, of the highest ideals
of the society he represented. His aggressive energies were
dedicated to effecting the survival of society; he acted on

behalf of thos. #ho could not act effactively; he acte. to
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fulfill their hopes. This, as he himself told Wealhtheow, was
the purpose for which he came to Heorot:

'Ic paet hogode pba ic on holm gestah,
saebat gesaet mid minra secga gedriht,

paet ic anunga eowra leoda
willan geworhte op¥e on wael crunge
feondgrapum faest...' (632-36)

I made up my mind, when I put out to sea,
set out in my ship with my company of men,
that I would completely fulfill tne desires
of your people or fall in battle, fast in
the clutches of the enemy.

Wealhtheow, like the other women in the poem, does not
appear to have been governed by the heroic code that guided the
actions of men in the world of Beowulf. The kind of aggression
demonstrated by women in this world will be discussed in Chapter
III -- although it is likely that, in earlier Germanic times,
when women fought alongside the men in battle and may reasonably
be thought to have been their equal in the overt desire to
dispatch the enemy to a bloody perdition, a separate discussion
of female aggression might have seemed less appropriate than it
does today, when the idea of a woman who is willing, or, indeed,
eager to fight may seem scmewhat more negative and less
admirable. In the time of Boadicea, during the first century

A.D., as i has in an infl y speech he

attributed in his Annals to this famous Briton, the British were
"used to women commanders in war" (Grant trans. 320), and the
glorious doomed queen did not flinch at even the most cruel

treatment of her enemies, to the universal admiration of friend
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ard foe. Nevertheless, the tendency to view female aggression as
intrinsically negative, or more negative than that of the male,
was well underway by the time Beowulf was written; this is well
displayed in the poem by the portraits of Grendel's mother and of
Modthryth, who represent the absolute and the temporal
expressions of female aggression in a society for which such
aggression was perhaps more feared than outmoded (see Chapter
III). The fashion of the later Anglo-Saxon aristocratic ladies
to wear their fingernails shaped like eagles' claws might have
had its origins in practical necessity, but the mere fact that
their hands remained in this condition of predatory perfection
indicates that they were no longer used for pugilistic purposes.
Whether fashionable or functional, however, the hand is perhaps
the best symbol of the aggressive instinct of man (and woman),
because, as the distinguishing mark of the highest forms of
animal life, the hand seems to represent a major biological
triumph over the natural environment in its power to manipulate
and change the material w