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~ Beowulf ~

Descriptions of the Hero
Read through the following passages from the modified Beowulf text, and underline words or phrases that represent qualities that would have been thought to be HEROIC by the society existing when the poem was written.
Beowulf the Geat, hero of the poem, hears of Hrothgar’s sorrow and resolves to assist him:

Greatest of night-woes.  So Higelac’s liegeman,

Good amid Geatmen, of Grendel’s achievements
Heard in his home: of heroes then living

He was stoutest and strongest, sturdy and noble.

He bade them prepare him a bark that was trusty;

He said he the war-king would seek o’er the ocean,

The folk-leader noble, since he needed retainers.

For the perilous project prudent companions

Chided him little, though loving him dearly;

They egged the brave atheling, augured him glory.

Hrothgar is amazed at Beowulf’s presence:

“More boldly never have warriors ventured

Hither to come; of kinsmen’s approval,

Word-leave or warriors, I ween that ye surely

Nothing have known.  Never a greater one

Of earls o’er the earth have I had a sight of

Than is one of your number, a hero in armour;

No low-ranking fellow adorned with his weapons,

But launching them little, unless looks are deceiving,

And striking appearance.  Ere ye pass on your journey

As treacherous spies to the land of the Scyldings

And farther fare, I fully must know now

What race ye belong to.  Ye far-away dwellers,

Sea-faring sailors, my simple opinion

Hear ye and hearken: haste is most fitting

Plainly to tell me what place ye are come from.”
Hrothgar remembers Beowulf as a youth and also remembers his father:

Hrothgar answering, helm of the Scyldings:

“I remember this man as the merest of striplings.

His father long dead now was Ecgtheow titled,

Him Hrethel of Geatman granted at home his

One only daughter; his battle-brave son

Is come but now, sought a trustworthy friend.

Sea-faring sailors asserted it then,

Who valuable gift-gems of the Geatmen carried

As peace-offering thither, that he thirty men’s grapple

Has in his hand, the hero-in battle.” *
* Beowulf is asserted to have the strength of thirty men
Beowulf announces that he is going to defeat Grendel:

“From veriest rashness recks not for weapons; **
I this do scorn then, so be Higelac gracious,

My liegelord beloved, lenient of spirit,

To bear a blade or a broad-fashioned target,

A shield to the onset; only with hand-grip. ***
The foe I must grapple, fight for my life then,

Foeman with foeman; he fain must rely on

The doom of the Lord whom death layeth hold of.

** Since the monster uses no weapons…

*** I too, shall disdain to use any
“I am Hygelac’s kinseman and warrior.
I have undertaken many 

glorious deeds.  I learned

of Grendel in my native land.

Sea-farers say this place,

The best of halls,

Stands idle and useless

After sundown.  Hrothgar,

The wise men among my people

Advised that I seek you

Because they know my strength—

They saw me come from battles

Stained in the blood of my enemies,

When I destroyed a family of giants,

When I endured pain all night,

Killing water monsters,

Grinding them to bits,

To avenge for the Geats

Those who asked for misery.”
