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Blending Religions in Beowulf 

     Beowulf is frequently cited as one of the most notable examples of Early English poetry.  In spite of its esteemed position in the study of English poetry, however, the poem is quite difficult for students to understand.  As pointed out in the introduction, the poem is "hard, the style is allusive, the ideas often seem remote and strange to modern perceptions, and the text was inevitably corrupted" (18).  Perhaps one of the factors allowing Beowulf to maintain its position in literary circles, then, lies in the significance of its poetic themes.  One of the most noteworthy themes in this poem is that of religion.  The poet manages not only to denote Christian principles in a poem about pagans but, moreover, to blend pagan and Christian ideas in a way that supercedes any initially paradoxical or anachronistic notions.  It seems reasonable to assume, then, that this is possible, at least in part, because the ideas expressed are less contradictory than they might appear.  This paper will discuss the similarities in paganism and Christianity and, ultimately, how the poet is able to use these similarities to express religious themes whose significance transcends any differences existing therein.  

     In order to understand the similarities in paganism and Christianity, it is important to understand why religions exist in general.  Man has always sought to understand where the world came from, what the gods are like and where they came from, why evil exists in the world and what happens to people after they die.  Before modern science existed, the beginning of the world and the answers to the questions of a society were explained by mythology.  The word myth is often mistaken with the word fiction, a term for something that never happened.  While myths may not correctly explain what literally happened, they do reflect a reality.  Unfortunately, many times this reality cannot be seen or examined ("Mythology" 1).  Mythmaking has traditionally looked to the past to try to make sense of the present.  There are, however, some modern myths that look to the future.  Also, beyond searching for answers to sociological questions, myths may be used to justify the way a society now lives.   Myths developed slowly as an oral tradition among people who were trying to make sense of the world around them.  Their development was really a response to society's desire to reconcile the earth they knew with the heavens they saw.  Furthermore, the wonders of existence seemed to contrast starkly with human nature and its destructive tendencies.  Myths were used as a way to account for the human condition when measured against the grandeur of Earth and sky.  Some of the types of myths that resulted from such questions and desires include myths of origin, myths of the human condition, myths of the end of life and the world, myths of the gods, myths of nature and myths of heroes ("Mythology" 2-7).  The characters in Beowulf use a mythology based on Germanic paganism to define their existence.  The poet uses a mythology based on Christianity to define his.  While the answers may differ slightly, the questions are ultimately the same.  Because of this, the general religious themes that the poet feels are significant work equally well from either a pagan or Christian standpoint.  Many examples of such themes in the poem will show this to be the case.

     It is generally agreed that the Beowulf poet was a Christian who intended for his work to reflect Christian tradition.  There are, thus, many Christian references that occur throughout the poem.  One of the most striking is the "will of God.  In the poem this concept seems to be used interchangeably with the concept of fate.  One example of this is found in Beowulf's statement, "If battle takes me, send to Hygelac the best of war-clothes that protects my breast, finest of mail-shirts.  It is a legacy of Hrethel, the work of Weland.  Fate always goes as it must" (29).  The implication here is that his mail-shirt, forged by the blacksmith of the Norse gods, will not fail to save his life unless, of course, it is the will of the gods.   Another reference to fate comes from Wiglaf's statement on Beowulf's death when he says, "What drove the folk-king thither was too powerfully fated" (63), implying that while fate may come in degrees, this time fate cannot be influenced by any human virtue.  

     The introduction of human virtue into the concept of fate may also be seen in Beowulf's story of his youthful swimming match.  He says, "Light came from the east, bright signal of God, the sea became still so that I might see the headlands, the windy walls of the sea.  Fate often saves an undoomed man when his courage is good" (30).  The reference here is one of the most seemingly paradoxical in the poem, for it is here that the pagan concept of testing fate appears to conflict with the Christian idea of predestination.  In this poem Beowulf is "testing his relationship with unknowable destiny" (20).  His chief concern is not for his life, but that he develops his character in the most heroic way possible.  In his final battle Beowulf states, "By my courage I shall get gold, or war will take your king, dire life-evil" (56).  The implication, thus, is that if fate (or God) has not already completely doomed a man, courage is the one characteristic that may be strong enough to influence the opposite outcome.  While the ideas may seem contradictory, one would have to recognize that predestination has, for centuries, remained one of the most debated topics in Christianity.  Although the stress Beowulf places on the development of a courageous lifestyle and its ability to influence fate is an inherently pagan ideal, one would, nevertheless, be forced to acknowledge the presence of similar ideals in Christianity, such as intercessory prayer and the effects of mediation on the salvation of mankind.  The basic religious tenets of human virtue and fate the poet conveys are, thus, just as applicable from a pagan perspective as they are from a Christian perspective.

     Another important religious theme in Beowulf is the responsibility of man to other men, his society and, on a grander scale, his world.  As is common in Old English Poetry, in Beowulf this theme is expressed in terms of heroism.  A hero is ultimately judged by the things he does and the way he reacts and relates to other people.  His deeds must be marked by a nobility of purpose, and he must be willing to risk his life for his ideals.  Though Beowulf obviously meets these requirements, he's also a mortal human.  A constant battle for Beowulf is his attempt to reconcile the "human" and the "heroic" sides of his personality.  The poet describes Beowulf as "strongest of might in the time of this life, noble and great" (26).  The awestruck Danish soldier patrolling the cliffs states, "I have never seen a mightier warrior on earth than is one of you, a man in battle dress" (27).  At the beginning of the poem, the poet describes Beowulf as "A thane of Hygelac, a good man among the Geats" (26).  At the end of the poem, he is called, "the mildest of men and the gentlest, kindest to his people, and most eager for fame" (64).   He is, thus, described as both a capable warrior (a trait of utmost significance to the Germanic pagans) and a kind human (or a man with Christian virtue).  Beowulf is motivated by a combination of a heroic need to help other people and a desire for fame, glory and wealth.  The poet seems to be telling us that a hero is not immune from inner conflict.  He may act selflessly, governed by a code of ethics and an intuitive understanding of other people, but part of him may have no real idea of why he acts the way he does.  This may, in fact, be Beowulf's tragic flaw.   

     Beowulf's seems to experience spiritual conflict in determining whether to act selflessly for the good of others, or to accumulate reward and personal fame. The Beowulf poet successfully blends the conflict between Christian and pagan reward when he writes, "Sick with life-wounds, I may have joy of all this, for the Ruler of Men need not blame me for the slaughter of kinsmen when life goes from my body.  Now quickly go to look at the hoard under the gray stone" (59).  Also, Beowulf never seems certain whether his success as a warrior is due to this own strength or to help from a higher source.  In his dying words he states, "I speak with my words thanks to the Lord of All for these treasures, to the King of Glory, Eternal Prince, for what I gaze on here, that I might get such for my people before my death-day.  Now that I have bought the hoard of treasures with my old life" (59-60).  The poet is able to present both aspects of humanity, because both relate to all humans, whether pagan or Christian.  This is another religious theme that appears to rise above religion.

     The Beowulf poet was obviously strongly influenced by Boethian philosophy.  Boethius, a major channel of Platonist philosophy to the Middle Ages, taught that the eternal ideas are inborn ideas that people remember from the previous existence of the soul and emphasized the transience of all earthly things.  There are many references in the poem to a transitory life.  In the description of the attack on Grendel's mother the poet states, "The currents were all cleansed, the great tracts of the water, when the dire spirit left her life-days and this loaned world" (44).  The implication of impermanence is also present in the poet's description of the battle with the dragon, as he states, "Hold now, you earth, now that men may not, the possession of earls" (52).  Also note the description of the impending death of Beowulf, as the poet writes, "The prince good from old times was to come to the end of the days that had been lent him, life in the world" (54).  The temporary nature of life and this world, though a Christian theme influenced by Boethian philosophy, compares quite easily with the pagan view of life, as death and the fate of humanity afterward is another mythological theme upon which many religions are based.  The poet seems well aware of this and, thus, not only includes but describes in great detail several funeral scenes.  Traditional Norse views on fortune, burial and the afterlife are, in fact, the poet's most frequent and most detailed reference to non-Christian ideals.

     Whether pagan or Christian, it was inconceivable to most ancient peoples that humans would not survive in some form after death ("Mythology" 5).  In most mythologies the dead are either rewarded or punished, depending on the course their life has taken and the value their virtuous efforts have expressed.  The Norse warriors knew intense suffering and battle, but they also lived in the belief that heroic action was the highest good.  In Norse mythology, Valhalla was the heaven of the warrior.  Unlike the Christian heaven, however, it was not an eternal abode.  It was merely a place to prepare for one last climactic struggle where the noble warriors would join Odin, Norse god of creation, and the other gods in a final battle between the gods and the powers of evil. This foreknowledge of doom gave to Norse mythology a tragic nobility found in no other.

     It seems most significant that the Beowulf poet, though certainly possessing such Christian values as peace and compassion, chose to stress the values belonging to an ancient, pagan warrior society, as clearly exhibited in the poem's funeral scenes.  The opening funeral scene describes the importance pagan warriors ascribe to possession of earthly treasure for their final earthly journey.  The poet writes, "There was brought great store of treasure, wealth from lands far away.  I have not heard of a ship more splendidly furnished with war-weapons and battle-dress, swords and mail-shirts.  They also set a golden standard high over his head, let the water take him, gave him to the sea.  Men cannot truthfully say who received that cargo, neither counsellors in the hall nor warriors under the sky." (24). Similarly, the poet's description of the funeral for Beowulf states, "In the barrow they placed rings and jewels, all such ornaments as troubled men had earlier taken from the hoard.  They let the earth hold the wealth of earls, gold in the ground, where now it still dwells, as useless to men as it was before" (64).  The poet's voice is clearly heard in his description of earthly treasures belonging not to man, but to earth.  The importance of those treasures to the characters in the poem is, however, also recognized.   The objects of war play an important role in the lives of these people.  The ritual of burying someone alongside his most precious possessions is a way of linking the person's life on earth to the afterlife, whether it be heaven or hell.

     It is stated in the introduction that "although Christian is a correct term for the religion of the poet and of his audience, it was a Christianity that had not yet by any means succeeded in obliterating an older pagan tradition" (19).  Perhaps this is so because the basis for both is the same.  Just as the Christian looks forward to heaven as a final reward, so the Germanic pagan looks forward to the most honorable experience he could imagine, fighting against evil at the side of his creator.  Beowulf is essentially a balance of ends and beginnings.  In its simplest terms it is a contrasting description of life and death, youth and age, happiness and woe, heroism and humanity.  The Christian influence in the poem is more a matter of expressing spirit than of expressing dogma or doctrine.  Ultimately, the mythological ideas, upon which any religion is based, are all the same.  The difference grows from humanity's means of expressing their interpretation of those ideas.  Man simply desires to discover himself and his world, justify his existence therein, honor his earthly duties to society and determine any rewards he might obtain when this life is finished.  By recognizing the religious similarities of his audience and his characters, and by blending the human values and moral choices inherent there, the poet is able to create from seemingly paradoxical sources a unified and unique work of literature.
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