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I . The Middle Ages (to ca. 1485)

Beowulf

Beowulf is the oldest piece of vernacular literature not only in
England but also in the whole Europe. The only surviving copy of
Beowulf is found in a late 10th-century manuscript and the date of
composition is supposed to be some time during the 8th century
based on the poem’s linguistic and cultural grounds.

The scenes of the poem are laid in Denmark and Sweden and
the poet relates how the hero, as a young man and a leader of the
Geats, first sails to Denmark across the sea to help King Hrothgar
to kill the monster Grendel and his mother and then, fifty years lat-
er, as an aged king of his own tribe, kills a treasure-guarding drag-
on and dies from the wounds received in his last fight.

Beowulf, a constant dramatization of the fight between good
and evil, has long been regarded as the first epic in the English lan-
guage. It was originally written in Old English. The following ex-
cerpt is selected from a modern English translation of Beowulf's
fight against Grendel.

The Fight with Grendel

Then Hrothgar went out of the hall with his company of war-
riors, the protector of the Scyldings. The war-chief would seek the
bed of Wealhtheow the queen. The King of Clory — as men had
learned — had appointed a hall-guard against Grendel; he had a

1



special mission to the prince of the Danes: he kept watch against
monsters.

And the man of the Geats had sure trust in his great might, the
favor of the Ruler. Then he took off his shirt of armor, the helmet
from his head, handed his embellished sword, best of irons, to an at-
tendant, bade him keep guard over his war-gear. Then the good war-
rior spoke some boast-words before he went to his bed, Beowulf of
the Geats: “I claim myself no poorer in war-strength, war works,
than Grende! claims himself. Therefore I will not put him to sleep
with a sword, so take away his life, though surely I might. He
knows no good tools with which he might strike against me, cut my
shield in pieces, though he is strong in fight. But we shall forgo the
sword in the night — if he dare seek war without weapon — and
then may wise God, Holy Lord, assign glory on whichever hand
seems good to Him.”

The battle-brave one laid himself down, the pillow received the
earl’s head, and about him many a brave seaman lay down to hall-
rest. None of them thought that he would ever again seek from there
his dear home, people or town where he had been brought up; for
they knew that bloody death had carried off far too many men in the
wine-hall, folk of the Danes. But the Lord granted to weave for them
good fortune in war, for the folk of the Weather-Geats, comfort and
help that they should quite overcome their foe through the might of
one man, through his sole strength: the truth has been made known
that mighty God has always ruled mankind.

There came gliding in the black night the walker in darkness.
The warriors slept who should hold the horned house — all but one.
It was known to men that when the Ruler did not wish it the hostile

creature might not drag them away beneath the shadows. But he,
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