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Title: The Implication of Unferth’s Intervention in Beowulf (11. 499—528)

Abstract: To a large extent, understanding the nature of Unferth’s speech depends
on the correct interpretation of for wience, and for dolgilpe. Unferth’s speech
(11. 499—528) in Beowulf is not wholly intended to evoke a mocking mood but
rather is motivated by the desire to defend his and Danish heroic pride. I think the
negative impression derived from the tone of Unferth’s speech is largely due to the
unfavourable interpretation of some key words, and to the intervention of the
poet. On the surface a series of words seems to be used to effectuate the sense
of rashness and foolhardiness in Beowulf’s swimming-contest: for wlence, for
dolgilpe, nepdon, belean, swuncon. In the context of Unferth’s superficially
scurrilous tone, wlenco can be interpreted as “vainglory” or “foolish pride.”
However through the poem either wience, wlenco, or its adjective form wlonc is
used to elicit a positive feeling of heroic pride. In the context of heroism, the
neutral meaning of wlenco as “high-spiritedness” fits well into the progression of
Unferth’s narrative. In this way, Unferth is not criticizing the nature of Beowulf’s
swimming-contest with Breca, which might be possibly motivated by boyish
exuberance, but is instead blaming for not living up to that wlenco, “high-spirit.”
These words are very important in understanding philosophical ethos in heroic
society. The heroic society needs a special code of behavior and morality common
to all Germanic races in the early Middle Ages. The most important concept, the
binding force of society, was the comitatus, the mutual loyalty between lord and
thane or warrior. The leader gave legal and economic protection in return for
military services. I demonstrate that the generally accepted meaning “foolhardiness”
given to wlenco is not applicable in Unferth’s verbal attack against Beowulf’s
participation in the swimming-contest. My analysis of Unferth’s speech reveals
that he is a highly conscious manipulator of words and thus should be regarded as

serving an independent role, not just a foil to Beowulf. He is keenly aware of
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Beowulf’s threat to Danish pride, as well as to his own heroic pride. For this reason,
Unferth’s verbal attack on Beowulf is firmly based on rival-consciousness.

Key words: Beowulf, Unferth, philology, heroic society

Author: Dongill Lee received his doctorate from University College London. He
has taught at Hankuk University of Foreign Studies since 1996. He specializes in
Heroism, Heroic Words and the Art of Old English Composition. He teaches Old
English poetry and Middle English literature. His major publications include:
Korean translations: Beowulf, Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum; The
Canterbury Tales; Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, The Pilgrims Progress. His
ongoing project is entitled “The Function of Epithet in Old English Composition.”
Email: dongbeo@hufs.ac.kr

I. Introduction

This paper deals with the meanings of some key Old English words in the
context of heroic ideology with reference to the scene of Unferth’s intervention
(11. 499—528) in Beowulf. So far critical views on this scene haven’t yet truly
reflected the real intention of Unferth. Usually Unferth is seen as a provocateur.
However, the application of newly interpreted meanings of wlenco and dol
suggests that he is motivated both by professional jealousy of Beowulf’s self-
attested ability to fight Grendel, and a desire to defend Danish pride. His heroic
ideology—to demand action rather than words—is also revealed. Through the
in-depth analysis of the sub-text of Unferth’s version of the Breca episode I will
prove that Unferth emerges as a role-player in heroic society far beyond as a foil
to Beowulf or a symbolic figure of “discordia” or “mar-peace.” My arguments
will develop on the basis of philological study concentrating on some key Old

English words such as wlenco, gielp, dolgylp, dol, or dollice, oferhygd, ofermod.

I1. Unferth’s rivalry, sense of inferiority and heroic ideology

There is no doubt that Unferth appears as a traditional agent provocateur
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when he tries to discredit Beowulf with his own version of the swimming-
contest.” Unferth’s words seem offensive and their impropriety is all the
greater when set against the extreme courtesy of Beowulf’s reception by the
coastguard, Wulfgar and Hrothgar. Yet, the underlying meaning of Unferth’s
speech seems to shed a new light on his attitude towards Beowulf. Unferth
tries to set out his personal heroic ideology. This intention becomes gradually
evident as he begins to change his attitude towards both Beowulf and Breca.
At the beginning of his version of the swimming-contest, Unferth taunts
Beowulf that his youthful exploits were motivated by his audacious boasting.
But it should be borne in mind that Unferth’s sarcasm is directed to Breca as
well as Beowulf. This is proved by Unferth’s use of the dual git and accusative

dual inc which implicate both men in foolishness and stubbornness:

Ozr git for wlence
ond for dolgilpe
aldrum nepdon?

ne leof ne lap,
sorhfullne sid,

peer git eagorstream
meton merestracta,
glidon ofer garsecg;
wintrys wylm[um)].

seofon niht swuncon;

wada cunnedon

on deop weeter

Ne inc &nig mon,
belean mihte

b a git on sund reon;
earmum b ehton,
mundum brugdon,
geofon ypum weol,

Git on waeteres aht

(Beo, 508—517a)

[you two ventured the floods for the sake of pride, and risked your lives
in deep water for idle boasting? No one, friend or foe, could dissuade
you two from that sorrowful venture (disaster), when you two swam

(rowed) out to sea, there you two enfolded the water’s currents with arms,

@ Alain Renoir points out that scenes similar to Beowulf’s encounter with Unferth
are found in Hrolfs Saga Kraka and Odyssey (111).



T EBFEBXFHRR T

traversing (measuring) the paths of the sea, made quick movements with
your hands, and glided over the ocean; the sea surged with waves, the

winter’s billows. You two toiled in the water’s realm for seven nights]

As this speech develops, however, we can see that Unferth begins to
single out Breca from the dual gif to the singular e (Breca). This shifting of
subjects seems to be designed in order first to emphasize Breca’s victory over
Beowulf then to praise Breca’s achievement which echoes the ideal of the

central figure of a comitatus:

donon he gesohte swasne edel,
leof his leodum, lond Brondinga,
freodoburh faegere, per he folc ahte,
burh ond beagas.

(Beo, 520—523a)
[then he, dear to his people, sought his beloved fatherland, the land of
the Brondings, his fair stronghold, where he had subjects and stronghold

and treasure]

What we hear about now is the glorious return of Breca to his fatherland.
Here the previous tone of sarcasm has disappeared completely. At the centre of
his speech lies the thematic motif of the ideal comitatus which is encapsulated
in the words: sweesne edel, “fatherland”, freodoburh, “stronghold”, folc,
“people”, and beagas, “treasures”. Each of these words embodies a key
element of the comitatus and together they make up a model society. Now the
ideal picture of a heroic society is presented. This scene of Breca’s return to
his land seems to induce the audience to forget that Unferth had previously
reproached him in harsh terms; instead Unferth delivers a panegyric on Breca.
Moreover, Unferth raises Breca to the level of a perfect hero by putting an

emphasis on Breca’s fulfillment of his pledge to Beowulf:



