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Beowulf: Pagan Legends with a measure of Christianity

Originally orally composed sometime in the sixth century, Beowulf is an epic Anglo-Saxon novel scribed during the eleventh century by a Christian writer who merged Christian values with the pagan characters.  Although originally created while Paganism was the practiced religion, the story was written while Christianity; the widely accepted religion at the time, and was therefore inadvertently infused into the story. 


Anglo-Saxon is a tern that is used to describe the group of peoples living in the south and east of the island of Great Britain from around the early 5th century AD to the Norman conquest of 1066.  They spoke different Germanic dialects and they are identified as descendants of three Germanic tribes who escaped the invasion of the Huns.  The Angles and the Jutes; originally from the Jutland peninsula, and the Angles; originally from Angeln; their entire nation came to Britain and deserted their entire land.  As a side note, the Anglo-Saxons called themselves the Englisc which is where we get English from. (Donald Henson,The Origins of the Anglo-Saxons, Anglo-Saxon Books, 2006).  Anglo-Saxons are “any member of the Germanic peoples that inhabited and ruled England from the 5th century AD to the time of the Norman Conquest (1066).” The Anglo-Saxons were descendants of the three different Germanic Peoples: The Angles, Saxons, and the Jutes.  The many Anglo-Saxon kingdoms spoke dialects of a language that is now called Old English, and featured many exquisite pieces of literature including Beowulf.  Ethnically; The Anglo-Saxons were Germanic peoples combined with the preexisting Celtic inhabitants and subsequent Viking and Danish invaders.  The name ‘Anglo-Saxon’ was first used late in the 8th century to distinguish the Saxons of Britain from those of the European continent.  Later, the term simply came to mean ‘The English’. ("Anglo-Saxon." Encyclopædia Britannica. 2008. Encyclopædia Britannica Online. 6 Feb. 2008  <http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9001593>.)  Around 600 AD the Christianization of the Anglo-Saxon peoples began, and completed sometime in the 9th century.  (Anglia. http://lexicon.ff.cuni.cz/app/)  Before Christianity, the indigenous Anglo-Saxons practiced forms of paganism, which is closely related to the Old Norse religion as well as other Germanic non-Christian religions.  Christianity slowly replaced the indigenous religion of the Saxons in England; pushed mainly by the Roman Catholic Church and around the 8th and 9th century Christianity was completely immersed in Anglo-Saxon life.  As the new members of the religion; the Anglo-Saxons records were very sparse and therefore; today’s historians’ knowledge of the religion is largely based on surviving customs and lore, texts, etymological links and archaeological finds.  Written Christian prohibitions on acts of paganism are one of historians' main sources of information on pre-Christian beliefs. This is further proof that many of the Pagan values in Beowulf were forced out and replaced with the Christian beliefs just because of laws.


Originally thought up in the sixth century, Beowulf is a Pagan tale. Throughout the story there are examples of Pagan values and legends. The word Pagan means Heathen, and Infidel, both of which have bad connotations.  Paganism is not a singular religion; in contrast paganism can be defined widely as faith traditions outside those of monotheistic religions such as Christianity and Judaism.  Throughout the novel, all of the characters have Pagan qualities. For example, Beowulf, the Dragon, and Grendel kill! Just that quality alone proves that these are Pagan and not Christian characters.  Furthermore, Beowulf chooses to be a hero, and to fight against evil so that he will be remembered and not for the charity of doing it.  In addition, Beowulf wants to be cremated in death, another Pagan tradition only strengthening the argument that Beowulf is an epic Pagan Novel.  After long days at work, the Danes relax in their great Mead Hall, Heorot. The purpose of the hall is to drink! Drinking is a sin in the Christian religion and the Danes seem to drink nightly.  In contrast, drinking is not a ‘sin’ in the pagan religions because there aren’t clear-cut rules.  Lastly, the heroes have superhuman qualities. For example, the following is a description of Grendel 


“no sword on earth, 


not the truest steel, could touch their assailant;


for by a spell he had dispossessed all


blades of their bite on him.”(801-804)

This description, or rather depiction of Grendel shows his immortality against human weapons because of a ‘spell’.  All of these examples prove that the entire basis of the novel is Paganism.  


Even though the entire basis of Beowulf is Paganism, Christianity has been infused into the characters by the Christian author.  Stemmed from the life, teachings, and death of Jesus of Nazareth, Christianity is a religion similar to Judaism, except for the belief that Jesus is the messiah, and savior. Christians maintain that Jesus ascended into heaven and most denominations teach that Jesus will judge the living and the dead, granting everlasting life to his followers.  Christianity has been infused into the story by the author.  The author does this by both character traits, and narration; The narrator speaks about one almighty god, 


“It was well-known to men 


that the demon could not drag them to the shades


without God’s willing it;” (705-707)

Another example of this is, “so feuding with God”(810).  These are a few of the direct references the author [indirectly thru the narrator] makes to an almighty god.  Beowulf possesses Christian qualities that can even be compared to Jesus; He is the savior for the Danes and saves the Danes from total destruction by slaying Grendel, Grendels mother, and later in the story saving his own people from the Dragon.  Just as Jesus saw the Jews being oppressed by the Romans and tried to help, Beowulf saw the Danes being terrorized by Grendel, a great monster of biblical proportions who can be compared to Satan himself, and he slayed their monster.


The character Grendel has many biblical qualities, and the story of his life can be compared to multiple biblical stories.  Starting with the story of Cain and Able.  Cain and Abel are brothers who compete in life for the approval of God.  Abel is a successful Shepard whose sacrifices to God are of only the best quality: his finest livestock, and his finest possessions.  Cain on the other hand donates what he has not sold and because of this God looks him down upon.  In a jealous rage, Cain kills Abel and then lies to God when he asks him where his brother is.  The famous line, “Am I my brothers keeper” was Cain’s response to God, a blatant lie.  Like Cain himself Grendel was unaccepted

“This unhappy being

had long lived in the land of monsters 

since the Creator cast them out 

as kindred of Cain. For that killing of Abel

the eternal Lord took vengeance.

There was no joy of that feud: far from mankind

God drove him out of his deed of shame!” (103-109) 
Described as a descendent of Cain himself, Grendel represents true evil.  Like Cain, he is an outcast and a killer.  Because Cain killed his brother, he was outcast into the jungle and never allowed back into society.  Grendel was never accepted by society and therefore killed. Although not exactly the same, the stories share many qualities.


The Second biblical story that Grendel can be compared to is the Story Of Genesis.  In the Garden of Eden, Satan was jealous of Adam and Eve and the pleasures they had in the garden, so he exorcised the serpent and convinced Eden to sin.  Like Satan, Grendel is full of jealousy. He envies joyous Heorot and terrorizes the people to satisfy himself.  Satan was cast of out heaven, and out of jealousy stalks people with the temptation of sin.  Similarly to Satan, Grendel, because of his killing tirades and his grotesque physical appearance, is cast out of society and chooses to stalk the Danes in the night. 


Two main characters summarize the Christian influences in Beowulf, the Dragon, who represents the supreme evil, Satan himself and Beowulf, who represents the supreme good Jesus of Nazareth.  The Dragon Represents Satan, and 3 of the 7 deadly sins.  Throughout the speeches the Dragon makes, he shows his values of Greed, Malice, and Destruction.  Beowulf represents Jesus himself.  Just as Jesus Christ gave his life for the greater good of his people, Beowulf gave his life for his people in the fight against evil.  Beowulf’s epic battle against the Dragon is a representation of the fight between good and evil, Jesus vs. Satan.

