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Beowulf since the epic days to Modern America
Despite the numerous advancements that Modern America has experienced over the years in terms of culture and technology, it is apparent that the contemporary world and way of life bears significant resemblance to the Anglo-Saxon World. Regardless of all these changes, it seems that human nature remains unchanged with time and it is, therefore, possible to see one world through the lens of the other. In other words, the notable similarities in the configurations of our society have remained unchanged over the years, showing that our bases as individual’s date back to distant centuries. “Beowulf” stands as an excellent example upon which this argument can be outlined. It is an Old 3182-alliterrative-lined English Epic poem that describes the adventures of Beowulf, a great Scandinavian warrior of the 6th century. The events recorded in the poem are between two related tribes namely the Geats of what is now Sweden and the Danes of what is now Denmark. Beowulf is a great warrior who crosses the sea to help the Danes in war and then later returns to Geats to become King. This is similar to what soldiers do today – they go out to war and if lucky come back home as heroes. Patriarchal dominance, corruption, greed, jealousy, nobility, courage and fearlessness exist in the poem [Anglo-Saxon] world just as they do in Modern America. The fight between good and evil existed then, does today, and will continue into the future. Therefore, actions in modern America are like those seen in Beowulf because although times have changed, people have continued the same. This paper traces Beowulf since the epic days to Modern America to determine just how much of the epic’s world can be identified in Contemporary America.
 
Heroism is common in Modern America and is a concept whose history can be traced from as early as the epic time. Although the definitions and characteristics may be altered depending on the situation or time, the foundations of what is deemed by the society to be an act of heroism have remained predominantly the same over time. The epic poem brings the story of the monster-slaying awesome hero to the minds of the audience. According to Michael Livingstone and John Willian Sutton, Beowulf occupies a prominent place in the consciousness of the popular culture, making it seem like he never actually left (1). In other words, Beowulf has remained since the epic times to the modern American times. The scholars further argue that in the 20th and 21st century the impact of Beowulfiana has been widely and continuously felt (Livingstone and Sutton 1). The historiography of “Beowulf” therefore demonstrates the endurance of the poem as well as that of Beowulf, its primary character. The poem is a glimpse into the Anglo-Saxon society but remains a poem that has transcended its origins (Blackburn 12). The cultural definition of heroism may have undergone some changes to give way to an environment that is more cynical than that the one that existed during the beginning of the epic poem. This change gave rise to the emergence of the anti-hero and various personifications of Beowulf. According to literary critic, Roger Rollin, older epics such as “Beowulf” found modern personification whiche he terms as “pop romance.” This is a process whereby the superhero successors such as Clark Kent and Lone Ranger change their outfits so as to fill the medieval shoes of Beowulf as the champions of their respective societies (437-439). 


This, therefore, gives an excellent environment for comparing medieval romance or modern imaginations and pop romance. This is why scholars argue that Anglo-Saxon poetry such as “Beowulf” continues to be productive in modern imagination (Clark and Perkins 14). Beowulf was to his society, a much sought-after hero in whom people bestowed their trust that he would seek order and justice for them – much like the contemporary American society view Superman, Batman, and Captain America as legendary characters who help bring order and peace to America. There is no way of telling whether Beowulf actually existed or if it is just a legendary myth of the Anglo-Saxon society – much like we cannot make the future generations believe for sure is and whether Superman, Batman, and Captain America were real or myths. However, what remains apparent is that myth or not, real or made up the heroic acts of these characters are something that generations speak and will continue to speak about. These tales will influence the emergence of others who want to personify the champions that existed long before they were born. This, therefore, means, that between the time the epic was written and now, many heroes, both real and mythical have emerged, and the best way to view is that history repeats itself. Although time moves and the order of things changes, human nature remains constant. The heroes will always be bestowed with qualities of courage, fearlessness, nobility, and agility just to mention a few. The society will always have individuals who are driven by greed, jealousy, and corruptions and these trends will not change just because times are changing and the contemporary world is advancing in all spheres of life. The Beowulf hero may have fought a different battle compared to the one modern heroes such as the American soldiers fight – but nevertheless, both are heroes according to the views of their societies.


Gender stereotypes can be traced from as long as the “Beowulf’s time. For a long time, America and indeed the whole world has been viewed as a patriarchal society but thanks to the increased calls for gender equality, this trend is gradually taking a shift towards a balance. A close look at the epic poem indicates that the issue of patriarchal dominance has existed since the days of “Beowulf.” It has been noted that the poem is “an overwhelmingly masculine poem” because it appears to relegate all the things that are deemed feminine to the relatively forgettable margins (Morey 486). Beowulf, the hero, is most memorable as a victorious masculine king and warrior yet he managed to fulfill the Anglo-Saxon society’s idealized feminine role as a peace-weaver. He is presented as a sagacious and martial pro; traits that qualify him as an exemplary and masculine figure among his own people.  According to the scholar, Anita Kay O’Pry-Reynolds, women and men in the epic literature are brought out in a way that is different to the contemporary ideals of masculinity and femininity. The scholar also note that like in the modern society, there are some cases of gender equality in the epic literature such as Beowulf (37). It is apparent that men and women of that time were confined buy societal norms and regulations but in modern America, the bonds of these societal confinements are continually being broken through various forums and activists protests for gender equality. In the age of the epic poem, the men were portrayed as superior to their female counterparts.


They were presented as the heroic warrior archetype seeking a battle to fight; either for his own village or that of others. They were allowed to join another village and assist in the fights as is the case with Hrothgar and Beowulf in the poem. Although there is a sense of civilization in the “Beowulf” culture, it is apparent that it still remain a violent culture that requires its men to take arms. This is similar to America today – despite boasting of acute civilization, there is no doubt that it is still violent and often calls its men in arms and uniform to the battlefield in areas such as Iraq and Afghanistan just to mention a few. One does not need to ask in order to know that the proportion of male soldiers exceeds that of female soldiers by far. This is not necessarily because men are better fighters; rather it is because these disparities have their foundations rooted in ancient stereotypes that saw women more as wives and hostesses and very little as warriors as in the case of Grendel’s mother. In the epic poem, Women were during the epic times expected to play the role of mainly paying recognition to the bravery and heroism of the men (O’Pry-Reynolds 39). Today, the Modern American society is struggling to change this and give equal opportunities to all regardless of their gender. An example can be drawn from the current political proceedings in the country. The fact that Hillary Clinton has been given a chance to battle it out in the polls with Donald Trump is something worth noting in as far as the discussion on gender equality is concerned. 


This is a sign that Americans have evolved over time and are now more open-minded to such sensitive issues and have been able to see Clinton’s leadership ability over and above her gender. In relation to the epic poem, one may argue that Hillary Clinton embodies various female characters in “Beowulf.”  For example, she has some traits of Wealtheouw, Hrothgar’s wife, in that she is held and treated by many with honor and respect. She also has some traits of Grendel’s mother and Modthryth, both of whom are portrayed outside of their societal norms and confines (Procházková 2; O’Pry-Reynolds 39-40). These two women are fighters at heart and in the physical and act in a more masculine manner as compared to the rest of the women in the poem. They have refused to be confined to the corner because of their gender. A combination of bits of all these traits is what the contemporary American society sees in women such as Hillary Clinton, and other women who stand up against gender stereotypes to create a name and a place for themselves and their fellow women in the society. Therefore, the fight for equality has not started in the 21st century and neither will it end here. It is something that has been ongoing since the ancient times and has only become more pronounced in the present times. However, it is bound to remain and continue being a crucial part of human existence. No matter how much people wish it, attaining perfect gender equality may prove to be as elusive as the American dream itself.


Good and evil have existed for nearly as long as the world as the world itself. These are forces that significantly impact the manner in which people behave and relate to each other. The idea of the monster in the poem would be correctly translated into the “bad guy” in the context of Modern America. From the poem it seems that evil has always been something to stay away from. For example, throughout the poem, Grendel’s mother is seen not as a warrior but as a monster because she is a descendant of Cain, and therefore a child of sin and evil (O’Pry-Reynolds 39). She is therefore treated as an outcast for these reasons. Today, contemporary American have their own version of the “monster” or “bad guy”. This comes in the form of terrorists and their evil plots. Modern Americans are continually trying to deal with and watch out for the terrorists. The fear of what they may be plotting in their hiding places is a cause for alarm for all the concerned parties in the government. They will go to war to curb the terrorist menace. However, there are some Americans who have issues accepting the idea of war as being the solution to ending the monster/terrorist menace perhaps because they lack a clear idea who the bad guy really is. “Beowulf” presents an almost parallel scenario. Although Grendel does bad things, the truth is he is not very different from the humans. He has his reasons for killing people, jealousy being one of them, and his inability to be like them being another. Murders are presented as acts of vengeance such as in the case of Aeschere’s death who is killed by Grendel’s mother to avenge her son’s death. Therefore, in modern America, just like in the epic, killings sometimes occur out simple motives. 


Readers of “Beowulf” may find it hard to point out the similarities that exist between the ancient epic poem and modern America. The problem comes in when the audience is asked to compare the current sophisticated world with the ancient Anglo-Saxon world that existed thousands of years ago. However, when one looks closely, it is possible to see the parallels between the two societies. For example, the epic poem is mainly the tale of a hero who is a soldier, a warrior, and a leader. A look at modern America will reveal that the same is still present. America goes to war with other countries for various reasons. Sometimes she goes to war not because they have a direct quarrel with the opponent but because they are allies to one of the fighting factions and therefore aid them as a friend would do. This is pretty much what Beowulf, the esteemed warrior, does in the case where he crosses the oceans to aid the Danes. The concept of feminism can and the foundations of patrichal dominance comes out very well in the poem. Although it may not be obvious to the eye, a feminist in modern America will not struggle to see that the poem gives eminence to masculinity at the expense of the idealized feminine concepts. Feminine activists would have as much a job to do during the epic times as they do today. Again, it is apparent that we live in a world that is driven by two strong forces – good and evil. These forces were, are, and will always be at odds with each other. Our greatest trial, then, is in selecting whether we want to be like Beowulf and Wiglaf, noble and courageous, or like Unferth and Grendel, evil and greedy, but we need to be aware that there is a fine line between good and evil
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