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A comparison of Sir Beowulf and Sir Gawain and the Green Night
The theme of heroism stands out in the epic poems “Beowulf” and “Sir Gawain and the Green Knight”. This theme is particularly shaped through the characterization of the protagonists Beowulf and Sir Gawain respectively. The theme of heroism in both poems is shaped on the heroic ideals of honor, bravery, physical strength, virtue and loyalty as perceived during the medieval and Anglo-Saxon period; which is the historical period from which the two poems springs respectively. Beowulf has managed to achieve great honor and status through his victories in grueling battles. On the other hand, the description of Sir Gawain’s heroism is more inclined on his chivalrous values including chastity and loyalty. Beowulf earns his heroic status by succeeding in his three quests of killing Grendel, and his mother, as well as the dragon. Alternatively, Sir Gawain’s heroic status is gained not only by being loyal to his King, but also by resisting the seduction of the Green Knight’s wife. This paper will compare and contrast Beowulf and Sir Gawain, in regard to how both characters represent the hero archetype.
Sir Gawain’s heroism is more focused on the chivalry of the Arthurian court as opposed to his bravery and boldness.  When the Green Knight arrives, everyone in court is amazed by his physical features, “amazement seized their minds, / no soul had ever seen a knight of such a kind” (145). When the green knight invites Arthur to partake in his beheading game, Sir Gawain, out of duty and loyalty to his king volunteers to take the king’s place in the game. In line 350, sir Gawain tries to convince Arthur by saying, “I am the weakest of your warriors and feeblest of wit’ loss of my life would be least lamented” (350). While sir Gawain could be speaking out of modest, it is clear from this line that his willingness to take Arthurs place in the beheading game is not motivated by his bravery, but by his chivalry, which is depicted by his loyalty and modest in this case.
On the other hand, Beowulf’s heroism is centered on his physical bravery, and less on his chivalry. Monster Grendel’s unremitting persecutions on King Hrothgar would awe even the bravest knight. “The monster of evil fiercely did harass/ the ill-planning death-shade, both elder and younger, / trapping and tricking them. He trod every night then” (Beowulf, III. 40-42). The monster has caused immense sorrow on king Hrothgar. When Beowulf hears how Grendel has terrorized King Hrothgar, and his people, he is inspired to go and fight and the monster. He is described as “the stoutest and strongest, sturdy and noble” among the heroes of Geats. Having been inspired by the challenge, Beowulf sails to Denmark for the quest of killing Grendel. When the king Hrothgar meets him, he remembers him as a child, and praises him as having the strength of thirty men, “ … that he thirty men’s grapple/ has in his hand, the hero-in-battle./ the holy creator  usward sent him” (VII, 8-10).  In this case, Beowulf is definitely not acting out of any responsibility to King Hrothgar. Rather, his conviction in his physical ability and the deadly nature of the challenge inspires him to face the monster, which he kills anyway. 
The fact that Gawain’s heroism is more inclined to his chivalry as opposed to his physical strength makes him a modest hero. For instance, when he is requesting to take Arthur’s place in the beheading game, he does so with a lot of humility, “I am weakest of your warriors and feeblest of wit…/ and if my proposal is improper, let no other persons stand blame” (354, 360). The fact that Sir Gawain is a knight of the round table overrules his claim of being weak. He is being humble and modest. The same case is evident when Gawain succeeds in his quest with the Green Knight; he does not boast of his achievements. Rather when the Camelot knights “made eager enquiries, he answered them all with the tale of his trials and tribulations” (2492-2493). When The Green Knight awards him the gold-hemmed girdle, to act as a “proof to all chivalrous knights of your challenge” ( 2399), Gawain says that the girdle would be “a sign of my fault ad offence and failure,/ of the cowardice and covetousness I came to commit”(2507-2508). Sir Gawain focused more on his undoing than the warranted praise that he receives from the Green Knight as well as Arthur and the entire court. This is a sign of humility and modesty.
On the contrary, Beowulf is boastful of his achievements. For instance, when he arrives in Denmark, a Danish hero asks of their origin and “the proud- mooded Wederchief replied/ higelac’s mates are we; / Beowulf hight I” (Beowulf, VI.  24-26). He proudly narrates his earlier achievements saying, “folk-leader Hrothgar, fully they knew of/ the strength of my body. / The giant –race wasted, in waters destroying/ the knickers by night, alone now with Grendel/ I shall manage the matter,…”  (VII, 45-48).also, Beowulf boasts of his ability to cope with Grendel, and even volunteers to fight the monster without any weapon in order to portray his prowess. It is clear that Beowulf is proud of his heroic achievements, and is more willing to show his prowess for recognition; depicting a sticking difference between Sir Gawain’s modesty and Sir Beowulf’s boastfulness in their heroic actions. 
Sir Gawain fears losing his life and he compromises his honesty in order to save his life.  although Gawain has set his mind to face the Green Knight in order to save his honor and that of his King, he is apprehensive of his fate, “he dreams and matters-/like a mournful man with his mind on the dark matters/ how destiny might deal with him a death blow” (1751-1752). He fears what he would encounter, and he therefore accepts the gold-hemmed girdle when the Green Knight’s wife tells him that it would protect him from death. He exercises dishonest so that he can save his life.
On the contrary, Beowulf is not afraid of death, and he is ready to sacrifice his life in heroic deeds. Any other worrier would have hesitated to pursue and attack the Grendel’s mother in her own den. However, Beowulf, though aware of the danger he would face volunteers to do so. “Fall I in battle and, Hrothgar beloved, send unto Higelac the high-valued jewels” (XXIII. 9-10) this means that Beowulf was aware that he might not make it out of the female monster’s den. His lack of fear for death is also evident when he volunteers to attack the deadly dragon in his old age. Therefore, while Sir Gawain is afraid of death, Sir Beowulf is not.
Besides the differences between the two heroes, there are also some similarities. To start with, both heroes conform to the cultural norms and beliefs of their time. For instance, both heroes acknowledge and entrust God in their quest. When Gawain is about to enter into the Green Chapel, he says, “by Christ, I will not cry, /or groan, / but find my fortune/ by the grace of God alone” (2156-2159). This means that Gawain hoped for God’s help in his quest. Likewise, when Beowulf does not manage to restrain Grendel from escaping, although he boasts of his abilities, he declares, “the glory apportion, God ever-holy” (XI. 25), meaning that God will decide who would win. Also after killing the monster, he acknowledged that he was unable to stop it from escaping because God did not will that he should (XV. 40). 
Another similarity between the two heroes is that their heroic statuses are obtained after they succeed in supernatural quests. To start with, when the Green Knight visits King Arthur’s palace, Gawain chops his head off the neck, but he does not die. Instead, he takes his head, manages to talk, and then rides away. This means that Gawain is to encounter a supernatural being in his quest. In the same manner, Grendel and his mother as well as the dragon are supernatural creatures. Therefore, both knights were recognized as heroes because of succeeding in supernatural quests.
In conclusion, sir Gawain and Sir Beowulf have been recognized as heroes based on both differing and common capacities. While Sir Gawain’s heroism is mostly based on his Chivalry, Sir Beowulf’s heroism is founded on his physical strength and daring nature. As such, Sir Gawain becomes a hero after passing emotional and psychological tests, while Sir Beowulf becomes a hero after passing physical tests. The foundation of their heroism shapes each of the heroes in different ways. On the one hand, Gawain is a humble and modest hero, while Beowulf is a proud and boastful hero. Nonetheless, both heroes recognize the role of God in the success of their quests, and they are also recognized for embarking on, and succeeding in superhuman quests.  
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