HOW TO UNRAVEL THE MESS THAT IS THE LAY OF FINN

For Dr. Carmen Acevedo Butcher’s Excellent Old English Scholars
The first thing to know is that the story that you (and I) find so confusing is also found in the “Finnsburgh Fragment” (also called “Battle of Finnesburh”).  During oral poetry times, this lay or poem was very popular.  Everyone knew its details intimately.  You only had to say “Finn” and it conjured up the entire history for an Anglo-Saxon audience.  This fragment survives only in George Hickes’s Thesaurus of 1705 (the original manuscript is lost).  Hickes wasn’t the greatest of transcribers, so his copy is full of errors.  This fragment of poetry is wonderful but also highly allusive, just like the version found in Beowulf.  
The next thing to know is that while some scholars equate the Jutes and the Frisians, many more don’t.  I don’t.  (Perhaps “Half-Danes” refers to Danish settlers in Jutland.)  What happens, though, is that the women are given in marriage as “peace-weavers,” to negotiate truces, and that’s how tribes came to intermingle.  Perhaps the Danish Hildeburgh was given in marriage to King Finn of Jutland in order to settle an earlier feud.  This would make sense.  Why does the Beowulf poet introduce this sage here?  Well, it’s a feud, and who will come on the scene next?  Grendel’s mom, to avenge her son’s death.  So it foreshadows the new sorrow that will come to the Danes in Beowulf.  
Also, I think the lay should really be named “The Lay of Hildeburgh ” because she seems the protagonist in all this.  In fact, she and Grendel’s mom have much in common (and much not in common).  Do you see what I mean?  Here’s the story in a nutshell:  There is a feud between the Danes and the Jutes.  About sixty Danes visit King Finn of Jutland.  No one knows the reason for this visit.  Perhaps the leader of the Danes, Hnæf, is coming to visit his sister Hildeburgh, who is married to King Finn of Jutland.  The video cameras weren’t rolling then, so whatever.  (Hnæf is a thane of the Danish king Healfdene, and leader of his own comitatus.)  One night, for reasons that are never given, some of the Jutes ambush the Danes as they are sleeping in the hall.  This is high treachery, for the Danes are the guests of the Jutes.  
We are never told, however, whether Finn ordered the attack or not.  Still, the scop in Beowulf blames the Jutes for this evil act on the Danes, and rightly so.  In the ambush, Hnæf and Hildeburgh’s son by King Finn are both killed.  Hildeburgh thus loses both her brother and a son in the ambush.  Who leads the Danish defense?  Hengest, one of Hnæf’s thanes.  In the ambush, a few Danes are lost, but many more Jutes (the ones who instigated the ambush) are lost.  The battle is fought to a standstill, at which point the Jutes offer to negotiate a truce.  Finn swears to give the Danes equal honor and equal gifts in his hall, and promises the Jutes will not taunt the Danes about this battle, so long as the Danes agree to swear allegiance to King Finn.  The Danes agree; however, this is absolutely horrible in the Anglo-Saxon comitatus sense because you are supposed to avenge your lord’s death; but here the Danes are, swearing loyalty to a man (King Finn) who killed (or at least some of his thanes did) their lord (Hnæf).  
A huge funeral pyre is built for the bodies of the slain, and Hildeburgh moans the loss of both brother and son.  Then, Hengest is elected the Danes’ new leader.  The Danes want to leave all winter (this from the fragment), but they can’t because the weather is so bad for sailing (this is a much-repeated truth for these Germanic tribes, throughout all the sagas).  Finally, the son of a thane killed in the earlier ambush (Hunlaf’s son) puts his sword in Hengest’s lap, demanding vengeance against Finn.  This puts Hengest is a prickly position, and he is torn between two loyalties—loyalty to King Finn that he swore and his old loyalty to his old, dead lord, Hnæf.  Hengest decides to carry out the revenge, nonetheless.  This time, King Finn is killed.  Who is the real loser in this feud then?  Hildeburgh, who loses her brother (Hnæf), her son, and her husband (Finn).  Then the Danes take Hildeburgh back with them to their and her homeland of Denmark, with much treasure.  
At this point in the Beowulf poem, Queen Wealtheow comes out.  She, too, was a “peace-weaver.”  She asks Beowulf not to hurt her sons, but ironically Beowulf won’t.  She has no worries there.  Instead, her own nephew will kill one of her sons, and he in turn will be killed by the other son.  See?  The feud-theme continues!  The “Finnesburh Fragment” opens after the Danes are already under attack by the Frisians, but before the Danish leader Hnæf is slain.  The Danes take up positions at the doors to the hall, Sigeferth and Eawa at one, Ordlaf and Guthlaf at the other, supported by Hengest.  On the other hand, two Frisian warriors named in the poem are Garulf and Guthere.  One of them cautions the other not to be too rash in attacking and then calls out to ask who is guarding one of the doors, and he is answered by the Danish Sigeferth.  The two Finns, Garulf and Guthere, may be blood relations of some sort.  The fragment breaks off before either Hnæf or his nephew, son of King Finn of Jutland and his sister Hildeburgh , are killed in the fighting.  In this fragment, the Danes hold off the attackers for five days without any Danish casualties.  
The poet didn’t choose to tell this story for no particular reason here.  All the historical digressions in Beowulf are important (well, like most digressions I know).  The Finnsburg Episode deals with treachery and revenge.  The main characters in it are Hildeburgh, whose fate is to be torn apart by her bonds of kinship with the Finns and the Danes, and Hengest, whose code of ethics is upset by the conflict between honor and revenge.  Some scholars believe that the fact that Hnæf is called a thane of Healfdene, Hrothgar’s father, points to a date for him of about the middle of the fifth century A.D.  These scholars believe that the Hengest of this story might be identical with the Hengest (of Hengest and Horsa) who founded the kingdom of Kent.  But no one can know for sure.  
Now, what do you think?
