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An Epic Debate


Beowulf is not an epic. It may have the characteristics of an epic, but it does not behave like one. Just because Beowulf might wear epic clothing doesn’t make it an epic. Yes, Beowulf is a long narrative poem, focused on a central heroic figure, and it definitely has some battle scenes. Another characteristic of Beowulf that might lead some astray is it’s habit of cataloguing. Oh, the scop loved lists! But alas, this still doesn’t make Beowulf an epic. It is so much more than an epic. It cannot be fit into the epic box because it will not fit into any box. The personal connection the reader has with the hero and his people is not found in the epics like Gilgamesh or the Illiad. I have read all three of these works, and none changed me the way that Beowulf did. There are a few articles that Beowulf is missing that rule it out as an epic, too. It does not begin in medias res, or the middle of the action. It begins with the beginning, the history of the Danes. It also does not invoke the muse at the beginning, but instead invokes the listener with the ever-exciting Hwæt! We are also missing the direct intervention of the supernatural, or gods within the poem. Although Beowulf can be dressed up like an epic, just like I can be dressed up like a queen, it doesn’t make it an epic, just like fancy clothes and diamonds still wouldn’t make me a queen. There are too many missing pieces and there is too much to Beowulf for it to be put in any category other than its very own.

