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Abstract: This paper examines some of the Christian allusions in
Beownlf. While some of these may be interpolations, the reference
to Cain and Abel seems well-integrated into the poem. On the
other hand, the references to a divine flood appear on closer
mspection to be grounded in Indo-European rather than Christian
myth. I conclude that Beownulf is essentially a “Germanic” story
representing a pre-Christian world-view and that the integration of
the “Cain and Abel” mythologem into the story does not imply a
large-scale adoption of Christian ideas.

! All quotations from Beowulf follow Beowulf and the Fight at Finnsburg, ed.
Frederick Klaeber (Boston: D.C. Heath, 1950), but text is shown without
macrons or accents. All quotations from the Elder Edda follow Edda: die 1 ieder
des Codexc Regins  nebst  verwandten Denkemdlern, ed. Gustav Neckel, 27 ed.
(Heidelberg: Carl Winters, 1927). All quotations from the Rgl eda follow the
text of Rig Veda: A Metrically Restored Text with an Introduction and Notes, ed. B. A.
van Nooten and G. B. Holland (Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1994). Due to
limitations of the word-processor, the reader will find the following divergences
from normal Indological transcription: (1) long vowels are indicated not with a
macron but by doubling (e.g. not 74, but /aa); (2) underdotted letters—Dboth the
closed dots of retroflex consonants and the open dots of vocalic consonants—
are indicated by “under-hooked” letters (e.g. #, y, r etc.), except for underdotted
7 (anusvaara) and b (visarga) which are indicated by underlining (e.g. m, h); (3)
anunaasika s indicated by a tilde following the vowel to which it belongs, rather
than with the candrabindu sign. All quotations from the Younger Edda (Snorri’s
Eédd) follow Sworra-Edda, ed. Heimir Palsson (Reykjavik: Mal og menning,
2003); translations from Snorri’s Edda are largely adapted from Snorn Sturluson,
Edda, trans. and ed. Anthony Faulkes (London: Dent, 1987). All other
translations are mine.



Untydras ealle: Grendel, Cain, and Vrtra

At the end of the first numbered fitt of the Old English epic
Beowulf, after hearing about Hrothgar’s building of the grand mead-
hall of Heorot, we are introduced to the grimma gast Grendel haten,
“grim demon named Grendel” (102), and are given a brief account
of his forebears and relatives. The poet tells us about Cain’s crime
of killing Abel, of his subsequent exile by God, and that from Cain

Panon untydras ealle onwocon,

eotenas ond ylfe ond orcneas

swylce gigantas, ba wid gode wunnon

lange prage; he him dzs lean forgeald. (111-14)

Thence unspeakable offspring  all awoke:

ogres and elves and spirits from the underworld;

also giants, they who strove against god

for an interminable season; He gave them their reward for that.

Thereby the poet seems to establish Grendel’s lineage from
the primordial Judeo-Christian murderer. While this extraordinary
poem never once makes explicit reference to Christian dogma or
ritual, or to Christ himself’ it nevertheless provokes such
assertions: e.g., that in Beowu/f there are Christian elements “deeply

* F. A. Blackburn, “The Christian Coloring in the Beowulf” Publications of the
Modern Language Assoctation of America [PMLA] 12 (1897) 205 25, expresses this
point with some eloquence, worth quoting at length: “In all the Christian
allusions of the poem [..] there is one peculiarity that should not be overlooked.
In no one of them do we find any reference to Christ, to the cross, to the virgin
or the saints, to any doctrine of the church in regard to the trinity, the
atonement, etc. or to the scriptures, to prophecy, or to the miracles. They might
all have been written by Moses or David as easily as by an Iinglish monk. In
fact, if it were not for the usc of certain names and ttles that have been
appropriated by the church and thus given a technical meaning, it would not be
difficult to find parallel expressions in Plato or Marcus Aurelius. This
astonishing list of omissions seems to be without explanation 1f we assume that
the poem first took its present shape at the hands of a Chnistian writer” [qtd.
from the repnnt in An Antholoyy of Beowulf Criticism, ed. Lewis E. Nicholson
(Notre Dame, IN: U of Notre Dame P, 1963) 1-21, at 12].
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