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Conceptions of Heroism: 

J.R.R. Tolkien's Discussions of Heroism in Anglo-Saxon and Middle English Literature 

While most of the larger world knows J.R.R. Tolkien for The Lord of the Rings and his 

other works of fantasy, within academic circles Tolkien is recognized as an eminent philologist 

and medieval scholar for his work on Anglo-Saxon and Middle English texts and languages. 

Assessing his impact upon medieval scholarship proves difficult: Tolkien's mentorship of nearly 

forty years' worth of students no doubt changed the course of Anglo-Saxon and Middle English 

Studies in ways that cannot be measured nor defined; he published relatively few articles but was 

deemed by C.S. Lewis "an inspired speaker of footnotes" in even casual conversation (Drout 

"Scholarship and Significance" 114). 1 The few academic pieces he did publish have had vastly 

different fates; as Tom Shippey observes in "Tolkien's Academic Reputation Now," some of 

Tolkien's publications vi1iually have been ignored while others have been astoundingly long

lived, providing an argument for the continuing relevance ofTolkien's academic work (19). 

The best-known (and arguably most influential) ofTolkien's scholarly publications are 

undoubtably his major works ofliterary criticism, most of which originally were delivered as 

lectures. Among the other things these publications engage, three in particular-Tolkien's 

seminal lecture Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics" (hereafter "Monsters"), "The 

1 For a more in-depth synopsis of the complications surrounding Tolkien's academic significance, see Appendix B. 
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Homecoming ofBeorthnoth Beorthelm's Son" (hereafter "Homecoming"), and "Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight" (hereafter "Sir Gawain ")--discuss heroism. 

Each piece handles the concept of heroism slightly differently. In "Monsters," Tolkien 

establishes an ideal of heroism that exists in dialogue with the rather grim world view of 

Beowulf-poet's Saxon England and with the poem's famous monsters, conceptualizing heroism 

as facing the outer darkness of human life. Such endeavors prove fatal, but retain their worth 

even in the face of defeat. "Homecoming," though likewise engaging the warrior ethos of 

Anglo-Saxon England, complicates the view of heroism offered in "Monsters"; the difference in 

duties between leaders and subordinates drives home a distinction between heroism and chivalry, 

·the latter of which is defined by excess and a folly-laden desire for personal glory. In "Sir 

Gawain," Tolkien examines the interplay between the conflicting codes of the titular hero and 

reveals that in addition to the sometimes-harmful demands of chivalry, heroism requires an 

adherence to virtue that distinguishes heroism from chivalry. Examining these three pieces will 

bring out a conception of heroism distinguishable from chivalry. 

Section 1: "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics" 

Background and Literary History: 

"Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics," originally delivered as the Sir Israel Gollancz 

Memorial Lecture to the British Academy in 1936 (Forward 1), is undoubtably the best-known 

and most influential ofTolkien's works of literary criticism. According to Michael D.C. Drout, 

"even if [Tolkien] had only ever written 'Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics' and no other 

papers, he would have been among the most cited medievalists of the twentieth century" 



Hammen 3 

("Scholarship and Significance" 113); moreover, he contends that the lecture's reputation for 

having "opened the door for modem Beowulf criticism and, like a bolt from Olympus, convinced 

generations of scholars henceforth to consider Beowulf as a significant piece of literature" does 

not overstate the impact that "Monsters" had on scholarship ("Scholarship and Significance" 

134). Tolkien's work had immediate and exceptionally potent influence, changing the direction 

of Beowulf scholarship. 2 The article has remai~ed integral to studies of Beowulf ever since. 

When Drout published "'Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics' Seventy-Five Years Later" in 

2011, he reported that Tolkien's article remained "the single most important critical essay ever 

written about Beowulf" (6), despite the 200-year critical history of the poem and the seventy-five 

years that had elapsed since the publication of Tolkien's article. 

The impact that "Monsters" has had on academic thought about Beowulf certainly 

suggests the essay's unique position within Beowulf scholarship. Judith Johnson remarks that 

"[i]t shifted the direction of studies in medieval literature away from the curio shop approach and 

toward the study of texts as sophisticated, complex, philosophically profound pieces of serious 

literature," effectively altering the course and trajectory of Beowulf scholarship as a whole (4). 

Bruce Mitchell likewise attributes the shift to viewing Beowulf"rather more as a poem and rather 

less as a museum for the antiquarian, a sourcebook for the historian, or a gymnasium for the 

philologist" as being "due in large measure to Professor Tolkien's fl,lmous British Academy 

Lecture" (126). 

Not all of the impact ofTolkien's lecture, however, has been positive. R.D. Fulk accuses 

the lecture of being "the object of mindless veneration" which can "safely be set aside now to 

make way for more important matters," although he does deem it sufficiently significant to 

2 For further discussion on the impact ofTolkien's scholarship see Appendix B. 
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include in his anthology (Drout Beowulf and the Critics 2). Although many would argue 

Tolkien's essay deserves prolonged critical attention, Fulk makes an important point: "Monsters" 

is often appreciated without critical engagement. Few scholars seem anxious to attempt to refute 

Tolkien's arguments in "Monsters"; as Shippey describes it, Tolkien's writings seem "to be 

looked up to, rather than answered" ("Academic Reputation" 22). Worse yet, as Drout argues, 

younger generations of scholars have taken Tolkien's focus on the monsters too far, talking only 

about the monsters, and now ignoring the other elements of the poem - the exact opposite, but 

similarly problematic; issue of that which Tolkien's composition of "Monsters" hoped to combat 

("Seventy-Five" 14). So while Tolkien's essay succeeded in substantially changing the focus of 

academic criticism for an extended period of time in the very direction that Tolkien hoped it 

would, "Monsters" has also caused a shift that has gone, on some accounts, too far. 

Drout ascribes the lack of contrary engagement with "Monsters" in part to the powerful 

rhetorical style of the piece. In his work editing, publishing, and commenting on two of 

Tolkien's earlier drafts of "Monsters," Drout found that "[i]t is the severe compression of the 

complex logical structure of Beowulf and the Critics," the two earlier drafts, "that enables the 

rhetorical style of 'Monsters' ... Compression was Tolkien's most significant task in modifying 

"Critics" for oral delivery and publication" (Beowulf and the Critics 7). Yet the compression of 

the longer drafts into the paper that Tolkien ultimately published resulted in making it difficult 

for academics to argue against Tolkien's arguments; the rhetoric leaves readers agreeing with 

Tolkien, and the removal (or relegation to the appendices)3 of much ofTolkien's detailed 

evidence for his positions leaves little for students of the essay to argue against. 

3 For a discussion ofTolkien's use of the appendix, see Appendix A 
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When it comes to the main themes and arguments of "Monsters," Tolkien primarily 

focuses on the importance of interpreting Beowulf as a poem, rather than a historical document, 

and incorporating the role of the monsters into discussions of the poem. Tolkien defended the 

Beowulf-poet's decision to include the monsters, particularly the dragon, and cast the Beowulf

poet as a Christian writing a poem about the pagan past. Tolkien does not explicitly advance an 

argument about heroism within the lecture; however, a concept, almost a definition, of heroism 

becomes evident through an examination of the piece, inherent in the discussion of Beowulfs 

titular hero. This conception of heroism, peculiar to Northern Europe, forms the backbone of 

Tolkien's later scholarly discussions of theme: heroism is, ultimately, a kind of facing the 

darkness and evil of human life that Tolkien took to be intrinsic to the world view of the Beowulf

poet and others like him. The monsters are a symbolic representation of that darkness. Though 

it proves fatal in the world of the poem, such heroism is considered worthy, indeed admirable. 

Worldview and Monsters 

Tolkien's discussion of heroism in "Monsters" ultimately depends on his interpretation of 

the world view of the Anglo-Saxons. That outlook is rather dismal: Beowulf and his companions 

move about "as in a little circle of light about their halls" (19). There is some comfort and joy: 

the light associated with the halls where human beings gather together suggests security and 

consolation; it indicates a home and a place to which one returns, where light lends the affairs of 

men some understanding. Those same halls, however, prove remarkably isolated. They exist 

under the "sky's inaccessible roof'; somewhere upon the surface of "eormengrund, the great 

earth, ringed with garsecg, the shoreless sea," human beings wear out the measure of their lives 
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( 19). Compared to such vastness as the sky and the sea and the world (known and unknown 

together), the little spaces of light only provide a proportionally small measure of consolation. 

The small measure of consolation provided by the halls and their attendant circles of 

light, however, is not only rendered fragile by the diminutive size of the circles but also 

imperiled by the threat of danger, figuratively rendered by Tolkien as darkness, that lays outside 

of those circles. At the center of each circle is a "besieged hall," marked off from the rest of the 

world by "battlements" (19) . Walls about a town are only built when those who would dwell 

within the walls feel keenly enough the fear of attack from outside; battlements, designed for 

defense in warfare, suggest a need for military defense against the outside world. Moreover, that 

Tolkien describes the hall as besieged, as existing under a siege in the present, indicates that 

those defenses against the outside world are necessary, even in use, in the present moment. 

Outside the walls is the darkness; there dwell the "offspring of the dark," the evil 

creatures of the outside world that imperil the light of the halls. In Beowulf, these offspring are 

the monsters: Grendel, Grendel's mother, and the dragon. By describing them as offspring of 

the dark, Tolkien firmly establishes the monsters as a generative output of evil, of the fear and 

uncertainty and peril with whiCh the darkness of the night outside of the mead-hall is associated. 

Moreover, to Tolkien, the identification of the Grendel tribe with the offspring of Cain makes 

them symbols of "the powers of evil, even while they remain, as they do still remain in Beowulf, 

mortal denizens of the material world, in it and of it" ("Monsters" 20). By tying the identity of 

the monsters to the biblical story of the first murder, the monsters gain some alarming semblance 

and connection to humanity. The poet reveals that the evil they represent, the darkness that is 

their literal home in Beowulf, ultimately is human in its nature. As a result, the monsters can, 

after a fashion, stand in for human evils that imperil the humans that dwell within the halls . 
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Then there is the dragon. On Tolkien's reading of Beowulf, the dragon serves a number 

of functions integral to conveying the key themes of the poem. More importantly, however, the 

dragon certainly is one of the monsters of the outer darkness. Like Grendel and his mother, the 

dragon originates from a place of darkness, the lair where it hoards its gold. The dragon, too, 

takes on aspects of human viciousness under the Beowulf-poet's direction: the dragon 

"approaches draconitas rather than draco: a personification of malice, greed, destruction (the 

evil side of heroic life), and of the undiscriminating cruelty of fortune that distinguishes not good 

or bad (the evil aspect of all life)" (17). Rather than being a creature that seems as if it is an 

entity completely foreign to human life and understanding, the dragon, like Grendel and his 

mother, exists as a symbolic representation of distinctly human evils. 

This link between the vicious side of humanity and the darkness that exists outside of the 

light of the mead-hall draws further implications that suggest the outer darkness and the 

impending perils of the outside world: whether that peril is a monster or merely other humans 

that do not belong to the community. Both are a source of danger; both may bring evils upon 

those who dwell within the circle of light, however bright that circle of light may be. Dragon, 

ogre, or human, the denizens of the outside world provide a real threat. Of course, the picture 

only grows grimmer when Tolkien considers the simple fact that the pagan gods of the North 

ultimately lose the war against the monsters. When gods can die and mankind is foreknown to 

lose, the islands of light around the halls do not seem secure after all. 

Tolkien thus describes the worldview depicted by the Beowulf-poet as being a rather 

bleak one. Human beings live hemmed into heavily defended but yet-imperiled places, 

surrounded by a large and perilous world. Against this backdrop of besieged cities and towns, 
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Tolkien sets the actions of human beings, particularly those of the "hceleo under heofenum ": the 

"heroes under heaven" ( 19). 

The Heroes 

Tolkien's definition of heroism in "Monsters" is partly given by how individuals respond 

to the admittedly bleak world in which they live and die. Those who are heroic are those who 

acknowledge and fight against the outer darkness. Tolkien discusses broadly the actions of two 

types of people. The first are those who, while dwelling in the relative security of human 

societies, are "absorbed in work or talk and do not look to the battlements" (19). Given that 

battlements are built for the defense of a place from outside threats, looking to the battlements 

would acknowledge the existence of the threats that exist outside of the walls. The battlements 

provide a large, solid, architectural reminder of the need for protection. Looking out from them, 

moreover, would bring one into visual contact with the threats of the outside world. Ignoring the 

battlements, on the other hand, because of one's focus on one's own mundane tasks, avoids the 

subject of the peril that one always dwells in, even within the relative safety of the walls. Most 

would rather not remember the danger. 

The heroes, on the other hand, Beowulf and his companions and others like them "with 

courage as their stay went forward to that battle with the hostile world and the offspring of the 

dark" (19).4 In other words, the heroes within the grim world Tolkien depicts are those 

individuals that not only look out from the hall and beyond the battlements, and but also leave 

the circle of the walls; their business is in the space on the edge and beyond the boundaries of the 

lighted circles oftheir societies. Even though the world beyond the walls is hostile, and the 

4 For a discussion of the military context of heroism, see Appendix C. 
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beings that come from it are "offspring of the dark," the forces from outside the comfort of the 

hall, the heroic individuals are those that nonetheless persist in going beyond the safety and the 

limits of the walls to face the worlds' perils. 

Although Tolkien discusses heroism using the plural heroes, Beowulf concerns itself 

primarily with one, and Tolkien untimely views heroism in the terms of an individual. Beowulf, 

as he says, "is not ... the hero of an heroic lay, precisely. He has no enmeshed loyalties, nor 

hapless love. He is a man, and that for him and many is SLifjicient tragedy" [italics in original] 

(18-19). In this passage, Tolkien examines two concepts simultaneously: the first is Beowulfs 

status as a hero and the kind of hero that Beowulf is; the second is Beowulf s status as a man, 

that is to say, an individual human. 

The former case is somewhat complicated by the fact that Tolkien seems to be using 

"hero" to mean something slightly different from that which he does in other portions of the 

paper; rather than tying "hero" to "heroism," the latter implying the facing of the outside world, 

here Tolkien uses "hero" to mean something more akin to "main character in a work of 

literature." The main character of an heroic lay is usually heroic, but not necessarily; Tolkien 

seems to want to distinguish between Beowulf and other literary and semi-historical figures such 

as Ingeld. The problems that Beowulf faces are different; they pertain to monster-slaying and 

even dragon-slaying rather than questions of fraught interpersonal relationships. 

For Tolkien, the difference between the heroes of heroic lays and heroes such as Beowulf 

does not make Beowulf any less heroic. Tolkien jumps on the chance to point out "that prince of 

the heroes ofthe North, supremely memorable," Sigurd of the Volsungs, "was a dragon-slayer. 

And his most renowned deed, from which in Norse he derived his title Fafnisbani, was the 

slaying of the prince of legendary worms" (16). In other words, the immense esteem afforded to 
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Sigurd as a result of his slaying of a particularly formidable dragon, one of the two dragons in 

medieval literature, establishes Beowulf as an extraordinarily noteworthy member of the 

Northern heroic tradition. Moreover, the similarities between the two legends-the correlation 

between dragon-slaying and heroic prowess and prestige-indicates a connection between the 

slaying of monsters (particularly of dragons) and heroic behavior broadly construed. 

However, it bears remarking that Tolkien's emphasis on Beowulf as a man-a human 

being, and not a heroic lay type of hero-focuses the attention on Beowulfs responses to the 

perils of the outer darkness as an individual human. His responses to the onslaught of Grendel 

and the dragon and his triumph over them, even at the cost of his life, are the theme of the poet 

and the subject upon which Tolkien here engages. That "[h]e is a man, and that for him and 

many is tragedy enough," brings to the fore Beowulfs personal relationship with the outer 

darkness [italics in original] ( 19). He fights against the perils of the outside world, and he 

overcomes and destroys many of them: but he dies in the end, and there is nothing he can do 

about that. Heroism is mortal, but so are all members of the human race. As such, it is better to 

die heroically than turn a blind eye to the darkness and perils of life. 

Heroism and Death 

That Beowulf dies fighting the dragon calls attention to another integral element of the 

ethos of heroism to which Beowulf belongs: defeat is inevitable. Not only does Tolkien 

categorize Beowulf as a "heroic-elegiac poem," a poem that intends from the beginning to be an 

elegy for a hero, Tolkien describes the entire work as the "prelude to a dirge" (15). The entire 

poem, under this description, builds up to the ceremony ofBeowulfs funeral. The point, after a 

fashion, is his death. It provides closure, not only in the sense that the story of the titular hero 
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has ended, but also in the overall structure ofthe poem: Beowulfbegins with Scyld Scefing's 

funeral and ends with Beowulf s own, creating a chiastic structure. 

Yet for Tolkien, such a funereal ending is inevitable: "the wages of heroism is death" 

(26). Inside the world view attributed by the Beowulf-poet to the subjects of his poem, in which 

human halls continually are imperiled by the outside world and human evils, in which the 

Northern gods lose the war against the monsters and can be slain, the only outcome of doing 

battle with the outside world is death. After a fashion, Tolkien's declaration that heroism leads 

to death seems a tautology; the wages of any life under this view of the world, one in which there 

exists no hope for a final victory, will always be death. Such is the lot of all mortal beings. 

When fate declares the death of all people, however, the question of individual merit and 

personal greatness relies on one's actions- on whether one's life ended in flight from the dragon 

or opposing it. Fighting the forces of the outer darkness, opposing the evils of the world-in 

short, being heroic on the definition Tolkien offers within this paper-may well lead to death, 

but since "a man can but die upon his death-day" and fate will find one no matter were one goes, 

undertaking heroic action may well prove the better course (32). 

Section II: "The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth Beorthelm's Son" 

Background and Literary History 

"The Homecoming ofBeorhtnoth Beorthelm's Son" (1953), Tolkien's essay on the 

Anglo-Saxon poem fragment The Battle of Maldon (hereafter Maldon), possesses a three-part 

structure. The first of these serves as an introduction, both to Tolkien's larger project within the 

piece-arguing that the Maldon-poet criticizes Beorhtnoth for his ofermode, his overboldness, 
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rather than praising him for his bravery-and to the second section of the essay. This second 

section undoubtably is the most unusual portion of the essay because it is a creative work 

composed by Tolkien, which he calls a poem, and included in the essay for the express purpose 

of exposing and creatively engaging with Beorhtnoth's fatal mistake and arrogance. In the 

poem, composed largely in alliterative verse, two ofBeorhtnoth's underlings who were not in the 

battle, Tidwald and Torhthelm, go to find Beorhtnoth's body in order to bring it to the monks for 

burial. As they do so, they discuss the loss of the battle and Beorhtnoth's culpability for that 

loss. In part III, Tolkien returns to a demonstrative and academic mode, explicitly arguing that 

the poet's use of the word ofermode reflects a serious criticism ofBeorhtnoth's actions and 

excessive desire of glory, a criticism which Tolkien sees paralleled in Beowulf and Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight. 

While unusual, the three-part structure likely is responsible for the range of articles 

written about "Homecoming." Johnson remarks that "[t]his is the only work ofTolkien's which 

has been discussed frequently in the pages of both scholarly journals on medieval literature and 

fan magazines" (10). The scholarly argument Tolkien provides in part III, with its discussion of 

interpreting ofermod and what that interpretation does to color the poem, provides Anglo

Saxonists with material with which they can engage; the sample ofTolkien's creative writing in 

part II likewise provides content interesting to the fans ofTolkien's fantasy writings. Moreover, 

such a division in interests seems to have been observed in the articles written about 

"Homecoming." In addition to her comment that "Homecoming" receives attention from both 

sides of the academic-fan divide in Tolkien criticism, Johnson also observes that the piece seems 

to be handled in one of two ways depending upon the group for which the critic writes. 

Medievalists, Johnson observes, "tend to ignore or at least dismiss Tolkien's poem and to 
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concentrate on the two brief essays," while fans tend to "skip the essays and read Tolkien's poem 

primarily as part of his fictional work" without regard to the Old English poem that inspired it 

(5,6). 

Though each treatment-the academic focus on the essays or the creative focus of the 

play-has its merits, neither approach wholly satisfies as an examination of "Homecoming" as 

an independent work of Tolkien' s literary criticism. The approaches create an artificial divide in 

what Tolkien explicitly intended to be treated as a unity; he expressly states in "Homecoming" 

that although his poem "was composed primarily as verse, to be condemned or approved as 

such," it also offers "an extended comment on lines 89, 90 of the original," which Tolkien takes 

to be the interpretive crux of Maldon ("Homecoming" 21). Given that Tolkien himself included 

the poem in his published paper with the intent of having it interpreted as a commentary on the 

specific lines of The Battle of Maldon on which he intended to focus in the article, ignoring the 

poem seems downright foolish. Doing so deprives the student of the essay and of Mal don with 

insight possessing a direct bearing upon the larger argument of the essay. 

Yet even if Tolkien had not made such an express indication that his poem ought to be 

considered with the two encapsulating essays, an understanding of Tolkien's larger body of work 

would equally encourage the poem's consideration. 5 Tolkien easily could have chosen not to 

include his brief poem. When adapting "Monsters" from the A and B drafts of Beowulf and the 

Critics Tolkien did in fact choose to revise the creative sections of the drafts out of existence for 

formal presentation of the work. A and B both contain two poems not present in the final draft 

of"Monsters," one written by C.S. Lewis and one by Tolkien himself. His decision to include 

his own creative writing about Maldon in this essay, therefore, must be considered sincere and 

5 For a further discussion ofTolkien's creative life, see Appendix D. For more on the intersection of his creative 
and academic lives, see Appendix E. 
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relevant to the larger scope of "Homecoming." Were it otherwise, Tidwald and Torhthelm 

would be, like so much other Tolkien creative work, published in one of the anthologies of his 

fiction rather than ensconced in an academic paper destined for the purveyance of scholars of 

medieval literature. 

As far as the response to the paper goes, Tolkien's "Homecoming" receives more direct 

engagement and criticism than many of his other published papers. Though "Homecoming" 

never became as well-known as "Monsters," this later piece also achieved significant academic 

relevancy; Drout states that "for some time ["Homecoming"] was possibly more significant 

within Anglo-Saxon studies" than "Monsters" (Scholarship and Significance 139). Shippey 

remarks critics "swallowed [Tolkien's interpretation of"Homecoming] absolutely whole" until 

1989, and interpretation of The Battle of Maldon largely shifted to follow Tolkien's 

interpretation ("Academic Reputation" 21). In later years, however, critics such as Donald 

Scragg and Simon Keynes have argued against Tolkien's interpretation (Drout "Scholarship and 

Significance" 141). 

Whatever the consensus on the accuracy ofTolkien's interpretation of ofermode and his 

larger conclusions in "Homecoming" may be, this particular article, like "Monsters," created a 

shift within academic literature surrounding the poem. His engagement with Maldon, as Drout 

puts it "caused scholars to pay much more attention to the subtleties and complexities of the 

cultures in which 'Northern Courage' developed," exposing the nuance and the particular 

tragedies of the warrior ethos The Battle of Mal don espouses ("Scholarship and Significance" 

143). In doing so, Tolkien, moreover, further refined the definition ofNorthern heroism he 

engaged in "Monsters." For although the kind of heroism Tolkien observed in Beowulf

heroism that contains a promise of death-renders that form of heroism rather grim, 



Hammen 15 

"Homecoming," by examining the differences in demands of subordinates and leaders, 

introduces additional complexities that render Tolkien's conception of Northern heroism more 

fraught: heroism contains the peril of sliding into chivalry, distinguished from heroism primarily 

by folly stemming from overboldness, of which both Beorhtnoth and Beowulf, Tolkien argues, 

are guilty. 

H~roism as the Indomitable Will 

That Tolkien takes the conception of heroism in "Monsters" to be essentially the same as 

the accepted conception of heroism as it appears in The Battle of Mal don (before he redefines it 

over the course of "Homecoming") manifests in certain parallels that Tolkien himself traces in 

the two essays. In "Monsters," Tolkien alludes to "the exaltation of the undefeated will, which 

receives doctrinal expression in the words ofByrhtwold at the battle ofMaldon" ("Monsters" 

18). The doctrinal expression which Tolkien engages constitutes perhaps the most famous lines 

of The Battle of Maldon,· Tolkien translates them in "Homecoming" as: "Heart shall be bolder, 

harder be purpose, I more proud the spirit as our power lessens! I Mind shall not falter nor mood 

waver, I though doom shall come and dark conquer" (19). Though death and defeat are 

inevitable for human beings, one must fight on, and fight on even more fiercely than before, 

because of the very inevitability ofthat very death and defeat. 

This reference to Maldon in a paper about Beowulf, however, indicates more than just a 

passing similarity between the versions of heroism described in the two pieces: Tolkien 

continues to discuss Maldon by arguing that in Beowulf "a poet has devoted a whole poem to the 

theme" of"this indomitability," the same expression of the undefeated will for which Maldon is 

so well known. The Beowulf-poet, according to Tolkien in "Monsters," shares a conception of 
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heroism with the author of Mal don and uses that conception as his theme (18). Prima facie, this 

may seem odd. The Battle of Maldon recounts a historic episode, and the assailants of 

Beorhtnoth and his household are likewise mortal men; Beowulf fends off an onslaught of 

monsters. However, Tolkien's identification of the monsters as symbols of evil broadly 

construed receives sufficient weight-Mitchell aptly points out that "the identity [of the Grendel 

tribe and the dragon] is not insisted upon by Professor Tolkien" and thus open to interpretation 

( 129)-the aggressors in both poems can be seen to be of a kind. Both are forces of darkness 

from the world outside of the central characters' society in that they bring with them evil 

(construed broadly as violence, cruelty, greed, and peril for the central characters). In Beowulf, 

the titular figure must face and overcome the monsters or die trying; in The Battle of Maldon, the 

men ofBeorhtnoth's household must repulse the Danes or die trying. 

O(ermode 

While in "Monsters" Tolkien generally seems impressed by this Northern heroism, 

despite the inevitable death for the hero that results from it, in "Homecoming" Tolkien 

reconsiders this conception of heroism and finds it to be more nuanced and problematic than his 

earlier publication suggested. He particularly latches onto the moment when Beorhtnoth chooses 

to let the opponents of the force from Essex cross the land bridge so they may engage 

Beorhtnoth's men in hand-to-hand combat. When the Viking leader asks for permission to cross 

the land bridge, Beorhtnoth grants his request, a decision that leads to the annihilation of 

Beorhtnoth and his forces by their Viking assailants . 

Tolkien translates the lines in which Beorthnoth lets the Vikings cross the land bridge, 

"oa se earl ongan for his ofermode alyfan lands to fela lapere oeode, " as "then the earl in his 
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overmastering pride actually yielded ground to the enemy, as he should not have done" 

("Homecoming" 21). The significant word is ofermode. Tolkien translates this word as meaning 

overmastering pride, attributing to ofermode a sharper critical bite than does W.P. Ker's 

translation of overboldness. Tolkien rejects Ker's translation for multiple reasons, but the chief 

of these (included in a footnote rather than in the body ofthe essay), is that the only other 

recorded instance ofthe word ofermode in Anglo-Saxon uses it to describe Lucifer (24). As 

Lucifer is the quintessential example of pride so excessive that it leads to his rebellion against 

God and expulsion from Heaven, Tolkien inferred that ofermode must be a mark of extreme

and disastrous-pride, acute enough to constitute a significant moral failing of pridefulness on 

Beorhtnoth's part. 

As a result, Tolkien interprets the Maldon-poet's description ofBeorhtnoth as being 

"lines of severe criticism," intended to draw attention to the folly caused by Beorhtnoth's pride 

[italics in original] (24). For Beorhtnoth's decision to let the Vikings engage his forces in hand

to-hand combat that leads to his own death as well as the death of his entire heorowerod, his 

household. His pride had disastrous consequences: for himself, for the household that loved 

him, and for the land and people whom victory would have spared. 

The Caveats of Heroism: Chivalry's Peril 

For Tolkien, it is the dire consequences ofBeorhnoth's ofermode that so neatly draw out 

the complications implicitly inherent in Northern heroism. Beorhtnoth's pride exposes heroism's 

tendency to collapse into excess, exposing others to peril. This excess, in Beorhtnoth, is pride, 

but in other characters excess manifests itself in other manners. In all cases, it is reprehensible, 
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and in the worst cases, the excess and desire for honor leads away from heroism to chivalry, 

which Tolkien criticizes. 

The problems ofBeorhtnoth's excess in pride becomes clearest when viewed in light of 

Beorhtnoth's identity as a liege lord. Although his men owe him their loyalty and allegiance, 

Beorhtnoth "was responsible for all the men under him, not to throw away their lives except with 

one object, the defense of the realm from an implacable foe" (23). As a liege lord, Beorhtnoth 

has certain responsibilities to his men; he must defend their lives when possible, and ensure that 

if they must sacrifice their lives the importance of that for which they die, the protection oftheir 

homes, families, and liege lord, justifies their sacrifice. A mistake on Beorhtnoth' s part imperils 

those whom he must protect and the lands which he must defend, so when his pride causes him 

to let the Vikings cross the river, the tactical blunder gains a moral dimension. Beorhtnoth has 

imperiled that which is bound to and must protect. 

Tolkien more fully develops the costs ofBeorhnoth's pride in the second part of 

"Homecoming." When Torhthelm falls asleep in the back of the wagon as he and Tidwald take 

Beorhnoth's body to the monks of Ely Isle, the dream he has seems more a dream vision of the 

mass that shall be said for Beorhtnoth and what shall come to pass now that he is dead. 

Torhthelm speaks aloud in sleep: "It's dark! It's dark, and doom coming! I Is no light left us?" 

(19). The darkness in which Torhthelm's dream is steeped, suggests loss and despair on its own; 

as in "Monsters" when Tolkien speaks of darkness he speaks of coming evil, whether in the form 

of violence, fear or loss. When paired with the reference to impending doom, Torhthelm's 

dream vision amplifies the fear and dread of the darkness: resisting disaster, whether a foe or 

some other peril, becomes more difficult when one cannot see the threat. Moreover, the 
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uncertainty indicated by the question suggests that, since Beorhtnoth and his greatest warriors 

have all died, hope is hard to find. 

The light that Torhthelm calls for in his dream, on the other hand, draws attention to light 

as a symbol of hope and certainty, particularly when juxtaposed with darkness functioning as a 

symbol of fear and doubt, as it does in this passage. The question about what light remains 

therefore indicates a desperation on the part ofthe men of Essex: since Beorhtnoth's death, there 

is little apparent hope. The close of the poetic section of "Homecoming" only adds to this sense 

of despair. The last English voice in the poem, though it does use alliteration, breaks away from 

the alliterative measure used by the two primary speakers, Torhthelm and Tidwald, and switches 

into rhyme. Little need for analysis exists here: Tolkien explicitly informs the reader that the 

switch to rhyme "presag[es] the fading end ofthe old heroic alliterative measure" (5-6). 

Although alliterative measure did not fall out until after the Norman conquest, Tolkien 

nonetheless links the loss of this single battle with the fading of a poetic style that coincided with 

the fading of a culture. By prefiguring this cultural fading, Tolkien further enhances the despair 

and the tragedy of the close of the poetic section as well as Beorhtnoth's death and the lost battle, 

caused by the earl's excessive pride. 

Tolkien, however, delineates between the kind of excess to which Beorhtnoth falls victim 

and heroism: 

But since such conduct [Northern heroism] is held admirable, the allciy of personal good 

name was never wholly absent .... This motive may, of course, hardly go beyond 

"conscience": self-judgement in the light of the opinion of his peers, to which the "hero" 

himself wholly assents; he would act the same, if there were no witnesses. Yet this 

element of pride, in the form of desire for honour and glory, in life and after death, tends 
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to grow, to become a chief motive, driving a man beyond the bleak heroic necessity to 

excess-to chivalry. (22) 

The problem, then, is not Northern heroism itself. Rather, the esteem accorded to heroic 

behavior creates a dangerous attraction. The desire to be thought of as honorable and the desire 

to achieve glory of the heroic kind, although it creates an incentive to behave heroically, imperils 

those who act on such motives as it leads individuals to behave in a manner that is excessively 

heroic. Excessive heroism, however, ceases to be heroism at all ; it collapses into chivalry. 

Chivalry 

While heroism potentially can collapse into chivalry, Tolkien construes the two concepts 

as being distinct on two counts. First, in the case of chivalry honor itself provides a motive for 

the chivalrous behavior undertaken, while heroism is motivated by necessity even though it may 

be endured because of a desire for honor. Second, chivalry is characterized in part by the 

excessiveness of the action; chivalry, in other words, is overkill. 

In the case of the first distinguishing feature of chivalry-the desire of honor as a 

motivation for action-Tolkien is rather explicit. He states that the "desire for honour and glory" 

grows and "become[s] a chief motive, driving a man beyond the bleak heroic necessity to 

excess-to chivalry," thereby establishing the desire for personal honor and glory as the 

"chief'-the primary-motive behind chivalry. Elsewhere, when Tolkien argues that 

Beorthnoth's actions demonstrate that his attempts at heroism have collapsed into chivalry, he 

asserts that "[h]onour was itself a motive" in Beorthnoth's behavior (22). Tolkien does concede 

that under some circumstances concern for one's good name or a desire for glory can play a role 

in heroic behavior. In his discussion of the "alloy" ofNorthem heroism, he admits that some 
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concern or desire for honor is an inherent pa1i of Northern heroism; desiring honor in some small 

measure, "as a matter of 'conscious,"' permits a degree of humanity to what might otherwise 

prove an impossibly demanding ideal (22). Yet when the desire for glory surpasses other 

concerns that ought to be given more weight-the duty one owes to one's subordinates, the 

ultimate goals of one's endeavors-one falls into chivalry rather than into heroism. 

That Tolkien regards chivalry as a form of excess can be seen in part from his description 

of heroism. He describes heroism in one instance as "bleak heroic necessity" (22). By describing 

heroism as "bleak," Tolkien implies that there is something ineluctably grim about heroism: 

there is a sense that the situation has already, possibly in more ways than one, gone awry. It 

would have been better if the situation could have been avoided altogether. Yet the "necessity" 

described emphasizes that heroism is to some degree necessary under the relevant circumstances; 

the bleakness of the situation requires determination and an indomitable will. As Tolkien says, 

"[i]t was heroic for [Beorhtnoth] and his men to fight, to annihilation if necessary, in the attempt 

to destroy or hold off the invaders" (23). Even if the Vikings were paid not to attack, the 

chances they would return at some later date and threated to attack again necessitated that they 

be fought off. Once the need to engage them in battle has been settled-once the men of Essex 

realize that there is no way satisfactory way to avoid a fight-then their only acceptable option is 

to repulse the invaders and thus protect their home. 

Protecting their home from the invading Vikings, however, is the only thing that matters 

in this scenario. Even though battle is necessary under the circumstances, "[i]t was wholly 

unfitting that [Beorhtnoth] should treat a desp~rate battle with this sole real object as a sporting 

match, to the ruin of his purpose and duty" (23). There are no extra points for trouncing one's 

enemies in a fair fight or in one in which the assailants have the advantage; the significance of 
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the battle itself completely supersedes such concerns. The desperate and fraught nature of a 

battle contrasts aptly with the comparison of chivalry to a sporting match: heroism is not a game 

played by artificially designed and enforced rules. 

Tolkien nowhere regards chivalry kindly in "Homecoming." The language he applies to 

the concept of chivalry is consistently derisive. He compares chivalry to a sporting match in his 

discussion of Beorhtnoth' s actions and to a sporting fight when discussing young Beowulf s 

decision to forego a sword when fighting Grendel (23 , 23), suggesting that the kind of 

interactions encouraged by chivalry carry no more weight than a harmless game even though the 

scenarios in which those same interactions occur demand deadly seriousness. When Tolkien 

discusses chivalry as it pertains to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, he excerpts, translates, and 

includes a passage in which the court at Camelot compares Arthur's acceptance of the Green 

Knight's challenge to "knights quibbling at court at their Christmas games," again emphasizing 

the vast gulf between the needed behavior and the chivalric response, a gulf so wide that the 

chivalric responses' utter failure to suffice goes beyond impropriety to something far more dark 

and deadly. Tolkien even goes so far to remark that Beorhtnoth's decision to let the Vikings 

cross the river was "[t]oo foolish to be heroic" (24). 

Even in the second section of "Homecoming," where the immediate peril of the 

characters is far less, Tolkien does not refrain from reproving chivalry's excess. As Torhthelm 

and Tidwald carry Beorhtnoth's body to their wagon, Tidwald spies a man looting the corpses, 

whom he kills using Beorhtnoth's sword. Tolkien clearly implies that Torhthelm's response

killing the man-is completely uncalled-for. Tidwald, whom Tolkien designates as the older and 

wiser of the two, rebukes the younger man: 

You wanted no weapon: a wallop on the nose, 



Or a boot behind, and the battle's over 

with the likes of these. Their life's wretched, 

but why kill the creatures, or crow about it? 

There are dead enough around. ( 14) 
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Torhthelm, in killing the looter, is guilty of chivalric excess. He did not need to kill the 

"creature," the lowly man with his "wretched" life, when a few less extreme and almost comic 

measures such as a kick on the rear or a bop on the nose could have sufficed to rout the looter. 

The killing is senseless; it only adds to the waste, loss of life, and grief of a day that already ends 

in a field littered with corpses. Tolkien's diction, moreover, emphasize Torhthelm's folly and 

Tolkien's own contempt for Torhthelm's chivalric excess. The comedic image produced in the 

reader's mind by the "wallop" on the looter's nose and the "boot behind" heighten the contrast 

between Torhthelm's actions and what he should have done, drawing attention to the vast gulf 

between the necessary action of the kick in the rear and the action of slaughter that Torhthelm 

chose. Torhthelm errs; Tolkien, through Tidwald, chastises him for doing so. 

The derision with which Tolkien regards chivalry in these pieces makes his meaning 

quite clear: chivalry is folly, whatever else might be said about the personal honor and prestige it 

might garner. Yet to Tolkien, the true peril of chivalry is the impact it has on the subordinates of 

one who exhibits chivalry. Beorhtnoth's actions imperiled his entire household, all of whom 

died as a result. Similarly, when Beowulf insists on fighting the dragon, only to die himself, "by 

one man's will many must woe endure" (27). Beowulfs death imperils his people. The attempts 

at heroism, that end up being nothing but chivalry, have catastrophic consequences for those to 

whom liege-lords are sworn. In these same suffering subordinates, however, Tolkien finds that 

"the heroism of obedience and love not of pride or willfulness that is the most heroic and the 



Hammen 24 

most moving" ("Homecoming" 25). While Beorhnoth's actions collapsed into chivalry because 

of his pride and desire for honor, the members of his heorowerod that stood by him despite his 

tragic mistake because their motivations arose from their recognition of the love and duty they 

owed to him. Their actions could not lapse into mere chivalry because of their role as 

subordinates; their motivations come from a different place than Beorhtnoth's entirely. 

Heroism in "Homecoming": Concluding Concerns 

Tolkien's engagement with The Battle of Maldon in "The Homecoming of Beorhtnoth 

Beorhthelm's Son" in the end causes two key alterations to the view ofNorthem heroism he 

developed in "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics." The first was to demonstrate how pride 

and the desire for honor created by a desire to behave heroically easily can collapse into chivalry, 

which is distinguished from heroism by its excessive nature and by its primary motivation of a 

desire for honor. The second is to suggest that heroism, more than being simply an expression of 

one's indomitable will in facing the threats on one's life, is made all the more noble when that 

heroic behavior is motivated by love and duty. 

Section III: "Sir Gawain and the Green Knight" 

Background and Literary History 

Originally delivered as the W.P. Ker Lecture in 1953, Tolkien's essay "Sir Gawain and 

the Green Knight" has received less attention than his works on Old English. Drout deems it 

"almost entirely without influence" on the literature surrounding Sir Gawain and the Green 

Knight (hereafter SGGK) ("Scholarship and Significance" 143). Moreover, Drout declares such 



Hammen 25 

a lack of influence is "deeply to be regretted," as Tolkien composed "Sir Gawain" after having 

spent decades working with and translating the original poem, giving him an intimate familiarity 

with it and its inner workings ("Scholarship and Significance" 144). The result of this 

familiarity, however, is a view "almost directly opposed to that of the critical mainstream" 

("Scholarship and Significance" 145). To Drout, this divergence from the critical mainstream 

renders the article more important overall, as it draws attention to aspects of the poem that other 

scholars largely avoid. 

Notably, Drout offers no explanation as to why the lecture has received so little attention. 

Though he does assert the essay's worthiness of attention, when it comes to the question of why 

the lecture went ignored he merely remarks upon a few publications that one would expect to cite 

"Sir Gawain" but that, for whatever reason, do not: Derek Brewer heard Tolkien deliver the 

lecture, but does not cite it in his book on the poem; David Aer wrote an essay focused on the 

confession scene in SGGK, but also does not cite Tolkien's lecture even though significant 

portions of"Sir Gawain" deal with the same issue ("Scholarship and Significance" 143-144). 

All the same, it is not impossible to speculate upon why it goes unnoticed. Drout remarks that 

the Ker lecture was not published until nearly thirty years after it was delivered ("Scholarship 

and Significance" 143); perhaps the delay in publication resulted in the piece becoming more or 

less forgotten in the ensuing time. 

Despite the slight influence of the Ker lecture has had on scholarship, "Sir Gawain " 

nonetheless offers a good deal of material worthy of consideration in a discussion of heroism. 

This discussion differs rather greatly from that which Tolkien offers in "Monsters" and in 

"Homecoming" because SGGK belongs to an entirely different time period and, more 

importantly, is written in Middle English rather than Anglo-Saxon. As such, the version of 
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heroism Tolkien engages in this lecture is not the Northern heroism of the Anglo-Saxons, but 

rather an Arthurian version, defined by the intersection of pan-European courtesy, loyalty, and 

Christian virtue. It is this intersection with which Tolkien primarily concerns himself in the 

piece; his chief conclusion declares that the Gawain-poet demonstrates through his trials of Sir 

Gawain that true virtue, in the sense of Christian sin and salvation, supersedes the concerns of 

courtesy, which in turn surpass the demands of mere games. Breaching either of the three codes 

is painful and at times reprehensible, but the demands of virtue must be given precedence. 

The emphasis "Sir Gawain" places on moral codes, and particularly on codes governed 

by Christian virtue and morality, dramatically changes the conception of heroism with which 

Tolkien works in his other papers. The bleak world view apparent in Beowulfhas largely 

vanished because the Christianity of Gawain and Arthur's court promises salvation. Forces alien 

to the hero no longer imperil him; instead adversaries that are distinctly familiar besiege him: a 

beautiful woman and trials of character. Gawain's trial, as Tolkien emphasizes, comes from 

within Christian society, rather than from outside of it, unlike Beowulfs monstrous opponents. 

All the same, some major similarities between Northern heroism and the Middle English 

heroism discussed in "Sir Gawain" remain. Courage remains a fundamental ingredient of both. 

Death, now construed as earthly death only, remains a real threat to those who demonstrate 

heroic behavior. Chivalry, which Tolkien denounces in "Homecoming," is in "Sir Gawain" still 

defined in pat1 by excess, and still regarded by Tolkien as perilous. However, in light of the 

interplay between the conflicting codes of the titular hero, Tolkien now fleshes the concept out 

more. Chivalry has as one of its elements courtesy, which, though pleasant under some 

circumstances, in excess becomes dangerous for its possessor. Heroism, too, gains refinement; 
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Tolkien begins to view it as being expressly linked to Christian virtue, as the interplay between 

the conflicting codes of the titular hero reveals. 

The Three Planes: Virtue, Courtesy, and Games 

On Tolkien's reading of the poem, the Gawain-poet focuses on what happens when the 

codes of courtesy and Christian virtues conflict with one another. As Tolkien puts it, "[t]he 

author is chiefly interested in the competition between 'courtesy' and virtue ... he shows us their 

increasing divergence, and choose[s] virtue rather than courtesy" ("Sir Gawain" 95). Courtesy, 

which Tolkien also refers to as "manners" and governs Gawain's polite behavior and service to 

women, ultimately proves less important than virtue, the expressions of morality that pertain to 

sin and salvation. 

Tolkien, however, emphasizes that the Gawain-poet explores a third plane, that of games. 

For the mistake for which (rather severely) Gawain criticizes himself at the close of SGGK is the 

failure to give the green girdle to Sir Bertilak. This mistake cannot be judged on either of the 

other two planes. On Tolkien's reading, Gawain only desired the girdle because "he wished to 

save his life, a simple and honest motive," and more importantly his retention of the girdle 

"conflicted only with the seemingly absurd and purely jocular pact with the lord of the castle" 

(96). There is nothing immoral or contrary to virtue, when construed as relevant to sin and 

spiritual salvation in retaining the girdle; wishing to save one's own life is not sinful. Gawain 

also did not break his code of courtesy in keep the girdle, as to hand it over to Lord Bertilak in 

keeping with the exchange of winnings game would break courtesy with the Lady, who had 

begged him to keep the girdle a secret. The only code Gawain did break in keeping the girdle 

was the game-code, the set of rules he and Bertilak had agreed upon at the beginning of the 
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game. Of the three planes, however, game-rules are the least important, and it is upon the 

divergence in nature of courtesy and virtue that Tolkien focuses. His engagement with the two 

concepts reveals that courtesy is akin to chivalry, while virtue dovetails into heroism. 

Chivalry and Courtesy 

Tolkien manifestly views courtesy as being closely related to chivalry for two reasons. 

First, courtesy, like the form of chivalry Tolkien criticizes in "Homecoming," has the potential to 

become incredibly dangerous to its possessor; it proves quite dangerous for Gawain. Second, 

just as true heroism surpasses chivalry in worthiness, so too do the concerns of morality 

supersede those of simple courtesY: 

Tolkien remarks upon the danger of courtesy more than once within "Sir Gawain. " There 

are, however, a few particularly potent examples. Between the temptation scenes, although 

Gawain goes on behaving courteously to the lady of the castle, "the lady has already exposed the 

weakness of such 'nurture', that it is a perilous weapon in such a situation, as dangerous as a 

handful of pretty rockets near a real gunpowder plot" (85). Gawain's courtesy, although it may 

be harmless under ordinary circumstances, seems likely to ignite a far larger conflagration. For 

if Gawain rebuffs the lady's advances, in doing so he breaks his code of courtesy, as part of his 

code requires that he obey the wishes ofwomen, particularly of his hostess, who the lady is. 

Leaving the castle, as Tolkien points out, would break his code of courtesy at a different 

juncture; in doing so he would be discourteous to Lord Bertilak, to whom he had promised that 

he would remain until the day of his appointment at the Green Chapel (85). The very code of 

courtesy which Gawain wishes to obey traps him in his current situation. Worse yet for Gawain, 
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courtesy proves dangerous in part because obeying the demands of courtesy will in this case 

commit him to sin: to no less a moral transgression than adultery. 

However, once the concern of sinfulness appears in the narrative, and once Gawain 

chooses to forgo courtesy in favor of preserving his moral rectitude and integrity, the other key 

similarity between courtesy and chivalry becomes apparent. As Tolkien describes it, at 

Gawain's moment of greatest peril "[w]e have in fact reached the point of intersection of two 

different planes: of a real and permanent, and an umeal and passing world of values: morals on 

the one hand, and on the other a code of honour, or a game with rules [italics in original]" (89). 

The demands of courtesy, of the code of honor, belong to a set of values that, if polite, are 

ultimately irrelevant to the higher demands of morality. Moreover, this code ofhonour is "on an 

inferior plane to real virtue, to which they must in the case of conflict give way [italics in 

original]" (92). The demands of virtue, as the Tolkien argues the Gawain-poet tells us, transcend 

the demands of codes of polite behavior. 

Tolkien's emphasis on this moral math and the supremacy of virtue reveals that courtesy 

fills in SGGK the same role filled by chivalry in The Battle of Maldon. Both courtesy and 

chivalry cease to be important-and should cease to be taken as being important by the 

characters-when higher-order demands and values come into the considerations. Beorhtnoth, 

when deciding to let the Vikings cross the river and engage his men in hand-to-hand combat, 

placed considerations of personal pride and honor above those of defending the lives and homes 

of his liegemen. In doing so, he missed the mark; he did not take the important concerns 

seriously enough, thus overshooting heroism. On the other hand, Gawain, though in real moral 

danger, stops short of carrying his courteous impulses to excess. He recognizes that virtue is 

more important and then acts on that recognition, saving himself from a grave transgression. 
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Notably, Tolkien implies that the same marker defines the difference between chivalry 

and heroism and between courtesy and virtue: excess. In "Homecoming" Tolkien isolated 

Beorhtnoth's main flaw and the cause of his behaving chivalrously rather than heroically as his 

excessive pride. In "Sir Gawain" Tolkien identifies in Gawain an "impetuous excess" of 

generosity and politeness (94 ). While this does not seem as cutting of a criticism of Gawain's 

character than a charge of excessive pride, Gawain's tendency to go beyond the demands of mere 

politeness often impairs him later. When he accepts the Green Knight's challenge, he accepts it 

"whatever may be the consequences," committing to the consequences of his axe-stroke 

regardless of what else may happen (80). His words condemn him when the Green Knight puts 

his head back on; since Gawain verbally forfeited all right to protest the consequences in the 

future, he cannot go back on his word. He does not learn from this experience; when he agrees 

to stay at Sir Bertilak's castle, he happily consents to do more than just stay, he shall "else do 

what [Sir Bertilak] order[ s ]" (81 ). Once again, Gawain cannot content himself to do only what is 

required of him by politeness, and thus imperils himself: his agreement to do whatever his host 

asks of him induces him to remain in the castle, thus exposing him to the lady's advances. 

Though over-politeness is perhaps not such an undesirable flaw as excessive pride, Gawain 

shares with Beorhtnoth and Beowulf in chivalric excess, to the downfall of them all. 

Tolkien also attributes excess to Arthur in "Sir Gawain." He returns to the discussion of 

Gawain's leave-taking that he initially included in "Homecoming," when the courtiers of 

Camelot criticize Arthur. In doing so, Tolkien reaffirms that "willfulness and pride are cast on 

the King" rather than on Gawain, who "is involved out of humility, and as a matter of duty to his 

king and kinsman" ("Sir Gawain" 38). To Tolkien, this has a particular bearing on the poet's 

themes in SGGK because it puts Gawain on a moral high ground which spares him from any 
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charges of foolishness and focuses attention of Gawain's moral goodness. Yet as it pertains to 

courtesy, chivalry, virtue, and heroism, Tolkien's words draw attention to the fault of Arthur's 

that links him to chivalry. The king acted with an excess of pride and willfulness, putting 

himself in a part which, as a king, he was far too valuable to play; Gawain had to step in to 

relieve him from those duties. Once again, an epistemic failing so egregious that it becomes a 

moral failing-the king's judgement fails in such a manner that it has morally significant 

consequences, as Arthur imperils himself whose death could do so much harm-imperils one's 

subordinates. 6 

Gawain, unlike the king, does not have subordinates to imperil, and while he may possess 

a tendency to excess in the realm of courtesy, his quest has to it a necessity that links him to 

heroism despite his excessive courtesy. His adventure is "for Gawain praiseworthy, as judged on 

the same level [the moral plane]"; because Arthur volunteers to have a stroke at the Green 

Knight, Gawain's involvement becomes necessary (104). He cannot let Arthur be imperiled-or 

endanger himself-in such a way, and taking the king's place in the beheading game is the only 

route by which Gawain can, without embarrassing the king, prevent Arthur's involvement. 

Gawain proves somewhat unwise by volunteering to give the stroke whatever befalls later, but 

his involvement, at the very least, is necessary. His quest, too, proves necessary; once he has 

given his word, he cannot break his promise to the Green Knight. 

A few ill-advised excesses of courtesy later, Sir Gawain finds himself besieged by the 

amorous advances of his hostess, the demands of courtesy and morality catching him in a 

double-bind. Yet in this moment of greatest peril, he recognizes which plane he needs to operate 

on and which considerations he ought to pay attention to-virtue, Christian morality-and does 

6 For a further discussion of the intersection of wisdom and morality as it pertains to heroism, see Appendix F. 
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so. Virtue and faith save Sir Gawain from the gravest of his threats. Furthermore, they ennoble 

him. Tolkien forcefully, and rather successfully, argues that when Gawain goes to receive the 

Green Knight's axe-stroke "[s]uch comfort and strength as he has beyond his own natural 

courage is derived only from religion": from his faith, from the cleansing he received in 

confession [italics in original] (103). In "Homecoming," Tolkien recognizes the love and 

loyalty ofBeorhtnoth's retinue as what leads to their heroism (22); in "Sir Gawain," Tolkien 

demonstrates that virtue and faith provide the same ennobling to Gawain, permitting him to do 

the truly heroic deed ofthe poem: letting someone cut off his head. The similarities in the 

ennobling functions of these emotions indicate that in SGGK and in Tolkien's lecture on the 

poem, virtue implicitly is related to heroism. 

Sir Gawain, of course, is not in possession of perfect heroism at the close of the poem. 

He does fail on one measure, the measure of the rules of the exchange of winnings game, 

although his failures could have been far worse. As a result, he has not lived up to the ideal of 

perfection imposed upon his shield-or rather, the poem has revealed the fallacies of that ideal. 

The pentangle symbolizes, alongside perfections in religion, piety, morality, and courtesy, "a 

perfect and unbroken bond between the higher and lower planes" (77). Gawain's experiences 

have shown that this bond between the higher planes of morality and faith and the lower planes 

of good manners and playing by the rules in games is not, and cannot be, "unbroken. " The 

codes come apart; they contradict one another and cannot be satisfied all at once. When Gawain 

refuses to commit adultery, "even though he may do it with disarming gracefulness, the law of 

'service' to the lady's wishes is in fact broken. And the motive of the breach, of all his adroit 

defense, can from the first only be a moral one" (92). Gawain must choose to satisfy either the 
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code of courtesy-of chivalry-or the demands of virtue. He chooses correctly in selecting 

virtue, but he could only choose one of his conflicting codes to satisfy. 

Worth noting, however, is the simple fact that Gawain, though breaking the rules of 

courtesy, and thus chivalry, does not forsake courtesy utterly. He "preserve[ s] a graciousness of 

manner and a gentleness of speech belonging to the true spirit of courtesy" (95); he rejects the 

lady "with disarming gracefulness" (92). He does not stop being polite, kind, or a pleasant 

conversationalist simply because he recognized that refraining from fornication was more 

important than acquiescing to his hostess' adulterous insinuations. 

That Tolkien describes Gawain's courteous actions as graceful differs markedly from the 

tone with which he analyzed Beorhtnoth's chivalry, indicate a change in Tolkien's attitude 

towards chivalry as a concept broadly defined. In "Homecoming," Beorhtnoth: "throw[s] their 

[the household's] lives away" (23), behaves in a "wholly unfitting" manner (23), treats "a 

desperate battle ... as a sporting match, to the ruin of his purpose and duty" (23), his actions are 

"[t]oo foolish to be heroic" (24). Tolkien tinges his discussions of Beorhtnoth 's chivalric actions 

with a nearly-derisive tone; he regards chivalry as wasteful folly. Yet in "Sir Gawain," he seems 

to view courtesy, despite its strong connection to chivalry, with a kindlier regard. He describes 

Gawain's interactions as gracious, gentle, graceful. The adjectives themselves connote softness 

and even kindness rather than disapproval; the bitterness apparent in Tolkien's assessment of 

Beorhtnoth has vanished. 

The result in the shift of tone adds a new layer of nuance to the concept of chivalry, 

imparted by courtesy. For courtesy is a staple part of the concept of chivalry associated with the 

Round Table; the two concepts are linked already, and Tolkien's mild acceptance of the former, 

so long as it remains in its proper place beneath virtue, thus signals a tentative acceptance of 
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some elements of chivalry. Tolkien thus recognizes courtesy as having a place in human and 

heroic actions and interactions, despite the excess that it seems to encourage. As a result, 

chivalry loses some of the oppositional relationship with heroism that Tolkien initially identified 

it as possessing. 

In a similar vein, Tolkien' s concept of heroism gained a layer of subtlety by virtue of his 

engagement with SGGK. The doctrine of the indomitable will, of facing evil staunchly, includes 

considerations of virtue and religious faith that the concept of heroism as drawn from "Monsters" 

lacked. Heroism requires the ability to sift through the competing concerns of honor, courtesy, 

and virtue in order to select what action one ought to undertake: indomitable will may be useful, 

but it is hardly everything when it comes to the demands of heroism. 

Section IV: Conclusion 

The view ofhe.roism Tolkien develops throughout these three works of literary criticism 

gradually changes, becoming more complex as he revisits the concept of heroism throughout the 

pieces and how heroism fits the texts as he encountered them. In "Beowulf: The Monsters and 

the Critics" and "The Homecoming ofBeorhtnoth Beorhthelm's Son" Tolkien depicted heroism 

in a distinctly Anglo-Saxon form: one must face the evil and darkness of the world despite 

inevitable defeat. Yet "Homecoming" identified the potential folly such a view can fall into, 

chivalry, if pride and desire for glory, encouraged by the ideal of heroism itself, gain too much 

sway over an individual, and particularly over a leader. "Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, " 

while maintaining the distinction between chivalry and heroism, as defined by excess, further 

complicates this division by introducing the challenges presented by conflicting codes, especially 

of virtue and of courtesy. 
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The final conception of courage that Tolkien develops, distilled to a sentence, is this: 

heroism requires facing challenges and evils staunchly, but requires this in part as a result of a 

balance of other concerns-virtue, religious faith, the necessity of one's actions, the ultimate 

purpose of one's deeds-without stepping into the perilous excess of chivalry in which an 

apparently "heroic" behavior is pursued as its own end. 

Each piece, of course, suggests a brand of heroism proper and unique to the culture to 

which the each essay pertains: the heroism of Sir Gawain the Christian Knight is not the same as 

that of pagan Beowulf. Cobbling the three different conceptions into one definition of heroism 

flattens out these differences to a degree. Yet, at the same time, such a combination of 

conceptions draws attention to certain resonances between the pieces and changes in Tolkien's 

understanding ofheroism, to some degree over the course of his academic career; "Monsters" 

was one ofTolkien's earlier publications, while "Sir Gawain" was Tolkien's final major work of 

literary criticism (Drout "Scholarship and Significance" 143). Tolkien himself recognized that 

when it comes to heroism certain similarities appear in all three of his source texts: 

"Homecoming" makes this particularly clear, as Tolkien draws parts of his arguments from The 

Battle of Maldon, Beowulf, and Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. 

The key complication that these texts offer on any commentary on heroism, but 

particularly Northern heroism, is that heroic acts only seem to us heroic if various competing 

concerns are integrated properly, one way or another. Beowulf, Beorhtnoth, and Sir Gawain 

both face death staunchly and resist evils-things that require a good bit of courage and will

but despite the poetic power of the indomitable facing of death and evil, if nothing stands behind 

these figures to render their actions as being distinct from chivalrous folly (or plain stupidity) 
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their heroism appears tarnished or like something else entirely. There is a real power in a truly 

heroic death. If that death begins to look foolish, that power largely is lost. 

Outside of the realm of medieval literature, a discussion of heroism still merits attention 

and time. In pati, this is due to the truth of what Tolkien noted in "Sir Gawain ": 

The personal code of most people was, and of many still is, like that of Sir Gawain made 

up of a close blend of the [codes of honor and morals]; and breaches at any point in that 

. personal code have a very similar emotional flavor. Only a crisis, or serious thought 

without a crisis (which is rare) will serve to disentangle the elements; and the process 

may be painful, as Gawain discovered. (89) 

Sorting through the different concerns of one's character-one's sense of morality, duty, honor, 

kindness, one's commitments and cares-and deciding what to do can be infinitely difficult and 

extraordinarily painful. Oftentimes the demands of one part of one's life require forsaking, if 

only temporarily, for the demands of some other part of one's life. That much has not changed, 

and Tolkien's discussion of heroism, which recognizes the nuance of unfortunate implications 

and conceptual difficulty, offers a glimpse at sifting through one concept-heroism-to see what 

is worth considering. 

Then there remains the enormous relevance to Tolkien's works of fantasy, ofwhich most 

people think when they hear Tolkien's name. His fame in the world outside of academia and 

medieval studies stems from the overwhelming popularity of works such as The Lord of the 

Rings and The Hobbit-and rightly so. His books were so successful, in fact, that when 

Waterstone's bookstores and BBCran a poll to determine which books were considered the best 

ofthe twentieth century, Tolkien's The Lord of the Rings came out on top (Shippey xx-xxi). 

People loved Middle-earth, and the popular success of the books made Tolkien's name a 
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household word. As a result, Tolkien criticism largely focuses on Tolkien's creative work. All 

the same, it is common knowledge among medievalist and Tolkien scholars alike that Middle

earth has been immeasurably influenced by his work with medieval literature, and represents in 

some ways an application of that which he learned in his academic studies. 

As a result, any insight into Tolkien's medieval scholarship provides fruitful avenues for 

future engagements with Tolkien's fantasy writings, whether those are his works set in Middle

earth or whether the works in question include his other stories. The topic of heroism, 

particularly, is and shall remain extremely relevant to his creative work, if only due to the 

number and variety of heroic, semi-heroic, and anti-heroic figures present in his fiction. After 

all , Tolkien was very fond of dragons-and someone must face the dragon when it comes. 
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Appendices: 

Appendix A: Tolkien and the Use of Appendices 

Tolkien liberally used appendices in all branches of his writing. The final hundred-odd 

pages of The Lord of the Rings, prior to the index, is comprised of appendices A-F that include 

everything from historical background to the deaths of the book's characters to the calendar used 

by the Shire-folk (The Lord of the Rings, 1033-1138). "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics" 

contains appendices, in which Tolkien included much ofthe more technical content of the 

earlier, longer drafts from which he condensed this lecture. "Chaucer as a Philologist: The 

Reeve's Tale" contains appendices. R.W. Chambers criticized "Monsters" for hiding good and 

interesting content in the appendices (Johnson 17). Tolkien did not use appendices for . 

everything-but he did use them in many of his major works. 

Tolkien's goal in including appendices in his work was to engage concepts or provide 

background and explanation (and tangents) for which the main text of a publication did not 

contain space, as there are always many relevant points that do not make it into the final draft of 

a paper. I include them for the same purpose, as well as a nod to Professor Tolkien's fulsome 

writing style. 

Appendix B: Assessing the Significance ofTolkien's Scholarship 

The difficulty of assessing Tolkien's influence on medieval literature studies itself merits 

further comment than can be included in the introduction to a paper about heroism. The subject 

is vast enough that Shippey (in "Tolkien's Academic Reputation Now") and Drout (in "J.R.R. 

Tolkien's Medieval Scholarship and its Significance") both find it necessary to tackle the project 
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of teasing out Tolkien's academic reputation in articles dedicated to the task. Drout's paper 

particularly draws the subject out at length, combing through all ofTolkien's major word studies, 

dialect studies, editions and translations, literary criticism, reviews and metascholarship. Rather 

than composing a full-length article, however, I shall simply provide an overview of the 

problems examined by Drout and Shippey. 

The problems start almost as soon one undertakes the task of assessment: "[i]t is difficult 

even to count Tolkien's published works of scholarship. Work by other scholars, most 

significantly Simonne d' Ardenne, is often credited to Tolkien" [italics in original] (Drout 

"Scholarship and Significance" 113). In other words, Tolkien's habit of collaboration with 

others results in publications that, although they may not have his name on them, nonetheless 

reflect to an unknown degree his views as the result of that collaboration. While this is natural 

enough, the fact nonetheless remains that the works published by other scholars resulted in the 

spreading influence ofTolkien's ideas even when his name had not been printed upon the 

publication. In a similar vein, Tolkien's mentorship of undergraduate and graduate students 

quietly shifted the attention of the following generation of scholars. Some of his students, such 

as Alan Bliss and Michael Drout, went on to be medieval scholars themselves, carrying 

Tolkien's influence onward. 

Even if one chooses to examine Tolkien's academic legacy purely in terms of the 

scholarly publications written by Tolkien and published under his name, additional 

complications remain. First, "Tolkien had done much more scholarly work than can ever be 

attributed to him through counts of publications alone," and the much of the content of the 

thousands of pages ofTolkien's notes and commentaries now stored in the Bodleian never 

emerged in one of his finished publications (Drout "Scholarship and Significance" 114). 
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Excluding this material from a consideration ofTolkien's legacy seems to deny a wealth of 

knowledge from a true expert. All the same, since he never published most of this material, it 

can be argued, not unreasonably, that the impact of those pages remains small, as they have not 

been widely (or ever) circulated. Second, not all ofTolkien's published works were published 

during his lifetime. If one chooses to include his posthumously published works in his count of 

publications, Tolkien has twenty-five publications to his name; if not, the list shrinks to twenty

two (Shippey "Academic Reputation" 19). 

Whichever way one decides to count, twenty-odd publications feels underwhelming. 

Moreover, "fifteen of the works published during Tolkien's life," according to Shippey, "are 

basically never referred to [italics in original]" by either Tolkien's contemporaries or by scholars 

whose careers began after Tolkien's ended ("Academic Reputation" 19). Roughly half of 

Tolkien's publications receive virtually no attention from academia whatsoever. 

Those publications ofTolkien's that have caught the notice of academics, however, have 

extended Tolkien's influence immensely. Judith Johnson observes that the edition of Sir Gawain 

and the Green Knight published jointly by Tolkien and E. V. Gordon remained "the definitive 

text used in graduate courses and scholars' libraries" sixty years after it was initially published 

( 4). Since "the glossary of a text silently influences every aspect of its interpretation," as Drout 

notes, the glosses offered by Tolkien have quietly shaped students' understandings of Middle 

English texts for decades, even if those students never published a paper that cited Tolkien's 

glossaries ("Scholarship and Significance" 126). Less subtly than his work on glossaries, three 

ofTolkien's papers-"Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meiohad, ""Beowulf: The Monsters and Critics" 

and "The Homecoming ofBeorhtnoth, Beorhthelm's Son"-in Shippey's words "rocked the 

collective jaw of academe right back on its spine" ("Academic Reputation" 19). "Monsters" 
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alone is "one of the most influential and widely quoted literary essays of the twentieth century," 

an extraordinary feat indeed (Drout "Scholarship and Significance" 134). Tolkien's dialect study 

"Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meiohad" became "the foundation of a contemporary scholarly 

program," thereby continuing to inspire further research and investigation ("Scholarship and 

Significance" 148). These writings became giants of the scholarly world. 

Despite the immense success of a handful ofTolkien's writings, however, at least one 

question remains: how much of the attention his academic work receives is the result of his 

authorship of The Hobbit and The Lord ofthe Rings, and how much of it owes to Tolkien's 

scholarly prowess? The answer depends upon which one of his publications one chooses to 

examine. "On Fairy-Stories," certainly, gained influence from Tolkien's fiction career. It was 

first published with "Leaf by Niggle," one ofTolkien's short stories, and as such would have 

been read by many ofTolkien's fantasy fans. The pertinence of"On Fairy-Stories" to Tolkien's 

views on what elements make stories powerful and enjoyable makes the essay an obvious 

corollary to a study ofTolkien's creative work. 

For most of his academic writings, however, Tolkien's fame as a fantasy author has little 

to do with academic success. Johnson remarks that his early academic writings, such as his 

article on the "Ancrene Wisse" and "Chaucer as a Philologist: The Reeve's Tale" received good 

reviews shortly after their publication (3) . Given that both of these were published before The 

Hobbit-"Ancrene Wisse and Hali Meiohad" in 1929, "Chaucer as a Philologist" in 1934, The 

Hobbit in 1937-this initial warm response to Tolkien's academic authorship could not possibly 

have arisen out of Middle-earth-induced enthusiasm. Similarly, in academic circles at least 

"Monsters" "was famous and influential long before The Lord of the Rings made J.R.R. Tolkien 

one of the most read writers in English"; the acclaim received by Tolkien' s essay, if it was aided 
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by Tolkien's fame as a fantasy author, predates and thus does not come wholly from enthusiasm 

for The Lord of the Rings (Drout "Seventy-five Years Later" 6). 

Moreover, the style and content ofTolkien's professional work seldom attracts the fans 

of fantasy. "Chaucer as a Philologist," for example, may be quite interesting to experts, but few 

hobbit-lovers, even those undaunted by the length of the seventy-page article, would be 

interested in reading through all 127 instances of dialectal language in the Clerk's speeches, or 

Tolkien's highly specialized language-even for students interested in Middle English the article 

has soporific qualities. "Ancrene Wisse, " as well, is meant for an audience of Middle English 

specialist, and would be largely foreign and perhaps even unintelligible to a non-expert. It at the 

very least lacks popular excitement to recommend it. What attention it has received has been 

received on its own merits. 

Appendix C: Heroism and Military Might 

In addition to characterizing heroism as a personal quality that requires the 

acknowledgement of and engagement with the evils of life, Tolkien' s description of heroism as 

going "forward to that battle with the hostile world and the offspring of the dark" suggests a 

context for heroism that is overtly martial and thus implicitly masculine ("Monsters" 19). Given 

the plot lines of the tales Tolkien discusses-the dragon-slaying and monster-slaying of Beowulf, 

the historical and in-story battle described by The Battle of Maldon-and the male identity of the 

tales' heroes, doing "battle" with the outside world takes on similar connotations of violence, 

sword-play, and physical military prowess, all part ofthe realm of men's concerns rather than 

those of women of the time. As such, the concept of heroism Tolkien develops seems to be 

limited to martial contexts and to be possessed by men alone. 
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While the words chosen by Tolkien suggest militarism and masculinity, the same words, 

if read figuratively, can also include a much broader range of circumstances in which one can be 

heroic and persons who can behave heroically. For on a figurative level, doing "battle" only 

requires a confrontation of some kind; the opponent need not be overcome by force or martial 

prowess. Indeed, even within the texts Tolkien studies "battle" construed as war and lethal 

contests of physical might do not pose the only situations in which characters behave heroically. 

After the initial beheading sequence, Sir Gawain's feats of martial skill are positively few and 

mostly come to the reader through the medium of the narrator's catalogue summarizing in brief 

the enemies Gawain conquers on his quest to find the Green Chapel. The brevity with which 

these adventures are summarized-the narrator even declares "that t'would be tedious" to relate 

Gawain's complete adventures to the reader-in comparison to the length temptations scenes and 

the immediate peril of Gawain at the Green Chapel suggest that the most integral elements of 

Gawain's heroism are in display in distinctly non-fighting contexts (SGGK II.31) . Gawain 

demonstrates heroism in resisting temptation and allowing himself to be killed (had the Green 

Knight not intentionally spared him, to Gawain's great surprise), not in fighting. This element of 

SGGK allows Tolkien's conception of heroism as "battle" to be expanded to include non-martial 

contexts, and to women as well as men, though Tolkien does not address this possibility. 

Appendix D: Tolkien's Creative Life 

While Tolkien is known best for Middle-earth and its attendant mythology, Tolkien's 

creative engagement with medieval literature often did not involve Middle-eatih. For instance, 

Tolkien's visual artworks include pieces inspired by Beowulf and The Kaleva/a. The first of 

these is a watercolor of the Beowulf dragon. Tolkien drew and painted many dragons, but on this 
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painting, done on the page in calligraphy, are the words "hringboda heorte gefsed," "now was 

the heart of the coiling best stirred," a line from Beowulf that indicates that this painting was 

inspired by the Beowulf dragon specifically (Mcllwaine 270). The Kaleva/a inspired another 

watercolor, "The Land ofPohja" (Mclllwaine 177). In his creative writing, he composed both 

"Sellic Spell" and "The Homecoming ofBeorthnoth Beorthelm's Son" in direct response to his 

work on Beowulf and The Battle of Maldon respectively. 

Appendix E: Why Tolkien's Medieval Literature 

Tolkien's creative work exhibits the immeasurable influence of his professional career as 

a philologist and medievalist at Oxford; it does not take much skill in analysis or criticism to 

notice that in Beowulf someone steals a silver cup from a dragon that then goes on a rampage, 

and that in The Hobbit someone (Bilbo) steals a silver cup from a dragon (Smaug) who proceeds 

to go on a rampage. Many critics working in Tolkien studies have recognized the richness of the 

interplay between Tolkien and medieval literature; Tom Shippey's The Road to Middle-earth, 

perhaps the most notable of works published on the subject, delves deeply into the medieval 

origins of Tolkien's fantasy world. Michael Drout even remarks in Beowulf and the Critics that 

the interplay between works of medieval literature such as Beowulfand Tolkien's The Lord of 

the Rings have become so well known that "student predilections for Tolkienian fantasy are often 

used by teachers to generate enthusiasm for Old English language and literature" (3). Sewanee 

itself is not an exception; Alexander Bruce's recent course The Literatures of JR.R. Tolkien , 

containing as much Tolkien-authored literature as could perhaps be fit into an undergraduate 

English course, emphasized the connection between medieval literature and Tolkien as much as 

it did Tolkien's works of fantasy; the course syllabus listed Beowulf, Sir Gawain and the Green 
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Knight, The Saga of the Volsungs, and The Kaleva/a in addition to Tolkien's Middle-earth 

sequence (Bruce). 

Such attention to the interplay between Tolkien's academic life and his creation of 

Middle-earth is well deserved. The realm of the medieval permeated Tolkien's life and his 

writings: the Kullervo cycle of The Kaleva/a inspired the story of Turin Turumbar in The 

Silmarillion, some of the Father Christmas Letters Tolkien wrote for his children resemble 

illuminated manuscripts (if rather plain ones) (Mcllwaine 257 Bodleian MS. Tolkien Drawings 

82, fol. 11 v), Tolkien recorded that the name "Chaucer" appeared in his son John's vocabulary 

when John was a mere two years old (Mcllwaine Fig.48). Clearly, the medieval and Middle

earth are of the same kindred, though separated by generations. The works of medieval 

scholarship and literary criticism written by Tolkien (published both during and after his 

lifetime) likewise point to themes Tolkien took to be important, and apparently incorporated into 

the world he built for his works of fiction. 

As a result of the vast and intricate relationship between Tolkien's creative work and his 

medieval scholarship, it may seem strange that the above paper says almost nothing about the 

subject. To examine the works ofTolkien requires, after all, that one accept the interpenetration 

of the academic part of his life with the creative part. While such interplay deserves attention, 

the excitement surrounding that very subject seems to have, as a result, largely overshadowed 

examining Tolkien's medieval scholarship as medieval scholarship, as something other than a 

key to understanding Middle-earth. Such a state of affairs is, simply put, too bad. After all, 

"even if he had only ever written "Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics" and no other papers, 

he would have been among the most cited medievalist of the twentieth century" (Drout 

"Scholarship and Significance" 113). He "has shaped the field [of Anglo-Saxon] from both the 
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top down and the bottom up, influencing popular as well as elite perceptions of Anglo-Saxon" 

(Drout "Beowulf and the Critics" 3). His academic work is valuable and significant. Most of all, 

had The Hobbit never found its way into a sympathetic publisher's hands, thus launching his 

career in fiction, Tolkien's medieval scholarship would remain, and would remain significant. 

Appendix F: Heroism and Age 

In "Monsters," Tolkien provides the following commentary on Beowulfs various 

monster-slaying deeds: 

If the dragon is the right end for Beowulf, and I agree with the author that it is, then 

Grendel is an eminently suitable beginning. They are creatures,jeond mancynnes, of a 

similar order and kindred significance. Triumph over the lesser and more nearly human 

is cancelled by defeat before the older and more elemental. And the conquest of the 

ogres comes at the right moment: not in the earliest youth, though the nicors are referred 

to ... as a presage of the kind of hero we have to deal with; and not during the later period 

of recognized ability and prowess; but in that first moment, which often comes in great 

lives, when men look up in surprise an see that a hero has unawares leaped forth. The 

placing of the dragon is inevitable: a man can but die upon his death-day. (32) 

Of particular interest is the discussion of the age of the heroes. Tolkien declares that the right 

moment for Beowulfs defeat of Grendel and Grendel's mother is not in youth, not in age, but in 

a comparatively early portion of manhood. Looking at Tolkien's fiction specifically, these 

remarks are quite telling: Tolkien's chief heroes are all adults. Bilbo is fifty when Gandalf 

shows up at his door; Frodo leaves Bag-End on his fiftieth birthday. Aragorn, thanks to his 

Numenorean blood, is older than Theoden. It is a particularly unusual pattern in a genre that so 
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typically features adults no older than thirty or children and teenagers. However, when one takes 

into account the necessity of weighing the competing concerns of virtue, necessity, honor, and 

such, required by heroism, age does seem to be important. Nowhere does Tolkien use the word 

"phronesis," often translated as "practical wisdom" or simply "wisdom," in the three publications 

I consider presently, but the term nevertheless aptly describes the ability to sift through 

competing demands which Tolkien deems necessary. The person who possesses phronesis can 

look at a situation and determine the appropriate, virtuous response to that scenario. Phronesis, 

like all wisdom, tends to come with age. As such, it can be hard to imagine a child or teenager 

attempting to reconcile the relevant conflicting concerns for heroic behavior. The heroes of 

medieval literature, after all, frequently get it wrong- even when they are grown up. 
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