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Generosity in Beowulf

Beowulf is a masterly piece of literature as well as the only surviving written work from 

the early middle ages.  While many august themes occur over the course of the story, one in 

particular is subtle but vital; generosity.  Comitatus, the code of generosity on the part of the 

leader and loyalty on the part of the thane, or soldier, was a mutually agreeable arrangement.  

Not only was it important because it was a constituent in the culture, and it was also 

indispensable for leaders to be generous in order to obtain a band or group of brave, loyal, 

trusted servants and warriors.  However, it was the exceedingly generous lords, such as the 

ancient king of the Geats, Beowulf, who earned themselves a reputation not only for strength, 

wisdom, and bravery, but as a bountiful “giver of gifts”. 

Grendel's frequent raids on Hrothgar's hall terrorized the people until Beowulf fought and

killed him.  Now, Grendel's mother also has made a nightly excursion to the hall, in revenge for 

the death of her son, and she too is being pursued by the renowned warrior Beowulf.  Before 

Beowulf descends beneath the floods to seek Grendel's mother, he says to Hrothgar “Be 

guardian, thou, to this group of my thanes, / my warrior-friends, if war should seize me”(ch 22).  

By making provisions for the future of his thanes before his expedition into the floods, Beowulf 
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shows forethought for them past the usual generosity expected.  Not only is he concerned with 

their current conditions, by extirpating this monster in order to protect them, but also their future 

welfare.  

Much later, we discover Beowulf fatally wounded from a fight with a dragon who 

breathed poisonous fire.  Beowulf reclines in a cave, attended by his one loyal thane, who 

washes his wounds with water.  Beowulf requests Wiglaf, his kinsman and fellow warrior in the 

recent battle, to go and fetch some of the treasure he fought with the dragon over, that he may see

it before he dies.  Wiglaf returns promptly, for fear that he may find Beowulf dead on his return, 

and presents him a sampling of the treasure.

  ...Beowulf spake,

sage and sad, as he stared at the gold. —

“For the gold and treasure, to God my thanks,

…

for the grace that I give such gifts to my folk

or ever the day of my death be run!

Now I’ve bartered here for booty of treasure

the last of my life...”(ch 36)

Here the noble king thanks God for the treasure, although he can't use or enjoy it, but so that he 

can give it to his people.

When the timorous warriors return from the woods to where they had fled in their fright 

at the fire breathing dragon, Wiglaf, still beside Beowulf the king, speaks to them severely for 

deserting their lord.  He recalls Beowulf's previous generosity and asserts that it was squandered 
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on cowards.  Conversely, he modestly claims that he was loyal and brave, even if he couldn't 

help much; “...‘twas little that I / could serve him in struggle; yet shift I made / (hopeless it 

seemed) to help my kinsman”(ch 37).  Wiglaf concludes that now Beowulf is dead, he will no 

longer distribute the spoils of war among them.  This distressing prospect, the future without 

their king, is shared by other characters in the story, who begin foretelling desolation, invaders, 

and war.

Beowulf, the king of the Geats, was the quintessence of a hero at the time.  Bravery, 

strength, courage, and skill were all honored and important, but there was another trait necessary 

for a truly great king and hero; generosity.  Without the basic freedoms of today, the serfs were 

dependent on either one lord or another, because none of the peasants were powerful enough to 

stand alone in the midst of the coercive and rival parties; they could not survive without the 

protection and generosity of the rulers.  This is why generosity was so important to them; it was 

their livelihood, it was everything beyond their meager and often insufficient wages.
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