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The epic poem Beowulf explores many different themes throughout its pages, but most importantly 

the importance and danger of both loyalty, and vengeance.  Yet, rather than advocating a certain 

theme, the author articulates contradicting views between both themes, leaving the reader to 

decide for themselves how to respond. 

   Loyalty the virtue that guides Beowulf through every step in the journey he takes.  Coming to the 

assistance of the Danes is obvious evidence for this claim.  The Danish king, Hrothgar, came to the 

assistance of Beowulf’s late father, Ecgtheow, years before during a tribal feud by paying tribute 

(wergild) to Ecgtheow’s enemies.  Clearly, Beowulf is proud to keep to his allegiance to the Danes 

and help Hrothgar in his time of need, even to the point of risking his life several times. 

   Beowulf’s faithfulness is acclaimed in these instances, but it leads to his demise when it came to 

his final battle with the fiery dragon.  His fervent loyalty to his kingdom caused Beowulf too make a 

hasty decision of going after the dragon instead of, perhaps, taking a moment to think of the 

consequences or conjure up a strategy.  By rushing head-first into this battle, Beowulf’s now old age 

is no match for the fires of the deadly beast, and though the dragon is slayed, Beowulf dies as well. 

   And then there is the subject of vengeance.  This was clearly a motivating factor for the beast, 

Grendel.  Jealous of the joy and happiness inside of Herot’s halls, he attacks the men, seeking 

revenge for the God-forsaken heritage that he has been given.  This impulsive act, spurred on by 

the heat of an emotion, caused Grendel to meet his end by the blade of Beowulf’s sword. 

   Strictly contained, however, vengeance could be a beneficial thing.  Grendel’s mother seeking 

revenge for the killing of her son could’ve had a more positive outcome if she had planned her 

pursuit more wisely.  Maybe, if she had come and presented her case to the Danes, they could have 

worked out some sort of agreement, instead of Beowulf having to kill her off, as well.  The same 

thing goes for the dragon at the end of the poem.  Earlier, a run-away slave had stolen a valuable 

treasure from the monster’s lair, which results in the fiery beast going on a vengeful raid on 

Beowulf’s home kingdom.  Perhaps, if the dragon had pled his case to the gracious king, Beowulf 

could’ve sought after the slave and returned the treasure to the dragon. 

   In essence, the traits of loyalty and vengeance are both qualities one must know how to act upon.  

What or who should we put our loyalty in, and how should we react when that such loyalty is put 

to the test.  When we are wronged, should we go about the route of revenge?  And if so, how?  I 

think that the author of this poem does a great job of weaving together these principles in the 

midst of an eventful, adrenaline-spurring adventure.     


