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Pride and Showing Off in Beowulf
Literary Analysis

Beowulf by Francis Barton Gummere is about a king and his daring feats to protect his people. 
The king faced many trials, and overcame most of them with ease. But is there a difference between 
being talented with a sword and pridefully showing off your strength? That is, 'does technique matter 
for a warrior, or is it all about brute force'? (Shmoop) I have reason to believe the latter.

In the first few chapters of Beowulf, there is a monster attacking the mead-hall of King 
Hrothgar. Beowulf offers to help, but, in Chapter 8, lines 301-606, Unferth accuses Beowulf of having 
a seven-day swimming competition with Breca when they were youths, and losing badly. 'So ween I 
thee a worse adventure...if Grendel's approach thou darst await through the watch of night!' (lines 27-
30)  Beowulf calmly pointed out that he and Breca had discussed this competition since they were little.
He explained that he had swum alongside his friend for five nights until a storm separated them. He 
described how he had fought ferocious sea monsters, killed every monster that attacked him, and won 
the race. In Chapter 9, Beowulf turns to Unferth with insults of his own. He says that neither Unferth 
nor Breca is as skilled as himself with a sword. 'For I say in sooth, thou son of Ecglaf,/ never had 
Grendel these grim deeds wrought...if heart of thine/ were as battle-bold as thy boast is loud! ...But 
speedily now I shall prove him the prowess and pride of the Geats.' (lines 33-37) Basically, Beowulf 
said, 'I'm better at sword-fighting than you and Breca combined. Unferth, if your bite was as big as 
your bark, Grendel wouldn't dare to come near here. But it isn't, so I will kill him myself'. Not only 
does he promise to kill Grendel, Beowulf also says that he will do it without his sword. That night, he 
does, in fact, wrestle Grendel's arm off, and he 'laid down,/ arm and shoulder,-all...of Grendel's gripe' in
the mead-hall. (lines 44-46) Beowulf needn't have boasted about how swiftly he killed the monsters, 
nor about how innumerable they were. He also didn't have to tear Grendel's arm off and hang it on the 
wall. 'Cause that's just disgusting.

In Chapter 19, Grendel's mother comes to seek revenge. She grabbed King Hrothgar's friend 
and her son's arm, and fled. Because of his earlier triumph, Beowulf was sent to rid the kingdom of the 
monster. 'Now is help once more/ with thee alone!' the king insisted, 'Seek if thou dare!/ I will reward 
thee, for waging this fight,/ with ancient treasure...with winding gold'. (lines 56-57; 59-62) 'Sorrow not,
sage!' Beowulf responded, 'Each of us all must his end abide in the ways of the world; so win who may 
glory ere death!' (lines 2; 4-6) Translated to Modern English, King Hrothgar said, 'Beowulf, only you 
can help us! I will reward you with money if you do help', and Beowulf answered, 'Don't cry, your 
majesty! Everyone is going to die eventually, so we should all achieve glory before we do'. Then, he 
collected a small army and set out for Grendel's mom's house. She lived underwater, so Beowulf 
decided to swim down alone. It took him nearly all day, but he eventually made it to the front door. 
When she arrived, he tried to slice her in half with Unferth's sword, which he had borrowed, but her 
skin was too tough. They wrestled instead. However, Grendel's mother was almost as strong as 
Beowulf himself. He managed to grab a legendary sword that was hanging on the wall and cut off the 
head of the monster. Her blood was so hot that the blade melted. Seeing Grendel's body nearby, 
Beowulf cut off his head with a different sword. With the head of Grendel and the legendary sword's 
hilt, Beowulf swam back to the surface. Proudly, he presented the head and sword hilt to King 
Hrothgar. It seems to me that Beowulf's main goal in life is to gain glory and honor by doing dangerous
things.

Beowulf also fights a dragon in Chapter 33, after he has become king. Thinking it would be 
shameful to take a large army with him, the aged king takes about 10 men with him. This wasn't the 
smartest idea, because, if he died, his people would be left without a king. Before he went to face the 



dragon, he said to his men, 'I should carry no weapon...But fire in this fight I must fear me now, and 
poisonous breath; so I bring with me breastplate and board...Hardily I shall win that wealth, or war 
shall seize...your king and lord!' (lines 59; 63-65; 76-78) He said, 'I'd rather have no weapon, but the 
dragon breathes fire and poison, so I'll bring my armor and shield. Either I will emerge victorious, or I 
will die and you will all be left without a king'. Beowulf then threw himself into single combat with the
dragon. He fought bravely, and, although he did manage to kill the dragon, he died a few minutes after 
the battle. He would have died sooner if one of his men, Wiglaf, had not come to help him. Beowulf 
died surrounded by treasures from the dragon's hoard, and he made Wiglaf king in his stead.

King Hrothgar had once warned Beowulf about his pride. While 'the youthful Beowulf, having 
nothing to lose, desires personal glory, the aged Hrothgar...seeks protection for his people'. 
(SparkNotes) Beowulf did succeed in gaining glory and a reputation, but his pride got the better of him 
in the end.


