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Tradition in the study of Beowulf has held that the discussion between Beowulf and 

Unferth regarding Beowulf’s victory over Breca concerns a swimming competition. 

However, some scholars have argued convincingly that this section refers to a rowing 

or sailing adventure.  James W. Earl, in his “Beowulf’s Rowing-Match”, comments 

that a tabula rasa reading of the text cannot reasonably be misinterpreted, that “in the 

entire  episode  swimming is  never  really  mentioned,  but  the  two  heroes  are  said 

repeatedly to be  rowing” (285 his italics).  He adds however that “[t]he idea of a 

swimming-match is so deeply embedded in Beowulf scholarship... that it can never be 

revoked,  even  if  proved groundless”  (285).   Linguistic  arguments  for  the  rowing 

interpretation  have  neither  been  accepted  nor  effectively countered  by subsequent 

scholarship; and where they have been engaged at all, have simply been dismissed, 

occasionally by recourse to evidence.  As these linguistic arguments are well known 

but  have  made  little  impact,  it  seems  there  must  be  a  feeling  amongst  Beowulf 

scholars that a swimming adventure is more appropriate within the context of the 

poem.  I will compare both interpretations, primarily in terms of literary theory, but 

also dramatic structure and cultural  historical context;  to see whether a rowing or 

swimming adventure fits better into a modern reading of Beowulf.

The Breca episode is related as part of an argument between Beowulf and Unferth, 

lines 506 to 581.  In this passage, the two characters give alternative versions of an 

adventure  which  took  place  between  Beowulf  and  Breca  in  their  youth 

(“cnihtwesende”  5351).   Unferth  accuses  Beowulf  of  acting  recklessly,  and  being 
1 All quotations in Old English are taken from Jack (1994), my translations are based on Jack’s and 
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defeated (“he þe æt sunde oferflat” 5172).  Beowulf counters, explaining that Breca 

and he were equally matched and only became separated after being attacked by sea 

monsters  which  Beowulf  defeated  single  handed  (“ic  mid  sweorde  ofsloh  niceras 

nigene” 574-53).

The key passages in this section are the line “on sidne sæ     ymb sund flite” 

(507)4 and:

               ... þa git on sund reon. 512
þær git eagorstream armum þehton, 513
mæton merestræta, mundum brugdon, 514
glidon ofer garsecg; ... 5155

Of particular importance are the words “sund” which can mean either “swimming” or 

“sea”; and “reon” which is a past form6 of “rowan” (ie. “rowed”) but has been taken 

here as “swam” due to its collocation with “sund”.  Heaney translates line 507 as “a 

swimming match on the open sea”, but paraphrases the later section as “you waded in, 

embracing water, / taking its measure, mastering currents, / riding on the swell” (18).

Fred C. Robinson first touched on the possibility that this episode could be 

interpreted as a rowing competition in his “Elements of the marvellous”, but voiced 

that he found the interpretation “unlikely” (127).  Karl P. Wentersdorf's “Beowulf's 

adventure  with  Breca”,  accompanied  by  similar  themes  from  his  earlier  paper 

“Beowulf's  withdrawal  from Frisia”,  established strong semantic  and etymological 

arguments in favour of the rowing interpretation.  These had not reached the eyes of 

James W. Earl when he proposed a re-reading in “Beowulf's rowing-match”.  Earl 

provides some linguistic arguments similar to Wentersdorf's and a handful of basic 

literary arguments.  Roberta Frank's “'Mere' and 'Sund'” and R.D. Fulk's “Afloat in 

Semantic  Space”  deal  with  meanings  of  “sund”  but  detach  themselves  from the 

rowing interpretation.  Seamus Heaney's Beowulf translation in 1999, as well as S.A.J. 

Bradley's (1982), going back to, R.K. Gordon (1926), and beyond to Grundtvig’s first 

Danish translation in 1820, all characterise this as a swimming event7.  The swimming 

Sweet’s (1896) glosses.
2 lit.  that he you at sea/swimming overcame
3 lit.  I with sword killed water-monsters nine
4 lit.  on broad sea  around sea/swimming contended/rebelled
5 lit.  that you (two) on sea/swimming rowed, / there you currents (with) arms thatched, / measured 

sea-road, (with) hands braided, / glided over ocean
6 This is a variant form.  As a type 7b verb, the standard WS past form is “reowon”.
7 There are two additional later events in which Beowulf is presumed to show great prowess in 

swimming; his approach to Grendel’s mere and his return from Frisia.  Beowulf's dive into the mere 
may have taken “the best part of a day” as Heaney describes, although Robinson measures a weight 
of evidence against “hwil dæges” (1495) meaning “over the course of the day”, preferring “during 
the day” (49; 122).  Beowulf's swim home from Frisia carrying 30 suits of armour (2359-2363) 
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reading is today still practically universal. 

Previous studies concerning this passage have concentrated primarily on meanings of 

the words “sund” and “reon”.  Dictionaries and glossaries have been quite consistent 

on “rowan”.  To take two random sources from either end of the history of the study 

of this poem: Stephen Pollington's  Wordcraft is unambiguous, as is Sweet's  Student  

Dictionary;  “rowan”  is  “row”.   The  only  alternative  given  is  when  glosses  deal 

specifically with the Breca episode.  Alfred J Wyatt (1925) glosses “rowan” as “row”, 

except in the phrase “on sund reon”, where it means “swim” (333).  By the time of his 

Student Edition, George Jack feels it is impossible to let this go uncommented and 

while he always glosses “reon” as “rowed”, feels the need to excuse this  in great 

depth in his footnotes (58, 59).  Earl, Wentersdorf and Robinson all observe that there 

are no comparable occurrences where “row” is taken for “swim” in other sources 

either in Old English or in any other Germanic language (285; “Adventure” 159; 126).

The use of “reon” to mean “swam” rather than “rowed” here is, according to 

the traditional interpretation, judged to be due to metaphor, a view perhaps supported 

by its unusual spelling.  Fulk et al. deal with the rowing/swimming controversy in 

their  edition  of  Klaeber's  Beowulf.   They  note  that  the  Breca  episode  is  rich  in 

metaphor, and suggest that a literal interpretation of “reon” is unnecessary as “[t]he 

deployment  of  other  language  in  this  passage  that  can  plausibly  be  taken  as 

metaphorical (at 513 Þehton 513, mæton 514, perhaps brugdon 514) [sic] reinforces 

such a conclusion” 8 (152).  Of course, there is no reason to believe that because one 

sentence contains a metaphor, the one that follows it must as well.  The problem with 

this is that “row” is not a good metaphor for “swim” in either Modern or Old English; 

the conceptual categories are too close together.  In A Study of Metaphor, J.J.A. Mooji 

distils academic opinion on how to identify a metaphor:

According to Beardsley, “we must look for the metaphoricalness of the 
metaphor, so to speak, in some sort of conflict that is absent from literal 
expressions”.  Konrad,  in  her  book  on  metaphor,  says  that  a 
metaphorical  word  introduces  a  new,  unforeseen  element  into  the 
sentence.  Recently Weinrich has described metaphor as a word which 
is contrary to the expectation raised by the context.  Maybe ideas like 
the above were implied already in Aristotle's description of metaphor 
as  a  way  of  applying  a  strange  word  to  an  object.  (18  original 

seems bafflingly ostentatious, never mind unnecessary – why not walk?  Sailing is a possible 
solution for this, as suggested by Wentersdorf in “Return from Frisia” and Fulk in “Afloat in 
Semantic Space”.

8 Respectively “(you) thatched”, “measured” and “braided”.
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emphasis)

Examples continue for a whole chapter, but the condensed principle is that if “a word, 

or expression is foreign or extraneous to its context”, applying certain conditions, it 

can be identified as a metaphor (19).

If a metaphor must feature some sort of marker, something to indicate that its 

intended meaning is different from its literal meaning in a particular context; then a 

phrase  which  makes  as  much  or  more  sense  with  a  literal  interpretation  than  a 

metaphorical interpretation must be subject to Occam's razor.  As for the metaphors 

cited by Fulk: “thatching” and “braiding” the sea refers to the criss-cross pattern cut 

by the oars or arms, “measuring” to repetitive strokes and steady progress (Nelles 

302; Frank 161).  Using either rowing or swimming adds neither content nor context 

to these metaphors.  Either fits,  so a literal  interpretation of “reon” is  the simpler 

solution.

The dual meaning of “sund” is perhaps key to the controversy.  According to Jack, 

“sea” or “water” is the usual translation in poetry9, (in for example  Beowulf  213 & 

1444), but in the Breca episode its prosaic meaning of “swimming” has been used 

(59).  Both meanings occur in Beowulf.  Wentersdorf shows that the development of 

one of the two variant homonyms “sund” is parallel with the development of “swim” 

from the proto-Germanic source *sw·m meaning “to be in motion in or on water” and 

could therefore be translated as “row” as well (“Adventure” 156 original emphasis); 

the other is still in use as MnE “sound”.

There has been much discussion of the semantics of the apparently simple 

word  “sund”.   Frank  characterizes  the  ambiguous  nature  of  “sund”  in  Unferth’s 

accusation  as  a  deliberate  double  entendre,  belittling  Beowulf’s  noble  rowing 

escapade by using childish swimming terminology (159).  Earl emphasises the poetic 

interpretation of “sund” but writes:

I wish I could say that sund can always be construed “water,” but there 
are at least four instances in Old English, including one in our poem, 
where it  most likely means “swimming”: in three cases the  sund of 
fishes is related to the flyht of birds, and in Beowulf it is said of a sea-
beast which has just  been killed,  in a famous  litotes,  “he on holme 
waes [sic] sundes pe [sic]  saenra [sic]”10 (“he was in  the ocean the 

9 Frank goes into greater detail about the dual nature of the Old English vocabulary, showing how 
various common nouns often have similar but semantically separate meanings in poetry and prose.

10 This quote is difficult to read due to unaccountable typographic errors.  In Jack it reads: “he on 
holme wæs sundes þe sænra” (1435-6).
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slower at swiming [sic],” 11. 1435-36).  In all other occurrences of the 
word  known to  me,  the  more  common meaning can  be  understood 
quite naturally. (286 original emphasis)

This  one  clear  use  of  “sund”  to  mean  “swimming”  may  have  influenced  the 

interpretation of the earlier, more linguistically ambiguous depiction of an escapade 

with sea-beasts.  Taking the completely opposite view, Fulk's substantial and detailed 

article “Afloat in Semantic Space” re-examines “sund” concentrating mainly on this 

passage in Beowulf.  His conclusion is that “sund” means almost always “natation”, a 

word for which there is no real equivalent in modern English but which he defines as 

any  method  used  to  transfer  oneself  across  water.   It  is  therefore  a  semantic 

superordinate to swimming, rowing, sailing and even floating (472).  He reluctantly 

accepts that it  also has the meaning “sea” in certain circumstances where such an 

interpretation is unavoidable.  Editors have perhaps assumed more consistency in the 

Beowulf  poet’s  use  of  this  particular  word  than  can  be  proven.   There  is  still  no 

consensus on the possible meanings of “sund” and clear definitions remain elusive.  I 

must conclude, like Frank, that the meaning of “sund” is so nebulous and “rowan” so 

definite  that,  in practice,  common sense demands that it  is  “reon” we look to for 

meaning  in  lines  512  and  539  and  that  any  ambiguities  suggested  by  possible 

interpretations of “sund” be disregarded (160).

Before determining which interpretation is appropriate it is necessary to establish the 

context in which modern scholarship views the Breca episode.  Unferth, as Hrothgar's 

þyle, has either been regarded as a senior officer in Hrothgar's retinue, a man of great 

authority; or a sort of court jester or naysayer (Nelles 289).  Eliason's suggestion of a 

lying competition here; and his interpretation of Unferth as a “scurrilous jester” has 

not  been  influential  (268).   The  argument  between  Beowulf  and  Unferth  reflects 

aspects of the flyting, a traditional exchange of boasts and insults reflected elsewhere 

in Germanic literature, and has often been categorised with  flytings from Old Norse 

texts which are often characterised by exaggerations and personal insults (“Germanic 

Context”  452-3).   A  flyting,  however,  as  Carol  Clover  explains,  is  a  repetitive, 

escalating exchange, a single accusation and reply does not fulfil the expected pattern. 

It would seem beneath Beowulf's dignity to counter the prattlings of a clown with 

serious arguments and challenges.  The accusations made by Unferth are not frivolous 

or easily laughed off, despite the complex wordplay referred to by Frank (161).  We 

can imagine without much difficulty that Anglo-Saxon warriors shared the extreme 
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sensitivity of their counterparts in the Iceland Sagas, ready to plunge into extreme 

violence at any slight upon their honour.  Scott Gwara’s Heroic Identity in the World  

of  Beowulf deals  mainly with the  perceived need to  suppress  this  self-destructive 

culture.  Beowulf's completely humourless reply to Unferth makes it clear that this 

was not a battle of wits but a straightforward answer to a devious question.  That is 

not to say that neither Beowulf nor Unferth refrain from exaggeration, just that both 

characters take the discussion seriously.

Wentersdorf  comments  on  interpretations  of  the  purpose  of  the  Unferth 

interlude:

The  Breca  episode  has  been  adversely  criticized  as  being 
“fundamentally  trivial  in  nature”,  notwithstanding  the  fact  that  it 
demonstrates  Beowulf's  courage  and  also  his  success  as  a  monster 
killer, even in his boyhood.  The disparagement may well have been 
prompted by the feeling  that  Beowulf  and Breca were risking  their 
lives needlessly, in a mood of reprehensible recklessness.  That feeling 
might have been justified if the exploit had indeed been a long-distance 
swimming match; but as an exercise in oarsmanship, it can scarcely be 
regarded as reprehensible. (“Adventure” 165-6)

Why then, does Unferth choose to criticize this adventure as an act of recklessness? 

For two teenage boys to attempt a rowing adventure alone, without an established 

goal or time period just to show off and see who tires first  is a reckless act, though 

possibly not actually reprehensible.  It can be concluded from  “ne inc ænig mon ne 

leof ne lað belean mihte” 510b-51111 that Beowulf and Breca did not ask permission 

to go on their expedition.  It seems unlikely that any parent or guardian would grant 

such permission, particularly for a swimming event.  Yet we are told that Beowulf as 

an adult did ask permission to travel to Denmark (“Ðone siðfæt him snotere ceorlas 

lythwon logon” 20212),  a display of respect and maturity.   Recklessness is  part  of 

Beowulf's nature and Unferth brings up the Breca episode as an example of when 

Beowulf was out of his depth, as Unferth assumes he will be with Grendel.

Gwara and Frank certainly support the view of Unferth as a serious figure and 

make it a core supporting principle of their own hypotheses.  Unferth's accusation is 

designed to test whether Beowulf has the required qualities of athleticism, courage 

and loyalty; an understanding of his own abilities and those with whom he fights. 

Characterising this exchange as a lying or insult competition, or the toying between a 
11 lit. not you (two) any one, dear or hostile, dissuade might. i.e. no-one, friend or foe could dissuade 

you
12 lit. (for) the expedition him wise men little blamed i.e. wise men could find little fault with the 

expedition
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jester and a guest, not only degrades the dignity of both Unferth and Beowulf but 

serves no dramatic function.  The purpose of this exchange within the narrative is to 

introduce the  characters  to  the audience and establish Beowulf  as  an experienced 

monster slayer.   Only after the confrontation with Unferth is Hrothgar completely 

satisfied  that  Beowulf  is  the  sort  of  man  he  needs,  and  this  is  before  Beowulf 

establishes his intentions to engage Grendel in personal combat.

Perhaps the central work in the modern study of  Beowulf is J.R.R. Tolkien's 

Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics.  Tolkien refutes the perspective that Beowulf 

is essentially a useful piece of social and political history annoyingly interrupted by 

foolish monster episodes.  He dismisses the idea that  Beowulf is of use to scholars 

only because of its use of language, verse and metre; and introduces the modern view 

that it is an heroic epic in which the monster episodes are central to the understanding 

of the society of the implied author and audience.13  In part, he was working against 

the interpretations of 19th century scholars who imposed a mythological framework 

onto Beowulf in order to associate it with the Germanic Romantic Movement popular 

at that time.

If Beowulf is to be interpreted as a folk-myth, then such a superhuman feat as 

this  proposed  swimming  competition  would  seem  more  appropriate.  However, 

according  to  Earl  ”[a]  Germanic  hero...  is  not  expected  to  display  grotesque  or 

superhuman powers...  the Germanic hero is  macho,  he is  not Superman” (285 his 

italics). Earl goes on to note that superhuman activities conducted underwater are a 

feature of Celtic mythology and, that while this episode could be explained as the 

result of an Irish influence, the explanation ”is not a happy one” (285).  Earl reminds 

us that Beowulf, and indeed the whole of Germanic literature, is infused with a spirit 

of understatement.  According to Earl: ”litotes is not so much a literary style as a style 

of life, the natural ethical outcome of [a] stoical and tragic view of the world” (285 

original  emphasis).   Robinson  is  “convinced  that  the  supposed  evidence  for  a 

superhuman Beowulf is largely a fiction of editorial interpretation” and that “scholars 

may have been excessively influenced by folk-tale analogues and so have sometimes 

read back into the sophisticated text of the poet a wild extravagance which he had 

carefully purged from the material” (121).   Michael Alexander compares Beowulf 

with Odysseus, another mighty but ultimately flawed and human hero (41).  It seems 
13 Tolkien prefers “heroic-elegiac” because of the great difference in atmosphere and tone from 

classical texts (31).  Northrop Frye comments “the elegiac presents a heroism unspoiled by irony”, 
and it would be hard indeed to read any irony into Beowulf (36).
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reasonable that we should expect only human behaviour from these characters, even if 

their  capabilities  –  Beowulf's  wrestling,  Odysseus's  archery  –  are  beyond  human 

norms.

The  poet  frequently  refers  to  Beowulf  as  a  man  with  vulnerabilities  and 

human limitations, even to say that as a youth he was considered “sleac” (2187)14. 

Beowulf  is  praised  for  his  strength,  “moncynnes  mægenes  strengest”15 but  is  not 

stronger than Grendel (196).  He confesses to Hrothgar that he lacked the strength to 

hold  Grendel  and  kill  him (960-970).   Beowulf's  ace  over  Grendel  is  his  heroic 

bravery  –  Grendel's  weakness  is  his  cowardice.   Beowulf  is  close  to  death  after 

combat with Grendel's mother, and says so in his reports to Hrothgar (1655-57) and 

Hygelac (2140).  The poet does not draw any attention to his swimming ability, even 

during the actual events in which it is supposedly depicted.  Of the epithets which the 

poet grants Beowulf, some do refer to his skill,  might and decency: “secg betsta” 

(1759)16,  his  seamanship  “lagucræftig”  (209)17,  most  to  his  heritage  “bearn 

ecgðeowes” (529)18,  “mæg hycgelaces” (813)19;  but none to his swimming.  Brief, 

unexplained hyperbolic interludes do not fit in well with the grim tone and careful,  

repetitive exposition of the majority of Beowulf.

I will now compare how swimming and rowing were viewed in Anglo-Saxon culture. 

Puhvel notes that “while in Icelandic sagas we find accounts of sterling efforts and 

great endurance in water on the part of hardy northerners, we find nothing to present 

striking parallels to the swims of Beowulf['s]... manifestly superhuman feats.” (Celtic  

Tradition  57).   Russom  (1978)  suggests  that  swimming  was  an  especially 

distinguished sport in Germanic culture, but for proof has only the Breca episode, a 

fragment  which  mentions  that  Harald  Hardrada  counted  it  among  his 

accomplishments and that the 41st stanza of the RígsÞula mentions it as an activity 

participated in by noblemen (7).  Wentersdorf refutes this idea through close analysis 

of the same examples and arguments provided by Weinhold (“Adventure” 148).  Peter 

Jorgensen (1978) bases his theory that swimming competitions are common currency 

in Germanic literature on the three passages in  Beowulf and a ducking competition 

14 idle, indolent
15 lit. mankind's strength strongest, i.e. the mightiest of men
16 lit. man best
17 lit. sea-skilled
18 lit. child (of) Ecgtheow
19 lit.  kinsman (of) Hycgelac
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between Hálfdan and Áki in  Hálfdanar Saga Brönufóstra.  This, however, wasn't a 

swimming event at all; both Puhvel and Wentersdorf explain that as an all-in wrestling 

match which took place in water,  it  cannot really be used to support this position 

(“Aquatic  Contest”  131;  “Adventure”  149).   Classifying  these  competitions  as 

“endurance events” does not make them any more comparable.  Puhvel suggests on 

the  basis  of  arguments  forwarded  by  Weinhold  that  men  would  train  for  the 

circumstance of leaping into water to escape or pursue a foe (“Aquatic Contest” 132). 

There is little evidence however to corroborate the idea that Anglo-Saxon soldiers 

were trained or expected to cut their losses and flee in the face of defeat.  Wentersdorf 

mentions  the  pursuit  contingency  as  a  possibility  in  naval  combat,  but  does  not 

present any evidence for training apart from the water-wrestling feats in the sagas 

(145).   Moreover,  in  terms  of  naval  tactics,  the objective  of  a  boarding action  is 

almost always to capture the ship.

Fulk et al. suggest that Wentersdorf's “dismissal of the Germanic parallels is… 

precipitous”,  however  Wentersdorf  is,  if  anything,  exhaustive  to  a  fault  in  his 

investigation (Klaeber’s 152).  Fulk refers us to Andy Orchard's Critical Companion 

for  specific  examples.   Orchard  observes  that  the  view  supporting  superhuman 

characteristics  in  these  episodes  “have  been  steadily  eroded”,  but  takes  a  neutral 

position, although he goes onto say that “while there are a large number of analogues 

for Beowulf's supposed swimming-prowess to be found in the Norse fornaldarsogur,  

parallels for his alleged skill at rowing are harder to adduce [sic]” (125; 126).  He 

chooses the section of Egil's  saga where Egil  swims with some friends  in a lake, 

becomes lost and is forced to abandon the adventure due to exhaustion after two days 

(149); as well as mentioning Puhvel's counter to Jorgensen's “Swimming Contest”. 

The similarity between these events is at best spurious.  Egil's swim is of nowhere-

near the same magnitude as Beowulf and Breca's.  Moreover, these few examples can 

hardly  be  considered  a  large  amount,  nor  indeed  are  they  typical  of  any  trend. 

Although rowing in particular is not specifically lauded by Germanic sources, sea-

faring certainly is.  Due to the design of ships in this part of the world at this time, any 

boat trip would require the sailors to row at some point, even if just in and out of 

harbour,  and  all  boats  were  equipped  with  oars.  Wentersdorf  continues  with 

observations  on  cases  in  OE texts  where  “rowan” is  used  as  a  generalisation  for 

sailing.  Sail technology was introduced during this stage of the language and was 

accompanied by a semantic expansion of this lexeme (“Adventure” 159-60).  This 
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follows the same sense that in modern English, a man serving in a submarine powered 

by a nuclear reactor is still called a “sailor”.  Use of “rowend” to mean a seafarer is 

documented by amongst others, Sweet (1896).  If we therefore expand our search to 

praise of seamanship, we find our large number of parallels.  As an indication of this, 

Earl quotes the Norse idiom “róa vík á e-n (“to row against someone”) meaning “to 

get the better of someone”” (289).

Although swimming ability may very well have been laudable as a personal 

quality, as it is today, it was not considered a requirement of noble or heroic conduct. 

This is consistent with what one expects of a sailing culture.  Ships are the high-status 

method of crossing water and to leave a ship mid-water is, in normal circumstances, 

an act of desertion or defeat.  There is no established tradition of heroic swimming in 

Anglo-Saxon or Germanic literature.

But could there be a Celtic connection?  Puhvel draws many connections between 

Beowulf and Celtic myth, based on observations by, amongst others, W.P. Ker, of the 

similarities between the water-adventures in  Beowulf and those of certain heroes in 

Irish folk-myths,  especially Cúchulainn  in  the  Ulster  Cycle.   In  Celtic  mythology 

bodies of water are seen as being representative of the connection between the real 

world  of  mortals  and  the  spirit  world.   According  to  Cotterell  and  Storm's 

Encyclopedia of Mythology “[c]ommon gateways to the otherworld are by water[,] ... 

beneath mounds or wells” (106).

Puhvel matches certain features shared by Cúchulainn and Beowulf.  Their 

enormous strength is  most  obvious.   Cúchulainn is  so strong as  a youth that  any 

weapon placed in his hands, save those of the High King himself, is crushed (Cotterell 

and Storm 118).  Cúchulainn is identified by his ríastrad, the grotesque mutation of 

his face when he enters his berserk rages, in which he himself becomes a monster, 

although there is nothing of this in Beowulf.  Puhvel also draws connections between 

the traditional Irish “Hand and Child” folk-tale and “The Bear's Son” archetype found 

all over Europe and North America (Celtic Tradition 2-3).  The former combines the 

features of the monstrous arm and the rapacious visitor,  eater of human flesh; the 

latter the man of huge strength fighting a pair of ogres.

Cúchulainn also shows great  carrying ability in  water.  He is  able  to  carry 

dozens of men, the entire crew of a curach, upon his person while swimming to safety 

(Celtic Tradition  59).  Puhvel places a lot of weight on the connection between the 
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otherworld water-passage trope and Beowulf's  transit  through the monster-mere to 

make his assault against the home of Grendel's mother.  This hag, however, does not 

live in the spirit world, there is no indication of this – she lives in a real cave under a 

real moor, part of the same modal continuum with the same physical laws as the rest 

of the poem.  It is not even necessary for a character to be a powerful swimmer to be 

drawn through the water into the otherworld.  If necessary this can be done by magic, 

Manannan Mac Lir for example, uses a wave to transmit the unconscious Cliodhna 

back to the otherworld (Cotterell and Storm 115).

The Celtic comparisons made in Puhvel's  Celtic Tradition  and reinforced in 

his  “Aquatic  Contest”  are  based  entirely on  the  three  sections  of  Beowulf which 

Robinson debunks as being based on a pre-supposed connection to Celtic myth.  Of 

course, this connection would be of enormous consequence if we could reconcile it 

with the actual words used in the original text rather than the products of the difficult  

task of translation.  Where they are ambiguous the correlations cannot be used as 

proof of certain translation choices if we are also going to use the translation choices 

as proof of the veracity of the same perceived correlations.  This is circular logic.  We 

need the swimming events to prove the Celtic connection to prove the swimming 

events to prove the Celtic connection  ad infinitum.  Footnote 17 in  Celtic Tradition  

includes a condensed example:

Karl  P.  Wentersdorf  (“Beowulf's  Withdrawal  from  Frisia:  A 
Reconsideration” Studies in Philology,LXVIII [1971], 395ff.) suggests 
that the description of Beowulf's return is couched in terms (sundnytte  
dreah,  l.2360, and oferswam ða sioleða bigong.  l.2367) that could be 
intended to mean that the hero instead of swimming travelled by boat 
or dugout: Velent, he points out, attempts in  Þiðreks saga  a journey 
along the North Sea coast in a hollowed-out tree; perhaps the poet has 
that  adventure  in  mind.   It  would,  however,  seem,  in  the  light  of 
Beowulf's marvellous prowess in water elsewhere in the epic– and not 
least in view of the Irish parallels cited above – that such radical search 
for realism is hardly necessary in this instance. (60)

This is, of course, partially true.  For the sake of narrative cohesion, either all of the 

water-events in  Beowulf are superhuman or none of them are.  Therefore, if one of 

them isn't, none of them can be.  Beowulf can’t swim non-stop for a week as a youth 

and then row home from Frisia or be unable to hold his breath for a day and a night; 

his career as a hero cannot be allowed to regress, nor need he row as a youth if he 

shows the amazing power to swim tirelessly later in life, and would have had no need 

to become “lagucræftig”.
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Puhvel continues in his analysis of Wentersdorf's “Beowulf's Adventure with 

Breca”,  dismissing  both  the  linguistic  and narratological  arguments  found  therein 

without feeling the need to counter them.  Puhvel observes that:

[H]e suggests that Beowulf and Breca engaged in a rowing- rather than 
a swimming-adventure.  He thinks that the term sund (in sundnytte) has 
in  this  episode  the  exceptional  meaning  “trip  in  a  boat,  a  voyage” 
rather  than  the  standard  one  of  “swimming”;  the  etymological 
argument  to  show  this  is  possible  is,  however,  quite  speculative. 
Moreover, the author admits that he favours this interpretation because 
the meaning “swimming” seems to him “unlikely because of the length 
of time Beowulf and Breca are at sea” (p. 159), in other words, because 
the  meaning  under  the  standard  interpretation  appears  to  him  too 
fantastic and unrealistic – and also because he finds, as he shows at 
some length, no tangible parallels in Germanic or classical tradition. 
(60)

Puhvel places this footnote at the end of the chapter in which he has shown - at much 

greater length - the same lack of parallels in Germanic and classical sources, but in 

order to connect the story with Celtic literature, rather than to conclude that these 

controversial  events  have  no  place  in  the  narrative.   A less  selective  reading  of 

Wentersdorf’s approach to “sund” shows that he does not voice that this interpretation 

should be attached to this particular passage; tenuous as such a connection would be. 

This  part  of Wentersdorf’s  article  is  of little importance to his  argument,  since in 

poetry, “sund” has usually traditionally been glossed as “sea” anyway.  Wentersdorf's 

central and most convincing claim is that the verb ”rowan” in the repeated phrase ”on 

sund  reon”  has  the  meaning  ”row” rather  than  the  traditionally  accepted  ”swim” 

(159).  Considering that neither OE ”rowan” – MnE ”to row” nor OE ”swimman” – 

MnE ”to swim”, have undergone any significant semantic change during the recorded 

history of the language, reading them literally can hardly be considered speculative, 

even if, in context, it is somewhat radical.

The possibility  of  more  cross-pollination  between these  Celtic  and Anglo-

Saxon literary cultures than has traditionally been thought seems incongruous with 

what is known about the cultural interaction of the two peoples.  The contempt in 

which  the  Anglo-Saxons  held  the  Welsh  is  clear  enough  from the  wergild  prices 

detailed in  Ine's  law: the value  of  the life  of  any Welshman was half  that  of  his  

English social  equivalent  (Campbell  59).   Barbara  Fennell  notes  that  “fewer  than 

twelve Celtic words are thought to have been in English before the twelfth century” 

and that “the limited influence of Celtic on the language stems from the fact that the  
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Celts were a submerged rage in the Old English period”, although borrowings from 

Latin and Old Norse were commonplace (89; 90).  This antagonism lasted well into 

the modern age.20  It seems unlikely that Anglo-Saxon audiences would respond well 

to  hyperbolic  Celtic  liberties  being  taken  with  their  traditional  characters,  or  the 

adoption of the alien narrative patterns of a conquered people.

If  the  purpose of  these  first  700 lines-or-so  is  to  establish,  amongst  other  things, 

Beowulf's  personal  qualities,  what,  in  fact,  does  this episode  establish  if  it  is 

interpreted as either a swimming or rowing adventure?

While ancient audiences seem to have been receptive to the idea of magical 

powers and artefacts, the introduction of new magic powers without explanation or 

reference to how they developed or function seems, in any age, to be a lapse in good 

storytelling form.  It could be argued that showing Beowulf engaging in superhuman 

activities is good foreshadowing for future action sequences, but since the combats 

which come later are arguably  less impressive than this swimming competition, we 

would have to start reading the first half of Beowulf as the story of a hero in decline, 

rather than one at the peak of his powers; and conclude that he could, for example, 

have defeated the dragon unharmed if he had encountered it as a younger man.  Why 

should Beowulf's temporary superhuman powers only come into effect at insignificant 

moments in his life: friendly competitions, shortcuts, transporting booty; rather than 

when his life is threatened?

Robinson  characterises  Beowulf  as  a  high  mimetic  hero,  according  to 

Northrop Frye's  definitions  in  Anatomy of  Criticism  (33-4).   He does  not  usually 

possess powers over his environment,  and in order for him to have these unusual 

powers in water, he needs to be lifted out of one heroic paradigm and into another,  

into the realm of the romance hero (Robinson 120).  This sudden shift, if it exists, 

represents a break from the otherwise highly sophisticated structure of the narrative of 

Beowulf. 

An appropriate reading of these events depends on the nature of the physical 

laws in  effect  in  the secondary world  created  by the narrative,  which  have  to  be 

established during the Breca episode and be represented consistently in other, similar, 

20 The urban legend persists that it is within the law to shoot a Welshman full of arrows inside the 
walls of Chester after the gates are closed at sunset, even though the gates and much of the walls are 
long gone.  This, nevertheless, is indicative of an historical hatred between the two peoples, being 
in a state of pretty-much constant war from the first invasions in the fifth century until the death of 
Owain Glyndwr in 1416.



Cooper  15

later episodes.  That it appears so early in the text, the first “action” scene, as it were, 

is  an  indication  that  it  establishes  what  we  are  to  expect  from our  hero  and  his 

adventures.   The traditional  reading of this  passage establishes Beowulf as a man 

who, as a youth no less, swam in a competition against a kinsman which lasted a week 

(517), in full armour with drawn swords (539), in winter (516), presumably from their 

home in Southern Sweden, one landing safely in Southern Norway (519; Jack 60), the 

other in Finland or Lapland (580), after having killed nine sea monsters.  Taking this 

into account, how much realism can one demand from any part of Beowulf?

Proponents  of  the  rowing  interpretation  have  been  criticised,  by  amongst  others 

Puhvel and Fulk, for seeming to demand an unnecessarily strict sense of realism from 

Beowulf.   It  is  difficult  to  try  and  determine  what  alethic  conditions  we  should 

consider  appropriate  to  Beowulf  as  although  some  sections  of  the  poem refer  to 

historically verifiable events and characters; the presence of ogres and dragons would 

today be considered obvious features of fantasy literature.  This is perhaps one of the 

reasons the swimming interpretation has held ground against mere linguistic evidence 

for rowing.  If monsters, why not superpowers?  From context, it seems reasonable to 

assume that the author and audience would have considered the monsters either as 

literally real or as part of an established pagan cosmology only partially replaced by 

Christianity.  Contemporary non-fiction texts, such as  The Anglo-Saxon Chronicles,  

Wonders of the East and  The Life of St. Christopher21 include arguably much more 

fantastic beasts which one imagines were meant to be taken as existing in reality, 

albeit often in strange and distant lands.  Audiences of the day were perhaps more 

prepared for the appearance of monsters, which are relatively common in Old English 

texts, than superhuman powers, which outside these passages in Beowulf are scarce. 

The world-view of  Germanic  mythology is  quite  consistent,  with  magical  powers 

being reserved for gods, “the devil’s party”, or attached to particular artefacts, such as 

swords (Robinson 119).

Despite these comparisons, perhaps the greatest problem in trying to establish 

alethic conditions in the world of  Beowulf  is the lack of comparable contemporary 

material.  Of the other examples of “heroic” poetry in Old English literature, none 

21 The Anglo-Saxon Chronicle for 793 mentions reports of dragons preceding the viking raid on 
Lindisfarne.  Wonders of the East is a bestiary and lists fantastic beasts alongside more-or-less 
accurate descriptions of real animals.  St Christopher is described as coming from a race of men 
who have the heads of dogs.
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deals  at  length  with  a  secular  pagan  heroic  character  like  Beowulf.   The  nearest 

comparisons are the Icelandic Sagas and Eddas, grouped together under Germanic 

literature but perhaps over 500 years apart in their written forms.  The Celtic literature 

referenced by Puhvel is similarly distant in its written form, notwithstanding cultural 

and language differences.   This  lack of  closely comparable  literature forces  us  to 

judge the nature of the physical laws inherent in Beowulf primarily on its own terms, 

and to be cautious with comparisons to other sources.

Current scholarship accepts Beowulf had “an aristocratic rather than a popular 

audience, and embody[s] its values in a highly idealized form” (Earl 289).  Such an 

audience  would  be  very familiar  with  sword use,  seafaring  and naval  operations. 

They would immediately notice logical problems which do not necessarily occur to 

modern  readers,  forcing  them  to  interrupt  the  suspension  of  disbelief.   The 

competition between Beowulf and Breca took place over seven days and seven nights. 

These were presumably consecutive and continuous, an entire week at sea22.  Unferth 

posits that this adventure took place in the winter (516) while Beowulf adds that it 

took place in the coldest weather (“wedera ceoldost” 545) and that the north wind 

blew fiercely (“norþanwind heaðogrim ondhwearf” 547-8).  In reality of course,  a 

swimming competition in these conditions would be impossible.  Submerged in water 

below 5°c, without special equipment, hypothermia alone kills in less than an hour. 

The lack of food and fresh water commented on by Earl would be the least of their 

worries (285).  If equipped with boats, the necessary provisions could be carried and 

the participants kept relatively warm and dry.

Beowulf and Breca took to their adventure with drawn swords (539).  The 

Anglo-Saxon sword during the migration period was an Oakeshott  type X sword, 

around  80cm in  length,  weighing  over  a  kilogram (Kelly).   The  practicalities  of 

swimming at any speed or for any length of time with such a sword in hand would be 

desperate or even comical.  The competitors would be swimming in circles, trying not 

to strike themselves; even lifting the blade over the surface of the water would be 

difficult.  Moreover the armour mentioned at line 552, a chainmail shirt weighing at 

22 For comparison, the Australian athlete Susie Maroney swam a record-breaking 197 kilometres from 
the Yucatan to Cuba in 38 hours 33 minutes in June 1998 (BBC).  Impressive as this is, this 
professional marathon swimmer was in a warm, relatively calm area of sea,  greased for insulation, 
accompanied by boats which carried high-energy food, drinkable water, medical staff, and for part 
of the journey swam in a shark-proof cage drawn behind a boat to protect her from nicors.  Seven 
days and nights entails a period of around 164 hours. At the same speed as Maroney one could 
travel more than 820 km, from, for example, Lands End to the Firth of Clyde.  
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least 15 kilos, would negate the natural buoyancy of the body and even remaining 

afloat would be a huge effort.  In a boat these problems are inconsequential.  Fulk 

et.al state firmly that “the adversaries must not be imagined to have held swords in 

their hands as they rowed”, but lines 539-41 do not state that the swords were never 

released,  simply  that  they  were  held  firmly  when  the  boys  intended  to  protect 

themselves from whales23, so this is no great stumbling-block (152).

Fulk's other argument against the rowing interpretation, which he voices in 

Klaeber's, that the conditions of a rowing competition should never allow one to leave 

the boat, needs to undergo scrutiny.  Fulk claims that if Beowulf had started in a boat, 

then line 553 which describes Beowulf being dragged to the bottom of the sea should 

describe his being dragged out of his boat and into the water first (152).  This misses 

two important points: the practical techniques one uses to fight with a sword and the 

characteristics of Beowulf.  Beowulf, we are told, was armed with a sword, although a 

harpoon or long spear would be usual for hunting from a boat.  Stabbing something 

below foot-level with an 80cm sword while standing on a small moving platform like 

a boat would see him inevitably overstretching and tumbling into the water, another 

comedic tool unsuited to such bleak heroic tragedy.  The only effective way to engage 

large sea creatures at all is to dive into the water with them, as do modern tourists and 

marine biologists.  The boat acts as a shield for the water-creature and its movements 

are hidden by the motion of the sea’s surface.  Again, one must assume that at least 

some of  the historical  audience  would have first-hand knowledge of  such aquatic 

encounters or at  least  a good understanding of the practicalities involved, such an 

explicit exposition as Fulk demands here would be extraneous.

One might believe from established evidence concerning his amazing physical 

strength and impressive stamina, that Beowulf's abilities could make it possible for 

him to undergo such an unspeakably demanding swimming competition.  As for his 

opponent, Breca, the poet gives no information as to whether he is similarly endowed. 

As Beowulf’s might is described at line 196 as being unique, or at least unmatched, 

one is forced to conclude that Breca is no superman and could not survive such a 

swimming competition for even a fraction of its length.

Sailing  was  an  important  and  respectable  part  of  any  trade  or  military 

adventure in the Old English period.  The Wanderer, The Husband's Message, and of 

23 “Hæfdon swurd nacod, þa wit on sund reon, / heard on handa; wit unc wið hronfixas / werian 
þohton”.
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course The Seafarer deal with the oppressive loneliness and anticipation of long sea 

voyages, themes found in much of Beowulf.  Total realism is not something we should 

expect from  Beowulf,  but the reason certain scholars have searched for it is surely 

because the implied audience would as well.   That audience would be aware that 

attempting to swim any distance in the sea in armour and bearing swords would result 

in nothing but farce.

Any attempt to resolve the boat combat issue raised by Fulk begs the question:  What 

is Beowulf's style?  Is he the sort of man who would stand in a place of safety to 

defend himself from a hidden foe, or would he dive headlong into danger?

The terms in which heroism or heroic deeds can be defined in the Anglo-

Saxon corpus are  not  straightforward.   As noted above,  there is  a paucity of true 

examples of heroic conduct.  Beowulf, Guthlac and Bryhtnoth are perhaps the best 

examples but the latter two are also pious Christians, so an extra element is added. 

For a human hero fighting inhuman monsters in a pre-Christian setting there is only 

Beowulf and its  hypodiegetic interlude dealing with Sigurd.   Edward B. Irving Jr. 

perhaps comes closest to a definition when he describes the “special blend of wild 

daring, reckless strength, alert intelligence, luck and divine favour that makes a hero” 

(121).  Of these factors, all but the first are part of a spiritual-genetic lottery granted 

the hero by heredity, fate or God.  It is only in “wild daring” that the warrior, through 

acts of his own choosing and commission, rises from the crowd of brave men and 

becomes a hero.  In the disregard for his own safety for the sake of his fellows and in  

pursuit of his reputation is a hero made.  This is why Gwara's and Fulk's depiction of 

the sea monster attack as one which “transforms the terms of victory in the match 

from 'natation' to self-defense”  serves no dramatic purpose (Gwara 115).  In order for 

Beowulf to show us how he becomes a monster-slaying hero he must throw himself 

into danger to win fame entirely of his own volition.  Merely defending himself from 

attack does nothing to develop or establish his character as a Germanic hero.  He must 

dive.  A man who sails to another country to fight a monster on behalf of a distant 

relative, dives into a darkened mere to fight another, and single-handedly assaults a 

dragon would surely jump into the water, sword drawn, as soon as he saw the bow-

wave heading for him.  This is “that vital extra margin of power which distinguishes 

the hero as individual” (Gwara 115).  The fact that he is extra-strong is of relatively 

little importance compared to his “wild daring”.
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If  we  accept  the  principle  that  “the  chief  function  of  poetry  was  to 

communicate heroism”, confirmed by the Beowulf poet's own commentary; we should 

assume that any behaviour exhibited by the heroes should be at least possible for the 

audience to consider themselves duplicating in real life situations, or at least aspire to 

(Alexander  56).   Any authority  the  Beowulf  poet  has  to  instruct  and educate  his 

audience about their society is lost if his hero is of a different order of being to mortal  

men.  Robinson observes that, to ascend, as it were, into literature, it is necessary for 

Beowulf to encompass the theme of humankind struggling against implacable odds, 

not to simply be a legend about good monsters fighting bad monsters (119).

The linguistic evidence for the rowing interpretation is  not in dispute.   Moreover, 

dramatic, cultural, and literary analysis shows clearly that the rowing interpretation of 

the Breca episode is more appropriate to the context of Beowulf.

By the time of his assault on the home of Grendel's mother, Beowulf is at the 

peak of his power and strength.  That he should complete a more difficult event in his 

youth does not fulfill the rising action towards a climactic combat with the Dragon 

which one would expect.  From the perspective of dramatic structure, it seems very 

odd that Beowulf should perform an act of greater physical prowess and endurance as 

a boy than he is expected to contend with in the prime of his life.  Nor does it make 

for a cohesive narrative that Beowulf should be capable of unexplained superhuman 

abilities in his youth which disappear without explanation later during the making of 

his reputation.

Connections  to  Celtic  mythology,  while  geographically  tempting,  are 

problematic because of chronological and sociological concerns, the swimming events 

in these myths cannot be used to read a swimming interpretation into Beowulf, nor is 

the  poem  currently  considered  a  “wild  folk-tale”  (Tolkien  30).   Beowulf  was 

aspirational and even instructional, the intended audience would have expected a level 

of realism not consistent with a week-long swimming competition.  Beowulf is a role 

model, and so must be fully human, not a superman.

It better fits both the character of the epic hero in general and Beowulf in 

particular that he should attack a creature by leaving a place of safety rather than to 

simply defend himself from ambush.  To fight a creature which has attacked you in 

the water is just a matter of survival, whereas to dive headlong into churning, freezing 

waters to battle a hostile creature on its own terms is the stuff of which heroes are 
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made.  Merely surviving  anything is not “heroic”.  In order for his battle with the 

nicors to be an heroic event, Beowulf needs a boat to leap from.

A swimming adventure does not fulfill the narrative function which is required 

of  the  argument  with  Unferth.   This  passage  establishes  Unferth's  doubts  about 

Beowulf's abilities; abilities which Beowulf will certainly need to tackle Grendel, and 

which  he proves  he has.   Such a  swimming adventure  as  described in  the  Breca 

episode would have been an indefensibly reckless, foolish act, as Unferth suggests.  A 

boating adventure may or may not have been, depending on the capabilities of the 

competitors.  It better fits the narrative structure of Beowulf that the Breca episode 

involve boats.  

Alexander's conclusion that “nineteenth-century scholars... mythologised the 

poem” seems ever-more appropriate (59).  The more-or-less ambiguous Breca episode 

has been modified to fit Beowulf into a folk-tale ethos in which scholarship no longer 

admits it has a place.  This nineteenth-century interpretation has passed out of favour, 

but recent translators have remained committed to its treatment of the Breca episode, 

a treatment which is now clearly incongruous.  

Not only is Beowulf's swimming competition with Breca impossible within 

the alethic conditions of the Germanic heroic world-view portrayed in  Beowulf,  it 

would actually be less heroic than a rowing competition.  That Beowulf’s adventure 

with Breca was a boating adventure is now surely beyond reasonable doubt.  The real 

question is not why the recent scholarship on this point has not been met with general 

approval, but how the traditional interpretation was ever reached at all.
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