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Excerpt from THE STORY OF BEOWULF

DOWN, DOWN, DOWN he sank. At first he could see nothing, and the dark water

sang in his ears and lay about his body like a thick mantle. He felt things brushing
against his legs and body, soft things that slipped and glided. At these he swung
the sword Hrunting, but so noiseless and slimy were the invisible creatures at

which he slashed that he could not tell whether his blows found their mark or not.

But, gradually, as he sank, the darkness lessened, and he looked about him with

wonder.

The water was now luminous, as if lighted by unseen fires of phosphorus and
sulphur. Immense sea-animals and fish swayed past him in the mysterious light,
and each, as he passed, threw at him an evil glance from its glowing eyes of red
or green or sapphire blue. Their scales glinted like beaten gold, and his sword

glanced from their sides as from fine armor.

Below him he saw fantastic forests of living coral, and many-colored sea-flowers,
but (this was a strange thing) he never seemed to reach those deep sea-forests,

forever as he sank, the tops receded from him.

He was attacked by huge swarms of poisonous jelly-fish which sparkled in their
strange whirlings. These he cut through valiantly, and tore their clinging masses

from his limbs.

Once a hundred-armed monster caught him from behind, and he thought that he
was lost. The snake-like tendrils coiled and twisted about his body, but he turned
in a flash and sank Hrunting into the vile body until the long arms were loosened

and the water was stained black from its blood.

Down, down, down he sank, through that shimmering and silent world, till he

began to wonder when he would come upon what he sought so eagerly.



Again he looked below, and this time he saw in the far depths a ruddy glow, as
from, this time, a real fire of coals. He found himself sinking more rapidly now, and

the water lay more lightly about him.

He looked up, trying to pierce the blue gloom through which he had come, but as
he looked something seized him about the waist fiercely, and before he could
recover from this new attack he found himself swiftly dragged into a glowing cave,
brilliantly lighted from a great fire on a hearth, and clinging to his body the most

loathsome hag he had ever beheld.

Her hair was a growth of long hissing snakes that twisted and writhed about her
head. Her face was almost completely hidden by them, and all he could see was a
hideous gaping mouth filled with sharp green fangs, and eyes that burned at him

like live silver.

He was clutched by bony arms covered with thick rank hair, and the powerful lean
body of the hag was clothed in strips of blackened fish-skins, foul-smelling and

slimy.

She was of great height, Beowulf saw, but so bent was she that he looked down
into her eyes, gleaming through the knotted coils of serpents. Her great jaws

snapped at him and a horrid slime dripped from her purple lips.

All this Beowulf saw in a moment as he stood in her vicious grip, and while she

devoured him with her eyes he had time to gage his position.

The fire in the waterless cave burned on an open hearth, and the place curved
high above them as though within a giant bowl. The floor was covered with black
sand, dry underfoot. And in a far corner Beowulf saw a massive shape which he

knew to be Grendel.

The snakes of the monster-mother's hair hissed at him, her breath came hot and evil

upon his face, and so slimy was her foul lean body that he could not hold her.



Her great claw-fingers sank into his flesh, his skin crept with the sickening touch of
her, and they struggled there at the bottom of the world, in a cave under the water,
and the great heart of Beowulf smothered him in his breast with a fear that was like
nothing he had ever felt. Sweat poured from him, his legs melted under him like wax,

there was a spell upon him that drained him of all strength.

He managed to draw his sword Hrunting, but so protected by magic was that mother
of Grendel that try as he would Hrunting would not pierce her body and at last
clattered to the floor from his numb hand. The fiend twisted this way and that, and
with each twist the horrible hands reached nearer and nearer to his throat, and he

grew weaker and weaker, and shorter and faster came his stifled breath.

He managed to lock his leg round one of the monster's, and then with all his
fast-fleeing strength he seized the hag and threw her. But in falling she fell upon him,
and now the loathsome, grinning jaws were close above his face, and the sharp

claws found his throat.

But for a moment, the smallest moment in the world, she relaxed her hold, so sure
was she of her prey, and in that little moment the magic was lifted, and Beowulf with

a great cry hurled her from him.

Once more on his feet, he staggered to the wall of the cave, and found, suddenly, in
his grasp, the hilt of an old sword which was driven deep into the wall. But the fiend
was on him again now with a strangled cry of terror. Beowulf clutched the old sword
with both hands, and with a great heave drew it from the wall, and so great was the

force of the blow he struck Grendel's mother that he cut clean through her body.

Then all the spells dropped from him, and he stood panting above the dead monster.
And he saw that the fire of the hearth had leaped high to the roof of the cave. Quickly
Beowulf cut off Grendel's head where he lay in the corner of the cave, and then

threw the two bodies to the flames.



Holding in one strong hand the head of Grendel, and in the other the magic sword he
had found, Beowulf ran to the entrance of the cave and surged up through the black

night of the water.

But on his way up he noticed that he was no longer attacked by the water-beasts
and fish, while in his hand the blade of the magic sword, dissolved by the poison

blood of Grendel's mother, melted away, until only the carven hilt remained in his

grasp.

Up, up, up through the dark waters he floated, and all about him was a silence red

from the blood of his victims.

ON THE shore of the lake into which Beowulf had plunged Hrothgar and his
retainers had stayed for some time, but at last, giving up all hope of ever beholding
the hero again, they returned to their homes. Only the thirteen Geatish earls
remained, waiting for their lord. Some of these, it is true, wished to go back, saying
that their leader had drowned in the lake, or that some demon had destroyed him.
But these sad doubts were not held by all, and they finally agreed to remain for the

longest possible time, in accordance with their lord's request.

Then suddenly one of their number, who had been watching the surface of the lake

more hopefully than the others, cried out:

"See, my comrades, the water is stained with blood! What can it be? Is this the blood

of Beowulf or of some monster with whom he has fought?"



