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Using Indo-European Comparative Mythology to Solve Literary
Problems: The Case of 01d English Hengest

In both the mythic-historical and folk-literary traditions of 0ld
i English, a figure named Hengest is to be found. In the historical
% 5 (or quasi-historical) account of the coming of the Anglo-Saxons to
- Britain, Hengest along with his brother is described as being one
of the two leaders of the Germanic tribes; both are given a
"divine" genealogy, being traced back ultimately to Woden, as in
this example:

pzt hit weste4* wunize. Weron
mrest (MS. B, p. 50) heora lat-
teowas?® ] heretogan II zebro¥or
Hengest J Horsa. Wa2ron hf Wiht-
zilses suna, pas feder wes Wit
haten, pes feder wees Wihta haten,
pes freder waes Woden nemned,

Then at first their [i.e. the Angles and Saxons and Jutes])
leaders and war-chieftains were two brothers, Hengest and
Horsa. They were sons of Wihtgyls, whose father was called
Witta, whose father was called Wihta, and Wihta's father was

|
] named woden.1

A character named Hengest also appears in 01d English folk-
literature, in the so-called Finn episode of Beowulf and in the
manuscript fragment known as the Fight at Finnesbur‘g.2
The occurence of a character with the same name in these two
traditions has naturally led to speculation on the part of scholars
as to what connection, if any, there was between the two Hengests.
The prevailing view held that the two Hengests were the same
] figure, until Grein in 1862 denied such an identification, claiming
i instead that the two Hengests were separate and unrelated fig-
ﬁ \ ures.3 Grein's negative opinion held sway until 1921, when Aurner
rebutted this stance and returned to the single Hengest hypothesis.
| That earlier view, in which the two Hengests were taken to repre-
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sent the same (quasi-) historical figure, remains the current

consensus. However, the question remains controversial, and thus

is one for which any additional evidence is welcome.

Even though the Beowulf Hengest is embedded in 01d English
heroic tradition, nonetheless there are certain traits he displays
stinctly unheroic. Thus, two
nsideration of the

which seem in certain ways to be di
interesting literary problems emerge from a CoO
character of Hengest in Beowulf:

(1) The source of his puzzling nonheroic behavior in the Finn

episode, and

(2) his relationship with the (quasi-) nistorical Hengest
mentioned, for example, in Bede.
an understanding of why Hengest

These problems are interrelated;
provide some further

acts as he does in the Finn episode helps to
corroboration of the view that the Hengests are one and the same

In addition, the methodology that can be used to arrive at

figure.
interest:

a solution to these problems is of some intrinsic
through a consideration of Indo-European comparative mythology--as
reflected in Germanic folk-heroic tradition--one can gain insights

into Hengest's actions in the Finn episode.

In the Finn episode, Hengest appears as one of the retainers
jeged by the Eotens;

of Hnaef of the Half-Danes, who are being besi
they are joined by the king of the Frisians, Finn, who is married
to Hnaef's sister Hildeburh. The exact cause of the struggle is

not made explicit in Beowulf, but it seems to involve an attempt on

the part of the Half-Danes to rescue Hildeburh from mistreatment at
Finn's hands. After holding their position for five days, Hnaef
and several of his men are killed in the fight. At this point, the
command of the Half-Danes js assumed by Hengest, a valiant warrior,
judging from the fact that Finn believes he cannot fight against

Hengest without a large force.5 Thus, despite the death of their

leader Hnaef, the Half-Danes seem to have an advantage in the

battle.
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However, instead of pressing this apparent advantage, Hengest
a?rees to the peace terms, generous to the Half-Danes o;fere:ei
h1m.by Finn. This is the first of Hengest's seeming;y nonhe _°
actions in this episode; one might expect, in keeping with str°1c
ards of heroic conduct in 0ld English society, that Hengest shan?-
try to avenge-the death of his lord Hnaef at the hands ofo:hd
Eotens and Finn. The warrior Hengest seems here to be adopti .
more peaceful and passive attitude. S

. After the peace settlement, Hengest stays on in Friesland with
Finn through a long and hard winter. His motive for this deszt
the peace terms that were agreed on, seems to be a de;irep; .
vengeance against the Eotens and possibly Finn also: "

hé t6 gyrn-wrace
swibor pohte ponne td s@-lide,

He [Hengest] thought mo
re about vengeance th
s ! an about a

Some ambivalence on Hengest's part, though, is evident, for h
makes peace (admittedly with Finn but indirectly theref;re r‘ ;
the Eotens as well) and then decides on vengeance.’ $
Furth
it nere.S Firots Hengest does not actuatly toke sengeanc
. . actually take vengeance
against the Eotens until someone else, namely Hunlafing, spurs hi
on b{ presenting him with a sword, an act which in the aldpEn 1'1:
heroic code indicated a retainer's duty to avenge his f 1:
Second, revenge against Finn is taken not by Hengest himself OL ,
rather by two Danes, Guthlaf and Oslaf; they are presumab; ?t
:izgest‘s command and therefore may be carrying out Hengéit?:
dea:;?, though Hengest is not directly responsible for Finn's
Certa::i::jﬂi;inzhe Finn episode, therefore, Hengest displays a
‘ . e toward fully pursuing his heroic role. He does
not immediately avenge Hnaef's death but rather makes peace first

with Finn. i i
inn He stays on with Finn, apparently to exact vengeance
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against him and the Eotens, but does not take the initiative--
rather he must be spurred to action by Hunlafing. Last, he does
not personally oversee Finn's death, the final act of vengeance for
the death of Hnaef.

Thus, despite his heroic stature and warrior role, Hengest has
a passive and even docile streak in his character. He therefore
seems to embody both a warrior function and a nonwarrior, i.e.
peaceful, function as well. This duality of function is at the
heart of the problems in literary interpretation caused by
Hengest's actions in the Finn episode; however, it is this duality
of function which becomes understandable in terms of Indo-European
comparative mythology, if the Beowulf Hengest js the same figure
as the (quasi-) historical Hengest.

Running throughout Indo-European mythology are references to
divine twin-heroes, perhaps the most famous of which are those of
the Greek tradition, the Dioskouroi, Castor and Polydeukes. Divine
twin-heroes are, however also found in Indo-Iranian, Italic, and
Baltic folk-traditions, as well as in other Indo-European sub-
groups. Despite the fact that twin-heroes are to be found outside
Indo-European traditions (compare the Hebraic Jacob and Esau, for
exampie), Ward has attempted to isolate specifically Indo-European
thematic traits associated with twin-heroes.7

Among the features Ward lists are the following: a connection
with horses (e.g. Castor is called hippodamos "3 breaker of horses”
in I1tiad 3.237, and an Indic twin-pair is known in the Rig Veda as
the Asvinau "the two horsemen"); an association with swans (e.g.,
Zeus approached Leda in the form of a swan when he begot Castor and
Polydeukes, and the Asvinaue are said to be pulled by hamsa's,
i.e., geese or possibly swans, in one Vedic hymn, RV 4.45.4); a

dichotomy of function petween a warrior twin and a twin who has a

more peaceful disposition8 and is concerned more with domestic

tasks (e.g., the twin-sons of the Asvinau, Nakula and Sahadeva, who
figure in the Indic epic the Mahabharata, are a warrior and a
peaceful sort, respectively;9 an episode in which there is the
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rescue of an abducted maiden (generally the betrothed of one or
both of the twins), along with other characteristics as we]].lo

The Indo-European twin-hero characters appear in Germanic

heroic and historical tradition also, in folk-hero pairs such as
Sorli and Hamoir, the Norse rescuers of Svanhild, and in king-pairs
sgch as Ibor and Aio, mentioned by the Lombard historian Paulus
D1aconFs, as well as Hengest and Horsa, the leaders of:the Anglo-
Saxon invasions of Britain. Among the evidence connecting Hengest
and Horsa with Indo-European divine twin-figures are the following
?onsiderations: they are said to have a divine genealogy, descend-
ing ultimately from Woden (see above); their names link them with
horses, iir Hengest means 'stallion' and Horsa means ‘horse’ in 01d
English; they are connected in some accounts (for example, the
history of Suffridus Petrus) with swans, in that they are sa;d to
have had a sister named Swana; and finally, they are associated
with different functions (Ward suggests that in later Anglo-Saxon
legends “Hengest. . . was revered by the warrior classes [while]
Horsa. . . was revered chiefly by farmers and herdsmen“lz.)

One additional feature of Hengest and Horsa connects them with
Indo-European twin-heroes, namely the fact that "Horsa gradually
fades from the scene, leaving Hengest as the sole leader of the
Anglo-Saxon invaders." Among Indo-European twin-herces, it is often
the Fase that one member of the pair disappears--generally the
passive, docile one. For example, "the Avesta speaks of only one
of the pair (Naghaithy) [and] in Roman heroic tradition, Castor
::::idgand not Pollux] is patron of the soldiers in the cav-
- 1t may well be the case, then, that Hengest's appearing alone
in Beowulf is a reflection of that part of the Indo-European
twin-hero myth in which one of the twins is lost. Ward feels this
to be the case, saying "there can be little doubt that the Hengest
of the Finnesburg legend is identical to the famed Hengest who led
t?e conquest of Britain," and further suggests that the role of the
missing brother Horsa is taken over by Hnaef in the Finnesburg
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episode.14

However, in view of Hengest's actions in that episode, another
interpretation suggests itself. It has already been shown that
Hengest reveals both a docile and a war-like side to his character.
In terms of the functions of the Indo-European twins, Hengest
actually displays traits of both twins, peing both a warrior and a
more passive type embodied in one figure. Thus, if Hengest 1in
Beowulf is taken to be the reflection in one character of a set of
Indo-European twin-heroes, then the ambivalence he displays in the
Finnesburg episode becomes understandable, for he continues both
the war-like Hengest and the passive Horsa.

In that case, the Hengest of the Finnesburg legend would have
to be the same figure as the quasi-historical Hengest who led the
Anglo-Saxon invasion of Britain; for in order to make sense out of
the occurence of traits of both quasi-historical figures, Hengest
and Horsa, in the single literary figure Hengest, one would have to
accept a connection between the two Hengests, and thus subscribe to
the single Hengest hypothesis. If the two Hengests are indeed
ijdentified with one another, then a blending of contradictory
characteristics in the Beowulf and Finnesburg Hengest is under-
standable since the Tliterary figure alone fis continuing the
tradition of the quasi-historical pair, Hengest and Horsa.
Moreover, such a blending of traits in one figure is perhaps even
to be expected, under the assumption that Hengest and Horsa
represent an Indo-European twin pair, since as noted above one
member of a twin pair in Indo-European mythology often disappears.

Therefore, a consideration of Hengest's characteristics in the
Finnesburg legend in the 1ight of Indo-European comparative mytho-
logy leads to answers to both literary problems associated with
him. Hengest's ambivalence, and consequent unheroic attitude, can
be taken to be a reflection of his origin in Indo-European twin-
hero mythology, with the corollary that he must therefore be
jdentified with the quasi-historical Hengest, who appears together
with no apparent “twin," Horsa. Ward paved the way for this
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lll'tEIpletat'lOl and aCtuaHy allSWEIEd t'e questiOH 0 the IelatiOI-

i
S.I”p of the two ”e“gests h]“sel’; IIOWeVEI s ar eXtenS'Oll 0' II'IS WOIk
N
1S ')lllsled 'lele to answer tl e queSthn of Hengest‘s behavio .”
. ‘ . ' the

l lnneSDUI g epISOde, tlllS exter Sio| Y i 1 tUI n, pl Ovides a 'u'thel

confi . . .
nfirmation of the identity of the two Hengests The exampl
. e,

then, provides an illustration of the utility of Indo-Eur
: ~Europea
comparative mythology and of the ways it can be exploited to : :
-t . . » ea
with specific problems in Indo-European folk-Titerary traditions

It is i .
t is instructive to look also at the treatment suggested in

N . .
the ' iter atl“ e 10’ aIIOtIIEI ' IQUI e 1n t'le f ythology of an IlldO-

E r OPEa” Sub'g' OUP name HGStOl 0‘ t'le G eek I eroic tr ad] ti on
u 1 y
.

Nest i i i
or is the epitome of wisdom and rationality, famous in Homeric

epic
p as a wise Old COUI!SGIOI, “e 1S the pelS()l whO, '0' lnStance,
g (
(Ie—elllll'as zes stren tll SuC|| as a warrijor might have) a“d
. . Stlesses
lntelllgence 1N nNi1s adVlCe to |IIS son Anti]okhOS n I]]ad 23 315

meti toi drutomos meg ameinon ee biephi

For it i . .
( ?r 1? is) through intelligence [meti] rather than force
[biephi] (that) a woodcutter becomes much better

In thi
s regard, Nestor seems to be somewhat passive in that he does

not i i
take action himself but rather advises others. This is not

u I' e t e dOCIIe t alts d'sp]ayed b) one e lbe’ OI tl'e Ildo
Eu Opea v twin “e' oes. 0 1 the Ot“e' l'a“d’ thoug“) “eSto s 1 '”S
youth, dlSp]ayed f lerce warrior SkI”S, |0| exa"lp]e in the Catt e

Eli . .
ians related in Iliad 11.670ff. Thus, Nestor appears to embod
ody

aspects of both members of an Indo-European twin pair

Suc i i
h an analysis, on different grounds, has been proposed by

Douglas F ;
e ii trame, he notes that (1) Nestor's regular epithet in Homer
ota " W o .
ppota "horseman," linking him to the horse-association of the

Indo-Euro i
o Npean ?w1ns, and that (2) there are forma}l parallels in the
estor’s name (nes-) and that of the name of a set of Vedic

Sanskrit in-
twin-heroes, the Nas-atya (also called the Asvinau or
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"horsemen"). He further suggests that “"the question of. . . Nes -
tor's orgins [may] have to do' with Indo-European twin mythology"

and asks whether “the Greek Nestor, like the Avestan Nayhaioya,

[has] become separated from a twin brother.“1 The answer to this

particular question awaits further work, but the parallels between
this possible analysis of Nestor and the one proposed here for

Hengest are striking indeed.
It seems, therefore, that Indo-European comparative mythology,

especially but not exclusively the twin-hero mythology, has much to
contribute to an understanding of many classical literary figures
in various traditions. It is hoped that the example of Hengest
given here shows the mutual benefits both to folklore and to
}iterary studies that this methodology can offer and that it might
stimulate others to use it on similar problems.

NOTES

1. This quotation is from Alfred's ninth-century translation
Bede's Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, 1, chap. 15, and
follows the edition of J. Schipper (Konig Alfreds Ubersetzung
von Bedas Kirchengeschicte, Bibliothek der Ange sachsischen
Prosa, ed. C. W. M. Grein and R. Wulker, vol. 4, pt. 1
[Leipzig: Georg H. Wigand's Verlag, 1897]). Hengest is
mentioned in many other historical sources, including the
Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (for example in the Laud [Peterborough]
Chronicle) in the entry for the year 449, For a review of the
early historical accounts  regarding Hengest, see Nellie S.
Aurner, Hengest: A Study in Early English Hero Legend,
University of lowa Studies, Aumanistic Studies, voi. 1l, no. 1
(Towa City: University of lowa, 1921), esp. 10-21 and the
charts on 78-79, 89-90, 97-98, 105-107, 114-115.

2. The Finn episode covers 1ines 1063 through 1159 of Beowulf, as,
for example, in the edition of C.L. Wrenn, Beowulf, with the
Finnesburg Fragment 2nd edition (New York: st. Martin's Press,
1973). Wrenn's edition also contains the text of the
Finnesburg fragment. The events told of in the fragment and
those mentioned in the Beowulf episode seem clearly to be
related in some way, although the exact nature of this

relationship is somewhat controversial; see Donald Fry, ed.,
Methuen & Co., Ltd.,

Finnsburg Fragment and Episode (London:
19 , esp. 5-2b, for some discussion of this issue.
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geutsche Fhilologle 72 (1953): 125145, and Dona1d Ward-—The
Unfversity of Ca;}fipgggﬁﬁgﬂﬁﬁi? Mgth in_Germanic Tradi;ion?
University of California Press, {;%S)Euilzs,7go. 19 (Berkeley:

5. This'is shown, for instance,
Wrenn's edition of Beowulf (p.
here with Wrenn's own translation:

wgrolde wynne. Wig ealle fornam
Finnes pegnas, nemne féaum &num,
pat he ne mehte on p&m mebBel-stede
:;gbilenégeig wiht gefeohtan,
wéa-life wige forpringan
1085 bEodnes Segne; e e '

ny . .
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finish the fight against Hengest, the prince?sat[a;]ni:2r¥ FZ 3

thane, nor by warfare di ;
disaster. " dislodge the survivors of the grievous

by the following passa
0 ge fro
138), 1ines 1080-1085, giveﬂ

6. I am indebted to Prof
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E . . 1 (of the
czgl;?: gz ;ﬁf l“?VEPSTty of Alberta, Edmo"ton,DE?ggﬁ?ggthf
his class ?ectirgs ::g gglhgw%ng interpretation, presented i;
. uts. 1 a RN
lity, though, for any m1sinterpretation:iﬁﬁz.fU]] responstbli-

7. See Ward, 10-27.

8. i
These essentially represent two of the three functions posited

b A

Qngitﬁth;ndfggonthg .Indo-Europegn gods: religio-political

harr d,es Indo-EolTr?:p’éesnese’ fMor:chmstance, Georges Dumezil Leg
i 0 , e s . ’—'.'—-

Presses Universitaires de Franze, §95§§, 25;19%832 29 (Paris:

9. As shown by Stig Wi
ikand " " ;
Suecana § (1957): 6606, T Ui et Sshadeva, Orientalle

10. For a fuller account, see Ward, 10-27
11, It i i

Sam;sm:gziﬁnciymon'for such twin-figures to have names with the

g or with a close connection of some kind; compare

Romus (earlier
tTom form of Romulus) and Remus in the Latin tradi-

12. Ward, 55.
13. Ward, 55.
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14.
15.

16.
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Ward, 72.

Douglas Frame, The Myth of Return in Early Greek Epic {New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1978), 152, n.72.

Frame at the end of his book (152, n. 72) in fact promises such
a study.



