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THE COLLECTIVE SENSE OF CONCRETE SINGULAR NOUNS
IN BECQWLULE

Emendarions of Sense!

SumsarY. — The collectrve sense of the singular of concrete nouns has long been an acoepled
part of Old English syntax. But the lorm appears to be hittle more than a convenience to the
maodern reader, editor and translator. OF ten commonly accepted examples of this collective
sense o the singular of concrete nouns in Seawwll, there is not one inwhich o singular reading
is not equally as possible as the collective reading. In many passages, there are disting
thematic, semantic or syntactic reasons for preferring the singular reading,

baer penehost bregd
HE porl Beowulfes calde lafe,
wiolde readrihines feorh ealgian,
meres hendnes, fizer hie menhion swa,l

In attempting 1o explain the changes in aumber in 1. 7946-797, Frederick Klacher
translates bragdd/eor] Beownlfes in the above passage as “virtually, ‘many a man
brandizhed his sword®," adding that “the sing, of concrete pouns is often used in a
collective sense ... in connection with mandy, off, peachos, phresene, T84 (1., 1065,
1110 ff., 1243 ff., 1288 ff., 2008 I.; [and] also without any such auxilary word
suggesting the collective function, X6 £f., 49307, 1067, 1284 . In his note, Klacher
was repeating 4 point he made many yvears earlier in an article in Modern Philalagy;!
and with the exception of the bricf flurry of articles between Kock and Sicvers’
responsible for this earlier note, most editors, translavors and commentators in this
century have quietly followed Klacher's explanation of both the passage and the
form, occasionally challenging the collective reading of one or another of his
examples, but without guestioning the form as a whole®

But this collective sense of the singular of concrete nouns deserves a more carelul
consideration. OF the ten examples of the form cited by Klaeber in his note to
1. T94b=T97, there 15 not one in which the supposedly collective noun cannot also be
read in & singular sense.” In many cases there are compelling syntactic or thematic
reasons for preferring the singular. While attmbuting a collective sense to the singular
of concrete nouns makes for an easier Modern English translation, such smoothing
cut of the abrupt changes in numbser of the original text tends to change the sense and
chacure the meaning of the original poetey, often ignoring the subitle effects achieved
by these same transilions.

In the case of a few of Klasher's examples, a "a.m._.._..._..__ﬂq qnﬂ.u_.._.._u. 1% macke possible
simply by finding an appropnate singular antecedent or conseguent for the singular
concrete noun, Thus, in 1, 1063 (1, a singular reading for gid off wrecen (1. 1065b) is
possible if one views the passage a3 a specfic descniption of the entertainment offered
to Beowulf and his men rather than a more general description of the types of
entertainment available at Heorot®:
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Paer wees sang ond sweg sammod aipmdens
fore Healfdenes hildewisan,
1065 WMEE.__...E: greted, gid ol wrecen,”
nne healgamen Hropgares scop
efter medobence mznan scolde

There was song and noise together before Healfdene’s battle-leader — the touched

mirth-wnod, the often recited tale — when Hrodgars seop should sing joy in the hall at
Lthe mead-bench!' .

Similarly, in the passage describing the arrival of Grendel’s mother at Heorot (11
12820 f1.), it 15 possible to maintain the singular sense of wifes (1. 12B4a) by taking the
phrase wiggrpre wifes as being appositive to the singular se gryre (1. 1282b) rather
than to megha craefi (1 1283b):0

Wes se gryre |lessn
efne swa micle, swa bid magha crall,
wigpryTe wifes be wepnedmen,

1285  ponne heora bunden, hamere gepruen,
sweord swate fak awin ofer helome
ecgum dyhtig ancdweard scired,

The terror [i.e., engendered by Grendel’s mother], the war-terror of a woman, was less
cven By as much as is the might of maidens against men and their weapons, when the
bound Blade — the blood-stained sword — forged by hammers, enduring in edge, shears
the opposing boar-image above the helmet.

As a final example of this type, there i3 the passage in which Hrodgar's coast-guard
offers to post a guard around Beowulfs ship:

o IE MAgUpEEnas mine hate

wild feonda gebhwone  flotan eowerne,
295 ndwiyrwydne nican an sande

arum healdan, ofp et efi byred

ofer lagusireamas leofme mannan

windu wundenkhals 1o Wedermearee,

pocirermmenatra swylcum gifepe b,
00 beet pone hilkderes hal gedigsd.”

In this passage, feafire mannan (1. 297h) and the singular adjective hal (1. 300b), rather
than as collectives referring to “the whole band,™ are more properly scen as refer-
ring 1o Beowull, continuing the fascination of the coast-guard with Beowuls martial
and noble appearance expressed throughout his speeches in this section {for example,
inm Il 247b—251"%

... | shall order my retainers o guard your boat — the newly-tarred ship on the sand —

with their spears aguinst every enemy until it, wooden, with a curved-prow, shall bear

bick [that] beloved man [i-e., Beowull] to the coast of the Weather-Cieals — it is given

"“_=_ z._n case of such a one of helpful men that he [Beowualf] shall safely survive the rush of
attle,
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In the majority of the examples from Klacber's note, the abrupt shifts in numbser
which led to his collective reading are better seen as further examples of the Seownulf
poet’s well-known use of rapid transitions for rhetorical effect, In each of these
passages, a general pattern of contrasting plural and singular examples is used for
emphasis, to heighten pathos or excitement, or merely illustrate coincidental action.

Of this pattern, perhaps the simplest example is that in which Beowulf, reporting
i Hygelac on his visit to Heorot, gives the following testimonial to the generosity
and diplomatic skills of Wealhpeow (11, 2016b—2019)":

Hwilum mam cwen,
fridusibb folca et eall geondhwenrt,
hiedde byre geongs; oft hio beahwrifian
secpe [senlde), ier hie to setle geong.

Al times the great queen, n peace pledge of the people, strolled about the hall, encour-
aged the voung men; often she gave a twisted ring to a man before she went to [her] seat.

In this passage the singular concrete dative secge, rather than being roughly apposit-
ive to the plural accusatives bypre geonge as a collective reading would have it, serves as
an additional, more specific example of Wealhpeow's generosity, emphasizing her
skill in handling her hushand's retainers: not only did she cheer the ranks of the
young men {which was only to be expected), she alzo frequently gave a ring o an
individual warrior (a great reward in a poem in which the Miness of a warrior (o
accept such gifts receives such great attention'™).

An example similar to the above passage in s wse of side-by-side singular and
plural examples for the purposes of rhetorical emphasis is the description of the great
funeral pyre in the Finnsburg episode of Beawadf (11, 1110—1113a)

1110 /Ei pm ads wrs epgesyne
swalfah syroe, swym ealgylden
efer irenheard, apeling manig
wundem awyrded:

A parallel to this passage, although with the plural/singular word-order reversed, is
to be found in The Bartle af Brunnanburk, 11 17h—20a:

br l=g secg menig
garum ageted, guma mor hema
ofer scild scoten, swilce Seitlise cac
20 werlg, wiges sad, '

In each of these passages, singular nouns and adjectives are used to enliven a more
general collective example. In the passage from Beownlf, the juxtaposition of the
aggregate number of slain with the detailed description of personal artifacts is used
by the poct to emphasize and individualize the great cost of the battle, In this
paszsage, the singular concrete noun-adjective pairs swalfah syrce, swir ealgylden and
eafer irenheard add a greater force to the true collective apelimg manig:
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G:EE _um,:” ._._.mmnmm:u.wﬂz..mEn__u_“_.mEu.nnn_mE:aT.:n.:;,_n_u_n_h:_uu._in.mf.a?:ui
boar, [and] many a prince, destroved by [hig] wounds.'”

In the passage from Brummanfeurh, the singular nouns and adpectives Zuma norbernag
and seftrise are given as examples of the type of men left on the battlzfield rather than
as exacl appositives 1o the true collective secg menig. In this example, the relative
fullness of the description of the individual dead men — combined, of course, with
the exultant understaternent of the deseniption of the Irish warrior as being werlg,
wiges seed — adds a greater force to the collective secg muenig, again emphasizing the
number of slain:

Thers lay many a man killed by spears: a Mormherner, shot over his shield, and an
Irishiman as well, tired, sated with war.™

In 0. 1288 if. of Beowid), contrasts between singular and plural nouns are used to
give the impression of quick simultaneous action. Here, the breathlessly fast transit-
ions from the singular 1o the plural reflect the speed and confusion of the raid of
Grendel's mother on Heorot, Indeed, the entire passage gives the effect of a fragmen-
tary cye-witness account: a sword 15 seen drawn, hands hold up shields, a warrior,
having been seen by the enemy, is forced into battle without his helmet or armor':

Bra wees on healls heardecg togen

swenrd ofer setlum, suldrand mam
1280  hafen handa fest; belm ne gem |

byrnan side, pa hime sz borga angeat.

Then in the hall & hard-edged sword was drawn from over the bench; many a broad
shield [was] held fast in hands; this one did not think of 2 helmet, of the broad
mail-shirt, when the horror perceived him.

In the final two of Klacher's examples — the preparations of the warriors for bed
on the night of the attack of Grendel's mother (1. 1237 L) and the attempts of
Beowull™s men to help him in his fight with Grendel (11 794 [1.) — similarly abrupt
transitions are used both for thetorical effects similar to those described above, and
to maintain a distinction between the individual warrior and the war-band often
found in the poem (for example, throughout the coast-guard’s speech mentioned
above or in the distinction made between Wiglaf and Beowulfs unfaithful retainers
in fits 35 and 36).

Beced weardode
unrim corla,  swa hiz oft =r dydon.
Bencpelu beredon; hit peondbraded wearl
1240  beddum ond holstrum, Eearscealea sum
fus omd Fege  fletrasie pebeag,
Setton him to healdon hilderandas,
bordwsdu bearhtan; e on bemce wies

ofer helinge Yhgesene
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1245 heaposieapa helm, hringsd byme,
“..n.qisn_s prymlic. Wis peaw hyra,
et hie oft weron AN CWIE BEATWE,
gt &1 ham ge on herge, ..

Inll. 12376 ff., rapid changes in number are used to emphasize the surface similar-
ity and desper difference between the man fies ond fege and his luckier comrades, In
this passage, the narrator compares the preparations for night of the troop and those
of the doomed warrior Eschere by means of a set on highly repetitive examples in
which both the troop and the as-yvet-unnamed individual warrior are seen in similar
situations and performing similar tasks. Thus, the retainers are scen to clear the
bench-plank (1. 1239a), while Eschere, beorseealea sum (1. 124b), bows to his hall-
rest; the troop set their shields at their heads (11, 1242—1243b), and a helmet, mail-cor-
slet and battle-stave are said to be sasily scen above a specific prince®® {the supposedly
collective dative singular &kelinge, 1. 1244b7:

A countless number of warnors guarded the hall, just as they olten ded belore. They
bared the bench-plank; it became over-spread with beds and pillows. One of the beer-
drinkers, eager and fated to die, bowed to [his] hall-rest. They [i.2., the entire troop] had
set themselves [their] battle-ronds = bright shisld-wood, = at their hends; there, easily
seen on the bench over a prince was a war-towering helmet, a ringed mail-coat, B mighty
stave. It was their [the entire iroop's] custom that they were usually ready in war both at
home and on expedition ...

This emphasis on the difference between Eschere and the other members of his troop
maintains a similar emphasis found throughout the account of the approach and
attack of Grendel’s mother on Heorot, as seen, for example, in the account of the
individual warrior who forgets his helmet and armor during her attack (IL. 1288—91
above), o in the intensity of Hrodgar's grief when he discovers that it is Eschere, his
dearest retainer, who has been killed (11, 1306— 1304,

Finally, in Il. 794b—797, the mid-sentence change in number 15 used by the poet to
create a distinetion between an individual warrior and the rest of the war-band, In
this passage, the correlative pair ber ... per ... and the change from the singular to the
plural owver the two clauses of the sentence distinguish syntactically between the
actions of the unnamed eord of Beowulf and the rest of his retainers in anticipation
and variation of the actual distinction to be mads between Wiglaf and the unfaithful
retainers in fits 35 and 36. Here, as in the Wiglaf episode, a faithful retainer (the eorf
Heowulfes) remains to protect the life of his lord where he believes his troop may be of
service [der ble meahton swa, 1. 7970 In contrast to the Wiglaf episode, however, in
Il T94b—&05a the general body of Beowul™s retainers also remain, albeil unnecessarily,
to defend their lord®®:
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bier genchost bregd
95 eorl Beowulfes ealde lafe,
wiolde freadribines feorh ealgian,
mires peodnes, A hie meahton swa.
Hie piet ne wiston, ba his gewin drugon,
heardhicgende hildemecgas,
200 ond on healfa gehwone heawan pohton,
sawle secan: bone synscadan
ienig ofer sorpan ircmng cvst,
gudbilla nan gretan nolde;
ac he sigewzpnum  forsworen hefde,
5 ecga gehwylore,

Then an ear] of Beowulf most quickly swung an ancient heirloom: he wished o protect
the lifz of [his] troop-leader, of that great prince, when they [1.e., the troop] could do so.
They had no sdea, those intent warriers, when engaged mn the fight and [when] they
thought to seck [Grendel's] soul from every side [that] no battle sword, the chodcest of

hlades, none over the earth, wished to attack that murdsrous outlaw; but he [Beowual{J*
had forsworn every blade, [all] victory-weapons.

Although in attempting to unravel some of the Beown{f poet’s more difficult passa-
ges, editors, translators and commentators have found it useful to read a collective
sense into the poet’s singular concrete nouns, this form is more a convenience to the
modern reader than a part of the poet's style. By altering the abrupt and hard-to-
translate changes in subject and number to suit modern tastes, the collective reading
also changes the original poem, frequently destroying the effects achieved by the
Beowull poet's careful use of these transitions,

Yale University DawiEL P. O'DoNMELL
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' 1 am grateful to Professor Roberta Frank for her encouragement and advice on this paper.
| must also thank Tony McKinnon and the late Dr. Ashley Crandell Amos for their help with
the German articles, and Brenda Cornell and Dr. Pauline .._"._..n_n._..—uw__...__.. lor their comments on an
carlier draft of this paper,

* Beowalf and the Fight at Finnshurg, ed. Fr. Klaeber, Ird edition with two supplements
m_w.nﬁum_mi_ Mass.; Heath, 1950 1L T84b—7597. Quotations from the text of the poem are from

is edition,

* Fr. Klaeber, Beowndf and the Fight at Finnsburg, note 1o [l 794b—795, p, 157,

* Fr. Klaeher, “Textunl 55%35:25 of *Heowull™,™ WP 3 1905)1235—265. Klacber chan-
ged his mind about & number of examples of the form between this article and the later note in
his edition of Beowul).

* Bee E.A. Kock, “Interpretations and Emendations of Early English Texis, 11" Ansfis
H.__ﬁm.__..._..._u.__mlwq and *Zu Anglia XXVII, 219 (., Beitr. Z, Gesch. I, I, Spr. U, Lir. XXIX, 560
., Arglia 28(1905)140—42; See also, E. Sievers, “Zum Beowulf,” Beirr 297 1904)1560—74.
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.mﬂ_?_:nm E_zn. mEnn?____nn:n“__.mERz:.._E ha.ma_i ..._..m..iﬁ_”m.,._u_m._”GH_.n_R_DE_”.E&_..
1984, 1:679_ p. 411 in which he deals with the form by referring the reader 1o Klaeher's gloss
on L. T94b—T795. Translators and editars in partcular have relied heavily on this form, transla-
ting the concrete singular nouns of the text as collective or plural whenever an alternative
reading has failed o present itself {pamicularky in Il 1243 6. and 794 1.3 Thuos, C.L. Wrenn
{ed., Beowndf with the Finreshirg Fragment, revised by W, F. Bolton, third edition {London;
Harrap, 1973)), who otherwise allows Klaeber's examples of the supposed collective sense o
pass without comment, translates the sord Beewwlfes of 7958 as “Beowul™s warriors' and adds
that ““eorl is a kind of collective sing., perhaps™ (p. 127). Over the course of this article 1 will
refer to the following translations: Michael Swanton, Reewall {Manchester UP; New York;
Barnes, 1578); E. Talbot Donaldson, Beowulft The Donaldron Translaonon, Beckprounds and
Sowrees, Criticiam, ed. LF. Tuso (New York: Morton, 1973); G_M. Garmonsway and Jacquel-
ine Simpson, Beowndf ard iis Aeefogues (London: Dent; New York: Dutton, 1968); RK,
Gordon, Anglo-Saxen Peetry {London: Dent; New York: Duiton, 19571, 5.A.0, Bradley Anglo-
Saxan Poetry {London, Toronio and Melboorne: Dent, 1982,

T Medobence tn 1. 1067, and bere 1 492b are included by Klseber in his note as examples aof
the collective form., These examples are not dealt with at length in this paper as it seems to mea
maot point whether Beowulf's men would need one or more than one bench cleared for them
when they arrived at Heorot {11 491 —492), or whether it is possible that Hrodgar's seep could
be said to sing to only 4 single bench instead of the whole hall {11 1063— 1067

¥ Most iranslators translate gid off wrecen in the singular. Thus Donaldson “the tale ofi
told"” {p. 19), Gordoen, “a measure often recited” (p. 23) and Swanton, “a story ofien rehear-
s (p. B5). Garmonsway and Simpson are an exceplion, ranslating the phrase as a collective:
“many a lay [was] recated™ {p. 240
_u_ __E.nq_#_ueu:_uﬁ this paper words read by Klasber as being collective in sense will appear in

ald face.

1t All rranslations are my own unless otherwise noted.

" Gordon (p. 273, Swanton (p. 95), Donaldson (p, 23) and Garmonsway and Simpson {p,
35} all wranslate wifes gryre as appositive 1o megba crefl. Bradley ranslates wifes gryre as
Eu__n.En.H.:._” Lo se grpre (p. 445),

1 Klasber, “Textual Interpreations of Beowull,™ p. 250,

" Swanton {p. 49) and Garmonsway and Simpson (p, 100 translate both words in the
singular. Dionaldeon translates feafme manman as the plural “beloved men', and faf as referring
o the singular “one who belhaves so bravely” {p. 6). Gordon reverses the order, translaing
__h.n.-_m_wn murarar as “the beloved man,™ and hinking kgl with *“the brave ones” (p. KL

* Perhaps not surprisingly, most translators retain the singular reading of secge in this

ﬂ__m,mn See for example, Swanton, po 131; Donaldson, p. 35; Garmonsway and Simpson, p.

5 Uordon, p. 41.

* See, ._.._ﬂﬂ_ur_ﬂ__.n.._.._n__._n' Hrodgar's complaint that ““Ful off ic for lesean fean techbede, Shord-
waarfumge fnahren rince” (11, 951 £.), the narrator’s comment concerning Beowulf that “ae ke

¢ feanig it for s eloven[dwm seamigan dorfre” (1. 1025k = 1026), and Wiglals scolding of
eowulf™s unfaithlul retainers (2631 §1.).

' The Barsle of Brunnarburh, ed, A, Campbell {1938; Oxford; EETS, 1974}, p. 92, 11, 17h—
20m,
" Cf. for example, E. Talbot Donaldson's translation of the same passage (p. 30}, which
dilutes the effect of the singular/plural contrast by translating the singular nouns i the plural:

At the fire it was easy to see many A blood-stained battle-shirt, boar-image all golden —
iron-hard swing — many a noble destroyed by wounds...”

Ciher translators, such as Gordon {p. 23], and Garmonsway and Simpson {p. 31, maintain
the singular readings of the onginal.

% Cf, Bradley's translation (pp. S16—517) which again dilutes the effect brought about by
the rapid transition from the singular vo plural:
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There lay many a man picked off by spears, many a Norseman shot above his shield and
Scotsman too, spent and sated with fighting.

19 Gordon (p. 27) maintains the contrasts between the singular and plural nouns in this
passage. Other translators read one or both of the singular concrete nouns in question as
collective in sense. Thus Garmonsway and Simpson translate headecg togen/ sweord ofer
setlum as ““‘Many a hard-edged sword was seized from above the bench™ (p. 35). With Donald-
son (p. 23) and Swanton (p. 97) they also translate the subject of gemunde as “‘none” (Donald-
son and Swanton) or “no man” (Garmonsway and Simpson).

20 Presumably, but not necessarily, AEschere. As in the Wealhpeow episode above, the
contrast of singular and plural/collective examples is being used for rhetorical emphasis in
addition to any thematic purposes.

21 Epelinge in this passage is consistently translated as a collective or plural. See Donaldson
p. 22, Swanton, pp. 94-95, Garmonsway and Simpson, p. 34, and Bradley p. 444, all of whom
translate the singular dative noun as ““each prince/man.” Also, Gordon, who translates the
same word as a plural: “chieftains™ (p. 26).

22 See particularly 11. 2631—2650, in which Wiglaf attempts to rouse the rest of his war-band
to come to Beowulf’s aid.

23 With the exception of Bradley, whose singular translation of per genehost bregd/eorl
Beowulfes as “Repeatedly, one of Beowulf’s earls would draw his ancient sword there” (p. 432)
seems to make little sense in context, translators have universally rendered eor! Beowulfes as
collective or plural. Thus Swanton translates “‘many a warrior of Beowulf’s [sic]” (p. 73),
Donaldson, “more than enough of Beowulf’s earls” (p. 14), and Gordon, *“‘this one and that of
Beowulf’s men™ (p. 17).

24 For this identification of the Ae in 1. 804 see H.L. Rogers, “Beowulf, 1. 804, N&Q
229(1984)289—292.



