The “I” Narrator in Heterodiegesis: Investigating Narrative Distance in Beowulf

Abstract:  
The epic in medieval times resembles the original Homeric epic in its objective portrayal of speech and events, through which also it showcases its unique character as a narrative that tells itself. Dramatic narration is what Aristotle underscores in the injunction: “The poet should speak very little in propria persona as he is no imitator when doing that” (Poetics, XXIV, p. 23). The idea of the narrator’s absence in the narrative is hence a key component of Aristotle’s poetics on the epic. Describing the “I” narrator in the ancient epic, Aristotle suggests that the epic should imitate events and speech in the manner of the third person omniscient narrator who is outside the narrative world and assumes no knowledge of its content and its characters.  Thus, narrative distance is achieved chiefly through a narration that consciously de-emphasizes narrator presence with the resultant effect of proving maximum information (mimesis) in events presentation and maximum character presence in speech presentation. This ambivalence between showing and telling embodies the poetics in narratology as emphasized in Genette’s Narrative Discourse (1983). The several different “I” character-narrators who take over and assume the narrative voice keep the external narrator out of the story to enable the reader enjoy the epic accounts from the point of view of the internal characters themselves. Beowulf, like all other epics, is an exemplar of this mark of objectivity achieved through the distance of the narrator and this paper seeks to examine the nature of this narrative distance.  
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1. Background

In line with its technical requirements, the epic is replete with speech interspersed between the actions that underlie its structural architecture. It has a distinguished character of telling itself through dramatic presentation of information, and beginning with the Homeric epics, this narrative approach hushes the principal voice orienting the narrative instance through a multiplicity of narrative perspectives. The invocation of the muse that strikes the keynote of the ancient and latter English epics including The Odyssey (Book 1,1), The Iliad (Book 1, 1-4), Aeneid (Book 1, 13-17), The Faerie Queene (Book 1, 10-18), Paradise Lost (Book 1, 6-13) among others implicitly calls for a relegation of the narrator’s presence such that the muse, in the person of the several “I” character narrators takes over the narrative. Thus, narrator absence becomes a constantly defining feature of the epic right from its Homeric prototypes. The “I” narrator of the epic is technically known in Genettian metalinguistic terms as the homodiegetic person (internal character narrator), who implies narrator presence. Despite this grace of presence, the narrator of the epic is hardly heard through the development of speech and events. This narrator is however heterodiegetic (external) in Beowulf, suggesting narrator absence.  This medieval epic, starts off without the invocation of the muse, with the external focalizer or heterodiegetic person and this palpable absence of the narrator clearly gives room to the natural flow of the narrative events, setting the pace for the moodless objectivity that characterizes the Homeric epics throughout the narrative. 
		The idea of the narrator’s absence in the narrative is a key component of Aristotle’s poetics on the epic. Describing the “I” narrator Aristotle notes: “The poet should speak very little in propria persona as he is no imitator when doing that” (Poetics, XXIV, 23). The result of the narrator’s absence in the epic is the pervasiveness of speeches by multiple focalization. Aristotle hereby advocates a suspension of subjective consciousness. In order to infuse a note of objectivity into the account, the narrator of the epic must not becloud the narrative with his voice or personality. Although the narrative presupposes a narrator, the epic narrator does not represent his person through narration, the reason why he does not speak for himself (in ‘propria persona’). In this wise the sound, sight, voice, and the overall tone of the narrative account must be of the narrative itself but not the narrator. It is the way by which a fictionalized account of truth becomes credible. Blending fact and fiction is an arduous task requiring the narrator to judiciously balance his own perspective on the account with what the accounts really are. Tolkien (1936) underscores this when he opines concerning Beowulf’s readers: “the seekers after history must beware lest the glamour of Poesis overcome them” (p. 1). Technical choices must be made in this regard in order to produce the right mood in the accounts’ verbal representation. For this reason, narrator distance becomes an inevitable tool to produce make-beliefs. 
		Critical studies on Beowulf have dealt with thematic elements of arms and armour—the symbolic representation of heroic life and the tragedy of man’s fate in the physical cosmos (Clark, 1965). Beowulf’s numerous battles against anti-human monsters is a tribute to his unflinching determination to secure peace and safety for his subjects through his arms and armour. Closely linked with this is the assumption that the Swedish Wars provide a meaningful backdrop to the main action of the dragon fight and as such Beowulf’s catastrophic intersection with the dragon and the horde is a personal version of the Geats’ destruction: Hanning (1983, 88-89; cited in Earl, 2015). In addition, Tolkien’s (1936) critical review of authors on Beowulf in “The Monsters and the Critics” highlights critical essay excerpts dealing with the epic’s artistic and poetic elements of language, metre, theme, structure, and the interplay between paganism and Christianity in medieval Europe. The thematic areas encompass death, heroism, and historicism. These thematic lines of exploration in Tolkien’s view separate the ‘lovers of poetry’ from the ‘seekers after history’ among Beowulf’s audience.  That is not all, Harris’ (1992) discourse analysis on Beowulf examines Beowulf’s last speech vis-à-vis the overall Germanic elegiac ethos. Despite the “ventriloquism of tradition” in Beowulf, the hero’s words are stylized rather than realistic, representing a “world preformed into the text” (p. 32). There is an upsurge of a Christian voice in most of the speeches, including Beowulf’s last speech that reveals a complex sociolinguistic reality of the Norse and Geats of medieval England. Furthermore, Davidson (2005) maintains that gender in Beowulf is differentiated by linguistic agency, circumscribed by style, therefore speech styles situate the speaking subject within the masculinist limits laid down by warrior practices and rewritten as linguistic dominance within clerical culture. This way, the “stylistic variation underwrites masculinist gender asymmetries for Anglo-Saxon audiences” (p. 155). This assertion of underwritten masculine voice connotes an implied author, which in tend poses the question of an implied Anglo-Saxon audience. However, the epic in medieval times and Beowulf for that matter represented the adventures of male characters enmeshed in tangled battles, and this is beside the author’s stylistic choices. 
		It is observable from the foregoing, how studies in Beowulf converge on its historical relevance as against its literariness. Thematic considerations of human destiny, death, arms and armour are deplored within the unique geo-ethnic milieu of the Anglo Saxon cultural ethos. The battles of the Geats and Norse form the backdrop of plot actions while character and heroism reflect the glories of medieval pagan commitatus ideals, while the narrative voice reveals a Christian undertone. Beowulf indeed has been used as a “quarry of fact and fancy far more assiduously than it has been studied as a work of art” (Tolkien, 1936, 1). This study veers into the narrative techniques of distance, and the choices of the narrative person and point of view that produces the narrator distance being investigated. The study significantly gives impetus for further studies into the role of the narrator, narrative perspective, narrative time etc. The narrative has sixty three (63) divisions (stanzas), divided into three parts – representing three of Beowulf’s battles with supernatural powers. The presentation of these three mortal combats is interspersed with stories about feuds and other speeches by prominent characters. 

2. 1.  Narrative distance and Person
Distance and Person are sub-categories of Mood and Voice in Genette’s Narrative Discourse (1983). According to Genette’s narrative categories, the heterodiegetic person is not part of the story but tells the story of others; he is hence absent from the fictional world. The homodiegetic person on the other hand is the narrator present and participating in the story, either as the hero (auto-diegetic) or as an observer telling the story of other characters (alterdiegetic). In the latter, the narrator, like the heterodiegetic person is practically absent from the story and a great deal of the narrative account is controlled by the characters. Therefore, even though the homodiegetic person is the “I” narrator—present in the story, he can be deliberately obliterated from view in the narrative to achieve narrative distance where the events flow naturally as if there was no narrator. This is meant to achieve a state of moodlessness, where narrative events and speeches are not oriented through anyone’s point of view but the narrative itself. Thus, a way of achieving narrative distance is the employment of the homodiegetic “I” narrator in heterodiegesis (alterdiegesis). In his metalanguage, Genette defines  Narrative Distance in terms of the degree of narrative information given. There are three modes of narrated speech revealing more or less information: Narrativised Discourse, Transposed Discourse (Indirect and Free Indirect), and Reported Discourse. In the narration of events, mimesis denotes maximum information and minimum presence of the narrator. Conversely, diegesis of narration of events is the maximum presence of the narrator and minimum information. Similarly, mimesis and diegesis in narration of speech respectively entails the  imitation of character’s speech directly and indirectly in such a way as to show more or less the character or the narrator. The more direct the imitation of speech, the more character presence and the less narrator presence. Conversely, the more indirect the imitation of speech, the more narrator presence and the less character presence. The interplay between mimesis and diegesis in the narrative therefore determines narrative distance. The tripartite construction of Beowulf demonstrates a unique narrative distance through intermittent switch of focalization (perspective) between multiple homodiegetic narrators, diminishing maximum presence of the narrator. In view of the foregoing and apropos of the Aristotelian injunction supra, the following questions are critical:
Who speaks in Beowulf?
What point of view orients the narrative instance?
How does narrative distance occur in Beowulf
In spite of the apparent absence of the invocation of the muse in Beowulf, this medieval epic clearly exemplifies the unique character of the Homeric epic in its dramatic portrayal of speech and events. The objective note of the epic stems from presenting its scenes, events and characters “from a consistent and impartial viewpoint”.  In Beowulf, “an objective and disinterested element enters into the poet’s vision of human life” (Frye, 1957, p. 19; Alexander, 1973, p. 139). This state of objectivity is achieved by de-emphasizing narrator presence.  

3. 1. Analysis of Narrative Distance in Beowulf
The narrative starts off with the external focalizer presenting account of former kings and lords of the Danes to give the reader a concept of Beowulf’s (the protagonist’s) background. The life and death of Scyld and his successors is presented by the heterodiegetic person. In this presentation, the palpable absence of the “I” person is recorded by the narrator’s choice of the “we” point of view: 
Lo! the Spear-Danes’ glory through splendid achievements
The folk-kings’ former fame we have heard of,
How princes displayed then their prowess-in-battle. (I, 1-3, p.17).

The “we” point of view chosen by the narrator in this prologue, is to provide historical facts that are accessible to all and verifiable by a wide range of audience including the reader and the narrator himself. Despite his palpable absence, the “I” narrator’s presence is implied in “we”. But this involvement does not subjectify the account because the reader is involved to reflect on historically factual records. The heterodigetic narrator hereby presents a sprawling view of the royal lineage of preceding Lords and heroes of the Danes and Scylds. Names such as Scyld, Beowulf, Healfdene, Heorogar, Hrothgar, Halga, and Elan, are evident of the narrative’s richness with historicity and heroism. Up to the reign of Hrothgar and Grendel’s attacks on Heorot till Beowulf’s intervention, the narrative has been controlled by the heterodiegetic narrator who displays adequate information about the achievements of these preceding royal loyalists. There is thus a mimesis of narration of events not from any personalized perspective of a homodiegetic narrator but from the point of view that embodies the reader and the heterodiegetic person. The epic’s objective note right from the prologue emerges from this mimetic account of events. After this account, the homodiegetic “I” narrator in the person of Beowulf and Hrothgar takes over the narrative from Book VI to Book XI, who recount Beowulf’s past prowess in the history of Heorot. As it is the epic’s hallmark to tell itself, the introduction of the protagonist is done by the characters themselves, in this instance, Hrothgar: 
I remember this man as the merest of striplings.
His father long dead now was Ecgtheow titled,…
Seafaring sailors asserted it then,…
As peace-offering thither, that he thirty men’s grapple
Has in his hand, the hero-in-battle. (VII, 2-11, p.31).

In the “I” character narrator’s portraiture of Beowulf above, the latter is reported to have the
strength of thirty men, and this narrator also uses the evidence of ‘seafaring sailors’ to reinforce and authenticate the information about Beowulf’s heroism. This additional perspective is meant  to reduplicate the point of view of presentation in order to objectify the presentation. The arrival of Beowulf and his fourteen band of retainers from Geat initiates the first shift to the narration of speech with the inquisition from the Danish coast guard: “Who are ye men here…” ((IV, 48-69). Thus, Beowulf takes over the narrative from Hrothgar, as the next “I” narrator. His speech serves to validate the earlier information presented by the heterodiegetic person on the historical achievements of past stalwarts. Beowulf piles upon these facts with further facts about the Geat’s clan where he directly hails from. In this speech, he relays the account of his heroic adventure with Breca and their youthful achievements, presenting details of the hero’s past encounters with water beasts and monsters. Details of these encounters include his night fights with the nickers:
When I came from the contest…covered with gore…destroying
The nickers by night…
A hateful fiend-scather, seized me and held me
 Grim in his grapple: ’twas granted me, nathless
 To pierce the monster with the point of my weapon
 (VII-IX, 48-59, pp.32,37)

In this direct discourse, digressions in the form of flashback are made into Beowulf’s records in previous combats. The recounting of these terrifying adventures of Beowulf, prepares the ground for his sole encounter with Grendel - the deadly monster of Heorot. The internal “I” character narrators being in charge of the narrative at this point emphasizes the epic’s self-narrating evidence and its objective ethos. The heterodiegetic person’s earlier accounts serves as a prelude to the homodiegetic person’s and speech and events emphasize information and characters with absolutely no narrator presence. The narrator’s presence occurs only in response to proceedings of gatherings, to comment on the next line of action that the characters should carry out:
Courtly discussion, conquerors’ shouting,	
Heroes were happy, till Healfdene’s son would
Go to his slumber to seek for refreshing…
(X, 85-89, p.40).

The external narrator’s appearance could be said to only momentarily halt the moving pace of the account. The mortal combat between Grendel and Beowulf is presented by the external narrator in full detail in choppy sentences, revealing a perfect combination of adverbs and action verbs to give a sense of the fierceness and alacrity with which the two combatants tussle:
He quickly laid hold of A soldier asleep, suddenly tore him,
Bit his bone-prison, the blood drank in currents, 
Swallowed in mouthfuls: he soon had the dead man’s 
Feet and hands too, eaten entirely, 
Caught he quickly the cunning deviser, ...
This early discovered The master of malice…no hand-grapple greater (XII, 39-43, p.44). 

Grendel’s cannibalistic gimmicks and Beowulf’s extraordinary strength are herein juxtaposed in picturesque imagery. The alacrity displayed by Grendel in contrast to Beowulf extraordinary strength gives a sense of the hero’s match and superpower over Grendel. Thus adverbs such as quickly, suddenly, soon, entirely, in currents, in mouthfuls point to Grendel’s agility in combat. The action verbs including laid hold, tore, bit, drank, swallowed eaten, caught, emphasize Grendel’s grim and determined efforts in the face of Beowulf’s ‘greater grapple’. The movements entailed in the choice of verbs and adverbs further emphasize the efforts actuating the actions. The choice of the verbs and adverbs then is to give details of the mortal combat including what the combatants are made of – their strength and skill in battle. Another aspect of details deals with the profusion of aural sounds mingled with visual imagery to give a sense of the rhythm occasioned by movements:
The shining hall-pavement, 
The palace re-echoed, Rattled the building, 
The sound mounted upward, ...damage incurable, ...his sinews were shivered, His body did burst, the slaughter was over, the war-hall of Hrothgar…” (XIII, 16-35, p.46-47). 

The narrator attempts to give the reader a sense of the sound actuated by action and movements of the combatants. Movement and sound are produced in such words as re-echoed, rattled, mounted, damage, shivered, burst, slaughter’, while the imagery of ‘sinews and slaughter’ evoke a horrendous ghastly scene. Four references to Heorot in ‘the shining hall-pavement’, ‘The palace’, ‘the building’, ‘the war-hall of Hrothgar’ emphasize the splendor of the Mead hall that sheltered Hrogther’s warriors in contrast to its defilement by Grendel through incessant beleaguerments. Grendel’s previous masterful exploits in dreadful attacks on the Mead hall is conjoined with Beowulf’s superior counter-attacking skills to detail vividly the contrast between the monster’s strength and Beowulf’s, and the Mead hall suffers under the weight of the two acclaimed ‘heavy-weight champions’. Thus, the narration of events is replete with maximum information in a synaesthesia of the senses of sight and hearing.  
		Series of speeches are delivered by Hrothgar, Unferth, Beowulf, and Wiglaf between Beowulf’s fight with Grendel’s mother and the fire-spewing dragon indicating the switch between different character-narrators. These four “I” narrators present diverse segments of the narrative. Hrothgar’s account emphasizes the infestation of horrible monsters in moorlands and deep caves to stress the prolonged agony endured by the Danes under his rulership due to the attacks of these monsters: “Far-dwelling spirits, holding the moorlands…Now is help to be gotten From thee…” (XXI, 29-56). Wiglaf’s long speech in which he both acknowledges Beowulf’s generosity and appeals to his fellow retainers to keep their pledge to stand by their lord in death effectively evokes the comitatus ethos to stir up the band of retainers as the battle line is decisively drawn. The commitment to stand by Beowulf in the final showdown between Beowulf and the fire-spewing dragon is thus guaranteed: “I remember the time when, tasting the mead-cup, We promised in the hall the lord of us all…” (XXXVI, 30-34, p.109). 
Beowulf presents account of his combat with Grendel and his mother. These speeches are all presented in direct discourse: “...I further shall tell thee More about Grendel, that thou fully mayst hear…” (XXX, 36-39, p.90). The dramatic accounts of the events of Beowulf by these multiple internal focalizers, the homodiegetic person, relegates the external focalizer, the heterodiegetic person, allowing the narrative to tell itself. 

		The accounts of the two last battles of Beowulf against Grendel’s mother and the fire-spewing dragon detail the aggressive nature of the two monsters and the sword wielded by them or Beowulf to paint the gruesome scene. This is done through the mechanism of descriptive compound structures. In either case the imagery of the cluster of compound structures is picturesquely striking, emphasizing the blood-thirsty nature of the dragons, their experience in battle their extraordinary strengths, and the uniqueness of their weapons and armour. These both compare and contrast Beowulf’s exceptionally overpowering might and amour: “The sea-wolf, with loath-grabbing fingers, with fierce-biting tusks, with horrible clutches, her war-knife wide-bladed, flashing, the fiend-woman’s neck, her bone-joints,  her Fate-cursèd body, The hand-sword; the mother of Grendel; mighty in struggle. Hot-gleaming fire-waves, blaze-billows, The fight-armor, the youthful spear-hero, the young-aged stripling, his kinsman’s war-target, the old and iron-made Brand, The wonderful war-sword, Fierce-raging fire-drake of feud-hate, Heated and war-grim, Soul-gore seething, sword-blood in waves boiled…” (XXIII-XX1V, 29, 13; pp.71-73; XXXVI-XXXVII, 64-88, 1-3, pp.110-111). 
The terror of the combat naturally pervades the narrative in the cluster of complex noun phrases subjecting or predicating the sentential relation of the events. The compounding of the lexical items serves to duplicate information on the combat and the combatants. This mimetic account gives credence to the epic. The two occasions of the heterodiegetic persons’ assumption of the “I” person’s point of view to indicate narrator presence and subjective consciousness mainly provide superfluous details for the reader to understand why Beowulf’s war weapon fails him and why Wiglaf  intervenes in the last scene of the mortal combat:
 ...every weapon, as I heard on inquiry, Outstruck in its stroke…
Then I heard that at need of the king of the people 
The upstanding earlman exhibited prowess” 
(XXXVI-XXXVII, 80-83,1-3, pp. 110-111).

This momentary presence of the heterodiegetic person is a commentary on the main action of the combat but not a direct cause or effect of it. Wiglaf is the last and faithful liegeman of the hero’s band of retainers and his intervention in this last scene according to this commentary is only a matter of cause and a gesture of faithfulness to the comitatus ethos to which he pledged allegiance. He intervenes to fulfill the mandate which the rest of the retainers have ignominiously failed to accomplish in honour of their earlman. He would not have interposed for Beowulf but for the failure of the latter’s war sword which is broken in the seething flames of the fire-spewing dragon. Notwithstanding this narrator point of view, the narrator credits the source of this vital information to some informants by the premise of “I heard on inquiry…” and “I heard that…”. On these two premises, the narrator denies his presence and the credibility or otherwise of the facts raised herein no longer rests with the narrator’s perspective but the readers’ discretion. What he ‘heard’ logically alludes to historical facts to which the audience may verify. Thus, the narrator does not intend to own any information of the events of the narrative. It is not his object in this epic to show himself, but the narrative events alone. Consequently, the narrator’s momentary presence in the narration of events carries no weight and does not affect the overall objectivity of the presentation from the heterodiegetic person’s perspective. 

4. 1. Conclusion
The narrator in Beowulf indeed speaks “very little in propria persona”, giving greater attention to the narrative objects by allowing it to tell itself. The narrator (that is, the heterodiegetic person) has been absent throughout the narrative in Beowulf, by not allowing his perspective to becloud the narrative instance. In his obliteration, all the events and speeches are oriented through the prism of the character’s themselves. The occasions of narrator presence serve to proffer commentary on the prevailing actions, events and speeches. 
		The overall narrative tone is conveyed through the viewpoint of the heterodiegetic person, who is the speaker absent from the narrative. Being absent then, a great deal of the narrative information is controlled by the principal characters in the form of the first person “I” narrator present in the narrative, who is the point of view that orients the narrative. Thus, the heterodiegetic person in this narrative presents the account of the epic through focalization of the homodiegetic person (the “I” narrator). The narration of events mainly emphasizes the information by detailing the events in descriptive pauses, with lexical and syntactic structures that are both aurally and visually appealing, producing dramatic effects. The narration of speech mainly employs direct discourse wherein speech and characters are emphasized. The digressions and long flashback speeches of the internal characters presented in direct discourse drive the development of the plot from the beginning to the end. In these methods of dramatic presentation of information in the epic, narrative distance is attained in Beowulf. Thus, even though Beowulf, does not open with the invocation of the muse, it achieves the same moodless objectivity of the Homeric epic through dialogue, flashback, and internal focalization wherein is narrator absence.
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