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Patterningin B eowulf, Continued

To the Editor :

Ien joyed John D.Nile s's article "Ring Composi-
tion andthe Structure of Beowulf"( PMLA, 94
(1979], 924-35), not least because I have found
passages in Old Icelandic sag as that m ight be added
tohisl isto f examples.

Idonot, however, immediately understand the
objections to the numerological analyses done by
H art and othersth at Niless ets forth inhis third
note. Accordingt o Niles, "the line numer ation of
Beowulf isa modern inventio n" (p. 933) . Does
N iles mean that because the Beowulf poet had no
lineated copy of thet ext before h im, heh ad no idea
how many lines of poetry heh ad composed? If th is
is whatN ilesme ans, Ifindh is position an unreason-
ab le one and an insufficientr eason for rejecting
H art'swo rk . Whatwas to pr event the poet from
keeping tr ack ofthe number oflin es-by means of
ch alka nd slate, for exampl e-if heh ada reason to
dos o? Thew ish properly toco mpleteth e parts of
an umerological pattern (whose proportionsa nd

. factors had perhapssy mbolicme aning ) would be
such ar eason.

In Egils sagaS kallagrimssonar weh avea nac-
count of an oral poet's completing a prescribed pat-
tern in the composition of Hoiublausn: the pre-
scriptionis for a drdpa tvitug, at wenty-stanza poem
ofpr aise with an uppha] (introduction ), stet (mid-
dles ection with refrains), and sltemr (c onclusion).
The up phu] istwoand a h alfs tanzasl ong (twenty
lines); the slcemr is ofequ al length:i f Egil had not
kept count of the number ofl inesa nd stanzashe
hadc omposed,ho w could heh ave kn ownw hento
start the SltR111 r andh ow long tom akei t so th at it
wo uldbe symmetrical withthe upphaf l Granted, a
drdpat vitug'« pattern is mu ch lessco mplicatedth an
theo neH art proposesfo r Beowulf, but thepr inciple
-the filling inofapre scribed patt ern that obliges
the poet to keep tracko f how m any lines he has
composed at any givent ime-is the same.

The pre senceo fl acunae do es posea problem to
numerologicala nalysis.A further problem,a tle ast
for me , is th ata nal ysts sometimes fa ilt o drawa ny
connection between thep atterns they find andthe

meaningsof the poems inwh ich the y find them. I
wouldliket osee the preplanned pattern working
right along with a poem's dictiona nd subject matter
inthe serv ice ofthe poem's theme ; otherwise,I
findi t unlikely that a poet would go tothe trouble
ofm akinga numerological pattern at all. In "Sche-
matic Form andIts Symbolism in Th e Phoenix"
(Viator, II [1980],95-121), Robert D . Stevick suc-
cessfully applies numerological an alysis toa poem
that has no lacunae, and hegoesont o link the sym-
bolic meaningof the factors inthep atternw iththe
meaningo fth e poem. Furthermore, heu ses the
numerological pattern to account forthe awkward-
nessi n lines 380-86 of T heP hoenix , a passage long
considered by literary criticstobethe unhappy
result ofthep oet'si nabilityt o br idge the gap be-
tweent he fa ble of the first part oft hep oema ndthe
exegesis ofth e last part.

A fewyea rs ago, one might havea ttributed the
turn ing upo faco mplex numerological pattern in
anOldEn glish poem tothe work ing ofthel aws of
coincidence . But as morew orks are found toco n-
tains uchp att erns,i t seems tom e that the rol eo f
coi ncidencemu st be viewed as incons iderable . The
patterns a re there , and wemu st deal with them ; the
argumentth atagiv enp oet had now ay of knowing
how many lines of poetry heh ad composeda ta
given time during the processo fc omposition is not
as ufficientr eason for ustodi smiss fr om considera-
tion the work of Hart, Stevick, and others. The four-
beata lliterativelineisnot, after all, a typographical
convention:i t isa group of words with four stresses,
alliteration, a hotuiistair, and two stuli lar, a pattern
rec ognized by the ear.

T .C. S.LANGEN
Seattle , Washington

T o the Ed itor:

Theco nfidentcl aim ofJ ohn D. Niles th at Beo-
w ulf "asaw holeha s the solidity and graceofa
well-pl anned piece ofa rchitect ure" ( p. 93 1)i s a
tell ingi ndex of how far Beowulf schol arshiph as
now come from theon ce canonicalvi ewth at the
poem iss tructurallydefic ient,ev en clumsy. Lik e
many of the recent precursors he c ites, N iles finds
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