
Explanations of Digressions in Beowulf: 

Sigemund and Finn  

…a carrier of tales, 
a traditional singer deeply schooled 
in the lore of the past, linked a new theme 
in a strict metre. The man started 
to recite with skill, rehearsing Beowulf's 
triumphs and feats in well-fashioned lines, 
entwining his words. 

In this section, the king's minstrel sings of Sigemund and Finn, two digressive episodes that 
serve to foreshadow later events in Beowulf. 

Hrothgar's minstrel recites a poem about Sigemund (the Frankish hero, son of Waels, uncle of 
Fitela, father of Sigfrid/Sigurd).  Sigemund killed with his sword a dragon that was guarding a 
treasure hoard.  He brought back the treasure by boat and flourished, in contrast to the 
previous king, King Heremod, who was killed in Jutland. 

This comparison to the greatest of Germanic heroes, a story that already was well known, 
exalts Beowulf but also suggests his own doom. 

Summary 1: 

The story of Finn also draws upon shared narrative material. Both it and the fragmentary Fight 
at Finnsburh recount an attack on warriors led by Hnæf and Hengest, who defend themselves in 
the hall at Finn's stronghold. In the battle, Hnæf is slain.  

The Finn episode in Beowulf picks up later. Hnæf now is identified as leader of the Danes, 
whose sister Hildeburh has married the Frisian king Finn. Conflict breaks out and both Hnæf and 
Hildeburh's son are slain. Hengest (who traditionally is associated with the conquest of Kent) 
assumes leadership of the Danes. Under the expedience of a truce, they remain at court until 
the following spring, when, instead of returning home, they avenge their leader, slaying Finn, 
plundering his treasure, and taking Hildeburh back to her people. 

Both this lay and, later, the story of Ingeld and Hrothgar's daughter, which Beowulf relates to 
Hygelac at his homecoming, speak of the need for revenge and the failure even of marriage to 
ensure peace when there is such a blood feud. Heorot, the magnificent hall of Hrothgar, 
eventually will be destroyed by fire and the Geats subjugated by the Swedes when Beowulf, 
himself, is killed in his own battle with a dragon. 

  



Summary 2: 

Hrothgar's scop recites another poem within the poem, this time the tale of Finn's hall (the 
Finnsburh or Finnsburg episode), as follows: Hildeburh, daughter of Hoc, is a Dane and queen of 
Frisia through her marriage to the Frisian King Finn, son of Focwald. Both her unnamed son and 
her brother, the Danish king Hnaef, are killed in a battle against the Frisians and Jutes.  She 
mourns the loss and laments the enmity that now exists between her husband Finn and the 
Danes.  The Danes continue the attack but it is inconclusive.   The new Danish leader Hengest, 
who takes over after Hnaef's death, violates the long-standing code of honor, which calls for 
the king's thanes to fight to the death after his death—instead he arranges a truce with Finn.  
These displaced Danes agree to live with the Frisians and to serve Finn, swearing an oath of 
allegiance to him, and in exchange they are to receive lodging, bounty including rings, and the 
assurance they will be honored.  Hnaef's body is burned in a funeral pyre heaped with treasures 
and accompanied by his nephew's body—the grisly effects of the fire are detailed.  With time, 
the Danes in Frisia become resentful of their forced allegiance, and long for home and for 
vengeance.  Despite their oath of allegiance, Guthlaf and Oslaf travel to Denmark and return to 
Frisia with a war party.  In the renewed fighting, Finn is killed, and Queen Hildeburh is taken 
back to Denmark along with many treasures.  

 

From Seamus Heaney’s Introduction, p. xiii 

“The ‘Finnsburg episode’ envelopes us in a society that is at once honour-bound and 

blood-stained, presided over by the laws of blood-feud, where the kin of a person slain are 

bound to exact a price for the death, either by slaying the killer or by receiving satisfaction in 

the form of wergild (the “man price”), a legally fixed compensation. The claustrophobic and 

doom-laden atmosphere of this interlude gives the reader an intense intimation of what wyrd, 
or fate, meant not only to the characters in the Finn story but to those participating in the main 

action of Beowulf itself. All conceive of themselves as hooped within the great wheel of 

necessity, in thrall to a code of loyalty and bravery, bound to seek glory in the eye of the 

warrior world. The little nations are grouped around their lord, the greater nations spoil for war 

and menace the little ones, a lord dies, defenselessness ensues, the enemy strikes, vengeance 

for the dead becomes an ethic for the living, bloodshed begets further bloodshed, the wheel 

turns, the generations tread and tread and tread… The import of the Finnsburg passage is 

central to the historical and imaginative world of the poem as a whole.  

 

 

Summaries adapted from: 

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/~grout/encyclopaedia_romana/britannia/anglo-saxon/beowulf/reading.html and 

https://www.mcgoodwin.net/pages/beowulf.html  

http://penelope.uchicago.edu/~grout/encyclopaedia_romana/britannia/anglo-saxon/beowulf/reading.html
https://www.mcgoodwin.net/pages/beowulf.html

