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Abstract: This paper reconsiders the historical plausibility of Fred C.
Robinson’s argument for the use of an “appositive style” in Beowulf.
The poet, in Robinson’s view, contrasts paganism and Christianity by
placing their representative elements into a state of apposition, which
enables the audience to perceive both the admirable and regrettable
aspects of the pagan past without passing explicit judgment upon it.
Several critics have denounced Robinson’s interpretation as
anachronistic and implausible, but this paper contends that its
credibility is increased in the light of a hitherto unrecognized historical
analogue. A letter written by Daniel, Bishop of Winchester, about
methods for converting pagan Germanic peoples is shown here to
recommend rhetorical strategies that distinctly resemble the appositive
style of Beowulf. The composition of Beowulf is consequently situated in a milieu close
to the conversion of the Anglo-Saxons, in which an aesthetic of pagan and Christian
apposition evidently prevailed.
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