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Thomas Honegger

E O W Y N , A R A G O R N  A N D  T H E  
H I D D E N  D A N G E R S  O F  D R I N K

M y paper discusses Tolkien’s depiction of the ‘wassail’ scene(s) in The Lord 
of the Rings, its parallels and analogues in Beowulf and other medieval texts, 
and the possible implications for an interpretation of the relationship be­
tween Eow yn  and Aragorn. I argue that the existence of those parallels 
and analogues in medieval texts constitutes an instance of ‘covert depth’ in 
Tolkien’s work. This dimension of ‘covert depth’ goes beyond the estab­
lished limits of Shippey’s ‘depth’ since it can only be appreciated if the reader 
is acquainted with the relevant parallel passages.

In meinem Aufsatz untersuche ich das Verhältnis zwischen Tolkiens Verwen­
dung des 'wassaiT Motivs im Herr der Ringe und den parallelen und ana­
logen Szenen im Beowulf und anderen mittelalterlichen Texten. Durch die 
Erschließung des literarhistorischen Hintergrunds des 'wassaiT Motivs erge­
hen sich neue Erkenntnisse bezüglich des Verhältnisses zwischen Eowyn und 
Aragorn. Die 'versteckte* Bezugnahme a u f parallele und analoge Szenen in 
der mittelalterlichen Literatur bewirkt, daß das 'wassail* Motiv an 'Tiefe*ge­
winnt. Diese Art von 'Tiefe*, die ich 'versteckte Tiefe* nenne, unterscheidet 
sich von Shippeys 'Tiefe* ('depth*) dadurch, daß sie nur von denjenigen L e­
sern bemerkt und verstanden werden kann, die mit den betreffenden Passa­
gen in den anderen Werken vertraut sind.

I

Tolkien provides only a few instances of ‘Rohirrim Old English’ in 
The Lord o f the Rings. These are notably Eomer’s joyous greeting 
of his lord ‘Westu Theoden Hal!* (Tolkien, LotR 540),1 which echoes 
Beowulf’s greeting to Hrothgar: ‘Wxs fm, Hröögar, häl!’ (Beowulf

A ll references to The Lord o f the Rings (henceforth LotR) are by page number to 
the one-volume centenary edition of 1992.
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I.407), and io w yn s wish for health to Theoden, ‘Ferthu Theoden 
hal! * (Tolkien, LotR 545), which is easily recognisable as the Old En­
glish equivalent for ‘Fare/be thou well, Theoden! \ On the one hand, 
these phrases are part of Tolkien’s wider characterisation of the Ro- 
hirrim as ‘Anglo-Saxons on horseback’. On the other, they may re­
fer to more specific parallels in Old, and, as it will be seen, Mid­
dle English literature. It was especially io w yn ’s wish for health to 
Theoden, ‘Ferthu Theoden hal!’ (Tolkien, LotR 545) and her offer­
ing the cup to Theoden and the guests that caught my eye. This pas­
sage is of some importance, since it not only provides parallels to the 
Anglo-Saxon world on a linguistic level, but brings to mind a scene 
that features in various medieval works as ‘the Wassailing of Vor- 
tigern’ (the King of the Britons) by Rowena (or Rouwen), the daugh­
ter of Hengest (one of the leaders of the Anglo-Saxon mercenaries 
employed by Vortigern).2

II

The earliest (Latin) account of this incident, which reputedly took 
place in the fifth century A. D., can be found in the work of the 
ninth-century Anglo-Welsh writer who has long been known as 
Nennius. His rather brief version of the encounter was expanded 
in the twelfth century by Geoffrey of Monmouth in his Historia 
Regum Britannie (1137) and, two decades later, retold in Anglo- 
Norman (i. e. the variety of French spoken by the Norman aristo­
crats in England after the conquest in 1066) by Wace in his Le Roman 
de Brut. La3amon’s translation/adaptation of this poem into Middle 
English (known as Layamon's Brut) presents the story as follows.

Haengest eode in-to ban inne. \>er wunede Rouwenne. 
he heo lette scruden. mid vnime<te> prude, 
al bat scrud be heo hafde on. heo weoren swiSe wel ibon. 
heo woren mid ban bezste. ibrusted mid golde.

Aurner, in her study on Hengest, provides an excellent overview of the various ver­
sions of the wassailing episode.
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Heo bar an hire honde. ane güldene bolle. 7135
i-uuled mid wine. be wes wunder ane god.
H x3e iborenne men. heo lxdden to hallen, 
biuoren ban kinge. fairest alre binge.
Reowen sxt a cneowe. &  cleopede to ban kinge.
&  bus asrest sxide. in ^Englene londe. 7 14 °
Lauerd king wxs hxil. For bine kirne ich xm  uxin.

king bis ihxrde. &  nuste what heo seide. 
be king Vortigerne. frxinede his cnihtes sone. 
what weoren bat speche. be bat maide spilede. 
ba andswerede Keredic. a cniht swiöe sellic. 7145
he wes be bezste latimer. bat 2er com her.
Lust me nu lauerd king. &  ich be wulle cuöen. 
whxt seiö Rouwenne. fahrest wimmonnen.
Hit beoö tiöende. inne Sxxe-londe.
whxr-swa xi du3eöe gladieö of drenche. 7 1 50
bat freond sxiöe to freonde. mid fxire loten hende.
Leofue freond wxs hail. be oöer sxiö örinc hail.
be ilke bat halt bene nap. he hine drinkeö up.
o[ö]er uul me bider fareö. &  bi-thecheö his iueren.
benne bat uul beoö icumen. benne cusseoö

heo breoien. 7155
bis beoö sele la3en. inne Saxe-londe.
&  inne Alemaine. heo beoö ihalden aöele.
bis iherde Uortiger. of alche[n] uuele he wes war.
&  seide hit an Bruttisc. ne cuöe he nan iFnglisc.
Maiden Rouwenne. drinc bluöeliche benne. 7160
bat maide dronc up bat win. &  lette don oöer ber-in.
&  bi-txhten ban kinge. &  brien hine custe.
&  burh ba ilke leoden. ba la3en comen to bissen londe. 
wxs-hail &  drinc-hxil. moni mon ber-of is fain. 
Rouwenne be hende. sat bi ban kinge. 7 l &5
be king heo 3eorne biheold. heo was him an heorte leof. 
ofte he heo custe. ofte he heo clupte. 
al his mod &  his main. hxlde to ban mxidene. 
be Wurse wes ber ful neh. be in xlche gomene is ful rxh.
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he Wurse ne dude nxuere god. he maeingde \>as
kinges mod. 7170

he murnede ful swiQe. to habben hat mseiden to wiue. 
hat wes swi[5]e ladlic {ring. bat t>e Cristine king, 
luuede hat ha5ene maide. leode to hasrme.3

Compare this rather elaborate account with the following passages, 
the first from the Old English epic Beowulf (lines 612-31), the sec­
ond from The Lord o f the Rings, “The King of the Golden Hall” :

£ode Wealhheow for5, 
cwen Hr55gares, cynna gemyndig,
grette goldhroden guman on healle,

3 Hengest went into the lodging where Rouwen was living. / H e had her clothed with 
lavish ostentation; / all the clothing she had on became her very well. / She was all 
embroidered most richly with gold / and she bore in her hand a golden bowl / filled 
with the finest wine. This was a marvellous sight. / N o b ly  born men led her into the 
hall / before the king, [she was the fairest of all]. / Rouwen knelt and called to the 
king / and thus said first in England / ‘ Lord king, wassail! I am glad at your com ­
ing.’ / The king heard this but did not know what she said. / King Vortigern quickly 
asked his knights / what that speech could be that the maid uttered. / Then Kerdic, 
a very remarkable knight, answered. / H e was the best interpreter that ever came 
here. / ‘ Listen to me, lord king, and I shall inform you / what Rouwen, the fairest of 
women, says. / It is the custom in the land of the Saxons / that whenever the knights 
enjoy a drink / the one friend says to the other, with fair and gracious demeanour / 
“ Dear friend, wassail” ; and the other says “ Drinkhail” . / The one w ho is holding the 
cup drinks it up. / Another cup is brought and presented to his companion. / When 
the cup has come, then they kiss three times. / These are the good customs in the 
land of the Saxons / and in Germany. They are highly esteemed.’ / Vortigern heard 
this (he was versed in every wickedness) / and said it in British (he knew no English): 
/ ‘ Maiden Rouwen, drink heartily then.’ / The girl drank up the wine and had it re­
filled / and gave it to the king and kissed him three times. / And through these folk 
the customs came to this land / of wassail and drinkhail, to the satisfaction of many a 
man. / The gracious Rouwen sat beside the king, / and the king eagerly gazed on her 
and she was dear to his heart. / Often he kissed her and embraced her. / A ll his force 
and inclination was directed to that maiden. / The Devil, who is in each man ram­
pant, was then close by. / The Devil never did any good. H e stirred up the king’s 
passions, / and he greatly longed to have that maiden as a wife. / That was an evil 
thing that the Christian king / loved that heathen girl to the detriment of his people. 
(Translation by Burnley, Courtliness 1 3 8 - 1 3 9 )
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ond J fr ë o llc  wlf 
ærest Éast-Dena 
bæd hine bllône 
lëodum lëofne; 
symbel ond seleful, 
Ymbëode \>a 
duguj>e ond geogobe 
sincfato sealde,
\>æt hlo Bëowulfe, 
mode gej)ungen 
grëtte Gëata lëod, 
wîsfæst wordum 
\>æt hëo on ænigne 
fyrena frôfre. 
wælrëow wiga 
ond gyddode 
Bëowulf mabelode,

ful gesealde 615
ej>elwearde,
xt ¡)xre beorbege,
he on lust gebeah
sigerof kyning.
ides Helminga 620
dx\ ¿ghwylcne,
ob \>xt sx\ alamp,
beaghroden cwen
medoful xtbxr;
Gode bancode 625
]>xs 5e hire se willa gelamp,
eorl gelyfde
He bset ful gebeah,
xt Wealhbeon,
gube gefysed, 630
beam Ecgbeowes:4

The king rose, and at once Éowyn came forward bear­
ing wine. ‘Ferthu Théo den hâlT she said. ‘Receive now 
this cup and drink in happy hour. Health be with thee 
at thy going and coming!* Theoden drank from the cup, 
and she then proffered it to the guests. As she stood be­
fore Aragorn she paused suddenly and looked upon him, 
and her eyes were shining. And he looked down upon

4 Wealhtheow came forth, / H rothgars queen, mindful of customs, /  gold-adorned, 
greeted the men in the hall; / and the noble woman offered the cup / first to the 
keeper of the land of the East-Danes (i. e. Hrothgar) / bade him be glad at the beer­
drinking, / beloved of the people. In jo y  he partook / of the feast and the hall-cup, 
king famous for victories. / Then the lady of the Helmings [i. e. Wealhtheow] went 
about / to each one of the retainers, young and old, offered them / the costly cup, un­
til the time came / that she to Beowulf, the ring-adorned queen, / excellent of mind, 
bore the mead-cup. / She greeted the prince of the Geats, thanked G od / with words 
rooted in wisdom, that her wish was fulfilled, / that she might trust in some noble­
man / for help against deadly deeds. H e took up the cup, / the warrior fierce in battle, 
from Wealhtheow, / and then spoke, one ready for battle. / Beowulf spoke, the son 
of Ecgtheow: (Translation based on the one by Talbot E. Donaldson in Tuso 1 1 - 1 2 )
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her fair face and smiled; but as he took the cup, his hand 
met hers, and he knew that she trembled at the touch.
‘Hail Aragorn son of Arathorn!’ she said. ‘Hail Lady of 
Rohan!’ he answered, but his face now was troubled and 
he did not smile.

Let me first point out the parallels between the passage from The 
Lord o f the Rings and the other two accounts and then, in a second 
step, comment on the differences between Tolkien’s account and the 
other texts.

Tolkien obviously wrote this passage with the older model from 
Beowulf in mind. There, it is not a young maiden that serves the wine 
(resp. mead), but Wealhtheow, king Hrothgar’s wife, mother of three 
children, and queen of the Danes -  a rather matronly figure.5 She dis­
penses not only refreshments and gold, but also words of wisdom 
and advice (cf. lines 1 1 59-91). Unfortunately, the passage from Beo­
w u lf which shows closest parallels to the other two accounts tells us 
only about her offering a cup to Hrothgar and the other guests, but 
does not give the actual words that must have accompanied the ges­
ture. However, it is very probable that they would have been some­
thing like ‘Waes \>u hal,. . . ’. The queen -  or noble lady -  as the dis­
penser of drink is probably the original model for Tolkien’s depic­
tion of fiowyn, who also addresses first the king (Theoden, her un­
cle), and then his guests. Not much of a potential for a development 
in this context.

It is the figure of Rowena, however shadowy she appears, that 
provides a submerged link to the tradition of young women used 
by a relative (in her case Hengest, her father) to seduce and manip­
ulate an older, powerful man (i. e. Vortigern). Salome is the most 
prominent example of this tradition, maybe because of her claim 
to fame as the alleged inventor of the art of strip-tease. Rowena, 
however, succeeds without such strenuous exercise, and Iiowyn is 
even further removed from consciously using her charms. Yet the

5 O n Wealhtheow in general, see also the in-depth study by Damico.
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‘Beowulfian’ mode which has so far dominated the passage un­
dergoes a slight but significant change. When £owyn addresses 
Aragorn with ‘Hail Aragorn son of Arathorn!', which could be in­
terpreted as a shortened rendering of the Old English ‘Wais hal,
Aragorn Arathornes sunu!', it is no longer solely as the female head 
of the royal household, but also as a young, attractive maiden -  
as Aragorn has noticed a short while before (Tolkien, LotR 53 7). 
What is more, she is obviously falling in love with him.6 Thus, we 
have a ‘Rowena' element coming in at this moment. The asexual 
‘Beowulfian' world in Lord o f the Rings suffers the intrusion of an 
ever so slight element of eroticism. No swapping of cups, no las­
civious kissing for fiowyn and Aragorn, though.7 The only bodily 
contact that takes place is the (accidental?) touching of their hands 
which was preceded by the silent message of her shining eyes and 
Aragorn’s innocuous answering smile, which he abandons as soon 
as he notices Eowyn's emotional state by the touch of their hands. 
He has become aware that this ‘wassailing' is no longer of ‘Beo­
wulfian' nature, although fiowyn is certainly no Rowena-like se­
ductress, and the drinking ritual is, to many 20th-century readers, 
reminiscent rather of the eucharist than of the sensuous ‘wassailing' 
custom.

The importance of the incident lies in the fact that the Rowena- 
Vortigern story serves as a hidden contrast to the passage in Tolkien. 
By implicit comparison, Tolkien provides the model of a morally and 
ethically responsible leader. Aragorn, unlike Vortigern, has no prob­
lems resisting the sensuous ‘temptation', which is not very promi­
nent in Tolkien's account anyway. The real problem for Aragorn 
is how to reject Eowyn's advances as tactfully and humanly as

6 The encounter between Aragorn and E o w yn  had originally been designed to initiate 
a love-story that would end with the marriage of the two, as becomes evident from  
Tolkien’s notes and early drafts (cf. Tolkien, Treason 448).

7 Note, however, that the ‘goodbye cup’ on the occasion of Aragorn’s departure for 
the Path of the Dead is a shared one (Tolkien, LotR  8 16) and he kisses her hand upon 
leaving (Tolkien, LotR  817).
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possible8 -  because a rejection is what is asked for. Thus, the emo­
tion that poses the greatest danger to Aragorn is not lust, but pity. If 
he were to accept Eowyn’s offer of devotion and love, he would do 
so out of pity.

Ill

I do believe that we have here yet another instance of what Shippey 
calls ‘depth’, or, what Tolkien himself referred to as ‘deep roots’.9 
This instance differs from the other instances of ‘depth’ as it makes 
sense without additional information, i. e. the one definition of 
‘depth’ as the feeling that there is “ a better and richer and truer story 
somewhere in the hinterland but never yet told” (Shippey 276) -  as is 
so often the case in Beowulf (hence also often ‘Beowulfian depth’) -  
does not apply. The presentation of the liowyn -  Aragorn incident is 
allusive, but not defective or incomplete in the sense that one is puz­
zled by some reference to an event which is not further elaborated. 
The dimension of ‘hidden’ or ‘covert depth’, to coin a new term,10 
goes beyond the established limits of Shippey’s ‘depth’. It can only 
be appreciated if the reader is acquainted with the relevant parallel 
passages.
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