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Giltspeare Luckson’s Tragic Tale – Introduction


In reading Beowulf, one passage in particular caught my attention: lines 2246-2270, the last soliloquy of a nameless warrior, the only surviving member of his race.  I decided to give him a name and a title, and to tell his story, including that passage from Beowulf in my version in order to link the two texts.  This is a tale in stark contrast with Beowulf: Beowulf is a warrior who dies, whose people live (although it is implied that times will be hard).  “Giltspeare”, as I have called him, is a warrior who lives, but whose people die.  


Because of the time and length restrictions on this project, I was forced to use a rather abbreviated and lightweight style when compared to the lavish scope of the original.  And even though this is not a translation, and so is easier to put into poetic form, I chose to keep Seamus Heaney’s slightly loosened rhyming and rhythmic conventions.


Giltspeare’s tale contains elements of satire.  The names, especially Giltspeare, are necessarily a mark of my ignorance of the naming conventions of the time, but they lead to some nice ironies.  “Gilt” implies that he is only a hero on the surface, and is a pun on the guilt that that leads him to.  His weapon of choice, the spear from his name, is fitting for someone who is afraid of battle, because there is no physical contact.  And once the spear has left its owner’s hand, there is no checking its flight.  He tries to turn back from his chosen path, and gets nothing but sorrow in return.  (His name also sounds like Shakespeare, as in “This ain’t…” [sic].)


Luckson, resembling my own last name (except that I don’t know who “Stim” is), is ironic, as he is the son of “Luckless”, the “gambler who never won”.  And that irony foreshadows his own ill fortune, as it is his attempt to be nothing like his father that causes him such bad luck, and the treasure he wins ends up in the barrow of his dead friend Blake.  He probably (as the issue is deliberately left unresolved) even causes the death of Blake, the one man who in the end could have saved them all, and Giltspeare’s life is a worse fate than the deaths of Blake and Beowulf.


Giltspeare’s friend and rival, Blake gets his name from its resemblance to the word “blade”, his weapon of choice, and from sharing a first letter with Beowulf, whom he matches the courage and spirit of much better than Giltspeare does.  This makes an internal contrast between the two friends to match the contrast between Beowulf and Giltspeare.  Blake is everything a hero of this era should be: brave, strong, and just a little reckless.


Three is company, so the only other major character is the old king, Greystone.  He is not much of a character, his personality itself is rather grey, but he is the rock on which they stand, the voice of reason in every ear.  When he falls, Giltspeare becomes king, and suddenly learns just how true Greystone’s warning is: that “every hero through heroics dies.”


The plot follows the shape of Beowulf, with three encounters, each one more dire than before, until on the third one fate rears its ugly head in the form of the dragon.  The difference is in the final choice, and what it shows up in the characters’ hearts.  Beowulf faces the dragon and Giltspeare does not.  The subplot with Blake’s death is my nod to the plot of Beowulf, to what Giltspeare could have been.  It is also a convenient explanation for the barrow, and adds extra emotional significance to the quoted passage at the end.


In keeping with the plot shape of Beowulf, Giltspeare becomes king just before the final encounter.  This fits the Beowulf passage plausibly because he says “I am left with nobody / to bear a sword or burnish plated goblets,” (2252-53) as if having servants and soldiers under his command had once been his right.  Giltspeare is to Beowulf as Aeneas is to Odysseus (in function, not in the scope or skill of the works): a secondary hero following in the footsteps of the original (although Giltspeare is in Beowulf’s past), forming a contrast between two different ways of life.  Beowulf is a hero, Giltspeare a Darwinist, simply trying to save his own skin.

Giltspeare Luckson’s Tragic Tale

Three hundred years before those times

of Beowulf who won his fame

defeating demons and a dragon

lived a man called Giltspeare Luckson,

who, his fortune made through fighting,

was ruined by his wretched heart,

and, courage failing, was forced to flee

a fiery death for silent fields.

Giltspeare was still so young

when first he learned love of fortune.

Son of a man named simply Luckless,

a no-good lay-about gambler who never won,

Giltspeare vowed, that very day a man,

“Never shall I be my father’s son.

Though I should bring dire disgrace to our soil

and fire to our land, I’ll win my fortune.”

And Greystone, great ruler,

overheard.  He spoke:

“My son, someday you’ll learn

just how hard true heroes have to be

to turn and face…fate before their eyes-

Remember this: time sees all,

and every hero through heroics dies.”

But Giltspeare, proud, pretended not to hear.

He kept training his throwing skills;

the greatest shot with spears he became,

Such that no iron shield could withstand him.

But swordplay made him shake to try,

those naked blades, neck-close, so sharp,

preferred to attack from afar: a clean kill.

Still, it was a time devoid of tumult

and few trained in those fortunate years.

So proud Giltspeare alone was strong

in the dark times that descended soon.

The first sign came silently:

some children gone, chasing rabbits

in the dark mire, and danger came.

Never did they return to this earth.

Women muttered and wept to no avail;

no hero was there to hunt that haunted place,

until proud Giltspeare stood and spoke:

“My fellows, fear you this?

They are but lost, a lesser man

than I am still would search that wood,

not fear what a child did not flee!”

But in his heart, he heard his lies;

every man felt the evil in the mire.

Then Blake, the swordsman spoke aloud:

“Go then, yourself, if there is naught to fear.

Easily spoken are silly boasts in jest.  

Or are you a child, afraid as those

that disappeared?  Poor souls,

with you to protect them, timid as you are!”

So Giltspeare, quaking, quickly spoke again:

“Come, we are many, why waste words?

Why send one man; why not an army, then?

Or do you, Blake, balk at joining us?”

Then Greystone, king, gently said:

“Giltspeare, we won’t assail your words

for there is wisdom there.  Someday,

you might be king, but mind your fear.

I see it inside your silent eyes.

Prepare a party, pry within the wood.

See what is there, why children disappeared.”

Giltspeare and Blake, silently glaring,

tried to prove each the poorer man,

leading ahead, losing the trail,

mocking the rival’s routes through the fens.

There came, ahead, a cry of pain,

a man down, dead in the marsh.

And dark shapes, silent watchers,

gleaming eyes, evil blades.

Again, again, Giltspeare threw

his deadly shafts, splitting shields,

while careless Blake, blade-master, careened ahead,

mowing down dark forms like grass.

The enemy began to back away.

But, so soon for him, a shaft

in the dark came, deadly, cold.

Blake, in the thick of things, fell.  

The spear came from behind which killed him,

Although from whom with what intent

only his maker may tell.

But the spear was spun with such force

as few but Giltspeare gave to them.

So peace reigned for the people a little while,

while Giltspeare mourned his mighty friend.

But those dark armies, daring more and more,

returned from where they (wretched things!)

had lived and spawned, and silently they marched.

Then lookouts on the hill had news of them.

Vast they were, and wielded openly

their arms in daylight, dire and fell.

Greystone said: “So be it.

Amass our troops, for time of judgment nears.

I fear today I tire easily,

and may not last long at war.”

The battle lasted but little time.

Greystone fell; then Giltspeare screamed

a challenge to men: “My people, charge!

Our king is dead.  Die you as well,

Or will you fight for life?”

High on the hill, hidden from the fray,

he cast spears with speed and skill

until the enemy, undone, fled 

once more, matched by Giltspeare’s skill.

A hero now, never expected

of such as him, he stood a king,

Giltspeare, ruler by right of war,

but little time was left except to him.

A third time, the things attacked.

He saw the army spread below,

darkening the plains with putrid rags.

His weak heart wished he were no king.

A third time, his tempered spears

flew, darkening the fiery sky.

But one thing moved no man had seen

that had lived to tell of it.

A giant or demon, dark, on fire,

rode a dragon, wreathed in flame.

Giltspeare threw three spears

with all the strength his spirit knew.

One struck, and the steed of flame

rose in anger, its rider gone.

Spear after spear struck its scales

to no avail, and angered it.

With all his weak courage,

Giltspeare charged closer for better aim.

And there, at his feet, four arm spans long,

lay the demon’s deadly blade.

Only such as this could silence

such a foe, felt Giltspeare.

If only Blake still bore his soul,

that weapon would he wield!

And then, fate, fearful in his heart,

spoke to Giltspeare: “Stay back!

If you lift that iron now,

a hero’s death you’ll die today.

The wurm advanced, venting flame,

and Giltspeare’s heart gave way.

He fled, feeling only fear,

until no sight stayed in his eyes

of the battle he feared to fight that day.

All day, death met men,

while Giltspeare, guilty, hid.

The land wrecked, lost he stood,

until he thought of that he had won.

The wealth of an empire, wrought by men,

lay all alone today.

A barrow sat there, Blake’s resting place.

Into it the king carried treasure,

All the goods and golden ware 

worth preserving.  His words were few:

“Now, earth, hold what earls once held

and heroes can no more; it was mined from you first

by honorable men.  My own people

have been ruined in war; one by one 

they went down to death, looked their last 

on sweet life in the hall.  I am left with nobody

to bear a sword or burnish plated goblets,

put a sheen on the cup.  The companies have departed.

The hard helmet, hasped with gold,

will be stripped of its hoops; and the helmet-shiner

who should polish the metal of the war-mask sleeps;

the coat of mail that came through all fights,

through shield-collapse and cut of sword,

decays with the warrior.  Nor may webbed mail 

range far and wide on the warlord’s back 

beside his mustered troops.  No trembling harp,

no tuned timber, no tumbling hawk

swerving through the hall, no swift horse

pawing the courtyard.  Pillage and slaughter

have emptied the earth of entire peoples.”

And so he mourned as he moved about the world,

deserted and alone, lamenting his unhappiness

day and night, until death’s flood

brimmed up in his heart.




     And the treasure

would remain there, cursed, until a king

of greater mettle would give his life

to save his people from the prowling wurm. 

(1,960 words, including introduction.  Italics from Beowulf, lines 2246-2270.)

