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The concept of the comitatus is as ancient as the first century A.D. and as recent as the late 1400s.  In its highest form, the comitatus has the potential to win many victories and convey great honour to its members.  Failure of the comitatus is also possible, when the ideals by which it functions are corrupted or ignored.  If Tacitus’s Germania provides the definition of the comitatus, then Beowulf, the first Anglo-Saxon epic poem, can be seen as an example of its success and its failure.

Tacitus discusses the comitatus in his Germania, written around 98 A.D.  The comitatus, he says, is headed by a chief, who relies on his own courage and enthusiasm in battle to win the respect of his men (107).  Men are initiated into these war bands on the basis of the prowess they show during their military training.  To be in the band of a highly respected and important chief is the primary goal of these young men, who compete amongst one another for the chief’s favour (112).  In battle, according to Tacitus, the comitatus fights together.  The men owe allegiance to their chief, and the chief owes allegiance to the cause for which they fight.  The duty of the warriors in the comitatus is to enhance the glory and fame of their chief by protecting, supporting, and defending him in the midst of battle.  To die in defense of one’s chief is the greatest honour, and to leave the field alive after he is dead is the greatest shame (113).  


The idea of the comitatus continued in existence long after Tacitus’s time, reasserting itself during the feudal Middle Ages in northern Europe.  The feudal arrangement was based upon this idea of service in war, for a feudal lord had his band of vassals, which made up the comitatus.  In return for land, the vassals provided their lord with aid—that is, military service for a set period of time—and counsel, which consisted of opinions and judgments on matters set before the lord to be settled.  As in the comitatus of Tacitus’s time, the vassals fought directly for the lord and the lords fought for the cause.  Although an admirable idea, this system created problems in the medieval feudal society.  Sometimes vassals owed service to multiple lords, who in all likelihood could be waging private warfare against one another.  Medieval society set less store on the value of dying for one’s chief, and if a feudal lord was killed in battle, more often than not his comitatus disbanded and fled the field immediately.


Both these two forms of the comitatus can be seen in Beowulf, in which the concept of the war band, until the end of the poem, achieves a kind of literary perfection.  Beowulf’s men are loyal, brave, and willing to die for the honour of their leader.  When Beowulf leaves Geatland to sail to Denmark and assist Hrothgar in defeating Grendel, he announces his intent and begins enlisting men, “the best he could find” (207).  Eventually he chooses fourteen men to accompany him on his mission.  These fourteen men are Beowulf’s comitatus—what Tacitus calls “a large train of picked young warriors” (112).  To be considered one of the best men Beowulf would find must have been an enormous honour and a consideration which inspired great loyalty among his men.


When Beowulf and the other Geats arrive in Denmark and are confronted by Hrothgar’s watchman, the men of the comitatus stand back for Beowulf to respond to the watchman, which he does simply and intelligently.  The tendency of the men to leave all negotiations to Beowulf’s judgment is an indication of the great respect they hold for their leader.  They also unquestioningly follow Beowulf and the watchman to Heorot (229-331).  Beowulf’s men, or “thanes,” as they are called, congregate around him as he explains their mission to Hrothgar.  In this way they give physical evidence of their support for their chief—an act of intimidation to the Danes as well as a show of their loyalty to Beowulf (340-455).  The men of the comitatus also remain at Beowulf’s side throughout the duration of the feast, the benches being cleared “so the Geats could have room to be together” (492).  

When the Geats finally bed down for the night in Heorot, they are aware of the great mortal dangers they face from Grendel, but although the Danes have all left the building, not a one of them ventures to desert Beowulf.  Each and every one of them expects to die under the monster’s violent assault, but they all rest themselves beside their bold chief, who has vowed to defeat the monster without the use of men’s weapons.  Then Beowulf’s Geats fall asleep, leaving him to defend the hall alone (688-709).  This is perhaps the first shameful thing the comitatus does--neglecting to keep vigil with its leader.  But it can also be seen as the implicit faith they have in Beowulf’s strength and abilities.  That men in fear for their very lives can somehow find enough comfort to fall asleep in the face of mortal danger says a lot for Beowulf’s reputation and qualities as a fighter and a leader.


Once Beowulf and Grendel are locked in combat, the warriors of the comitatus begin working to defend their leader and destroy the monster.  They fight on, striking the monster again and again in effort “to cut straight to the soul” (798-99) even though it is apparent that their blades aren’t damaging their opponent.  Here is plainly shown the phenomenon Tactius describes in the Germania in the following way:  “To defend and protect him, and to let him get the credit for their own acts of heroism, are the most solemn obligations of their allegiance” (113).  Though the credit for Grendel’s demise is justifiably only Beowulf’s, his men perform their “solemn obligations” with an effort that is heartfelt, the more so for its ineffectualness.  


A further instance of the loyalty of the comitatus to their leader is shown by Hrothgar’s men after Beowulf’s great victory against Grendel.  They travel throughout the land announcing Beowulf’s magnificence and strength, “yet there was no laying of blame on their lord, the noble Hrothgar; he was a good king” (861-2).  Even though Hrothgar had never been able to defeat Grendel, his men still believed in his goodness and valour.  No doubt they would have fought to defend Hrothgar’s honour against anyone they encountered who dared impugn it.  This type of loyalty is also evident when one realizes that, although Beowulf is himself the leader of a comitatus, he also owes allegiance to a higher lord:  Hygelac, king of the Geats.  Beowulf gives the neck-ring he receives as a gift from Hrothgar to his king Hygelac, who wears the ring out on his last raid (1202-14).  To give such an expensive and marvellous gift away to his lord is evidence that Beowulf is not only respected among his men, but respectful and loyal as well.  Giving the neck-ring to Hygelac was a way of increasing the king’s glory, which, as Tacitus says, is one of the prime obligations of the members of a comitatus.


The men of Beowulf’s war band also display poignantly the love they bear their lord and the belief they have in his mighty strength and courage.  Even after it has become apparent that he has perished in the lake where Grendel’s mother lives—especially when they all see “a heave-up and surge of waves and blood in the backwash” (1593-94)—they sit by the bank and continue to watch, after Hrothgar and his men have departed.  “Sick at heart,” they are described, “staring at the mere, the strangers held on.  They wished, without hope, to behold their lord, Beowulf himself” (1602-05).  This devotion after Beowulf has met certain death shows how high in esteem the men hold their magnificent leader.


By the time Beowulf himself is king of the Geats, however, the ideals of the comitatus have been considerably corrupted.  When he goes out to destroy the dragon that has been persecuting his people, he takes with him warriors picked “from the army deliberately, honoured…and judged….fit for this action…and all because he considered [them] the best of his arms-bearing thanes” (2639-42).  Beowulf and his men stand together until the moment for fighting arrives, and then Beowulf instructs them to stand aloof since the fight is not theirs (2529-37).  The dragon and Beowulf begin their battle, each with the expectation of victory.  But Beowulf’s weapon, the sword which had never before failed him, does no damage to the dragon’s tough scaly hide (2538-95).  Beowulf refuses to give up, though he has now been denied his great victory—but his comitatus, not half so courageous, deserts him in fear:  “that hand-picked troop broke ranks and ran for their lives to the safety of the wood” (2597-99).
Far from Beowulf’s first brave, loyal band of warriors, these men are shameful cowards, who behave more like hired soldiers than the fraternity of men the comitatus is supposed to embody.  By running away, they dishonour themselves and their leader, and, with the exception of one, leave Beowulf to face the dragon and death on his own.  Here, in one brief moment, is the failure of the concept of the comitatus.


The comitatus, first described by Tacitus and last manifested in the death throes of the Middle Ages, reaches the height of its perfection in Beowulf, exhibiting all the characteristics of a war band loyal to its chief and valiant in its fighting.  The problems inherent in the comitatus are also borne out at the end of the epic, when Beowulf’s men desert him in the battle against the dragon. The real warriors of the medieval period could have looked on this poem as something of an instructional guide for their own warlike society—what not to do, what to do, and how to do it right.  
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