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Beowulf notes – before we read the story excerpt 
 

background information 

1. Beowulf is the oldest poem in the English language, so everything written since Beowulf stems from it in some way. 

2.  The story of Beowulf encompasses common themes that we still see in English literature today. 

3.  Beowulf is the oldest surviving English poem.  It’s written in Old English (or Anglo-Saxon), which is the basis for the language 

we speak today. 

4. Some of the historical contexts are real, yet the main character and the story are fictional.  Some of the Swedish and Danish royal 

family members were actually real. 

5. The only copy of the manuscript was written sometime around the 11th century A.D. (1000s), however … 

6. The actual poem probably dates from the 8th century (700s) or so, and … 

7. The story may be set even 700s, around 500 A.D. 

8. There are a lot of Christian references in the poem, but the characters and setting are pagan … this means a monk probably 

translated it. 

9. 30,000 lines of Anglo-Saxon poetry survive today 

10. 3,182 (10%) of the lines are from Beowulf 

11. Setting - Denmark and Sweden 

12. Author - unknown, probably a monk 

13. Composed in the 7th or 8th century 

14. oldest surviving English poem 

 

Anglo-Saxon culture 

15. WYRD – Anglo-Saxon idea of  “fate” or destiny 

● defined as: the principal, power or agency by which events are predetermined 

16. What will happen to you has already been determined by wyrd 

- three aspects 

● past 

● present 

● future 

- The term is where we get the modern word “weird” 

    17.  accumulated treasures amount to success 

    18.  fame and fortune zealously sought after 

 * battle was the favorite pastime 

    19.  loyalty to one’s leader is crucial 

    20.  king was the strongest warrior 

- not heredity; it depended solely on being able to win battles, gain lands, treasures, and slaves to give his supporters 

    21.  importance of pagan, Germanic, and Christian ideals to people whose lives were often difficult and uncertain 

    22.  religion was not spiritual – it was a means of success and for material things (victory, harvest) – means of gaining prosperity 

    23.  fierce, hardy life of warriors and seafarers 



 

    24.  strength, courage, leadership abilities appreciated (Code of honor) 

    25.  boisterous, yet elaborately ritualized customs of the mead-hall 

    26.  expected the hero to boast 

 

codes of conduct 

    27.  good defeats evil 

    28.  wergild – restitution/reparation for murder – if not paid/given, expect revenge from victim’s relatives 

    29.  boasts must be backed with actions. 

    30.  fate is in control 

    31.  fair fights are the only honorable fights 

 

epic poem 

  32.  long narrative poem that recounts the adventures of a hero 

           (This story was probably passed down orally for centuries before it  

  was first written down.) 

  33.  elevated language 

  34.  does not sermonize 

  35.  invokes a muse (source of inspiration for a writer, etc.) 

  36.  begins in media res - in the middle of things 

  37.  mysterious origin, super powers, vulnerability, rite of passage 

 

the epic hero 

  38.  actions consist of responses to catastrophic situations in which the supernatural often intervenes 

  39.  code of conduct forces him to challenge any threat to society 

  40.  destiny discovered through a series of episodes punctuated by violent incidents interspersed with idyllic descriptions 

 

elements of Anglo-Saxon poetry 

  41.   chant-like effect of the four-beat line 

  42.  Alliteration (“Then the grim man in green gathers his strength”) 

  43.  Caesura - pause or break in a line of poetry 

         (“Oft to the wanderer         weary of exile”) 

  44.  Kenning - compound metaphorical phrase used instead of a name (“battle-blade” and “ring-giver”) 

  45.  Epithet - descriptive name to characterize something (“keen-edge sword”) 

  46.  Hyperbole - gross exaggeration 

  47.  no rhyme 

   

 

itle of epic poem 

  48.  Anglo-Saxon word Beo means “bright” or “noble” 

SIX elements of an epic: 
plot centers around hero of unbelievable stature 
involves deeds of superhuman strength or valor 
vast setting (across land and sea, into the 

underworld, through space and/or time, etc.) 
involves supernatural and/or otherworldly forces 
elevated style – overly formal, highly stylized 
poet remains objective and omniscient 

 



 

  49.  Anglo-Saxon word wulf means “wolf” 

  50.  Beowulf means bright or noble wolf 

  51.  other sources say “beo” means “bear” 

 

how we date Beowulf 

  52.  521 A.D. – death of Hygelac, who is mentioned in the poem (also spelled Higlac) – in story, he is Beowulf’s uncle and king of 

the     

         Geats 

  53.  680 A.D. – appearance of alliterative verse 

  54.  835 A.D. – the Danish started raiding other areas; after this, few poets would consider them heroes 

  55.  This version was likely composed between 680 and 835, though it may be set earlier. 

 

setting: Beowulf’s time and place 

  56.  Although Beowulf was written in English, it is set in what is now Sweden, where a tribe called the Geats lived. 

  57.  The story may take place as early as 400 or 500 A.D. 

 

terms 

  58.  Scop - a bard or story-teller 

The scop was responsible for praising deeds of past heroes, for recording history, and for providing entertainment 

  59.  Comitatus - Literally, this means “escort” or “comrade.”   

this term identifies the concept of warriors and lords mutually pledging their loyalty to one another 

  60.  Thane - a warrior 

  61.  Mead - fermented drink made from honey, water, yeast, and malt 

  62. Mead hall - the large hall where the lord and his warriors slept, ate, held ceremonies, etc. 

  63.  Wyrd – fate 

-  This idea crops up a lot in the poem, while at the same time, there are Christian references to God’s will. 

  64.  Elegy - a poem that is sad or mournful, typically written following a death (not the same as eulogy) 

  65.  Homily - a written sermon or section of the poem that gives direct advice/teaches a lesson

 

main characters 

 

  

 66.  Beowulf 

epic hero 

Geat (from southern Sweden) 

nephew of Hygelac (King of Geats at story’s start) 

sails to Denmark to help Hrothgar 

 

  67.  Hrothgar 

Danish king 



 

builds Herot (banquet hall) for men 

tormented by Grendel for 12 years 

loses many men to Grendel 

joyless before Beowulf’s arrival 

 

68.  Grendel 

referred to as demon and fiend 

haunts the moors (swampy land) 

descendant of Cain 

feasts on 30 men the night of 1st attack 

  

69.  Grendel’s Mother 

referred to as she-wolf 

lives under a lake 

challenges Hrothgar when she kills one of his best men 

   

70.  Fire dragon 

lives in Beowulf’s kingdom 

wakes up when thief steals cup 

guards countless treasure

 


