BEOWULF NOTES
SUMMARY:  Denmark’s King Hrothgar builds a huge banquet hall for his people.  Their noisy celebrations infuriate a monster named Grendal, who terrorizes and attacks them, killing many.  A young hero named Beowulf from nearby Geatland and later killing Grendal’s mother.   Beowulf eventually becomes king of Geatland and dies an old man, defending his people from a dragon.

Each section of the epic poem relates an episode in the story of Beowulf.

GRENDEL ATTACKS THE DANES

Though this poem was created more than 1,000 years ago, Beowulf is still one of the best known heroes in English literature.  

LITERARY HISTORY--SCOPS:  Oral poets, or scops, relied on poetic devices to aid their memory and give their performances structure and power.  One of the devices used in Beowulf is alliteration—the repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words.  Examples:  down in the darkness (lines 1-2); happy in his hall (line 15); sprawled in sleep, suspecting nothing (lines 33-34).

LITERARY ELEMENT—CONFLICT:  The conflict between the Danes and Grendel symbolizes the struggle between good and evil.

IDENTIFYING SEQUENCE:  Hrothgar has built Herot, a banquet hall where his warriors gather and listen to scops singing of the wonders of God’s creation.  The monster Grendel cannot bear to hear the heroes’ rejoicing.  He attacks Herot, slaughtering thirty warriors.  He raids the hall nightly, leaving Herot deserted and Hrothgar in misery.

ART:  Much of what we know about life in ancient and medieval Scandinavia is based on archaeological evidence such as amulets (on page 25) which depict the face of Odin, the chief of the Norse gods.  A number of amulets would have been strung together on a single necklace.

THE COMING OF BEOWULF
Beowulf is committed to courageous action.  Upon learning of Hrothgar’s plight, Beowulf immediately sets out to rescue him.

KENNINGS:  The author uses kennings throughout this poem.  A kenning is an imaginative metaphorical phrase used in place of a simple noun.  For example, “man-kind’s enemy” (line 79) and “that shadow of death” (line 74) are kennings that refer to Grendel.
INTERPRETING MEANING:  Lines 154 and 155 describe Beowulf “unlocking/Words from deep in his breast.”  The phrase is a metaphor that compares Beowulf’s heart to a locked treasure box that is opened to share Beowulf’s thoughts and feelings.

To the watchman, Beowulf has the look of a hero.  The watchman is impressed by Beowulf’s size, appearance, and weaponry.  The watchman’s words offer readers descriptive details about Beowulf and his men.

LITERARY HISTORY—Some experts believe that Beowulf was written by more than one author.  The only existing manuscript of this epic contains the handwriting of two different people.  In addition, the poem contains both pagan and Christian elements.  Other scholars believe that only one author wrote the poem.  They attribute the presence of both pagan and Christian elements to the period in which the work was written.  At that time, England was undergoing a cultural shift from paganism to Christianity.

LITERARY ELEMENT—Hrothgar can either accept Beowulf’s help or continue to suffer Grendel’s attacks.  The Danes have been unable to stop Grendel’s reign of terror by themselves.  Beowulf and his men are strong, brave, and well armed, and they may provide crucial help.

IDENTIFYING SEQUENCE:  The watchman promises to escort them to Hrothgar and have his men guard their ship.

CULTURAL HISTORY—GOLD:  Early Anglo-Saxons led simple, nomadic lives.  Their only luxury was gold. This precious metal was hoarded, melted down, and taken along wherever they went.  Gold was a precious commodity then, as it is now.

Beowulf has defeated warriors in battle, as well as giants and monsters.

INTERPRETIVE MEANING:  In lines 237-238 Beowulf declares, “death was my errand and the fate/They had earned.”  Beowulf intended to kill his opponents and felt their evil actions had earned them their punishment.

LITERARY HISTORY—BOASTING AND FAME:  The heroes of epic poetry sometimes boast of their achievements.  By boasting, the hero shows that he has already won fame and intends to do so again.  Fame was especially important to Anglo-Saxons.  Many pagan religions offered no hope of redemption in an afterlife.  Fame was the best prospect they had for a kind of immortality.
The image of a Viking ship (page 29) was found on the Swedish island of Gotland, in the Baltic Sea.  Capable of  being sailed both on the open ocean and in shallow rivers, long ships enabled the Vikings to further their trading and raiding in northern Europe.

LITERARY ELEMENT—CONFLICT:  The original fight of good versus evil has grown more complex.

IDENTIFYING SEQUENCE:  In this section, Beowulf makes a prediction based on prior events.  Grendel had invaded the hall and killed and eaten warriors; Beowulf believes he will try this again.

When away from the safety of their home, Vikings relied on the dragon symbol (page 30) for protection and good fortune.  They crafted dragon pendants and brooches and carved dragon heads into the prows of their ships.

Myths and legends were used to explain life’s various phenomena.
