Beowulf Notes
Name of Work:   Beowulf
Author:  Unknown

Type of Work:  

·  Fantasy – a work that takes place in non-existent, unreal world and is a product of the imagination

· Epic Poem

Setting:  Denmark and Geatland (Sweden); early sixth century

Point of View:  Third person, omniscient

Theme:  Good versus evil; Christian goodness versus dark and evil

Characters:

· Beowulf – hero of the poem; a Geat

· Geats – people of southern Sweden

· Grendel – an evil monster; a descendent of Cain ( from the Bible story of Cain and Abel)

· Healfdane – father of Hrothgar

· Herot – Mead hall built by Hrothgar for his warriors to celebrate – This is NOT a character; it is a place.
· Higlac – King of the Geats; uncle of Beowulf

· Hrothgar – Danish king; builder of Herot

· Hrunting -  sword  given to Beowulf by Unferth  - This is Not a character; it is a SWORD.
· Shild – legendary Danish king who arrived mysteriously as a child in a drifting boat and began a new dynasty

· Unferth – one of Hrothgar’s courtiers; challenger of Beowulf in a duel of words

· Welthow – Hrothgar’s queen

· Wiglaf – young warrior who helps Beowulf kill the dragon; kinsman of Beowulf

· Wulfgar – Hrothgar’s herald who welcomes Beowulf and his men to Herot

Terms to Know:
·  Alliteration:  the repetition of consonant sounds at the beginning of words.
· Example:  Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers
· Allusion:   a reference to a person, place, event or thing from literature, history, art or religion
· Example:  Cain and Abel from the Bible.
· Caesura:  A pause or break in a line of poetry
· Example:  So Grendel ruled, fought with the righteous (The comma is placed where the caesura would be placed.
· Epic:  a long, narrative poem about a hero of noble birth
· Example:  Gilgamesh, Iliad, Beowulf
· Foreshadowing:  the use of clues to hint at what is going to happen later in the plot
· Example:  He
· Would keep them safe from evil …(11. 704-705)
· Irony:  the contrast between expectation and reality; between what is said and what is really meant
· Example:  Beowulf describes himself as being courteous to the monster when in reality, he is not; he kills it.
· Kenning:   a phrase or metaphor composed of two words for a specific object
· Example:  “world-candle” for sun; “battle-flasher” for sword
· Symbol:   a person, place or thing that stands both for itself and something beyond itself.
· Example:  Armor represents God’s protection or power.
· Example:  Grendel represents evil.
Vocabulary terms to Know:

*   mail:  armor made of metal links

*  mead hall:  meeting place for warriors

*  retainer:  servant

*  scop:  storyteller

*  wyrd:  fate; destiny

Synopsis:

The Coming of Beowulf; Battle with Grendel


Herot, the mighty mead hall of Hrothgar, the king of the Danes, would normally be a place for eating and socializing with fellow warriors. This however, has not been so because Grendel, a monster, has been terrorizing the mead hall for twelve years.  No one is safe as long as Grendel stalks the moors. Beowulf, a Geat, hears of the monster.  He feels he must uphold family honor and help Hrothgar because Hrothgar befriended Beowulf’s father years before.  Beowulf and his group of warriors sail from Geatland to help Hrothgar.  When Beowulf meets King Hrothgar, Beowulf boasts of his battles with sea monsters and offers to fight Grendel.  That night, after a big banquet during which Unferth taunts Beowulf, he and his followers are sleeping in the hall.  When Grendel comes, he kills one Geat before Beowulf grabs his arm and rips it from the shoulder.  Grendel, mortally wounded,  then flees and Beowulf hangs the arm on the wall of the hall as a trophy.
The Battle With Grendel’s Mother:  Sermon on Pride


After Grendel returns to his lair, Hrothgar gives a victory feast and many great gifts to Beowulf.  The peace is short-lived, as Grendel’s mother comes to avenge his death.  She kills Hrothgar’s dearest friend and returns to her lair. Hrothgar again needs Beowulf’s help.


Beowulf and his men journey to the site of the lair, a lake that is a symbol of Hell.  Beowulf dives in with his armor and helmet on, carrying Hrunting, a sword given to him by Unferth.  He is attacked by sea serpents as he sinks to the bottom and is soon in the clutches of Grendel’s mother.  Beowulf is protected by his armor (mail) as she first claws at him and then uses a dagger.  Hrunting is of no value.  Beowulf spies a giant sword on the wall and uses it to decapitate her.  He then cuts off Grendel’s head and brings it, along with the remains of the giant sword, to the surface as trophies for Hrothgar.


Hrothgar gives Beowulf and his men another banquet (party) and even more gifts.  Hrothgar, deeply concerned with Beowulf’s pride, delivers some of the most beautiful and thought-provoking lines of the epic.  He cautions Beowulf on the evil of having too much pride.

The Battle with the Flying Dragon; The Death of Beowulf


Beowulf returns to Geatland, and after some years pass becomes the King of Geatland.  He rules for fifty years and is old when his country is ravaged by a fire dragon who has been guarding a huge treasure.  A fleeing servant has taken a two-handled cup, causing the enraged dragon to burn the country-side.


Beowulf knows that he must save his country.  He and a group of his warriors seek the dragon in its cave.  Beowulf goes to the entrance but cannot enter because of the heat.  The dragon comes out spewing fire, and the fight commences (begins); all Beowulf’s  men desert him except Wiglaf.  Beowulf is mortally wounded, but he and Wiglaf kill the dragon.  Before Beowulf dies, he proclaims Wiglaf king and states what he wants done with the treasure from the dragon’s den.


Beowulf is given a pagan-type funeral – cremation, as opposed to a Christian burial.  His ashes and treasure are put inside the walls of a tower which will serve as a watchtower for sailors who travel the seas for years to come.
