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Beowulf

Nothing is known about the original authors of Beowulf. By studying the handwriting in the one preserved copy of the poem, historians have determined that Beowulf was recorded around A.D. 1000 by two unknown Anglo-Saxon monks.

Little information is available about the historical accuracy of the events described in the poem. Historians have discovered that a real King Higlac, Beowulf’s king in the poem, fought another medieval clan about A.D. 520. Whether Beowulf himself actually existed is uncertain, however. Evidence from recent archeological digs, such as the rich and well-preserved burial ship at Sutton Hoo, England has shown that medieval clans lived in much the way life is described in Beowulf.
Beowulf is a narrative poem. A narrative poem tells a story (has setting, characters, plot, resolution, and a strong theme).
Beowulf is an epic poem. An epic poem is a long narrative poem, majestic in tone and mighty in scope, characterized by:

a) A hero, usually of supernatural origin

b) Events of national or international importance

c) Supernatural characters

d) Episodes rather loosely connected

e) Many long speeches

f) Heroic verse

After reading the poem answer the questions on the other side of the page.
1. In the chart below record examples of each of the seven epic characteristics:

	Characteristics
	Example from the poem, Beowulf

	1. Hero of high status
	Beowulf

	2. Fateful actions
	Beowulf determines the fate of the Danes.

	3. Courageous deeds
	Beowulf boasts: lines 90-97


	4. Supernatural complications
	Grendel: A powerful monster

	5. Large-scale setting, long journey
	Line 100: “I have come so far”
Line 114-115: “Out from the marsh

	6. Formal speeches
	Line 80-87: Beowulf’s speech about his greatness and how he arrived to save the lands from the evil monster, Grendel

	7. Universal ideas
	Good triumphs over evil



2. The theme of the poem is the struggle between good and evil: Beowulf is able to defeat evil in the form of Grendel and the Dragon, yet he ultimately loses his life in the process. The forces of good battle the forces of evil again and again, knowing that one day they will be defeated, but at least they'll die fighting. Of course, "good" in Beowulf means "strong, generous, and proud," and "evil" means "demonic creatures from the marshes." However, this particular battle between good and evil isn't as much about morals as it is about fate – and reputation.
          In today’s society we have our kind of good vs evil battles: enemies 
          that threaten our safety and way of life. Who or what are threats to 
          our society today?
3. Beowulf is an epic poem about a legendary hero who battles evil. Like all heroes, Beowulf represents the values admired by his society. What are the qualities of modern day heroes? 
