
Written in Old English some 

time before the 10th century

A.D., Beowulf is the oldest

surviving epic in British 

literature. With its rich fabric

of fact and fancy it describes

the adventures of a great

Scandinavian warrior of 

the 6th century. 



SECTION SUMMARY
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1. BEOWULF
 Commonly cited as one of the most important

works of Anglo-Saxon literature, it’s an Old
English heroic epic poem consisting of 3182 
alliterative lines.

 Its composition by an anonymous Anglo-Saxon poet is 
dated between the 8th and the early 11th century. 

 It exists in only one manuscript, known as the Nowell Codex, 
(now housed in the British Library, London) which survived

➢ the wholesale destruction of religious artifacts during the 
dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII; 

➢ a disastrous fire which destroyed the library of Sir Robert 
Bruce Cotton (1571-1631). The poem still bears the scars of 
the fire, visible at the upper left corner. 4



 The events described in the poem take place in the late 

5th century, after the Anglo-Saxons had begun their

migration and settlement in 

England, and before the 

beginning of the 7th century, 

a time when the Saxons were

either newly arrived or in 

close contact with their

fellow Germanic kinsmen in 

Scandinavia and in Northern

Gemany. 5

THE SETTING





THE STORY: part 1…

 The protagonist, Beowulf, is a hero
who travels great distances to prove
his strength at impossible odds against

supernatural demons and beasts. 

 He is a prince of the Geats of southern Sweden
and he comes to the aid of Hrothgar, the king of 
the Danes, whose great hall, Heorot, is plagued

by a monster, Grendel.

 Beowulf kills Grendel with his bare hands and 

Grendel’s mother with a sword, once used
by giants, found in its lair. 7



 Later in his life, Beowulf, 
who has been king of the 
Geats for some 50 years, 
finds that his realm is 

terrorised by a dragon
whose treasure had been stolen by a slave from his hoard
in a burial mound.

 He attacks the dragon with the help of his thanes but when
they flee in fear he decides to follow the dragon into its lair: 
only his young loyal kinsman Wiglaf dares to join him.

 Beowulf finally slays the dragon, but is mortally wounded
and buried in a tumulus by the sea.
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.
… & part 2





Beowulf: an epic poem…

 What characterises an epic poem? 

❖ It is a long narrative text composed
in an elevated style.

❖ It deals with the trials and achievements of a great  hero.

❖ It employs long and formal speeches.

❖ Its hero represents the values of the age he lives in.

❖ Its story achieves universal significance.

• All of these characteristics apply to Beowulf but

❖ it does NOT open with an invocation to a Muse;

❖ it does NOT start “in medias res”.
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…or a historical one?
 A historical text usually  

❖ refers to events which have actually happened;

❖ deals with people who are historically identifiable.

• These characteristics DO NOT apply to Beowulf but

❖ the setting is similar to reality in Denmark and Sweden 
in the 5th and 6th centuries;

❖ rituals such as the funerals
have been confirmed by 
archaeological discovery;

❖ the tribal feuds of the time 
are well documented. 11



Imagination...
 Doubtlessly, Beowulf ’s world runs parallel to history 

but what we find is also a world of the imagination
in which:

❖superhuman powers are 
attributed to the hero;

❖a supernatural lake is where  
Grendel lives;

❖numerous monsters appear 
throughout the poem.
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… and reality.
 The world of the poem is organized from the centre

outwards: 

❖ at the centre of each kingdom
is a mead-hall, a place of 
warmth, laughter, friendship, 
storytelling and celebration;

❖ beyond the mead-hall, the world is cold and dark, 
getting darker the further you go from the hall. Terrible 
evils lurk in the outer darkness.

 Thus the real mingles with the imaginary, creating a 
poem which the audience of the time, listening to the 
scop’s oral performance of it, enjoyed immensely. 13





THE GOODIES: Beowulf.
1. Beowulf, the protagonist, heroic but also 

human, is stronger and more courageous
than anyone anywhere in the world, but also 
courteous, patient and diplomatic.

➢ Loyalty is Beowulf’s guiding 
virtue. 

➢ His reputation is what he is 
most concerned about.

➢ Fame, glory and wealth are 
among his motivations.
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THE GOODIES: Hrothgar.

2. Hrothgar, the Danish king, is perhaps the most 
human character in the poem, and the person 
with whom it may be easiest for us to identify.

➢ He appears wise and fatherly, but also lacking the 
courage expected of a great warrior-king.

➢ He embodies generosity 
and hospitality but age 
has clearly robbed him 
of the power to act
decisively.
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THE GOODIES: Wiglaf.

3. Wiglaf, although a relatively minor character, is 
nevertheless important to the overall structure of 
the poem. 

➢ He is a perfect example of the 
idea of “comitatus”, the loyalty 
of the warrior to his leader, 
acting in much the same way 
as the younger Beowulf had done.

➢ He is a model of self-control, determined to act 
in a way that he believes to be right. 17



THE BADDIES
1. Grendel is «a fiend out of hell», evil and  

corrupt, a descendant of the cursed
sinner Cain: envious of man, he represents
disorder and chaos, a projection of all that 
was most frightening to the Anglo-Saxon mind.

2. Grendel’s mother is a swamp-hag 
who lives in a desolate lake: she emerges 
from her lair to seek vengeance for her 
son’s death. 

3. The dragon is a fire-breathing creature, 
nocturnal, treasure-hoarding, inquisitive 
and vengeful, more overtly destructive than
the two humanoid monsters. 18





THEMES (1)
1. IDENTITY:  characters in the poem are unable to talk 

about their identity or even introduce themselves 
without referring to family lineage while a good 
reputation is the key to solidifying and augmenting 
that same identity.

2.GOOD vs EVIL: the conflict is most 
obviously exemplified by the physical 
battles between Beowulf and the 
monsters though good and evil are 
also presented in the poem not as 
mutually exclusive opposites but as 
dual features present in everyone. 20



THEMES (2)
3. YOUTH vs AGE: in the first part, 

Beowulf is the young, daring 
prince, in contrast with Hrothgar, 
the wise but ageing king. In the 
second part, Beowulf becomes 
the ageing but still heroic warrior, 

contrasted with his young follower, Wiglaf.

4.WYRD & PROVIDENCE: characters talk about both 
God’s providence and a concept the Anglo-Saxons 
called “wyrd”, i.e. fate. Providence is the will of God 
moving in the affairs of men. It means that there 
is a plan and meaning behind what happens. 21



THEMES (3)

5. PAGAN VALUES & CHRISTIAN VALUES: in some 
ways, Beowulf represents a link between 
two traditions, that is to say

➢ the old pagan traditions, exemplified by

❑ courage in war and loyalty for the thanes, 

❑ generosity and hospitality for the king, 

❑ the search for glory in this life;

➢ the new beliefs of the Christian religion, as the ideas that

❑ man survives only through the protection of God,

❑ all earthly gifts flow from God,

❑ the proper bearing of man is to be humble and selfless.22



STYLE (1)
 Almost no lines in Old English poetry end in rhymes in 

the conventional sense and Beowulf is no exception.

 Musicality and rhythm depend strongly on alliteration
which is used in almost every line: an example is

“The harrowing history haunted the heroes.” 

❖ A line of the poem actually consists of two half-lines 
with a caesura (pause) between them. 

 Imagery is vivid and the story is kept moving quickly 
by leaping from one event to another using historical 
digressions as flashbacks are used in modern works.
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STYLE (2)
 Extensive use is made of kennings, compound expressions

that use characteristics to name a person or a thing, as in 

banhus “bone-house” body

hronrade “whale-road” sea or ocean

 Litotes are also numerous, i.e. figures of speech in which a 
positive statement is made by the negative of its opposite: 
when describing Grendel’s mire, King Hrothgar says it is 
“Not a pleasant place!” It is, in fact, filled with horror.

 Long lists of leaders and warriors, heroes and battles, 
which may seem tedious to the modern reader, were familiar 
and very dear to the audience of the time. 24



STYLE (3)
 The point of view often shifts in the midst of an action 

in order to offer multiple perspectives, as when we are 
shown the reactions of the warriors who are looking on 
as an audience in almost every battle.

 The language is elevated and formal, as can be seen in 
the following example:

They extolled (i.e. praised) his heroic 
nature and exploits (i.e. deeds).

 The tone is melancholy: Beowulf begins with a funeral 
and ends with a funeral so that the total effect is more 
like a long, lyrical elegy than an epic... 25





LEGACY
 Beowulf has often been translated

into modern English: renderings by Seamus Heaney (1999) 
and J.R.R. Tolkien (2014) became best sellers. It has also 
been the source for retellings in text and as movies. 

Why?

 It is, from beginning to end, a poem about confronting 
death: the underlying tragedy is man’s brief mortal life.

“It is essentially a balance, an opposition of ends and beginnings. 
In its simplest terms it is a contrasted description of 
two moments in a great life, rising and setting; 

an elaboration of the ancient and intensely moving contrast 
between… first achievement and final death.” (Tolkien)
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