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      Context

      
      Though it is often viewed both
         as the archetypal Anglo-Saxon literary work and as a cornerstone
         of modern literature, Beowulf has a peculiar history
         that complicates both its historical and its canonical position
         in English literature. By the time the story of Beowulf was composed
         by an unknown Anglo-Saxon poet around 700 a.d., much
         of its material had been in circulation in oral narrative for many
         years. The Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian peoples had invaded the
         island of Britain and settled there several hundred years earlier,
         bringing with them several closely related Germanic languages that
         would evolve into Old English. Elements of the Beowulf story—including
         its setting and characters—date back to the period before the migration.
         The action of the poem takes place around 500 a.d. Many
         of the characters in the poem—the Swedish and Danish royal family
         members, for example—correspond to actual historical figures. Originally
         pagan warriors, the Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian invaders experienced
         a large-scale conversion to Christianity at the end of the sixth
         century. Though still an old pagan story, Beowulf thus
         came to be told by a Christian poet. The Beowulf poet
         is often at pains to attribute Christian thoughts and motives to
         his characters, who frequently behave in distinctly un-Christian
         ways. The Beowulf that we read today is therefore
         probably quite unlike the Beowulf with which the
         first Anglo-Saxon audiences were familiar. The element of religious
         tension is quite common in Christian Anglo-Saxon writings (The
            Dream of the Rood, for example), but the combination of
         a pagan story with a Christian narrator is fairly unusual. The plot
         of the poem concerns Scandinavian culture, but much of the poem’s
         narrative intervention reveals that the poet’s culture was somewhat
         different from that of his ancestors, and that of his characters
         as well.
      

      
      The world that Beowulf depicts
         and the heroic code of honor that defines much of the story is a
         relic of pre–Anglo-Saxon culture. The story is set in Scandinavia,
         before the migration. Though it is a traditional story—part of a
         Germanic oral tradition—the poem as we have it is thought to be
         the work of a single poet. It was composed in England (not in Scandinavia)
         and is historical in its perspective, recording the values and culture
         of a bygone era. Many of those values, including the heroic code,
         were still operative to some degree in when the poem was written.
         These values had evolved to some extent in the intervening centuries
         and were continuing to change. In the Scandinavian world of the
         story, tiny tribes of people rally around strong kings, who protect their
         people from danger—especially from confrontations with other tribes.
         The warrior culture that results from this early feudal arrangement
         is extremely important, both to the story and to our understanding
         of Saxon civilization. Strong kings demand bravery and loyalty from
         their warriors, whom they repay with treasures won in war. Mead-halls
         such as Heorot in Beowulf were places where warriors would
         gather in the presence of their lord to drink, boast, tell stories, and
         receive gifts. Although these mead-halls offered sanctuary, the early
         Middle Ages were a dangerous time, and the paranoid sense of foreboding
         and doom that runs throughout Beowulf evidences
         the constant fear of invasion that plagued Scandinavian society.
      

      
      Only a single manuscript of Beowulf survived
         the Anglo-Saxon era. For many centuries, the manuscript was all
         but forgotten, and, in the 1700s, it was
         nearly destroyed in a fire. It was not until the nineteenth century
         that widespread interest in the document emerged among scholars
         and translators of Old English. For the first hundred years of Beowulf’s
         prominence, interest in the poem was primarily historical—the text
         was viewed as a source of information about the Anglo-Saxon era.
         It was not until 1936, when the Oxford scholar
         J. R. R. Tolkien (who later wrote The Hobbit and The
            Lord of the Rings, works heavily influenced by Beowulf)
         published a groundbreaking paper entitled “Beowulf:
         The Monsters and the Critics” that the manuscript gained recognition
         as a serious work of art.
      

      
      Beowulf is now widely taught and is often
         presented as the first important work of English literature, creating
         the impression that Beowulf is in some way the
         source of the English canon. But because it was not widely read
         until the 1800s and not widely regarded as
         an important artwork until the 1900s, Beowulf has
         had little direct impact on the development of English poetry. In
         fact, Chaucer, Shakespeare, Marlowe, Pope, Shelley, Keats, and most
         other important English writers before the 1930s
         had little or no knowledge of the epic. It was not until the mid-to-late
         twentieth century that Beowulf began to influence writers, and,
         since then, it has had a marked impact on the work of many important
         novelists and poets, including W. H. Auden, Geoffrey Hill, Ted Hughes,
         and Seamus Heaney, the 1995 recipient of
         the Nobel Prize in Literature, whose recent translation of the epic
         is the edition used for this SparkNote.
      

      
      Old English Poetry

      
      Beowulf is often referred to as the first
         important work of literature in English, even though it was written
         in Old English, an ancient form of the language that slowly evolved
         into the English now spoken. Compared to modern English, Old English
         is heavily Germanic, with little influence from Latin or French.
         As English history developed, after the French Normans conquered
         the Anglo-Saxons in 1066, Old English was
         gradually broadened by offerings from those languages. Thus modern
         English is derived from a number of sources. As a result, its vocabulary
         is rich with synonyms. The word kingly, for instance, descends
         from the Anglo-Saxon word cyning, meaning “king,”
         while the synonym royal comes from a French word and the synonymregal from a Latin word.
      

      
      Fortunately, most students encountering Beowulf read
         it in a form translated into modern English. Still, a familiarity
         with the rudiments of Anglo-Saxon poetry enables a deeper understanding of
         the Beowulf text. Old English poetry is highly
         formal, but its form is quite unlike anything in modern English.
         Each line of Old English poetry is divided into two halves, separated
         by a caesura, or pause, and is often represented by a gap on the
         page, as the following example demonstrates:
      

      
      
         Setton him to heafdon     hilde-randas. . . .

      

      
      Because Anglo-Saxon poetry existed in oral tradition long
         before it was written down, the verse form contains complicated
         rules for alliteration designed to help scops, or poets, remember
         the many thousands of lines they were required to know by heart.
         Each of the two halves of an Anglo-Saxon line contains two stressed
         syllables, and an alliterative pattern must be
         carried over across the caesura. Any of the stressed syllables may
         alliterate except the last syllable; so the first
         and second syllables may alliterate with the third together, or
         the first and third may alliterate alone, or the second and third may
         alliterate alone. For instance:
      

      
      
         Lade ne letton.     Leoht eastan com.

      

      
      Lade, letton, leoht, and eastan are
         the four stressed words.
      

      
      In addition to these rules, Old English poetry often features
         a distinctive set of rhetorical devices. The most common of these
         is the kenning, used throughout Beowulf.
         A kenning is a short metaphorical description of a thing used in
         place of the thing’s name; thus a ship might be called a “sea-rider,”
         or a king a “ring-giver.” Some translations employ kennings almost
         as frequently as they appear in the original. Others moderate the
         use of kennings in deference to a modern sensibility. But the Old
         English version of the epic is full of them, and they are perhaps
         the most important rhetorical device present in Old English poetry.
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      King Hrothgar of Denmark,
         a descendant of the great king Shield Sheafson, enjoys a prosperous
         and successful reign. He builds a great mead-hall, called Heorot,
         where his warriors can gather to drink, receive gifts from their lord,
         and listen to stories sung by the scops, or bards. But the jubilant
         noise from Heorot angers Grendel, a horrible demon who lives in
         the swamplands of Hrothgar’s kingdom. Grendel terrorizes the Danes
         every night, killing them and defeating their efforts to fight back.
         The Danes suffer many years of fear, danger, and death at the hands
         of Grendel. Eventually, however, a young Geatish warrior named Beowulf
         hears of Hrothgar’s plight. Inspired by the challenge, Beowulf sails
         to Denmark with a small company of men, determined to defeat Grendel.
      

      
      Hrothgar, who had once done a great favor for Beowulf’s
         father Ecgtheow, accepts Beowulf’s offer to fight Grendel and holds
         a feast in the hero’s honor. During the feast, an envious Dane named Unferth
         taunts Beowulf and accuses him of being unworthy of his reputation.
         Beowulf responds with a boastful description of some of his past
         accomplishments. His confidence cheers the Danish warriors, and
         the feast lasts merrily into the night. At last, however, Grendel
         arrives. Beowulf fights him unarmed, proving himself stronger than
         the demon, who is terrified. As Grendel struggles to escape, Beowulf
         tears the monster’s arm off. Mortally wounded, Grendel slinks back
         into the swamp to die. The severed arm is hung high in the mead-hall
         as a trophy of victory.
      

      
      Overjoyed, Hrothgar showers Beowulf with gifts and treasure
         at a feast in his honor. Songs are sung in praise of Beowulf, and
         the celebration lasts late into the night. But another threat is
         approaching. Grendel’s mother, a swamp-hag who lives in a desolate
         lake, comes to Heorot seeking revenge for her son’s death. She murders Aeschere,
         one of Hrothgar’s most trusted advisers, before slinking away. To
         avenge Aeschere’s death, the company travels to the murky swamp,
         where Beowulf dives into the water and fights Grendel’s mother in
         her underwater lair. He kills her with a sword forged for a giant,
         then, finding Grendel’s corpse, decapitates it and brings the head
         as a prize to Hrothgar. The Danish countryside is now purged of
         its treacherous monsters.
      

      
      The Danes are again overjoyed, and Beowulf’s fame spreads across
         the kingdom. Beowulf departs after a sorrowful goodbye to Hrothgar,
         who has treated him like a son. He returns to Geatland, where he
         and his men are reunited with their king and queen, Hygelac and
         Hygd, to whom Beowulf recounts his adventures in Denmark. Beowulf
         then hands over most of his treasure to Hygelac, who, in turn, rewards
         him.
      

      
      In time, Hygelac is killed in a war against the Shylfings,
         and, after Hygelac’s son dies, Beowulf ascends to the throne of
         the Geats. He rules wisely for fifty years, bringing prosperity
         to Geatland. When Beowulf is an old man, however, a thief disturbs
         a barrow, or mound, where a great dragon lies guarding a horde of
         treasure. Enraged, the dragon emerges from the barrow and begins
         unleashing fiery destruction upon the Geats. Sensing his own death approaching,
         Beowulf goes to fight the dragon. With the aid of Wiglaf,
         he succeeds in killing the beast, but at a heavy cost. The dragon bites
         Beowulf in the neck, and its fiery venom kills him moments after their
         encounter. The Geats fear that their enemies will attack them now that
         Beowulf is dead. According to Beowulf’s wishes, they burn their departed
         king’s body on a huge funeral pyre and then bury him with a massive
         treasure in a barrow overlooking the sea.
      

   
      Character List

      
      Principal Characters

      
      
         Beowulf - The
            protagonist of the epic, Beowulf is a Geatish hero who fights the
            monster Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and a fire-breathing dragon.
            Beowulf’s boasts and encounters reveal him to be the strongest,
            ablest warrior around. In his youth, he personifies all of the best
            values of the heroic culture. In his old age, he proves a wise and
            effective ruler.
         

      

      
      
         King Hrothgar - The
            king of the Danes. Hrothgar enjoys military success and prosperity
            until Grendel terrorizes his realm. A wise and aged ruler, Hrothgar
            represents a different kind of leadership from that exhibited by
            the youthful warrior Beowulf. He is a father figure to Beowulf and
            a model for the kind of king that 
            Beowulf becomes.
         

      

      
      
         Grendel - A
            demon descended from Cain, Grendel preys on Hrothgar’s warriors
            in the king’s mead-hall, Heorot. Because his ruthless and miserable
            existence is part of the retribution exacted by God for Cain’s murder
            of Abel, Grendel fits solidly within the ethos of vengeance that
            governs the world of the poem.
         

      

      
      
         Grendel’s mother -  An unnamed swamp-hag, Grendel’s mother seems to
            possess fewer human qualities than Grendel, although her terrorization
            of Heorot is explained by her desire for vengeance—a human motivation.
         

      

      
      
         The dragon -  An
            ancient, powerful serpent, the dragon guards a horde of treasure
            in a hidden mound. Beowulf’s fight with the dragon constitutes the
            third and final part of the epic.
         

      

      
      Other Danes

      
      
         Shield Sheafson - The legendary Danish king from whom Hrothgar is
            descended, Shield Sheafson is the mythical founder who inaugurates
            a long line of Danish rulers and embodies the Danish tribe’s highest
            values of heroism and leadership. The poem opens with a brief account
            of his rise from orphan to warrior-king, concluding, “That was one
            good king” (11).
         

      

      
      
         Beow - The
            second king listed in the genealogy of Danish rulers with which
            the poem begins. Beow is the son of Shield Sheafson and father of
            Halfdane. The narrator presents Beow as a gift from God to a people
            in need of a leader. He exemplifies the maxim, “Behavior that’s
            admired / is the path to power among people everywhere” (24–25).
         

      

      
      
         Halfdane - The
            father of Hrothgar, Heorogar, Halga, and an unnamed daughter who
            married a king of the Swedes, Halfdane succeeded Beow as ruler of
            the Danes.
         

      

      
      
         Wealhtheow - Hrothgar’s
            wife, the gracious queen of the Danes.
         

      

      
      
         Unferth - A
            Danish warrior who is jealous of Beowulf, Unferth is unable or unwilling
            to fight Grendel, thus proving himself inferior to Beowulf.
         

      

      
      
         Hrethric - Hrothgar’s
            elder son, Hrethric stands to inherit the Danish throne, but Hrethric’s
            older cousin Hrothulf will prevent him from doing so. Beowulf offers
            to support the youngster’s prospect of becoming king by hosting
            him in Geatland and giving him guidance.
         

      

      
      
         Hrothmund - The
            second son of Hrothgar.
         

      

      
      
         Hrothulf - Hrothgar’s
            nephew, Hrothulf betrays and usurps his cousin, Hrethic, the rightful
            heir to the Danish throne. Hrothulf’s treachery contrasts with Beowulf’s
            loyalty to Hygelac in helping his son to the throne.
         

      

      
      
         Aeschere - Hrothgar’s
            trusted adviser.
         

      

      
      Other Geats

      
      
         Hygelac - Beowulf’s
            uncle, king of the Geats, and husband of Hygd. Hygelac heartily
            welcomes Beowulf back 
            from Denmark.
         

      

      
      
         Hygd - Hygelac’s
            wife, the young, beautiful, and intelligent queen of the Geats.
            Hygd is contrasted with Queen Modthryth.
         

      

      
      
         Wiglaf - A
            young kinsman and retainer of Beowulf who helps him in the fight
            against the dragon while all of the other warriors run away. Wiglaf
            adheres to the heroic code better than Beowulf’s other retainers,
            thereby proving himself a suitable successor to Beowulf.
         

      

      
      
         Ecgtheow - Beowulf’s
            father, Hygelac’s brother-in-law, and Hrothgar’s friend. Ecgtheow
            is dead by the time the story begins, but he lives on through the
            noble reputation that he made for himself during his life and in
            his dutiful son’s remembrances.
         

      

      
      
         King Hrethel - The
            Geatish king who took Beowulf in as a ward after the death of Ecgtheow,
            Beowulf’s father.
         

      

      
      
         Breca - Beowulf’s
            childhood friend, whom he defeated in a swimming match. Unferth
            alludes to the story of their contest, and Beowulf then relates
            it in detail.
         

      

      
      Other Figures Mentioned

      
      
         Sigemund - A
            figure from Norse mythology, famous for slaying a dragon. Sigemund’s
            story is told in praise of Beowulf and foreshadows Beowulf’s encounter
            with the dragon.
         

      

      
      
         King Heremod - An
            evil king of legend. The scop, or bard, at Heorot discusses King
            Heremod as a figure who contrasts greatly with Beowulf.
         

      

      
      
         Queen Modthryth - A wicked queen of legend who punishes anyone who
            looks at her the wrong way. Modthryth’s story is told in order to
            contrast her cruelty with Hygd’s gentle and reasonable behavior.
         

      

   
      Analysis of Major Characters

      
      
         Beowulf

         
         Beowulf exemplifies the traits of the perfect hero. The
            poem explores his heroism in two separate phases—youth and age—and through
            three separate and increasingly difficult conflicts—with Grendel,
            Grendel’s mother, and the dragon. Although we can view these three
            encounters as expressions of the heroic code, there is perhaps a
            clearer division between Beowulf’s youthful heroism as an unfettered
            warrior and his mature heroism as a reliable king. These two phases
            of his life, separated by fifty years, correspond to two different
            models of virtue, and much of the moral reflection in the story
            centers on differentiating these two models and on showing how Beowulf
            makes the transition from one to the other.
         

         
         In his youth, Beowulf is a great warrior, characterized
            predominantly by his feats of strength and courage, including his
            fabled swimming match against Breca. He also perfectly embodies
            the manners and values dictated by the Germanic heroic code, including loyalty,
            courtesy, and pride. His defeat of Grendel and Grendel’s mother
            validates his reputation for bravery and establishes him fully as
            a hero. In first part of the poem, Beowulf matures little, as he
            possesses heroic qualities in abundance from the start. Having purged Denmark
            of its plagues and established himself as a hero, however, he is
            ready to enter into a new phase of his life. Hrothgar, who becomes
            a mentor and father figure to the young warrior, begins to deliver
            advice about how to act as a wise ruler. Though Beowulf does not
            become king for many years, his exemplary career as a warrior has
            served in part to prepare him for his ascension to the throne.
         

         
         The second part of the story, set in Geatland, skips over
            the middle of Beowulf’s career and focuses on the very end of his
            life. Through a series of retrospectives, however, we recover much
            of what happens during this gap and therefore are able to see how Beowulf
            comports himself as both a warrior and a king. The period following
            Hygelac’s death is an important transitional moment for Beowulf.
            Instead of rushing for the throne himself, as Hrothulf does in Denmark,
            he supports Hygelac’s son, the rightful heir. With this gesture
            of loyalty and respect for the throne, he proves himself worthy
            of kingship.
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