Notes on Beowulf
An epic is a long narrative poem that celebrates a hero’s deeds.

· The earliest epics were oral traditions

· Many are based on facts

· Were performed by scops or bards

A kenning is a descriptive phrase or compound noun that is used in place of a noun.

· In Beowulf, Grendel is referred to as “the Almighty’s enemy” and “sin-stained demon”
Alliteration plays a major role in the telling of an epic.  The repetition of initial (first letter) sounds helps the scop create rhythm and patterns.
Characteristics of an epic:

· The hero is usually male and is of noble birth and often of legendary importance

· The hero’s character traits reflect important ideals of his society

· The hero performs courageous deeds that reflect the values of his era

· The actions of the hero often determine the fate of a nation or group

· The setting is vast in scope

· The poet uses formal diction and a serious tone

· The plot is complicated by supernatural beings or events and  may involve a long and dangerous journey through foreign lands

· The poem reflects timeless values, such as courage and honor, and universal themes such as good and evil or life and death

For someone to be considered a hero in the Middle Ages, there were certain values he had to possess.

· Fight to defend the lord and seek revenge for injuries

· Death is preferred to a life of disgrace

· Faithfulness to the lord or family

· Promises must be kept

· Truthful behavior—no sneaky actions

Wergild or “man-money”:  If someone is killed, his family is entitled to money or revenge on the killer or the killer’s family
Wyrd
common belief that fate guides destiny
A mead hall was a place for warriors to gather with their lord to drink, eat, sleep, and pay their respects to their lord.

Beowulf is told by a Christian poet—look for examples and phrases that show disapproval of pagans.

Characters, terms, and places to know in Beowulf:

· Hrothgar:  King of the Danes; the person Beowulf comes to help

· Herot:  Hrothgar’s mead hall

· Geats:  Beowulf’s people

· Danes:  Hrothgar’s people

· Grendel:  the monster

· Grendel’s mother
· Wiglaf:  a warrior loyal to Beowulf

· Edgetho:  Beowulf’s father

