Beowulf – Parts 1 &2 (pp. 32 – 73)

While you read…
1.  The main theme of Beowulf is heroism.  This involves far more than physical courage. It also means that the warrior must fulfill his obligations to the group of which he is a key member. This indicates that there is a clear-cut network of social duties depicted in the poem.  As you read, identify instances where the characters of Beowulf emphasize the importance of heroism while also pointing out the social duties expected (i.e. role of women, treatment of the people…etc.)
2. The social code in Beowulf emphasizes justice rather than mercy.  Find supporting examples.

3. There are many references in the poem to the Christian belief in one almighty God who takes a personal interest in human affairs.  Identify examples as evidence.
4. Scholars have explained the combination of polytheistic and monotheistic characteristics in Beowulf by pointing out that the story was passed down from an early English tribe and then recorded by a monk.  Identify examples in the poem that qualify as a contradiction. 
5. Kenning - A figurative, usually compound expression used in place of a name or noun, especially in Old English and Old Norse poetry; for example, storm of swords is a kenning for battle.  During your reading of Beowulf, identify 5 kennings and explain their meaning.
6. Beowulf was written in Old English, and the dominant feature of the verse is alliteration. Alliteration is the repetition of initial consonants in words placed fairly closely together. In the original Old English, each line in the poem is split up into two parts. Each line has four stressed syllables.  As you read, consider why the poet(and translators) chose to compose the poem this way?  What reason(s) did they have for tackling such a difficult task?
7. Beowulf is an allegory.  What do you think is being represented (keep in mind characters and settings)?  Why? (hint:  I believe there are several interpretations of this, so don’t look for just one definitive answer.  Consider several options.)
8. How does Beowulf qualify as a typical epic hero?
9. Identify at least 4 elements of Anglo-Saxon literature in these sections. 
10. Many critics see Unferth as Beowulf’s foil?  What do you think?  Why?
10.What does Grendel’s arm represent?

11. Does the heroic code expressed in Beowulf conflict with a Christian sensibility? 
12. What is the status of gold and gift-giving in the poem? Who gives gifts, who receives them, and why? Are the modern concepts of wealth, payment, monetary worth and greed appropriate for the world of Beowulf?
