Beowulf Notes
· Beowulf is both the first English literary masterpiece and the earliest European epic written in the vernacular, or native language, instead of literary Latin.

· The story survives in one fragile manuscript copied by two scribes near the end of the 10th or the first quarter of the 11th century.

· The manuscript was badly damaged by fire in 1731, and its charred edges crumbled over time, losing words on the outer margins of the leaves.

· Finally, each leaf was carefully pasted into a frame to stop this process.

· Of course the frames and the paste holding them in place obliterate a little more of the text

· Fortunately, many of the lost words were recovered from a copy made before the manuscript deteriorated.

· The manuscript is now in the British Library, but has been made accessible to all by The Electronic Beowulf Project (Internet).

Epic:

· a long narrative poem about the heroic struggles of a legendary figure who uses strength, cunning, and help from the gods to survive perilous trials

· earliest epic tales survived for centuries as oral traditions before they were finally written down

· most orally composed epics date back to preliterate periods—before the cultures that produced them had developed written forms of their languages

· many epics are based in historical fact (poets were known as scops or bards)

· Oral poets had to be master improvisers, able to compose verse in their heads while simultaneously singing or chanting it

· Poets didn’t make up their stories from scratch, but drew on existing songs and legends, which they could embellish or combine with original material

· One characteristic feature of oral poetry is the repetition of certain words, phrases, or even lines.  Two of the most notable examples of repeated elements are stock epithets and kennings:

· stock epithets:  adjectives that point out special traits of particular persons or things

· kennings:  poetic synonyms—a descriptive phrase or compound word that substitutes for a noun—for example:  in Beowulf “the Almighty’s enemy” and “sin-stained demon” are two kennings that are used in place of Grendel’s name

Characteristics of an Epic:

· The hero, generally a male (sorry, ladies), is of noble birth or high position, and often of great historical or legendary importance.

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

· The hero performs courageous—sometimes even superhuman—deeds that reflect the values of the era.

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

· The setting is vast in scope, often involving more than one nation.

· The poet uses formal diction and a serious tone.

· Major characters often deliver long, formal speeches.

· 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.

· The poem treats universal themes, such as good and evil or life and death.

