Introduction and Background to Beowulf

· Beowulf is an epic poem written in Old English and set in present-day Sweden and Denmark during the 6th century A.D. that describes the feats of a hero, a Geat warrior named Beowulf, who battles and kills two monsters and a dragon. 
· Beowulf can be confusing because the story was passed down orally for many years before it was recorded in writing. Much as Macbeth was written during the Elizabethan Era or the Renaissance period in England, which lasted from 1485 to 1660, but describes events that took place in Scotland in the 11th century, so too Beowulf was written down much later than the events described within the story. 

· The action of poem is set during the 6th c. A.D., during a time that was mostly still pre-Christian, when the Germanic tribes were mostly still pagan (they had not yet been converted). They were also largely still pre-literate (before a written language). The oral tradition was strong, and so, Beowulf is an example of oral literature, works composed and recited orally by storyteller/poet who would have used mnemonic devices and music/song to help him remember the stories. The setting of the action is present-day Sweden and Denmark (before the Germanic tribes began their migration to England) and involves two Germanic tribes in particular, the Geats and Danes.
· By the time Beowulf was written down, we are talking about a later time period. The text we have of the poem dates to sometime between the 8th and 11th centuries A.D. By this time the Germanic tribes had a literate culture; they had been mostly converted to Christianity; and the epic poem was most likely transcribed by a monk/scribe living in England. By this time the Germanic tribes had settled in England, and the most dominant of these were the Angles and the Saxons, hence this time period in English history has come to be known as the Anglo-Saxon Period (449-1066).
· Beowulf is among the oldest surviving works of literature in English, and the oldest work of its length.
· Old English developed into Middle English (the period of Chaucer), which developed into Modern English (about the time period of Shakespeare). Even though Shakespearean English seems quite different from the language we use today, it is still the same language. One way we can tell that is that we read Shakespeare in the original, whereas Beowulf and Chaucer we read in translation.
· Beowulf describes the feats of a legendary hero named Beowulf (who may or may not have existed—there are some know historical figures mentioned in the poem) and depicts the lifestyle and culture of the Germanic warrior tribes which lived throughout Northern Europe and Scandinavia—shortly before or about the time they began their settlement and conquering of England.
· Beowulf means bee-hunter and is a kenning, a poetic device popular in Anglo-Saxon poetry in which a common noun is replaced by a more poetic substitute, usually a compound word, kind of like a riddle. What do you think “bee-hunter” stands for? ___________________
· The Frisians, Wulfings, Jutes, Swedes, Geats, Danes, Angles, Saxons were all Germanic tribes. However, the Angles and Saxons became the most dominant tribes in England (which evolved out of Angleland), absorbing the other tribes into their culture, hence we refer to this time period as the Anglo-Saxon era.
