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English 3-4 A: Beowulf Study Guide Questions

Please answer on a separate sheet of paper. 

Prologue 

1. Who is speaking as the poem opens and who is this person addressing? 

2. What is the setting as the story opens?

3. Who is the legendary king described? What characteristics does he have?

4. What evidence can we already see of the Anglo-Saxon culture in the prologue, i.e. what is important to these people, what do they value highly? Find two specific examples and support with textual details: 
Chapter 1

5. As Chapter 1 opens, who is now ruling the Danes? What is the line of descent from Shild?

6. What does Hrothgar decide to build? Why? How is it described? 
7. Who is not pleased by the merrymaking going on in Herot? Why is he unhappy? Generally, how is he characterized? 

8. What is the storyteller poet singing about in lines 90-98? Give an example of alliteration from these lines:
9. What is Grendel’s lineage? Where does he reside? 
10. What is the juxtaposition created in this chapter? Is a sense of foreboding or premonition conveyed anywhere in the verse? Explain.

Chapter 2

11. What does Grendel do? What do you believe is his motivation? 

12. How does Hrothgar respond? Does his reaction seem appropriate to a king?
13. How long does Grendel’s reign of terror last?
14. Why are Grendel’s actions so anathema to the Danish warriors?
15. Who or what doesn’t Grendel ever harm? Why not?

16. How do the Danish warriors deal with their calamity?
17. State some kennings used to describe Grendel and to what effect they are used: 
18. State an example of alliteration from this passage and to what effect it’s used:
19. What evidence can you find in this passage that the Germanic tribes are pagan?

20. What evidence can you find that the monk who transcribed Beowulf was Christian?

Chapters 3-6
21. Who is Healfdane’s son? What his psychological state as Chapter 3 opens?

22. Who hears of Hrothgar’s sorrow and how is he characterized? 
23. What does he decide to do and how is he supported in his decision?
24. What sense do you get of these people from the description of the sea passage?

25. How are the Geats first received in Denmark? Explain.
26. What does Beowulf tell the watchman is the reason he has come to Herot? Who was Beowulf’s father?
27. Who do Beowulf and the Geats encounter next? What is his reaction to Beowulf and his men? Who do you think the “exiles” are that he refers to? 
28. What is Hrothgar’s response to Beowulf’s arrival? What do we learn is Beowulf’s relationship to Higlac?
29. When is Herot “deserted and useless”? Why do “light and life” flee together?

30. What does Beowulf have on his “resume”? What does he resolve to do in his battle with Grendel? Who or what does he believe will decide the outcome of this battle? 
31. Provide an example of color imagery or other sensory details from these chapters:

32. Make your own question for this section.

Chapters 7-11 

33. What is the story of Beowulf’s father that Hrothgar tells? What important aspect of the Germanic tribal warrior culture does it reflect?
34. Describe the nature of the conflict with Unferth and Beowulf’s response:
35. Summarize the salient details of Beowulf’s battle with the sea monsters:
36. Who is Weltheow and how is she characterized?

37. What is the general feeling about Beowulf’s coming to Herot? How do the King and Queen feel when they retire for the night? Use a direct quote.

38. What do we learn in lines 696-703?

39. Explain the metaphor of the thread in line707.

40. Look at rhythm of the first 10 lines or so of Chapter 11 (lines 710-720). What poetic technique is being used that affects the rhythm of the lines? How does this rhythm created by the punctuation reinforce the account of the action here?

41. Find an example of alliteration in the beginning of this passage and describe its effect:
42. How is Grendel further characterized? Use a direct quote to support your answer. 

43. How do we learn again beforehand that Grendel will lose this battle?

44. What happens when Grendel arrives in the hall? Why do you think one Geat is sacrificed?

45. Who is the “strong-hearted wakeful sleeper”? What does he do?

46. How does Grendel respond? Is this surprising?

47. What further kennings are used to describe Grendel? Find an example of alliteration from page 47 (approx. lines 757-790) and explain its effect. Try reading sections of the text out loud to hear the sounds of the language. 
Chapters 12-17

48. Why are Beowulf’s thanes ineffective in attacking Grendel with their weapons? Why do you think the storyteller/poet of Beowulf made this choice? 
49. Explain how Beowulf’s fame begins to spread after his victory:
50. Find an example of alliteration on pg. 50 (lines 845-880): 

51. Find and quote a passage that demonstrates how important oral literature is to this culture:
52. Line 874 begins an old story. What is the effect of this story? What was Siegmund’s claim to fame?

53. On the other hand, the story about Hermod is more of a cautionary tale. What traits does this story warn against and how is it connected to Beowulf?

54. How is Grendel’s arm viewed? Is the fact that Grendel doesn’t die at Herot effective?
55. What is Unferth’s response to Beowulf’s victory? Has Beowulf in a sense won on two fronts?
56. What occurs at the beginning of chapter 15:

57. Paraphrase lines 999 to 1008 and then explain how this passage reflects the belief system of the Germanic tribal warriors: 
58. What kind of spoils do Beowulf and his band of men receive?

59. What other stories of past heroes and kings do we hear about? How are they significant? What ominous notes of foreboding are struck in the last chapter?

Chapters 18-23

60. What sorts of gifts are given Beowulf and what is their provenance (where they are from)?

61. What is the “winds’ home” a kenning for?

62. What is the mood at the end of Chapter 18? Support your answer:
63. What turn of events is revealed at the beginning of Chapter 19?

64. What are the emotions that are motivating Grendel’s mother? What’s different about her from her son?

65. Find an example of alliteration from this passage (1279-1287):

66. What is a vane and how is this significant? (lines 1281-2)

67. How does Grendel’s mother provide a foil or contrast to the thanes?

68. What does Grendel’s mother do at Herot? Why doesn’t Beowulf stop her?

69. Find a quote that demonstrates the idea that the monsters and warriors seem to be in a competition together, trading a trophy:
70. What imagery is used to describe Grendel and Grendel’s mother’s habitat:

71. Beowulf responds to Hrothgar’s challenge by saying, “‘Let your sorrow end! It is better for us all / To avenge our friends, not mourn them forever. / Each of us will come to the end of his life / On earth; he who can earn it should fight / For the glory of his name; game after death / Is the noblest of goals” (1383-89). Paraphrase his words and explain why they are so important in the context of the epic poem and its larger themes. How do they reflect the values of the Anglo-Saxon society?
72. What do Hrothgar’s men find when they reach the lake?

73. What does Unferth give Beowulf? What possessions do people give names to nowadays?

74. What are the stages—blow by blow—of Beowulf’s battle with Grendel’s mother? Describe the settings, weapons involved, spectators, etc.
75. What factors contribute to Beowulf’s endurance and ultimate victory through this battle? Describe what motivates Beowulf and Grendel’s mother respectively:

76. What is “Heaven’s own candle” (1571-2)?

77. What are the after-effects of Beowulf’s defeat of Grendel’s mother? What does he take with him from this battle?

Chapters 24-30

78. What is ironic about the sword that Beowulf kills Grendel’s mother with?

79. What advice/warning does Hrothgar have for Beowulf?

80. Hrothgar also expresses the idea of mortality and that nothing lasts to Beowulf. Find a passage to support the above statement (don’t forget to cite!):
81. Overall the tone changes at the end of chapter 24 and the beginning of chapter 25, in spite of Beowulf’s glorious victory. Explain.

82. How many ways to die does Hrothgar mention?
83. What are the terms and tone of Beowulf’s and Hrothgar’s parting words?

84. Explain the metaphor in lines 1886-1887:
85. How is Higlac’s wife, Higd, characterized? What views and expectations of Anglo-Saxon women are expressed here?

86. Find a kenning in the beginning of chapter 28:
87. What views are expressed about marriage and its ability to end blood feuds at the end of chapter 28?

88. To what extent do you think the premium that the Germanic tribes placed on loyalty and allegiance reflects a lack of such qualities? Explain:

89. Find a passage that demonstrates the importance of oral literature  in chapter 30:

Chapters 31-35

90. Find a passage that demonstrates that Beowulf is acting as he should, as is most esteemed and valued in his culture, and shunning that which is most reprehensible:

91. What surprising information do we learn about Beowulf as a young man?

92. What does Beowulf receive as a reward from his king?

93. What is the line of succession that leads to Beowulf becoming king? How long does he rule? 

94. What happens at the end of Chapter 31? How does the feud with the dragon begin?

95. What do we learn about the thief of the dragon’s treasure? What insight does this minor character provide into Anglo-Saxon life?

96. What is the story behind the dragon’s treasure? How might this passage be foreshadowing? What does it say about the value of gold and gems?

97. What does the thief do with his stolen cup and what’s ironic about this passage?

98. In what way is the dragon’s fury a new experience for Beowulf?

99. What foreshadowing is there in chapter 33?

100. Whom does the “jackal lives” of line 2365 refer to?

101. What else do we learn about Beowulf from the recounting of the Geats’ war with the Frisians?

102. How does the feud with the dragon echo and/or differ from the affliction the Danes suffer at the hands of Grendel?

103. Why is Beowulf’s heart heavy in chapter 34?

104. What is so terrible about Herbald’s death? And what is this death compared to?

105. Summarize the retrospective we get of Beowulf’s battle victories in chapter 35:

Chapters 35 (continued) and 36-43

106. Has Beowulf grown any more humble with age? Support your response by quoting directly from the text:

107. What does Beowulf resolve in preparing for this battle?

108. Lines 2558-2570 again make much use of the caesura. Explain how it is effective in these lines. How do these metrical breaks reinforce the action being described?

109. What does Beowulf experience for the first time in this battle?

110. Find some kennings for Beowulf and for the dragon:
111. How is the dragon characterized? In what notable way is he different from Grendel?

112. In what way do we see the reciprocal relationship between king and thane broken in this battle?

113. Who is Wiglaf? How is his speech an articulation of the “heroic code” (the code the warriors live by)? What does it suggest about Beowulf’s choice to fight the dragon?

114. How does Beowulf die? Explain the metaphor in lines 2724-2726:

115. What, if anything, is particularly tragic about Beowulf’s death?

116. How does a Germanic king measure success? What is a well-lived life to according to a Germanic tribal warrior?

117. What is Beowulf’s dying wish? Why does he wish this? 
118. What is the role of gold and treasure throughout the poem? Does its value change in this passage? How is it contrasted to human life?

119. What are the hero’s funeral requests? What does Beowulf bequeath Wiglaf? Is Beowulf the only thing dying?

120. Describe the funeral. How is Beowulf eulogized?
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