English 3-4 Accelerated: Beowulf Essay Prompts
Choose one of the following prompts. In each case, make sure you formulate a clear argument or opinion statement about the topic. In addition, create three clear thesis sub-topics to set up body paragraph topic sentences. 

1.
The potentiality—or inevitability—of sudden attack, sudden change, and swift death is omnipresent in Beowulf…. This is the aspect of the poem which is likely to make the most powerful impression on its reader—its strong sense of doom. (Norton 24)
Write an essay in which you discuss the above passage. How and to what effect does a sense of doom pervade the poem? How do the characters deal with the ever-present danger and mercurial nature of luck? What aspects of Germanic tribal warrior culture are reflected by this sense of doom?  Is death portrayed as the ultimate enemy that is perceptible behind all earthly enemies?
2. At one point, right before Beowulf goes into battle with Grendel’s mother, he expresses the following important sentiment:




It is always better

to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning. 

For every one of us, living in this world

means waiting for our end. Let whoever can 

win glory before death. When a warrior is gone, 

that will be his best and only bulwark. (Heaney 1384-89)

Write an essay in which you evaluate the value of vengeance in the poem. How does this value connect to the appreciation of courage and the pursuit of fame, wealth, and glory? Evaluate whether you think this value is sustainable. Is what binds the tribes together also what destroys them?
3. Discuss the ambiguity surrounding religious practices in Beowulf. Provide examples of Biblical/Christian beliefs, on the one hand, and pagan, superstitious, or “heathen” beliefs, on the other. You may want to examine the dichotomy between God and fate as the force that determines the direction of one’s life. You may consider the tension between the values of violence, vengeance, and the blood feud and the Christian values of forgiveness and brotherly love. Likewise you may examine the tension between the value in living in the moment, and acquiring fame, glory, and wealth now versus the promise of an afterlife. 

4. Discuss how each of Beowulf’s battles or each antagonist represents a violation of or aberration from the heroic code in some way. How do Beowulf and his adversaries—Grendel, Grendel’s mother, and the dragon—cross and trespass boundaries? What purpose do these transgressions serve? How might they foreshadow Beowulf’s death and abandonment by his thanes? What other evidence is there of foreshadowing throughout the poem?
5. Discuss the role of monsters in the poem: To what extent are they products of the same value system or worldview as the warrior knights, the flip side of the same coin? How do they reinforce the heroic code? And what might the relationship between the hero and monsters in Beowulf say about the relationship between good and evil, between the victorious and defeated, between the glorified and honored and the cast out and ostracized?
6. Discuss the role of wealth, treasure and gold in the poem, both as a symbol and embodiment of glory and honor and as a truce-bringer. How effective is it? (The passage below gives a little more background on the idea of the reparation payment.)

If one of his kinsmen had been slain, a man had the special duty of either killing the slayer or exacting from him the payment of wergild ("manprice"). Each rank of society was evaluated at a definite price, which had to be paid to the dead man’s kinsmen by the killer who wished to avoid their vengeance—even if the killing had been accidental. Again, the money itself had less significance as wealth than as a proof that the kinsmen had done what was right. Relatives who failed either to exact wergild or to take vengeance could never be happy, having found no practical way of satisfying their grief for their kinsman’s death. (Norton 23)
7. Discuss the role of women in the poem. You may want to consider any and at least three of  the following characters: Weltheow, Higd, Yrs, Hrothgar’s daughter (who Beowulf mentions when he is telling Higlac about his trip to Denmark), Thrith, Finn’s wife (Hnaf’s sister), and Grendel’s mother. 
