
Advanced Placement—English Literature and Composition 

 

Students are encouraged to purchase their own copy of Beowulf translated by Seamus Heaney (be certain 

to get the Heaney translation). If you do not wish to purchase your own copy, see Mr. Esterly (room 148) 

either before homeroom or after school to get a copy. 

 

Reading:   

 

1.  General.  Since many of the texts that we will read this year allude to classical mythology and biblical 

passages, you should renew your acquaintance with these texts. If you are not familiar with the bible, we 

recommend you read the Book of Genesis and one of the four gospels such as the Gospel of Matthew. These two 

books are relatively short and will provide you with a solid understanding of some of the allusions you will see 

in the course. We have also provided you with a handout of common biblical and mythical allusions. In your 

general reading—magazines, newspapers, books—be alert to such classical allusions and use dictionaries and 

encyclopedias to secure and increase your knowledge of such allusions. 

 

2.  Strategies.   

 

A.  Remember, writers write because they have something to say.  Keeping this in mind, it is usually best to 

start out reading without an analytic agenda and meet the work on its own terms.  Enjoy it, listen to it, 

connect with it. 

 

B.  Begin close reading. 

 Define unfamiliar vocabulary. 

 Summarize. 

 Ask questions. 

 Focus on figurative language, imagery, diction, syntax, tone and mood. 

 Explore elements of fiction. 

 Be alert to irony. (We are not referring here to situational irony, but instead the distance between the 

overt message of the text and the subtle counter message provided by the author).  

 

C. Read Actively. 

 Think aloud. 

 Annotate (marginal notes). 

 Answer the study guide questions. 

 

D.  After reading and rereading: 

1. Contemplate the prompts below. You do not necessarily have to respond in writing, but this will be 

the basis of our early discussion on the text. 

2. Look over your notes. 

 

Prompts: 

A. Consider the two parts of the poem.  (Grendel and Grendel’s mother; the dragon) and comment on 

the similarities and differences of the following motif in the two parts:  the appearance of monsters 

and their symbolic role. 

B. The Anglo-Saxon heroic code gives a sense of order and purpose to the chaos of the world, but 

ultimately is fraught with its own pitfalls and ramifications. Explore this tension within the text. 

 

Upon returning to school, we will briefly discuss the text and explore any questions you have. We will then 

write an in-class essay. 

 



 

 

 

 

Discussion Questions for Beowulf 
 

1) Why does Hrothgar decide to build the hall Heorot? What do you imagine Heorot looks like? Do you think 

Heorot stands as a symbol in the story? If so, what?  

 

2) Why does Grendel attack Hrothgar’s hall Heorot? What do you imagine Grendel looks like? Does the poet 

give us any indication of his appearance?  

 

3) Grendel, Grendel’s Mother, and the dragon are usually called the poem’s “monsters.” What makes them 

monstrous? How similar to, or different from each other are they? Are the monsters real or symbolic? In Old 

English Beowulf and the monsters are both sometimes called aglaeca, which means something like “terrifying,” 

or “powerful in a frightening way.” How different are the monsters from the humans in the poem? What makes 

a monster? 

 

4) The poem often makes digressions or flashbacks to tell, or hint at, the stories of other characters who are not 

part of the main story. Do you find this intriguing or distracting? Choose one of the digressions and keep track 

by line numbers. Does the digression reappear in the poem in another place? How does your chosen example 

relate to the main story?  

 

5) Three leaders in Beowulf are called ‘a good king’ (in Old English the phrase is god cyning): Scyld 

(sometimes called Shield), Hrothgar, and Beowulf himself. Yet Hrothgar can’t protect his people from the 

monster Grendel, and at the end of the poem Beowulf leaves his people at the mercy of neighbouring tribes. Is 

the poem sincere or ironic then when it calls these men ‘good king’? What makes a good leader? 

 

6) How many women appear in the story? How many of those women speak? What appears to be the role of the 

women in the poem, or their role in the society the poem depicts? How does the storyteller seem to feel about 

the women and the situations they are in? 

 

7) In what ways is Beowulf (as king) a parallel character to King Hrothgar? In what ways is he different? What 

do you think is the significance of the similarities and differences to meaning? 

 

8) Below are characters that you need to know to discuss the complexities and themes within the text. We 

recommend that you make a short description of their relevance in the text. 

 
Æschere   
Beowulf   
Breca  
Cain  
The Dragon  
Ectheow  
Finn 
Freawaru   
Grendel  
Grendel's mother  
Hæthcyn  

Heremod  
Hildeburh  
Hrethel  
Hrothgrar 
Hygd  
Hygelac  
Shield Shaefing  
Sigemund  
Unferth 
Wealhtheow  
Wiglaf 

 

 

 

 



  Important Terms for Beowulf 

 

Primary Epic: an epic is a poem that records and celebrates the heroic achievements of an individual or 

individuals. A primary epic is an epic poem that comes from an oral tradition. The Iliad and Odyssey are 

primary epics.  

 

Scop: (pronounced shoap, rhymes with soap) an Old English term for poet. In Anglo-Saxon culture, the 

scop had the important job of singing about the accomplishments of his patron and his people. The scop 

functioned as both an entertainer and as an historian. 

 

Heroic Ideal: Anglo-Saxon culture was governed by the ideals of bravery, loyalty and generosity. The king 

or lord surrounded himself with a band of retainers, who are rewarded with the spoils of their victories. As 

E. Talbot Donaldson writes, "the retainers are obligated to fight for their lord to the death, and if he is slain, 

to avenge him or die in the attempt. Blood vengeance is regarded as a sacred duty, and in poetry, 

everlasting shame awaits those who fail to observe it." 

 

Wyrd: Old English for fate, which was believed to be the controlling force of the world for pre-Christian 

Anglo-Saxon culture. 

 

Wyrm:  Serpent or Dragon. 

 

Wergild: Old English for "man price"; as Donaldson writes, "If one of his kinsmen had been slain, a man 

had a special duty of either killing the slayer or exacting from him the payment of wergild. . . . The money 

itself had less significance as wealth than as 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." 

 

Kenning: a poetic device in Old English poetry consisting of a compound of two words in place of 

another, such as "Whale-road" for sea.  Similar to an epithet. 

 

Alliteration: the occurrence in a phrase or line of poetry of two or more words having the same initial 

sound. In Old English poetry, alliteration is the principal poetic device.    

 

Beowulf Pronunciation Glossary  

 

The following list uses common English syllables and stress accents to provide rough equivalents of 

selected words whose pronunciation may be unfamiliar to the general reader.  

 

Aeschere: ash’-hair-uh 

Eadgils: ay-ahad’-gils 

Eanmund: ay-ahn’-mund 

Ecglaf: etch’-lahf 

Ecgtheow: etch’-thee-ow 

Eofor: ay-oh’-for 

Freawaru: fray-ah’-wah-roo 

Haethcyn: hath’-kin 

Heardred: hay-ahr’-dred 

Heatho-Bards: hay-ath’-oh-bards 

Heatholaf: hay-ath’-oh-lahf 

Heorogar: hay-ah’-roh-gahr 

Heorot: hay’-oh-rot 

Herebeald: her’-uh-bay-ald 

Hildeburh: hil-‘de-burhk 

Hnaef: hnaf 

Hrethel: hray’-thuhl 

Hrethric: hreth’-rich 

Hrothgar: hroth’-gahr 

Hrothmund: hroth’-mund 

Hrothulf: hroth’-ulf 

Hygd: higd 

Hygelac: hig’-uh-lahk 

Ohthere: ohkt’-her-uh 

Onela: oh-nay’-lah 

Ongentheow: ohn-gen’-thay-ow 

Waegmundings: wahg’-mund-ings 

Wealhtheow: way-ahl’-thay-ow 

Weohstan: way-’oh-stahn 

Wiglaf: wig’-lahf  

  

Source: Lawall, Sarah, ed. The Norton Anthology: Western Literature. Volume I. 8th ed. New York: Norton, 2006. 

 


