
Reading questions for Beowulf and other Anglo-Saxon poems   

 

1. What are some of the things we know about the authorship and original manuscript of Beowulf?  

 

2. Give at least one example from the poem of each of these Old English poetic devices: alliteration, 

kenning, litotes, and poetic epithet. Explain the meaning and relevance of those poetic devices.   

 

3. What is the role of poets (scops) in the poem? What is the purpose of their songs? What can a grand 

heroic poem (or epic) such as Beowulf do for its audience and its culture?  

 

4. What appear to be the qualities of the ideal hero in Beowulf? What do these qualities suggest about the 

values of the culture?  

 

5. In what ways does the speaker of the poem seem somewhat apart from the culture he depicts? Identify 

one or two passages in the text that seem to conflict with the overtly stated Christian values of the 

text, and explain the reason for the critical distance of the speaker.  
 

       ---------------------------------- 

 

1. What seems to motivate Beowulf’s heroism? 

   

2. What is the relation between a warrior (a thane) and his king?  What does each owe to the other? What 

are the traits of a good king? What is the significance of gift-giving in the poem?  

   

3. What seems to be the main--that is, the ideal--role of women in the poem? Consider Wealhtheow and 

Grendel’s mother. 

   

4. On a related note, what happens to Hildeburh in the “Finnsburg episode”? What is the overall message 

implied by all the stories of tribal feuding?  

   

5. How might our modern-day familiarity with problems such as gang violence and terrorism add to our 

appreciation of an ancient poem such as Beowulf?  

 

------------------- 

 

1. What is the effect of the last section, occurring fifty years later?  What elements contribute to unity in 

the poem?  Consider the two funerals (Sheild’s and Beowulf’s).  How does “weaving” (bringing 

threads or family lines together) serve as both a theme and writing style of the poem? 

   

2. What is Wiglaf’s role, and why might it be significant?  

   

3. What does the poem suggest about the power of the individual compared to fate or destiny?  Does 

Beowulf experience growth, some significant change in his character, over the course of the poem?  

Explain. 

   

4. “The Wanderer”:  What does ubi sunt mean, and where are those sentiments expressed in the poem?  

Explain how such elegiac sentiments connect with some related message in Beowulf. 

   

5. “The Wife’s Lament”:  What is the wife’s lament and how does it echo the pain Hildeburh 

experiences in Beowulf?  


