
Beowulf
c. AD 700-1000



The Anglo-Saxon period
• 55 BC - Julius Caesar landed in Ancient Britain; Britain became part of the Roman 

empire, following by the beginning of the Christianization of Britain. 

• AD 407 - Roman legions withdrew from Britain to protect Rome from the invasion by 
Barbarians, and Britain was gradually overtaken by the Angles, the Saxons, and the 
Jutes (of Germanic origin). The Anglo-Saxons enjoyed drinking, gambling, and 
fighting, and believed that life is short yet full of sufferings. 

• AD 597 - Saint Augustine arrived in Britain, began the process of re-Christianization. 
(Roman Catholic priests also brought with them the practice of writing down and 
preserving manuscripts; the monastery became the center of learning in the Anglo-
Saxon period.) 

• AD 1066 - The Norman king, William I (William the Conqueror) defeated the Anglo-
Saxons in the Battle at Hastings, ending the Anglo-Saxon period. (Soon followed the 
destruction of monasteries; Old English poetry and other writings were destroyed; 
only four manuscripts written in Old English survived, one of them contained 
Beowulf in full.) French words spoken by the Norman people began to mix with Old 
English words to form the new language: the Middle English.



The original and only surviving manuscript of Beowulf is still on 
public display in the British Library



The first page of Beowulf



Heroic life
• relationship between lord and followers, comitatus (companionship, comradeship) 

• virtue: loyalty, courage ≠ vice: betrayal, cowardice 

• followers fight for their lord, and the lord give them gifts and protection in return 
(King Hrothgar could not defend his men from Grendel, therefore he is considered 
to be a weak king unlike Beowulf who is considered to be great and fought for his 
people when the dragon attacked their homes even when Beowulf himself was old 
and didn’t really want to enter another fight.) 

• the lord must continually lead the battle to gain glory or treasure, or else their 
followers might abandon him (there was no end of battle and no peace) 

• battle vow (an oath to do everything they can or even sacrifice their lives to protect 
their lord or king), blood-feud (cycle of endless revenge), funeral pyre (unlike 
Christians who buried the dead) 

• mead hall symbolizes their shared heroic values (the hanging of Grendel’s arm and 
head in the hall is to show off their strength and bravery)



Three fights in Beowulf
• with Grendel - hungry after fame and glory, fought with 

courage, perhaps recklessly (fought barehanded) and 
without prudence 

• with Grendel’s mother - fought bravely (and with a 
sword) according to duty (exacting revenge from 
Grendel’s mother for killing Beowulf men) 

• with the Dragon - had to fight according to his duty, but 
hesitantly (he knew that the end of violence is not fame 
and glory but nothingness), and with prudence (in full 
armor and brought many men with him)



Pagan values Christian values

seeking fame and glory 
(pride) humility

violence 
(blood-feud, revenge)

non-violence 
(turn the other cheek)

does not look beyond to the afterlife 
(Beowulf predicted that his kingdom 

would continue for another generation 
but would eventually come to an end)

believing in the afterlife (rest in 
heaven) as a consolation of human 

suffering

futility of life, the end of this vicious 
cycle of violence is death and 

nothingness
permanence of human soul



Why would such a pagan poem be preserved in a 
Christian context?

• The manuscript of Beowulf must have been written down in the 
settings of the monastery, and by a Christian scribe or poet 

• Numerous biblical allusions appeared in Beowulf ex. Grendel is 
said to be a descendent of Cain 

• No direct criticism or remarks against pagan values appeared 
in Beowulf 

• A Christian society is looking back to its pagan past (Anglo-
Saxons came from Germany and was familiar with tales and 
history of Denmark, Geatland (Sweden) and its heroes of days 
long gone, with nostalgia and admiration (?)


