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Beowulf is an epic.  The Anglo-Saxons were very fond of epics, though none have survived.  Epic is different from romance.  There was no romance in Anglo-Saxon England.  That comes later, and is French.  But since Beowulf was written just before there was any French influence on English it is not a conventional love story.  


Scholars disagree where Beowulf was written, and when.  Some think it was written in Denmark, which is what Sweden was called in those days.  There are some references to Sweden in the text, although some of these also mean Norway.  But others think that the poem was written in Sweden, which is what Denmark was called then.  Some people also think that the references in the poem, called Anal Ogues, show that the poem must have been written in Iceland.  Iceland didn’t exist at this period, therefore it is unlikely, although the ogues are very important.  Nevertheless the text is permanated by Scandinavian features, except there are no runes as such.


Nobody knows how the poem made its way to England.  Given the many Christian references in the text, called ‘digressions’, some scholars think it must have found its way in the saddle-bags of a monk.  These digressions are very important, since they indicate something of the poem’s providence, even though no one knows exactly what this is (see above).


The poem is written in an envelope.  The first part of the poem is all about the sea.  Beowulf’s hall, as it was known, is constructed near the sea.  The sea was called ‘mere’ in Swedish, which is where Grendle’s mother comes from.  There are many references to sea-birds in this part of the poem.  Monsters are always accompanied by gulls.  The second part of the poem is about these monsters, who were called ‘Grendle’ in Danish at that time.  These grendles terrorise the hall.  At this time Beowulf himself has not made an appearance.  The scholar J.R.M. Tolkein thought Beowulf was in this respect very like a god, because he only appears accompanied by 12 apostles.  They are wearing armour but they are challenged by a watchtower and must undress before going into the hall where the grendles are.   The action at this point of the poem is cinemagraphic, and uses a telescope.


When Beowulf and his disciples have killed the grendles the grendle’s mother comes.  This is called the ‘revenge motif’ in Old English.  The mother has many of the attributes of a German, but is chased into the mere and Beowulf almost drowns in his attempts to save her with his miraculous sword.


After he has handled the grendles Beowulf becomes a king in his own right, and is adopted by Hrothkin before sailing home.  When he gets back to Norway he is loaded.  Then his ship is buried at a place called ‘Ravenbarrow’, although no one knows where this was, therefore Beowulf’s barrow has never been discovered.


After he has died, Beowulf tells his adventures to an admiring group of thegns.  This part of the poem is retrofitted.  As he is telling his story a dragon comes to steal the treasure that has been buried before.  Although he is very old, Beowulf gets up and dresses in the armour given to him by Hrothkin when he was fighting the grendles much earlier.  He is attended by a retainer, called Wrigley.  It is Wrigley who eventually kills the dragon, because Beowulf gets tired after being mortally wounded.  Then he is buried again at a place called ‘Ravencliff’, which is near his barrow.  The warriors ride over his corpse and sing songs.


Beowulf is written in illiterative verse.

