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For generations,
Beowulf has stood as
the cornerstone of
English literature. This
Old English epic poem,
set in Scandinavia, tells
the gripping story of a
Geatish hero who
battles monstrous foes
and eventually faces

his own mortality. For
many students and
educators, navigating
the poem's dense
language, historical
context, and multi-
layered themes can be
challenging. This is

where a
comprehensive
Beowulf guided

reading questions
answer key becomes
an invaluable resource.
In this article, we
provide a detailed,
section-by-section
breakdown of essential
guided reading
guestions, complete
with insightful answers.
Whether you are a high


https://everybodystreet.com/

school student
preparing for an exam,
a university scholar
analyzing the text, or a
teacher designing
lesson plans, this guide
will help you deepen
your understanding of
one of the most
significant works in
literary history.

WHY USE A
BEOWULF GUIDED
READING
QUESTIONS
ANSWER KEY?

Reading Beowulf is not
simply about following
a plot. The poem is rich
with  symbolism,
cultural values, and
complex character
motivations. A
structured set of
guided reading
questions helps
readers focus on key

means to be a
hero in Anglo-
Saxon culture.

e The role of fate
(wyrd) versus
personal agency.

¢ The transition
from pagan
traditions to
Christian
influences within
the text.

e Thematic
contrasts
between good
and evil, youth
and age, and
fame versus
humility.

Having a reliable
Beowulf guided
reading questions
answer key allows
learners to check their
understanding, clarify
confusing passages,
and engage in richer
discussions. It is not

elements such as: about finding the
, "right" answer but
¢ The heroic code g e
. about verifying
and what it . .
interpretations and
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exploring the text's
depth.

SECTION 1: THE
ARRIVAL OF THE
HERO (LINES
1-188)

This opening section
establishes the Danish
lineage, introduces
King Hrothgar, and
describes the terror
inflicted by Grendel. It
sets the stage for
Beowulf's arrival.

Question
1: What
IS the
significan
ce of the

Scyld
Shefing
funeral at
the
beginning
of the
poem?

Answer: The funeral
of Scyld Shefing
establishes the theme
of legacy. Scyld, a
great king who arrived
as a mysterious
orphan, leaves with a
treasure-laden ship
funeral. This
symbolizes that a
king's worth is
measured by his ability
to provide for his
people in life and to be
remembered gloriously



in death. It directly
contrasts with the
monsters who will
leave no positive
legacy. This opening
also sets the standard
for what a good ruler
should be, which is a
benchmark against
which Beowulf and
other kings will be
measured.
Understanding this
opening is foundational
to any Beowulf
guided reading
questions answer
key because it
establishes the poem's
core values.

Question
2: Why
does
Grendel

attack
Heorot?

Answer: Grendel
attacks Heorot because
he is angered by the
joy and community he
cannot share. He is
described as a
descendant of Cain,
cursed by God and
exiled from human
fellowship. The sound
of the harp and the
songs of creation from
the mead-hall enrage
the monster. His attack
is not random; it is a
direct assault on
civilization,
community, and the
light of God. Grendel is
an outcast who cannot
tolerate the happiness
of others, making him
a powerful symbol of
evil and isolation.
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3: How
does
Beowulf
hear
about
Grendel's
attacks,
and what
motivates
him to go
to

?

Answer: Beowulf
hears of Grendel's
raids through sailors'
stories. His motivation
is multifaceted.
Primarily, he seeks to
repay a debt of honor:
Hrothgar once helped
Beowulf's father,
Ecgtheow, resolve a
blood feud. Beowulf
also seeks personal
glory and to prove his
strength. In the heroic
code, seeking out
challenges to enhance
one's reputation was a
noble pursuit. He does
not go because he is
ordered, but because
he chooses to
demonstrate his
courage and loyalty.

SECTION 2: THE
BATTLE WITH




189-836)

This section covers
Beowulf's formal
introduction, his verbal
sparring with Unferth,
and the epic fight with
Grendel.

Question
1:
Describe
the
verbal
altercatio
n
between

BEOV\?UEHDEL (LINES

and
Unferth.
What is
its
purpose?

Answer: Unferth, a
Danish warrior,
challenges Beowulf's
reputation by
recounting a swimming
contest that Beowulf
supposedly lost to
Breca. Beowulf retorts
by correcting the story,
explaining that he was
delayed by killing nine
sea monsters. This
exchange, known as
"flyting," serves
several purposes. It
establishes Beowulf's
confidence and
rhetorical skill. It also
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underscores the '
importance of ﬁght
reputation in the heroic
world. Beowulf's Grendel

victory in the argument
foreshadows his
physical victory over
Grendel. This scene is
a classic feature in any
Beowulf guided
reading questions
answer key as it
highlights the culture
of boasting and
proving oneself
through words before
deeds.

Question
2: Why
does
Beowulf
choose to

without
weapons?

Answer: Beowulf
chooses to fight
Grendel without

weapons to make the
contest fair and to
prove his superhuman
strength. He knows
that Grendel uses no
weapons, relying on
raw power. By
matching the monster
in hand-to-hand
combat, Beowulf
demonstrates immense
pride and confidence in
his strength.
Furthermore, he
acknowledges that
Grendel is protected by
magic from ordinary
swords, so only a
display of pure physical



might can defeat him.
This decision highlights
his understanding of
his opponent and his
own unique abilities.

Question
3: What
happens
to
Grendel's
arm
during
the fight?

Answer: During the
desperate struggle in
Heorot, Beowulf seizes
Grendel's arm and
applies a grip so
powerful that the
monster's sinews burst
and the arm is torn

from his body at the
shoulder. Grendel,
mortally wounded,
flees to his lair in the
fen to die. Beowulf
then hangs the arm,
claw, and shoulder
from the rafters of
Heorot as a trophy and
a clear symbol of his
victory. This act is a
public display of
triumph and a
restoration of Heorot's
honor.

SECTION 3: THE
VENGEANCE OF
GRENDEL'S
MOTHER (LINES
837-1250)

The celebration is
short-lived. Grendel's
mother arrives to
avenge her son,
creating a new and
more personal threat.
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Question

1: How

does
Gren

del's

mother
differ

from

her

son as an
antagonis

t?

Answer: While
Grendel was a
mindless force of
chaotic evil driven by
envy and spite,
Grendel's mother is
motivated by a
specific,

understandable

motive: revenge. She
acts according to the
tribal code of blood-
feud. However, her
vengeance is directed
at a community that
justly defended itself.
She is also more
deliberate. She attacks
Heorot, kills Aeschere
(Hrothgar's most
trusted counselor), and
takes Grendel's arm
back to her underwater
lair. She is a formidable
warrior in her own
right, embodying the
dangerous nature of
maternal vengeance.

Question
2: What
does
Hrothgar



tell

Beowult

boils with blood at
night. This description
hasizes the hellish

otherworldly
nature of the monsters'

about LHe . Geoirs

mere

next challenge. It is a
place of death and
darkness, contrasting

where shamly with the light

of Heorot.

Grende)gestion
mothes: \What

lives?

Answer: Hrothgar
describes the mere as
a terrifying and
unnatural place. He
says it is a "woe-
bottom" (weel-llac)
surrounded by wolf-
slopes, windy cliffs,
and frosty trees. Even
stags prefer to be
hunted down rather
than seek refuge there.
The water is murky and

weapon
does
Beowulf
use to kill
Grendel's

10 Beowulf Guided Reading Questions 2023-08-07
Answer Key



Beowulf Guided Reading Questions Answer

Key

11

mother,

and why

IS It

significan

t?

Answer: Beowulf
initially tries to kill
Grendel's mother with
Hrunting, the famous
sword loaned to him by
Unferth. However,
Hrunting fails to bite
the monster's skin. In
desperation, Beowulf
spots a giant's sword
(a "mere-préat" or
"warriors of the mere")
on the wall of the lair.
This ancient, massive
weapon, forged by
giants, is the only
blade that can harm
Grendel's mother. He
uses it to cut through
her spine and behead

11

her. The significance is
twofold: it shows that
human weapons are
insufficient against
supernatural evil, and
it ties the hero to a
pre-Christian, heroic
past, all while
reaffirming that victory
ultimately requires
divine favor and sheer
will.

SECTION 4: THE
DRAGON'S WRATH
(LINES 2200-3182)

The final act of the
poem jumps ahead
many years. Beowulf is
now an old king, and
his land is threatened
by a dragon.

Question
1: What
provokes




the

Question

dragorZs How

attack?

Answer: A runaway
slave stumbles upon
the dragon's treasure-
hoard and, in fear,
takes a jeweled cup as
a peace offering to his
master. When the
dragon wakes and
discovers the cup
missing, it unleashes a
furious rampage on the
Geatish countryside,
burning homes and
land in revenge for the
theft. This event is
crucial because it
moves the conflict
from a personal or
tribal feud to a national
disaster, forcing the
aged king to defend his
people one last time.

does
Beowulf
prepare
for the
fight with
the
dragon,
and what
does this
reveal
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about his

character

?

Answer: Unlike his
younger self, Beowulf
now prepares for battle
with a shield, a sword,
and a mail-shirt. He
feels "no fear" but also
has a fatalistic sense of
his approaching death.
He chooses to fight the
dragon alone, without
his young warriors, to
protect them and to
prove that he is still
the greatest of Geats.
This reveals a complex
mix of heroism, pride,
and stubbornness. He
is still bound by the
heroic code to face
danger alone, but his
preparation shows the
wisdom and caution
that comes with age.

13

Question
3: What
IS the role
of Wiglaf
in the

dragon
fight?

Answer: Wiglaf is the
only one of Beowulf's
retainers who stays to
help him fight the
dragon. The other
warriors flee in fear.
Wiglaf's loyalty is a
direct contrast to their
cowardice. He speaks
to them, shaming them
and reminding them of
the gifts and honors
Beowulf bestowed. He
then rushes to his
king's side. Together,



14

they kill the dragon,
but not before Beowulf
is fatally wounded.
Wiglaf represents the
ideal thane—loyal,
courageous, and self-
sacrificing. In the end,
Beowulf gives Wiglaf
his war-gear and
names him as his
successor, ensuring
the continuity of
Geatish leadership.
Wiglaf is a crucial
figure in this section of
any Beowulf guided
reading questions
answer key because
he embodies the
values Beowulf taught.

KEY THEMES AND
LITERARY DEVICES

To truly master the
poem, one must move
beyond plot and into
analysis. A good
Beowulf guided
reading questions
answer key will also
cover these broader
elements.

The
Theme of
Good vs.
Evil

The poem presents a
stark, almost binary
worldview. Beowulf,

God, and Heorot
represent light, order,

and community.
Grendel, Grendel's
mother, and the
dragon represent

darkness, chaos, and
isolation. The battles
are not just physical
but spiritual,
reinforcing the
Christian-influenced
morality layered over
the pagan story.

The
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Heroic

Code and
Comitatu

S

The reciprocal
relationship between a
lord and his warriors
(comitatus) is central.
The lord provides
treasure, protection,
and a hall. In return,
the thanes pledge
absolute loyalty, even
unto death. Beowulf's
life is a testament to
this code, and his
death marks the

potential collapse of
his society if that bond
is forgotten, as shown
by the cowardly
thanes.

The Use
of
Kenning
and
Alliteratio
n

Beowulf is famous for
its poetic devices.
Kennings



