
 

WEB Literature Through the Ages Homework for September 14, 2016 

“From Achilles to Beowulf” 

 

1.  Please do this step with a parent or guardian.  Read the following four paragraphs 

silently (both student and adult).  Then using your own words, explain each paragraph, one 

at a time, to the adult who read it with you. 

 

 
“Black Ships Before Troy:  The Story of The Iliad”  is the hardest book we will read this 

year.  Why did I put it first, then?  Because The Iliad, which is attributed to the ancient 

Greek poet Homer, is among the oldest extant works of Western literature, and it 

establishes the baseline for all future works of heroic fiction right up to the present day. 

Our understanding of what it means to be a hero originated with Homer, and while our 

definition of “hero” has evolved, it was formed in the culture that produced Homer’s epic. 

 

One thing we learn from ancient literature is that the human condition is universal, not 

local;  it spans not only space, but also time.  The things that mattered to the ancient 

Greeks - things such as loyalty, honor, justice - still matter to us today.  And the struggles 

the ancients faced - including anger, tribalism, and greed - plague modern humanity as 

well.  This knowledge can be a comfort in uncertain times:  it helps to remember that we 

are not the first people challenged by human frailty, and that it is possible to survive and 

even triumph over the monsters that torment us. 

 

We now move into our study of “Beowulf:  A New Telling” .  Beowulf was originally an 

epic poem, just like The Iliad;  in fact it is the oldest surviving epic poem in the English 

language.  It has a common history with the epic poems of Homer:  just like The Iliad, the 

story of Beowulf was originally passed on by oral tradition, and wasn’t written down for 

hundreds of years of storytelling history.  However, by the time Beowulf was written 

down, the understanding and definition of “hero” had changed in important ways. 

 

As we leave the Achaeans behind for a while and move into a literary era closer to our 

time, keep in mind the themes and motifs we have already examined in our study of 

Homer’s Trojan War narrative.  Some of them are clearly visible on the surface of 

Beowulf;  some of them take a little more digging and imagination to come into focus. 

Most of them become easier to see as we read literature through time, because we are 

able to witness the evolution of ideas and symbols along the way.  The universal themes 

and motifs are present in all great literature, in one form or another;  you will begin to 

recognize them and they will begin to assume meaning in your own life. 
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WEB Literature Through the Ages Homework for September 14, 2016 

“From Achilles to Beowulf” 

 

2.  Take a few moments to consider the following questions.  You do not need to record 

your answers.  These are simply to help orient your thoughts as you transition from 

Achilles to Beowulf.  It might help you put your thoughts together if you start by 

considering how these questions apply to a work you are more familiar with, such as Harry 

Potter  or Percy Jackson . 

 

● The Iliad  centers on violence, destruction, and revenge.  What does this tell us about 

what life was like for the ancient Greeks? 

 

● Motifs in a literary work help to emphasize a point.   Black Ships Before Troy”  goes 

into gory and extreme detail about the wounds the warriors suffer in battle.  What 

point does the emphasis on war wounds make about the nature of heroism? 

 

● Each of the deities in Greek mythology (and in other mythologies as well) represents 

an idea or an ideal that the culture believed influenced society and human 

experience.  Over the course of centuries, such figures in literature become less 

divine, but retain their supernatural characteristics.  What is the literary purpose of 

a character that does not experience the limits of the human condition? 

 

3.  Print the “Beowulf Themes and Motif”  file found on the homework page at the WEBsite. 

Cut the sections apart, and paste one per page in your composition notebook. 

 

4.  Read chapters I through VIII of “Beowulf:  A New Telling” .   You may read more than 

that if you wish, but those are the only chapters you are responsible for this week.  As you 

did for “Black Ships Before Troy” , record examples in your notebook for each theme and 

motif:  names of characters, brief description, shortcut citation.  One or two examples of 

each is plenty, but you made record as many as you wish. 

 

5.  Update your Table of Contents to reflect additions to your notebook. 

 

Submission: 

Please place your composition notebook upright in the designated basket when you arrive 

on Wednesday.  I will review your notebook and comment as needed.  I will return your 

notebook at roll call in class.  If you have any questions, please ask!  The dedicated email 

address for this class is WEBLTTA5@gmail.com .  
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