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SOME ANGLO-SAXON POETRY TERMS AND LITERARY DEVICES
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alliteration--a figure of speech in which consonants, particularly at the commencement of words, or
stressed syllables, are reiterated. One of the primary means by which Anglo- Saxon poetry achieves its
metrical effect. Also called initial-rime.

comitatus--warrior band. The king's body guard and comrades who were duty bound to stand up for their king and
avenge his death. A warrior who managed to live following his king's demise in battle was considered a disgrace.
The tight and unmitigating alliance of loyalty between king and comitatus is the subject of much Anglo-Saxon
literature.

kenning--a metaphor. Produced by compounding two separate words (generally two nouns or a noun and an
adjective) into a new linguistic unit in which the relationship between the concept and the verbal compound
expressing it is metaphorical or covert. e.g.: 'world-candle'= sun, 'whale pathway'= sea, 'slaughter wolves'=Viking
Warriors

litotes--an understatement or negative statement which creates irony. e.g.: 'with few companion' for ‘alone’

mail-coat--warrior’s coat made of small interlocking iron rings for protection--also referred to as a "ring net,"
"breast net," "battle garment"

mead-hall--the locus of the Anglo-Saxon household, where meals were consumed and the entire household
convened. Also, a large hall where the lord's thanes ate and slept. Location for gift-giving, entertainment, royal
festivals.

scop, or gleeman--pronounced <<showp>>; a minstrel or singer, typically connected to a court. Served as a tribal
historian who remembered stories from the past and retold them on repeated occasions. Listening to the brave
deeds of former heroes, the lord and his thanes' feeling of pride was augmented.

thane--a landowner who owed specific duties to the king. He was next in hierarchy of significance to the king and
his family. He served as the king's personal comrade in war, and was rewarded by the king with allocations of land
or the privilege of residing in the king's household.

ubi sunt theme--a particular kind of poem that dwells on and laments the transitory nature of life and beauty. So-
called from the opening words ‘where are' of a number of medieval Latin poems. Often appears within a poem as a
refrain. Employed to express the mutability of things, "where are the snows of yesteryear." Sometimes the words
open a poem, begin each stanza, or serve as a refrain. They are keynote in elegiac poems.

variation--one of the most pervasive stylistic features in Old English poetry. Uses different words to say the same
thing in order to avoid repetition. Expands the semantic field of a given concept by expressing it in several different
ways. For ex., concept of a deity expressed as father of glory, eternal lord, holy shaper, guardian of mankind within
one work.
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Annual, 80-81. © 1975 Field Enterprises Educational Corporation. By permission of World Book Inc.

Grendel. Drawing by Leonard Baskin reprinted from Beowulf, trans. with an
introduction and afterword by Burton Raffel (Amherst: University of Massachusetts
Press, 1971), opposite p. 36. Copyright © 1963, 1971 by Burton Raffel and copy-
righted © 1971 by The University of Massachusetts Press.

. Grendel Devouring. Drawing by J. H. F. Bacon reprinted from M. 1.
Ebbutt’s Hero-Myths and Legends of the British Race (London: G. G. Harrup,
1910) B



Grendel’s Mother. Drawing by FI6ki reprinted, with permission, from
Halldéra B. Bjornsson’s Bjdlfskvida (Reykjavik: Fjolvi, 1983)

Beowulf and Nan-Zee. Cover drawing by Richardo Vll]amonte
“Beowulf”” No. 3, © 1975 DC Comics.

reprinted from

Grendel’s Mother. Lithograph by Virgil Burnett for Beowulf, trans. Kevin
Crossley-Holland (London: Folio Society, 1971)
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