Anglo-Saxon Superhero Teacher Notes

Weland the Smith: an Anglo-Saxon superhero. A literacy activity
What qualities did the Anglo-Saxons admire in a hero?
Objective: To introduce children to an Anglo-Saxon hero, and compare him to a modern-day western hero.

National Curriculum
History programmes of study:
2a. Pupils should be taught about characteristic features of the periods and societies studied, including the ideas, beliefs, attitudes and experiences of men, women and children in the past.
English programmes of study:
Reading 3f: Pupils should be taught to distinguish between fact and opinion
Literature 8f: The range should include myths, legends and traditional stories

Description
The Blacksmith Weland was a Viking and Anglo-Saxon hero. The picture on the left-hand side of the front of the Franks Casket is a scene from a story about him. This activity includes a whole class brainstorming session, followed by listening to an Anglo-Saxon story, making notes about characters, a group sorting activity, and is rounded off with a class discussion.

Resources
Large image of front of Franks’ Casket, showing the scene from the story of Weland
Large pieces of paper and felt pens to record group discussion points
The story of Weland (see below) - 1 copy for the teacher to read out
2 activity sheets (attached above) per child

What to do
Introduction: 1. Ask the class to brainstorm the names of any heroes/heroines, and write them on the board. These can be historical figures (Robin Hood, Dick Turpin, Joan of Arc), film/cartoon/TV/pop music personalities (James Bond, Buffy, Pokemon characters Ash & Misty, Luke Skywalker, David Beckham, Britney, Will Young), characters from books (Harry Potter), animal characters, war heroes. Ask them who their own personal heroes are. Once you have a number of names, ask the children what makes a hero and brainstorm a list of possible traits. A key difference between the Anglo-Saxon idea of a hero and the modern one is the Anglo-Saxon concept of revenge. They considered being vengeful to be a very admirable trait, and if someone killed a member of their family, they would be honour bound to kill in return. This is not necessarily the same today, although we do expect villains to get their comeuppance somehow (how does this usually happen?).
2. Show the children the large image of the Franks Casket front left side and explain that it shows an Anglo-Saxon hero called Weland. He has been taken from an Old Norse legend where he is known as Voundr. Ask them who they can see in the picture. Which person do they think Weyland is? What might he be doing?
3. Read them the story of Weland adapted from ‘The Sterkarm Handshake’ (below). Before you read it explain that a ‘May’ is the word for a magical woman. Then say that they are going to listen to the story because that is how the Anglo-Saxons would have heard it, listening to a storyteller sitting round by the fire. This particular story was not written down for hundreds of years. For this reason, different versions of the story exist – the version below is not exactly the same as the picture on the casket. When you have finished, ask them to look at the casket again and say what part of the story it shows. Who are the characters? Is there anyone there who isn’t mentioned in the story? Look at the notes beneath the story for explanation.

Development: 1. Fill in the column of the table on the first activity sheet with information about Weland. This can be done either as a class, in groups or in pairs. The children then select one of the heroes/heroines from the brainstorm list and fill in the second column about them.
2. This is followed with a class discussion of the results. What similarities are there between Weland and modern heroes? What are the main differences?
3. Explain the difference between ‘real’ ‘fictional’ and ‘legendary’. Ask the children in groups or pairs to sort the heroes and heroines into these categories on the second activity sheet.

Round up and communication: 1. A classroom display could list the qualities of Weland in circles against a background of illustrations from the story, compared to a similar display next to it about a modern hero/heroine.
2. The children can write their own story about Weland, making sure he gets his bloodthirsty revenge.
3. Another display can show drawings of the rest of the story, done in the same style as on the front of the casket.

Differentiation
If you have Word, you can download the activity sheets to alter them for different abilities. To do this click on 'download'. When asked 'what do you want to do with this file?' select 'Save to disk', and choose where on your computer you want to save it. Then open Word and open the file on your computer. You can now amend it and save different versions. To add or delete rows in the table, right-click anywhere inside it, then select 'insert rows' or 'delete cells'.

SEN: Looking closely at the front of the casket, draw the following parts from the story as they are carved on it:
1. Weland holding the skull cup out to Beadohild
2. Princess Beadohild and her companion
3. Weland’s brother, called Egil, plucking the goose feathers for him to fly away
Illustrate other parts of the story as if they were to go on different sides of the casket.

Extension:
1. Play ‘Chinese whispers’ with the class so that they can see how easily stories can change over time and develop different versions, if passed down by word of mouth.
2. Read the children the Anglo-Saxon story of the warrior Beowulf killing the monster Grendel. Compare Beowulf to Weland using the criteria on the activity sheet.
3. Ask the class to investigate some heroes from eastern or ancient cultures - do the same criteria apply to them as to modern western heroes? Are they more like Weland?
The story of Weland (Vaylan)
as illustrated on the Franks Casket
adapted from The Sterkarm Handshake by Susan Price
Published by Scholastic
The storyteller raised her voice and said, ‘Once upon a time, and then it was a good time, though not your time, nor my time, nor nobody else’s time, but once upon that time...’ 

The story was of Vaylan, a smith and a hunter, who had been hunting with his bow one evening when he saw three great swans fly in over the sea. They landed on the beach, threw off their feather coats and turned into three beautiful women, who began to dance in the moonlight. Vaylan hid and watched them.

‘Vaylan thought he couldn’t bear to live unless he had one of these beautiful mays for his wife...’ So, creeping from his hiding place, he stole one of the feather coats so that only two of the women were able to change themselves back into swans. The third begged him to return her coat, but he steadfastly refused, promising instead to be a good husband to her. And, after her sisters had flown away, the Swan-May became Vaylan’s wife.

‘Vaylan locked the coat up in a big chest, and made sure he kept the key on him, night and day. But he kept his word to the Swan-May, and dressed her in silk and gold, and she never went a day hungry or cold. Never one blow did he strike her, meant or unmeant, and never an angry word did he speak to her. And little by little she stopped grieving for her sisters and her own land, since Vaylan loved her.

Seven years passed, and they had seven children. Then the Swan-May’s eldest son brought her the key to the big chest - it had fallen from his father’s belt. Straight to the chest went the Swan-May, unlocked it, took out her feather coat, put it on and flew away. And two other swans came and flew with her, and away they all flew, across the western sea.

Vaylan was sore, sore grieved, but had the hope that the Swan-May would return, and swore an oath that he would wait for her, if need be, until the world ended...

He spent the years while he waited working in his smithy, and became so skilful a smith that when he made a flower of gold, the bees came to it. The King of England heard of his skill, and sent for him to be his smith. But Vaylan wouldn’t leave the spot where his Swan-May might return. The King was so angry that he sent soldiers to take Vaylan.

The soldiers dragged Vaylan away and took him to this little island off the shore, and they hurt his legs so he couldn’t get away. Vaylan, a crippled prisoner on the island, was visited by the curious young son of the King. Vaylan murdered him, and made bright brooches from his eyes, which he sent as gifts to the boy’s mother and sister. From the boy’s head he made a drinking cup, and sent it to the King.

The princess was so pleased with her brooch that she, too, came to see Vaylan, and Vaylan assaulted her, and sent her back to her father. On his island, working his smithy while leaning on his crutches, still mourning for his lost Swan-May, Vaylan crawled about all over the island, dragging his legs and gathering up every feather he could find - gulls’ feathers, swans’ feathers, osprey feathers, hawk feathers. And all the feathers he found he made up, with lashing and glue, into a great pair of beautiful wings. He strapped them to his arms because, even if he was crippled, he still had a smith’s strong back and arms. Away he flew, over the heads of the King and his soldiers, away from the island, over the western sea. Away Vaylan flew to the land of his Swan-May and her sisters, and he’s there with them still.’

Extract adapted from THE STERKHAM HANDSHAKE by Susan Price, copyright © Susan Price 1998 reproduced by permission of Scholastic Ltd.

Notes
The story has been passed down by word of mouth for hundreds of years. It shows the influence of Norse myth on the English-speaking world. For this reason, there are a number of versions with slightly different details:

1. In one version, it is Beodohild, the king’s daughter, who drinks from the cup made of her brother’s head without realising. Also, Weland’s brother Egil helps Weland to escape by shooting birds on the island and giving Weland the feathers to make his wings. Both these things are shown on the Franks casket.
2. Two other princes marry the other two swan-women in one version of the story. They all fly away, and Weland is captured when the other two go away searching for their brides, leaving him on his own grieving.
3. It is a king of Sweden called Nithuth who captures Vaylan, not the King of England.
4. Vaylan is called ‘the master of elves’ in one poem telling the story, so he too is magical.
