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            Introduction

         

         Why does anyone need another translation of Beowulf? There are already numerous translations in existence, some currently in print, and others available online. They come in a variety of forms. Those in prose range from almost word-for-word versions, some of them pretty much unreadable and bordering on the incomprehensible, but perhaps of some help to those trying to master the language of the original, to others rather more modernised in their language and giving a readable account of the contents of the poem. Those in verse include versions aiming to reproduce as closely as possible the metre, alliteration and other characteristics of the original, others using rather looser forms, but still adopting some of the original characteristics, such as four-stress lines and a fair amount of alliteration, and a few in more formally structured verses, such as regular metres and even rhyme and stanzas. Anglo-Saxon poets had available a significant amount of special poetic diction, and translators use archaisms and the like to emulate this to varying extents.

         Apart from the very close translations designed to help students and others to master the text, the intention of the translators is to convey to the reader with little or no knowledge of Anglo-Saxon the content of what is generally regarded as a highly skilful and important literary masterpiece from an early stage of the culture of the English nation. It may be that those who use some of the metrical and other tactics described above can achieve something of the desired effect for some readers, though in my own opinion and experience it is likely to be limited, and indeed in some cases an irritant.

         Embarking on the translation, I decided therefore to do it in blank verse, since this has a certain but not excessive dignity and formality, which a poem of this sort needs, and to avoid almost entirely archaisms and poetic diction. The use of a freer form of verse seems to me to have no great merit; one might as well do it in prose.

         The whole question of verse translations is discussed in detail by Hugh Magennis, Translating Beowulf: Modern Versions in English Verse (Cambridge, 2011), which I had not read when I started my translation, and which can be strongly commended to anyone interested in translation theory. Commenting on the only complete blank verse translation previously published, that of Mary E. Waterhouse, Beowulf in Modern English: A Translation in Blank Verse (Cambridge, 1949), he observes:

         
            Waterhouse has a certain logic on her side when she identifies blank verse as a kind of ‘modern’ (understood in its broadest sense) equivalent of Old English metre. But of course the adoption of blank verse brings a whole series of historical associations and connotations that profoundly alter the register and feel of the poem. Blank verse may be, or (more correctly) may have been, a kind of default mode of English verse but it is far from being a neutral medium. In Waterhouse’s version we get a polished, classicized Beowulf.

         

         He agrees with Edwin Morgan (translator, Beowulf: A Verse Translation into Modern English, Aldington, Kent, 1952, repr, Manchester, 2002), that ‘Blank verse is no longer a living medium for extended writing,’ and observes of Waterhouse’s first three lines, which he quotes, ‘This has dignity and formality, but it turns Beowulf into a “poetic” poem from the golden treasury of (post-medieval) English verse.’ Noting her claim to be offering a clear and straightforward translation without archaisms, Morgan listed numerous such terms, giving the impression that the whole thing is full of them. There are in fact a fair number, but they are scattered about, and to my mind give nothing like the effect Morgan claims.

         I had not actually been aware of the existence of this translation till I read about it in Magennis’s book, and apart from the three lines he quotes I deliberately did not read it till I had finished my own. I was favourably impressed, though (being as dispassionate as possible) I consider that my own version, by virtue of a greater avoidance of archaism and a more fluent use of the verse form, reads rather better. I do not agree that blank verse carries with it ‘historical associations and connotations’, since it has been used in such various ways ever since its inception, and to my mind is as neutral as you can get.

         I do not think it appropriate to offer an essay on the poem as a whole. With the reservations expressed above, I have tried to represent what the poet, or more precisely the manuscript, has given us as closely as possible, and anyone (and I hope there may be some) who becomes interested enough can easily follow it up among the many books and studies that have been published, including the introductions to the various editions and some of the other translations. There are places in the text where the sense is for one reason or another somewhat uncertain, but the issues involved are not of huge moment for the overall interpretation, so I have decided to offer brief notes only on the most significant of these. 

         The reservation expressed above about the poet may seem pedantic, but it has some point. Beowulf survives in only one manuscript, now in the British Library, written about the year 1000 and consisting of a compilation of prose and verse in Anglo-Saxon. It has suffered some damage over the centuries. We tend to think of the poem as it appears in the manuscript, begun by one scribe and completed by another, as the creation of one mind, allowing for the fact that these scribes made errors or copied already existing ones, some of which are obvious and others which may be undetectable, including omissions. Nothing is known about the identity of the poet, or even his rough date, though clearly he composed it before about 1000 when the manuscript was copied and, given the Christian allusions, unless we are to regard them as a later insertion, some time after the conversion, which began in 597. It is also possible that the ‘original’ poem may have been worked over to some extent by a later hand, but there is no way of knowing, and since as it stands the poem has a perfectly satisfactory general structure there is no point in speculating. However, the account below of some of the historical and legendary characters and events referred to may be of some help in understanding the more allusive passages and references.

         As described above, I decided to use blank verse for my translation with the idea that this would make it more accessible to modern readers. The Old English language differed from modern both grammatically and syntactically in a number of ways, and so did the standard metre of their verse. (For those who would like to know, there are a number of websites which give a good succinct account of the Old English verse ‘rules’; or see my own account on pp. xiii–xvii of A Choice of Anglo-Saxon Verse, revised and expanded edition, London, 2015). It has therefore been unavoidable that the translation should contain a fair amount of paraphrase.

         THE POEM’S CONTENT AND BACKGROUND

         The basic story is very simple. Hrothgar, king of the Danes, builds a great hall, probably at or near Lejre in Denmark, and names it Heorot or ‘Hart’. Grendel, a monster living in wild country nearby, is enraged by the sounds of revelry, and attacks, slaying and eating many Danes. Beowulf, a Geat living in what is now southern Sweden, hears of this, and crosses the sea with a troop of his men, intending to defeat the monster. Grendel attacks his party in Heorot, but is mortally wounded. The Danes celebrate, but the following night Grendel’s mother exacts revenge. Beowulf is led to her dwelling place in a hall beneath a mere, dives in and kills her, and, finding Grendel’s corpse, beheads him and carries his head back to Heorot. He then returns home, laden with rewards, which he donates to the Geatish king Hygelac.

         In time Beowulf becomes king of the Geats, and reigns successfully for many years. But a felon steals some treasure from a dragon’s hoard, and the enraged dragon seeks revenge by burning the houses of those living nearby. The elderly Beowulf undertakes to tackle the dragon alone, but, when he has been seriously wounded, he is joined by a younger warrior, Wiglaf, and between them they slay the dragon; Beowulf, however, also dies, and is fittingly buried.

         These fictitious events are set against a background of the wars, disputes and dynastic alliances of the various tribes in southern Scandinavia in the late fifth and early sixth centuries, the details of which can, with much uncertainty, be reconstructed from various historical references and their appearance in other literary works of the area which seem to be based on local memories. It is clear that the Beowulf poet could count on his audience knowing a fair amount about some of these characters and events. The broad facts are given here, partly in the following paragraphs, and partly in the notes at the end of the volume.

         The various tribes and nations involved had a variety of appellations, and I have on the whole substituted the main one for the more unusual. The Shildings were the Danish royal family, and by extension sometimes simply the Danes; the Shilfings were the Swedish royals (it is unfortunate that these two names are so similar). The poet refers to the tribes in various ways largely in order to help his alliteration, so that there are apparently North Danes, East Danes, and even Spear Danes; but these are all in fact the same people. Likewise the Geats can be Weder Geats or just Weders. I have simplified all this.

         Geographically the action takes place in southern Scandinavia, extending as far west as the mouth of the Rhine, where the historical Hygelac was indeed killed while on a raid in about 521, the only event in the poem that can be at all closely dated. Heorot is thought to have been at or near the modern village of Lejre in Denmark, not far from Roskilde. There are burial mounds in this area, and recent archaeological searches have found evidence of the early existence of substantial hall buildings. The name Roskilde seems to derive ultimately from Hrothgar’s kilde, or ‘Hrothgar’s well’. The Geats appear to have controlled a substantial area of southern Sweden, with the Swedes themselves to the north of them. The fight at Finnsburg and its aftermath must have taken place somewhere within the Frisian area. Any more precise localisations would be difficult. 

         Except for Beowulf himself, all the characters mentioned below are presented as historical, and in most cases certainly were, as supported by other later accounts from northern Europe, mostly Norse, though one should bear in mind the vagaries of oral transmission, as a result of which some relationships, names and other details may well have become confused.

         The main part of the Danish royal family appearing in the poem consisted of descendants of Shild, whose grandson Halfdane had three sons, Heorogar, Halga and Hrothgar, and a daughter, name unknown owing to a problem with the text, who apparently married the Swedish king Onela (see below). Hrothgar had two sons, Hrethric and Hrothmund, and a daughter, Freawaru, who in due course would be married to Ingeld, prince of the Heathobards, in the unsuccessful hope of settling a feud. Halga’s son Hrothulf was an important figure at court, who joined with Hrothgar in defeating and slaying Ingeld after an attack which apparently included the burning down of the hall Heorot. On Hrothgar’s death he usurped and deprived Hrethric of the throne. Heremod and Hnaf, the prince slain in the first phase of the Battle of Finnsburg (see below), were earlier members of the Danish royalty; Heremod went to the bad and is referred to as a contrast to the good kings.
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         Ongentheow, king of the Swedes, and a member of the family called Shilfings, had sons Ohthere and Onela; he was killed during a raid by Hygelac into his territory (the campaign is described in detail on pp. 124–7. It seems that Ohthere became king, and on his death Onela took power, causing Ohthere’s sons Eanmund and Eadgils to take refuge at the Geatish court, and in an ensuing war Eanmund and Heardred the Geatish king were killed. Later, supported by the Geats, Eadgils attacked, and Onela was slain in turn, Eadgils becoming king. Since Onela had married the sister of Hrothgar, Beowulf’s Geats were here fighting against the brother-in-law of his former patron.
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         Hygelac, king of the Geats, was the son of Hrethel; his sister married Edgetheow, and they were the parents of Beowulf. Hygelac was killed during a raid on Frankish territory, and his son Heardred succeeded him, but was slain in a war with the Swedes, after which, as the poem has it, Beowulf became king. 
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         The poem’s account of the Battle of Finnsburg and its aftermath is given without including significant details, starting indeed after the main fight, showing that the audience was expected to know the story in some detail, as with the other historical events referred to above. A fragment of another Old English poem known as The Fight at Finnsburg gives further information, and a suggested reconstruction is given in the note to p. 46.

         PRONUNCIATION

         I have on the whole given the names of the characters in a spelling intended to suggest to the reader the Anglo-Saxon pronunciation, in most cases merely modernising the spelling as necessary. The final e on some names (Romerike, Alfhere, Ashhere, Ohthere) needs to be pronounced, and the medial h in these should also be pronounced; the spelling -ea-, in many names including ‘Geats’, should be pronounced like the modern -aie- in gaiety. If the y in Hygelac’s and Hygd’s names is pronounced much like the vowel in modern ‘huge’, that will not be far wrong. I have cheated with characters whose names contain diphthongs, such as the -eo- in Beowulf, by using these sometimes as one and sometimes as two syllables to fit with the metre. 

         THIS TRANSLATION

         Beowulf in the manuscript is divided into ‘fitts’, an Old English word for ‘divisions of a poem’, indicated by the insertion of Roman numerals, and these are here retained, though sometimes they went slightly astray or were omitted, as briefly indicated in the Notes. In some cases they appear to divide a sentence, but they have been left as they were, except that omitted numbers have been supplied.

         As one would expect, the manuscript, copied by two scribes, contains scribal errors, and it has also suffered a certain amount of damage of various sorts, so that some passages have had to be corrected or reconstructed; this has been convincingly done by various editors over the years, and details will be found in any of the more recent editions. There is, for example, an omission in fitt I which obscures the name of Hrothgar’s sister, and there are a spate of problems in reading the text in the twenty or so lines covering the end of fitt XXXI and the beginning of fitt XXXII.

         Endnotes are supplied on points which seemed to require explanation, and these are indicated in the text by symbols beside the lines concerned.

         A feature of Anglo-Saxon verse which has been retained is the compound word, such as ‘gold-hall’ or ‘shield-bearer’, usually translating precisely the original. These were used partly to add variety and colour, and to facilitate the fairly strict alliterative pattern required by the ‘rules’ of their versification. For that reason I have also used alliteration as much as possible without distorting the sense to echo that practice, though without attempting to follow the patterns.

         Overall I have kept as close to the manuscript as possible, and hope I have made no significant changes to its sense.
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               BEOWULF

            

            
               
                  An account of Shild, founder of the current Danish royal dynasty, and his descendants and funeral.

               

               
                  Hear! we have heard the stories of the might

                  Of kings of the Spear Danes in days gone by,

                  And how the princes practised valiant deeds.

                      Often Shild Sheafing occupied the mead-halls

                  Of bands of enemies in many tribes

                  And made the nobles fear him, after first

                  He was found destitute. He lived to see

                  Comfort for this, he grew under the skies

                  And prospered honourably, till the time

                  That all the neighbouring tribes over the ocean

                  Had to obey him and to pay him tribute.

                  That was a good king. Later a young son

                  Was born to him within his royal courts,

                  Whom God sent as a comfort to the people.

                  He saw the dire distress that they had suffered

                  For a long time before, without a prince.

                  To him the Lord of Life, Ruler of Glory,

                  Granted success and honour in the world.

                  Beow was renowned, the fame spread far and wide

                  Of Shild’s son throughout Scandinavia.

                  So must a youth by goodness bring to pass,

                  By generous gifts while in his father’s care,

                  That later, in his age, when battle comes, 

                  Good comrades will stand by him, folk be loyal.

                  By honourable deeds a man must thrive

                  And prosper everywhere among the tribes.

                      Shild went his way at the appointed time,

                  In great age, to the keeping of the Lord.

                  His dear retainers bore him to the shore

                  As he himself, the ruler of the Shildings,

                  Commanded while he still had power of speech.

                  The much-loved leader long had ruled that land.

                  Down at the harbour stood the round-prowed ship,

                  Icy and ready to put out to sea,

                  The prince’s vessel, and therein they laid

                  The treasure-giver, their belovèd lord,

                  Up on the ship, the great man by the mast.

                  There many precious goods from distant lands

                  Were piled beside him; I have never heard

                  Of any ship more fittingly supplied

                  With battle-gear and instruments of war,

                  With swords and corslets; in its bosom lay

                  A mass of treasures that would go with him,

                  Depart far off into the sea’s domain.

                  They sent him with by no means fewer gifts

                  And treasures of the people, than did they

                  Who in the first place sent him forth alone

                  Over the salty sea-roads as a child.

                  They also raised a golden banner for him

                  High overhead; they gave him to the ocean,

                  Let the sea bear him off; their hearts were sad,

                  Their spirits mourning. Nobody on earth

                  Can tell for certain who received that cargo.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               I

            

            
               
                  Hrothgar becomes king and builds the great hall Heorot, celebrations within which provoke the monster Grendel.

               

               
                  Then in the town was Beow of the Shildings

                  For many years the people’s much-loved king,

                  Well known among the nations, when his father

                  Had parted from the earth, until to him

                  Was born great Halfdane; while he lived he ruled

                  The glorious Shildings, old and fierce in battle.

                  To him in turn four children altogether

                  Were born into the world, leaders of armies,

                  Heorogar, Hrothgar and the noble Halga.

                  The fourth, a daughter, as I heard became *

                  The queen of Onela, that well known king, †

                  The dear bed-fellow of the warlike Swede.

                      Success in war was granted then to Hrothgar,

                  Honour in battle, and his noble kinsmen

                  Obeyed him readily, until the young

                  Warriors grew into a mighty band.

                  It came into his mind that he would order

                  A house, a mightier mead-hall to be built

                  Than any sons of men had ever heard of,

                  And there inside he would share out to all,

                  Both young and old, all that God granted him,

                  Apart from public land and human lives.

                  I heard that work was widely ordered there 

                  From many tribes throughout this middle-earth

                  To decorate the dwelling, in and out,

                  And very soon that greatest banquet-hall

                  Was ready; he whose word was law throughout

                  The land of Denmark named it Heorot.

                  He did not break his vow, but shared out rings

                  And treasures at the feasts. The mead-hall towered,

                  High and horn-gabled; but in time to come

                  It would feel hostile fire and hateful flame;

                  Nor was it very long after that time *

                  That war between father- and son-in-law

                  Would break out, following a deadly feud.

                      A mighty demon, one who dwelt in darkness,

                  Was moved to hostile anger when he heard

                  The sounds of merry-making every day

                  Loud in the hall. The music of the harp

                  Accompanied the clear song of the minstrel

                  Who, skilful in the telling of the story

                  Of mankind’s origins in ancient times,

                  Recounted how the Almighty made the earth,

                  Glorious countrysides flowed round by water,

                  And set the brightness of the sun and moon

                  To give light for the dwellers in the world;

                  Next he adorned the regions of the earth

                  With leaves and branches, and created life

                  For every race of those that live and move.

                      Thus the retainers lived a life of pleasures

                  In blessed manner, until one embarked

                  On violent crimes, a hellish enemy.

                  This angry spirit, Grendel was his name,

                  Haunted the moors and fens and fastnesses,

                  A powerful prowler of the border lands. 

                  The hapless creature long inhabited

                  The land of monsters, after the Creator

                  Condemned him in the family of Cain.

                  The everlasting Lord avenged the crime

                  Of slaying Abel; angered by the feud,

                  He drove him far away from humankind.

                  From him all wicked progenies were born,

                  Ogres and elves and other evil spirits,

                  Likewise the giants who battled against God

                  For a long time; he paid them back for that.

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         
            

               II

            

            
               
                  Grendel repeatedly attacks Heorot.

               

               
                  Grendel set off to visit the great hall

                  After night came, to find out how the Danes

                  Had settled down after their beer-drinking.

                  He found therein a band of noblemen

                  Asleep after the feast; they knew not care,

                  The misery of men. The evil creature,

                  Greedy and grim, was ready straight away,

                  Savage and brutal, and seized thirty thanes *

                  From where they rested, then went out again,

                  Exulting in his booty, to go home

                  To his own dwelling with that fill of slaughter.

                  Then with the dawn, at the first break of day,

                  Was Grendel’s violence revealed to men.

                  After the feast a wail of woe went up,

                  A loud cry in the morning. The great prince,

                  The noble chieftain, sat in grave distress,

                  Suffering grievous sorrow for his thanes,

                  When men had found the tracks left by their foe,

                  The cursed sprite. That struggle was too strong,

                  Fierce and persistent; for straight afterwards,

                  Just one night later, he again committed

                  More murders, for he suffered no remorse,

                  More feud and crime, on which he was intent.

                  Then it was easy to find men who sought

                  To take their rest in beds further away 

                  Among the houses, when the unwanted guest’s

                  Malice and violence were clear to see.

                  Those who had once escaped that enemy

                  Kept themselves further off and more secure.

                  And thus he ruled, fighting against the good,

                  One against all, and so that wondrous building

                  Stood idle. For a long while after that,

                  Twelve winters, did the ruler of the Shildings

                  Suffer great grief and every sort of woe

                  And widespread sorrow. It became well known

                  Sadly in songs and stories among men

                  That Grendel carried on his fight with Hrothgar,

                  Waging hostilities with murderous raids

                  For many seasons of continual strife.

                  He sought no peace with any of the Danes,

                  Or to stop slaughtering, or come to terms,

                  Nor could the councillors have any hope

                  Of compensation at the killer’s hands,

                  But the vile monster carried on his crimes,

                  The dark death-shadow hovered and attacked

                  Both young and old, and occupied unseen

                  The misty moors; it is a mystery

                  To men where such hell-demons live and move.

                      So mankind’s enemy, the lonely monster,

                  Kept on committing violent assaults

                  And fearful crimes. He dwelt in Heorot

                  On dark nights, in the decorated hall;

                  But he could not approach the treasure throne, *

                  Fulfil that wish; the Lord would not allow it.

                      That was great sorrow to the Shilding king,

                  The breaking of his heart. Many great men

                  Sat oft in council and deliberated 

                  What would be best for the brave-hearted folk

                  To undertake against these dire attacks.

                  Sometimes they offered up at pagan shrines *

                  A sacrifice, and said prayers to the devil,

                  That he would give them help against the troubles

                  That terrorised the Danes. Such was their custom,

                  The hope of heathen men. They thought of hell

                  Within their hearts, they turned aside from God,

                  And did not know the Lord, the Judge of deeds,

                  Nor could they praise the Guardian of heaven,

                  The Prince of glory. Woe shall come to him

                  Who casts his soul into the abyss of fire

                  Through wicked sin, nor trusts in consolation,

                  Nor mends his ways. Well shall it be for him

                  Who after dying may approach the Lord

                  And live in peace within the Father’s arms.
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