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“ An extraordinary accomplishment.” ~—Newark Star-Ledger

“Heaney’s Introduction does everything it should. . . . The abid-
ing impression is one of devotion and enthrallment. We end the
Introduction sensing that Heaney might have found a great po-
etic ancestor, and touched hands with him across the centuries.
And he has—no question.”

—Andrew Motion, British Poet Laureate, in The Financial Times

“Thanks to Seamus Heaney’s marvellous recreation—in both
senses—this dark and gloomy work finally comes out into the
light.” —The Economist

“Heaney has turned to Beowulf, and the result is magnificent,
breathtaking, . . . Heaney has created something imperishable and
great that is stainless—stainless, because its force as poetry makes
it untouchable by the claw of literalism: it lives singly, as an Eng-
lish language poem.” —James Wood, The Guardian

“The translation itself rides boldly through the reefs of scholar-
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Introduction

And now this is ‘an inheritance’—
Upright, rudimentary, unshiftably planked
In the long ago, yet willable forward

Again and again and again,

BEOWULF: THE POEM .

The poem called Beowulf was composed sometime between the
middle of the seventh and the end of the tenth century of the first
millennium, in the language that is to-day called Anglo-Saxon or
Old English. It is a heroic narrative, more than three thousand
lines long, concerning the deeds of a Scandinavian prince, also
called Beowulf, and it stands as one of the foundation works of
poetry in English. The fact that the English language has changed
so much in the last thousand years means, however, that the
poem is now generally read in translation and mostly in English
courses at schools and universities. This has contributed to the
impression that it was written (as Osip Mandelstam said of The
Divine Comedy} “on official paper,” which is unfortunate, since
what we are dealing with is a work of the greatest imaginative
vitality, a masterpiece where the structuring of the tale is as elab-
orate as the beautiful contrivances of its language. Its narrative
elements may belong to a previous age but as a work of art it
lives in its own continuous present, equal to our knowledge of
reality in the present time. .

The poem was written in England but the events it describes
are set in Scandinavia, in a “once upon a time” that is partly his-
torical. Its hero, Beowulf, is the biggest presence among the war-
riors in the land of the Geats, a territory situated in what is now
southern Sweden, and early in the poem Beowulf crosses the sea
to the land of the Danes in order to clear their country of a man-
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eating monster called Grendel. From this expedition {(which in-
volves him in a second contest with Grendel’s mother) he returns
in triumph and eventually rules for filty years as king of his
homeland. Then a dragon begins to terrorize the countryside and
Beowulf must confront it. In a final climactic encounter, he does
manage to slay the dragon, but he also meets his own death and
enters the legends of his people as a warrior of high renown.

We know about the poem more or less by chance because it ex-
ists in one manuscript only. This unique copy (now in the British
Library) barely survived a fire in the eighteenth century and was
then transcribed and titled, retranscribed and edited, translated
and adapted, interpreted and reinterpreted, until it has become
canonical. For decades it has been a set book on English sylla-
buses at university level all over the world. The fact that many
English departments require it to be studied in the original con-
tinues to generate resistance, most notably at Oxford University,
where the pros and cons of the inclusion of part of it as a com-
pulsory element in the English course have been debated regu-
larly in recent years.

For generations of undergraduates, academic study of the
poem was often just a matter of construing the meaning, getting
a grip on the grammar and vocabulary of Anglo-Saxon, and be-
ing able to recognize, translate, and comment upon random ex-
tracts which were presented in the examinations. For generations
of scholars too the interest had been textual and philological;
then there developed a body of research into analogues and:
sources, a quest for stories and episodes in the folklore and leg-
ends of the Nordic peoples which would parallel or foreshadow
episodes in Beowulf. Scholars were also preoccupied with fixing
the exact time and place of the poem’s composition, paying
minute attenfion to linguistic, stylistic, and scribal details. More
generally, they tried to establish the history and genealogy of the
dynasties of Swedes and Geats and Danes to which the poet
makes constant allusion; and they devoted themselves to a con-
sideration of the world-view behind the poem, asking to what
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extent (if at all) the newly Christian understanding of the world
which operates in the poet’s designing mind displaces him from
his imaginative at-homeness in the world of his poem—a pagan
Germanic society governed by a heroic code of honour, one
where the attainment of a name for warrior-prowess among the
living overwhelms any concern about the soul’s destiny in the
afterlife.

However, when it comes to considering Beowulf as a work of
literature, there is one publication that stands out. In 1936, the
Oxford scholar and teacher J.R.R. Tolkien published an epoch-
making paper entitled “Beownlf The Monsters and the Critics”

which took for granted the poem’s integrity and distinction as a

work of art and proceeded to show in what this integrity and dis-
tinction inhered. He assumed that the poet had felt his way
through the inherited material—the fabulous elements and the
traditional accounts of an heroic past—and by a combination of
creative intuition and conscious structuring had arrived at a
unity of effect and a balanced order. He assumed, in other words,
that the Beowulf poet was an imaginative writer rather than some
kind of back-formation derived from nineteenth-century folklore
and philology. Tolkien’s brilliant literary treatment changed the
way the poem was valued and initiated a new era—and new
terms—aof appreciation.

It is impossible to attain a full understanding and estimate of
Beowulf without recourse to this immense body of commentary
and elucidation. Nevertheless, readers coming to the poem for
the first time are Iikely to be as delighted as they are discomfited
by the strangeness of the names and the immediate lack of
known reference points. An English speaker new to The fliad or
The Odyssey or The Aeneid will probably at least have heard of
Troy and Helen, or of Penelope and the Cyclops, or of Dido and
the golden bough. These epics may be in Greek and Latin, yet the
classical heritage has entered the cultural memory enshrined in
English so thoroughly that their worlds are more familiar than
that of the first native epic, even though it was composed cen-
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turies after them. Achilles rings a bell, but not Scyld Scéfing.
Ithaca leads the mind in a certain direction, but not Heorot, The
Sibyl of Cumae will stir certain associations, but not bad Queen
Modthryth. First-time readers of Beowulf very quickly rediscover
the meaning of the term “the dark ages,” and it is in the hope of
dispelling some of the puzzlement they are bound to feel that I
have added the marginal glosses which appear in the following
pages.

Still, in spite of the sensation of being caught between a
“shield-wall” of opaque references and a “word-hoard” that is
old and strange, such readers are also bound to feel a certain
“shock of the new.” This is because the poem possesses a mythic
potency. Like Shield Sheafson (as Scyld Scéfing is known in this
translation), it arrives from somewhere beyond the known
bourne of our experience, and having fulfilled its purpose (again
like Shield), it passes once more into the beyond. In the interven-
ing time, the poet conjures up a work as remote as Shield’s fu-
neral boat borne towards the horizon, as commanding as the
horn-pronged gables of King Hrothgar’s hall, as solid and daz-
zling as Beowulf’s funeral pyre that is set ablaze at the end.
These opening and closing scenes retain a haunting presence in
the mind; they are set pieces but they have the life-marking
power of certain dreams. They are like the pillars of the gate of
horn, through which wise dreams of true art can still be said to
pass.

What happens in between is what William Butler Yeats would
have called a phantasmagoria. Three agons, three struggles in
which the preternatural force-for-evil of the hero’s enemies
comes springing at him in demonic shapes. Three encounters
with what the critical literature and the textbook glossaries call
“the monsters.” In three archetypal sites of fear: the barricaded
night-house, the infested underwater current, and the reptile-
haunted rocks of a wilderness. If we think of the poem in this
way, ifs place in world art becomes clearer and more secure. We
can conceive of it re-presented and transformed in performance
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in a bunraku theatre in Japan, where the puppetry and the poetry
are mutually supportive, a mixture of technicolour spectacle and
ritual chant. Or we can equally envisage it as an animated car-
toon (and there has been at least one shot at this already), full of
mutating graphics and minatory stereophonics. We can avoid, at
any rate, the slightly cardboard effect which the word “monster”
tends to introduce, and give the poem a fresh chance to sweep
“in off the moors, down through the mist bands” of Anglo-Saxon
England, forward into the global village of the third millennium.
Nevertheless, the dream element and overall power to haunt
come at a certain readerly price. The poem abounds in passages
which will leave an unprepared audience bewildered, Just when
the narrative seems ready to take another step ahead into the
main Beowulf story, it sidesteps. For a moment it is as if we have
been channel-surfed into another poem, and at two points in this
translation I indicate that we are in fact participating in a poem-
within-our-poem not only by the use of italics but by a slight
quickening of pace and shortening of metrical rein. The passages
occur in fines 883-914 and lines 1070~1158, and on each occasion
a minstrel has begun to chant a poem as part of the celebration
of Beowulf’s achievement. In the former case, the minstrel ex-
presses his praise by telling the story of Sigemund’s victory over
a dragon, which both parallels Beowulf's triumph over Grendel
and prefigures his fatal encounter with the wyrm in his old age.
In the latter—the most famous of what were once called the “di-
gressions” in the poem, the one dealing with a fight between
Danes and Frisians at the stronghold of Finn, the Frisian king—
the song the minstrel sings has a less obvious bearing on the im-
mediate situation of the hero, but its import is nevertheless
central to both the historical and the imaginative world of the
poem.

The “Finnsburg episode” envelops us in a society that is at
once honour-bound and blood-stained, presided over by the
laws of the blood-feud, where the kin of a person slain are bound
to exact a price for the death, either by slaying the killer or by re-
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ceiving satisfaction in the form of wergild (the “man-price”), a
legally fixed compensation. The claustrophobic and doom-laden
atmosphere of this interlude gives the reader an intense intima-
tion of what wyrd, or fate, meant not only to the characters in the
Finn story but to those participating in the main action of Beowulf
itself. All conceive of themselves as hooped within the great
wheel of necessity, in thrall to a code of loyalty and bravery,
bound to seek glory in the eye of the warrior world. The little na-
tions are grouped around their lord, the greater nations spoil for
war and menace the little ones, a lord dies, defencelessness en-
sues, the enemy strikes, vengeance for the dead becomes an ethic
for the living, bloodshed begets further bloodshed, the wheel
turns, the generations tread and tread and tread. Which is what [
meant above when 1 said that the import of the Finnsburg pas-
sage is central to the historical and imaginative world of the
poem as a whole.

One way of reading Beowuif is to think of it as three agons in
the hero’s life, but another way would be to regard it as a poem
which contemplates the destinies of three peoples by tracing
their interweaving histories in the story of the central character.
First we meet the Danes—variously known as the Shieldings (af-
ter Shield Sheafson, the founder of their line), the Ingwins, the
Spear-Danes, the Bright-Danes, the West-Danes, and so on—a
people in the full summer of their power, symbelized by the high
hall built by King Hrothgar, one “meant to be a wonder of the
world.” The threat to this gilded order comes from within, from

marshes beyond the pale, from the bottom of the haunted mere

where “Cain’s clan,” in the shape of Grendel and his troll-dam,
trawl and scavenge and bide their time. But it also comes from
without, from the Heathobards, for example, whom the Danes
have defeated in battle and from whom they can therefore expect
retaliatory war {see 1l. 2020-6g).

Beowulf actually predicts this turn of events when he goes
back to his own country after saving the Danes (for the time be-
ing, at any rate) by staving off the two “reavers from hell.” In the
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hall of his “ring-giver,” Hygelac, lord of the Geats, the hero dis-
courses about his adventures in a securely fortified diff-top en-
closure. But this security is only temporary, for it is the destiny
of the Geat people to be left lordless in the end. Hygelac’s al-
liances eventually involve him in deadly war with the Swedish
king, Ongentheow, and even though he does not personally
deliver the fatal stroke (two of his thanes are responsible for
this—see 11. 2484-89 and then the lengthier reprise of this inci-
dent at Il 2922-3003), he is known in the poem as “Ongen-
theow’s killer.” Hence it comes to pass that after the death of
Beowulf, who eventually succeeds Hygelac, the Geats experience
a great foreboding and the epic closes in a mood of sombre ex-
pectation. A world is passing away, the Swedes and others are
massing on the borders to attack, and there is no lord or hero to
rally the defence,

The Swedes, therefore, are the third nation whose history and
destiny are woven into the narrative, and even though no part
of the main action is set in their territory, they and their kings
constantly stalk the horizon of dread within which the main pro-
tagonists pursue their conflicts and allegiances. The Swedish di-

- mension gradually becomes an important element in the poem’s

emotional and imaginative geography, a geography which en-
tails, it should be said, no very clear map-sense of the world,
more an apprehension of menaced borders, of danger gathering
beyond the mere and the marshes, of mearc-stapas “prowling the
moors, huge marauders / from some other world.”

Within these phantasmal boundaries, each lord’s hall is an ac-
tual and a symbolic refuge. Here is heat and light, rank and cere-
mony, human solidarity and culture; the dugud share the
mead-benches with the geogod, the veterans with their tales of
warrior kings and hero-saviours from the past rub shoulders
with young braves——pegnas, eorlas, thanes, retainers— keen to
win such renown in the future. The prospect of gaining a glori-
ous name in the wael-raes, in the rush of battle-slaughter, the
pride of defending one’s lord and bearing heroic witness to the
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integrity of the bond between him and his hall-companions—a
bond sealed in the giéo and gidd of peace-time feasting and ring-
giving—this is what gave drive and sanction to the Germanic

warrior-culture enshrined in Beowulf.

Heorot and Hygelac’s hall are the hubs of this value system
upon which the poem’s action turns. But there is another, outer
rim of value, a circumference of understanding within which the
heroic world is occasionally viewed as from a distance and rec-
ognized for what it is, an earlier state of consciousness and cul-
ture, one which has not been altogether shed but which has now
been comprehended as part of another pattern. And this circum-
ference and pattern arise, of course, from the poet's Christianity
and from his perspective as an Englishman looking back at
places and legends which his ancestors knew before they made
their migration from continental Europe to their new homé on
the island of the Britons. As a consequence of his doctrinal certi-
tude, which is as composed as it is ardent, the poet can view the
story-time of his poem with a certain historical detachment and
even censure the ways of those who lived in ille tempore:

Sometimes at pagan shrines they vowed
offerings to idols, swore oaths

that the killer of souls might come to their aid
and save the people. That was their way,

their heathenish hope; deep in their hearts
they remembered hell.  (Il. 175-80)

At the same.time, as a result of his inherited vernacular culture
and the imaginative sympathy which distinguishes him as an

artist, the poet can lend the full weight of his rhetorical power to -

Beowulf as he utters the first principles of the northern warrior’s
honour-code:

1t is always better
to avenge dear ones than to indulge in mourning.
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For every one of us, living in this world

means waiting for our end. Let whoever can

win glory before death. When a warrior is gorne,

that will be his best and only bulwark. (II. 13 84—89)

In an age when “the instability of the human subject” is con-
stantly argued for if not presumed, there should be no problem
with a poem which is woven from two such different psychic
fabrics. In fact, Beowulf perfectly answers the early modern con-
ception of a work of creative imagination as one in which con-
flicting realities find accommodation within a new order; and
this reconciliation occurs, it seems to me, most poignantly and
most profoundly in the poem’s third section, once the dragon en-
ters the picture and the hero in old age must gather his powers
for the final climactic ordeal. From the moment Beowulf ad-
vances under the crags, into the comfortless arena bounded by
the rock-wall, the reader knows he is one of those “marked by
fate.” The poetry is imbued with a strong intuition of wyrd hov-
ering close, “unknowable but certain,” and yet, because it is
imagined within a consciousness which has learned to expect
that the soul will find an ultimate home * among the steadfast
ones,” this prlmal human emotion has been transmuted into
something less “zero at the bone,” more metaphysically tem-
pered.

A similar transposition from a plane of regard which is, as it
were, helmeted and hall-bound to one which sees things in a
slightly more heavenly light is discernible in the different ways
the poet imagines gold. Gold is a constant element, gleaming
solidly in underground vaults, on the breasts of queens or the
arms and regalia of warriors on the mead-benches. It is loaded
into boats as spoil, handed out in bent bars as hall gifts, buried in
the earth as treasure, persisting underground as an affirmation of
a people’s glorious past and an elegy for it. It pervades the ethos
of the poem the way sex pervades consumer culture, And yet the
bullion with which Waels's son, Sigemund, weighs down the
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hold after an earlier dragon-slaying triumph (in the old days,
long before Beowulf’s time) is a more trustworthy substance than
that which is secured behind the walls of Beowulf’s barrow. By
the end of the poem, gold has suffered a radiation from the
Christian vision. It is not that it yet equals riches in the medieval
sense of worldly corruption, just that its status as the ore of all
value has been put in doubt. It is I#ne, transitory, passing from
hand to hand, and its changed status is registered as a symptom
of the changed world. Once the dragon is disturbed, the melan-
choly and sense of displacement which pervade the last move-
ment of the poem enter the hoard as a disabling and ominous
light. And the dragon himself, as a genius of the older order, is
bathed in this light, so that even as he begins to stir, the reader
has a premonition that the days of his emnpery are numbered.
Nevertheless, the dragon has a wenderful inevitability about
him and a unique glamour. It is not that the other monsters are
lacking in presence and aura; it is more that they remain, for all
their power to terrorize, creatures of the physical world. Grendel
comes alive in the reader’s imagination as a kind of dog-breath
in the dark, a fear of collision with some hard-boned and im-
mensely strong android frame, a mixture of Caliban and hoplite.
And while his mother too has a definite brute-bearing about her,
a creature of slouch and lunge on land if seal-swift in the water,
she nevertheless retains a certain non-strangeness. As antago-
nists of a hero being tested, Grendel and his mother possess an
appropriate head-on strength. The poet may need them as fig-
ures who do the devil’s work, but the poem needs them more as
figures who call up and show off Beowulf’s physical might and
his superb gifts as a warrior. They are the right enemies for a
young glory-hunter, instigators of the formal boast, worthy
trophies to be carried back from the grim testing-ground--
Grendel’s arm is ripped off and nailed up, his head severed and
paraded in Heorot. It is all consonant with the surge of youth
and the compulsion to win fame “as wide as the wind's home, /
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as the sea around cliffs,” utterly a manifestation of the Germanic
heroic code.

Enter then, fifty years later, the dragon. From his dry-stone
vault, from a nest where he is heaped in coils around the body-
heated gold. Once he is wakened, there is something glorious in
the way he manifests himself, a Fourth of July effulgence fire-
working its path across the night sky; and yet, because of the
centuries he has spent dormant in the tumulus, there is a found-
edness as well as a lambency about him. He is at once a stratum
of the earth and a streamer in the air, no painted dragon but a fig-
ure of real oneiric power, one that can easily survive the preju-
dice which arises at the very mention of the word “dragon.”
Whether in medieval art or in modern Disney cartoons, the
dragon can strike us as far less horrific than he is meant {o be, but
in the final movement of Beowulf, he lodges himself in the imagi-
nation as wyrd rather than wyrm, more a destiny than a set of rep-
tiian vertebrae.

Grendel and his mother enter Beowulf’s Life from the outside,
accidentally, challenges which in other circumstances he might
not have taken up, enemies from whom he might have been dis-
tracted or deflected. The dragon, on the other hand, is a given of
-hjs home ground, abiding in his underearth as in his understand-
Ing, waiting for the meeting, the watcher at the ford, the ques-
tioner who sits so sly, the “lion-limb,” as Gerard Manley Hopkins
might have called him, against whom Beowulf’s body and soul
must measure themselves. Dragon equals shadow-line, the
psalmist’s valley of the shadow of death, the embodiment of a
knowledge deeply ingrained in the species which is the very
knowledge of the price to be paid for physical and spiritual sur-
vival,

It has often been observed that all-the scriptural references in
Beowulf are to the Old Testament. The poet is more in sympathy
with the tragic, waiting, unredeemed phase of things than with
any transcendental promise. Beowulf’s mood as he gets ready lo
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fight the dragon—who could be read as a projection of Beowulf’s
own chthonic wisdom refined in the crucible of experience—re-
calls the mood of other tragic heroes: Oedipus at Colonus, Lear at
his “ripeness is all” extremity, Hamlet in the last illuminations of

his “prophetic soul”:

1o easy bargain
would be made in that place by any man.

The veteran king sat down on the cliff-top.

He wished good luck to the Geats who had shared

his hearth and his gold. He was sad at heart,

unsettled yet ready, sensing his death,

His fate hovered near, unknowable but certain,  {ll. 2415-21)

Here the poet attains a level of insight that approaches the vision-
ary. The subjective and the inevitable are in perfect balance, what
is solidly established is bathed in an element which is completely
sixth-sensed, and indeed the whole slow-motion, constantly seif-
deferring approach to the hero’s death and funeral continues to
be like this. Beowulf’s sou! may not yet have fled “to its destined
place among the steadfast ones,” but there is already a beyond-
the-grave aspect to him, a revenant quality about his resoluteness.
This is not just metrical narrative full of anthropological interest
and typical heroic-age motifs; it is poetry of a high order, in which
passages of great lyric intensity—such as the “Lay of the Last Sur-
vivor” (. 2247-66} and, even more remarkably, the so-called “Fa-
ther’s Lament” (Il. 2444—62)—rise like emanations from some
fissure in the bedrock of the human capacity to endure:

It was like the misery felt by an old man
who has lived to see his son’s body

swing on the gallows. He begins to keen
and weep for his boy, watching the raven
gloat where he hangs: he can be of no help.

| Introduction

The wisdom of age is worthless o him.

Morning after morning, he wakes to remenber
that his child has gone; he has no interest

in living on until another heir

is born in the hall . . .

Alone with his longing, he lies down on his bed
and sings a lament; everything seems too large,
the steadings and the fields,

Such passages mark an ultimate stage in poetic attainment; they
are the imaginative equivalent of Beowulf’s spiritual state at the
end, when he tells his men that “doom of battle will bear [their]
ford away,” in the same way that the sea-journeys so vividly de-
scribed in lines 210-28 and 1903-24 are the equivalent of his ex-
ultant prime,

At these moments of lyric intensity, the keel of the poetry is
deeply set in the element of sensation while the mind’s lookout
sways metrically and far-sightedly in the element of ptire com-
prehension. Which is to say that the elevation of Beowulf is al-
ways, paradoxically, buoyantly down to earth. And nowhere is
this more obviously and memorably the case than in the account
of the hero’s funeral with which the poem ends. Here the inex-
orable and the elegiac combine in a description of the funeral
pyre being got ready, the body being burnt, and the barrow being
constructed—a scene at once immemorial and oddly contempo-
rary. The Geat woman who cries out in dread as the flames con-
sume the body of her dead lord could come straight from a
late-twentieth-century news report, from Rwanda or Kosovo; her
keen is a nightmare glimpse into the minds of people who have
survived traumatic, even monstrous events and who are now be-
ing exposed to a comfortless future. We immediately recognize
her predicament and the pitch of her grief and find ourselves the
better for having them expressed with such adequacy and dig-
nity and unforgiving truth:

Introduction
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Hwat wé Gir-Dena in gear-dagum
peod-cyninga prym gefrinon,

huo 83 ®pelingas ellen fremedon.

Oft Scyld Sceéfing  sceapena bréattim,
monegum mEghum  meodo-setla oftéah;
egsode Forle, syddan &rest weard

feasceaflt funden; he pas frofre gebad:

w&ox under wolcnunh, weord-myndum pah,
obpaet him £ghwylc bara ymb-sittendra
ofer hron-rade hyran scolde, .
gomban gyldan: beet waes gdd cyning!
Pa&m eafera wes  after cenned
geong in geardum, bone God sende
folce to frofre; fyren-Gearfe ongeat,
pat hie &r drugon  aldor-18ase
lange hwile; him pzs Lif-fréa,
wuldres Wealdend, worold-are forgeaf;
Beowulf waes bréme  —blaed wide sprang —
Scyldes eafera, Scede-landum in.
Swa sceal geong guma  gode gewyrcean,
fromum feoh-giftum on feder bearme,
p=t hine on ylde eft gewunigen
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50. The Spear-Danes in days gone by

and the kings who raled them had courage and greatmess,

We have heard of those princes” heroic campaigps.

There was Shield Sheafson, scourge of many tribes,
a wrecker of mead-benches, fampaging among foes.
This tetror of the hall-troops had come far.

A foundling to start with, he would flourish later on
as his powers waxed and his worth was proved,

In the end each clan on the outlying coasts

beyond the whale-road had to yield to him

and begin to pay tribute. That was one good king,

Afterwards a boy-child wag born to Shield,

a cub in the yard, a comfort sent

by God to that nation. He knew what they had tholed,
the long times and troubjes they’d come through
without a leader; so the Lord of Life,

the glorious Almighty, made this man renowned.
Shield had fathered 4 famous son:

Beow’s name was known through the north.
And a young prince must be prudent like that,
giving freely while his father lives

so that afterwards in age when fighting starts

The Danes hape
legends about their
warrior kings. Tie
most famous was
Shielgd Sheafson, whe
Jounded the ruling
house
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wil-gesipas, bonne wig cume,
leode gel@sten; lof-d®dum sceal
in m&gpa gehwaere man gepeon.
Him 82 Scyld gewat 1o gescap-hwile,
fela-hror, féran  on Fréan w&re.
Hi hyne pa @tb@ron td brimes farode,
swase gesipas, swi hé selfa bad,
penden wordum weold wine Scyldinga,
Igof land-fruma lange dhte,
b@r 2t hyde stod hringed-stefna,
isig ond Tt-fus, @xpelinges far;
dlédon ba 1gofne pbeoden,
bEaga bryttan on bearm scipes,
méErne be maste; p@r was madma fela
of feor-wegum, fretwa, gelded.
Ne hyrde ic cymiicor c2ol gegyrwan
hilde-w&pnum  ond heado-w&dum,
billum ond byrnum; him on bearme leg
madma manigo, pa him mid scoldon
on fiodes #ht  feor gewitan.
Nales hi hine I&ssan  lacum tEodan,
péod-gestréonum, pon pa dydon,
pe hine ®t frumsceafic  ford onsendon
#nne ofer §d¢ umbor-wesende. _
Pa g§t hi him asetton segend gyldenne
héah ofer héafod, 1eton holm beran,
geafon on gar-secg; him was gedmor sefa,
murnende mod.  Men ne cunnon
secgan to sode, scle-r@dende,
heled under heofenum, hwa p&m hleste onféng,
Pa was on burgum  Béowulf Scyldinga,
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steadfast companions will stand by him
and hold the line. Behaviour that's admired
is the path to power among people everywhere.

Shield was still thriving when his time came
and he crossed over into the Lord's keeping.
His warrior band did what he bade them
‘when he laid down the law among the Danes:
they shouldered him out to the sea’s flood,
the chief they revered who had long ruled them,
A ring-whorled prow rode in the harbour,
ice-clad, outbound, a craft for a prince.
They stretched their beloved lord in his boat,
laid out by the mast, amidships,
the great ring-giver. Far-fetched treasures
were piled upon him, and precious gear.
I never heard before of a ship so well furbished
with battle tackle, bladed weapons
and coats of mail. The massed treasure
was loaded on top of him: it would travel far
on out into the ocean’s sway.
They decked his body no less bountifully
with offerings than those first ones did
who cast him away when he was a child
and launched him alone out over the waves.
And they set a gold standard up
high above his head and let him drift
to wind and tide, bewailing him
and mourning their loss. No man can tell,
no wise man in hall or weathered veteran
knows for certain who salvaged that load.

Then it fell to Beow to keep the forts.

BEOWULTE

Shield’s funeral
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leof 1€od-cyning, longe prage

folcum gefr®ge; fader ellor hwearf,
aldor of earde. Oppzt him eft onwodc
héah Healfdenc; héold, penden lifde,
gamol ond gid-réouw, glede Scyldingas,
Dzm feéower bearn ford-gerimed

in worold wdcun: weoroda r@swan,
Heorogar, ond Hrddgar ond Halga til;
hyrde ic paet . .. .. was Onelan cwén,
Heado-Scilfingas "heals-gebedda.

Pa waes Hrodgare here-spéd gyfen,
wiges weord-mynd, baet him his wine-magas
georne hyrdon, oddpat séo geogod gewsox
mago-driht micel. Him on méd be-arn
pat heal-reced hatan wolde,
medo-&rn micel - men gewyrcean,
ponne yldo bearn  &fre gefriinon,
ond b&r on innan  eall ged®lan
geongum ond ealdem, swylc him God sealde,
biiton folc-scare  ond feorum gumena.

Da ic wide gefregn  weorc gebanman
manigre m&ghe geond pisne middan-geard,
folc-stede freetwan, Him on fyrste gelomp,
&dre mid yldum, peat hit weard eal-gearo,
heal-zrna m&st; scop him Heort naman,
s€ pe his wordes geweald wide hafde.

He béot ne djeh, bEagas dzlde,

sinc ®t symle, Sele hlifade

heah ond horn-géap, heado-wylma bad,
ladan liges; ne wes hit lenge pa gén,

pat se ecg-hete  apum-swerian

efter wel-nide  wwcnan scolde.

BEOWULFPE

6o

70

8o

He was well regarded and ruled the Danes

for a long time after his father took leave

of his life on earth. And then his heir,

the great Halfdane, held sway

for as long as he lived, their elder and warlord,

He was four times a father, this fighter prince:

one by one they entered the world,

Heorogar, Hrothgar, the good Halga

and a daughter, I have heard, who was Onela’s queen,
a balm in bed to the battle-scarred Swede,

The fortunes of war favoured Hrothgar.
Friends and kinsmen flocked to his ranks,
young followers, a force that grew

to be a mighty army. So his mind turned
to hall-building: he handed down orders
for men to work on a great mead-halt
meant to be 2 wonder of the world forever;

it would be his throne-room and there he would dispense

his God-given goods to young and old—

but not the common land or people’s lives,

Far and wide through the world, I have heard,
orders for work to adorn that wallstead

were sent to many peoples. And soon it stood there,
tinished and ready, in full view,

the hall of halls. Heorot was the name

he had settled on it, whose utterance was law,
Nor did he renege, but doled out rings

and torques at the table, The hall towered,

its gables wide and high and awaiting

a barbarous burning. That doom abided,

but in time it would come: the Killer instinct
unleashed among in-laws, the blood-lust rampant.

Skield’s heiyg: His
501 Beow suceeeded
by Halfdane,
Halfdane by
Hrothgar

King Hrothgar
builds Heorot Hall



Da se ellen-géSt earfoﬁ]_ice ' Then a powerful demon/ a Prowler thr()llgh the dark, Heorot is threatened
brage gepolode, s€ pein b?sﬁum bad, el nursed a hard grievance. It harrowed him
peet he dogora gehwam  dréam gehyrde i 3 to hear the din of the loud banquet
hlidne in healle;  p@r wzs hearpan sweg, t every day in the hall, the harp being struck
0 swutol sang scopes. Swgde s€ pe clibe 9o | and the clear song of a skilled poet
frumsceaft fira feorran reccan, _ telling with mastery of man’s beginnings,
cwad pat se Almihtiga eordan worhte, how the Almighty had made the earth
wlite-beorhtne wang, swa water bebiiged: g a gleaming plain girdled with waters;
geselte sige-hrépig  sunnan ond monan : > “in His splendour He set the sun and the moon
’ 18oman t0 18ohte  land-buiendum, ' ;":_ to be eartl'’s lamplight, lanterns for men,
ond gefretwade foldan scatas and filled the broad lap of the world
leomum ond leafum; 1f €ac gescedp | with branches and leaves; and quickened life
cynna gehwylcum, para de cwice hwyrfab. E f in every other thing that moved.
Swa 83 driht-guman  dréamum lifdon, f
100 dadiglice, o000zt in ongan i S0 times were pleasant for the people there Grendel, s monster
fyrene fremman  fond on helle. wo | until finally one, a fiend out of hell, descended from
Wees se grimma geest  Grendel haten, ‘ began to work his evil in the world. bg}i'f,ff;;
mére mearc-stapa, s& be moras heold, g Grendel was the name of this grim demon
fen ond festen; fifel-cynnes eard haunting the marches, marauding round the heath
won-s&l wer weardode hwile, : ' and the desolate fens; he had dwelt for a time
sipdan him Scyppend forscrifen hefde | in misery among the banished monsters,
in Caines cynne~  pone cwealm gewrac ' f Cain’s clan, whom the Creator had outlawed
&ce Drihten, pes pe h& Abel slog. ' and condemned as oufcasts, For the killing of Abel
Ne gefeah hé p&re f&hde, ac hé hine feor forwrace, _ the Eternal Lord had exacted a price:
110 Metod for p§¥ mane, man-cynne fram. Cain got no good from committing that murder
Panon untydras ealle onwicon, ' o because the Almighty made him anathema
eotenas ond vlfe ond orcnéas, " and out of the curse of his exile there sprang
swylce gigantas, pa wid Gode wunnon ogres and elves and evil phantoms
lange brage; hé him Jas 18an forgeald. © and the giants too who strove with God
Gewat 03 né€osian,” sypOan niht becdm, . time and again until He gave them their reward.
h&an hiises, hi hit Hring-Dene
So, after nightfall, Grendel set out Grendel aftacks
for the lofty house, to see how the Ring-Danes | Heorof
e R - S — . § S
8 BEOWTULF : BEOWTULR fg
i i




120

130

140

zfter beor-pege  gebiin hafdon;

fand pa 8&r inne  xpelinga gedriht
swefan &fter symble—  sorge ne ctidon,
wonsceaft wera, Wikt unh&lo,

grim ond gr&dig, gearo sOna ws,
réoc ond r€pe, ond on rste genam
britig begna;  banon eft gewat

hiide hrémig to ham faran,

mid p&re wal-fylle  wica n€osan.

Pz wes on Ghtan  mid Er-dege
Grendles giid-creft gumum undyrne;
pba wes after wiste wp up ahafen,
micel morgen-swég. Mzre peoden,
epeling ®r-gdd, unblide s=t,
polode dryd-swyd, begn-sorge dréah,
syOpan hie pees 1a0an  last scBawedon
wergan gastes. Was bt gewin 1 strang,
|ad ond longsum. Nas hit lengra fyrst,
ac ymb dne niht  eft gefremede
mord-beala mare ond nd mear fore,
f&hde ond fyrene; wes to fast on pam.
b3 was ¢dd-fynde e him elles hw&r
gerimlicor raste sohte,
bed xfter birum, 43 him geb&acnod was,
geszgd sodlice  sweotolan ticne’
heal-degnes hete; héold hyne sydpan
fyr ond feestor s€ p&m féonde ®twand.

Swa rixode ond wid rihte wan
ana wid eallom, odpaet idel stod
hiisa s€lest. Was s€o hwil micel:
twelf wintra tid torn gepolode
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were settling into it after their drink,

and there he came upon them, a company of the best
asleep from their feasting, insensible to pain

and human sorrow. Suddenly then

the God-cursed brute was creating havoc:

greedy and grim, he grabbed thirty men

from their resting places and rushed to his lair,
flushed up and inflamed from the raid,

blundering back with the butchered corpses.

Then as dawn brightened and the day broke
Grendel’s powers of destruction were plain:
their wassail was over, they wept to heaven

and mourned under morning. Their mighty prince,
the storied leader, sat stricken and helpless,
humiliated by the loss of his guard,

bewildered and stunned, staring aghast

at the demon’s trail, in deep distress.

He was numb with grief, but got no respite

for one night later merciless Grendel

struck again with more gruesome murders.
Malignant by nature, he never showed remorse.
It was easy then to meet with a man

shifting himself to a safer distance

to bed in the bothies, for who could be blind

to the evidence of his eyes, the obviousness

of that hall-watcher’s hate? Whoever escaped
kept a weather-eye open and moved away.

So Grendel ruled in defiance of right,

one against all, until the greatest house

in the world stood empty, a deserted wallstead.
For twelve winters, seasons of woe,

BEOWULFE

King Hrothgar's
distress and
helplessness
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