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Abstract 

De  langverwachte Beowulf-vertaling van J.R.R. Tolkien, reeds afgewerkt in 1926, werd in het 

voorjaar van 2014 gepubliceerd. Vooral het feit dat de vertaling in proza werd geschreven en 

niet in versvorm zoals de originele tekst, zorgde vanaf het moment van de publicatie voor 

enige opschudding, alsook (en vooral) de ‘letterlijke’ manier van vertalen die Tolkien 

hanteerde. Daarbij rees de vraag hoe men nu feitelijk een tekst, opgesteld in een 

eeuwenoude taal zoals het Oud-Engels, diende te vertalen. Deze paper poogt in eerste 

instantie vast te stellen of het vertalen van Oud-Engels naar Modern Engels een geval is van 

interlinguale vertaling (tussen twee talen) of intralinguale vertaling (tussen twee varianten 

van dezelfde taal), en proza te verdedigen als een gerechtvaardigde vorm om een 

duizendjarig verhalend gedicht te vertalen, onder meer op basis van Tolkiens eigen visie op 

het gebruik van proza. Nadien volgt de eigenlijke analyse van de vertaling aan de hand van 

DTS of “Descriptive Translation Studies”, een methode om de vertaalstrategie van de vertaler 

te bepalen en te beschrijven door de normen te ontdekken waaraan de vertaler onderhevig is. 

Deze normen bevinden zich doorgaans in de nabijheid van een van twee polen: “acceptability” 

(conformering aan de regels en normen van de doeltaal, de taal waarin vertaald word) en 

“adequacy” (het volgen van de regels en structuur van de brontaal, de taal waaruit vertaald 

wordt; dit is wat vaak onder ‘letterlijk’ vertalen begrepen wordt). Deze methode levert 

interessante resultaten op, bijvoorbeeld in het bestempelen van Tolkiens vertaling als 

“adequate” vertaling, vooral op het gebied van syntax. Maar DTS blijf zeker niet zonder 

nuance. Er wordt bijvoorbeeld op gewezen dat DTS geen plaats heeft voor waardeoordelen, 

en dat Tolkiens tekst eigenlijk onafgewerkt is, wat duidelijk wordt in de vergelijking met 

enkele andere vertalingen van Beowulf uit Tolkiens eigen tijd. Afsluitend wordt er geduid op 

de blijvende invloed van Tolkiens vertaalfilosofie op hedendaagse Beowulf-vertalingen, in dit 

geval middels een korte vergelijking met de vermaarde vertaling van de betreurde Ierse 

dichter Seamus Heaney. 

(13567 woorden, 83941 tekens) 
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Preliminary Note 

All references to the line numbers of the original Old English Beowulf manuscript are taken 

from Fulk, R.D., Robert E. Bjork and John D. Niles, Klaeber’s Beowulf and The Fight at 

Finnsburg. Fourth Edition. Toronto/Buffalo/London: University of Toronto Press, 2008. 
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1. Introduction 

The prose translation of a long, ancient poem like Beowulf is always going to be a 

problematic given. Prose translations of verse were, and often still are, widely considered as 

not capable of doing justice to the original poem. Even though it is generally accepted that 

translation always loses something of the original that cannot be imitated1, verse would 

seem to be the logical form to translate verse, and prose the form to translate prose. There 

was a time, not so long before Tolkien produced his translation of Beowulf in 1926, when 

prose translations of verse were not even considered to be genuine translations2 (this was 

certainly the case for Old English, but was also a general opinion).3 Verse needed to be 

translated in verse with a modern diction and a modern metre ‘equivalent’ to the original, 

e.g. blank verse, experienced as archetypically English; or, alternatively, by verse which 

imitated the diction and metre of the original, e.g. a Modern English verse translation in the 

alliterative metre of an Old English poem  (modified only by the modern exigencies of syntax 

and versification system). But above all, “literalness” of translation should stand out4, 

without, however, having to conform to the alliterative style of Old English, since  

 

“[i]t is more difficult to secure alliteration in a translation than in an original poem, for in 

the latter the poet may accommodate his ideas to his words, whereas in the former the 

ideas are given, and the translator must seek those modern English words that will 

express  most exactly the thought of the original writer, be they alliterative or not.”5   

 

                                                           
1
 In the Anglo-Saxon world, this idea goes as far back as the Venerable Bede, who, in his Historia Ecclesiastica, 

comments in a passage on the miraculous poetic inspiration of Cædmon the cowherd and the translation of 
Cædmon’s Hymn: “for songs, however well composed, cannot be translated word for word from one language 
into another without damage to their beauty and dignity” (Orchard 1996: 403).  
2
 Gummere 1886; Garnett 1891. 

3
 And it maybe still is. Burton Raffel, for instance, once commented on a prose translation of Beowulf by 

William Alfred, a promising poet: “[c]an one have RESPECT for a poet, and be capable of fine poetry oneself, 
and still turn out such flat drivel? But this is, after all, a prose rendering, even though prepared by an able poet: 
in this case the decision not to make a verse translation may well be significant in itself” (Raffel 1971: 63-64). 
Everett H. Emerson mentions W. E. Leonard’s view on verse as the proper form to translate verse, which is said 
to be more effective in transmitting syntactical constructions, repetitions and metre than the “pedestrian 
rhythms of prose” (Emerson 1957: 372). 
4
 Gummere 1886: 47. 

5
 Garnett 1891: 101. 
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The reasoning often was that Modern English verse translation should keep to “literalness” 

without trying to imitate the characteristics typical of Old English6; it should try to “conform 

to the genius” of Modern English as it is.7 

The above elements are at odds with everything Tolkien’s literal8 translation is.9 True, 

literalness stands out as a key principle, but Tolkien goes further than that. As a great lover 

and specialist of the Old English language, he tried to move as close to it as he could, 

although he did not think a prose translation of Beowulf could ever be representative of the 

original text and its metre as such, but could at best be “an aid to study” 10 , an 

accompaniment to the poem, valuable for those who have no proficiency in Old English.11 

Still, he made the language of his translation as archaic and literal as possible, and justified it 

as follows: 

 

If you wish to translate, not rewrite, Beowulf, your language must be literary and 

traditional: not because it is now a long while since the poem was made, or 

                                                           
6
 To this very day this view is far from extinct. Even Christopher Tolkien, J.R.R. Tolkien’s son and posthumous 

editor, doubts whether “imitative verse could work well with modern English” (Alexander 2014). 
7
 Frye 1897: 79. 

8
 Under ‘literal’ translation, we may understand the following formulation by Burton Raffel: “[t]he literalist 

emphasizes the idioms and constructions, the sounds and the rhythms, of the language in which he finds the 
poem” (Raffel 1971: 11), next to the more common understanding of the term as ‘word-for-word’ or 
“verbatim” (Holmes 1988: 23), or, as Jeremy Munday puts it more laconically, “sticking very closely to the 
original” (Munday 2004: 33). 
9
 Except maybe in a handful of details. Tolkien once tried his hand at an alliterative verse translation of 

Beowulf, but never completed it (the same fate befell The Fall of Arthur (published in 2013), a reworking of the 
Arthurian legends in a metre that imitated the Old English alliterative metre). The abandonment of this 
translation could be explained by the very arguments against the alliterative metre in Modern English 
mentioned above. Also, Tolkien repeatedly stressed the importance of a “literal” translation of Beowulf. In this 
sense, Tolkien’s translation is an example of one of two modes of literary translation according to Gideon 
Toury’s conception, namely the translation of a text, already regarded as literary in the source culture, “where 
the focus is on the retention (or, better, reconstruction) of the source text’s internal web of relationships” (the 
other mode being the translation of any text in “such a way that the product is acceptable as a literary text in 
the recipient culture”) (Toury 2012: 199). Cfr. Chapter 3. 
10

 Tolkien 1940: x. In attributing at least this benefit to translation and the understanding of the original, 
Tolkien counters Walter Benjamin, who stated that a translation could never signify anything of importance to 
the original text: “Daß eine Übersetzung niemals, so gut sie auch sei, etwas für das Original zu bedeuten 
vermag, leuchtet ein” (Benjamin 1973: 158). 
11

 This attitude corresponds closely to Vladimir Nabokov’s, who saw his literal translation of Yevgeni Onegin 
into English as a way of getting as close to the original as possible. Accompanying his translation were three 
volumes of textual notes and commentary (van den Broeck 1992:70), a habit Tolkien frequently indulged in 
too, and especially in the case of Beowulf. However, André Lefevere once marked out the relativity of literal 
translation and took Nabokov and his footnotes as his example, asking himself “if one translates word for word, 
that is, matches sense with sense, there should, if translation can be based on the principle of sense 
equivalence, be no need for footnotes? If there is, we shall be forced to conclude that a “literal” translation on 
its own cannot cope with the source text it is supposed to translate” (Lefevere 1975: 27). 
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because it speaks of things that have since become ancient; but because the 

diction of Beowulf was poetical, archaic, artificial (if you will), in the day the 

poem was made. [...Y]ou will misrepresent the first and most salient 

characteristic of the style and flavour of the author, if in translating Beowulf, you 

deliberately eschew the traditional literary and poetic diction which we now 

possess in favour of the current and trivial. [...] But the opposite fault [...] should 

be equally avoided. Words should not be used merely because they are “old” or 

obsolete. The words chosen, however remote they may be from colloquial 

speech or ephemeral suggestion, must be words that remain in literary use, 

especially in the use of verse, among educated people. (To such Beowulf was 

addressed, into whatever hands it may since have fallen.) They must need no 

gloss. [...] Antiquarian sentiment and philological knowingness are wholly out of 

place.12 

 

Tolkien, importantly, thus discerns a necessary archaic style from an antiquarian 

elitist style full of obsolete words (a distinction not made by every critic and translator of 

Beowulf).13 As will be seen, linguistic archaism will play an important part in the analysis of 

Tolkien’s translation of Beowulf.   

 

2. Intralingual or Interlingual Translation? 

A first step in understanding Tolkien’s Beowulf is to try and find out whether the Beowulf 

translation is a case of intralingual or interlingual translation. 

Roman Jakobson once stated that poetry is by definition untranslatable, and that 

only “creative transposition” is possible. He then proceeded to distinguish three different 

kinds of transposition: intralingual (from one poetic shape into another), interlingual (from 

                                                           
12

 Tolkien 1940: xvii-xx. The “exceptional archaism” of the poem’s language is confirmed in Fulk, Bjork & Niles 
2008: cxii, clxv. 
13

 E.g. Edwin Morgan in Emerson 1957: 370: “the reaction against ‘rhetoric’ has been so strong that present-
day readers of poetry will not now accept as ‘poetic’ anything that is ‘archaic’, as ‘literary’ anything that is 
‘obsolete’.” In a more general comment on literal translation André Lefevere said that when a literal translator 
cannot find a sense equivalent, he has to retrieve words/forms stemming from an earlier stage in the 
evolution of a language (and so, consequently, must needs revert to archaisms) (Lefevere 1975: 28). 
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one language into another) and intersemiotic (from one system of signs into another) 

transposition.14 

Whether Jakobson is right or not in positing that poetry cannot be actually translated 

is a matter of much debate and not of direct importance to our purpose. What is important, 

however, is to try to determine if translating from the Old English poetic language into 

Modern English prose is a case of interlingual or intralingual translation. To do this, we must 

broaden the concept of intralingual translation from translation between different 

contemporary dialects, idioms and words of a language15 (synchronic) to a vision of 

translation from an earlier stage of one language to a later, modern stage (diachronic). 

To this end, Viggo Hjørnager Pedersen gives us some interesting leads. He states that 

if the languages and/or cultures involved are close to each other, one need not ‘translate’ as 

much as ‘transpose’ the content and the form of the original in the target language or 

culture.16 But when one mediates a text between Old and Modern English, one simply 

‘translates’ interlingually, because the linguistic differences are, in Pedersen’s view, simply 

too great.17  

On the other hand, trying to decide if translation from Old to Modern English is 

interlingual or intralingual might not be as clear-cut a choice as might seem; Karen Korning 

Zethsen, for example, has pointed out that many similarities exist between interlingual and 

intralingual translation (e.g. the similarity between the issue of synonymy in intralingual and 

equivalence in interlingual translation).18 In addition, translation strategies in intralingual 

translation strongly resemble those employed in interlingual translation, but are mostly 

more thoroughly applied. Thus, one might for example find more additions and/or omissions 

in intralingual translations than in interlingual translations19 (and a few omissions can indeed 

be found in Tolkien’s Beowulf, cfr. infra). 

Apart from the purely terminological side of distinguishing between intralingual and 

interlingual translation, there is also the rich history of English (and of many other languages, 

for that matter) which confounds a clear division between the two; translation between Old 

and Modern English (and between all other ‘Englishes’) is thus, as Kathleen Davis posits, 

                                                           
14

 Jakobson 2004: 143. 
15

 Reynolds 2011: 12. 
16

 Pedersen 1999: 47-48. 
17

 Pedersen 1999: 50-51. 
18

 Korning Zethsen 2009: 795, 797. 
19

 Korning Zethsen 2009: 808-809. 



9 
 

“merely a function of the fact that English is a language - one language with a long, complex 

history”.20 Also, what belongs to language proper and what does not is not always easily 

discernible. Therefore, Roman Jakobson’s presentation of interlingual translation as 

‘translation proper’ is not valid, 21  which in turn potentially problematizes his other 

categories as well. Furthermore, the question of intralingual translation is rendered even 

more complex if we consider that the majority of surviving Old English texts are translations 

from Latin texts (which is an interlingual translation act), which obliged the first translators 

of Old English to translate back from these Latin texts. To see translation from Old English to 

Modern English as taking place within the same language as intralingual translation is the 

same as suppressing the translation history of English and assuming monolingualism of 

English speakers/writers throughout the history of English, which is impossible.22 

Tolkien, in any case, saw the Old English of Beowulf as belonging to the same 

language, which “has changed - but not necessarily improved!”23, and as tied to the history 

of the English language and people. It exists in the present as well as in the distant past, as 

he explained in his famous lecture “Beowulf: the Monsters and the Critics”:  

 

it is written in a language that after many centuries has still essential kinship with 

our own, it was made in this land, and moves in our northern world beneath our 

northern sky, and for those who are native to that tongue and land, it must ever 

call with a profound appeal - until the dragon comes.24 

 

3. The “Translatability” of Beowulf in Modern English Prose 

As mentioned earlier, poetry was deemed to be untranslatable by Roman Jakobson, who 

was not alone in thinking so. The Italian critic Benedetto Croce, for instance, thought poetic 

language is untranslatable, because in order to ‘understand’ a poem one needs to 

experience in exactly the same way the creative moment that moves a poet to write his 

poem, which allows the reader to identify with the original poet. When this idea is applied to 

                                                           
20

 Davis 2014: 587. 
21

 Davis 2014: 588. 
22

 Davis 2014: 591-592. 
23

Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 275. 
24

 The Monsters and the Critics: 33-34. 
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translation, it falls short, since it would presuppose an absolute equality between the 

original text and its translation.25  

Nevertheless, the need for translation is undeniable, and ways must be sought to 

achieve proper translations that hold up in their own right. Compromise often is the 

preferred solution, e.g. the use of prose to translate a poem. This, however, can have a 

downside too. André Lefevere claimed that prose, although it is more accurate in translation 

than verse, does not have the power to direct the readers’ attention towards words through 

their position in a line or their repetition. To achieve this, so goes Lefevere’s argument, a 

translator has recourse to a series of doubtful tactics to make his text more ‘poetic’, among 

which are the use of “etymologisms” (e.g. “at orient light returning” for orienti luce revisens), 

tautology or alliteration.26 However, Tolkien objected strongly to etymological translations27, 

and tautology and alliteration are typically Anglo-Saxon poetic devices. Consequently, 

Tolkien uses these in his translation on a regular basis (even though his son Christopher vows 

there is “no trace of alliteration” in the text)28, and in this manner situates himself 

somewhere on the border between prose and poetry, just as later Anglo-Saxon writers were 

wont to do.29 Tautology appears several times: 

 

He had wrapped the dwellers in the land in flame, in fire and burning; (p.81, 

l.1954-1956) 

 

In haste was the messenger, eager to return, urged by the precious spoils. (p.94, 

l.2340-2341) 

 

Some examples of carefully chosen alliteration in the text are: 

 

Oft Scyld Scefing robbed the hosts of foemen, many peoples, of the seats where 

they drank their mead, laid fear upon men, he who first was found forlorn; (p.13, 

l.3-5) 

                                                           
25

 van den Broeck 1992: 52-54. 
26

 Lefevere 1975: 44-46. 
27

 Tolkien 1940: xx. 
28

 Beowulf: 8. 
29

 North & Allard 2012: 18. 
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The hall towered high with hornéd gables wide (p.15, l.65-66) 

 

At times they vowed sacrifices to idols in their heathen tabernacles, in prayers 

implored the slayer of souls to afford them help against the sufferings of the 

people.30 (p.18, l.139-141) 

 

He came now to the house, a man-shape journeying of men’s mirth shorn. (p.33, 

l.588-589) 

 

On that day of this life on earth unhappy was fated to be the sending forth of his 

soul, and far was that alien spirit to fare into the realm of fiends. (p.36, l.655-657) 

 

Round the helmet’s crown the wale wound about with wire kept guard over the 

head (p.42, l.839-840) 

 

He told of the sons of Finn. When the sudden onslaught came upon them the  

hero of the Half-Danes, Hnæf of the Scyldings, fell by fate in the Frisian slaughter. 

(p.43, l.872-874) 

 

Even though harried by the hounds the ranger of the heath, the heart strong in 

his horns, may seek that wood being hunted from afar (p.52-53, l.1142-1144) 

 

Therein did he, doer of deadly deeds, desire to thrust me all unoffending, adding 

one more to many. (p.74, l.1756-1757) 

 

Another problem of a more abstract nature, so argues Raymond van den Broeck, is 

that the translation of a long, narrative poem, does not succeed in adequately representing 

the ‘meaning’ of the original.31 But going into the realm of slippery terms like ‘meaning’ in 

                                                           
30

 Here Tolkien even manages to connect through the alliteration words belonging to the same semantic field 
designating pain, death, … . “slayer” was a suggestion by Tolkien’s long-time friend C.S. Lewis for earlier 
“destroyer” (Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 110). 
31

 van den Broeck 1992: 59. 
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translation, may mean losing sight of a prime purpose: assessing the prose translation in its 

own right. Furthermore, the loss of ‘meaning’ may be countered by the four conditions of 

translatability designed by Itamar Even-Zohar and repeatedly mentioned by van den Broeck 

himself, which seem to legitimize the translation of Old English into Modern English. These 

four conditions are stated as follows: (1) Translatability is high when a pair of languages are 

of a close basic 'type,' provided that the conditions under (2) and (3) are fulfilled. (2) 

Translatability is high when there is contact between SL and TL. (3) Translatability is high 

when the general cultural evolution in SL and TL proceeded on parallel lines. (4) 

Translatability is high when translation involves no more than a single kind of information. In 

other words, a text is more translatable if it displays information of a single type than if it is 

'complex' in that various types, and hence a greater quantity of information, are involved32 

(for example a text rife with irony is more difficult to translate, since it is not always 

discernible at the surface, and if it is, it can often be interpreted in different meaningful 

ways). 

It is hard to see how there would be no contact between Old and Modern English, 

since in the long run Old English evolved into Modern English. The ‘information’ contained in 

Beowulf is relatively compressed and unambiguous as well: we have the narrative of the 

ancient Germanic hero Beowulf, divided into three parts: the fight with the creature Grendel, 

the fight with Grendel’s mother, and the final confrontation with the dragon. Within the 

narrative, we have reflections on pagan heroism and early Christian influences. Regardless of 

the challenging nature of Old English, this makes for a comparatively ‘simple’ assignment for 

a translator in terms of transmitting the ‘information’ concerned. 

One of the arguments in favour of a Modern English prose rendering of Beowulf, then, 

is the simple idea that since quite some time, the form of the poem (and especially the form 

of Anglo-Saxon poetry with its varying number of stresses, caesurae and the appositive 

nature of its verses) appeals much less to the modern reader than ever was the case. This is 

why the twentieth century has seen many prose translations of originally poetic texts. Also,  

translators often choose prose over verse because they feel “poetry translation cannot be 

both semantically reliable and poetically effective”, and in prose they can “convey loyally 

whatever aspect of the source poem they see as most relevant to their communicative 

                                                           
32

 van den Broeck 1981: 84; van den Broeck 1992: 80-81. 
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purpose”.33 This may well be the case for Tolkien, who started work on an alliterative verse 

translation of Beowulf, but abandoned it after some time.34  

Another reason that makes the choice of prose evident35 is the fact that the 

translator can be fairly accurate in rendering the strict ‘sense’.36 For Old English specifically, 

this means that the troublesome compounds and kennings (defined by Tolkien as “those 

pictorial descriptive compounds or brief expressions which can be used in place of the normal 

plain word”37) can be translated without having to bother about length or rhythmic quality, 

as would be the case when the translation is attempted in poetry.38 For example, we have 

the Old English word ūtfūs (þǣr æt hȳðe stōd  hrinġedstefna,/īsiġ ond ūtfūs―  æþelinges fær 

(l.32-33)), the meaning of which cannot be adequately represented within the boundaries of 

only one word. The obstacle is unsurpassable for poetic translations, but can be dealt with in 

prose; Tolkien translates: “There at the haven stood with ringéd prow, ice-hung, eager to be 

gone, the prince’s bark” (p.14, l.25-27).39 Still, translating Old English (and especially Beowulf) 

has some other peculiar difficulties that make the translator’s work a delicate endeavour. 

The problem of compounds and kennings is, although solvable, all-pervasive; a translator 

needs to choose between two deficient solutions: he can name the thing, thus retaining the 

original compactness, but risking to lose the original “colour” (e.g. “harp” (p.43, l.868) for 

gomenwudu (l.1065, “play-wood”)); or he can choose to transpose the compound in a 

                                                           
33

 Jones 2011: 180. 
34

 Scull & Hammond 2006: 84-85. Probably because he indeed found that “imitative” verse in Modern English 
would not work (Alexander 2014), as also thought his son Christopher: 
 

Abandoning his fragmentary work on a fully alliterative translation of Beowulf, imitating the 
regularities of the old poetry, my father, as it seems to me, determined to make a translation as 
close as he could to the exact meaning in detail of the Old English poem, far closer than could 
ever be attained by translation into ‘alliterative verse’, but nonetheless with some suggestion of 
the rhythm of the original. (Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 8). 
 

35
 Apart from the fact that the original Beowulf  manuscript does not contain visible separation between lines 

or even half-lines, but is written in one long body of continuous text (by two different scribes, mind you, and 
possibly, so Tolkien argues, here and there “improved” by the Anglo-Saxon poet Cynewulf (Beowulf: A 
Translation and Commentary: 311)) with hardly any punctuation. The manuscript version thus actually reads as 
a running prose text, and the division between lines and half-lines and the insertion of punctuation is the work 
of later editors.  
36

 Lefevere 1975: 42; Boase-Beier 2013: 480. 
37

 Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 141. 
38

 Pedersen 1999: 49-50, 51,53; Emerson 1957: 372. 
39

 As may be clear, Tolkien frequently tries to represent the Old English metre by foregrounding rhythm and 
the compounding technique as well, even in this very same example: “ringéd” instead of “ringed”, and “ice-
hung”, which is ‘more Old English than Old English’, for īsiġ “icy”, “covered with ice”.  
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phrase, which may retain the colour, but mars the composition or “texture”40 of the line or 

sentence. Tolkien himself has no clear predilection for any of both options. Sometimes he 

goes for a compound or another compact word, e.g. “ale-drinking” (p.16, l.94-95) for 

bēorþeġe (l.117); “hearth-comrades” (p.20, l.211) for heorðġenēatas (l.261); at other 

occasions he chooses a phrase as fitting solution, e.g. “companions of Hygelac’s table” (p.22, 

l.278) for Hiġelāces bēodġenēatas (l.342-343); “play of swords” (p.42, l.848) instead of the 

usual “sword-play” for  sweorda ġelac (l. 1040), or “over the sea where the whale rides” 

(p.13, l.7-8) instead of “over the whale road” for ofer hronrāde (l.10).41 Also, there are words 

that frequently recur throughout the text of Beowulf (Tolkien mentions the word eacen) but 

which cannot always be translated by the same Modern English word; there are hapax 

legomena (words and phrases which are recorded only once in surviving texts)42, the 

meaning of which must be reconstructed piecemeal by means of other linguistic evidence; or 

words that are (partially) equivalent or synonymous (Tolkien lists ten “virtual synonyms” for 

the word man in Beowulf).43 But maybe the most frustrating difficulty for translators of 

Beowulf is the fact that sometimes  

 

[t]he author is referring to things or actions very well know to himself and his 

audience, and therefore has no need to be precise; but we may be quite 

unfamiliar with them. He can therefore afford to be literary or ‘poetical’ in what 

he says: that is, not put things in an obvious way; but his and his contemporaries’ 

notions of literary style may be quite alien to our taste or habit. We may thus get 

(or feel we are getting) a crabbed line or two, about something which we dimly 

see or not at all.44 

                                                           
40

 Tolkien 1940: xxiii. 
41

 Tolkien explicates his choice for “where the whale rides” by saying that “whale road” is wrong stylistically, 
since it sounds awkward in Modern English and evokes an “unfortunate sound-association with ‘railroad’”, 
which suggests “a sort of semi-submarine steam-engine running along submerged metal rails over the 
Atlantic”. Also, Tolkien points out an “etymological fallacy” (as explained in his preface to Clark Hall’s 
translation, cfr. supra) in translating rād as “road”. It actually means “riding”, as it is the noun of action of rīdan 
(Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 142-143). 
42

 An example of a hapax legomenon is ealuscerwen (l.769), translated as “a ghastly fear” (p.35, l.627), though 
it consists of ealu “ale” and scerwen “tearing away, robbing, depriving”. Tolkien goes on to prove that ale was 
the symbol of “the mirth and pleasure of peace”, and that the threat of its possible and sudden loss could instil 
dread in the hearts of men (Beowulf: A Translation and  Commentary: 276-279). 
43

 Tolkien 1940: x, xii, xxi. 
44

 Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 255. A case in point is the scene of Beowulf’s fight with a sea 
monster (p. 29, l.452 ff.), where Beowulf was granted to “find that fell slayer with point of warlike sword”.  But 
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Regardless of these hindrances inherent in translating from Old to Modern English, 

literalness in translating Beowulf is often presented as the preferable method, including by 

Tolkien. This view is not universally shared, however. John D. Niles, for instance, defends the 

translator’s freedom in “evaluat[ing] the artistry that translators have brought to the task of 

rendering a powerful work of the literary imagination into terms that, while very different 

from the original poet's, may still be compelling for readers in our own time”, since there is 

not an ‘Ur-text’ of the Beowulf manuscript, that only came into being when someone 

decided to write down a version of the otherwise orally performed story. In addition to that, 

the manuscript has since then been subjected to extensive editing and emendation45 

(something Tolkien profusely practiced, and which consequently influenced his translation of 

certain passages46). Furthermore, “[t]o praise a prose trot of an extravagantly poetic work by 

claiming that it is "faithful" adds a wry twist to the concept of keeping faith”.47 Prose 

translations of Beowulf are, in Niles’ opinion, a mere travesty of the original(s). The one by 

Tolkien’s hand, in particular, has been called “long-winded”, exactly because of the faithful 

literal rendering of “the formulaic circumlocutions, inversions and amplifications of Old 

English poetry”.48 

Yet such negative opinions do not hold up against the above mentioned arguments in 

favour of a ‘literal’ prose translation of Beowulf, and against the fact that a translator has to 

make do with the matter he has before him; a translator “do[esn’t] too much care whether 

the poem was sung or chanted or written or, indeed, gurgled”.49 On top of that, one of the 

                                                                                                                                                                      
we are not told how exactly Beowulf was able to point his blade, which was at least two feet long, at the 
monster, while the beast held him in a close, deadly embrace. The incredible feat of strength to retract his arm 
and pierce the creature is implicit in the impersonal construction of “the battle’s onset destroyed that strong 
beast of the sea through this my hand”. 
45

 Niles 1993: 859. 
46

 For example in his translation of Wiht unhǣlo (l.120) he first had “That ruinous thing”, but changed it in the 
final typescript to “That accurséd thing”, because he favoured an emendation of unhǣlo to unfǣlo, “since 
elsewhere unhǣlo means “bad health, illness”, and unfǣle is precisely the right adjective: it means unnatural, 
sinister, unclean, evil - and ridding Heorot of Grendel is said to be making it fǣle [“clean”] again (Heorot 
fǣlsian, [l.]432)” (Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 108). Another example is the emendation of be 
eaxle (“by her shoulder”) (l.1537) into be feaxe (“by her locks”) on the grounds of alliteration (Beowulf: A 
Translation and Commentary: 119), which renders the following translation of Ġefēng þā [f]eax[e]     - nalas for 
fǣhðe mearn -/Gūð-Ġēata lēod     Grendles mōdor (l.1537-1538): “Then seized the prince of Geatish warriors 
Grendel’s mother by her locks, ruing not the cruel deed” (p.57, l.1286-1287). Many other examples of this sort 
can be found in the text’s commentary. 
47

 Niles 1993: 863. 
48

 Noel-Tod 2014. 
49

 Raffel 1971: 26. 
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biggest achievements of Tolkien’s text would be discarded if such critiques as Niles’ were 

given purchase: he knew how to “transmit […] an antique air [without which] deficiency 

[would arise] in conveying the cultural background which the translated text (and its 

performance) was meant to provide”50, thereby contributing to the “cultural self-definition” 

of the English.51 He lets his text float in an archaic atmosphere, because 

 

[w]hen new Beowulf was already antiquarian, in a good sense, and it now 

produces a singular effect. For it is now to us itself ancient; and yet its maker was 

telling of things already old and weighted with regret, and he expended his art in 

making keen that touch upon the heart which sorrows have that are both 

poignant and remote. If the funeral of Beowulf moved once like the echo of an 

ancient dirge, far-off and hopeless, it is to us as a memory brought over the hills, 

an echo of an echo.52 

 

4. A General Analysis by Means of Descriptive Translation 

Studies 

Let us now turn to the empirical, analytical side of the matter: holding Tolkien’s translation 

up to the light of Descriptive Translation Studies (DTS). 

 

4.1. A Very Short Introduction to the Discipline 

As stated in Gideon Toury’s book Descriptive Translation Studies – and beyond (2012), no 

empirical discipline, including that of Translation Studies, “can make a claim for 

completeness and (relative) autonomy unless it has a proper descriptive branch”.53  

The American poet and translation theorist James S. Holmes once mapped out a 

comprehensive structural division of Translation Studies as an empirical discipline.54 He saw 

                                                           
50

 Izre’el 1994: 28 
51

 Hermans 2000: 15. 
52

 The Monsters and the Critics: 33. 
53

 Toury 2012: xi. 
54

 The recognition of Translation Studies as an empirical discipline in turn entailed a problematization of fixed 
concepts such as ‘equivalence’. With the advent of DTS, any text that is accepted as a translation of any other 
text (and which manifests itself as such, not as an original text but as an “overt” translation (as opposed to 
“covert” translation, which is recognized as an original source text in the target culture)), finds itself in an 
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a basic split between Pure and Applied Translation Studies. Applied Translation Studies 

(including translator training, translation aids and translation criticism) are not of any direct 

use for this paper and will therefore not be further discussed. The subdivision in the so-

called “Pure” branch, however, is of importance. We have a Theoretical (with a further split 

between General and Partial) branch and a Descriptive branch.55 The key principle within the 

descriptive branch, which is first and foremost concerned with literary translations56,  is that 

of contextualization on three various levels or approaches57: function-, process- and 

product-oriented approaches. A function-oriented approach describes and explains a 

translation’s position in a target culture; process-oriented approaches do the same for the 

process a translation passes through from the moment a certain source text is chosen to be 

translated; product-oriented approaches look at the “textual-linguistic make-up of a 

translation (or aspects of/phenomena within it), along with the relationships that tie it to its 

source and/or the ‘shifts’ which are manifested by the one vis-à-vis the other”.58 Yet these 

three subdisciplines are in no way independent from each other. On the contrary, they are 

often closely interconnected and mutually influential.  

 

4.2. Analysis of the (Con)Text of Tolkien’s Beowulf 

Toury states that translators operate for the benefit of the culture into which they are 

translating59, and that one of the most important objects of study for DTS is to compare the 

position a translation has taken in the target culture to the position the translator originally 

intended his work to take60, since intention is what mainly governs the translation act and 

                                                                                                                                                                      
equivalence relationship (“Äquivalenzbeziehung”) with that text in principle. The task of the DTS-researcher 
consists, then, in discovering what exactly constitutes this relationship. This he may find out through 
determining the translational norms (“übersetzerischen Normen”) that helped the translator in his choices 
(Hermans 1998: 98; Munday 2004: 94-95). 
55

 Toury 2012: 3-4. 
56

 Hermans 1998: 96. 
57

 Toury 2012: xiv. 
58

 Toury 2012: 5. In Holmes’ own words: “[t]he starting point for this type of study is the description of 
individual translations, or text-focused translation description. A second phase is that of comparative 
translation description, in which comparative analyses are made of various translations of the same text, 
either in a single language or in various languages. Such individual and comparative descriptions provide the 
materials for surveys of larger corpuses of translations, for instance those made within a specific period, 
language, and/or text or discourse type” (Holmes 1988: 72). 
59

 Or, alternatively, that the translators’ behaviour should be seen in close connection with the norms that are 
dominant in the target culture at a given time (Lambert & van Gorp 1985: 43; Lambert 1988: 127). 
60

 Toury 2012: 6, 8. 
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the decisions made during the translation process.61 Usually, so argues Toury, translations 

are instigated by the target culture, by “the observation that there is something ‘missing’ in 

the target culture which should rather be there and which, luckily, already exists elsewhere, 

preferably in a prestigious culture, and can be taken advantage of”.62 This is why a 

translation should always be studied within the circumstances in which it came into being. 

Let us have a look, then, at the possible reasons why Tolkien decided to try his hand 

at writing a prose translation of Beowulf. The evidence is not plenty, but nevertheless 

meaningful. 

 

4.2.1. Tolkien’s Incentive and Goal 

Tolkien revered Beowulf and its poet. He saved it from the matter-of-fact scholars who 

stripped the poem of its artistic merits and who concentrated on the bare plot elements. In 

his essay “Beowulf: the Monsters and the Critics”, Tolkien advocated the study of the poem 

as a literary work of art, not as some sort of historical document. He put the triple encounter 

with the monsters at the centre of his analysis, and saw them as an indispensable part of the 

poem’s “ancient theme: that man, each man and all men, and all their works shall die” in the 

struggle against the mishaps of time, in a “defeat inevitable yet unacknowledged”.63 From 

this Tolkien derived the inspiration that underlies his great work The Lord of the Rings, “a 

celebration of what Tolkien found beautiful, [though] more deeply it is an elegy for the 

passing of such things”.64 So, it might not be surprising to find Tolkien translating Beowulf 

purely from a deeply personal attachment to the poem, as Michael Alexander, who 

translated Beowulf, also thinks.65 Still, the fact that Tolkien did not publish the final text does 

not mean he never intended to do so in the future. An indication of this possibility is that the 
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 Toury 2012: 22. 
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 The Monsters and the Critics: 23, 18. A point made especially clear in the translation of l.196-198, where  
Beowulf is shown as the flower of manhood, which will be short-lived no matter what comes to pass: “in that 
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 North & Allard 2012: 52. 
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 He states that the translation and many of the accompanying notes were “composed or prepared for the 
personal use, interest or enjoyment of the author, not of the public” (Alexander 2014). Jamie Portman backed 
this idea, saying that Tolkien probably “took on the challenge of translating Beowulf […] for the most basic of 
reasons: The subject interested him” (Portman 2014). 
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work existed in several manuscripts, including revisions Tolkien himself made over time.66 

Yet even this kind of evidence should be taken with a grain of salt, since Tolkien was known 

to write, revise and rewrite almost all his writings again and again. 

From a more practical or professional angle, other options as to why Tolkien 

commenced a prose translation of Beowulf reveal themselves. As Tolkien remarked in his 

“Prefatory Remarks. On Prose Translation of Beowulf”, the preface he wrote to John R. Clark 

Hall’s updated translation of 1901, a prose translation of Beowulf could primarily be useful 

as a “student’s companion” to the original text. But in more covert terms, he might have 

promoted his own translation over the one he was writing the preface to: 

 

Perhaps the most important function of any translation used by a student is to 

provide not a model for imitation, but an exercise for correction. The publisher 

of a translation cannot often hedge, or show all the variations that have occurred 

to him; but the presentation of one solution should suggest other and (perhaps) 

better ones. The effort to translate, or to improve a translation, is valuable, not 

so much for the version it produces, as for the understanding of the original it 

awakes.67 

 

So, Tolkien might have started his endeavour in reaction to Hall’s (and probably 

others’) version. An adapted version of Hans J. Vermeer’s skopos theory would be very 

helpful in revealing Tolkien’s deeper purpose, were it not that this theory was never 

designed to be applied to literary texts, which were “considered either to have no specific 

purpose and/or to be far more complex stylistically”.68 

This may prove pernicious to our efforts to define Tolkien’s goal, since, although we 

know that he primarily thought of prose translations of Beowulf as study tools, and that he 

frequently used portions of his own translation in his courses on the poem, we do not know 

why he never published it in his lifetime. His final version was complete in 1926, but 

apparently not to his own satisfaction.69 Contacts with his publisher, Allen & Unwin, about 
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 Hawk 2014. For a fairly detailed history of Tolkien’s translation, see Beowulf: A Translation and Commentary: 
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the publication of his Beowulf stagnated, and Tolkien put elements that he would have used 

in a preface to his own translation into the “Prefatory Remarks. On Prose Translation of 

Beowulf”.70 This preliminary note he was reluctant to write, because he seems to have had 

his own translation still at the back of his mind: “I would quickly write my brief introductory 

note, if I saw the book complete [... .] It would be brief for I do not wish to anticipate the 

things I should say in a preface to a new [Modern English] translation [by himself]”.71 Still, 

this preface to Hall’s text could take the place of the translator’s foreword that Beowulf: a 

Translation and a Commentary lacks, to the frustration of some readers.72 

 

4.2.2. Initial Norms 

Moving on to the analysis of the text itself, we can see that, maybe somewhat paradoxically, 

DTS involves the description of the norms or prescriptions that govern the translator’s 

activity.73 These are overarching principles that determine what initial translation strategy 

the translator will adhere to, but are so strong they even subconsciously influence the 

translator’s decisions pertaining to the lower levels of detail.74 They can more or less be 

described as a socio-culturally defined “tool kit” with obligations (what has to be done), 

prohibitions (what must not be done), non-obligations (what does not have to be done) and 

non-prohibitions (what may be done), further nuanced by the translator’s own idiosyncratic 

preferences.75 These norms will be largely determined by the translator’s choice of his initial 

norm which constitutes the underlying ‘value’ of translation; he will opt either for a 

translation that is adequate (“constituting a representation in [a] language/culture of a text 

already existing in some other language, belonging to a different culture and occupying a 

definable position within it”76; this means also that the translation primarily adheres to the 

linguistic constraints structure of the source text) or acceptable (the translation is produced 
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in order to “occupy a certain position, or fill a certain slot, in the host culture”77; the 

translation is meant to conform to the norms of the target language, to make the text more 

easily ‘readable’). 

In the light of this distinction, we can quote Walter Benjamin, who once stated that a 

translation should retain literalness, particularly in syntax: 

 

Die wahre Übersetzung ist durchscheinend, sie verdeckt nicht das Original, steht 

ihm nicht im Licht, sondern läßt die reine Sprache, wie verstärkt durch ihr 

eigenes Medium, nur um so voller aufs Original fallen. Das vermag vor allem 

Wörtlichkeit in der Übertragung der Syntax, und gerade sie erweist das Wort, 

nicht den Satz als das Urelement des Übersetzers. Denn der Satz ist die Mauer 

vor der Sprache des Originals, Wörtlichkeit die Arkade. 78 

 

 If we turn to Tolkien’s text, it will become rapidly clear that, overall, he followed 

Benjamin in his view on translation and chose adequacy79, particularly with regard to syntax, 

with considerable conviction,80 witness the following example: 
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according to Tolkien, this should be so (cfr. the Introduction). James S. Holmes wrote about the self-evidence 
of similar syntax in translations from closely related languages, though not in particularly benevolent terms 
(Holmes 1988: 12). 
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Then the lady of the Helmings went to and fro to every part of that host, to tried 

men and young proffering the jewelled vessels, until in due time it chanced that 

she, ring-laden queen of courteous heart, to Beowulf bore the cup of mead, and 

hailed the Geatish knight, and gave thanks to God in words of wisdom that her 

desire was granted to her that she might trust in any man for comfort in their 

miseries. (p.30-31, l.503-510) 

 

A short digression in the book’s introduction, however, gives some insight into the 

development of the text and the translator’s “decision-making process”.81 We are presented 

with three versions of l.263-279 of the translation. These show how Tolkien emended and 

reworked completed manuscripts and typescripts, and how he sometimes actually wavers 

between a stance of adequacy and acceptability in some textual details82 (which confirms 

Theo Hermans’ premise that “[n]orms can and will be broken”83), but then resolutely 

chooses adequacy as the general driving force behind his translational solutions. For 

example, we have the translation of l.342-343 Wē synt Hiġelaces/bēodġenēatas in a first 

version as “Companions of Hygelac’s table are we” with inverted word order typical of Old 

English (but unlike the original word order of this particular line, and hence ‘over-adequate’). 

In the second version this becomes, in normal word order, “We are companions of Hygelac’s 

board”, and in the third version “board” is emended to “table”. This kind of alteration 

towards acceptability can nonetheless be judged exceptional; many other sentences with 

archaic syntax or inverted word order remain standing in the text, which is noticeable in this 

same example: “Well furnished with weapons was the iron[-clad/mailed] company”; 

“Whence bear ye your [gold-]plated shields”.84  

The commentary on the text, which accounts for the bulk of the book, also provides 

valuable information on certain textual-linguistic aspects which caused Tolkien to pause and 
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consider his choices, and which make it clear that there is no such thing as perfect sense 

equivalence and, hence, adequacy (see e.g. the problems of kennings and compounds 

mentioned earlier); this part of the book will be of recurrent importance in describing the 

preliminary and operational norms Tolkien handled when he wrote his translation. 

 

4.2.3. Preliminary Norms and Operational Norms 

When the initial norm the translator seems to adhere to has been established, it is time for 

us to find out which preliminary and operational norms the translator actually opts for. 

Preliminary norms involve translation policy and directness of translation. Translation 

policy “refers to those factors that govern the choice of text-types, even of individual texts, 

to be imported into a particular culture/language via translation at a particular point in 

time.”85 Since Tolkien presumably worked on the text on his own account, without any 

influence from literary institutions or publishing houses that tend to gently but firmly steer 

translation policy in a certain direction, we can for the remainder of the analysis disregard 

this particular norm. 

Directness of translation pertains to the “threshold of tolerance for translating from 

languages other than the ultimate SLs [(Source Languages)]”.86 In other words, the degree of 

acceptability of indirect translation is at the heart of this norm. Here we can be brief: Tolkien 

(and more than probably many of his contemporary and modern day writers and translators) 

translates directly from his source text, Frederick Klaeber’s edition of Beowulf. 

Operational norms are the norms subordinated to the preliminary norms. They direct 

the decisions made during the translating act itself. Operational norms consist of matricial 

norms  and textual-linguistic norms. Matricial norms   

 

govern the very existence of TL [(Target Language)] material intended as a replacement 

of corresponding SL [(Source Language]) material (and hence the degree of fullness of 

translation), its location in the text (or the way linguistic material is actually distributed 

throughout it), as well as the text’s segmentation into chapters, stanzas, passages and 

suchlike.87 
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Omissions and additions fall under this same norm. Now, let us see if we can discover a trace 

of matricial norms in Tolkien’s text. 

Omissions are to be found in several places. On p.16, l.97-99, we have “That accurséd 

thing, ravenous and grim, swift was ready; thirty knights he seized upon heir couch” for Wiht 

un[f]ǣlo/grim ond grǣdiġ,     ġearo sōna wæs,/rēoc ond rēþe,     ond on ræste ġenam/þrītiġ 

þeġna; (l.120-123). Tolkien leaves out a translation of rēoc ond rēþe (with both adjectives 

meaning “fierce, savage, cruel”), probably because otherwise there would be an 

overconcentration of tautologies in the same line, especially with “ravenous and grim” 

already in it. The same idea might be at play in “this man in his turn began with skill to treat 

the quest of Beowulf” (p.37, l.708-709), which at first was “this man in turn began with skill 

to treat in poetry the quest of Beowulf”; “in poetry” was omitted, because the “skill” of the 

scop (the Anglo-Saxon minstrel or poet) already implies this much. 

Nevertheless, the all-pervasive norm of adequacy seems to be present even in the 

macrostructural elements of the translation; among the notes on the translation, we find a 

remark on “This hoarded loveliness did the old despoiler wandering in the gloom find 

standing unprotected, even he who filled with fire seeks out mounds (of burial)” (p.79, 

l.1912-1914), the translation for Hordwynne fond/eald ūhtsceaða     opene standan,/sē ðe 

byrnende     biorgas sēċeð (l.2270-2272). Tolkien wrote: “Can this be done more 

concisely?”88 Clearly it could not. Omissions are more a rarity than a rule; completeness is a 

constant. 

As for the ordering of the body of the text itself, we see a clear segmentation 

between passages, marked by a blank line. These are, remarkably, not in accord with the 

forty-two numbered “fitts” in Klaeber’s edition89, which Tolkien otherwise thought highly of. 

Also, Tolkien does not number the segments. There are seventeen of them (the prologue 

included), of varying length. 

The second of the operational norms are the textual-linguistic norms, which “govern the 

selection of linguistic material for the formulation of the target text, or the replacement of 

the original material”.90  In Tolkien’s case, this norm will most probably reflect the initial 
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norm of adequacy; Tolkien’s prose stays as close as possible to the ‘meaning’91 and clause-

order of the original. The slow, rolling rhythm of Old English is omnipresent; archaisms are 

to be found on a regular basis, and the word order is often inverted, just as is the case in the 

Old English text,92 precisely to ensure a rhythm similar to that of Old English.  

Examples can easily be found throughout the entire text. To ensure the heavy, slow-

paced rhythm of Old English, Tolkien here and there adds accents to syllables that in normal 

speech would remain unstressed. For example: 

 

There at the haven stood with ringéd prow, ice-hung, eager to be gone, the 

prince’s bark; (p.14, l.25-27) 

 

The hall towered with hornéd gables wide (p.15, l.65-66) 

 

That accurséd thing, ravenous and grim, swift was ready; (p.16, l.97-98) 

 

The confuséd waves, those regions vast, all were purged (p.60, l.1359-1360) 

 

The verbal endings -eth and -s alternate for the same rhythmical reasons: 

 

Wondrous ‘tis to tell how the mighty God doth apportion in His purpose deep 

unto the race of men wisdom, lands, and noble estate: of all thing He is Lord. At 

whiles the heart’s thought of man of famous house He suffereth in delight to 

walk, granteth him in his realm earthly joy ruling over men within his walléd 

town, maketh the regions of the earth as his to sway, a kingdom vast, so that the 

end thereof in his unwisdom he cannot himself conceive. He dwells in plenty; no 

whit do age or sickness thwart him, nor doth black care grieve his soul, nor strife 

in any place bring murderous hatred forth; nay, all the world goeth to his desire. 

He knows nothing of worse fate, until within him a measure of arrogance doth 

grow and spread. (p.63-64, l.1450-1462) 
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There are many cases of inverted word order to be found, too. A few examples: 

 

His vow he belied not: the rings he dealt and treasure at the feast. (p.15, l.64-65) 

 

To the sea will I go, against unfriendly hosts my watch to keep. (p.22, l.258-259) 

 

These considered words on thy account have I here uttered to whom have the 

winters wisdom brought. (p.63, l.1447-1449) 

 

Tolkien did not only reproduce the syntax of Old English, but also appropriated the 

Old English idiom for his purposes. For instance, he closely follows the ancient Germanic 

stylistic habit of litotes or understatement, very present in Old English, which could be 

expressed by negation of verbs, substantives, adjectives, adverbs and participles.93 For 

example, “and there no cause had any of the counselors to look for golden recompense from 

the slayer’s hands” (p.17, l.125-127), is described by Tolkien as a “very strong litotes”, 

implying “they could not in fact expect the very shabbiest, they could expect nothing at all”94 

(when the Danes would dare to ask Grendel for a truce). Another instance of 

understatement we find in the translation of Ɖone sīðfæt him snotere ceorlas lȳthwōn lōgon 

(l.202-203) as “With that voyage little fault did wise men find” (p.19, l.164), with lȳthwōn 

(“very little”) as “little fault”. Tolkien says that it means some kind of unanimous ratification 

of Beowulf’s initiative to go and rid Heorot of Grendel, but instead of translating it exactly as 

“they applauded the project”, he retains the Anglo-Saxon-style understatement, since he 

thinks it is important to represent the “mood”95 of Old English: 

 

How you would render this in modern language is less important than 

appreciation of the actual implication of the Old English words. Sometimes the 

original understatement will fit, sometimes not. In Old English understatement is 
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not a mere colloquial habit, though it is, as it were, a linguistic mood. It comes 

very frequently at points of ‘high colour’ […] as though the poet (and the 

linguistic mood he inherited) suddenly realized that shouting merely deafens and 

that at times it is more effective to lower the voice. 96 

 

Other examples of understatement follow: 

 

no hall-servant is he in brave show of weapons (p.20, l.202-203) (he probably is 

one of the greatest warriors ever to have walked the earth) 

 

No pleasant fare was his that day (p.88, l.2172) (on the contrary, his encounter 

with the dragon will be his violent end) 

 

This, combined with Tolkien’s use of solemn, ‘archaic’ language might point to a wish 

to reflect the elegiac tone of the poem97, “heavy and meditative, slow yet sure-paced, 

somber yet rich”98, a tone which he succeeds in catching in his translation, with the same 

sense of “deep longing” that infuses the original poem.99 

 

4.2.4. Nuances 

However useful and accurate DTS may be, as is proven by determining Tolkien’s mode of 

translation above, it is not flawless. One critique that has been aimed at DTS is that not 

enough attention is given to the socio-cultural context of the source text, since that context 

influences whether it will be selected for translation and how this translation will be 

achieved.100 In the case of Beowulf, we need not stop and consider this observation too long; 

as it is the one surviving text that is most iconic of Old English literature and, by extension, 

the Germanic world in transition from paganism to Christianity, it is self-evident that it is one 

of the most translated Old English texts, and one which has been translated in many 
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different fashions, for that matter. Or as Tolkien described what made Beowulf so special 

and apt for study: 

 

It has been too little observed that all the machinery of ‘dignity’ is to be found 

elsewhere. Cynewulf, or the author of Andreas, or of Guthlac [...] have a 

command of dignified verse. In them there is well-wrought language, weighty 

words, lofty sentiment, precisely that which we are told is the real beauty of 

Beowulf. Yet it cannot, I think, be disputed, that Beowulf is more beautiful, that 

each line there is more significant (even when, as sometimes happens, it is the 

same line) than in the other long Old English poems. Where then resides the 

special virtue of Beowulf, if the common element (which belongs largely to the 

language itself, and to a literary tradition) is deducted? It resides, one might 

guess, in the theme, and the spirit this has infused into the whole. For, in fact, if 

there were a real discrepancy between theme and style, that style would not be 

felt as beautiful but as incongruous or false. And that incongruity is present in 

some measure in all the long Old English poems, save one - Beowulf.101 

 

But another chink in the DTS-armour is of much more significance: it is often 

reproached for being too analytical and technical in its nature, and has no time at all for 

value judgements, since they are, according to DTS-practitioners, arbitrary, and because they 

allegedly cast translations as “second-rate” as compared to originals. Pedersen objects, and 

says that value judgements are valid if they are firmly anchored in sincere motivations; 

furthermore, translations are sometimes genuine works of art (which are, in Pedersen’s view, 

as close to the original as possible) and cannot therefore be considered without a value 

judgement within DTS.102 Also, one should not put too much emphasis on the translator’s 

norm-governed behaviour, but attention should also be paid to the translator’s own 
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ideological convictions103, a fact that is made abundantly clear in Tolkien’s text, which is for a 

great part influenced by the norm of ‘adequacy’, but only because of Tolkien’s very own and 

unshakeable ideas about what a translation of Beowulf should look like and which function it 

ought to fulfil. All of this will be more effective when one translation is compared with other 

translations of the same original into the same target language. 

 

4.3. Comparison with Other Translations 

To validate the conclusions reached above, it is necessary to hold up some extracts of a 

segment of Tolkien’s translation against the same extracts of some other contemporary 

translations into English.104 A text like Tolkien’s translation, with its purposeful, even artful, 

artificiality and archaic, “foreignizing” appearance, is often not only made out of “respect for 

the original”, but also as a “challenge [...] to the dominant norms of the target culture”.105 

For this purpose, I have chosen the so-called Finn and Hengest or Freswæl episode, the lay 

about the deadly feud between the Frisians (with Finn and a group of Jutes) and the Danes 

(with Hnæf, Hengest and Hengest’s own Jutish troop of warriors) recited by Hrothgar’s poet 

after the slaying of Grendel, because of its having been (and still being) one of the most 

studied parts of Beowulf (largely due to a parallel text, a fragment called The Fight at 

Finnesburg), and because of the inherent translational problems that provide much food for 

discussion.  
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It is clear at first glance that the other translations aimed at a more ‘acceptable’ 

Modern English text. Consider this short passage in Tolkien’s text, when Finn and his men 

offer terms to Hengest after the initial bloodshed: 

 

Nay, they offered terms to him, that he would make all free for them another 

court, both hall and throne; that they should have possession of the half thereof, 

sharing with the sons of the Jutes, and at the giving of treasure the son of 

Folcwalda should each day honour the Danes, should with the rings and hoarded 

jewels of plated gold rejoice the company of Hengest no whit less  than he was 

wont in the drinking-hall to enhearten the men of Frisian race. (p.44, l.886-894) 

 

We see that Tolkien closely follows the original in terms of punctuation, and factually 

translates the passage as one long sentence, complete with subordinated and coordinated 

clauses in the same order as in the original106, and uses some archaic (or at least not very 

common) words and phrases: “Nay”, “no whit”, “wont”. Compare this to other translations 

of the same passage: 

 

But they offered him terms: that they would grant him another dwelling 

complete, hall and high-seat; that the Danes might share control with the sons of 

the Jutes; and that at the gift-givings the son (Finn) of Folcwalda each day would 

honor the Danes, would present Hengest's troops with rings, with treasures of 

beaten gold, even as freely as he would cheer his Frisian kinsmen in the beer-hall. 

(Baugh 1925: 17) 

 

therefore the Frisians offered them terms that they would make empty another 

floor for the Danes, a hall and a high seat, and that the Danes would be allowed 
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to possess half of it with the sons of the Eotens. Moreover, on the days when 

gifts were distributed, Finn, the son of Folcwalda, would honor the Danes, the 

troop of Hengest, would give them rings, costly treasures plated with gold, as 

well he would honor in the beer-hall the tribe of the Frisians. (Munn 1925: 25) 

 

But they [Frisians] offered them [Danes] terms: that they [Frisians] would clear 

completely for their [the Danes'] use the other floor of the hall and [its] high-seat, 

so that they [Danes] should have control of the half [of the hall] opposite the 

sons of the Euts; and at the dispensing of treasure the son of Folcwalda should 

daily honor the Danes, should present the following of Hengest with rings, with 

treasures of ornamented gold, just as much as he was accustomed to cheer the 

tribe of the Frisians in the beer-hall. (Malone 1926: 157) 

 

but they offered them conditions, that they would give up to them entirely 

another building, the hall and high seat; that they might have power over half of 

it with the men of the Eotens, and that the son of Folcwalda would honour the 

Danes each day with gifts at the bestowal of presents, would pay respect to 

Hengest’s troop with rings, just as much as he would encourage the race of the 

Frisians in the beer hall with ornaments of plated gold. (Gordon 1962: 23) 

 

What becomes abundantly clear is that the respective translators opt for a more ‘fluid’ 

course of the text or making it easier to follow by rendering the syntax more self-explanatory: 

splitting the passage up into two sentences and adding conjunctions (“therefore”, 

“Moreover”) (Munn); more ‘conventional’ Modern English phrasing (“just as much as he was 

accustomed to” instead of Tolkien’s “no whit less than he was wont”) (Malone); clarifying 

repetition of the relative clause (Baugh, Gordon). Compare, still in the same vein, Tolkien’s 

translation of the opening of the episode with that of Hall’s: 

 

there the harp was touched to mirth, and many a lay recalled. Then according to 

his office Hrothgar’s minstrel touched upon a tale to the liking of those upon the 

benches drinking their mead within the hall. He told of the sons of Finn. When 
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the sudden onslaught came upon them the hero of the Half-Danes, Hnæf of the 

Scyldings, fell by fate in the Frisian slaughter. (p.43, l.868-872) 

 

the harp was played, and many a lay rehearsed, when Hrothgar’s bard was to 

provide entertainment in hall along the mead-bench, - about the sons of Finn, 

and how disaster came on them, and how Hnæf, hero of the Half-Danes, of the 

Scyldings, fell in deadly fight against the Frisians. (Hall 1972: 74, l.1065-1070) 

 

Here again we see a change from Tolkien’s more ‘artificial’ sentence structure - one long 

sentence followed by a short sentence and then again a longer one - to a more 

straightforward syntax in Hall’s version, namely a summing up of coordinating clauses: 

“about the sons of Finn, and how disaster came on them, and how Hnæf, hero of the Half-

Danes ...”. 

This move towards more easily ‘readable’ Modern English is what happens 

throughout each translation, with some exceptions on word-level (e.g. there are some 

archaisms: “erst”, “sark” (“coat of mail”) (Baugh), “byrnie” (“hauberk”) (Munn); compounds: 

“slaughter-fires”, “wound-gates” (Munn), “shield-play” (Malone)). 

And it is on the word-level that we need to look for further crucial differences 

between Tolkien’s text (or at least, his idea of what it should look like) and the others’, 

because it is Tolkien’s philological erudition and his fondness of emendation that affect his 

view on translation the most, which inevitably brings us down from the level of syntax to the 

level of the word and semantics. A case in point are l.1121-1124 of the original, which read 

benġeato burston     ðonne blōd ætspranc,/lāðbite līċes;     līg ealle forswealg,/gǣsta ġīfrost 

and is translated “their gaping wounds burst open, the cruel hurts of the body, and the 

blood sprang forth. Flame devoured them all, hungriest of spirits” (p.45, l.917-919). Tolkien 

thought that through scribal error līg “fire” and līċ “body” were inversed, which is expressed 

in the translation in Finn and Hengest, p.152-153: “gaping wounds burst open, when the 

blood sprang away from the cruel bite of flame (lāðbite līges). That greediest of spirits 

consumed all the flesh (līċ eall forswealg).” Astonishingly, Christopher Tolkien never 

integrated this into the final text, since the emendation in the typescript of the translation 
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was still in an early stage.107 Hall’s translation of these lines (“heads were consumed, gashes 

gaped open: then the blood sprang forth from the body, where the foe had wounded it. The 

fire, greediest of spirits, had consumed all of those whom war had carried off”, p.77, l.1121-

1124) is in accordance with the (faulty) translation in Beowulf: A Translation and 

Commentary, as are Baugh’s (“Heads melted, wound gashes burst, blood spurted, the body's 

death-bites. The flame, greediest of spirits, swallowed up all those of both folk whom the 

battle carried off”, p.18), Munn’s (“The heads melted, the wound-gates burst open, when 

the blood spurted out by reason of the deadly corpse-bite. The flames swallowed them all, 

greediest of spirits”, p.26), Malone’s (“heads melted, gashes and body-wounds burst, when 

the blood gushed forth. Fire, greediest of spirits, swallowed up all those of both peoples that 

battle had taken off”, p.158) and Gordon’s (“Heads melted, wounds burst open, while blood 

gushed forth from the gashes in the bodies. The fire, greediest of spirits, consumed all those 

of both peoples whom war carried off there”, p.24). The only ‘true’ translation according to 

Tolkien thus was not taken up in the final text by his son, but can only be found in the 

translation of the Freswæl in Finn and Hengest: “Heads crumbled, gaping wounds burst open, 

when the blood sprang away from the cruel bite of flame. That greediest of spirits consumed 

all the flesh of those whom in that place war had carried off of both parties of the people” 

(p.153). 

Another example of this kind is in the scene after the first bloody battle, when Hnæf 

and his nephew are prepared to be burned on the pyre. It is the translation of l.1118 Gūðrēċ 

āstāh “the reek of carnage mounted up on high”, which was emended by Tolkien from 

Gūðrinċ āstāh “the warrior mounted up on high” in quite a convincing way108, that concerns 

us most here. The original manuscript reading Gūðrinċ āstāh was followed by all the other 

translators (“The war-hero ascended the pyre” (Hall: p.77, l.1118), “The warrior was placed 

on the mound” (Baugh: 18), “Hnaef, warrior of many battles, was lifted upon the pyre” 

(Munn: 26), “The warrior was lifted on the pyre” (Malone: 158), “The warrior mounted up” 

(Gordon: 23)). Surprisingly, Tolkien’s translation as we have it is in accordance with all the 

other translations (“The warrior was mounted upon high” p.45, l.914-915), even though this 

gainsays his argument for “The reek of carnage mounted up on high”109. This means that the 
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material in Finn and Hengest is in all likelihood older than the finished translation in Beowulf: 

A Translation and Commentary, but this also means that, if this example can be taken to 

stand for several other editorial interventions and/or omissions, Christopher Tolkien 

(deliberately?) overlooked his father’s later views and thus leaves us with a text that is in 

fact unfinished. Several other examples could be appealed to in order to prove that Tolkien’s 

translation markedly differs from other contemporary translations, certainly in matters of 

syntax, but also in matters of semantics and word-choice, although this does not always 

become immediately apparent, because of later changes in many of Tolkien’s views that 

were not taken up in the final text as we have it. Due to limited space, however, there will be 

no further elaboration on these examples.110 

What the foregoing teaches us, then, is that Tolkien’s translation is in many ways a 

text still susceptible to further change, a work-in-progress, and therefore escapes some of 

the facets of DTS, which assumes a translated text is a finished text. Nevertheless, it stands 

out among contemporary translations of Beowulf due to the scholarly eminence that 

underlies the entire text and forms its distinct character. 

 

5. Seamus Heaney: ‘Heaneywulf’ or Confirmation of 

Tolkien’s Project? 

In the final part of this paper, it might be illuminating to take a brief look at the verse 

translation made by the late Irish poet Seamus Heaney in order to ascertain Tolkien’s impact 

on present Beowulf translators.111 It was widely praised, but also criticized and discarded as 

Heaneywulf because of the liberties Heaney allegedly permitted himself.112 It is not our task 

to analyse his text in detail, but to look at some critical context and Heaney’s own comments 

to prove Tolkien’s lasting influence on Beowulf criticism and translation. 

Daniel Donoghue, for one, once argued in favour of a view on literal translation as 

containing the possibility of innovation.113 Tolkien’s Beowulf, from this perspective, is 

‘conservative’ in its literalness, but innovative at the same time, since it introduced the 
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retention of Old English syntax in translation. This may have prompted Heaney to 

incorporate Old English syntax in his work as well, even though it is generally regarded as a 

modern, ‘freer’ translation.114 This also means the casual choice for the typical Old English 

apposition, which Donoghue records at least once in Heaney’s translation, and which is not 

even an apposition in the original: “Afterwards a boy-child was born to Shield,/a cub in the 

yard, a comfort sent/by God to that nation” (l.12-14). 

Interestingly, Heaney is said to have been influenced by Tolkien, if not by his creative 

work, at least by his critical work on Beowulf, for example in his translation of the passage 

where the dragon awakens in his barrow. The Old English text mostly depicts the beast as a 

beast as such, e.g. in this passage:  

 

  Þā se wyrm onwōc,     wrōht wæs ġenīwad; 

  stonc ðā æfter stāne,     stearcheort onfand 

  fēondes fōtlāst;     hē tō forð ġestōp 

  dyrnan cræfte     dracan hēafde nēah. (l.2287-2290) 

 

Heaney, however, translates the passage without reference to the dragon’s animalistic 

reliance on smell (stonc ðā æfter stāne), but with an added dimension of consciousness, 

namely the dream: 

 

   When the dragon awoke, trouble flared again. 

   He rippled down the rock, writhing with anger 

   when he saw the footprints of the prowler who had stolen 

   too close to his dreaming head. (l.2287-2290) 

 

This closely echoes Tolkien’s view on the passage in his essay “Beowulf: the Monsters 

and the Critics”: 

 

Beowulf's dragon, if one wishes really to criticize, is not to be blamed for being a 

dragon, but rather for not being dragon enough, plain pure fairy-story dragon. 

There are in the poem some vivid touches of the right kind—as tha se wyrm 
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onwoc, wroht waes geniwad; stonc [ðā] aefter stane [“By then, also, the dragon 

had wakened and with it new strife. It slithered and sniffed along the stone 

walls”], 228[8]—in which this dragon is real worm, with a bestial life and thought 

of his own, but the conception, none the less, approaches draconitas 

[“dragonishness”] rather than draco [“dragon”]: a personification of malice, 

greed, destruction (the evil side of heroic life), and of the undiscriminating 

cruelty of fortune that distinguishes not good or bad (the evil aspect of all life).115 

 

Tolkien exemplifies what a real dragon in this setting should be like, lending him subjectivity 

by means of the dream-trope, an idea he clarified in the image of Smaug, the dragon Bilbo 

the hobbit accidentally rouses from sleep in The Hobbit, to disastrous effect.116 It is this idea 

that Heaney seems to adhere to in his translation117, which makes of the dragon effectively 

“no painted dragon but a figure of real oneiric power, one that can easily survive the 

prejudice which arises at the very mention of the word “dragon” ”.118  

Heaney himself, moreover, expressed his admiration for Tolkien’s seminal essay, 

calling it “an epoch-making paper [...] which took for granted the poem’s integrity and 

distinction as a work of art [and] changed the way the poem was valued and initiated a new 

era - and new terms - of appreciation”.119 
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had thus wrought him injury as he lay in sleep. Burning, woeful at heart, ofttimes he compassed 
all the circuit of the mound, but no man was there in the waste. Nonetheless he thought with joy 
of battle, of making war. [...] In torment the Guardian of the Hoard abode until evening came 
(p.80, l.1931-1936, 1939-1940). 
 

118
 Heaney 2000: xix. 

119
 Heaney 2000: xi. 
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So, what we can learn from this short excursus is that Tolkien’s critical legacy lives on, 

as is to be expected, but also that his philosophy of translation has a lasting influence on 

translating Beowulf even today, even implicitly in a ‘free’ version like the one by Heaney. 

 

6. Conclusion 

What this paper has purposed to achieve was to give a general description of Tolkien’s 

translation of Beowulf by means of the tools offered by Gideon Toury’s conception of 

Descriptive Translation Studies. These have been of terrific use, but at the same time they do 

not succeed in telling the whole story. First there was the all but insolvable question of the 

kind of translation that translating from Old to Modern English involved: intralingual or 

interlingual. There was the necessary defence of prose as a justified medium for translating 

Old English verse; and then, finally, there is an air of unfinished business and, sometimes, 

doubt (as to how to translate certain passages) hovering above Tolkien’s translation, which 

makes DTS not as easily applicable as may seem.  
Yet in this process of moulding and remoulding his translation, Tolkien’s abilities as a 

scholar and as a literary creator find their finest expression: the scholarly commentaries on 

the text shed a bright light on his translational choices, while the language of the final text is, 

even though archaic in style and close to Old English syntax, of such imaginary vividness, that 

one almost finds himself in the middle of the ancient world depicted, but can effortlessly 

commune with its inhabitants in his own Modern English speech. He thereby has achieved 

what Burton Raffel thought impossible: to produce an artful translation with the help of 

scholarship120, which easily bears the comparison with other, more ‘modern’ contemporary 

translations of the ancient heroic-elegiac poem that is Beowulf.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
120

 Raffel 1971: 70. 
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Appendix: Prose Translations of the Finn and Hengest 

episode or the Freswæl (the “Frisian Slaughter”) (l.1063-

1159). 

 

J.R.R. Tolkien, Beowulf: a Translation and a Commentary (p.43-46, l.867-951) 

(43) There was song, and the voices of men gathered together 

 before the leader of the host of Healfdene, there the harp  

 was touched to mirth, and many a lay recalled. Then accord- 

870 ing to his office Hrothgar’s minstrel touched upon a tale to  

 the liking of those upon the benches drinking their mead 

 within the hall. He told of the sons of Finn. When the sudden 

 onslaught came upon them the hero of the Half-Danes, 

 Hnæf of the Scyldings, fell by fate in the Frisian slaughter. 

875 Of a truth Hildeburg had little cause to praise the loyalty  

 of the Jutes; by no fault of hers she was robbed of her loved 

 ones in the clash of shields, of brothers and of sons. They fell 

 according to their doom slain by the spear. A woeful lady 

 she! Not without cause did that daughter of Hoc lament the 

880  decree of fate, when that morning came, whereon she might  

 behold beneath the light of day the cruel slaying of her kin. 

 Where he aforetime had possessed the greatest earthly joy, 

 there had war taken all Finn’s champions, save few alone; 

 so that he might by no means on that field of meeting wage 

885 (44) to an end the fight with Hengest, nor in battle wrest the sad  

 remnant form the captain of the prince. Nay, they offered 

 terms to him, that he would make all free for them another 

 court, both hall and throne; that they should have possession 

 of the half thereof, sharing with the sons of the Jutes, and at 

890 the giving of treasure the son of Folcwalda should each day 

 honour the Danes, should with the rings and hoarded jewels 
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 of plated gold rejoice the company of Hengest no whit less  

 than he was wont in the drinking-hall to enhearten the men 

 of Frisian race. 

895      Thus on both sides they confirmed a binding treaty of 

 peace. To Hengest Finn in full and without reserve declared 

 with solemn oaths that he would with the advice of his coun- 

 sellers honourably entreat the sad remnant (of the fight); and 

 that there should no man ever recall it to mind, not though 

900 they served the slayer of him who before had given them 

 rings, being now without a lord; for such was their necessity. 

 If moreover any of the men of Frisia should with grievous 

 words recall to memory that deadly feud, then should it be 

 expiated by the edge of sword. 

905      A pyre was made ready, and the gleaming gold brought  

 forth from the treasury. That best of the heroes in battle of 

 the warrior Scyldings was arrayed upon the funeral pile. 

 Upon that pyre was plain to see blood-drenched corslet, 

 swine-crest all made of gold, boar hard as iron, many a lord 

910 by wounds destroyed - one and all they had fallen in that  

 slaughter! Then Hildeburg bade that her own son be com- 

 mitted to the flames upon the pyre of Hnæf, there to burn 

 their bones, setting him upon the funeral pile at his uncle’s  

 (45) side. The lady mourned bewailing them in song. The war- 

915 rior was mounted upon high. Up to the clouds swirled 

 that mightiest of destroying fires, roaring before the burial  

 mound. Consumed were their heads, their gaping wounds  

 burst open, the cruel hurts of the body, and the blood sprang 

 forth. Flame devoured them all, hungriest of spirits, all that  

920 in that place war had taken of either people: their glory had 

 passed away. 

      Then the warriors bereft of their friends departed to look 

 upon their dwellings, to see the Frisian land, their homes 
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 and mighty town. Still Hengest abode with Finn that blood- 

925 stained winter, keeping fully to his word. He thought of his 

 own land, even though he could not sped upon the sea his 

 ship with curving beak. The deep was tossed in storm and 

 battled with the wind; winter locked the waves in icy bond, 

 until another year came to the dwellings of men, even as it 

930 doth yet, those weathers gloriously fair that unchangingly  

 observe the seasons. Now past was winter, and fair the  

 bosom of the earth. The exile, the guest of Finn, was eager  

 to be gone from those courts. Therein more thought did he 

 give to vengeance for his sorrow than to the passage of the 

935  sea, pondering if he might again achieve a clash of wrath, 

 wherein he would in his heart remember the children of the 

 Jutes. Wherefore he did not refuse the homage (that binds all 

 men), when Hunlaf’s son laid the Light of Battle, that best of 

 swords, upon his lap. The edges thereof the Jutes knew full 

940  well! And so too in turn cruel destruction by the sword came 

 upon Finn in his very hall, when Guthlaf and Oslaf after 

 their journey over the sea had recounted their sorrow and  

 (46) that deadly onslaught, and complained their woeful lot; the  

 restless spirit within the breast might not be restrained. Then 

945  was that hall reddened with the life-blood of their foes, and  

 Finn, too, slain, the king amid his company, and the queen  

 was taken. The bowmen of the Scyldings bore to their ships 

 all the wealth of the house of that king of earth, all such as  

 they could find of jewels and cunning gems. Over the ways 

950  of the sea they bore that royal lady to the land of the Danes, 

 and brought her to her people. 
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J.R.R. Tolkien, Finn and Hengest (p.151-155) 

(151) There was song and music together before Healfdene’s war-captain; harp was played, 

ever and anon, a tale was duly told. Then Hrothgar’s bard, in performance of his office, 

recounted a thing for the entertainment of those in hall upon the benches, [told how life’s 

ending came to] the sons of Finn. 

When the sudden peril came upon them, the doughty Healfdene, Hnæf of the Scylding 

house, was fated to fall in the Freswæl. Indeed no cause had Hildeburh to praise the Jutish 

loyalty: without fault of hers she was in that clash of shields bereft of those she loved, child 

and brother; they fell by doom, wounded with spears; an unhappy woman was she. Not 

without cause did Hoc’s daughter lament her destined lot when morning came, and she 

then beneath the light of heaven could see the murderous evil among kinsfolk. Where he 

aforetime had possessed the greatest of earthly bliss, there war swept away all the knights 

of Finn, save few alone; so that he in that place of encounter could by no means fight out 

the battle with Hengest, nor with war wrest the survivors of disaster from the king’s thane. 

Nay, they offered him terms, that he should make free for them another building entire, hall 

and throne, so that they might have possession of half thereof, sharing it with the sons of 

the Jutes; and that at the giving of gifts Finn, son of Folcwalda, should every day honour the 

Danes, and should gladden Hengest’s troop even as greatly with jewelled treasures and 

plated gold as he was wont to enhearten the Frisian race with in the drinking-hall. 

(153) Then they confirmed on two sides a fast pact of peace. Finn to Hengest, earnestly and 

without cavil, declared with oaths that he would honourably treat the survivors of disaster 

according to the judgment of his counsellors; that no man there should by words or deeds 

break the pact, nor should with device of malice ever cast it up, though they followed the 

slayer of their patron, being without a prince, since upon them the necessity was laid. If, 

however, any among the Frisians with perilous speech should prove a remembrance of the 

deadly feud, then the edge of sword should make good the pact. 

A pyre was prepared, and bright gold was brought forth from the treasury. The best man 

of battle of the warlike Scyldings was ready for the funeral fire. On that pyre was plain to 

see many a shirt of mail bloodstained, the wild swine’s image all gilded, boar-crest hard as 

iron: many a noble lord destroyed with wounds. No few had fallen in the slaughter! Then 

Hildeburh bade men upon Hnæf’s pyre to commit her son to the blaze, to burn him body 

and bone, to lay him by his uncle’s side. The lady mourned, uttering a sad lament. The reek 
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of carnage mounted on high. To the clouds surged the greatest of devouring fires, roaring 

before the burial mound. Heads crumbled, gaping wounds burst open, when the blood 

sprang away from the cruel bite of flame. That greediest of spirits consumed all the flesh of 

those whom in that place war had carried off of both parties of the people. Their glory had 

departed! 

Then the warriors went away, bereft of friends, to visit the villages, to look on Frisia, its 

homesteads and high citadel. Hengest still through that blood-stained winter abode with 

Finn all unhappily; his own land he remembered, though he could not upon the sea drive his 

ring-prowed ship: the deep surged with storm, striving (155) with the wind, winter locked 

the waters in icy bond, until another year came to the homes of men, even as still they do, 

weathers glorious and bright that in endless succession observe the seasons. Then winter 

had departed, fair was the bosom of earth. The exile was eager to be gone, the guest to be 

gone from the courts - yet his thought now turned rather to vengeance for grief than to 

journey on the sea, if he could bring to pass a clash of hate, so that he might remember in 

his heart the sons of the Jutes. And therefore he did not refuse the warlike service when 

Hunlaf’s son placed upon his lap Hildeleoma, best of swords - its edges were renowned 

among the Jutes. So to cruel death by the sword of the daring-hearted came upon Finn in 

his own home, after Guthlaf and Oslaf, having passed the sea, had reported the deadly 

onslaught and their grief, blaming him for their share of woes: the troubled spirit could no 

longer be restrained in the breast. Then the hall was reddened with life-blood of enemies, 

and Finn too was slain, king amid his company, and the queen taken. The warriors of the 

Scyldings to their ship bore off all the riches of the king of the land, such as they might find 

in Finn’s home of figured jewels and cunning gems. They bore off on the paths of the sea 

the royal lady to the Danes, and led her to her people. 

 

Hall, John R. Clark, Beowulf and the Finnesburg Fragment. London: Allen & Unwin, 1972 (first 

published 1901) (p.73-78). 

(73)     XVI AND XVII 

THE SONG OF HROTHGAR’S MINSTREL. THE LAY OF 

 HNÆF AND HENGEST 
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[…] 

(74)       There was singing and music together in  

  accompaniment in presence of Healfdene’s war- 

1065 like chieftain; the harp was played, and many 

  a lay rehearsed, when Hrothgar’s bard was to 

  provide entertainment in hall along the mead- 

  bench, - about the sons of Finn, and how dis- 

  aster came on them, and how Hnæf, hero of  

  the Half-Danes, of the Scyldings, fell in deadly 

  fight against the Frisians. 

[…] 

1071      “Hildburh, truly, had no cause to praise the 

(75)  “good faith of the Jutes; without offence she 

  “was deprived of her dear ones at the shield- 

  “play, her son and brother; wounded by the 

1075 “spear, they fell as was fated; a sad princess 

  “was she! Not by any means did the daughter of 

  “Hoc mourn without reason over the decree of fate, 

  “when morning came - when she could see in the 

  “light of day the slaughter of her kinsfolk where 

(76)  “she once possessed the highest earthly pleasure; 

1080 “Warfare had taken off all Finn’s retainers save only 

  “a few, so that he might not in any way fight to 

  “a finish the fight against Hengest, the prince’s 

  “general, at that meeting-place, nor dislodge the  

  “sad survivors by fighting; but Hengest and his 

1085 “men offered them terms, that they must give up 

  “to them entirely another hall, a chamber and 

  “a seat of honour, that they might share equal 

  “possession of it with the sons of the Jutes, and that 

  “at the giving of treasure the son of Folcwalda 

1090 “(Finn) would each day honour the Danes, - would 
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  “gratify with rings the troop of Hengest, even 

  “with just so much costly treasure of plated gold 

  “as he would cheer the Frisian race with in the 

  “banqueting-hall. 

1095      “Then on both sides they ratified a treaty of 

  “fast friendship. Finn declared to Hengest with 

  “oaths, absolutely and unreservedly, that he would 

  “treat the sad survivors honourably according to 

  “the ordinance of his counselors, that no man  

1100 “there should break the covenant by word or deed, 

  “nor mention it by malicious artifice, although they 

  “would be following the slayer of their generous 

  “prince, being without a lord - for it was forced 

  “upon them thus; and if any of the Frisians should 

  “call to mind the blood-feud by provoking words, 

1105 “then the edge of the sword should settle it. The 

  “funeral pyre was made ready, and gleaming gold 

  “was brought up from the hoard. 

       “The best of the War-Scyldings, the battle- 

  “heroes, was ready on the funeral pile. At the 

1110 “pyre the blood-stained corslet, the swine-image 

(77)  “all-golden, the boar hard as iron, and many a 

  “noble killed by wounds, were visible to all. 

  “Mighty men had fallen in the carnage. Then 

  “Hildeburh ordered her own son to be given over to 

1115 “the flames at Hnæf’s funeral pile - his body to be  

  “burned and put upon the pyre at his uncle’s side. 

  “The unhappy woman mourned, and lamented in  

  “dirges. The war-hero ascended the pyre. The  

  “greatest of funeral fires curled upwards to the 

1120 “clouds, roared before the grave-mound; heads 

  “were consumed, gashes gaped open: then the blood 
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  “sprang forth from the body, where the foe had 

  “wounded it. The fire, greediest of spirits, had 

  “consumed all of those whom war had carried off, 

  “of either people - their glory had passed away.” 

 

[XVII] 

1125       “Then the warriors, deprived of their friends, 

  “went off to visit their dwellings, to see the Frisian 

  “land, their homes and high stronghold. Hengest 

  “still, however, stayed through that slaughter- 

  “stained winter with Finn, very unhappily; his native 

  “land was in his thoughts, albeit he might not guide 

1130  “over the sea a ship with curved prow. The ocean 

  “heaved with storm, contended with the wind; 

  “winter had locked the waves in its icy bond, until 

  “a new spring came round to the homes of men, 

  “and the seasons gloriously bright, regularly 

1135  “observing their order, as they still do now.” 

       “Then the winter was past, the bosom of  

  “earth was fair, the exiled guest was anxious to 

  “depart from the dwellings, yet he (Hengest) 

  “thought rather about vengeance than a sea- 

1140  “voyage, whether he could not bring about a 

  “hostile encounter, because he would remember 

  “with his sword the sons of the Jutes. Hence he did 

  “not refuse battle to the leader of the host (Finn) 

  “when the son of Hunlaf placed on his lap Hilde- 

  “leoma, best of swords. Its edges were well known 

1145  “among the giants. Moreover, cruel death by the 

  “sword afterwards befell the daring-minded Finn at 

  “his own home, when Guthlaf and Oslaf made sad 

  “complaint, after their sea-voyage, about the fierce  
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  “attack, - blamed him for their share of woes. 

1150  “The troubled spirit (of strife) in their breasts could  

  “no longer be repressed. 

       “Then was the hall reddened with corpses of  

  “the foes; Finn, the king, likewise was slain among 

  “his guard, and the queen taken. The warriors of 

  “the Scyldings bore to the ship all the possessions 

1155  “of the country’s king, - whatsoever they could  

  “find at Finn’s homestead of necklaces and curious  

  “gems. They brought the noble lady over the sea- 

  “path to the Danes, and led her to her people.” 

 

Baugh, Albert C., “Beowulf” Century Types of English Literature Chronologically Arranged 

edited by George W McClelland and Albert C. Baugh, 4-43. New York: The Century Co., 1925 

(p.17-18). 

(17) There song and music were mingled together before Hrothgar, the harp was touched, 

the tale oft recited, when Hrothgar's scop must produce hall entertainment among the 

mead-benches. 

"When sudden attack was made on them by the followers of Finn, Hnaef Scylding, 

the hero of the Healf-Danes, was fated to fall in the Frisian slaughter. No cause, indeed, had 

Hildeburh to praise the faith of the Jutes (Finn's people). She was bereft of her guiltless loved 

ones in the shield play, son and brother. They fell by destiny, wounded with spear. She was a 

sad woman! Not in vain did Hoc's daughter (Hildeburh) bewail the decree of fate when, after 

morning came, she might see under heaven the murder of kinsmen where she erst held 

greatest of earth's joy. War took all but a few of Finn's men, so that he might in no wise 

strive with Hengest on the battlefield nor crush in battle those left to the prince's thane. But 

they offered him terms: that they would grant him another dwelling complete, hall and high-

seat; that the Danes might share control with the sons of the Jutes; and that at the gift-

givings the son (Finn) of Folcwalda each day would honor the Danes, would present 

Hengest's troops with rings, with treasures of beaten gold, even as freely as he would cheer 

his Frisian kinsmen in the beer-hall. Then they pledged firm compacts of peace on both sides. 
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Finn affirmed by oaths his friendly zeal to govern honorably, with the advice of his 

wise men, the surviving remnant, on condition that no man should break (18) the treaty by 

work or deed, or through malice ever complain, though they followed the slayer of their 

ring-giver, lordless, since they needs must do so. If, on the other hand, any one of the 

Frisians by daring speech should call to mind the deadly hate, then the sword's edge should 

settle it. 

The funeral fire was prepared and gold drawn from the hoard. The finest of the Here-

Scylding warriors was ready on his pyre. At the burning were easily seen blood-stained sark 

(shirt of mail), golden swine, Iron-hard boar (that is, on the helmets), and many an atheling 

dead from his wounds. Truly some fell on the battlefield. Then Hildeburh bade them commit 

to the flames her own son on Hnaef's pyre, to burn the bodies, and place him on the pyre 

beside his uncle. The woman grieved, mourned with dirges. The warrior was placed on the 

mound. The greatest of funeral fires rolled towards the clouds, roared before the burial 

mound. Heads melted, wound gashes burst, blood spurted, the body's death-bites. The 

flame, greediest of spirits, swallowed up all those of both folk whom the battle carried off. 

Their glory was past. 

Then the warriors went to visit their homes, bereft of friends, to see Friesland, their 

dwellings and high town. Hengest still dwelt through the slaughter-stained winter with Finn, 

peaceably. He was mindful of his home, though he might (not) drive his ringed prow on the 

water. The sea boiled with storm, strove with the wind. Winter locked the waves in icy 

fetters, until another year came to men's dwellings--as it still does--the wondrously bright 

weather which always keeps the proper time. Then was winter departed; fair was earth's 

bosom. The exile yearned to go, the guest from the dwelling. He thought more of vengeance 

than of the sea voyage, if he might bring about an encounter, for he kept in mind inwardly 

the sons of the Jutes. So he did not refuse what the world appointed when Hunlafing placed 

in his arms a battle-brand, fairest of swords. Its edges were well known among the Jutes. 

Likewise, in his turn, dire death by sword fell upon Finn, the bold-hearted, in his home, when 

Guthlaf and Oslaf after a sea journey had bemoaned their sorrow, charged many wrongs. 

They might not keep their restless spirit in their breast. Then was the hall reddened with 

bodies of the enemy, Finn slain, king among his men, and his queen taken. The warriors of 

the Scyldings carried to the ship all the goods of the house - -jewels and precious gems such 
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as they could find in the home of Finn, the king of the land. They carried on the sea voyage 

his queenly wife to the Danes, led her to her people." 

 

Munn, James B., “Beowulf” Ideas and Forms in English and American Literature edited by          

Homer A. Watt and James B. Munn, 11-51. Chicago/Atlanta/New York: Scott, Foresman and 

Company, 1925 (p.25-26). 

(25) Song and the voice of joy mingled together in the presence of the world-leaders of 

the son of Healfdane. The harp-strings were swept; a lay was oft composed, when the bard 

of Hrothgar along the mead-bench proclaimed joy in the hall. 

- Before the sons of Finn, when the sudden attack came on them, the hero of the 

Half-Danes, Hnaef of the Scyldings, had to fall upon a Frisian slaughterfield. Nor did 

Hildeburh have occasion to rejoice at the fidelity of the Eotens. Without any fault of her 

own was she deprived of her dear son and brother in the play of bucklers; they had fallen at 

the appointed time, wounded with the spear. She was a sorrowful lady. By no means 

without reason did the daughter of Hoc mourn for what was fated, when in the light of 

morning she saw her murdered kinsmen in the place where she had previously had the 

greatest joy in the world. The battle had swept away all the thanes of Finn, except only a 

few, so that he could not in the battle-place fight to a finish his conflict with Hengest. Nor 

might the woeful remnant on the other side by fighting rescue Hengest, the thane of their 

prince; therefore the Frisians offered them terms that they would make empty another 

floor for the Danes, a hall and a high seat, and that the Danes would be allowed to possess 

half of it with the sons of the Eotens. Moreover, on the days when gifts were distributed, 

Finn, the son of Folcwalda, would honor the Danes, the troop of Hengest, would give them 

rings, costly treasures plated with gold, as well he would honor in the beer-hall the tribe of 

the Frisians. 

They plighted on both sides a fast peace-compact. Finn declared to Hengest strongly 

and incontestably with oaths that he would honor and protect the woeful remnant of 

Hengest’s troop in accordance with the judgment of the wise men, so that no man by word 

or deed should break the treaty, or with envious purpose ever mention it, though the troop 

of Hengest were indeed following as ring-giver the murderer of their prince, as they were 

forced to do, since they had been deprived of their leader. Moreover, if any one of the 
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Frisians in bold speech should call to mind this murder-hate, then the edge of the sword was 

straightway to avenge it. 

The oath was performed, and costly gold was brought up from the hoard. Hnaef, the 

best war-leader of the Army-Scyldings, was prepared for the balefire. Upon the pyre could 

easily be seen the blood-stained byrnie, the swine of gold, the boar iron-hard, and many (26) 

a warrior done to death by wounds; many a one had fallen in the slaughter. Hildeburh 

commanded that upon the pyre of Hnaef her own son should be committed to the flame, 

and his mortal frame consumed by the bale-fire. The wretched lady wept at his side and 

uttered her sorrow in dirges. Hnaef, warrior of many battles, was lifted upon the pyre. The 

mightiest of slaughter-fires rose to the clouds; it roared in front of the grave-mound. The 

heads melted, the wound-gates burst open, when the blood spurted out by reason of the 

deadly corpse-bite. The flames swallowed them all, greediest of spirits -- all those whom the 

conflict had taken away from both peoples; their fame had departed. 

The warriors then turned away from the pyre, bereft of their friends, to survey in 

Friesland their stockade and high-hall. Hengest throughout a slaughter-stained winter lived 

with Finn quite unitedly; he remembered his home, though he could not drive out to sea his 

ring-necked ship -- the sea swelled with storm, it fought against the wind; winter locked the 

waves in a continuous ice-bound -- until a second year came into the courts -- as it yet does 

to those who continually watch the signs of the seasons -- the wondrous-bright weather. 

Then was winter shaken; fair was the bosom of the earth. The exile Hengest felt a 

desire to go away from the Frisian courts; but he thought more strongly of revenge for harm 

done than he did of the sea-voyage, if perchance he might bring about a wrathful conflict 

that therein he might not forget the son of the Eotens. So he did not refuse the way of the 

world, when the son of Hunlaf placed upon his knees the battle-gleam, the best of swords. 

Its edges were well known among the Eotens.  

Likewise dire sword-slaughter befell the stout-hearted Finn in his own home, after 

Guthlaf and Oslaf recalled the sorrow of the grim attack which had taken place after the 

sea-voyage; they charged him with their many woes. The raging spirit might no longer be 

restrained in their breasts. The hall became covered with the bodies of adversaries. Likewise 

was Finn slain, the king among his troop, and his queen seized. The warriors of the Scyldings 

bore to the ship all the household property of the earth-king, whatever they could find of 
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jewels and cunningly-adorned gems in the stockade of Finn. They bore on the sea voyage 

the noble wife to the Danes; they led her back to their people. -- 

 

Malone, Kemp, “The Finn Episode in Beowulf” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 

25.2 (1926): 157-172. 

(158)  1. Hildeburh. At the hands of Finn's men, when the sudden attack came upon them, 

Hnæf, the champion of the Half-Danes, the champion of the Scyldings, was doomed to fall 

on the Frisian battle-field. Nor verily had Hildeburh need to praise the good faith of the Euts. 

Blameless, she was bereft of dear ones, of son and brother, at that shield-play; they rushed 

to their fate, wounded by the spear; that was a mournful lady. Not without reason did the 

daughter of Hoc bewail the stroke of fate, after morning came, when she under the clear sky 

could see the slaughter of her kinsmen, where she once had had the greatest joy in the 

world.  

2. Hengest. Battle had taken all the thanes of Finn, except a few only, so that he 

could not, at that meeting-place, in any wise fight out the fight with Hengest, nor expel 

[from the hall] the [Danish] survivors by battle with the king's thane [i. e., Hengest]. But they 

[Frisians] offered them [Danes] terms: that they [Frisians] would clear completely for their 

[the Danes'] use the other floor of the hall and [its] high-seat, so that they [Danes] should 

have control of the half [of the hall] opposite the sons of the Euts; and at the dispensing of 

treasure the son of Folcwalda should daily honor the Danes, should present the following of 

Hengest with rings, with treasures of ornamented gold, just as much as he was accustomed 

to cheer the tribe of the Frisians in the beer-hall. Then on both sides they concluded a firm 

treaty of peace. Finn swore with (158) oaths to Hengest, strongly and without contention, 

that he [Finn] would rule the [Danish] survivors honorably, according to the judgement of 

wise men; that no man there [i. e., of his following], by words or deeds, should break the 

treaty; nor, through malice, should they [Frisians] ever mention it, although they [Danes], 

the lordless ones, were following the slayer of their king, since it was so meted out to them; 

if then any Frisian with audacious speech were to stir up memory of that feud, then the 

edge of the sword should atone for that.  

3. Hildeburh. The funeral pile was made, and precious gold was drawn from the 

hoard. The best warrior of the battle-Scyldings [i.e., Hnæf] was ready to be placed on the 

pyre. At that funeral pile were exposed to view the blood-stained sark, the swine-helmet all 
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golden, the iron-hard boar-helmet, every nobleman brought by wounds to death; all had 

fallen in the slaughter. Then Hildeburh bade that her own son be committed to the flames 

at Hnæf’s funeral pile, that the bodies be burned and laid on the fire. On his [her son's] 

shoulder the poor lady was lamenting and mourning with songs [at the moment when she 

gave this command]. The warrior was lifted on the pyre. The greatest of death-fires curled 

to the clouds, roared before the barrow; heads melted, gashes and body-wounds burst, 

when the blood gushed forth. Fire, greediest of spirits, swallowed up all those of both 

peoples that battle had taken off; their glory was departed.  

4. Hengest. The [Danish] warriors, bereft of friends, went to acquaint themselves 

with the dwellings, to see the land of the Frisians, the houses and the chief town. Hengest 

then lived on with Finn, the bloody winter through, most miserably. He longed for home, 

wondered whether he could drive his ring-prowed ship upon the waters. The sea tossed 

with the storm, fought with the wind: winter locked the waves with icy bonds, until the new 

year came to the dwelling-places (as it does still: those wondrously bright weathers that 

always keep their times); then was the winter gone, fair was the bosom of the earth. The 

exile, the stranger, was eager to leave [Finn's] court: he thought not so much of the voyage 

as of revenge: whether he might bring on a battle, in which he would be mindful of the 

children of the Euts, since he did not prevent (159) his lord when he [Hnæf] laid in his 

[Hengest's] lap Hunlafing, the battle-gleamer, the best of bills; its edges were known to the 

Euts.  

5. Conclusion. Likewise a cruel death by the sword afterwards befell the bold-

hearted Finn, at his own house. When Guðlaf and Oslaf, after the sea journey, had told of 

the grim attack, had told of their sorrows, and had blamed him [Finn] for a deal of woes, the 

restless spirit [of the Danes] could not restrain itself in the breast. Then the hall was 

reddened with the life-blood of the foes, also Finn was slain, the king was slain in the midst 

of his bodyguard, and the (160) queen was taken. The bowmen of the Scyldings bore to the 

ships all the house-hold goods of the great king, all that they could find of jewels and 

curious gems in Finn's house. They bore away the royal lady on the seapath to the Danes, 

they led her to her people. 

 

 

 



52 
 

Gordon, R.K., Anglo-Saxon Poetry. London: J.M. Dent & Sons Ltd., 1962 (p.23-24) 

(23) There was song and music mingled before Healfdene’s chieftain; the harp was 

touched; a measure often recited at such times as it fell to Hrothgar’s minstrel to proclaim 

joy in hall along the mead bench. Hnæf of the Scyldings, a hero of the Half-Danes, was fated 

to fall in the Frisian battle-field when the sudden onslaught came upon them, the sons of 

Finn. ‘Nor in truth had Hildeburh cause to praise the faith of the Eotens; sinless, she was 

spoiled of her dear ones at the shield-play, a son and a brother; wounded with the spear, 

they fell in succession. She was a sorrowing woman. Not without cause did the daughter of 

Hoc lament her fate, when morning came when she might see the slaughter of kinsmen 

under the sky. Where erstwhile he had had greatest joy in the world, war carried off all the 

thanes of Finn except a very few, so that in no wise could he offer fight to Hengest in the 

battle-field, nor protect by war the sad survivors from the prince’s thane; but they offered 

them conditions, that they would give up to them entirely another building, the hall and high 

seat; that they might have power over half of it with the men of the Eotens, and that the son 

of Folcwalda would honour the Danes each day with gifts at the bestowal of presents, would 

pay respect to Hengest’s troop with rings, just as much as he would encourage the race of 

the Frisians in the beer hall with ornaments of plated gold. Then on both sides they had faith 

in firm-knit peace. Finn swore to Hengest deeply, inviolably with oaths, that he would treat 

the sad survivors honourably according to the judgment of the councillors, that no man 

there should break the bond by word or deed, nor should they ever mention it in malice, 

although they had followed the slayer of their giver of rings after they had lost their leader, 

since the necessity was laid upon them; if then any one of the Frisians should recall to mind 

by dangerous speech the deadly hostility, then must the edge of the sword settle it. 

‘The oath was sworn and rich gold taken from the treasure. The best of the heroes of 

the warlike Scyldings was ready on the funeral fire. On that pyre the blood-stained shirt of 

mail was plain to see, the swine-image all gold, the boar hard as iron, many a chieftain slain 

with wounds. Many had fallen in the fight. Then Hildeburh bade her own son to be given 

over to the flames at Hnæf’s pyre, his body to be burned and placed on the funeral fire. The 

woman wept, sorrowing by his side; she lamented in measures. The warrior mounted up. (24)  

The greatest of funeral fires wound up to the clouds, it roared in front of the mound. 

Heads melted, wounds burst open, while blood gushed forth from the gashes in the bodies. 
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The fire, greediest of spirits, consumed all those of both peoples whom war carried off there. 

Their mightiest men had departed. 

 

XVIII 

 

‘The warriors went then, bereft of friends, to visit the dwellings, to see the land of 

the Frisians, the homes, and the stronghold. Then Hengest dwelt yet in peace with Finn, 

though very unhappily, for a winter stained with the blood of the slain; he thought of his 

land though he could not drive the ring-prowed ship on the sea (the ocean surged with 

storm, rose up against the wind; winter bound the waves with fetters of ice), till another 

year came into the dwellings; as those still do now who ever await an opportunity, the bright 

clear weather. Then winter was past; the bosom of the earth was fair; the exile purposed to 

depart, the guest out of the castle; he thought rather of vengeance for sorrow than of the 

sea journey, if he could bring the battle to pass in which he might show he remembered the 

sons of the Eotens. So he let things take their course when Hunlafing laid in his bosom the 

gleaming sword, best of blades. Its edges were famed among the Eotens. Even so did deadly 

death by the sword come upon brave Finn in his own home, when Guthlaf and Oslaf after 

their sea journey sorrowfully lamented the grim attack; they were wroth at their manifold 

woes; their restless spirit could not be ruled in their breast. Then was the hall reddened with 

corpses of foes, Finn slain likewise, the king mid his troop, and the queen taken. The warriors 

of the Scyldings bore to the ships all the house treasure of the king of the land, whatever 

they could find at Finn’s home of ornaments and jewels. They bore away on the sea voyage 

the noble woman to the Danes, led her to her people.’ 
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