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Abstract: World literature in today’s terms are the kind of works which are being translated , circulated 
and managed to travel across national boundaries. These are the ones that are capable of making it big 
in the literary world, bridging the same. Beowulf is one of the prominent poems, included in the canon 
of World Literature. It is the oldest epic in Old English, also called Anglo-Saxon or Englisc. Beowulf is a 
legendary dragon slayer and the model for many heroic figures that followed. 
While translating the poem, the meaning proposed by the Source writer is transferred by the Translator 
to the Target audience. While the Source text and the Target text are framed in different social contexts, 
the translator is influenced by his own social conditioning during the task of Translation. In this 
linguistic approach, equivalence of words is considered from a micro textual level to a macro-textual 
level. 
As Old English is completely different from the present English, an understanding of this great epic calls 
for an imminent need of translation. This paper examines the aspects of translatology applied by two 
renowned translators - Tolkein and Seamus Heaney - in rendering with the conventions of Old English 
poetry in modern English translation. The final part of the paper mentions the scope of Translation 
Studies where the world classics are either translated or interpreted or transcreated from their 
respective languages to the target audience. 
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Introduction: The literature in English is extremely enormous with numerous nations writing in 
English, variously called as the British, American, Indo-Anglican Literatures, etc., and in diverse genres 
like the Poetry, Drama, Fiction and Essay. With the concept of Goethe’s Weltiliteratur in the nineteenth 
century, a new paradigm for the study of literatures - consisting a number of literary works, including 
those of other languages, translated into English, circulated outside their country of origin, travelling 
across national borders and finally, linking to Globalization – have emerged on the literary arena, called 
as the World Literature (WL). In WL, the literary works are received, through translation, into the space 
of foreign culture, and understood as an elliptical refraction of national literatures (David Damorosch, 
What is World Literature, 2013). 
 
In WL, the focus is on: different periods in literary traditions; the works originally written in English and 
those translated into English; the canonical works as far as regional or national literatures; obscure 
writers and obscure writings which do not rise into prominence for one reason or the other; and the 
global and local works, the different time periods which are spread across centuries, or sometimes 
decades. Hence, the scope of WL is daunting and challenging. 
 
In WL studies, one has to start with more familiar traditions, work outward to achieve a broader view 
and to be critically aware of literary assumptions in different literary cultures. Translation and 
retranslation play a prominent role in WL, and hence, the translator’s biases also come into play in the 
translation process. The issue of retranslation is inseparable from the issue of canon, to the point that 
they are absolutely interdependent, as retranslations have a say to provide the status of classical texts, 
and their own status of classic texts promotes new retranslations. An example is the usual practice of 
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referring to an author as translated to X languages/versions to highlight the importance of the 
work/author. 
 
It is with this basic milieu that this paper is worked out, taking the translations of Beowulf [/ˈbeɪəwʊlf/ or 
Old English (ˈbeːowulf)]. It is a heroic tale in epic form with 3182 lines in Old English, with the credit of 
being the first ‘masterpiece’ of English literature. This has been put into literary form in Christian 
England while the setting of the story is based in pagan lands (Scandinavia and northern Europe). The 
protagonist Beowulf, is a Scandinavian hero belonging to a sea-faring tribe called Geats; his adventures 
are its primary focus.  
 
While some historical elements run through the poem, the hero and the story are both fictional. During 
the times when King Hrothgar of Denmark was annoyed by a terrible monster Grendel, who was 
harassing Hrothgar’s fabulous mead hall, Heorot, Beowulf helped him by inflicting a mortal wound to 
Grendal. With this, the creature flees from the hall to die in its lair. This did not end with Beowulf’s 
killing of Grendal. The creature’s mother came to Heorot and avenged the killing of her brood by slaying 
Hrothgar’s men.  
 
Beowulf did not remain silent at this heinous deed. He tracked this monster mother and slaughtered 
her, returned to Heorot, and was honored with many gifts before returning home. He then ruled the 
Geats peacefully for fifty years. Then a dragon came to threaten his land. The hero readily plunged into 
war with this dragon, but this confrontation was a terrible and deadly row where Beowulf was deserted 
by his retainers except his kinsman, a soldier by name Wiglaf. Beowulf triumphs over the dragon with 
Wiglaf’s help but at the cost of his life. 
 
The original manuscript had no title. It wasn't actually called Beowulf until 1805 and was not printed till 
1815, perhaps a millennium after its first "publication" by manuscript. The identity of the writer is 
anonymous. This word “Anonymous” is used when the author is not known. It is also used in the context 
of the writings like Beowulf, when the story develops out of an oral tradition over generations and 
revising the tale before it is finally written down and becomes literature. The extreme delicacy of the 
manuscript, the perceived two separate hands that inscribed, and the complete lack of clues to the 
identity of the author make a realistic determination difficult at best. 
 
Old English was first written in runes, using the futhorc before the Latin alphabet. English language has 
changed and transformed a lot in the last thousand years, and the present day English has no 
resemblance whatsoever with the Old English. All the more so, Beowulf has been transcribed from the 
unique manuscript, re-transcribed, edited, translated, adapted, interpreted and deconstructed until it 
became canonical; and for decades it has been a set book on English syllabuses at university level all 
over the world. 
 
This has contributed to the impression that it was written, to paraphrase Osip Mandelstam’s phrase 
referring to The Divine Comedy, "on official paper". This is unfortunate, because what we are dealing 
with is a work of the greatest imaginative vitality, a masterpiece where the structuring of the tale is as 
elaborate as the beautiful contrivances of its language. Its narrative elements may belong to a previous 
age but as a work of art it lives in its own continuous present, equal to our knowledge of reality in the 
present time.  
 
This standard Old English Beowulf is being studied by Anglophone college students around the world. 
So it has had many translations in these two centuries. A few of the editions are John Mitchell Kemble’s 
first complete (literal, prose) translation into (modern) English, Benjamin Thorpe’s verse translation 
with caesura, but very literal meaning and erratic alliteration, the first American translation of James M. 
Garnett using the Old English metre but again a rather dull alliterative translation, the faithful John 
Lesslie Hall’s translation, Francis B. Gummere's translation version, retaining the alliterative rhythm and 
caesura (albeit unmarked). 
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This paper discusses the translations of two celebrated writers, John Ronald Reuel Tolkien (Tr. between 
1920-’26) and Seamus Heaney (Tr.2000). J.R.R.Tolkien (JRRT) did not publish his translation, but the 
translation followed by his commentary with the title Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics, was a 
greatly acclaimed lecture in British Academy Lecture of 1936. Later his son Christopher Tolkien 
published it in 2014 posthumously by Harper Collins that includes J.R.R.Tolkien’s Sellic Spell (Modern 
and Old English redactions of Beowulf) and The Lay of Beowulf (theme of the poem Beowulf). 
 
JRRT was graduated in North Germanic language, Old Norse. He was basically a philologist, writer, 
academic expert and Reader at the University of Leeds (1920) and then moved to Oxford. He had 
alleviated the student-number in Linguistics in the University and imparted Old English course in 
heroic verse and also Philology of Old English and Middle English, German philology and others like 
Gothic. He dealt with Beowulf in Old English and this paved the way for translating the poem, but never 
published. He argued that Beowulf has to be seen as a work of literature first and then as a historical 
artifact. The poem is worth not just for its vibrant early medieval culture, but also as a powerful story of 
mortality, tracking Beowulf’s progress from a young warrior battling Grendal to the aged king dying in 
the battle, fighting against dragon. 
 
Michael Alexander, the Editor of the Literature Section of The Guardian, showered with praises the work 
of JRRT, and says that it showcases a rare mix of linguistic scholarship and literary imagination. His 
excerpts are a befitting honor to this prose translation: This "new" Tolkien translation, originally 
composed in 1926, is in a prose that sticks as closely as possible to the meaning and clause-order of the 
original. It has great accuracy and a sense of rhythm. Its style is, like that of the original, archaic, and 
often has striking inversions of word-order. It has its own spell… Short extracts do not fairly represent 

translations of long works, but Tolkien took much care with the last lines of the poem: "Thus bemourned 
the Geatish folk their master's fall, comrades of his hearth, crying that he was ever of the kings of earth of 
men the most generous and to men most gracious, to his people most tender and for praise most eager”. 
The felicities of Tolkien's version will be evident only to readers familiar with the Anglo-Saxon original… 

The commentary shows the depth of Tolkien's knowledge of the languages and early literatures of north-
west Europe. It is a privilege to observe such a deeply scholarly and imaginative mind at work on what it 
loved best. (The Guardian, Thursday, 24 May 2014) 
 
On the other hand, Prof.Kevin Kiernan, a Beowulf expert in the University of Kentucky said JRRT’s work 
is a charade of the original and that its poetic majesty is lost in prose rendition and remarked that 
Tolkien himself admitted that he did not like his own translation. JRRT’s biographer Humphrey 
Carpenter, says, JRRT was too perfectionist to get the translation published, as he’s aware that a 
translation can’t be a replica of the original. What is missing here is the strategy of translation in 
alleviating limitations that literateurs encounter while trying to establish contact with people of the 
linguistic communities that are no more, and their cultural legacy, transmitted in an understandable 
form. 
 
Besides, it is a gentle reminder to bring home the imperfection of human nature and the vanity of trying 
to overcome the Babel’s curse. His translation was in prose, but he kept close to the original sense of the 
poem, rhyme, rhythm and alliteration. This is attributed to the scholarly knowledge of JRRT in Old 
English. Philippa Semper (University of Bhirmingham) found it captivating and a great gift to anyone 
interested in either Beowulf or in Tolkien. 
 
Coming to Seamus Heaney (SH), his unusual translation of Beowulf into stark and rhythmic Modern 
English accomplished the remarkable feat of landing on the New York Times bestsellers list. In 
translating Beowulf, Seamus Heaney struck a balance between creativity and emulation, often copied the 
direct speech patterns of the Old English, especially when modern versions of the original words 
survive. In the introduction, þætwæs g«dcyning!  becomes 'That was one good king' (line 11). Here, the 
lines 1-11, from SH’s translation are reproduced: 
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Old English Beowulf SH’s Translation into Modern English Beowulf 

HwætwëGâr-Dena in geâr-dagumSo The Spear-Danes in days gone by 
þëod-cyninga þrymgefr„non, and the kings who ruled them had courage and greatness. 

h„ð~æþelingas ellen fremedon. We have heard of those princes’heroic campaigns 

OftScyldScëfingsceaþenaþrëatum,  There was Shield Sheafson, scourge of many tribes, 

monegum mægþum meodo-setla oftëah; a wrecker of mead-benches,rampaging among foes. 

egsode Eorle, syððanærest wearð This terror of the hall-troops had come far. 

fëasceaftfunden; hëþæs fr«fregeb~d:  A foundling to start with, he would flourish later on 

wëoxunder wolcnum, weorð-myndum þ~h, as his powers waxed and his worth was proved 

oðþæt him æghwylc þ~ra ymb-sittendra In the end each clan on the outlying coasts 

ofer hron-r~de hyranscolde, beyond the whale-road had to yield to 

himgomban gyldan: þætwæs g«dcyning! and began to pay tribute. That was one good king 

 
SH has preserved the use of alliteration and the presence of the same consonants of Old English. As 
homage to the similar creativity of the original, he plays with language in ways distinctive to Modern 
English. He passionately touches upon the emotional realism. The monster, Grendel, is in some ways a 
distinctively medieval horror: a bloodthirsty beast covered with scales, living in a lake. His deeds are 
universally terrifying: haunts the dark and makes a central place of socialization unsafe. The poet 
describes as he who had harrowed the hearts of men (line 808).  
 
Either JRRT or SH has faithfully reproduced the Source work for the Target audience, each in his own 
way. While his immense knowledge of Old English was JRRT’s fort, he made it understandable for 
common reader by adapting his prose style. As an accomplished poet, SH retained the poetic aesthetics 
in his translated poem. Literary translation, that too poetry, is the most complex of all types of 
translation services as, obviously, the translator must first try to render the semantic content of the 
original text (as should be the case for any translation of any kind of text), without sacrificing the 
aesthetic embellishments and the original content. In Indian translatology this is not new as the 
translation of the epic Mahabharat by P.Lal was done in prose. 
The world of translation is a vast and a varied one. With different translation techniques and diverse 
theories, Alfred David, the Anglo-Saxon scholar who was a sort of “minder” to SH, while translating, says 
“Anglo-Saxon poetry cannot be translated'' (although, there have been nearly 65 English translations of 
''Beowulf'').... Very strong, forceful things (in) modern English (don't) quite have the material to match 
it.'' At that point, invention took over. And that is how the work gains in translation and the 
reader/audience feels contented with the work in translated medium. 
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