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Tough Translation Choices
Stræt wæs stanfah, stig wisode
Gumum ætgædere. Guðbyrne scan… (320-321)

The street was paved with stone, the path guided
the men together. War-corslet shone… [trans. Treharne]

It was a paved track, a path that kept them
in marching order. Their mail-shirts glistened… [trans. 
Heaney]
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Editorial/Translation Policies
What are Treharne’s aims and concerns?

“As the translations adhere closely to the original wherever possible, this has sometimes resulted 
in a rather syntactically stilted Modern English version…translating an individual, often 
polysemic, medieval word into a Modern English ‘equivalent’ results in a single 
interpretation that may not be to everyone’s satisfaction…”

“The edition necessarily becomes my interpretation of the text…[it] imposes a subjective 
reading…that cannot, in any way, be regarded as the ideal substitute for …the original text”

“a close, semi-literal translation”

What are Heaney’s concerns?
“I consider Beowulf to be part of my voice-right…I was born into its language and its language 

was born into me took a while…þolian had opened my right of way…In those instances 
where a local Ulster word seemed either poetically or historically right, I felt free to use it”

“What I was after first and foremost was a narrative line that sounded as if it meant business and 
I was prepared to sacrifice other things in pursuit of this directness of utterance”
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Heroes and Other Monsters:
Character Identity as Translator Choice?

Many words for warrior:  
‘beorn’ ‘cempa’ ‘rinc’ ‘eorl’ ‘wiga’

Which is which? 
‘rinc’ not translated as ‘warrior’
‘aglæca’ not translated as ‘monster’
‘þa graman’ ‘hostile ones’
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The Politics of Translation
Explicit:

“Putting a bawn in Beowulf seems one 
way for an Irish poet to come to 
terms with that complex history of 
conquest and colony, absorption and 
resistance, integrity and 
antagonism…”

[Heaney, xxxviii]

Less Explicit:

“Grendles modor / ides, aglæcwif” (1258-9)

Grendel’s mother, a woman, a she-monster 
[trans. Swanton]

Grendel’s mother.  This woman, this female 
monster

[trans. Bradley]

Grendel’s mother / monstrous hell-bride 
[trans. Heaney]

Grendel’s mother, lady, woman warrior?
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How does Donoghue read 
Heaney’s Beowulf? 

Why is Heaney called a “philologer poet”?
Why do scholars doubt “literary accuracy” is possible 
in translation?
What, in Donoghue’s opinion, constitutes Heaney’s
“faithfulness” to the Old English poem?
Are you convinced that there a kind of “faithfulness”
that is “as innovative as the most radical 
reinterpretation”?
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Group 1:  Hillary, Kate, Sharon, 
Jessica, Jenny, Winnie, Harry

Old English Treharne, 340-359 Heaney, 340-359
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Group 2:  Denez, Molly, Keith, 
Michele, David, John

Old English Treharne, 837- 852 Heaney, 836-851
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Group 3:  Michelle, Desiree, Lillian, 
Chris, Joy, Daniel

Old English Treharne, 980-996 Heaney, 979-995
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Group 4:  John, Sebastien, Bob, Jake, 
Roger, Matt

Old English Treharne, 1154-1172 Heaney, 1153-1171
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Beowulf: History and Poetry
J. R. R. Tolkein on the 
poem’s place in history

Roberta Frank on history 
within the poem



September 14, 2006

UMass Boston
English 401.1
Dr. S. Kamath

Our First Assignment:  
A Comparative Exercise 
Read carefully Treharne’s translation of Beowulf, lines 710-

722, and Heaney’s translation of the same passage 
of the Old English text, on page 19-20.  Write a 
critical commentary on the two translations that 
answers the questions A-E:

The exercise should be 2-3 pages in length.  You must 
respond to all the questions (a-e), but your answers 
for each part need not be of equal length.  

It is appropriate to relate the passage discussed to other parts
of the poem, if you think this will help you to 
illuminate the passage’s significance and effect, but 
make sure that the relevance of the other references 
to the particular lines in question is clearly stated.  

Do not retype the questions as part of your assignment.  Do 
follow all the checklist guidelines in formatting your 
assignment.  Attach a completed checklist to the 
front of your commentary.

This comparative exercise is due at 11:30 a.m. on 
Thursday, September 26.  It will constitute 15% 
of your grade.

A.  Heaney describes Grendel as “God-cursed” (711); 
the more accurate translation of the Old English 
description is that given by Treharne: “He bore 
God’s anger” (711).  [Note: ‘bore’ in this instance 
has the sense of ‘to suffer, to endure, to carry’ as 
in ‘he bore a burden’.]  Comment on the different 
implications of these two translations.

B.  Compare the description of Hrothgar’s hall in the 
two translations and assess their differing impact.

C.  Grendel is described in the Old English as a ‘rinc’
or ‘warrior’, as Treharne translates it in line 720.  
Heaney does not translate this word.  Briefly 
discuss whether or not it is important to describe 
Grendel as a warrior.

D.  Discuss the different effects created by each 
translation’s account of how the door of Heorot is 
opened (lines 721-722).

E.  Summarize the key differences and similarities 
between the two translations, attending both to 
content and to poetic features, exploring how 
each translation produces a different 
understanding of the same passage.
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Use the Checklist!
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What Next? 
Who are ‘We English’? 

M annyng’s Chronicle, c. 1338
Reading Middle English!

How does this medieval translator describe his aims in 
translation and use of language?

How does he identify his audience and create a 
communal identity by engaging with the past?
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“badass”:
a modern compound word


