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Works Cited for Beowulf


Heaney, S. (2000) Beowulf 1st Ed. United States of America: Norton & Company.



This is the standard, definitive, bilingual edition of Beowulf, as well as the edition most often used to teach Beowulf to young Americans. As a result, this is the edition that I first read. It contains the original Anglo-Saxon text of the Nowell Codex side-by-side Heaney’s translation. There are occasionally notes in the margins and the translation is simple, allowing for readers to easily follow along in the story. The lack of footnotes also lends nicely to the overall reading experience and allows the of the story to continue smoothly without interruption.

Hall, L. (1892) Beowulf: An Anglo-Saxon Poem Translated from The Heyne-Socin 

Boston: D.C. Heath & Co. Publishers.


While this is an early translation, this edition is useful for reasons similar to Heaney’s edition. However, this edition is also wonderful for its character list and breaking up the poem into chapters, which makes the story easily digestible and far easier to study piece by piece. The character list is not only a complete list of every single character that appears or mention but is also at the beginning of the book rather than the back, which makes it easier for beginners to locate and know who the characters are before reading through the story. It also contains a summary of the story and a bibliography of other existing translations during that time, which could be beneficial to students who are researching different translations and how they’ve changed over time. 

Tolkien, J.R.R. (2015) Beowulf A Translation and Commentary 1st Ed. London: Harper Collins Publishing.



This is a recent, very new edition of Beowulf, translated by none other than J.R.R. Tolkien of The Lord of the Rings fame. Tolkien’s true specialty was Old English, and it took him decades to translate Beowulf into a form of his own liking. The translation is excellent and retains much of the poetic feeling of how the original manuscript would have sounded in Old English. This edition is over twice as long as Heaney’s translation and contains a lot of useful and interesting information about Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian life and history which can make it more useful in a historical teaching context. However, there are many footnotes and commentary on said information is long and at times tedious, making it more of a textbook than a translation of the story and can be irritating to simply read though. Christopher Tolkien’s commentary is interesting, but he lacks his father’s writing skill. This edition should be reserved for those who are already interested or have already read another edition of Beowulf and can learn more from the historical notes than the actual translation. This volume also contains Sellic Spell, which is a retelling of Beowulf as if it was a fairy tale. Had it been published when it was written originally, it would have been one of the first derivative works of Beowulf.


Kirtlan, E.J.B. (1913) The Story of Beowulf London and Aylesbury: Thomas Y. Crowell Company


This is an old but lovely-illustrated volume with beautiful ‘illuminated’ letters for the beginning of each chapter. It contains footnotes and an appendix, which gives more information about some of the historical characters. While this is information that we cannot find elsewhere, it may be useful to see how much our understanding of the Anglo-Saxon world has changed in over one hundred years. Furthermore, there are differing translations not found in later editions of Beowulf, such as a mention of Beowulf’s wife mourning his death at the end of the poem. Due to the manuscript being damaged, it is impossible to know what exactly the original text was, but this is an excellent example of how the interpretation and conventions surrounding Beowulf have changed over the years as recent translations opt for simply mentioning a single woman or multiple women, citizens of his kingdom, mourning the death of their king. The change in translation choice shows a better understanding of the themes and world Beowulf takes place in the death of their aged king would not have caused such grief had he left behind children, of which there is no mention at any point in the poem. As a result, this edition shows a lack of understanding of the text, but that lack of understanding can also show us how much things have changed.

Magennis, H. et al. (2011) Translating Beowulf: Modern Versions in English Verse Great Britain: 

D.S. Brewer.

A collection of essays, including one from Seamus Heaney, the author of the definitive

edition of Beowulf about translating Beowulf into English and the difficulties translators face be it word choice or rhyme scheme. It is difficult for nontranslators to understand the difficulties that translators face when translating anything into another language, much less when translating from a dead language. Often the translator must choose between going for a direct translation or a stylistic one and both have their pros and cons. As a result, a truly accurate translation of any work is impossible. When researching about the changes in translation and new knowledge gleaned from continuing research of the past, each translation tells the reader different things about what was known about Anglo-Saxon and Scandinavian culture at the time of that translation and it is possible to trace differing opinions and interpretations of a specific work to when it was written. This collection talks about the difficulties of translating Beowulf into verse in that it gives an impression of how it sounded in the original manuscript.


Gardener, J. (1971) Grendel Vintage Books Ed. United States of America: Random House Inc.



The most famous derivative work of Beowulf. Grendel is a retelling of Beowulf from the point of view of the monster, Grendel, making him an antihero protagonist. This work was very influential and spawned multiple derivative works including a rock opera and an animated movie. While not relevant to historical translations of Beowulf, it is a fine example of how myths are changed in a modern setting to make them more relatable or applicable to a modern audience. Alternative character interpretation is an excellent way to help new audiences relate to stories that they have virtually no connection to. 


