










Donaldson avoids archaic words, passing up possibilities in both 'hildemeceas'
('battle-maces') and 'bonan' ('bane, slayer'). But Donaldson's passage is dull: its
successive appositional clauses marked by commas - accurate in rendering the
original's syntax - have the effect of distancing the reader further and further from
the sentence's ultimate meaning. This type of jog trOt coupled with long, block-like
paragraphs has convinced generations of sophomores that Beowulf is a dull poem.

Not so Raffel's translation:

Afterwards, in the time when Higlac was dead
And Herdred, his son, who'd ruled the Geats
After his father. had followed him into the darkness ­
Killed in battle with the Swedes, who smashed
His shield. cut through the soldiers surrounding
Their king - then, when Higd's one son
Was gone, Beowulf ruled in Geatland.... 17

This captures much of the cloudy excitement of the original. Raffel takes care to make
his verbs vigorous, while Donaldson lets his nouns carry what little action his passage
has. In Ralfel phrases like 'followed him into rhe darkness' and 'cut through the
soldiers surroundingfTheir king' conjure up the heroic ethos of the Germanic society,
in which a chane's primary moral injunction was to die in battle with his lord, thus
investing the lines with almost mythic dignity. Raffel's translation is not a dull read.
But neither is it Beowulf, for even a cursory glance at this passage, which is typical
of the whole, shows that it is at best a loose paraphrase.

Here now is Morris:

But thereafter it went so in days later worn
Through the din of the battle, sithence Hygelac lay low
And unto Heardred swords of the battle
Under the war-board were for a bane;
When fell on him midst of this victoty-folk
The hard battle·wolves, the Scylfings of war,
And by war overwhelmed the nephew of Hereric;
That sithence unto Beowulf turned the broad realm
All unto his hand. 1B

Notice that Morris picks up on only one of the two opportunities for an archaic word,
rejecting 'maces' but including 'bane'. The lines are every bit as scrupulously accurate
as Donaldson's, but they are also every bit as exciting as Raffel's. For instance, his
'battle·wolves· for 'hildfrecan' is as accurate but much more lively than Donaldson's
'hard fighters'. Morris's 'turned the broad realm/All untO his hand' is active, not
passive as in Donaldson's <then the broad kingdom came into Beowulf's hand' - and
even more accurate a rendering of the Old English verb 'gehwearf'.

I sit here writing this the day before a new semester at my university begins, and
tomorrow I will be holding forth about Beowulffrom Donaldson's translation in one
course, Raffel's in another. I find myself wishing that Morris's translation were out
in paperback so my students in the first course could read a lively, those in the second,
an accurate, Beotl/ulf. They would all thus come closer to encountering the real poem.
For all its faults, Morris's is the best translation available.
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