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[1- 38]

Beowulf

[Prologue: The Earlier History o f  the Danes]

Yes, we have heard of the glory of the Spear-Danes’ kings in the old 
days—how the princes of that people did brave deeds.

Often Scyld Scefing1 took mead-benches away from enemy bands, 
from many tribes, terrified their nobles—after the time that he was first 
found helpless.* 2 He lived to find comfort for that, became great under 
the skies, prospered in honors until every one of those who lived about 
him, across the whale-road,3 had to obey him, pay him tribute. That was 
a good king.

Afterwards a son was born to him, a young boy in his house, whom 
God sent to comfort the people: He had seen the sore need they had suf­
fered during the long time they lacked a king. Therefore the Lord of 
Life, the Ruler of Heaven, gave him honor in the world: Beow4 was 
famous, the glory of the son of Scyld spread widely in the Northlands. In 
this way a young man ought by his good deeds, by giving splendid gifts 
while still in his fathers house, to make sure that later in life beloved 
companions will stand by him, that people will serve him when war 
comes. Through deeds that bring praise, a man shall prosper in every 
country.

Then at the fated time Scyld the courageous went away into the pro­
tection of the Lord. His dear companions carried him down to the sea- 
currents, just as he himself had bidden them do when, as protector of 
the Scyldings,5 he had ruled them with his words—long had the beloved 
prince governed the land. There in the harbor stood the ring-prowed 
ship, ice-covered and ready to sail, a princes vessel. Then they laid down 
the ruler they had loved, the ring-giver,6 in the hollow of the ship, the 
glorious man beside the mast. There was brought great store of treasure, 
wealth from lands far away. I have not heard of a ship more splendidly

1. The meaning is probably “son of Sceaf,” although Scyld’s origins are mysterious.
2. As is made clear shortly below, Scyld arrived in Denmark as a child alone in a ship loaded with 

treasures.
3. A kenning, or metaphoric epithet, for the sea.
4. Although the manuscript reads “Beowulf,” most scholars now agree that it should read “Beow.” 

Beow was the grandfather of the Danish king Hrothgar.
5. I.e., the Danes ("descendants of Scyld”).
6. A traditional epithet for a generous king or lord in Old English poetry.



furnished with war-weapons and battle-dress, swords and mail-shirts. On 
his breast lay a great many treasures that should voyage with him far out 
into the sea’s possession. They provided him with no lesser gifts, treasure 
of the people, than those had done who at his beginning first sent him 
forth on the waves, a child alone. Then also they set a golden standard 
high over his head, let#the water take him, gave him to the sea. Sad was 
their spirit, mournful their mind. Men cannot truthfully say who 
received that cargo, neither counselors in the hall nor warriors under the 
skies.

(I.) Then in the cities was Beow of the Scyldings, beloved king of the 
people, long famous among nations (his father had gone elsewhere, the 
king from his land), until later great Healfdene was born to him. As long 
as he lived, old and fierce in battle, he upheld the glorious Scyldings. To 
him all told were four children bom into the world, to the leader of the 
armies: Heorogar and Hrothgar and the good Halga. I have heard tell 
that [ . . . was Onjela’s queen,7 8 beloved bed-companion of the Battle- 
Scylfing.

[Beow ulf and Grendel]

[The Hall Heorot is Attacked by Grendel]

Then Hrothgar was given success in warfare, glory in battle, so that 
his retainers gladly obeyed him and their company grew into a great 
band of warriors. It came to his mind that he would command men to 
construct a hall, a mead-building large[r] than the children of men had 
ever heard of, and therein he would give to young and old all that God 
had given him, except for common land and men’s bodies.9 Then I 
have heard that the work was laid upon many nations, wide through 
this middle-earth, 1 that they should adorn the folk-hall. In time it came 
to pass—quickly, as men count it—that it was finished, the largest of 
hall-dwellings. He gave it the name of Heorot,2 he who ruled wide with 
his words. He did not forget his promise: at the feast he gave out rings, 
treasure. The hall stood tall, high and wide-gabled: it would wait for 
the fierce flames of vengeful fire;3 the time was not yet at hand for

7. The numbering of sections is that of the manuscript, which makes, however, no provision for 
Section XXX.

8. The text is fault), so that the name of Healfdene’s daughter has been lost; her husband, Onela, 
was a Swedish (Scylfing) king.

9. Or “men’s lives." Apparently slaves, along with public land, were not in the king’s power to give 
away.

1. In traditional Germanic cosmology, “middle-earth” is the region inhabited by human beings.
2. I.e., “Hart.”
T The destruction by fire of Heorot occurred at a later time than that of the poem’s action, prob­

ably during the otherwise unsuccessful attack of the Heatho-Bard Ingeld on his father-in-law, 
Hrothgar, mentioned in the next clause.



sword-hate between son-in-law and father-in-law to awaken after mur­
derous rage.

Then the fierce spirit4 painfully endured hardship for a time, he who 
dwelt in the darkness, for every day he heard loud mirth in the hall; 
there was the sound of the harp, the clear song of the scop.5 There he 
spoke who could relate the beginning of men far back in time, said that 
the Almighty made earth, a bright field fair in the water that surrounds 
it, set up in triumph the lights of the sun and the moon to lighten land- 
dwellers, and adorned the surfaces of the earth with branches and leaves, 
created also life for each of the kinds that move and breathe.—Thus 
these warriors lived in joy, blessed, until one began to do evil deeds, a 
hellish enemy. The grim spirit was called Grendel, known as a rover of 
the borders, one who held the moors, fen and fastness. Unhappy crea­
ture, he lived for a time in the home of the monsters’ race, after God had 
condemned them as kin of Cain. The Eternal Lord avenged the murder 
in which he slew Abel. Cain had no pleasure in that feud, but He ban­
ished him far from mankind, the Ruler, for that misdeed. From him 
sprang all bad breeds, trolls and elves and monsters—likewise the giants 
who for a long time strove with God: He paid them their reward for that.

(II.) Then, after night came, Grendel went to survey the tall h o u se- 
how, after their beer-drinking, the Ring-Danes had disposed themselves 
in it. Then he found therein a band of nobles asleep after the feast: they 
felt no sorrow, no misery of men. The creature of evil, grim and fierce, 
was quickly ready, savage and cruel, and seized from their rest thirty 
thanes. From there he turned to go back to his home, proud of his plun­
der, sought his dwelling with that store of slaughter.

Then in the first light of dawning day Grendel’s war-strength was 
revealed to men: then after the feast weeping arose, great cry in the 
morning. The famous king, hero of old days, sat joyless; the mighty one 
suffered, felt sorrow for his thanes, when they saw the track of the foe, of 
the cursed spirit: that hardship was too strong, too loathsome and long- 
lasting. Nor was there a longer interval, but after one night Grendel 
again did greater slaughter—and had no remorse for it—vengeful acts 
and wicked: he was too intent on them. Thereafter it was easy to find the 
man who sought rest for himself elsewhere, farther away, a bed among 
the outlying buildings—after it was made clear to him, told by clear 
proof, the hatred of him who now controlled the hall.6 Whoever escaped 
the foe held himself afterwards farther off and more safely. Thus 
Grendel held sway and fought against right, one against all, until the 
best of houses stood empty. It was a long time, the length of twelve win­
ters, that the lord of the Scyldings suffered grief, all woes, great sorrows.

4. l.e., Grendel.
5. The “scop” was the Anglo-Saxon minstrel, who recited poetic stories to the accompaniment of

a harp.
6. l.e., Grendel.



Therefore, sadly in songs, it became well-known to the children of men 
that Grendel had fought a long time with Hrothgar, for many half-years 
maintained mortal spite, feud, and enmity—constant war. He wanted 
no peace with any of the men of the Danish host, would not withdraw 
his deadly rancor, or pay compensation: no counselor there had any rea­
son to expect splendid repayment at the hands of the slayer.7 For the 
monster was relentless, the dark death-shadow, against warriors old and 
young, lay in wait and ambushed them. In the perpetual darkness he 
held to the misty moors: men do not know where hell-demons direct 
their footsteps.

Thus many crimes the enemy of mankind committed, the terrible 
walker-alone, cruel injuries one after another. In the dark nights he 
dwelt in Heorot, the richly adorned hall. He might not approach the 
throne, [receive] treasure, because of the Lord; He had no love for him .8

This was great misery to the lord of the Scyldings, a breaking of spir­
it. Many a noble sat often in council, sought a plan, what would be best 
for strong-hearted men to do against the awful attacks. At times they 
vowed sacrifices at heathen temples, with their words prayed that the 
soul-slayer9 would give help for the distress of the people. Such was their 
custom, the hope of heathens; in their spirits they thought of Hell, they 
knew not the Ruler, the Judge of Deeds, they recognized not the Lord 
God, nor indeed did they know how to praise the Protector of Heaven, 
the glorious King. Woe is him who in terrible trouble must thrust his 
soul into the fire’s embrace, hope for no comfort, not expect change. 
Well is the man who after his death-day may seek the Lord and find 
peace in the embrace of the Father.

[The Coming of Beowulf to Heorot]

(III.) So in the cares of his times the son of Healfdene constantly 
brooded, nor might the wise warrior set aside his woe. Too harsh, hate­
ful, and long-lasting was the hardship that had come upon the people, 
distress dire and inexorable, worst of night-horrors.

A thane of Hygelac, 1 a good man among the Geats, heard in his 
homeland of Grendel’s deeds: of mankind he was the strongest of might 
in the time of this life, noble and great. He bade that a good ship be 
made ready for him, said he would seek the war-king over the swan’s 
road,2 the famous prince, since he had need of men. Very little did wise

7. According to old Germanic law, a slayer could achieve peace with his victim’s kinsmen only by 
paying them wergild, i.e., compensation for the life of the slain man.

8. Behind this obscure passage seems to lie the idea that Grendel, unlike Hrothgar’s thanes, could 
not approach the throne to receive gifts from the king, having been condemned by God as an 
outlaw.

9. I.e., the Devil. Despite the following assertion that the Danes were heathen, their king, 
Hrothgar, speaks consistently as a Christian.

1. I.e., Beowulf the Great, whose king was Hygelac.
2. A kenning or truncated metaphor; the “swan’s road” is the sea.



men blame him for that adventure, though he was dear to them; they 
urged the brave one on, examined the omens. From the folk of the Geats 
the good man had chosen warriors of the bravest that he could find; one 
of fifteen he led the way, the warrior sought the wooden ship, the sea- 
skilled one the land’s edge. The time had come: the ship was on the 
waves, the boat under the cliff. The warriors eagerly climbed on the 
prow—the sea-currents eddied, sea against sand; men bore bright 
weapons into the ship’s bosom, splendid armor. Men pushed the well- 
braced ship from shore, warriors on a well-wished voyage. Then over the 
sea-waves, blown by the wind, the foam-necked boat traveled, most like 
a bird, until at good time on the second day the curved prow had come 
to where the seafarers could see land, the sea-cliffs shine, towering hills, 
great headlands. Then was the sea crossed, the journey at end. Then 
quickly the men of the Geats climbed upon the shore, moored the 
wooden ship; mail-shirts rattled, dress for battle. They thanked God that 
the wave-way had been easy for them.

Then from the wall the Scyldings’ guard who should watch over the 
sea-cliffs saw bright shields borne over the gangway, armor ready for bat­
tle; strong desire stirred him in mind to learn what the men were. He 
went riding on his horse to the shore, thane of Hrothgar, forcefully bran­
dished a great spear in his hands, with formal words questioned them: 
“What are you, bearers of armor, dressed in mail-coats, who thus have 
come bringing a tall ship over the sea-road, over the water to this place? 
Lo, for a long time I have been guard of the coast, held watch by the sea 
so that no foe with a force of ships might work harm on the Danes’ land: 
never have shield-bearers more openly undertaken to come ashore here; 
nor did you know for sure of a word of leave from our warriors, consent 
from my kinsmen. I have never seen a mightier warrior on earth than is 
one of you, a man in battle-dress. That is no retainer made to seem good 
by his weapons—unless his appearance belies him, his unequalled form. 
Now I must learn your lineage before you go any farther from here, spies 
on the Danes’ land. Now you far-dwellers, sea-voyagers, hear what I 
think: you must straightway say where you have come from.”

(IV.) To him replied the leader, the chief of the band unlocked his 
word-hoard: “We are men of the Geatish nation and Hygelac’s hearth- 
companions. My father was well-known among the tribes, a noble leader 
named Ecgtheow. He lived many winters before he went on his way, an 
old man, from men’s dwellings. Every wise man wide over the earth 
readily remembers him. Through friendly heart we have come to seek 
your lord, the son of Healfdene, protector of the people. Be good to us 
and tell us what to do: we have a great errand to the famous one, the king 
of the Danes. And I too do not think that anything ought to be kept 
secret: you know whether it is so, as we have indeed heard, that among 
the Scyldings I know not what foe, what dark doer of hateful deeds in the 
black nights, shows in terrible manner strange malice, injury and slaugh­



ter. In openness of heart I may teach Hrothgar remedy for that, how he, 
wise and good, shall overpower the foe—if change is ever to come to 
him, relief from evil’s distress—and how his surging cares may be made 
to cool. Or else ever after he will suffer tribulations, constraint, while the 
best of houses remains there on its high place.”

The guard spoke from where he sat on his horse, brave officer: “A 
sharp-witted shield-warrior w'ho thinks well must be able to judge each 
of the two things, w ords and w orks. I understand this: that here is a troop 
friendly to the Scyldings’ king. Go forward, bearing weapons and war- 
gear. I w ill show you the way; I shall also bid my fellow-thanes honorably 
to hold your boat against all enemies, your new-tarred ship on the sand, 
until again over the sea-streams it bears its beloved men to the Geatish 
shore, the wooden vessel with curved prow. May it be granted by fate 
that one who behaves so bravely pass whole through the battle-storm.” 

Then they set off. The boat lay fixed, rested on the rope, the deep- 
bosomed ship, fast at anchor. Boar-images’ shone over cheek-guards 
gold-adorned, gleaming and fire-hardened—the war-minded boar held 
guard over fierce men. The warriors hastened, marched together until 
they might see the timbered hall, stately and shining w ith gold; for earth- 
dwellers under the skies that w as the most famous of buildings in which 
the mighty one waited—its light gleamed over many lands. The battle- 
brave guide pointed out to them the shining house of the brave ones so 
that they might go straight to it. Warrior-like he turned his horse, then 
spoke words: “It is time for me to go back. The All-Wielding Father in 
His grace keep you safe in your undertakings. I shall go back to the sea 
to keep watch against hostile hosts.”

(V.) The road was stone-paved, the path showed the way to the men 
in ranks. War-corselet shone, hard and hand-wrought, bright iron rings 
sang on their armor when they first came walking to the hall in their 
grim gear. Sea-wear)’ they set down their broad shields, marvelously 
strong protections, against the w all of the building. Then they sat down 
on the bench—mail-shirts, warrior’s clothing, rang out. Spears stood 
together, seamen’s weapons, ash steel-gray at the top. The armed band 
w as w orthy of its weapons.

Then a proud-spirited man3 4 asked the warriors there about their lin­
eage: “Where do you bring those gold-covered shields from, gray mail- 
shirts and visored helmets, this multitude of battle-shafts? I am 
Hrothgar’s herald and officer. I have not seen strangers—so many 
men—more bold. I think that it is for daring—not for refuge, but for 
greatness of heart—that you have sought Hrothgar.” The man known for 
his courage replied to him; the proud man of the Geats, hardy under 
helmet, spoke words in return: “We are Hygelac’s table-companions.

3. Caned images of boars (sometimes represented as clothed like human warriors) were placed 
on helmets in the belief that they would protect the wearer in battle.

4. Identified below as Wulfgar.



Beowulf is my name. I will tell my errand to Healfdene’s son, the great 
prince your lord, if, good as he is, he will grant that we might address 
hi m” Wulfgar spoke—he was a man of the Wendels, his bold spirit 
known to many, his valor and wisdom: “1 will ask the lord of the Danes 
about this, the Scyldings’ king, the ring-giver, just as you request—will 
ask the glorious ruler about your voyage, and will quickly make known 
to you the answer the good man thinks best to give me.”

He returned at once to where Hrothgar sat, old and hoary, with his 
company of earls. The man known for his valor went forward till he 
stood squarely before the Danes’ king: he knew the custom of tried 
retainers. Wulfgar spoke to his lord and friend: “Here have journeyed 
men of the Geats, come far over the sea’s expanse. The warriors call their 
chief Beowulf. They ask that they, my prince, might exchange words 
with you. Do not refuse them your answer, gracious Hrothgar. From 
their war-gear they seem worthy of earls’ esteem. Strong indeed is the 
chief who has led the warriors here.”

(VI.) Hrothgar spoke, protector of the Scyldings: “I knew him when 
he was a boy. His father was called Ecgtheow: Hrethel of the Geats’ gave 
him his only daughter for for his home. Now has his hardy offspring 
come here, sought a fast friend. Then, too, seafarers who took gifts there 
to please the Geats used to say that he has in his handgrip the strength 
of thirty men, a man famous in battle. Holy God of His grace has sent 
him to us West-Danes, as I hope, against the terror of Grendel. I shall 
offer the good man treasures for his daring. Now make haste, bid them 
come in together to see my company of kinsmen. In your speech say to 
them also that they are welcome to the Danish people.”

Then Wulfgar went to the hall’s door, gave the message from within: 
“The lord of the East-Danes, my victorious prince, has bidden me say to 
you that he knows your noble ancestry, and that you brave-hearted men 
are welcome to him over the sea-swells. Now you may come in your war­
dress, under your battle helmets, to see Hrothgar. Let your war-shields, 
your wooden spears, await here the outcome of the talk.”

Then the mighty one rose, many a warrior about him, a company of 
strong thanes. Some waited there, kept watch over the weapons as the 
brave one bade them. Together they hastened, as the warrior directed 
them, under Heorot’s roof. The war-leader, hardy under helmet, 
advanced till he stood on the hearth. Beowulf spoke, his mail-shirt glis­
tened, armor-net woven by the blacksmith’s skill: “Hail, Hrothgar! I am 
kinsman and thane of Hygelac. In my youth I have set about many brave 
deeds. The affair of Grendel was made known to me on my native soil: 
sea-travelers say that this hall, best of buildings, stands empty and useless 
to all warriors after the evening-light becomes hidden beneath the cover 
of the sky. Therefore my people, the best wise earls, advised me thus, 5

5. Hrethel was the father of Hygelac and Beowulf*s grandfather and guardian.




