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INTRODUCTION:
THE ENDURING
POWER OF AN
ANCIENT EPIC

For over a millennium,
the  Old  English  poem
Beowulf has captivated
readers with its tale of
heroism, monsters, and
the fragility  of  human
glory.  Yet  for  many
modern audiences, the
original  Anglo-Saxon
language  presents  a
formidable barrier. This
is  where  the  art  of
translation  becomes
essential.  Among  the
most  accessible  and
widely  used  modern
English versions is the

translation  by  Burton
Raffel,  which  first
appeared  in  1963.
Today,  the  availability
o f  t h e  B e o w u l f
Burton  Raffel  Audio
edition has opened this
ancient  story  to  an
e n t i r e l y  n e w
generation of listeners.
By  combining  Raffel’s
rhythmic,  readable
verse with the dynamic
p o w e r  o f  s p o k e n
performance, the audio
format  transforms  the
epic from a silent text
into a living, breathing
experience. This article
delves  into  why  the
a u d i o  v e r s i o n  o f
Raffel's  translation  is
an invaluable resource,
exploring  its  unique
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qualit ies,  its  place
a m o n g  o t h e r
translations, and how it
brings  the  world  of
m e a d - h a l l s  a n d
monsters  to  life  for
c o n t e m p o r a r y
audiences.

WHO IS BURTON
RAFFEL AND WHY
HIS TRANSLATION
MATTERS

Burton  Raffel
(1928–2015)  was  a
poet,  translator,  and
professor  whose  work
brought  significant
works  of  literature  to
E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g
readers. His translation
o f  B e o w u l f  i s
celebrated for breaking
away from the stilted,
archaic  language  of
ea r l i e r  ve r s i ons .
Raffel’s  goal  was  not  a
w o r d - f o r - w o r d
rendering but a poetic
r e - c r e a t i o n  t h a t
captures  the  force,
a l l i t e r a t i o n ,  a n d

narrative  drive  of  the
original. He wrote in a
muscular ,  modern
poet i c  id iom  that
remains faithful to the
spirit of the Old English
e p i c  w h i l e  b e i n g
i m m e d i a t e l y
understandable  to
today’s  audience.
Raffel’s  version  strips
a w a y  t h e  d e n s e
historical  apparatus  of
m a n y  s c h o l a r l y
editions.  Instead,  it
emphasizes  the  story:
Grendel’s  terrifying
attacks,  Beowulf’s
fierce  combats,  and
the tragic descent into
the dragon’s  lair.  This
approach  makes  his
translation  especially
s u i t a b l e  f o r  o r a l
performance. The lines
are  structured  around
n a t u r a l  E n g l i s h
stresses  and  rhythms,
r a t h e r  t h a n  t h e
complex  Germanic
meter  of  the  original.
A s  a  r e s u l t ,  t h e
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Beowul f  Bur ton
Raffel  Audio  version
feels like it was written
to be spoken aloud.

THE UNIQUE
APPEAL OF AN
AUDIO
EXPERIENCE

Why  choose  an  audio
version  of  an  ancient
poem? The reasons are
many.  First,  Beowulf
w a s  o r i g i n a l l y
composed  for  oral
r e c i t a t i o n .
Scops—Anglo-Saxon
poets—would chant the
epic  in  great  halls,
using  alliteration  and
kennings  to  weave  a
spel lb inding  ta le .
Listening  to  the  epic
performed  restores
that  original  sensory
d i m e n s i o n :  t h e
cadence  of  the  lines,
the  dramatic  pauses,
the  emotion  in  the
narrator’s  voice.  A
well-produced  audio
version  uses  tone,

pace,  and  character
voices  to  heighten
tension  during  battle
scenes  or  deepen
melancholy  during
elegiac  passages.
Second,  modern  life
leaves limited time for
sitting  with  a  book.
Audio  allows  listeners
to experience the epic
dur ing  commutes,
workouts, or household
chores.  The  Beowulf
Burton  Raffel  Audio
recording  offers  a
perfect entry point for
those  who  find  the
printed  translation
daunting or  who want
to  apprec ia te  the
poem’s musicality. The
auditory  nature  also
h e l p s  w i t h
c o m p r e h e n s i o n :
unfamiliar  names  and
places  become  easier
to  follow  when  heard
repeatedly in context.

WHAT TO EXPECT
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FROM THE
BEOWULF BURTON
RAFFEL AUDIO

EDITION

Several narrators have
recorded  Raffel’s
translation  over  the
years. One of the most
p r o m i n e n t  i s  t h e
version narrated by the
actor  and  voice  artist
George  Guidal l  for
R e c o r d e d  B o o k s .
G u i d a l l ’ s  d e e p ,
resonant  voice  and
measured pacing bring
authority  to  the  epic.
He  differentiates
characters  subtly,
g i v i n g  G r e n d e l  a
guttural  menace  and
Beowul f  a  steady,
heroic  cadence.  The
production  quality  is
clear,  with  minimal
background  effects,
allowing the text itself
to command attention.
Other  editions  exist.
Audible offers a version
r e a d  b y  m u l t i p l e

narrators,  sometimes
including  dramatic
soundscapes.  Some
libraries carry CD sets.
Regard less  o f  the
specific  recording,  the
core  remains  Raffel’s
vibrant  text.  Listeners
w h o  s e a r c h  f o r
Beowul f  Bur ton
Raffel  Audio  will  find
a  range  of  formats:
downloadable  MP3,
streaming,  and  even
aud iobook  on  CD.
B e c a u s e  t h e
translation  is  in  the
public domain for some
edit ions,  i t  is  a lso
available  from  free
sources  like  Librivox,
though  professional
narrations  generally
offer  superior  listening
pleasure.

Length
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and
Structure
Raffel’s  translation
runs to roughly 90–100
pages  in  print.  The
audio  typically  spans
about  three  to  four
hours,  depending  on
the  narrator’s  pace.
This  makes  it  feasible
for a long car trip or a
f e w  e v e n i n g s  o f
attentive listening. The
poem  is  divided  into
sections (the fight with
Grendel,  Grendel’s
mother,  the  dragon),
so  listeners  can  stop
and resume naturally.

RAFFEL’S
TRANSLATION
COMPARED TO
OTHER FAMOUS
VERSIONS

Understanding  Raffel’s
place  among  other
t rans la tors  he lps

appreciate  the  audio
e d i t i o n .  S e a m u s
H e a n e y ’ s  1 9 9 9
translation, Beowulf:  A
New Verse Translation,
is  perhaps  the  most
celebrated  literary
vers ion  o f  recent
decades.  Heaney’s
language is poetic and
dense,  with  archaic
flavor.  The  audio
v e r s i o n  r e a d  b y
Heaney  himself  is  a
masterpiece,  but  his
I r i s h  a c c e n t  a n d
deliberate  pace  may
feel  less  accessible  to
some  l isteners.  In
contrast,  Raffel’s
v e r s i o n  i s  m o r e
straightforward  and
action-oriented.  It
sacrifices  some  of  the
o r ig ina l ’ s  f o rma l
c o m p l e x i t y  f o r
narrative  clarity.
O t h e r  n o t a b l e
translators  include
J.R.R.  Tolkien,  whose
prose  t rans la t ion
Beowulf:  A  Translation
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and  Commentary  is
scholarly and rich, and
Howell  Chickering’s
facing-page  edition
with  Old  English.  For
audio  consumption,
Raffel’s  work  often
emerges  as  the  most
practical. Listeners who
compare the Beowulf
Burton  Raffel  Audio
with  Heaney’s  audio
version often note that
Raffel’s lines flow more
quickly,  making  i t
easier  to  follow  the
story  during  a  first
auditory  experience.

Why
Raffel
Works for
Audio
Raffel  uses
e n j a m b m e n t  a n d
modern  syntax.  His
l ines  are  generally

s h o r t e r  a n d  l e s s
alliterative  than  the
original,  which  means
a  narrator  can  read
them  at  a  na tura l
conversational  speed
without  tripping  over
inverted  word  orders.
This  makes  the  audio
e d i t i o n  i d e a l  f o r
s tudents  who  a re
encountering  the  epic
for  the  first  time,  as
we l l  as  fo r  casua l
listeners  who  simply
want  an  engaging
story.

EDUCATIONAL
APPLICATIONS OF
THE AUDIO
VERSION

The  Beowulf  Burton
Raffel  Audio  has
become  a  staple  in
high school and college
classrooms.  Teachers
often play excerpts to
demonst ra te  ora l
tradition  or  to  help
students  grasp  the
emotional  weight  of
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the  poem.  For  ESL  or
struggling  readers,
hearing  the  text  can
significantly  improve
comprehension.  The
audio  allows  students
to  focus  on  theme,
character,  and  plot
without getting bogged
down by vocabulary or
syntax.
Furthermore, the audio
e d i t i o n  s u p p o r t s
differentiated
instruction.  Visual
learners  can  follow
along  with  a  printed
text  while  listening.
Audi tory  learners
a b s o r b  t h e  p o e m
t h r o u g h  s o u n d .
Kinesthetic  learners
c a n  l i s t e n  w h i l e
walking  or  doodling.
Raffel’s  translation,
because  of  its  clear
narrative  line,  lends
i t se l f  we l l  t o  th i s
multimodal  approach.
M a n y  e d u c a t o r s
r e c o m m e n d  t h e
Beowul f  Bur ton

Raffel  Audio  as  a
supplement to any unit
on medieval literature,
heroism,  or  Anglo-
Saxon  culture.

WHERE TO FIND
THE BEOWULF
BURTON RAFFEL
AUDIO

Interested  listeners
h a v e  s e v e r a l
p u r c h a s i n g  a n d
borrowing  options.
M a j o r  a u d i o b o o k
plat forms  such  as
Audible,  Amazon,  and
Apple  Books  carry
multiple  recordings  of
Raffel’s  translation.
Libraries  offer  digital
versions  through  apps
like  Libby  or  Hoopla.
For  those  seeking  a
free  option,  Librivox
hosts a recording by a
volunteer  reading  the
Raffel  translation  (note
that  this  recording’s
quality  varies).  When
searching,  using  the
exact phrase Beowulf
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Burton  Raffel  Audio
wil l  yield  the  most
relevant  results.
For  a  h igh-qual i ty
experience,  look for  a
version  narrated  by  a
professional actor with
experience  in  epic
l i t e r a t u r e .  T h e
Recorded Books edition
narrated  by  George
Guidall  remains  a  top
c h o i c e  f o r  i t s
consistent  pace  and
clear  art iculation.
Some  listeners  also
en joy  the  vers ion
narrated  by  Rosalind
Pike (though she reads
a  different  translation).
A lways  check  the
description  to  confirm
that  the  translation
used  i s  indeed  by
Burton  Raffel.

TIPS FOR FIRST-
TIME LISTENERS

If  you are new to the
Beowul f  Bur ton
Raffel  Audio
experience, here are a

few  suggestions  to
maximize  enjoyment:

Read a brief
summary of the
poem
beforehand.
Knowing the
three main
battles helps
contextualize the
action.
Listen in a quiet
environment
initially. The
dense
descriptions of
mead-halls and
landscapes set
the mood.
Do not worry
about catching
every detail. Let
the rhythm and
sound carry you.
The story is
simple: a hero
fights monsters,
wins glory, and
meets his fate.
Pause after
major
episodes—Grend
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el’s attack, the
fight with
Grendel’s
mother, the
dragon’s rise—to
absorb the
narrative.
Consider
following along
with a printed
text. Many
students find
that listening and
reading
simultaneously
deepens
understanding.

THE LEGACY OF
RAFFEL’S WORK IN
MODERN MEDIA

Burton  Raffel’s
translation  remains
influential  beyond  the
c l a s s r o o m .  F i l m
adaptations,  graphic
novels, and even video
games  somet imes
b o r r o w  f r o m  h i s
phrasing.  The  audio
version has been used
in  podcasts,  radio

dramas,  and  literary
events.  As  interest  in
audiobooks  continues
to grow,  the Beowulf
Burton  Raffel  Audio
serves  as  a  br idge
b e t w e e n  a n c i e n t
poetry  and  modern
consumption  habits.  It
p r o v e s  t h a t  a
t h o u s a n d - y e a r - o l d
story  can  still  thrill,
move,  and  inspire
when  told  with  the
right  voice  and  the
right  words.

CONCLUSION: AN
EPIC FOR THE
EARS

In a world of constant
digital  distraction,
listening to an ancient
epic  like Beowulf  may
seem  a  quiet  act  of
rebel l ion.  Yet  i t  is
through  listening  that
w e  m o s t  c l o s e l y
a p p r o x i m a t e  t h e
original  experience  of
the  poem’s  first
a u d i e n c e s .  T h e
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Beowul f  Bur ton
Raffel  Audio  edition
combines  the  clarity
and  energy  of  Raffel’s
modern  translation
with the intimacy of a
skilled narrator’s voice.
Whether  you  are  a
student  struggling
through  a  required
reading,  a  lover  of
fantasy  seeking  the
roots of  the genre,  or
simply  someone  who
enjoys  a  gripping  tale

o f  m o n s t e r s  a n d
heroes,  this  audio
version  offers  a
rewarding  journey.  It
strips  away  centuries
of  academic  dust  and
l e t s  t h e  s t o r y
speak—and sing—once
more. So plug in your
headphones,  press
play, and step into the
world of King Hrothgar
and the Geatish warrior
who crossed the sea to
fight the darkness. The
adventure awaits.


