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Charles Keeping: Delineating Myth
British illustrator Charles Keeping (1924-88) turned his talents to illustrating Beowulftwice: at the start of his career in 

1961 and towards the end of it in 1982. The more traditionally drawn characters from his earlier work are barely 
recognizable in his much darker approach to the material years later. Keeping wanted to impose a late twentieth-century 
interpretation on events and their causes. The older artist questioned the prevailing balance between good and evil, and 
threatened to change what had been a celebration of Beowulf, the great hero figure in the eyes of the original poet, into 

a castigation. ßI donât take quite so heroic a view of Beowulf[...] First of all GrendelÞto be as disliked                                   
as he is isa bit sad. Heâs not a great big tough guy. He looks sad,                                                                     

he looks frightened all the timeà (qtd. in Martin 143).
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THE FIRST ENGLISH EPIC
The poem called Beowulfwas composed some time 
between the middle of the seventh and the end of the 
tenth century of the first millennium, in the language 
that is today called Anglo-Saxon or Old English. It is a 
heroic narrative, more than three thousand lines long, 
concerning the deeds of a Scandinavian prince, and it 
stands as one of the foundation works of poetry in 
English. While we do not know the identity of the  

author, and we are unsure of its precise date of 
composition, most scholars believe it was composed by a 
single Christian author for a Christian audience. The 
poem, filled with biblical allusions to the Old Testament, 
is also influenced by Germanic oral tradition and ancient 
myth and legend. The poem was written in England but 
the events it describes are set in Scandinavia, in a ßonce 
upon a timeà that is partly historical but mostly fantastic.



The poem is set mainly in 
Denmark and Geatland(now 
southern Sweden) during the 
eighth century. The map on the 
following slide shows the 
locations of peoples mentioned 
in Beowulf. The proximity of 
those peoples to one another, 
together with the warrior code 
they followed, made for 
frequent clashes. The name of 
the grand mead hall that 
Hrothgar builds is Heorot. 
ßHeorotà is Old English for 
ßHart,à a male deer. The name 
possibly originates from antlers 
fastened to the gables or 
because the crossed gable-ends 
resembled a stagâs antlers. The 
hart was also an icon of royalty. 
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-sense that aims for ßfaithfulnessà provides at best only a partial description of all that a good translation 
entails. When a poet like Seamus Heaney turns his attention to translating Beowulf, readers pay special 
attention to the signs of his interpretive touches. What is presumed to be ßliteralà is taken in stride, perhaps 
necessary to understanding the narrative but inherently less interesting. His interpretation is measured not 
just by the changes imposed from the outside but also by shaping and reshaping the tradition from within.  

Heaney (1939-2013) won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1995
for ßworks of lyrical beauty and ethical depth, which exalt 
everyday miracles and the living past.à Over sixty translations of 
Beowulfhave appeared since the early nineteenth century, but 
none has caught the reading publicâs attention as much as 
Heaneyâs. His Beowulfis both a translation of one of the oldest 
English poems and a personal response to a work that speaks to 
a modern poet about the violence of our own century and the 
courage with which some men and women have faced up to it. 
That every translation is also an act of interpretation has been a 
commonplace in the field of English literature. It arises in 
response to the notion that the word-for-word and sense-for-


























































