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DISCOVERING THE EPIC: AN INTRODUCTION TO
BURTON RAFFEL'S BEOWULF AUDIO

For centuries,  Beowulf  has stood as the foundational  epic of
English literature, a gripping tale of heroism, monsters, and the
fragility  of  human  glory.  Yet  for  many  modern  readers,  the
poem's original Old English can feel like an impenetrable wall,
blocking access to its visceral power. This is where the translation
by Burton Raffel becomes a vital bridge. His celebrated modern
English rendering has made the story accessible to generations of
students  and  casual  readers  alike.  And  in  recent  years,  the
Burton  Raffel  Beowulf  Audio  has  emerged  as  an  especially
immersive  way  to  experience  the  epic—turning  a  classroom
staple into a living, breathing performance. This article explores
the unique value of  Raffel's  translation,  the  listening experience
of  the  audio  version,  and  why  this  combination  continues  to
captivate audiences today.

WHO IS BURTON RAFFEL? THE TRANSLATOR BEHIND
THE VOICE

Burton  Raffel  (1928–2015)  was  a  distinguished  poet,  translator,

and professor of humanities. He is best known for his accessible,
rhythmic translations of classical works, including Beowulf, Don
Quijote, and The Canterbury Tales. His approach to translating
Beowulf was not to produce a literal word-for-word rendering, but
to  capture  the  poem's  spirit,  narrative  drive,  and  alliterative
momentum in  contemporary  English.  Published  in  1963,  Raffel's
translation quickly became one of the most widely adopted in
high school and college curricula across the United States.
What  sets  Raffel  apart  is  his  emphasis  on  readability  and  oral
rhythm. He understood that Beowulf was originally composed to
be heard—chanted by a scop (poet) in a mead-hall. Therefore, his
translation is particularly well-suited for audio performance. The
Burton Raffel Beowulf Audio recordings leverage this inherent
musicality,  allowing  listeners  to  appreciate  the  cadence  and
drama that might be lost on the printed page.

Key Features of Raffel's
Translation

Modernized language without sacrificing epic tone
Clear narrative flow that prioritizes story over archaic
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phrasing
Rhythmic verse that echoes Old English alliteration
Accessible for first-time readers and non-specialists

THE RISE OF THE BEOWULF AUDIO EXPERIENCE

Listening to an epic poem is arguably the most authentic way to
engage with it. Before the written word, Beowulf was transmitted
orally.  The  Burton  Raffel  Beowulf  Audio  brings  us  full
circle—transforming a text from the page into a sonic journey.
Several recordings exist, often narrated by skilled voice actors or
even  Raffel  himself.  One  notable  version  was  produced  by
Recorded Books  and narrated by British actor Michael Page,
whose deep, resonant voice perfectly suits the heroic tone. Other
editions  feature  Raffel's  own  reading,  giving  listeners  a  direct
connection  to  the  translator's  interpretation.

Why Audio Enhances the
Beowulf Experience

Preserves oral tradition: The poem's rhythm,1.
alliteration, and kennings (compound metaphors like
"whale-road" for sea) become more vivid when heard.
Improves comprehension: Many listeners find that2.
hearing the story helps them follow the complex genealogy
and battle sequences.
Engages the imagination: A skilled narrator can create3.
distinct voices for Grendel, Beowulf, and King Hrothgar,

bringing the characters to life.
Accessibility: Audio formats make the epic available to4.
those with visual impairments or reading difficulties, as well
as commuters and multitaskers.

COMPARING BURTON RAFFEL'S AUDIO TO OTHER
BEOWULF RECORDINGS

Several  other  translations  of  Beowulf  exist  in  audio  format,
including those by Seamus Heaney (the "Heaney Beowulf"), J.R.R.
Tolkien, and Maria Dahvana Headley. Each offers a distinct flavor.
Heaney's translation is lyrical  and Nobel Prize-winning, but its
Irish-inflected  language  can  feel  less  direct  than  Raffel's
straightforward American English. Tolkien's version is scholarly
and closer to the Old English syntax, but it can be challenging for
casual listening. Headley's 2020 translation is bold and modern,
injecting  contemporary  slang,  which  some  love  and  others  find
jarring.
The  Burton  Raffel  Beowulf  Audio  stands  out  as  a  "middle
ground"—it is literary enough to be respected by academics, yet
clear  and  energetic  enough  for  high  school  students  and  first-
time listeners. The audio versions typically run around 2 to 3
hours, making them perfect for a long drive or a single evening of
listening.

Where to Find Burton Raffel
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Beowulf Audio
Audible – Multiple editions available, including one
narrated by Michael Page.
Amazon / Libraries – CDs and digital downloads via
OverDrive or Hoopla.
YouTube – Some public domain or educational recordings
exist, though quality varies.
Bookstores – Many editions of the printed Raffel
translation come with a download code for the audio.

One popular version on Audible is titled Beowulf: A New Verse
Translation  by  Burton  Raffel,  narrated  by  Michael  Page.  It  has
garnered thousands of ratings and consistently ranks among the
top epic poetry audiobooks.

THE CONTENT OF BEOWULF: A SUMMARY FOR
LISTENERS

For those new to the story, Beowulf is divided into three main
battles. The hero, a Geatish warrior, sails to Denmark to help King
Hrothgar,  whose  great  hall,  Heorot,  is  under  attack  by  the
monstrous Grendel. Beowulf slays Grendel with his bare hands,
then must face Grendel's vengeful mother in a underwater lair.
The third act jumps forward decades: Beowulf is now an old king,
and must face a dragon threatening his own kingdom. He defeats
the dragon but is mortally wounded. The poem ends with his
funeral pyre and a lament for the fallen hero.
Raffel's  translation keeps the action moving at a pace that suits

audio.  His  word  choices  are  vivid:  Grendel's  approach  is
described with "the shadows and the fog" and "snapping the
bones"  instead  of  more  archaic  phrases.  The  Burton  Raffel
Beowulf Audio  immerses you in these moments, making the
monster's  guttural  growls  and  the  clash  of  swords  feel
immediate.

EDUCATIONAL USE OF THE RAFFEL AUDIO

Many  teachers  assign  the  Burton  Raffel  Beowulf  Audio  as  a
supplement to reading. It helps students who struggle with the
poem's  structure  and  unfamiliar  names.  By  listening  while
following along in the text, learners can better understand the
rhythm  and  themes.  Several  lesson  plans  incorporate  specific
tracks or chapters from the audio to illustrate concepts like the
"heroic code" or "fate versus free will." Raffel's translation is also
popular  in  homeschool  curricula  and  for  English  Language
Learners, due to its clear sentence structure.

Tips for Using the Audio in
the Classroom

Play the first battle (Grendel) in class and ask students to
visualize the setting.
Compare Raffel's version with a short Old English excerpt
to show linguistic evolution.
Use the audio for dramatic readings of Beowulf's speeches,
such as his boast before fighting Grendel.



4

4 Burton Raffel Beowulf Audio 2024-08-02

Assign listening homework with guided questions about
tone and pacing.

WHY BURTON RAFFEL'S VERSION ENDURES

Since  its  publication  in  1963,  the  Raffel  translation  has  sold
millions of copies. Its enduring popularity stems from its balance
of  fidelity  and  readability.  While  some  purists  argue  that  Raffel
took liberties—for example, he often compresses lines or adds
explanatory  phrases—the  majority  of  readers  find  the  result
enjoyable  and  comprehensible.  The  Burton  Raffel  Beowulf
Audio  amplifies  these  strengths  by  adding  the  dimension  of
voice.  A  good  narrator  can  make  the  difference  between  a  dry
academic exercise and a thrilling adventure.
Moreover, the audio format allows us to appreciate the poem's
elegiac quality—the sense of loss and the passage of time—which
is  often muted in  silent  reading.  When Beowulf's  companions
mourn him at the end, the narrator's tone can convey the deep
sorrow that the text describes. This emotional resonance is a key
reason why the audio version remains a favorite among both
educators and casual enthusiasts.

SEMANTIC SEO AND KEYWORD INTEGRATION

Throughout this article, we have naturally incorporated the target
keyword  "Burton  Raffel  Beowulf  Audio"  as  well  as  related  terms
such as "Beowulf translation," "Old English epic," "audio book,"

"Raffel's  translation,"  "Beowulf  audio  recording,"  "epic  poem
audio,"  and "listening to Beowulf."  These phrases help search
engines understand the content while maintaining a natural flow
for  human  readers.  The  goal  is  to  provide  value  to  anyone
seeking information about this particular audio offering—whether
they are a student,  a  teacher,  a  literature lover,  or  a  casual
listener looking for their next great story.

CONCLUSION: THE TIMELESS RESONANCE OF
BEOWULF IN AUDIO

The Burton Raffel Beowulf Audio offers a gateway into one of
the  most  powerful  stories  ever  told.  By  combining  a  poet-
translator's sensitivity to sound and rhythm with the immediacy
of spoken word, these recordings honor the original oral tradition
while making the epic accessible to a modern audience. Whether
you are revisiting Beowulf after years away or encountering it for
the  first  time,  listening  to  Raffel's  translation  is  an  enriching
experience. The monsters become more terrifying, the heroes
more noble, and the ancient questions of courage, mortality, and
legacy ring out as clearly as they did in the mead-halls of the
Anglo-Saxons.  In  an  age  of  constant  distraction,  sitting  (or
walking)  with  this  audio  epic  is  a  small  but  profound  act  of
reconnection with the roots of English literature. So plug in your
headphones, close your eyes, and let Burton Raffel—and a gifted
narrator—carry you to the shores of Denmark and into the lair of
the dragon. The journey is well worth taking.


