
 
Three pieces written in Old English (Anglo-Saxon) showing how the English language 
changed between c.750 and c.1300. 
 
In italics are translations into modern English with some of the flavour of the original.  As the 
passage from ‘Sir Gawain and The Green Knight’ is closer to modern English, I have not 
included a translation of this, but J.R.R. Tolkien (the writer of ‘Lord of the Rings’ has 
rewritten the entire poem quite brilliantly.  Professor Tolkien was an expert in Anglo-Saxon 
and Philology in general. 
 
Hwæt! We Gardena in geardagum, 
þeodcyninga, þrym gefrunon, 
hu ða æþelingas ellen fremedon. 
Oft Scyld Sceng sceaþena þreatum, 
monegum mægþum, meodosetla ofteah, 
egsode eorlas. Syððan ærest wearð, 
feasceaft funden, he þæs frofre gebad, 
weox under wolcnum, weorðmyndum þah,  
oðþæt him æghwylc þara ymbsittendra 
ofer hronrade hyran scolde, 
gomban gyldan. þæt wæs god cyning! 
ðæm eafera wæs æfter cenned 
geong in geardum, þone god sende 
folce to frofre; fyrenðearfe ongeat 
þe hie ær drugon aldorlease 
lange hwile. Him þæs lffrea 
wuldres wealdend, woroldare forgeaf; 
Beowulf wæs breme (blæd wide sprang),  
Scyldes eafera Scedelandum in. 
 
(From ‘Beowulf’ c.750) 
 
Listen! We of the spear-Danes (Gar-dena: "spear-Danes") have heard (gefrunon: "hear of" 
pret 1p) of the glory (þrym: "glory") of the kings of the people (þeodcyninga: "king of the 
people"), how (hu: "how") those (ða: "those") noble lords (æþelingas: "princes, noble lords" 
np) performed (fremedon: "do, perform" pret 3p) deeds of courage ("deads of courage”). 
 
Lo! We of Spear-Danes in days of yore, 
of the fame of the kings, have heard, how those nobles did great deeds., in days long sped 
and what honour the athelings won! 
Oft Scyld the Scefing from squadroned foes, 
from many a tribe, the mead-bench tore, 
awing the earls. Since erst he lay 
friendless, a foundling, fate repaid him: 
for he waxed under welkin, in wealth he throve, 
till before him the folk, both far and near, 
who house by the whale-path, heard his mandate, 
gave him gifts: a good king he! 
To him an heir was afterward born, 
a son in his halls, whom heaven sent 



to favor the folk, feeling their woe 
that erst they had lacked an earl for leader 
so long a while; the Lord endowed him, 
the Wielder of Wonder, with world’s renown. 
Famed was this Beowulf: far flew the boast of him, 
son of Scyld, in the Scandian lands. 
 
 
Ōhthere sǣde his hlāforde, Ælfrede cyninge, þæt hē ealra Norðmonna norþmest būde. Hē 
cwæð þæt hē būde on þǣm lande norþweardum wiþ þā Westsǣ. Hē sǣde þēah þæt þæt land 
sīe swīþe lang norþ þonan, ac hit is eal wēste, būton on fēawum stōwum styċċemǣlum wīciað 
Finnas on huntoðe on wintra and on sumera on fiscaþe be þǣre sǣ. 
Hē sǣde þæt hē æt sumum ċirre wolde fandian hū longe þæt land norþryhte lǣġe, oþþe 
hwæðer ǣniġ mon benorðan þǣm wēstenne būde. Þā fōr hē norþryhte be þǣm lande. Lēt him 
ealne weġ þæt wēste land on ðæt stēorbord and þā wīdsǣ on ðæt bæcbord þrīe dagas; þā wæs 
hē swā feor norþ swā þā hwælhuntan firrest faraþ. Þā fōr hē þā ġīet norþryhte swā feor swā 
hē meahte on þǣm ōþrum þrim dagum ġesiġlan.  Þā bēag þæt land þǣr ēastryhte, oþþe sēo sǣ 
in on ðæt lond, hē nysse hwæðer, būton hē wisse ðæt hē ðǣr bād westanwindes and hwōn 
norþan and siġlde ðā ēast be lande swā swā hē meahte on fēower dagum ġesiġlan. Þā sceolde 
hē ðǣr bīdan ryhtnorþanwindes, for ðǣm þæt land bēag þǣr sūþryhte, oþþe sēo sǣ in on ðæt 
land, hē nysse hwæþer. Þā siġlde hē þonan sūðryhte be lande swā swā hē mehte on fīf dagum 
ġesiġlan. Ðā læġ þǣr ān miċel ēa ūp in on þæt land. Þā ċirdon hīe ūp in on ðā ēa, for þǣm hīe 
ne dorston forþ bi þǣre ēa siġlan for unfriþe, for þǣm ðæt land wæs eall ġebūn on ōþre healfe 
þǣre ēas. Ne mētte hē ǣr nān ġebūn land siþþan hē from his āgnum hām fōr, ac him wæs 
ealne weġ wēste land on þæt stēorbord, būtan fiscerum and fugelerum and huntumand þæt 
wǣron eall Finnas, and him wæs ā wīdsǣ on ðæt bæcbord. 
 
 
(From ‘The Voyages of Ohthere and Wulfstan’ c. 870) 
 
 
Ohthere said to his lord, King Alfred, that he of all Norsemen lived north-most. He quoth that 
he lived in the land northward along the North Sea. He said though that the land was very 
long from there, but it is all wasteland, except that in a few places here and there Finns 
encamp, hunting in winter and in summer fishing by the sea. 
He said that at some time he wanted to find out how long the land lay northward or whether 
any man lived north of the wasteland. Then he travelled north by the land. All the way he kept 
the waste land on his starboard and the wide sea on his port three days. Then he was as far 
north as whale hunters furthest travel. Then he travelled still north as far as he might sail in 
another three days. Then the land bowed east (or the sea into the land — he did not know 
which). But he knew that he waited there for west winds (and somewhat north), and sailed 
east by the land so as he might sail in four days. Then he had to wait for due-north winds, 
because the land bowed south (or the sea into the land — he did not know which). Then he 
sailed from there south by the land so as he might sail in five days. Then a large river lay 
there up into the land. Then they turned up into the river, because they dared not sail forth 
past the river for hostility, because the land was all settled on the other side of the river. He 
had not encountered earlier any settled land since he travelled from his own home, but all the 
way waste land was on his starboard (except fishers, fowlers and hunters, who were all 
Finns). And the wide sea was always on his port. 
 



 
 
 
 Arthour con onsware, 
And sayd, 'Sir cortays knyȝt, 
If þou craue batayl bare, 
Here faylez þou not to fyȝt.' 
'Nay, frayst I no fyȝt, in fayth I þe telle, 
Hit arn aboute on þis bench bot berdlez chylder. 
If I were hasped in armes on a heȝe stede, 
Here is no mon me to mach, for myȝtez so wayke. 
Forþy I craue in þis court a Crystemas gomen, 
For hit is Ȝol and Nwe Ȝer, and here ar ȝep mony: 
If any so hardy in þis hous holdez hymseluen, 
Be so bolde in his blod, brayn in hys hede, 
Þat dar stifly strike a strok for an oþer, 
I schal gif hym of my gyft þys giserne ryche, 
Þis ax, þat is heué innogh, to hondele as hym lykes, 
And I schal bide þe fyrst bur as bare as I sitte. 
If any freke be so felle to fonde þat I telle, 
Lepe lyȝtly me to, and lach þis weppen, 
I quit-clayme hit for euer, kepe hit as his auen, 
And I schal stonde hym a strok, stif on þis flet, 
Ellez þou wyl diȝt me þe dom to dele hym an oþer 
barlay, 
And ȝet gif hym respite, 
A twelmonyth and a day; 
Now hyȝe, and let se tite 
Dar any herinne oȝt say.' 
If he hem stowned vpon fyrst, stiller were þanne 
Alle þe heredmen in halle, þe hyȝ and þe loȝe. 
Þe renk on his rouncé hym ruched in his sadel, 
And runischly his rede yȝen he reled aboute, 
Bende his bresed broȝez, blycande grene, 
Wayued his berde for to wayte quo-so wolde ryse. 
When non wolde kepe hym with carp he coȝed ful hyȝe, 
Ande rimed hym ful richly, and ryȝt hym to speke: 
'What, is þis Arthures hous,' quoþ þe haþel þenne, 
'Þat al þe rous rennes of þurȝ ryalmes so mony? 
Where is now your sourquydrye and your conquestes, 
Your gryndellayk and your greme, and your grete wordes? 
Now is þe reuel and þe renoun of þe Rounde Table 
Ouerwalt wyth a worde of on wyȝes speche, 
For al dares for drede withoute dynt schewed!' 
Wyth þis he laȝes so loude þat þe lorde greued; 
Þe blod schot for scham into his schyre face. 
 
(From ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’ c. 1300) 
 


