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1. Introduction

1.1 Anglo-Saxon Poetry & Beowulf

The Anglo-Saxon, or as it is often these days called, Old English, cultural period extends over 500 years, from the first Germanic settlers, Angles, Saxons and Jutes, migrating to the British Isles before the year 500 to the Norman Conquest of 1066. During this period a substantial amount of literature, both prose and verse was written, although only a fraction of it survives to date. 

Considered the most important of these works, Beowulf is an epic-like poem of over 3,500 lines. Although it clearly holds elements of Germanic pagan stories of heroism in Scandinavia from some centuries before and tells of even earlier times, it was written down in its surviving form in the 10th or 11th century by a Christian scribe or poet. It survives only in one manuscript, now badly damaged by fire, but has been fairly successfully transcribed and can thus be studied. 

1.2 Kennings

Kennings, named after the Icelandic term, are metaphorical compound words or phrases, which name a person or thing by means of a condensed simile. They are widely used in Germanic poetry, and are especially abundant in Old Norse Skaldic verses, but also in Old English heroic poetry. A common type of kenning is a compound consisting of a base word and another one defining it, for example hronrad, whale-path, a widely-used kenning for the sea in Beowulf. Often kennings are also two word periphrases or infinitives of verbs, such as ‘beaga bryttan’, “of rings to break”, meaning one who breaks wound gold for his supporters, that is a leader or king.

Bottom of Form

1.3 The Editions

To study the problems in the translations of kennings and approaches taken to them, I chose, in addition to the original Anglo-Saxon Beowulf, three verse translations offering modern English renderings of the poem. Francis B. Grummere’s classic translation from 1910 is still praised by scholars for its exact and precise translations, but is criticized for employing archaic forms and peculiar sentence structures. Michael Alexander’s attempt from 1973 is also well respected, especially as Alexander is himself an Anglo-Saxon scholar of great merit. The third translation is a more recent one, poet Seamus Heaney’s “Beowulf: A New Translation” from 1999 which is poetic rather than scholarly and aimed more at a general audience. 

2. Problems in Translation

2.1 Accessibility

The original epic poem Beowulf is written in Anglo-Saxon, also known as Old English, a form of English used over a thousand years ago. The English language has during this time period changed so radically that understanding the work in its original form even for a native English speaker, requires studying Anglo-Saxon as a foreign language. Because of this the main motivation and benefit of actually doing a translation of the work is naturally that it can be understood by the general audience and not only by scholars of Old English. 

When translating Beowulf and kennings in particular, disagreement exists as to whether keeping to the original words, as far as possible, is desirable or not. For authenticity’s sake it can be claimed that using modern equivalents of the Anglo-Saxon words is preferable. However, in some cases this can lead to the translation being quite difficult to understand, especially so for a lay reader, for example translating ‘rices hyrde’ into “Reich’s herder” may be literal and exact, but “people’s shepherd” offered by translator Francis Grummere or even the “keeper of the land” from Seamus Heaney is much easier to comprehend at first glance.

It is in any case an undeniable fact that the ancient vocabulary of Beowulf is one of the main sources of its aesthetic appeal. As the original poet composed it to be recited, the sounds of the words are almost as important as their meanings, and this makes the use of completely different words questionable, especially so if they are modern, Latin-based ones instead of having a Germanic origin and thus have a very different sound to them. Hence the kenning for a rain of arrows, ‘isernscure’ is more appropriately the “iron-shower” of Grummere than the “hail of steel” Heaney offers. A significant part of the power of Beowulf definitely lies in its ancient raw language and the warrior-like Anglo-Saxon power that it carries with it through compound kennings like ‘beadurof’ - war-rigorous, and ‘byrnwiga’ - corselet-wearing warrior. Thus going too far from the original word for the sake of accessibility can mean sacrificing quite a bit of the original power of utterance.

Providing accessibility through translation is not only a question of understandable vocabulary however. A translator also has to consider the extensive cultural differences that exist between the old Germanic world and modern times. Whereas a Saxon noble of the 11th century can be assumed to have enough knowledge of the old world to immediately realize that a ‘beaga bryttan’ or ring-giver is a leader giving out gold to his followers, a modern reader probably may not realize this without additional notes or some explanation. Similarly translating ‘wergild’ literally to “man-yield” might not explain what this concept means, but “death-price” tells a great deal more to the uninitiated, in its direct suggestion of money paid for the death of an individual.

2.2 Alliteration

Closely tied to its oral origins, Beowulf as a poem follows a traditional Germanic poetic form. Part of this poetic form, in addition to its set rhythm with certain stressed syllables is a somewhat strict set of rules regarding alliteration. Alliteration together with the pounding martial rhythm serves to make the poem when read out, sound more forceful and also helps in memorizing the poem to be recited.

To maintain the alliteration throughout the poem, the composer needed a wide range of vocabulary and synonyms for the same thing or person. Kennings worked for him in this way, providing a variety of suitable synonyms beginning with a different letter. This is especially well demonstrated in the number of kennings the poet uses for the Christian God, which include ‘wuldres wealdend’ - Wonder’s Wielder, ‘dæda demend’ – Deeds’ Deemer, and ‘heofona helm’ – Heaven’s Helmet, all meaning the same thing, but starting with different letters. Kennings like this also exist in abundance for all the main characters of Beowulf, including Grendel, Hrothgar and Beowulf himself.

Just as the original poet had to consider alliteration throughout the work for each individual line, so does a translator. One of the main advantages of doing a verse translation instead of a prose one is indeed that the original poetic form, with the alliteration, can be preserved. In some cases, as in the kennings for God mentioned above, the task is simple as modern words with the same initials can be used. Often however, the exact words of a kenning no longer exist, making it impossible to use alliteration of the same letter as in the original consistently. The choice here is to use a synonymous or nearly synonymous word with a different initial or make up an entirely new kenning, if they are to be used at all. 

In the case of alliteration a great variety of approaches is demonstrated in the different editions, some modify the rest of the line to suit a kenning they consider appropriate, while others will rather modify the kenning to fit the rest of the line, or to dispose of it altogether. This clearly evinces the general problem of the conflict between the accuracy of individual words or kennings and the feeling a line leaves the reader with. Translators have to carefully consider not only a kenning itself, or even a single line, but a much wider fragment of the poem when thinking of how to translate it. 

2.3 Exact Meaning

The purpose of any translation is to convey precisely as much of the original meaning as possible. This is especially true in the case of kennings, where much of their power and appeal stems from the fact that they say one thing and, through a simile, mean another. Maintaining these metaphors and similes with a degree of precision, in addition to making the actual meaning of a kenning comprehensible is an absolute necessity for any translation of kennings.

Keeping as much of the meaning as possible is connected to the question of accessibility in that retaining an old word, even if archaic, may seem to be the safest way to convey all the content of the original one, even though this might make the translation more difficult to read. In these cases the translator must also carefully consider whether the old word and its modern derivative do in reality have the same meanings and connotations. Sometimes a choice between sounding more like the original or saying more precisely what the original said has to be made, as is the case with a kenning for the dragon, “ealdorgewinna”, where a similar sounding translation “elder-winner” would seem to suit nicely, but as meanings of the words have changed, “life-enemy” is much closer to what the Anglo-Saxon compound actually means.

When a modern equivalent of an old word does not exist or its meaning has changed too much, a translator has to decide what to do with the kenning. There’s always the possibility of simply creating a new one for the same thing, with a different simile, but this solution might sometimes appear to be too creative for academics who wish to follow the original text as far as possible. Simply throwing the kenning away and using the actual word meant is a simple solution, which for example Seamus Heaney has done, rendering ‘winedryhten’, literally “friend-lord”, into “prince”, but still unsatisfying as the whole effect the kenning had as a describing simile is lost. Sacrifices have to be made, but to quote translator Michael Alexander “What you lose here, you hope to restore there.” (Michael Alexander, Beowulf: A Verse Translation, p. LV)

There are also cases where modern English simply does not have one word that would explain the meaning the Anglo-Saxon word has, possibly because of cultural differences or multi-layered subtle undertones in the expression. An example of such a word is ‘Helrunan’ – although Grummere for one chooses to use the literal “hell-runes”, this translation leaves the reader quite puzzled, as the sense of secrecy and unpredictability carried by runes in Anglo-Saxon times has diminished in modern English. Calling creatures “runes” would probably confuse a modern reader.  To convey all the meaning of this kenning a longer expression such as “secret evil-doers from Hell” would have to be used. In a case like this the translator is left with the choice of either excluding some of the content by using a simpler word or using several words to explain one in the original, possibly leaving out or simplifying some of the other words of the line in question.

2.4 Connotations

Kennings, by their nature, are all about the clever use of wordplay. As extended metaphors, they often work to describe their target through comparing it to something else. A common example is comparisons of people to objects or buildings, Beowulf is the “Helmet of the Weders” and Hrothgar “dwelling of the Scyldings”. By translating kennings like this into simply “protector” and “leader”, much of their clever comparisons are lost – the sense of physically covering the Weders (geats) from harm in the first case and the idea of being as strong and as protecting as a building in the other. On the other hand a strictly literal translation may leave the reader baffled and unable to appreciate the connection made.
Furthermore, because of the extensive vocabulary for things held important in the old Germanic culture, words that might seem like synonyms in function can in fact hold subtle underlying connotations of many kinds. For example different war-prefixes often used as parts of kennings for valorous warriors or warlike situations, such as ‘searo-’, ’wig-’ and ’heaþ-’ are quite difficult to distinguish in a translation into modern English, but to Beowulf’s original audience, they might have held connotations of many kinds. Judging from existing Anglo-Saxon words with these prefixes, ‘searo-‘ might have referred to cunning or clever warfare, ‘wig-‘ to contest-like battle and ‘heaþ-‘ to exceptionally cruel or fierce fighting.

A wholly separate category are cases where there exist other words close in sound to the one meant, which might evoke an image in the minds of the listeners. Oral tradition has certainly added to these greatly. A good example of a kenning like this is ‘fyrena hyrde’ – fires’ shepherd, a kenning for the monster Grendel, which in addition to connecting the monster to fire or hellfire, implies he is a terrible and ungodly creature indeed, through the existence of a root ‘hyrw-/hierw-‘ similar to the sound of ‘hyrd-‘, meaning something blasphemous or contemptible.

Modern editions are unfortunately mostly read in silence instead of recited, and aural associations such as these would be lost on a modern audience. It is apparent that because of this, most translators don’t generally even try to transfer them, although Michael Alexander for example does employ the similar sounding words morning-mourning with his lines, “[n]ight’s table-laughter turned to morning’s lamentation.” (Alexander, p. LV)

2.5 Feeling

Kennings work very strongly in creating the grand atmosphere and feeling of great martial destinies that exist in the whole of Beowulf. Their nature as indirect methods of narrating in a poem that generally is very direct and down to earth makes them essential elements in the flow of the story. A myriad of different feelings can be transferred to the reader or listener through kennings. For example, the use of long compound words and kennings works to build up tension or apprehension, like ‘sceadugenga’ – shade-walker, for Grendel or in other places imagery of grandeur and valour, ‘heaþorofe’ – battle-rigorous, for experienced soldiers. Also through connotations and associations with similar-sounding words mentioned before almost any kind of feelings or expectations can be offered, as in ‘eorla hleo’ - defence of the earls, where the second word sounds almost exactly like 

‘hleow’ - warm, and thus indirectly compares the object of the kenning, Beowulf, to a warm hearth for earls. While the earlier examples are relatively easy to translate, in this third case retaining the warmth of the kenning seems nearly impossible in a modern form. Translators have not even attempted that, being satisfied with at least providing a rendering successful in exactness, “earls’ defence”.

As Old English is an old, entirely Germanic language with little influence from the Romance languages, it is said by many to be much more straightforward, raw and even brutal. Maintaining this raw, primal quality of narration is thus expected of a good translation as well. Making the kennings, and with them the whole poem sound too clean or elaborate harms its strong, forceful impact. Let us consider, for example, one extract from the fight between Beowulf and the monster Grendel in different translations.

/ A breach in the giant



               / A tremendous wound

flesh-frame showed then / shoulder-muscles
           appeared on his shoulder. / Sinews split,

sprang apart, / there was snapping of tendons,         and the bone lappings burst. /

bone-locks burst. /

- (Alexander, p. 31)
- (Seamus Heaney, 

Beowulf: A New Translation, p. 27)

While both have essentially the same content of Grendel’s injury, they leave the reader with a very different feeling. ‘A tremendous wound on his shoulder’ simply does not carry the force of ‘a breach in the giant flesh-frame’ and the nonchalant statement ‘sinews split’ almost trivializes the agonizing event where ‘shoulder-muscles sprang apart’. The tearing of flesh can almost be heard in the ‘sh’ – and ‘spr’ – sounds and the harsh consonants, giving a much more real impression of violence. It is in passages like this that translating involves not only conveying the meaning of the text, but indeed also its feeling.

Inherent in the language and methods of narrating of Beowulf there exists also quite an amount of reserve, even Stoicism. Beowulf is all about high-morale speeches, honour and glory, but also about restraining oneself to traditional methods of speech and boast and speaking little of feelings beyond those to be publicly shown. While Beowulf expresses his fraternal love of Hrothgar at length and does not lack the words to describe his intentions to slay Grendel, of his own possible fears of death he only says ‘gif mec hild nime;  … þu ða madmas þe þu me sealdest, Hroðgar leofa, Higelace onsend.’ – in Grummere’s words: “if War should seize me … the goodly gifts thou gavest me, Hrothgar beloved, to Hygelac send!” (Frances B. Grummere, Beowulf, part XXII) Passages such as this do not generally pose problems for the translator, as a more or less literal translation will convey the message adequately. It can still be argued that some of the feeling of directness is lost together with the monosyllabic utterance of the original, however.
“Aiming to reproduce metre, sense and style means juggling three aims.” (Alexander, p. LIV) and since a translator has to add the fourth slippery ball of feeling into this performance also, even the most skilful scholar will inevitably fumble here and there. It is undeniable that to completely enjoy the unique feeling of Beowulf, the original is to be read.

3. Different Approaches

3.1 Grummere

The first of the three verse translations considered herein is Francis B. Grummere’s, from 1910.

This respected, scholarly edition was favoured by students of Beowulf for decades and has regained its popularity now that it is available free with expired copyrights.

Grummere’s general approach to kennings is to translate them as closely to the original meaning as possible and present them in compound word form wherever convenient. In some places it seems that Grummere even gets carried away by his fascination for compounds, as he transforms some direct statements of the original into compound words and often expresses multiple word kennings of the original with one word in his translation. ‘Wuldres hyrde’ is thus “Warden-of-Glory” and ‘fela laf’ becomes “Relict-Of-Flies”. This doesn’t harm the translation at all, however, but does rather reveal how important to the general flow the compounds are in the author’s opinion.

Grummere’s translation was quite archaic already when first published in 1910 and is naturally even more so today. In kennings the usage of older words is not so apparent, but some choices, such as “stark-heart” or “shaft-of-slaughter” show Grummere was careful to avoid newer replacements. Especially noticeable is the absence of Latin-based words and this serves to create a more authentic feeling in the poem; we are still dealing with a Germanic work, even if it is a translation.

Generally Grummere attempts to be as exactly literal as possible and following his translation alongside with the original, it’s easy to see how words correspond to each other. He prefers his ‘heofona helm’ to be literally “Heaven's-Helmet” with the same martial comparison, instead of the more refined and elaborate, but much less accurate “Prince of Heaven” offered by Alexander. Here he also avoids the fairytale feeling brought in by Alexander’s choice. This also demonstrates how he is reluctant to create new kennings and rather tries to use the original one whenever it is possible.

3.2 Alexander

The second translation, from 1973, is by the respected Anglo-Saxon scholar Michael Alexander. 

His translation is clearly an academic one, aiming to offer a precise modern rendering of both the style, form and content of Beowulf. Alexander is also the editor of a much-used version of the Anglo-Saxon original, and it can thus be expected he knows the language and style of it very thoroughly.

Michael Alexander’s approach to kennings is quite precise, but pragmatic. His translation is clearly different from Grummere’s in that he avoids highly archaic words and would rather use an eloquent Latin-based word to create feeling than rely on an obscure Germanic one. Employing “violent” instead of “hardy” and “familiar” instead of “rune” when translating kennings hardly makes much of a difference to a modern reader, but one might feel that the abundance of more recent vocabulary undermines the sense of the poem’s Germanic origins. Alexander’s kennings are very accurate however, even when Grummere goes for a simplified ‘leader’ for ‘landfruma’, he chooses the exact, if rather odd “folk-founder”, thus retaining the associations of ancestry.

Alexander is less fond of the compound form, and he expresses kennings such as ‘hildeleoma’ -  war-radiance, for a sword, by “battle-gleaming sword” instead of the “light-of-battle” proposed by Grummere, and ‘sceadugenga’ -  shadow-walker, as “the walker in the night”, and not “walker-in-shadow”. As alliteration and the poetic form generally are important to the translator, there are also cases where he leaves out a kenning completely for the line to sound better as a whole. Generally, Alexander has clearly paid more attention to entire lines or paragraphs and style, instead of translations of individual words. 

3.3 Heaney

Heaney’s translation, coming from a poetic rather than scholarly perspective is different to the other two in some significant ways. First of all, it is closer to a retelling than a strict translation of Beowulf, an attempt to create aesthetic appeal in modern English, rather than to just make the raw and direct force of the Anglo-Saxon original accessible. Secondly, the poet’s emphasis has been in making the epic sound like a poem in modern English, and often he “has not followed the strict metrical rules that bound the Anglo-Saxon scop.” (Heaney, p. XXVIII) He considered it crucial to show that the content of the poem had artistic value and general appeal on its own, and that this could be transferred into a translation.

It has been claimed by some that the general tone of Heaney’s translation is too “pretty” or “‘clean” compared to the raw, primitive flavour of the original, and some evidence for this claim does surface in the kennings as well. Expressing ‘fyrena hyrde’, literally “fires’ shepherd”, a kenning for Grendel with aforementioned connotations, to a neat and modern-sounding “captain of evil”, for example, shows what kind of flattening effect these changes can sometimes have. This comic book  translation seriously trivializes the gloomy and menacing Grendel.

Heaney was however also keen to keep some elements of the original, especially its straightforward style, and in his own words he “was prepared to sacrifice other things in pursuit of … directness of utterance.” (Heaney, p. XXIX) Maintaining this directness, which indeed is a fundamental quality of Beowulf, throughout the poem it seems that he ended up giving up some of the more elaborate kennings, he has “in the main called a sword a sword” (Heaney, XXIX), a clarifying, but perhaps over-simplifying choice. The principle of a direct, clear retelling controls some of his other choices 

too, such as using a simple “chief” for the kenning ‘landfruma’ - land-originator, which certainly 

makes it clear what is meant, but on the other hand results in loss of the whole kenning and its effect describing the leader as a founding force. 

Although most of the time the poet attempts to make kennings relying heavily on old Germanic culture easily accessible by using a more straightforward expression, with some kennings Heaney takes the literal approach, as is apparent from his expressing ‘beaga bryttan’ as simply “ring-giver”. While this is commendable for being exact and direct, Alexander’s “dealer of wound gold” explains the concept better to one without much knowledge of these ancient times.

To support the original Germanic content, Heaney also relies on his personal experiences, as indicated in the introduction, when choosing the best word for the meter, and some interesting choices stemming from his Anglo-Irish roots appear in the translation. Calling Hrothgar’s mead-hall a bawn (from bó-dhún, Irish, fort for cattle), for example, is a unique, though suitable choice. Some say these choices of words make the poem more universally appealing, and certainly they do widen its cultural base. 

4. Conclusions

Kennings, as an integral part of the whole of Beowulf, are a unique and special feature of it to such a degree that it is essential for translations to deal with them appropriately to create a successful new rendering in general. Because of the indirect, descriptive possibilities they bring to a poem that is generally very direct and straightforward, they can be seen as a microcosm of Beowulf as a whole. The war-like atmosphere and feeling most typical to Beowulf is tremendously well conveyed through kennings, best observed in passages where a ring-giver pays the death-price for a sword-hate long past or the hall-ward slays the death-shadow near the whale’s-riding. 

Thus it can be argued that the way translations deal with the problems of translating kennings must very much reflect their general approach to the poem, and indeed the three translations dealt with in this essay support this claim. Heaney’s kennings are often direct and slightly simplified and so is his whole work, relying more on its own unique poetic appeal than the Germanic power in similes. 

Alexander prefers his kennings close to the original but still easily accessible, just as he restrains from taking too many liberties in translation on the whole, but avoids archaisms all through. Grummere’s exact and literal kennings are in also line with his general approach, being as close to the original words as possible, using archaic vocabulary if necessary.

When assessing the many problems a translator will face when rendering kennings into modern English, including exactness, alliteration, connotations and feeling, it becomes evident that a perfection translation is hardly possible. Perfecting one of these aspects in a modern English version almost unavoidably causes sacrifices in another one. Hence to fully and completely enjoy and appreciate the kennings one should read them in the original, that is the Anglo-Saxon form. But as many people lack the possibility of motivation to go and actually learn that language, a good modern English translation can act as a substitute offering some, if not all, of the aesthetic pleasure of the original. 

No one verse translation can really be claimed to be the most successful, as this is rather a question of preference of style. Of the three versions discussed herein, Grummere offers a Beowulf as it was in the 11th century, Alexander a Beowulf as it would be if it were written today in the Germanic style and Heaney a new Beowulf in his own Anglo-Irish style. Whatever the style and approach however, the exceptional power of kennings as tools of narration and hence their importance as a microcosm of the poem has been noted by translators and they all have their own personal considered way of dealing with the problems of translation.
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