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The epic poem "Beowulf," a cornerstone of Old English literature, is renowned not only for
its gripping narrative but also for its rich use of language, particularly in the form of
kennings. Kennings are metaphorical phrases or compound words that replace simple
nouns, often adding depth and imagery to the text. In this article, we will explore a
comprehensive overview of kenning worksheets, their significance in the study of
"Beowulf," and provide an answer key for common kenning exercises. This resource will
benefit educators and students alike, enhancing their understanding of this literary device
and its role in the poem.

Understanding Kennings

Definition of Kennings

Kennings are a type of figurative language that was prevalent in Old Norse and Old
English poetry. Instead of using a single word to convey meaning, poets often employed
compound phrases that create vivid images. For example, the sea might be referred to as
the "whale-road," evoking a sense of journey and adventure.

Types of Kennings

Kennings can be categorized into several types based on their structure and meaning:

1. Compound Kennings: These are formed by combining two or more words, such as
"sword-storm" to describe a fierce battle.

2. Descriptive Kennings: These provide a description of an object or person, such as
"battle-sweat" for blood.

3. Functional Kennings: These refer to the function or role of an object, like "life-house"
for the body.

The Role of Kennings in Beowulf

Kennings serve multiple purposes in "Beowulf":

1. Enhancing Imagery: They create vivid pictures in the reader's mind, making scenes
more engaging.

2. Conveying Themes: Many kennings encapsulate the themes of heroism, fate, and valor
present in the poem.



3. Maintaining Meter: The use of kennings helps poets adhere to the alliterative meter
typical of Old English poetry.

Examples of Kennings in Beowulf

The poem "Beowulf" is rich with kennings. Here are some notable examples:

- "Whale-road" for the sea

- "Sky-candle" for the sun

- "Bone-house" for the body

- "Sword-slayer" for a warrior

These examples illustrate the creativity of the poet and enhance the poem's overall
aesthetic.

Beowulf Kennings Worksheet

A kenning worksheet typically includes a list of words or phrases from the text, prompting
students to identify, define, and create their own kennings. The following sections outline
a structured approach to a typical worksheet.

Worksheet Structure

1. Identification: Students read excerpts from "Beowulf" and underline or highlight
kennings they find.

2. Definition: For each kenning identified, students write a brief explanation of its
meaning.

3. Creation: Students are asked to create their own kennings based on themes or
characters from the poem.

Sample Worksheet

Here is a simplified version of what a Beowulf kennings worksheet might look like:
- Read the following passage from Beowulf and identify the kennings used.

> "So, Grendel ruled in misery among the banished monsters,

> Crouched in his lair, ... He had dwelt for a time

> in the dark, ... the sea's mere, that was called the water's edge."

- Identify and define the kennings:

1. Grendel - "shadow of death" (an embodiment of evil)



2. Sea's mere - "ocean's mirror" (a poetic way to describe a body of water)

- Create your own kennings:
1. For "warrior": "sword-bearer"
2. For "ocean": "fish-home"
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To aid educators in assessing student work, here is a comprehensive answer key for the
above worksheet:

Answer Key

1. Passage Identification:

- Kennings found:

- "shadow of death" - refers to Grendel as a terrifying presence.
- "sea's mere" - refers to a body of water.

2. Definitions:

- "shadow of death": A metaphor for Grendel, emphasizing his role as a harbinger of doom.
- "sea's mere": A picturesque way to describe the lake or body of water where Grendel
resides.

3. Student-created Kennings:

- "sword-bearer": This kenning suggests someone who wields a sword, synonymous with a
warrior.

- "fish-home": A creative way to describe the ocean, indicating it as the habitat for fish.

Teaching Strategies for Kennings in Beowulf

When teaching kennings, educators can employ various strategies to engage students and
deepen their understanding.

Interactive Activities

1. Group Work: Students can work in groups to create a kenning dictionary for the
characters and themes of "Beowulf."

2. Creative Writing: Encourage students to write their own short poems using kennings,
drawing inspiration from "Beowulf."

3. Art Integration: Have students illustrate their created kennings, visually representing
the metaphors.



Discussion and Analysis

Class discussions can be a powerful tool for exploring the significance of kennings in
"Beowulf." Teachers can prompt students with questions like:

- "How do kennings enhance our understanding of characters?"
- "What themes do you see reflected in the kennings used throughout the poem?"

Conclusion

Understanding and analyzing kennings is an integral part of studying "Beowulf." These
metaphorical phrases not only enrich the text but also provide insight into the culture and
values of the time. Through worksheets, discussions, and creative activities, students can
gain a deeper appreciation of this literary device. The provided answer key serves as a
valuable resource for educators, offering clarity and guidance in evaluating student
comprehension of kennings. As students engage with the text, they will discover the
beauty and complexity of Old English poetry, paving the way for a lifelong appreciation of
literature.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is a kenning in the context of Beowulf?

A kenning is a metaphorical compound word or phrase used in Old English poetry,
including Beowulf, to describe objects, actions, or concepts in a creative way.

How can a worksheet on Beowulf's kennings enhance
students' understanding of the text?

A worksheet focused on kennings helps students analyze and interpret the figurative
language used in Beowulf, deepening their comprehension of its themes and enhancing
their appreciation for Old English literary techniques.

What are some examples of kennings found in Beowulf?

Examples of kennings in Beowulf include 'whale-road' for the sea and 'sky-candle’' for the
sun.

How should teachers assess students' answers on a
Beowulf kennings worksheet?

Teachers can assess students' answers by checking for correct identification of kennings,
the creativity of their interpretations, and their ability to relate those kennings to the
themes and characters in Beowulf.



What resources can help students complete a Beowulf
kennings worksheet effectively?

Students can benefit from resources such as annotated editions of Beowulf, online
glossaries of Old English terms, and literary analysis guides that explain the significance
of kennings in the text.
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