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Abstract

My project analyses the extent to which, though a process of translation (ot

rewriting), skaldic poetry has been appropriated and manipulated 1n such a way as to

help construct ideas of national identity. It combines two academic fields of study: one
is the long-established and time-honoured tradition of skaldic scholarship and the other
is the relatively new field of Translation Studies which in the last thirty years has gone
from being a marginalised, almost ignored field of interest to a discipline which 1s now
being studied as a subject in its own right. Translation Studies has become a very broad
subject with many sub-specialities, but my research 1s chietly concerned with theortes of
literary translation and 1n particular builds on recent research (by scholars such as Susan

Bassnett, André Lefevere and Maria Tymoczko) on the links between colonialism and

translation.

Translations of skaldic poetry provide a particularly suitable basis for the
investigation of translation as a place of cultural interface. The complexity and subtlety
of this poetry make it notoriously difficult to render into other languages, leading to
claims that this genre 1s ‘untranslatable’. While this 1s patently untrue, any attempt to
maintain the form of skaldic poetry, communicate the content, and, at the same time,
convey 1ts metonymic implications in translation mevitably results 1n lacunae between
source text and translated text which are more marked than those which occur when
rendering prose. An examination of these luminal spaces can discover both the strategies
employed by the translator and the extraneous (cultural, economic, ideological) factors,
which may have influenced the production of the translation.

Similar studies carried out by translation scholars have so far concentrated on
the twentieth-century literatures of British, Spanish and French ex-colonies. By
examining Norweglan and Spanish translations, I analyse the less obvious but equally
complex relationships between the target cultures and the source culture as reflected 1n
the poetry. I argue that one strategy employed by ex-colonial powers to accommodate
the notion that another culture or literary tradition 1s equal or superior to their own 1s by
approprating it through what I call ‘retrospective colonization’. I extend this theoretical
framework without being prescriptive, however; this 1s an empirical study consisting

mainly of descriptive and critical analyses of the translated texts.
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INTRODUCTION

The basic framework for this discussion employs some of the central tenets of models
for Literary Translation Studies as developed by Susan Bassnett and Andre Lefevere 1n
particular. Firstly, Eg/s saga, the text I have chosen, 1s an example ot ‘cultural capital’
although the extent of its prestige will differ considerably depending on whether 1t 1s
read in a Norweglan or a Spanish context. Secondly, I believe that Hallvard Lie’s and
Enrique Bernardez’s translations should be evaluated as literature 1n their own nght.
They have been produced for a readership that would otherwise not have had access to
this saga or its poetry and hence (for the most part) function independently of the
source text 1n the target culture. For the vast majority of the target audience, the

translation zs the saga. I will begin my analysis of these translations, therefore, at macro
level, examining them primarily from a ‘target’ point of view.

The first chapter will introduce the ‘source text’ for the two translations,
Sigurdur Nordal’s 1933 edition of Egils saga § kalla-Grimssonar, explaining how the
political and cultural climate 1n which 1t was produced attected editorial decisions, which
1n turn can be passed on to the target audience of the translated text. From the point of
view of schema alone, this first volume of the Islenzk fornit series served as a model for
the translators; Nordal’s modern Icelandic paraphrases of the skaldic verses, for
instance, were also highly influential, not to mention his endorsement of the theory that
Snorri Sturluson was the author of Egils saga. Chapter 1 will also provide a brief
introduction to the poetics of the skaldic art, the reception of the genre, and a review of
recent research in the field of skaldic studies.

The second chapter provides the theoretical framework which informs the
discussions of the translations in this thesis. I position my research within the disciplines
of Translation Studies and Postcolonial Studies and trace the development of both these

fields of study until the point where they converge with Medieval Studies, with a view to



showing how theories of translation.and postcolonialism can provide valuable tools for
investigating translations of medieval texts.

In chapter 3, I examine the Spanish and Norwegian translations in the cultural
and political context or contexts from which they emerged, assess the way 1n which they
function in those contexts and, to the extent that it 1s possible, gauge how theyv were
influenced by, and impacted on, their respective literary systems. In the last case, this
involves an evaluation of how the translations resisted or accommodated the dominant
poetics of the period 1n which they were published, although 1t 1s difficult to determine
the effect of the translated poetry separately from that of the saga as a whole, and 1t 1s
debatable whether 1n either country these texts have had a wide enough circulation to
influence modern poetics. We can see, however, how Lie was influenced by
psychoanalytic criticism 1n giving a new psychological protile of Egill; and as the poetry
of the saga 1s the principal vehicle for Egill to express his emotions, an awareness of this
1s crucial. Bernardez’s emphasis on the cinematic quality of the saga narrative may be
seen as an attempt to attract a modern readership by reading the saga in terms of
contemporary media, but at the same time his translations frequently evoke Spanish
medieval poetry and the baroque poetry of Spain’s ‘Golden Age’. I also point out that
by virtue of its pioneering status, Bernardez’s translation of Egr/s saga was used as a
model of translation for other Spanish translators ot sagas, and played a significant role
in increasing awareness of Old Norse literature in Spain. As both translators are
professional philologists, and learned 1n Old Norse studies, I will assess briefly how
these translations addressed 1ssues often debated about Eg/s saga, such as its authorship,
authenticity of 1ts verses and so on.

Examining the historical context of the Norwegian translation reveals that even
as late as 1951, Norway was a very young state, still in the throes of a national identity
crisis. Having been subject to Danish rule for four hundred years and to Sweden for
another hundred, Norway had enjoyed its freedom for only thirty-five years before it
was mnvaded by the German army in the Spring of 1940. Lie’s translation of Egi/s saga
forms part of a long tradition of Norwegian saga translation dating back to the sixteenth
century, but it was in the eighteenth- and nineteenth centuries in Norway that
translation of Old Norse literature began in earnest. Norwegian nationalists, like Irish

nationalists, looked to their ancient past for inspiration in the struggle for independence,

and this medieval literature, with its stories of a glorious period of Norwegian history,



contained exactly what they were looking for. The only way to ‘recover’ these treasures
for the Norwegian nation was through translation, which was duly carried out.

While the works that dealt directly with Norwegian history, such as Hezuskringla
and Sverris saga, were translated at an early date, 1t took much longer for some of the

Icelandic family sagas to be translated into Norwegian. This was mostly due to the fact
that the sagas were already available 1n Danish translations which all educated
Norwegians could read perfectly well. In the early nineteenth-century, however, a
translation of Egi/s saga into nynorsk (or landsmaal as 1t was then known) appeared as part
of a series published by the #ynors& publishing company Det Norske Samlaget. Lie’s
publication of the Islandske @itesager in bokmal (ot riksmaal) was obviously a response to
these publications and I will read Lie’s translation against the background of the
Norwegian linguistic civil war, a postcolonial legacy, which was at 1ts height 1n the
1950s. As I analyse the Norwegian translation ot Egi/s saga 1t will become clear that 1t
can be seen both as the product of a postcolonial context (in the broadest sense) and as

a tool 1n the process of cultural colonisation.

The Spanish nation has also experienced several shifts of power 1n its history. At
its imperial height it was one of the greatest powers in Europe, owning vast territories 1n
the Americas. But Spain had also sutfered various conquests, most notably from the
Moorish invaders who came and settled 1n Spain for 800 years. The last of these were

eventually expelled by the Catholic Monarchs, Isabella and Fernando, in 1492, but not
before they had left a permanent mark on the landscape, language and culture of the
country. Spain had left its own legacy, most notably its language, in South America and
other territories. It 1s interesting that 1t was a citizen of one of Spain’s former colonies,
the Argentinian Jorge Luis Borges, who was the first to publish 1n Spanish on the
literature of the North. By 1898, Spain had relinquished Cuba, the last of its American
colonies, but had embarked on a new project of colonization in Western Sahara,
Spanish Morocco and Equatorial Guinea. The wars that ensued weakened the
monarchy, thus giving rise to a period of dictatonial rule that lasted until the
establishment of the Second Republic, the fall ot which was followed by the civil war.
The next thirty years, under the Franco dictatorship, was a period characterised by
cultural and political oppression, stagnation and 1solation which discouraged influence
from abroad, and repressed munority languages and cultures from within. By the time
that the Spanish translation of Egi/s saga was published 1n the 1980s, however, Spain was

going through a tumultuous but exciting period of transitnon. I will read Bernardez’s



translation against a background of a Spain with a ‘glorious’, colomal past and a Spain
emerging from a period of censorship and tyranny, into a new era of optimistic

uncertainty.

While the colonial experience was quite different for the Norwegian and Spanish

cultures, we can use aspects of postcolonial theory to pose questions about the ways 1n
which the translations construct an idea of the ‘other’ and of the self. In the Norwegian
case, this will be more complicated, perhaps, than in the Spanish, because for
Norwegian saga translators the Viking represents ‘us’ and ‘other’ simultaneously,
bringing into play ideas about national and cultural identity. Modern Norwegian society
certainly endorses the view that modern Norweglans are the descendants of the Vikings;

they are keen to embrace this ethnicity and identify themselves with the more positive
aspects of this culture as it 1s depicted 1n the Icelandic sagas, such as the Vikings’
adventurous spitit, their bravery, their navigational and seafaring skills, while light-
heartedly dismissing the less attractive attributes of this heroic culture such as its

propensity for savage violence, for example.

The use of postcolonial theory from the perspective of Medieval Studies can
also show how the translation process may be read as a ‘colonisation’ of the text. In the
Norwegian case, the translator obviously wishes to recover or ‘recolonise’ Egi/s saga for
Norway, but in terms of linguistic power relations it 1s too simplistic to read bokmal as
the conquering, and hence higher-status language 1n this equation. The place of the
Icelandic sagas in any Scandinavian or indeed Anglophone culture is automatically one
of cultural prestige, although as we shall see in chapter 1, it 1s only recently that the
skaldic poetry contained 1n the sagas has been appreciated to the same extent as the
prose. On the other hand, the Spanish translator feels he has to excuse the simplistic
style of the prose narrative to a Spanish reader who might have expectations of an
ornate ‘medieval’ style, which 1s to be found here only 1n the poetry.

We should also note that, in terms of the power that the source culture can
exercise over the target one, there has been a very deliberate campaign on the part of
the Icelandic (and Norwegian) governments to sponsor the promotion of Icelandic (or
Norse) language and culture abroad. This 1s the case, for example, with regard to The
Complete Sagas of Icelanders, and also Mana Pilar Fernandez Alvarez’s Spanish grammar of
Old Icelandic, .-1ntiguo isianaés. Historia y lengua (Madnd: Ediciones clasicas, 1999), which

was partly financed by the Icelandic Ministry of Science and Culture as was the AAntologia



de la literatura nérdica antigua, a bilingual anthology of Old Icelandic texts, edited by

Fernandez and Teodoro Manrnque Anton.

An important aspect of a study of this kind, 1s an analysis of the physical ‘target
text’ 1.e. the book itself. I will use the terminology of Gerard GGenette’s paratext theory

to discuss the elements of the books outside the actual translated hiterary text itself.

According to Genette’s definition,

A literary work consists, entirely or essentially, of a text, defined (very minimally) as
a more or less long sequence of verbal statements that are more or less endowed
with significance. But this text is rarely presented in an unadorned state,
unreinforced and unaccompanted by a certain number of verbal and other
productions, such as an author's name, a title, a preface, tllustrations. .. These
accompanying productions, which vary in extent and appearance, constitute what I
have called elsewhere the work's paratext [...].1

The paratexts that Genette refers to are, ot coutse, crucial to any translation, especially
in cases like skaldic poetry where the metonymic aspect 1s generally supplied to the
reader by an apparatus including pretace, footnotes, textual notes, indices, maps, family
trees of the main characters, and so on. Of particular interest are the prefaces written by
the translators that outline their own theoties of translation, although I shall also consult
articles by the translators which deal with this topic, such as Bernardez’s article ‘Acerca
de la traduccién de los kenningar’. Another significant feature of both translations is
thetr use of llustrations. In the case of the Spanish text this 1s hmited mostly to the
front and back cover, but the Norwegian one 1s 1llustrated by scenes from the saga and
can be expected to influence the reader’s mterpretations. The picture on the Spanish
cover and imndeed the whole design of the book suggests it belongs to the fantasy genre.
A case study of this kind, I believe, should be neither completely source- nor
target-otiented; this 1s a point where I depart from traditional target-oriented descriptive
translation studies. Therefore, while chapter 3 will focus on the target culture of the
translations, the central chapters of the thesis (4, 5, and 6) will consist in a close
comparative analysis of Spanish and Norwegian translations of the skaldic poetry with
the original and to a certain extent with each other. I have divided the material
thematically. Chapter 4 1s concerned with poetry of praise and slander and includes a

discussion of Hefud/ausn, chapter 3 examines poems of a personal nature including

! Gérard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, trans. by Jane E. Lewin (Cambndge University Press,

1997)1 p' 1'
> Ennique Bernardez, “Acerca de la traduccion de los kenningar y otros aspectos de la poesia escaldica’

Filologta moderna, 68-"0 (1980), 223-40.



Sonatorrek, and in chapter 6 I will analyse a number of /ausavisur which depict scenes
from what we might call ‘the viking experience’, and whose themes vary trom smuthying
to magic. The analysis of the poetry will normally be arranged according to the
following pattern: an analysis of the Icelandic text, succeeded by an analysis of the
Norwegian translation of that stanza and then the Spanish translation. In the case ot
Hofudlausn and Sonatorrek, 1 have chosen to arrange the analyses somewhat differently
for reasons that I have explained 1n these chapters. The full texts of these poems, with
their Spanish and Norwegian translations can be found 1n the appendix.

However, while an examination of a translation at microlevel necessitates a
certain amount of linguistic discussion (on a morphological and syntactical level, for
instance), and observations will be made about recurring patterns, this thesis does not
aim to provide a systematic linguistic analysis, my approach 1s literary rather than
linguistic but will combine elements of the two approaches. This 1s primarily a bi-
cultural comparative study. I hope to show that by comparing translations from two
languages we are forced to scrutinise the cultural contexts more carefully than otherwise
and to take nothing for granted.

A translation does not happen in a vacuum; it 1s the product of a very particular
set of circumstances. The cultural and political context, and the conditions in which a
translation 1s produced, as well as factors such as the personality and education of the
translator, are what give a translation 1ts individual character and what differentiate it
from other translations of the same source text. For the same reasons a translation will
never be definitive, and no matter how authoritative or objective a translator pretends to
be, a comparison with his source text will reveal the bias, tensions and anxieties inherent

in the translation.



CHAPTER ONE
EGILS SAGA AND ITS POETRY

Both Hallvard Lie’s and Enrique Bernardez’s translations are based on Sigurdur
Nordal’s 1933 edition of Egi/s saga, which was the first volume to be published 1n the

‘Islenzk fornrit’ series.! Nordal was general editor of the series and, as Hallvard Lie has

pointed out, his ground-breaking edition of Egz/s saga provided a methodological
framework for the other editions which were to follow.* According to Lie, a direct
consequence of the publication of this series was the advancement of the ‘bookprose
theory’ within Old Norse philology. Sigurdur Nordal and his advocates, usually known

as the ‘Icelandic School’ or even simply ‘Nordal’s School’, were anxious to demonstrate

that the Icelandic sagas were the literary products of a learned elite active 1n the ‘golden

age’ of the Icelandic Commonwealth, ‘rather than mere recorders who did lhittle more
than set down on vellum things that had been preserved 1n an oral tradition inherted
from Norway’ and the Islenzk fornrit series served as what Gisli Sigurdsson terms ‘the

flagship’ for this ‘scholarly mission’.” While Lie appears to be slightly sceptical about

| Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar, ed. by Sigurdur Nordal, Islenzk fornrit, 2 (Reykjavik: Hid islenzka
fornritafélag, 1933). Even though it was the first edition to be published in the Islenzk fornrit series, Egils
saga now occupies the second volume; the editions which comprise volumes 1.1 and 1.2, Iskndingabik and
Landnamabok respectively, were published 1n 1968. To avoid confuston with other editions and
translations of Egi/s saga, I will refer to Nordal’s edition throughout the rest of this thesis as IF 2.

2 Hallvard Lie, ‘Noen metodoliske overveielser 1 anl. av et bind av “Islenzk fornrit”’, Maa/ og Minne, 31
(1939), 97-138, p. 97. In the introduction to volume 1 of Islandske @ttesagaer, Lie repeatedly stresses the
connection between the land, people and literature of Iceland, arguing that the Icelandic saga is a genre
which can be as harsh and forbidding as the Icelandic landscape and climate and which also reflects the
tough character of the first settlers, who were forced by the difficult circumstances in which they lived to
conceal their true characters and even deliberately dissimulate in order to survive. In the same way, Lie
maintains, the saga-narrator takes great care not to allow his characters to reveal themselves completely to
the reader. See introduction to Isiandske ettesagaer, ed. by Hallvard Lie, 5 vols (Oslo: Aschehoug, 1951-54),
1 (1951), pp. 7-23 (pp. 10-12).

Y Gish Sigurdsson, The Medieval Icelandic Saga and Oral Tradition: A Discourse on Method, trans. by Nicholas
Jones (Cambrdge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), p. 20. Buchprosa (bookprose) and Fresprosa
(freeprose) were terms first coined by the German scholar Andreas Heusler to define two emerging (and
opposing) schools of thought regarding Icelandic saga ongins. Broadly speaking, advocates of the
bookprose theory, represented chietly by the “Icelandic school’ as we have seen above, argued that the
sagas were the works of indtvidual authors who mostly relied on literary sources. The freeprose school, on
the other hand, argued that the sagas were the result of oral composition and transmission. One of the
chief exponents of this theory was Knut Liestol, professor of Norwegian folklore at the University of
Oslo from 1917-52. The nationalistic implications of this debate are obvious; the stance of the Icelandic



some aspects of this movement, for example an ‘unusually strong desire to track down
“authors” of the different sagas’,’ he is careful to acknowledge that the enthusiasm of

these scholars is based in their affection for ‘the country which gave birth to the saga

and to the people who inherited and own i’

It i1s important to remember, therefore, that the Norwegian and Spanish
translations under investigation in this thesis are not simply translations of Egz/s saga, but
of Sigurdur Nordal’s edition of Egils saga, an edition which was constructed with a very
deliberate political and cultural agenda 1n mind. For example, Nordal’s conviction that
Egils saga was the original work of one author, 1.e. Snorri Sturluson,® implies the
existence ot an original manuscript from which all the many variants of Egi/s saga are

dertved. In order to reconstruct this putative original, Nordal collated the ‘best’

manuscripts, namely the medieval codex Méadruvallabok (AM 132 fol.), the chief witness
to the A-redaction; a copy (AM 461 4to) ot Wolfenbiittelbok (Herzog August Bibliotek MS
9. 10. Aug. 4to), the chiet witness to the B-redaction; AM 453 4to, one of the so-called
Ketisbewkir, two neatly 1dentical manuscripts of Egi/s saga written by the learned
clergyman, Ketill Jorundsson (d. 1670), and the chief witnesses to the C-redaction; and
the fragments collectively known as AM 162 A fol., which include the oldest written
evidence of the saga.

The purpose of Nordal’s edition, like most editions, 1s not only to provide
readers with an accessible text but also to explain and interpret it, a practice that can be
highly manipulative, as we can see in the case of the explanatory notes and Modern
[celandic paraphrases that accompany the skaldic stanzas. Useful as these notes may be,
they are bound to interfere with and mnfluence the translator’s own reading, especially if
he might not have had the time or resources to double-check Nordal’s interpretations,

although we can safely assume that Lie and Bernardez as professional philologists did

school was naturally motivated by a desire to portray these great works as products of Icelandic
scholarship and culture, while those who postulated an oral ongin claimed that the sagas were rooted in a
common Scandinavian traditton which also gave rise to Norwegian folktales and ballads and are therefore
the cultural legacy of all of Scandinavia. See Andreas Heusler, Die Anfange der islindischen Saga

(Berlin: Konigliche .Akademie der Wissenschatten, 1914); Knut Liestol, The Origin of the lcelandic Family
Sagas, trans. by A. G. Jayne (Oslo: H. Aschebourg; Cambndge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1930);
Theodore M. Andersson, The Problem of Icelandic §aga Ongins: A Historical Survey New Haven and London:
Yale University Press, 1964) and Else Mundal, Sagadebarr (Oslo: Uniyersitetsforlaget, 1977).

+ Hallvard Lie, ‘Noen metodoliske overveielser 1 anl. av et bind av “Islenzk fornrit™”, p. 97: ‘En noe
usedvanlige sterk lyst ul 2 opspore ‘forfattere’ til de forskjellige sagaverker’.

> 1bid.

6 IF 2, pp. Ixx-xcv.



consult other sources and interpretations of the poetry, and 1t is clear that they did not

follow Nordal’s readings slavishly.’

Sigurdur Nordal’s decision to begin the Islenzk fornrit series with an edition of
Egils saga Skalla-Grimssonar was probably influenced by the fact that a more convincing
argument had been made for Egi/s saga having an author, particularly a named author,
than for any other saga. However, it is also true that Egi/s saga has long been considered
by Old Norse scholars to be, if not the best, among the best representatives of this
genre. According to Fredrik Paasche, for instance, it 1s ‘one of the most detailed and
excellent Icelandic family sagas’ (‘en av de utforligste og ypperste zttesager’, 1926: 448);
in the introduction to their 1976 translation, Palsson and Edwards state that ‘Egil’s Saga
is one of five major sagas dealing with native Icelandic figures on a scale akin to the epic
novel’ (1976: 7);’ and Jénas Kristjansson describes it as ‘an outstanding work of art’
(1988: 98). No less applauded 1s Egill’s skill as a poet. Lee M. Hollander, for example,
considers Egill to be ‘the most original and also the most versatile of the skalds. His was
the genius which may have composed some of the great poems ot the Poetic Edda’
(1945: 56); Gabriel Turville-Petre states that ‘it 1s widely agreed that Egill (c. 910-90) was
the most successful of the skalds. In the words of A. Oltik (V2&zng Civilization, rev. H.
Ellekilde, 1930: 161), no other scald was able “to express his whole soul in a2 poem with
lyric coloring.” (1976: 15); and most recently Diana Whaley maintains that Egill Skalla-
Grimsson was ‘arguably the most brilhant of the skalds’ (2005: 491).

More poetry 1s attributed to Egill Skalla-Grimsson than any other skald. Egi/s
saga contawns around fifty-six /lausavisur (‘loose’ or independent stanzas), forty-eight ot
which are said to be of Egill’s composition; he 1s also said to be the author of three long
‘verse-sequences’, as Gabriel Turville-Petre puts 1t, namely Hofudlausn, Sonatorrek and
Arinbjarnarkvida, and of three drdpur, of which only the opening stanzas (and one refrain)
remain.

In Egils saga, as is customary in the Islendingasognr, the skaldic verse is for the
most part presented as spontaneous speech, composed and uttered on the spot by Egill
or another character. It 1s possible that at least some of the stanzas did originate in the
way described 1n the saga, and were preserved and transmitted orally over few hundred

vears, either as part of a longer poem, or as individual stanzas framed with

accompanying prose. At some point, however, the poetry was worked 1nto a long prose

” Although Hallvard Lie’s translation ot Egls saga 1s mostly based on Nordal’s edition, his translation of
Sonatorrek reflects his own re-editing of the first four stanzas of that poem. See chapter 4.

8 The other four they mention are: .\ u/s saga, [ axdala saga, Eyrbyggia saga and Grettis sagu
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narrative, which evolved into the saga as we know 1t. Whether this was a slow process
involving several individuals, or the work of a single author, as Sigurdur Nordal and
many others would have it, we will never know; all we can say for sure is that by the
thirteenth century a fairly stable text of Egi/s saga had emerged, with a poetic corpus so
thoroughly woven into the narrative that it 1s almost impossible to imagine Egis saga
without its poetry, or indeed to imagine the poetry completely removed from its prose
context.

This 1s not to suggest that prose and verse run seamlessly into one another and
indeed they are not meant to. In both medieval and modern copies of Egi/s saga a poetic
event 1s clearly signalled by textual and extra-textual markers. Within the narrative itself
the quotation ot a stanza 1s always introduced by prose formulas such as ‘pa kvao Egill
visu’, ‘hann kvad pa’ or ‘hon kvad’, which prepares the reader/audience for what is to
follow, but there are also physical signs. For instance, although in Mddruvallabok the
strophes are written out as continuous prose, they are readily identifiable by a large,
capttalized mnitial letter and a small v.” for visa (stanza) 1n the margin. In modern edittons
and translations the verse 1s even more clearly distinguishable, printed as 1t i1s separated
from the main body ot the text in eight-line stanzas, surrounded by an abundance of
white space and often accompanted by copious annotative and explanatory material.

Even 1f 1t were not for these physical and textual indicators it would be
impossible to come across a drifikvett stanza and mistake 1t for prose; indeed the two
genres could scarcely be more different both 1n terms of form and content. In skaldic
verse the syntax 1s normally so grotesquely distorted that it stretches the himits of
comprehensibility. Superabundant in fanciful metaphors and surreal imagery, its
language seems excessive and even decadent in contrast to the realistic, laconic style of
the prose text with which it 1s surrounded.

While skaldic lausavisur are typically preserved embedded in prose, the situation
1s quite different regarding the longer poems of Eg/s saga, 1.e. Hofudlausn,
Arinbjarnarkvida and Sonatorrek, none of which are to be found 1n their entirety in the
earliest manuscripts. Not even the opening strophe of Hofud/ausn i1s preserved in
Modruvallabok, the main source of Nordal’s edition; 1t 1s, however, preserved in the
Ketilsbakir, AM 462 4to (K7) and AM 453 4to (K2), and also 1n the W olfenbiittelbik (W),
Another early important witness tfor Hofud/ausn 1s fragment AM 162 A fol. ¢, which has
stanzas 18 and 19. Modrurallabok (M) contains only the first strophe of Sonatorrek, but

like Hofud/ausn, the whole poem 1s preserved in the Kefi/sbekir, and stanzas 23 and lines
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1-4 of stanza 24 are also found in manuscripts of the Snorra Edda. At the point in the
narrative where Egill is supposed to have recited Arinbjarnarkvida, a blank space has
been left for a stanza in .M, but most of the poem has been written out at the end of the
saga, on f. 99v, in a different hand. Stanzas 24 and 25 of Arnbjarnarkvida are only found
in the Third Grammatical Treatise (preserved in the fourteenth century Codex Wormianus,
AM 242 fol.), which also contains stanza 15 of Annbjarnarkvida. Lines 5-8 of stanza 17
and lines 1-4 of stanza 8 also occur in Snorra Edda. Sigurdur Nordal, like most other

modern editors, presents these poems in their reconstructed form, and at their ‘nightful’
place in the narrative, thus giving the impression that they have always been an integral

part of the saga, despite evidence to the contrary.

Reception of S kaldic Poetry: An Overview -

The poetry of Egi/s saga belongs to a genre, which has traditionally been designated as

‘skaldic’, and 1s one of two principal categories into which the Old Notrse poetic corpus
has conventionally been divided; the other category 1s of course known as ‘Eddic
poetry’.” Most scholats seem to find that skaldic poetry in particular is difficult to
describe without reference to Eddic poetry and the tendency has been to define the two
genres 1n terms of one another, a custom which frequently results 1n an antithetic
approach. Eddic poetry 1s anonymous. Its mythological and heroic subject matter 1s
rooted 1n 2 common Germanic traditton and, to the extent that 1t 1s historical, may deal
with events from as early as the time of the great migrations. In comparison, most
skaldic poetry has been attributed to named poets or skalds, such as Egill, who lived 1n
Scandinavia between the ninth and the thirteenth centuries and who, although they
certainly made reference to Norse mythology in their poetty, chietly composed about or
for contemporary persons, situations and circumstances.

[t 1s not only the content but also the form of Eddic poetry which seems to
indicate ancient origins. Most Eddic verse was composed using a type of metre called
fornyrdislag, a measure which does not differ radically from that of the Old English poem
Beowunlf, the Old High German Hi/debrandsiied, or the Old Saxon Heliand. Bjarne Fidjestol
claims that Eddic poetry stands as the chief representative of an ancient Germanic kind

of composition, ‘and that 1s one reason why we regard it as a witness to our oldest

9 Scholars use a vanety of spellings: Eddic, Eddaic, eddic, eddaic and Skaldic, skaldic, scaldic.
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literature, irrespective of the date of individual poems 1n the corpus’.’’ The majonty of
skaldic poetry on the other hand is in drittkvett (or drottkvedr hattr, ‘Court Metre'), a
syllable-counting metre which has no known equivalent 1n European verse torms; unlike
fornyrdislag, drittkvett is considered to be uniquely Scandinavian, although 1t has been
compared with eatly Irish syllabic poetry. The strict rules of driftkve!s can often result 1n
the word order of the poetry being unnatural and this, coupled with its abundant use of
the poetic circumlocutions known as kennings, has led to accusations of skaldic poetry
being complicated, obscure and difficult to understand. In order to decipher the
meaning of a skaldic stanza, editors such as Nordal traditionally re-arrange the words
into prose sentences which follow conventional syntactical rules, and are therefore more
easilly comprehensible. The kennings are usually explained 1n parentheses. In
compartson, Eddic poetry does not usually need to be disentangled or deconstructed
before 1t can be understood and its mode of expression 1s usually considered to be more
straightforward than that ot skaldic poetry.

The greater part of the surviving Eddic poetry 1s preserved 1n the so-called Codex
Regius (CR),"" 2 manuscript volume which has been dated to c. 1270. At some point
before this date the thirty or so poems that this manuscript originally contained were
collected and written down by an editor who arranged the poetry into two distinct
categories: mythological and heroic.'” The fact that a medieval scholar made such a
compilation makes 1t tempting to define the poetry it preserves as belonging to one
genre; the term ‘Eddic’ 1s 1n any case usually used to refer to the poetry 1n this
collection. There are also a number of poems which do not belong to the CR but which
are so like the poetry 1t contains that they are normally also classified as Eddic. Some of
these poems have mythological subject matter, e.g. Grittasongr, Baldrs draumar, and
Rigspaila (the last of which 1s preserved 1n a manuscript of Snorni Sturluson’s Edda and
treats of the origin and structure of human society). Heroic poetry in the Eddic style
includes Hipdskvida (a poem preserved in Heidreks saga or Hervarar saga, which is believed
to reflect historical events from the time of the great migrations), Bjarkamal hin fornu,

from Olafs saga helga, and even Darradar/iéé in Njdls saga which, although it was composed

10 Bjarne Fidjestol, ‘Norse-Icelandic Composition in the Oral Period’, in Bjarne Fidjestal: Selected Papers, ed.
by Odd Einar Haugen and Else Mundal, and trans. by Peter Foote (Odense: Odense University Press,
1997), pp. 303-32 (p. 307).

It Arni Magnuasson Institute, Gammel Kongelig Samling 2365 4to.

12 One exception to this division 1s the poem Volundarknda which, because of its subject matter, perhaps
more properly belongs with the heroic poetry; its inclusion with the mythological poems was perhaps a
mistake on the part of the copyist.
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for a specific occasion in the manner of skaldic poetry, has a form charactenstic ot
Eddic poetry, and is moreover anonymous, although it 1s ascribed to mythic beings.

The rest of the Old Icelandic poetic corpus, which spans five centuries and 1s
scattered throughout more than five hundred manuscripts, was gathered together by

Finnur Jonsson who published it between the years 1912 and 1915 under the title Der

norske-islandske skjaldedigtning. This enormous collection 1s presented in two parts, each
covered by an ‘A’ volume giving manuscript text and selected vanants, and a ‘B’ volume
with edited and normalised text, text re-ordered in prose, and Danish translations. Part
one covers poetry from 800 to 1200, and part two from 1200 to 1400. Finnur Jonsson’s

edition became, and indeed is still, the standard text used by skaldic scholars.”” However,

as Diana Whaley notes:

The arrangement of the volume embodies a myriad of decisions about the
assignment of stanzas to poets, the reconstruction of fragments into extended

poems, and the probable chronological sequence of the whole. Much of this 1s
doubtless right, but any impresston of canonical status 1s bound to be dangerously

misleading, and some decisions may not stand up to detailed scrutiny.”

Finnur Jonsson subsequently published a revision in Danish of Sveinbjorn Egilsson’s
Old Norse-Latin dictionary, I exzcon poeticum, to which title he added Ordbog over den norsk-

1slandske skyalaesprog (‘Dictionary of the Norse-Icelandic Skaldic Language’). Not only did
both these works contribute greatly to the field of Old Norse studies 1n general, but they

were also instrumental 1n the establishment of the concept of skaldic poetry as a distinct

genre and helped to make the use of this term, 1n 1ts modern restrictive sense,

widespread.

To recapitulate, then, Eddic poetry has been traditionally perceived as timeless,

pagan and of mysteriously indeterminate onigin. Of the poetry included in CR, only a
fraction 1s preserved elsewhere, which means that most of the poems are unique

e:«:amples.15 Skaldic poetry does not have the same rarity value, as it 1s mostly preserved

13 This will change when the ‘Skaldic Poetry of the Middle Ages — A New Edition’ project 1s published
(see the final section of this chapter). Other sources include the Karlewvi stanza and some runic verses
carved on wood from the twelfth century and later. The Karlevi stone was erected around the turn of the

last millennium (in Oland, Sweden) to honour a Danish warror and sea captain. It is carved on three sides
with a long descniption 1n Danish runes. The inscription falls 1n two parts, the first of which explains why
the stone 1s where it 1s, and the second of which 1s an eight-line stanza which adheres strictly to the

drottkvet! metre.
14 Diana Whaley, ‘Skaldic Poetry’, in A Companion to Old iNorse-Icelandsic Literature and Culture, ed. by Rory

McTurk (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), pp. 478-502 (p. 489).

> There are, however, a number of sources of Eddic verse besides the CK, its ‘sister’ manuscript and
Snotn's Edda. 1°olsunga saga and Hauksbok both contain new and duplicate matenal. Later, in the saga-
peniod, new poems of the Eddic kind were composed for incluston 1n fornaldarsQgur on the model of

| “olsunga saga.
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in sagas of which multiple versions exist (a fact which makes 1t relatively hard to edi).
Much of it is also presumed to postdate Eddic poetry, partly because 1t makes use ot the
mythological and heroic subject matter contained in CR, but also because of its highly
developed metre and style. Another reason why skaldic poetry has tradinonally had less
appeal for certain readers is that a good deal of it shows Christian and other outside
influences. It was not considered to be as ‘pure’ as Eddic poetry, particularly by post-
medieval readers who were looking for expressions of primeval Germanic paganism.
Theretfore although the skaldic corpus 1s much larger than the Eddic, much more
research has been done on Eddic poetry, proportionally, than on skaldic poetry,
although the emphasis has begun to shift in recent years.

This prejudice 1n tavour of Eddic poetry can be explained by a number of other
factors, one of these being the intellectual climate in which the CR manuscript was
recetved when 1t was rediscovered 1n Iceland 1n 1643. Up until this time Snorri
Sturluson’s Edda was the only comprehensive account of Norse mythology from the
Middle Ages. In Gylfaginning, the first section of this treatise of Old Norse poetic diction
and metre, Snorri explains the origin of Norse mythology, and 1n the second,
Skaldskaparmal, he retells many of the old stories about the gods 1n order to explain the
language of the kennings. Snorrt’s work, which 1s 1n prose, although 1t quotes frequently
from Old Norse poetry, 1s preserved 1n four manuscripts, of which one, the Codex
Upsaliensts (c. 1300), clearly states that its name 1s Edda and that 1t was composed by
Snorri Sturluson. Although the word Edda, referring to Snorrt’s work, became
synonymous in the Middle Ages with the 1deal of traditional Icelandic poetry and was
constantly alluded to by medieval Icelandic poets and authors, the name of Snorri as the
person responsible for a text of that name was not remembered to the same extent, and
by the time of the ‘revival of learning’ or Icelandic renaissance (in the late sixteenth- and
early seventeenth centutries), scholars were confused as to its authorship and were
uncertain as to whether the term Edda reterred to Snorrt’s work, or to some work or
works that pre-dated and informed it."

Since the prose Edda, now attributed to Snorri, was obviously, and often
explicitly, drawing upon a wealth of ancient tradition, 1t became a common supposition
in Iceland that a larger Edda had formed a major source for it. Brynjolfur Sveinsson,

Bishop of Skalholt (1605-75), for instance, lamented the loss of ‘ingentes thesauri totius

16 There are several theones as to the etymology of the term ‘edda’. For a discussion see Jonas
Krstjansson, Eddas and Sagas: Iceland's Medieral Literature, trans. by Peter Foote (Reykjavik: Hid islenska
bokmenntafélag, 1988), p. 25.
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humana conscripti a Semundo sapiente, et imprimis nobilissima 1lla Edda |...]"

Therefore, when Bishop Brynjélfur acquired the great poetic codex around 1643, he

called 1t Edda, recognizing it as part of the ancient material on which Snorr had based
his work.” He mistakenly ascribed the newly discovered collection of poetry to a priest
called Semundr Sigfusson (1056-1133), the pioneer historian from Oddi in the south of
Iceland whose fame as a scholar and writer was almost legendary, with the result that
this anthology of poetry continued to be referred to as Semundar Edda well into the
nineteenth century. The bishop later sent the manuscript as a gift to the bibliophile king,
Frederik III, in Copenhagen where, like his other manuscripts, 1t was referred to as
Codex Regius and acquired the number 2365 4to. It remained in Copenhagen until 1t was
returned to the Icelandic people by the Danish state in 1971.

Snotrrt was eventually established as the sole author of the prose work or Snorra
Edda, and the theory that Semundr composed the poetry of the CR has since been
discredited. The CR collection 1s now more commonly known as the Poesic or Elder Edda
to distinguish 1t from Snorrt’s Prose or Younger Edda (since the CR was generally
considered to contain material from before Snortt’s time). Thus an Eddic/skaldic
dichotomy was established 1n favour of Eddic poetry and to the disadvantage of skaldic.
It 1s 1ronic, however, that the name Edda, which for generations of Icelanders evoked
the poetics ot Skdldskaparmal, ‘the language of (skaldic) poetry’, should in modern times

come to represent the old mythological and heroic poetry.”
By the time Snort1 was writing Skdldskaparmal, in the first half of the thirteenth
century, he felt that the highly-wrought art of skaldic poetry was already in decline:

These things have now to be told to young poets who desire to learn the language
of poetry and to furnish themselves with a wide vocabulary using traditional terms;
or else they desire to be able to understand what 1s expressed obscurely. Then let
such a one take this book as scholarly enquiry and entertainment. But these stories
are not to be consigned to oblivion or demonstrated to be false, so as to deprive

poetry of ancient kennings which major poets have been happy to use.?

\7The Poetic Edda: 1 "olume I, Hervic Poems, ed. by Ursula Dronke (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1969), p. xuu.
'8 Shortly afterwards he obtained a ‘sister’ manuscript to supplement the first. It 1s so called because 1t and
the CR were in part copied from the same lost ‘mother’ manuscript. It 1s catalogued as AM 748 I 410 and
contains five of the poems found in CR and one (Ba/drs draumr) for which 1t 1s our sole source.

9 In Gylfaginning Snorn chiefly quotes from poems that exist in the Poetzc Edda, but in Skdldskaparmal the
quotations are for the most part from the works of named skalds.

20 Snorri Sturluson: Edda. S kaldskaparmal, ed. by Anthony Faulkes, 2 vols (London: Viking Society for
Northern Research, 1998), I, p. 5: ‘En petta er nu at segja ungum skaldum peim er girnask at nema mal
skaldskapar ok heyja sér orofjolda med fornum heitum eda girnask beir at kunna skilja pat er hulit er
kvedit: pa skili hann pessa bok tl frooleiks ok skemtunar. En ekki er at gleyma eda dsanna sva pessar
sogur at taka or skaldskapinum for[nar ke]nningar pzr er hofudskald hafa sér lika latit’. Translation by
Anthony Faulkes, Snom Sturluson: Eddu (London: Everyman, 1987), p. 64.
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As skaldic poetry continued to be composed long after Snorrt’s death and well into the
fifteenth century, his warnings about the deterioration of the skaldic art seem
unnecessarily pessimistic. However, several Icelandic poets of the later Middle Ages
admit that they are not following the rules of the (S#norra) Edda exactly i their
compositions, and while some apologise for this, many make little secret of the fact that
they consider traditional skaldic poetry to be decadent, outmoded and obscure. The

author of the fourteenth-century Christian poem IL2z/a, tor instance, 1s probably referring

to the language of skaldic poetry when he writes:

Sa er 601nn skal vandan velja,
velr svo morg i kvaedi ad selja
hulin fornyrd1 a0 trautt ma telja,
tel eg benna svo skilning dvelja.
Vel pvi a0 hér ma skyr ord skilja,
skilt pjoo1r minn ljosan vija,

tal Obreytilegt veitt af vilja.

Vil eg, 20 kva010 heiti Lilja.

Whoever chooses to write poetry 1n the ditficult manner chooses to deliver so many
velled ancient words that they can scarcely be counted. I declare that this hampers
understanding. Therefore I choose that here plain words may be discerned and
language 1n accordance with my intention so that all people clearly understand my

will. T desire that the poem be named Lily.21

Thus skaldic poetry fell out of favour and, 1t could be argued, has only recovered the

literary recognition it deserves 1n the last few decades.”

Skaldic Poetry: Authorship >

We have noted above that one of the chief distinctions between Eddic and skaldic
poetry 1s that the latter 1s not anonymous. It 1s poetry composed by named skalds, and

the adjective ‘skaldic’ 1s obviously derved from sk4/d, the Icelandic word for ‘poet’. The

problem with the use of this term to designate one particular type of poetry 1s that it

excludes by definition the many verse utterances 1n the sagas recited by individuals not
otherwise known as skalds. However, these may be regarded as ‘accidental’ poets, or

even fictitious ones. Although the majority of the verses in Egils saga are recited by Egill

21 Peter Hallberg, O/ Icelandic Poetry: Eddic Lay and S kaldic V'erse, trans. with a foreword by Paul Schach and
Sonja Lindgrenson (Lincoln, NE: University of Nebraska Press, 1975), p. 179.

22 For an account of the demuse of drirtkratt poetry and the skaldic tradition, see Kan Ellen Gade, The
Structure of Old Norse Court Poetry, Islandica, 49 (Ithaca, Comell Untversity Press, 1995), pp. 238-45.
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himself, 2 small number are also attributed to other characters 1n the saga, such as his
father and grandfather (see st. 1 in chapter 5, and st. 3 1n chapter 0).

The first certain use of the word s&d/d meaning professional poet occurs 1n
Eyvindr skaldaspillir’s (‘skald-despoiler/plagiarist’) second lampoon on Haraldr
grafeldr’s (‘grey fur-cloak’) greed, c. 965.” Skd/d is a word whose etymology 1s disputed
but which possibly originally had negative connotations and which scholars generally
acknowledge to be cognate to German schelten (scold/reprimand) and English ‘scold’.”
By the tenth century skd/d 1s used as a general term for a poet, but certain poets often
abused their art to compose libels in verse. Even though the composition of such poetry
was illegal and punishable by total outlawry or even death, this prohibition did not seem
to deter the skalds and the composition of slanderous verses, or #Zdvisir, was widely
practised. Egill Skalla-Grimsson was one of the early masters of deadly invective of this
kind, as can be seen 1n one of the examples of his verse quoted below. The insult in
skaldic 770 focuses on the enemy’s essential impotence and often carries a charge of
sexual perversion or lack of masculinity.” The power of both slanderous and
encomiastic poetry 1s excellently illustrated by the episode in chapter 60 of Egi/s saga,
which 1s discussed 1n chapter 4.

Remains of verse attributed to over 250 named poets are still in existence, and
many ot these poets, although not all, bore the sobriquet s&4/d or a nickname referring
to poetic activity, such as Arnodrr jarlaskald (‘skald of the earls’), Gunnlaugr ormstunga
(‘serpent-tongue’), Eyvindr skaldaspillir, Jorunn skaldmar (‘skald-maid’) and Stetnunn
skaldkona (‘skald-woman’), Hallfredr vandredaskald (‘troublesome-poet’), or the
curiously named Péroddr drapustifr (‘poem-stump’).” Although poetic composition
does not seem to have been a full-ime occupation 1n medieval Scandinavia, many skalds
spent extended periods of time at court. The Norwegian kings are believed to have had
whole troops of poets 1n their entourage, whose job 1t was to provide entertainment and
to compose praise-poetry 1n their honour. According to S&d/datal, King Haraldr
hardradi (‘the hard ruler’) had no fewer than thirteen different skalds 1n his retinue at
one time or another, and nearly all of them have left us longer or shorter pieces 1n praise

of him. When skalds were not 1n the service of a king or earl, they farmed, traded, and

23 Roberta Frank, O/ Norse Court Poetry: The Drottkvett Stanza, 1slandica, 42 (Ithaca, NY: Comell
University Press, 1978), p. 82.

24 See for example, Bjame Fidjestol, “Norse-Icelandic Composition 1n the Oral Penod’, in Selected Paper:
(see Haugen, 1997), p. 320, and Stephen A. Mitchell, ‘Performance and Norse Poetry: The Hydromel of
Praise and the Effluvia of Scorn’, Ora/ Tradition, 16 (2001), 168-202 (pp. 179-80).

25 Roberta Frank, OMd Norse Court Poetry, p. 82.

26 Diana Whaley, ‘Skaldic Poetry’. p. 480.
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fought. This was certainly true of Egill Skalla-Grimsson, as Jorge Luis Borges remarks:
‘he was skilled in his manipulation of the sword, with which he killed many men, and 1n
his manipulation of metre and the intricate metaphor’.”’

Skdldatal is an anonymous list of royal skalds preserved 1n two versions, the
more extensive of which continues down to about 1300. It 1s basically a catalogue of
Scandinavian rulers accompanied by the names of poets who composed in their honour.
Covering a period of 350 years, it enumerates a total of 110 Icelandic court poets, from

Egill Skalla-Grimsson to his descendant Jon murt1 (‘little fellow’) Egilsson (d. 1320).

Most kings have a whole group of skalds attached to their names and such a list must
have been a very useful aid for any author of the konungasogur (kings’ sagas), since for the
earliest reigns poems on Northern rulers were the best sources of information available
to them. Unfortunately names are all we have of the skalds listed in S&d/data/ whose
poetry has not survived to modern times, but their sheer number gives us some idea of
the extent of a once-existing great corpus of which we have now but a fragment.

The tirst named skald on record 1s the Norwegian Bragi Boddason, or ‘Bragi
the Old’, to whom the poem Ragrarsdrapa is attributed. However, whether Bragi ever

actually existed 1s open to question, as Bjarne Fidjestoel points out:

The name Bragi 1s dertved either from a word meaning ‘the first’, or ‘the
outstanding’, or from a word meaning ‘poetry’; and we meet Bragi again in myths
where he figures as the god of poetry. Possibly the name belongs to a historical
person and efforts have been made to demonstrate that it did [...] at all events, we

can say that as a historical personage Bragi stands in a very dim light.”

Another early Norwegtan poet 1s Pjodolfr of Kvin. His cognomen links him to the
regton around Kvinesdal but there 1s not much else we can know about Pjodd6lfr. This 1s
chiefly because he belongs to the intertm period between pre-history and history 1n the
Norwegian past, a pertod which coincided with, and was connected with, the migration
to Iceland.

Thus the first poets we know of were Norwegian, but it was the Icelanders who
became the kings’ poets at court, as the Norwegtan gift for skaldic poetry waned in the
face of Continental European cultural influences. The Icelandic poets — Egill,

incidentally, 1s the first known native Icelandic skald — were seen as being especially

2 Jorge Luis Borges, ‘Snorn Sturluson: Saga de Egil-Skallagnmmson’, in Bibloteca personal (Buenos Aires:
Alianza, 1986), p. 128: ‘Fue diestro en el manejo de la espada, con la que mat6é 1 muchos hombres, y en el

manejo de la métrica v de la intnncada metatora’.
% Bijame Fidjestol, “The King’s Skald from Kvinesdal and his Poetry’, in Selected Papers (see Haugen, 1997),

pp. 68-92 (p. 68).
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skilled in the art of poetic composition, but unfortunately we have very httle
information about how poets were trained or how their skills were developed.
According to one story, Sighvatr Pérdarson’s prodigious fluency in poetry came as a
result of his eating a particular fish-head. Some skalds were related to each other and
therefore possibly had the gift of poetry passed on to them within the family, such as
Pordr Kolbeinson and his son Arnoérr, for instance, 1n the early eleventh century, or
Snorti Sturluson and his nephews Sturla and Olaft in the thirteenth. In Egi/s saga the gift
of poetic composition also appears to be a family trait passed down from one
generation to another. In chapter 3, for instance, 1t 1s related that Egill’s granduncle
Qlvir hnuta (*hump’) became a poet after he was refused the hand of Solveig 1n fagra
(‘the fair’), daughter of the earl Ath. Qlvir composed many love poems about her and
was so taken with her that he even gave up going on raids, but he went on to become a
highly-esteemed poet 1n the court of King Haraldr. In chapter 24 of the saga, Egill’s
grandfather Kveld-Ulfr takes to his bed, overcome with orief, when he hears about the
death of his son Porolfr. When his other son Skalla-Grimr tries to convince him that a
more honourable course of action would be to take revenge, Kveld-Ulfr recites a verse
saying that he 1s no longer able to fight (see st. 1, chapter 5). Just one verse obviously
does not make a poet but he, Skalla-Grimr, and Egill all have personalities and physical

characteristics of a kind that 1s typical of other poets 1n the Icelandic family sagas, such

as Kormakr and Gunnlaugt.

Skaldic Poetry: Form and Content -

The verse-form makes a text easier to remember and to remember accurately.
Metre has aesthetic functions over and above this: it lends a text dignity and
beauty. These however may be regarded as derivative qualities. If a text 1s put into
verse-form, it i1s because 1t is a text thought to be worth remembering. In dealing
with oral composition and transmission 1n a history of literature, the question of

- 29
form is central to the theme.

According to this definition the format of the text has two functions. One 1s aesthetic;
as Fidjestol says, metre ‘lends a text dignity and beauty’. The oral recitation of poetry
was a form of entertainment and although we know little about the delivery of such

poetry, the placing of stresses and the 1nternal rhyme must have played an important

» Bjame Fidjestol, ‘Norse-Icelandic Composition in the Oral Peniod’, in Selected Papers (see Haugen, 1997),
pp. 303-32 (p. 303).
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part in the performance. The other purpose of skaldic poetry was, in a bookless
environment, to record and preserve information, and the strict metres emploved by
Icelandic poets meant that it would be remembered word for word.

Snorti devotes one full section, the third and final part of his Edda to listing and
giving examples of the different metres available to the poet. Over a hundred different
metrical and rhetorical forms and types are enumerated 1n Hdrzatal, it must, however, be
recognized that many of these are variant forms rather than distinct types. About a
century before, Rognvaldr kali, Earl of the Orkneys, and the Icelander Hallr Porarinsson
had composed Hdttalykill (key of metres), a work based on the Latin model of the so-
called clavis metrica. Metre was clearly seen as fundamental to the composition of good
quality poetry. One interesting aspect of Old Icelandic metre 1s that certain forms were
apparently deemed suitable for certain subjects, and 1n the case of what 1s considered to
be the oldest Old Icelandic poetic metre, fornyrdisiag, that function i1s contained within
the name. Literally translated, forn-yriis-lag means ‘lay of old words/sayings’ or, as
Turville-Petre has translated it, ‘Old Story Measure’. The earliest use of the term occurs
in Hattatdl, otherwise the word or word-element forn 1s usually used to refer to the
anclent heathen times and to old mythical lore, e.g. /20 forn-kvedna 1s a set phrase for an
‘old saw’, ‘proverb’. In the Poefic Edda 1t was used to refer to days of yore 1n poems such
as Voluspd. The problem with categorising fornyriisiag as an Eddic metre 1s that it was
also used 1n some poetry that 1s considered to be skaldic. Many of the verses spoken by
personages 1n the fornaldarsogur are 1n this tormat and it was also employed by the author
of Merlinusspd, Gunnlaugr Leifsson. This form 1s more often associated with insults and
nidvisur than with praise-poetry. As Russell Poole observes, this may be because 1t was
‘considered beneath the dignity of magnates, since its comparatively simple format
would not have greatly tried the poet.”

Fornyrdislag, as 1t 1s used 1 the Poefic Edda, 1s a relatively free measure. In poems
composed in such a measure, syllables and line endings are not counted strictly, nor,
according to Turville-Petre, are the earliest Eddic poems really strophic, 1.e. the poems
are not broken up 1nto stanzas of eight half-lines, a feature which 1s considered to be
essential in skaldic poetry. He attributes syllable counting and strophes in the later Eddic
poems to skaldic influence. Eddic poetry has neither internal nor end rhyme. A

fornyrdisiag line breaks up into two half lines which are linked by alliteration and broken

by a metrical caesura. The single 1mitial consonant in a stressed syllable suffices for the

% Russell Poole, ‘Metre and Metncs', in A Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic Language and Culture, ed. by Rory
McTurk (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), pp. 265-84 (p. 264).
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purposes of alliteration, except in the case of s, sp and sk, where the entire consonant
cluster is required to participate in the alliteration. Initial vowels 1n stressed syllables
alliterate with each other and with ;. Unstressed syllables do not enter into the schema.
The first half-line of each line can have either one alliterating syllable or two. If the
primary stresses are both on nouns or adjectives, it 1s the first primary stress that must
carry alliteration. The second half-line 1s always limited to a single alliteration which
must coincide with the first strongly stressed syllable. Broadly speaking, we can say that
Jornyrdislag has usually no fewer than four syllables in a line, whereas madlabdttr, another
Eddic metre which has practically the same rules of alliteration as fornyrdisiag and 1s often
used 1n poems where fornyrdisiag also occurs, has no fewer than five. A third type of
metre used 1n Eddic poetry 1s Jodahattr. It occurs along with fornyrdisiag in, among other
poems, Grimnismal and Hdvamal. 1 jodahdttr ditters from all other Old Icelandic metres 1n
that 1t has a three-part rather than a two-part structure.

Kwdubadttr 1s the metre of what was long regarded as one of the oldest skaldic
poems extant, the Y nglingatal attributed to Pjodolfr of Hvin, and, according to Jonas
Kristjansson, ‘since 1t 1s so close to the common Germanic form one might be tempted
to conclude that 1t was the earliest of scaldic verse-forms, but the syllable counting and
the use of kennings relate it to verse 1n drittevedr hatir, and it 1s just as likely that it 1s a
subsequent development’.”’ Other poems composed in &udubdttr include Egill Skalla-
Grimsson’s Sonatorrek and Arinbjarnarkmia. Syllable counting 1s much stricter 1n
kviduhdttr than 1n fornyrdisiag. Syllables may be weighed as long or short, and 1n cases of
what 1s called resolution, two syllables of which at least the first is short count as one
long syllable, e.g. sonar (gen. sing. of sonr, ‘son’) 1n stanza 6 of Sonatorrek. In chapter 5, I

provide a more detailed treatment of the gvidubattr metre. However, the metre most

closely associated with skaldic poetry 1s arottrveit

With drotrkvett we arrive at the most distinctive, prestigious, and arguably splendid
of all Old Icelandic metres. Regularly used in both extended poems and lusavisur,
the loose, random verses of the kind scattered throughout the sagas, it forms the
metre of some five-sixths of the skaldic corpus. The metre dertves 1ts name from
drott, ‘the following of the king or warlord’ and &veda, ‘to recite’, indicating a style
appropriate for compositions recited in the presence of a comitatus. It seems to
have been practised and appreciated to some extent among all the Scandinavians
of the Viking Age, but the evidence for 1t comes almost exclustvely from Norway,
Orkney and Iceland. Around 21,000 lines of drittkvert verse survive, attributed to
poets who lived between about 850 and 1400.%2

M Jonas Knstjansson, Eddas and Sagas, p. 85.
32 Russell Poole, ‘Metre and Metnics’, p. 269.
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The lausavisur quoted below are examples of drittkvett verses from Egils saga. The first 1s
one of a pair of stanzas in which Egill calls down the wrath of the gods on his enemies

King Eirikr bl6dex (‘blood-axe’) and Queen Gunnhildr, and asks for them to be

banished from Norway. The second strophe describes a storm at sea.
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Stanza 28

Sva skyldi god gjalda,
gram reki bond af lopndum,

rezd sé rogn ok Odinn,

tOn mins féar honum;
folkmygi lat flyja,

Freyr ok Njoror, af jordum,
le101sk lofda stridi

land(ss panns vé grandar.™

Manuscript variants”

2 gram| so W, gramr M, grom K; reki] reka K; bond] baund K| lynd indistznct M, londum]
hondum W

3 re10] reid K (AM = W, M); se] so K (AM = M, W), se Sk7.; rogn] so K, reginn W

4 ron] rans W, mins| minniz K

5 folkmygi| fiolkyngt W, K| tolkmygi] fiolkyngt W K; lat] lattu W] flyja] fylgia W

6 Freyr.. . Njoror] fret...mord K (AM = M, W); joroum] 10tdv W, AM in K

7 le101sk] le1dis W; strio1] so W, stynn M

Prose word order
Sva skyld1 god gjalda hgnum rdn féar mins. Bond reki gram af lgpndum. Rogn ok Odinn
se re10. Freyr ok Njorodr, lat folkmygi, bann’s grandar ve, tlyja at joroum. Landg@ss le1disk

strio1 lofOa.

Transiation

Thus should the gods repay him for the robbery of my property. May the gods drive the
king from his lands. May the gods and Odinn be angry. O Freyr and Njordr, make the

oppressor of men who destroys sanctuaries flee from the estates, may the landgod/spirit

be (make himself) hateful to the enemy of the people.

BIF 2, p. 163. |
34 _—'\CCOl'diﬂg {O 5@ ..“\I, and [ 2.
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Stanza 32

bel hoger stort fyr stali
statnkvigs a veg jafnan
ut meo éla meith

andzrr jotunn vandar,
en svalbuinn selju

svertr eirar vanr peiri
Gestils 9lpt med gustum
gandr of stal fyr brandi.™

Manuscript variants

1 stali] stalinn K| (nn deleted .AM); 2 kvigs] kn‘gz K, (knys .AM).

3 éla] 10la K; meitl] meili W, meite .AM 1n K.

4 andarr] aunduR W, K; jotunn vandar] fiotuR grundar W 1otun ok andar K

5 sval] sealt W; bainn] buin W; selju] selia AM zn K.

6 sverfr] suefr W, AM i K; peir1] bewrar W, AM in K.

7 gestils] gellis W; gistils K (gestis AM); olpt] altr W, gialfr K (g1 deleted 4AM); med
gustum] a0r gustu M, giste K (AM = M, W); 8 gandr] grand W K; of] so W, ok K (from
AM)

Prose word order
Anderr jotunn vandar heggr stort pel meo meith ela a jatnan veg statnkvigs fyr stali, en
svalbuinn gandr selju — vanr etrar — sverfr peir1 Qlpt Gestils fyr brandi of stal med

gustum.

Transiation

The adverse giant of the tree [glant = enemy, the enemy of the tree = wind, which 1s adverse
= STORM] massively carves a file with the chisel of snowstorms onto the smooth-path of the
prow-bull [prow-bull = ship, whose smooth path = SE4] 1n tront ot the prow, and the
coldly clad enemy of the willow [STORM], lacking in mercy, files with 1t (1.e. with the file) she
swan of Gestill [Gestill = name of a sea-god, whose swan = SHIP] in front of the ornament

around the prow with gusts.

BIF2,p. 172
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The most obvious feature of these verses is that like all skaldic poetry they consist of

stanzas of eight lines or, more correctly, half-lines. The stanzas are divided 1nto two
half-stanzas which are metrically independent and often syntactically so, and which in
the sagas are sometimes preserved as separate entities called he/mingar. As we have
mentioned above, another fundamental requirement of skaldic poetry is that 1t 1s
syllable-counting. In drittkvett poetry this syllable-counting 1s very strict and the number
of syllables 1s usually limited to six per line. In the above examples we can see that apart
from the second line of the first verse the number of syllables in each half-line adds up
to six. However, as 1s the case in &wviduhdttr, two syllables, of which the first 1s short, may
‘resolve’; 1.e. count as one long one, the word re£: here constituting one syllable for
metrical purposes.

As 1n fornyrdisiag and the other measures described above, in drittkvett lines are
linked 1n pairs by alliteration. There are two alliterating sounds (st#d/ar) in each odd line
and one (the hofudstafr, ‘chief stave/post’) in the first stressed syllable of each even line.
Any vowel or diphthong alliterates with any other (or with 9’ and a following vowel),
though preferably an unlike one. In the verses above the alliterating letters are indicated
in bold font. Thus, for example, 1n the first two lines of st. 28, the alliterating sound 1s g,
in the following pair of lines 1t 1s r, and then fand 1. In lines 3-4 of the second example
we can see an instance of the (unlike) vowels 1 and €, and also a and jo alliterating.

Individual lines also contain pairs of internal rhymes, or sendingar, which link the
sounds 1n stressed syllables. The second stress 1s always on the penultimate syllable.
There are two types of internal rhyme: odd lines normally have skotbending (half-rhyme)
in which the vowels/diphthongs are different but the postvocalic consonants or
consonant groups are identical.”® Even-numbered lines (and sometimes also odd lines)
have adalbending (‘full’ or ‘chief” rhyme) in which vowels/diphthongs and the postvocalic
consonant(s) are identical. In the above examples internal thyme 1s indicated by
underlining. In st. 28, for instance, the penultimate syllable in line 1 1s gra/d-, which
therefore carries a primary stress (in this case it 1s also the alliterating syllable). The
postvocalic consonants are /4, which rhyme with those in another stressed syllable 1n the
line: sky/d-. The following line has full internal rhyme in that the vowel and consonant
group ond in the penultimate svllable, rhymes with bend. In line 3 1t 1s simply the sound ¢

which rhymes; in line + d» provides adalhending, but 1n line 5, although skothending would

36 However, it 1s not quite clear how many ot the postvocalic consonants must participate in the internal
thyme. See Kari Ellen Gade, The Structure of Old Norse Court Poetry, Islandica, 49 (Ithaca, Comell University

Press, 1995), p. J.
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be expected assonance 1s present instead. It is the adherence to these strict constraints in
the composition of a skaldic stanza which results 1n an unnatural word order and clause-

arrangement, or at least a word order very unlike that of prose.

We have seen in the examples of the two verses above that the different
manuscripts show many variant forms, and the editor’s choice will depend on the
interpretation he/she finds appropriate. In some cases this choice will be motivated by
metre and in others by meaning. For example, in the first of the two examples above,
line 7, E1rikr 1s described as being /&fda stridi(r) (enemy of men/people).

Both W and K have s¢rzdz, whereas M has s¢yrz, which 1s the alternative Finnur
Jonsson opts for in S&7. Al. Lofda styri (steerer/leader of men) makes equally good sense
in the context and does not change the number of syllables 1n the half-line. However,
whereas s#r7d: tultills the rhyme-scheme (skothending) required by the odd line, s#jr7 does
not. There 1s no other r1n the line with which the r1n s#jr7 can rhyme. Furthermore, as

Eirikr has been reterred to as folkm)jgi(r) (oppressor of men) 1n line 5 perhaps /lofda stridi(r)
1s also preferable semantically. In order to achieve the requisite six syllables in line 8,
Sigurdur Nordal emends pann er to panns (an abbreviated form of pann es), which, as 1t
happens, has no ettect on the meaning. In general, however, the tendency to emend
texts 1n such a way as to fit the requirement of the metrical form 1s declining and
increasingly frowned upon. These are some, although by no means all, of the problems

that editors of medieval manuscripts must address before arriving at a fixed text (even

though no such fixed text 1s stable for very long as multi-interpretations continually

suggest themselves).

We have so far mostly looked at the form and structure of the agrof/kvett stanza,
but the poetic diction of the stanzas quoted above 1s another distinguishing factor. In
Old Icelandic poetry the most prominent devices for achieving artistic etfect, and which
are found in abundance, are beszr and kennings. Heztz are the less unique ot the two; they
can be found in poetry all over the world and 1n Old Norse the word retfers to the
practice of replacing common nouns with unusual or ‘poetic’ appellations. Typical
examples in English are ‘steed’ or ‘mount’ for ‘horse’. Hei#z appear frequently in skaldic
poetry, but relatively rarely in the Poefic Edda, and virtually never in prose. ‘Particularly
rich sources of heitz) as Turville-Petre points out, ‘are the so-called pu/ur, lists of
synonyms or near-synonyms for objects, people, or mythological beings such as man,

, 7
woman, battle, beasts, sun, moon, as well as gods, goddesses, giants and many more’.

37 E.QO. Gabrel Turville-Petre, Scaldic Poerry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976), p. xl.
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These anonymous poetic texts are preserved in manuscripts of Snorra Edda and form
two main groups, one dating from before 1200 and the other from the thirteenth
century.” The main purpose of such synonyms was to avoid monotonous repetition. In
our first example, for instance, Egill uses four different terms to refer to the gods or to a
god apart from using proper names: god, bond, rogn and — gss. The word vond (nom.sing.
band) 1n line 2 of st. 28 has the meaning ‘bonds’, ‘fetters’ or ‘confederacy’ in everyday
speech, but when it 1s used 1n poetry 1t is endowed with a special meaning ‘gods’.
Similatly gram(r), also 1n line 2, which normally denotes a ‘fiend’ or ‘demon’, when used
in a poetic context can mean ‘warrior’, ‘prince’, or even ‘king’. As Turville-Petre notes,
‘A king or prince may be designated by many different words. He leads the army, and so
he 1s called fyikzr (ct. folk, ‘army’); he 1s generous to his men and s, therefore mildingr; he
is sprdr, for he is the protector’.” In this stanza Egill in fact uses kennings (see below) to
reverse these stock terms of praise; he calls Eirikr fo/emygir (oppressor of men), and /ofda
siridir (enemy of men). Another type of bes#z occurs when a part of the object designated
may be used metonymically for the whole, e.g. £0/r (keel) may mean ‘a ship’, as may r4
(sail-yard).

The kenning 1s an even more striking feature of skaldic diction. It consists 1n its
simplest forms either of two nouns, one of them 1n the genitive case, or of two nouns
combined to form a compound word. These two elements are called the ‘base-word’
(German Grundwort, Mod. Icelandic stofnord) and the ‘determinant’ (Bestzmmung, kenniord).
In the case of a two-noun kenning it 1s the noun 1n 1ts genitive case that constitutes the
determinant; in the case of a compound-word kenning, 1t 1s the first element 1n the
compound that does so. In stanza 32, tor example, jofunn vandar, a kenning for ‘storm’,
consists of two substantives: jo/#nn means ‘glant’, and by extension, as the giants were
traditionally enemies of the gods, 1t can mean ‘enemy’ 1n general; wndr, or vandar as 1t
appears here 1n its genitive form, means a ‘wand’ or ‘post’. Jotunn, as the base-word of
the kenning, takes the place ot the sense-word (in this case ‘storm’) 1n the sentence, and
consequently the case as required by the clause (in this example, nominative). Vandar (of
wand/ pole), as the determinant, qualifies what type of ‘enemy’ 1s being referred to. The
enemy of an upright post, possibly a mast 1n this context, 1s the wind or storm because

the wind could cause a mast or tree to be knocked down or uprooted. In line 7 in Gesti/s

38 For a discussion of pwlur see Rory McTutk, Studies in Ragnars saga Lodbrokar’ and its M ajor Scandinavian
1nalggues, Medium Evum monographs, new senes, 15 (Oxford: Society for the Study of Medizval
Languages and Literature, 1991), pp. 23-24.

W Scaldic Poetry, p. xhut.
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o/pt, a kenning for ‘ship’, the word o/p# (swan) is the base-word. Ges#i// 1s a mythological
king of the sea, and the ‘swan of Gestll’ is the ship. As for compound word kennings,
folkmpjgir (st. 28, line 5) may be taken as an example. There m)jgir (oppressor) 1s the base-
word and fo/k- (people) is the determinant, specifying what kind of ‘oppressor’ the king
was.

As we have noted above, skaldic poetry was oral 1n character. It was composed
to be uttered aloud and, bearing in mind the complexity of the language, 1t 1s fair to ask,
before we begin to appreciate it ourselves, what the expectations of the medieval
audience were and how they understood 1t. We can assume that a contemporary
audience expected, and was used to, the skewed word order and clause-arrangement.
Many kennings, although not exactly clichés, would have been known and immediately
recognizable to the listeners of the day, everyone would have understood, for instance,
that ‘Gestill’s swan’ was a ship. The fact that these strophes have been remembered and
recorded means that they must have been learned and repeated by others. The medieval
audience would have understood, then, the message or content of the verse, adorned as
it 1s with kennings and complicated word order. What 1s more uncertain 1s whether the
skalds deliberately selected specific kennings to create particular images or moods, or

how conscious their choice of vocabulary was.

In their respective Norwegian and Spanish translations, both Lie and Bernardez
manage to retain the formal features of skaldic poetry to a surprising extent, as we shall
see 1n the central chapters of this thesis. Looking brietly at Hallvard Lie’s translation of
stanza 28, for example, we can see that he has linked the lines 1n pairs by alliteration
(alliterative letters are indicated in bold), and has managed to do so without greatly
affecting the overall significance of the stanza.™ He has also achieved skothending in lines

1 and 8, partial internal rhyme 1n lines 5 and 7, and adalhending 1n lines 4 and 6.

Driv dadrike makter Drve, glonous [divine] powers
drotten fra land og rike! the king fgom land and realm

Hevn, Odin og hoye zset, Avenge, Odinn and exalted gods

1 harme, at han meg rante! 1n anger, [the fact] that he robbed me!
La folkplageren flykte, ' Make the people-plaguer flee,

Frov og Njord, fra Norge! \ Freyr and Njordr, from Norway!
Tungt, Tor, du tukte Severely, Porr, may yvou punish
Tinghelgs usle kr_e:ler!4' | the muserable violator of the thing-sanctuary!

1 For a more detailed discussion of this translation see chapter 4.
A IvJandske @itesagaer, vol. 1, p. 135.
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While the Spanish translator has not been able to achieve quite the same etfect, 1t 1s
clear that he has also tried to produce some internal thyme and alliteration 1n his
version, and even accomplishes skothending in line 5 and adalhending in line 8 of the

stanza, despite his claim that the form of the driftkuvzst stanza 1s ‘casi imposible de

reflejar en una traduccién’ (almost impossible to reflect in a translation).™

Que los dioses castiguen I May the gods punish i
a Eirik, del pais le arrojen, Eirﬂq: may they drive him out of the country,
que tambien Odin se 1rrite, may Odinn also be angry,

pues mis tiquezas robo; ' for he stole my property;
que huir hagan de sus tierras l May Njoror and Freyr make the tyrant

al tirano, Njord y Frey, flee from his lands
de Thor la espalda al abyecto Porr, turn your back on the abject

violador del thin_giagrglq.'43 violator of the sacred ‘thing’.

Specific problems for the translation of Icelandic poetry into ‘Castilian verse’, which
Bernardez 1dentities, are the non-existence of alliteratton, and the ditficulty of applying
the Germanic metrical stresses to Castilian, which has a totally diftferent stress-pattern.

Bernardez compares this difficulty on the one hand, with the facility on the other, ot

languages such as German and Faroese to accommodate this feature. He concludes, that
the only permissible option for a Spanish translator of skaldic poetry 1s the reproduction
of the content without trying to achieve ‘an unattainable tidelity’ (#na inalcanzavle
Jfidelidad) to the original forms. At the same time, however, Bernardez feels 1t 1s essential
to preserve something of the poetic character of the orginal verse 1in order to maintain
the contrast between the prose text of the saga, and the poetic strophes intercalated
throughout 1t. He suggests that skaldic poetry should be reproduced as free verse which
1s ‘mas o0 menos ritmico segun las posstbilidades y la intencion del traductor’ (relatively
rhythmic according to the translator’s ability and purpose).™

Of course translating any Old Icelandic text into Spanish presents far greater
challenges than translating into Norwegian. Norwegian and Old Norse-Icelandic both

belong to the Germanic language family, indeed vo&7a/ (and to a greater degree, nynorsg)
is a descendant of Old Norse, and therefore 1t 1s logical that the two languages share

many features. The vast majority of Norweglan vocabulary, for example, 1s dertved from

2 Enrique Bernardez, trans., Snorr Sturluson: 3aga de Egi/ S kallagrimsson (Madnd: Miraguano, 1988), p. xuu.
Henceforth 1 will refer to this volume as Saga de Egi/ S kallagrimsson.

# ibid., pp. 201-02.

+ Enrique Bernardez, ‘Acerca de la traduccion de los kenningar v otros aspectos de la poesia escildica’,
Filologia moderna, 68-70 (1980), 223-40 (p. 220)
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Old Norse,* while Spanish terms derive from Latin, and whereas in Norwegian these
words tend to be short and monosyllabic, words with a Latin derivation are far more
likely to be polysyllabic and hence more difficult to fit into the six-syllable line of the
drottkvett stanza. This difficulty is compounded by the fact that as a primordially
analytical language, Spanish cannot be as concise as more svnthetic languages like
Icelandic and Norwegian, which sometimes results 1n clumsy, lengthy clauses such as /a
Jiera que las beridas causa (the wild beast who causes the wounds) to translate a kenning
hike #ndvargr (wound-wolf > AXE), or ¢/ gue alimenta a los cuervos (he who feeds the ravens)
for gunnvala bredir (prey-feeder of battle-hawks > WARRIOR).* There are, however, some
features of the Spanish language which are advantageous for the translation ot skaldic
verse, such as the versatility of its syntax, or its complex verbal system which can
occastonally reproduce an Icelandic verbal ending more precisely than Norwegian which
has a simpler morphology. We can also see in the above examples how the Spanish
translation better accommodates the subjunctive mood ot the verbs 1n the orginal
(skyldi, reki, sé, etc.) than the Norwegian translation, which mostly employs the

imperative, transforming Egill’s curses into commands.

Overview of Recent Research on Skaldic Poetry -

Untl the 1970s, research on skaldic poetry was relatively scarce, and of the books and
articles which were published, the vast majority were written 1n Scandinavian languages.
Major publications in the first half of the twentieth century include Finnur Jonsson’s
monumental Danish edition of skaldic poetry, Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning (1912-
15), which we have already referred to above, Ernst Albin Kock’s revised Swedish
edition of that work, Den norsk-islandska S kaldeaikiningen (1940-49), and Finnur Jonsson’s
reworking of Sveinbjorn Egilsson’s Lexicon Poeticum.*’ Between the years 1923-44, Kock
also produced his Nozationes Norrene: Anteckningar till Edda och 3 kaldediktning, which

consisted in a series of twenty-eight volumes of detailed notes and commentary on

45 In the Norwegian stanza above, for example, almost every word presents an Old Norse etymology, e.g.
‘dniv’ (drifa), ‘dad’ (ddd), ‘nike’ (rikr), ‘makter’ (makl), ‘drotten’ (drittinn), “tra’ (frd), ‘land’ (land), ‘hevn’ (hefnd),
‘og’ (0k), ‘@ser’ (@sir), ‘harme’ (harmr), ‘han’ (hann), ‘meg (mik), ‘rante’ (ran), and so on.

16 See stanzas 6 and 19 1n chapter 4.

7 Ermst Albin Kock, ed., Den norsk-isiandska S kaldediktningen, 2 vols (Lund: Gleerup, 1946-49); Finnur

|6nsson, Lexvcon Poeticum Antiquae Linguae S eptentrionalis: Ordbog over det \orsk-1 slandske S kjaldesprog O rindelig
‘Farj&fref af Sveinbjorn Egilson, 2nd edn (Copenhagen: Moller, 1931; repr. 1960).
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skaldic and Eddic poetry.* In 1921, Rudolph Meissner published Die Kenningar der
Skalden: Ein Beitrag zur skaldischen Poetik, one of the standard works on kennings.”
Meissner’s influential study is particularly useful for his categorisations of kennings
based on their sense-wotds. In a later monograph in Dutch, De skaldenkenningen met
mythologischen inhond (1934), Jan de Vries examines the mythological content of
kennings.” Other significant publications from around this period include Hallvard Lie’s
extended articles, ‘Jorvikferden: Et vendepunkt 1 Egil Skallagrimsson’s liv’ (1946),
‘Skaldestil-studier’ (1952), and ‘Natur og unatur i skaldekunsten’ (1957),”' and Odd
Notdland’s monograph, ‘Hofudlausn’ i ‘Egils saga’ Ein tradisjonskritisk studie (1956). In the
first fifty yeats of the twentieth century, however, only one publication on the subject of
skaldic poetry was published in English. This was Lee M. Hollander’s The S&alds: A
Selection of Their Poems, With Introductions and Notes (1945), which, as the title suggests,
comprises a selection of skaldic poetry (including a rendering of Egill’s Sonatorrek)
translated and with a commentary.

From the late 1960s onwards, however, there was a considerable increase 1n the
number of English-language publications on skaldic poetry, of which the two most
important are Gabriel Turville-Petre’s Scaldic Poetry (1976) and Roberta Frank’s study,
O/d Norse Conrt Poetry: The Dréttkvett Stanga (1978).” Like Hollandet’s book, Scaldic Poetry
provides a selection of skaldic verse translated by the author, but Turville-Petre also
supplies the original text, as well as detailed explanatory notes and full, stanza-by-stanza
commentary. Frank’s work, like Klaus von See’s Skaldendichtung: Eine Einfiibrung (1980),”
provides a detailed introduction to the genre, but also includes detailed interpretations
of selected lausavisur. Bjarne Fidjestol’s dissertation on skaldic praise-poetry, Det norrone

Jyrstedikret (1982) was also a landmark publication in the field, as was Hans Kuhn’s major

wotk Das Drittkvett (1983).”*
By the time Roberta Frank surveyed the history of skaldic research 1 1985,

therefore, considerable progress had been made 1n the field, although she also identified

48 Emst Albin Kock, Notationes norrenz: Anteckningar till edda och skaldedikting (Lund: Gleerup, 1923-41).
49 Rudolf Meissner, Die Kenningar der Skalden: Ein Beitrag zur S kaldischen Poetik (Bonn/Leipzig: Schroeder,
1921).

%0 Jan de Vres, De skaldenkenningen met mythologischen inhoud (Haarlem: Tjeenk Willink, 1934).
51 These articles were later published in a collection by Hallvard Lie entitled Om Sagakunst og S kaldskap:

Utvalgte avhandlinger (Ovre Ervik: Alvheim and Eide, 1982). For individual references see bibliography.

52 E. O. Gabriel Turville-Petre, Scaldic Poetry (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1976); Roberta Frank, O Norse
Court Poetry: The Drottkvest Stanza (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1978).

53 Klaus von See, Skaldendichtung: Eine Einfsibrung (Munich : Artemus, 1980).

4 Bjarne Fidjestel, Def norrene [yrstediktet (Dvre Ervik, Bergen: Alvheim and Eide, 1982); Hans Kuhn, Das
Drittkoett (Heidelberg: Carl Winter, 1983).
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several areas which had been neglected or where new 1nvestigation was needed.” For
example, in her survey she challenges the traditional rigid lines of demarcation between
Eddic and skaldic poetry which results in the former being viewed as that ‘simple-yet-
passionate, rude-but-grand, close-to-nature poetry of the old Germanic folk’, whereas
skaldic poetty is considered ‘recondite’, ‘unnatural’, ‘other’.” For Frank this ‘crude and

imprecise’ categorisation is partly responsible for the relative shortage of research into

skaldic verse.
One area of skaldic studies that has generated much scholarship both before and

after 1985, as we have seen, is the unique nature of verse in the drittkvett metre.”’ Like
Kuhn’s study, Kar Ellen Gade’s book focuses on the formal aspects of dritzkvest, while
others have looked for parallels in Old Irish syllabic poetry, but always with inconclusive
results.” The enigmatic kenning so intrinsic to the style of skaldic poetry has also kept
scholars such as Bjarne Fidjestol and Elena Gurevich busy looking for systems, patterns,

and explanations.59 A vast amount of skaldic scholarship has been devoted to

deciphering and reconstructing corrupt verses. As regards the poetry of Egi/s saga this 1s

particularly true of attempts to interpret the more difficult passages of Sonatorrek, whose

extreme ambiguity allows for a myriad of different readings.”
The ‘taw material’ also makes the study of skaldic poetry difficult. As we have

pointed out above, skaldic poetty, unlike Eddic, is not collected neatly in any one
manuscript, but is scattered throughout the sagas, Snorn Sturluson’s Eada, and Icelandic
medieval grammatical treatises; a few verses have even survived as runic insctiptions on
stones and sticks. The one comprehensive edition of skaldic poetry today 1s still Finnur

Jénsson’s Skjaldedigtning. As we have noted above, the other main edition, that of Ernst

55 Roberta Frank, ‘Skaldic Poetry’ in O/ Norse-Icelandic Lsterature: A Critical Guide, ed. by Carol J. Clover
and John Lindow, Islandica 45 (Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1985), pp. 157-96. Repninted
with a new preface by Theodore M. Andersson, Medieval Academy Reprints for Teaching 42 (Toronto:

University of Toronto Press, 2005).

36 1bid., p. 159.
57 Roberta Frank, O/ Norse Court Poetry: The Drottkvett Stanza (Ithaca: Corell University Press, 1978).

58 Kari Ellen Gade, The Structure of Old Norse Drittkovert Poetry, Islandica, 49 (Cornell University Press,
1995); E.O. Gabriel Turville-Petre, ‘On the Poetry of the Scalds and of the Fihd’, Enw, 22 (1971), 1-22,
Bridget Gordon Mackenzie, ‘On the Relation of Norse Skaldic Verse to Insh Syllabic Poetry’, in S peculum
Norrenum: Norse Studies in Memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, ed. by Ursula Dronke and others (Odense:
Odense University Press, 1981), pp. 337-56.

%9 Bjarne Fidjestel, “The Kenning System: An Attempt at a Linguistic Analysis’, in Selcted Papers (see
Haugen, 1997), pp. 16-67; Elena Gurevich, ‘Skaldic Vadation and the Evolution of Kenning Patterns’,
Skandinavistisk, 32 (2002), 31-37.

6 See for example, Richard North, “The Pagan Inheritance of Egill's Sonatorrek’, in A% de/ 12. Congresso
Internasgonale di § tuds sull’ Alto Medsoevo/ Poetry in the Scandinavian Middle Ages: S eventh International S aga
Conference, Spoleto 4-10 September 1988, ed. by Teresa Paroli (Spoleto: Centro 1taliano di studi sull’Alto
Medioevo, 1990), pp- 147-67, and Jon Hnefill Adalsteinsson, ‘Religious Ideas in Sonatorrek’, Saga-Book of the

Viking Society, 25 (1999), 159-71.
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Albin Kock, follows Finnur’s editdon in form, and the other two main reference tools
available to scholars of skaldic poetry, Finnur Jénsson’s Lexicon Poeticun and Rudolph
Meissner’s Die Kenningar der Skalden, are also based on Finnur’s editions, so that one
scholar dominates the field. It has long been felt that these books are outdated and in
need of emendation. J6n Helgason, Bjarne Fidjestol, and Roberta Frank, among others,
have called for a2 new edition to further the progress of skaldic studies. ® As Clover and
Lindow have noted, ‘new editions, new reference tools, perthaps even a computer
concordance to the corpus: these are some of our consumer needs in the years to
come’.*

Of major significance, then, is the new project ‘Skaldic Poetry of the Middle
Ages — A New Edition’, which is being published online as an ongoing process and is
expected be completed by 2008. This project was first conceived in 1994 by the current
five editors-in-chief, who, when they realised that they would not be able to edit the
entire corpus themselves, agreed to invite other researchers to participate as
contributots to the edition.” At the moment approximately fifty scholars from
Australia, Canada, Denmark, Germany, Iceland, New Zealand, Russia, Sweden, the
U.K.,, and the U.S. have responded and agreed to contribute to the project. A new
‘Lexicon Poeticum’ and a collection of &enningar and heits (poetic words) will be prepared
in conjunction with the new edition, which will appear both in hard copy and in
electronic form.”

One of the interesting features of the new edition will be the way in which the
huge skaldic corpus 1s divided 1nto eight categories. The second of these, ‘Poetological
works’, includes poetry from the Snorra Edda and the grammatical and poetological
treatises. This 1s an area in which interest has increased sharply 1n recent years. In 1988
Bjarne Fidjestol noted a ‘buzz of activity’ on the ‘Snorri front’.*” Scholars are taking a
new look at the intellectual background of Snort1’s thirteenth-century works and are

searching for answers in contemporary European literature. According to Fidjestoel, “The

main tendency in recent work has been to the etfect that Snorr, as the enlightened

6 J6n Helgason, ‘Planer om en Ny Udgave of Skjaldedigtningen’, Acta Philologica S candinava, 19 (1950),
130-32; Bjarne Fidjestol, ‘On a New Edition of Skaldic Poetny’, in The Sixth International Saga Conference

I} orkshop Papers (Copenhagen: n.pub, 1985), pp. 313-35.

62 Old Norse-Icelandsc Laterature: A Cnitical Guide, ed. by Clover and Lindow, p. 184.

63 The five editors-in chief are: Kan Ellen Gade, University of Indiana; Diana Whaley, University of
Newecastle; Edith Marold, University of Kiel; Gudran Nordal, University of Iceland; Margaret Clunies
Ross, University of Sydney. See http://skaldic.arts. usyd.edu.au/db.php [accessed 15 May, 2007].

64 Kari Ellen Gade, ‘Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages’, Skandinavistike, 32 (2002), 3-16.

65 Bjarne Fidjestol, ‘Snorn Sturluson, Humanst and Rhetoncian’, in Selcted Papers (see Haugen, 1997), p.

345.
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humanist he was, took a rather positive view of the heathen mythology’, and that he was
able to see the past in a historical perspective.” In her book, Skdldskaparmal: Snorrt
Sturluson’s ars poetica and Medseval Theories of Language (1987),"" Margaret Clunies Ross
shows how closely the various sections of the Edda are interrelated, and demonstrates

the kind of ars poetica Snorri intended Skdldsskaparmal to be. She also demonstrates a
unity in Snorrt’s religious theory and his views of language.

‘Snorri fever’ was not just confined to the English-speaking wotld. In 1993, to
commemorate the 750th anniversary of Snorr Sturluson’s death, a collection of essays,
edited by Alois Wolf, was published. These included an examination of the relationship
between verse and prose in Snorti’s Hezmskringla by Bjarne Fidjestol,” a discussion of
the sources ot Skdidskaparmal and Snotrt’s intellectual background by Anthony
Faulkes,” and a treatment of Hdttatal (the third section of Snorra Edda) by Stephen
Tranter.” Also greatly increasing the prospects for research in skaldic studies has been
the publication of Anthony Faulkes’s edition of S &dldskaparmal in two volumes (text and
glossary).” This work completes Faulkes’s edition of the Snorra Edda and is of crucial
importance to skaldic scholars as the unique repository of a great amount ot skaldic

verse. Snorrl Sturluson also provided modern skaldic scholarship with most of its
terminology and principles of analysis and interpretation, and, as Clover and Lindow
note, ‘it 1s because of him and his Icelandic disciples that the study of skaldic verse kept

an impressive lead over that of other European vernacular poetries down to at least

1850."

In his latest article, Klaus von See refutes Clunies Ross’s ‘theologtsing’ of the
Snorra Edda and rejects the Prologue as the work of Snorri at all. He believes that

Gylfaginning and Skdldskaparmal, as well as Heimskringla, are wrtten with a completely
different aim in view: ‘they attempt to integrate genuine pagan tradition into the high-

medieval world picture in as unprovocative a way as possible, and to exploit it in terms

56 1bid., p. 349.
67 Margaret Clunies Ross, S&d/dskaparmal: S norr Sturluson’s ars poetica and Medzieval Theories of L anguage

(Odense: Odense University Press, 1987).
68 Bjarne Fidjestol, ‘Skaldic Stanzas in Saga-Prose: Observations on the Relationship between Prose and
Verse in Snorri’s Heimskringla’, in Snorry Sturluson, Kolloguium Anlafflich der 750. IV iederkebr seines Todestages,

ed. by Alots Wolf (Tubingen: Narr, 1993), pp. 7/-98.
6 Anthony Faulkes, “The sources of Skaldskaparmal: Snorrt’s Intellectual Background’, in Snory Sturluson

(see Wolt, 1993), pp. 59-70.
10 Stephen Tranter, ‘Das Hattatal von Snorn Sturluson’, in Snorr Sturluson (see Wolt, 1993), pp. 179-92.

't Anthony Faulkes, ed.. Snorm Sturluson: Edda. § kaldskaparmal, 2 vols (London: Viking Society for

Northern Research, 1998).
2 Old Norse-Icelandic Laterature: .- Criticil Gude, p. 165.
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of a specifically “Norse” cultural identity’.” Taking a step sideways, the very latest

investigation into Old Norse medieval poetics has not focused exclusively on the works

of Snorri Sturluson. In O/ Icelandic Literature and Society, no fewer than seven essays deal
with medieval Icelandic poetics. In the fourth of these, for example, Gisli Sigurdsson

tries to glean what information he can from Olafur Pordarson’s The Third Grammatical

Treatise, as regards the extent of the knowledge of skaldic poetry among thirteenth-

century literary enthusiasts in Iceland.”* A new edition of this treatise, edited by Tarrin
Wills, is now available online.” Gudrin Nordal in her study Tools of Lzteracy (2001),
shows us how the composition and citation of skaldic poetry in the thirteenth century
was a political act and how its study was incorporated into the schoolroom study of
‘grammatica’ and, 1n parts three and four of her book, examines changes in the theory
and practice of skaldic poetry under the influence of the Christian tradition.”” An
interesting article by William Sayers describes his theory of how the form and structure

of a skaldic verse can be compared to that of a ship.”

Prompted by the interest in the impact of medieval literary theory upon
Icelandic treatises on poetics and an increased interest 1n literary theory in general, a
number of Old Norse scholars met in Copenhagen 1n 1989 to discuss the possibility of
starting a new international research project on the reception and mnterpretation ot Old
Norse poetics in the Western literary tradition (see chapter 2 for a more detailed
discussion of this trend). The ‘Norse Muse Project’, as it was called, gave rise to a
number of publications on the subject. Northern Antiquity: The Post-Medzieval Reception of
Edda and Saga, a collection of essays edited by Andrew Wawn, was published in 1994.”

[t was followed two years later by another collection, this time edited by Lats Lonnroth,

which comprises nine essays on Old Icelandic poetry and the way that this poetry was

73 Klaus von See, ‘Snorri Sturluson and the Creation of a Norse Cultural Ideology’, Saga-Book of the Viking
Society, 25 (2001), 367-93 (p. 368).

7 Gisli Sigurdsson, ‘Olafr Pérdarson hvitaskild and Oral Poetry in the West of Iceland ¢.1250: The
Evidence of References to Poetry in The Third Grammatical Treatise’, in O/ Icelandic Literature and Society,
ed. by Margaret Clunies Ross, Cambridge Studies in Medieval Literature, 42 (Cambndge: Cambndge

University Press, 2000), pp. 90-139. |
15 The Third Grammatical Treatise in the Codex Wormianus: Oldfr Bordarson hvitaskald, edinon, commentary, and

annotated translation by Tarrin Wills, http://www-personal.arts.usyd.edu.au/tarwills/thesis/ [accessed
May 2007]. Wills will also be responsible for the electronic editing of the skaldic corpus in the project

mentioned above.

76 Gudran Nordal, Tools of Literacy: The Role of Skaldic 1 “erse in Icelandic Textual Culture of the Twelfth and

Thirteenth Centurres (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001).
7 William Sawvers, ‘Scarfing the Yard with Words (Fostbradra saga): Shipbuilding Imagery 1n Old Norse

Poetics’, Scandinavian Studres, 74 (2002), 1-18.
8 Northern Antiguity: The Post-Medieval Reception of Eada and Saga, ed. by Andrew Wawn (Enfield Lock,

Middlesex: Hisarlik, 1994).
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later used and interpreted in the Scandinavian tradition. ~ In 1998 Margaret Clunies Ross

published an article which treats of the reception of Old Norse poetry and poetics 1n
eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain.”' This was followed by Andrew
Wawn’s The Vikings and the Victorians: Inventing the North in Nineteenth-Century Britain, and
the latest title on the same theme is an edition (with commentary) of translations of Old
Norse poetry by the eighteenth-century scholar Thomas Percy.”

Interest in the skald’s world and role 1n society 1s also reflected 1n several recent
publications. Bjarne Fidjestel provides a fascinating and wide-ranging discussion on the
financial affairs of court skalds and their patrons.** Margaret Clunies Ross describes the
transformation from simple rural boy to urbane court poet 1n her discusston of the
Icelandic poet Sighvatr Pordarson. Her article also examines Norwegian-Icelandic

relations and the status of Icelandic poets abroad.®” Other studies on individual skalds

include Diana Whaley’s 1998 edition, The Poetry of Arndrr [arlaskadld, a book which is
almost unique in skaldic studies in its presentation of the oeuvre of a single skald.”* The
poetry and poetic techniques of Egill Skalla-Grimsson have also lately come under the
scrutiny of Laurence de Looze, and Russell Poole has attempted to shed some light on

compositional, transmisstonal, and performance processes 1n his close readings of the

first ten Jausavisur of Kormdiks saga.”

Who the skalds and their patrons were obviously influenced the content of their

poetry. Most often they wrote praise-poetry about princes for princes, and as we have

seen 1n Fidjestol (1984), skalds could be economically dependent on the kings or eatls,
with whom they could also have had close emotional ties. This male bonding 1s
examined by Jenny Jochens, who also pursues the evidence for heterosexual love
especilally in the Jausavisur of the skald-sagas (1.e. those of Kormakr Qgmundarson,
Hallfredr vandredaskald, Bjorn Hitdcelakappi, and Gunnlaugr ormstunga). In these

sagas the narratives’ focus is not on the poets’ allegiance to the king, but on their

19 Skaldemjodet i Berget: Essayer om Fonislandsk OrdRonst och dess Az‘emnvd’rzdm’ng ! Nutiden, ed. by Lars Lonnroth

(Stockholm: Atlantis, 1990).
80 Margaret Clunies Ross, “The Norse Muse 1n Bntain, 1750-1820°, Hesperides, Letterature e Culture

Occidental, 9 (Tneste: Parnasso, 1998).
81 Margaret Clunies Ross, The O/d Norse Poetic Translations of Thomas Percy: A New Edition and Commentary,

Making the Middle Ages, 4 (Tumhout: Brepols, 2001).
82 Bjarne Fidjestol, ““Have vou Heard a Poem Worth More?”: A Note on the Economic Background of

Early Skaldic Praise-Poetry’, in Selected Papers (see Haugen, 1997), pp. 117-32.
8 Margaret Clunies Ross, ‘From Iceland to Norway: Essential Rites of Passage for an Early Icelandic

Skald’, alvissmd/, 9 (1999), 55-72.
84 Diana \'halev, The Poetry of .-1rmorr jarlaskald: An Edition and S tudy (Tumhout: Brepols, 1998).
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saga’, alvissmadl, 7 (1997), 737-60.
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relationships with their Icelandic mistresses.”” On the topic of heterosexual love, "\ hy
skalds address women’ was the subject of Roberta Frank’s paper at the seventh saga
conference in Spoleto, Italy, and in chapter 5 of his book on ‘finding the night one’
Bjorn Bandlien argues that it was in skaldic poetry that medieval Norsemen begin to
voice their feelings of grief and love.”

According to the Old Icelandic law-compilation Grdgds, to compose love poetry
(mansongr) was punishable by outlawry or even death. Little wonder then that the poet
Bjorn Hitdcelakappi encoded his mistress’s name 1in puns 1n verses addressed to her.
These puns 1n fact incorporated elements with overt sexual reterences, explored by Kan
Ellen Gade 1n her papet, ‘Penile Puns: Personal Names and Phallic Symbols 1n Skaldic
Poetry’. Gade shows how the skalds ‘in their composition of injurious poetry, drew on a
stereotyped 1nventory of sexual puns and that this erotic meta-language may enable us
to shed new light on hitherto unexplained stanzas’.> s most critical editions and
translations of skaldic poetry are based on nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
research, it 1s only recently that scholars have become aware that apparently innocuous
stanzas contain sexual innuendoes that were unheard of in earlier scholarship. Judith
Jesch’s study of runic inscriptions also opens up new perspectives on texts which were
formerly only available 1n $4;. and 1s a mine of information on material which was
previously difficult to access.”

In the field of skaldic studies it 1s the early, pagan poetry which has traditionally
drawn more attention, but that has been changing, in that more and more scholars are
now paying attention to post-conversion poetry. In 1994 Judy Quinn wrote about the
transformation of skaldic poetry from an oral into a literary ars poetica and the difficulty

of incorporating ‘pagan’ kennings into new verse-forms influenced by Latin poetics.™

Bjarne Fidjestol offers a discusston based on skaldic poetry of the hypothetical part
played by Haraldr harfagri in the major change in the religious dispensation of tenth-

8 Jenny Jochens, ‘From Libel to Lament: Male Manifestations of Love 1n Old Norse’, in From Sagas 1o
Society: Comparative Approaches to Early Iceland, ed. by Gisli Palsson (Enfield Lock, Middlesex: Hisarlik,

1992), pp. 247-04.
87 Bjorn Bandlien, A finne den rette: Kjwrlighet, individ og samfunn i norren middelalder (Oslo: Norske Histoniske

Forening, 2001).
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century Norway,”' and Russell Poole discusses the ‘conversion verses’ of Hallfreor

vandrzdaskald and how they ‘explore the situation of a catechumen at baptism, where

the liturgy demands that an affirmation of belief in Christianity be complemented with a

renunciation of the heathen gods’.()2
Another area of skaldic studies which has seen an upsurge 1n interest 1S a re-
examination of skaldic verse in the prose context in which 1t has mostly been preserved.

This was the subject of a chapter by Joseph Harris 1n 1997, for example, and of Heather
O’Donoghue’s book S&aldic Verse and the Poetics of Saga Narrative, which explores the

interplay between verse and prose in a number of Icelandic sagas. ™

In 2002 John Lindow made the following complaint regarding the scarcity of

available matertal on the interpretation of skaldic poetry:

The case 1s all but hopeless for skaldic poetry. There are, to be sure, the
commentaries accompanying Turville-Petre’s and Hollander’s translations, but the
texts presented are very limited. There are also, of course, monographic treatments
of various important skaldic poems, but these texts are so difficult that such
treatments tend generally to limit themselves to comment on language and

grammar rather than on content.”
As we have noted above with regards to the Norse Muse project, scholars are
increasingly interested in the contemporaneous and post-medieval reception of
Old Norse literature, which, as we shall see in the following chapter, has given rise
to 2 number of studies on translations of Icelandic sagas. Unfortunately,
comparable research on translations of skaldic poetry 1s practically non-existent.
Considering the lack of interpretative commentary on skaldic verses, 1t seems

somewhat strange that such detailed readings as translations provide have been so

entirely neglected. As I hope the central chapters of this thesis will show,

comparative analyses of translations (which 1n themselves are the most detailed
commentary on their sources) and their source texts can provide new 1nsights mnto
the beauty and complexity of skaldic poetry, as well as revealing a wealth of

information on Old Norse culture and society.

91 Bjarne Fidjestol, ‘Skaldic Poetry and the Conversion: With Some Reflections on Literary Form as a
Source of Historical Information’, in Se/ected Papers (see Haugen, 1997), pp. 133-50.

92 Russell Poole, “The “Conversion Verses’” of Hallfredr vandradaskald’, Maa/ gg Minne, 1 (2002), 15-37 (p.
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)3 _])oseph Harrs, ‘The Prosimetrum of Icelandic Saga and some Relatives’, in Prosimetrum: Crosscultural
Perspectives on INurvative in Prose and 1’erse, ed. by Joseph Harns and Karl Reichl (Woodbndge: Brewer,
1997), pp. 131-64; Heather O’'Donoghue, S&aldic 1"erse and the Poetics of Saga Narrative (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2005).
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CHAPTER TWO
READING TRANSLATIONS OF SKALDIC POETRY IN A

POSTCOLONIAL CONTEXT

In this chapter I aim to position my research at a point where the disciplines of
Medieval Studies/Old Norse Studies, Translation Studies and Postcolonial Studies
converge, showing how my work contributes to the small but growing number of
studies that encompass these fields. At first glance these three areas may not seem to
share much common ground, but i1t was 1n fact the same developments in contemporary

literary theory (particularly structuralist and post-structuralist theory) that had led to the
emergence of translation theory and postcolonial theory in the 1980s, which also laid the
basis for the theoretical ‘turn” Medieval Studies took 1n the form of the ‘New Philology’
as we shall see below. A new-found interest in the reception of medieval texts, not only

in the age 1n which they were produced, but also 1n a post-medieval context,

consequently led scholars to query and explore the role translations of medieval
literature played 1n 1ts teception, and it was at this point that Medieval Studies and
Translation Studies began to overlap. At around the same time (1.e. 1n the early 1990s),
Translation Studies and Postcolonial Studies were both gradually moving towards the
realisation (albeit from quite ditferent perspectives) that ‘translation stands as one of the
most significant means by which one culture represents another’ and can therefore be

‘particularly mstructive for an understanding of the relations between colonial powers

. . 1
and their colonies’.

As Maria Tymoczko demonstrates in her study of modern translations of
medieval Irish texts (which we shall discuss further below), the scope of postcolonial
literature does not have to be restricted to writings from Atrica, the Indian sub-
continent or South America, but can be expanded to include European ex-colonies such
as Ireland. By examining Norwegian and Spanish translations, I analyse the less obvious

but equally complex relationships between the target cultures and the source culture as

' Maria Tymoczko, Tranilation in a Postcolonti! Context: Early Insh Literature in English Transkation
(Manchester: St Jerome, 1999), pp. 17-18.
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reflected in the poetry, with the aim of evaluating the extent to which, through a process
of translation (or rewriting), skaldic poetry has been appropriated and manipulated 1n
such a way as to help construct ideas of national identity. I argue that one strategy
employed by ex-colonial powers to accommodate the notion that another culture or
literary tradition is equal or superior to their own is by appropriating it through what I
call ‘retrospective colonization’.

The cultural and historical context in which the Norwegian and Spanish
translations were produced will be examined in more depth in chapter 3. In the pages
that follow, I will provide a comprehensive overview of the theories that frame my
discussion, incorporating a review of translation studies on Icelandic and medieval
literature comparable to my own. While the number of case-studies on translations of
Icelandic sagas 1s relatively plentiful, my study forms part of what is, as yet, a very
hmited number of works which analyse translations of skaldic poetry in any way, and is
the only one (to my knowledge) which employs a framework of investigation based on

postcolonial translation theory.

I'he New Philology and the Post-medieval Reception of Old Norse Literature 2

[n his epistle on the art of printing, father Holberg also touches upon, with his
vivid mind, the profession of the philologist. “If this science — he writes — (i.e. the
art of printing) had been older, we would have had old texts in correct form, and
learned men would have been spared the slavish task of unravelling copyist errors,
and of collating all written exemplars, 1n order to find a tolerably correct text; I say
tolerably, since despite all the effort applied and all variant readings no absolute

certainty can be acquired” (Epistola III).2

Hallvard Lie cites Ludvig Holberg’s remarks 1n the introduction to his 1946 article on
the editing of Sonaforrek. He 1s sympathetic to the dismay these comments might evoke
on the part of ‘den hederhige fagfilolog’ (the honest professional philologist). What
philologist would not feel some discomfort at hearing his life’s work referred to

dismissively as “Treldoms Arbeyde’ (slave labour)? Especially one who has relished the

2 Hallvard Lie, ‘Sonatorrek str. 1-4°, ANF, 61 (19406), 182-207 (p. 182): ‘I stn epistel om
boktrykkerkunsten streifer fader Holberg med sin friske tanke ogsa det filologiske yrke. “Hwvis dette
Videnskab — skniver han — (sc. Bogtrykkerkonsten) havde veret zldere, havde vi haft gamle sknfter correcte,
og lerde Mand havde varet forskaanede for det Trzldoms Arbevde at udleede Copust-Fejl, og at conferere
alle skrevne Exemplanier sammen, for nogenleedes at finde den rette Text: Jeg siger nogenleedes, saasom
efter all anvendet Umage og alle Vanantes Lectiones ingen ret Vished kand erhverves’. Usually referred
to as a ‘Dano-Norwegian’ writer, Ludvig Holberg was born 1in Bergen but like many of his compatnots,
attended university in Copenhagen, the city where he spent most of his adult life.
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quiet, pleasant hours spent poring over corrupt texts ‘while the intellect, happily
stretched, busied itself in a flock of variants’ and who has felt a thrll of victory when
suddenly ‘the penny dropped [lit. the spark caught] and the copyist mistake became
clear’.” To wish the copyist errors away, Lie acknowledges, would be to remove the basis
for the philologist’s very existence, although it is a sacrifice he would gladly make, 1t
seems, 1f the reward were an error-free, authentic text of Sonatorrek. However, although
Lie and Holberg might have disagreed on the delights of philological detective work,
they certainly both saw the painstaking labour of the philologist as a means to an end
and not as an end 1n itself.

This posttivistic approach, which had characterised philological activity on
FEuropean medieval literature since the nineteenth century, remained unchallenged until
the emergence in the late 1980s of what became known as the ‘New Philology’." In what
was to become one of the most emblematic publications of this movement, Eloge de /a
variante, Bernard Cerquighini avowed that the variability of manuscripts was a cause for

celebration, not exasperation:

Now, medieval writing does not produce vartants; it 1s variance. The endless
rewriting to which medieval textuality 1s subjected, the joyful appropriation of
which it 1s the object, invites us to make a powerful hypothesis: the variant ts never
punctual [t.e. precise].’

Influenced by developments in contemporary literary theory, the New Philologists
suggested new lines of investigation for the discipline of Medieval Studies, including an
interrogation of the framework of enquiry itself. Scholars began to question the
premises for the establishment of Medieval Studies and the extent to which that was
determined by the socio-political context from which it emerged.

The way in which medieval writings function/ed in their receiving cultures has
also come under increasing scrutiny lately, and research into the post-medieval reception
of Old Norse-Icelandic literature has resulted 1n a considerable number ot publications
and research projects on the topic. “The Norse Muse’, for example, was an international

research project instituted in 1989 and mostly funded by the Joint Commuttee of the

3 ibid., p. 182: ‘mens tanken, lykkelig spent, syslet omkring 1 variantenes flokk’; ‘gnisten teates [lit. the
spark caught] og gjorde Copust-Fejlen klar’.

+In 1990, Speculum, a journal for Medieval Studies, devoted a special 1ssue to “The New Philology’.

> Bernard Cerquiglini, In Praise of the 1’anant: A Cnitical History of Philology, trans. by Betsy Wing (Balumore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), pp. 77-78. Bemard Cerquighn, E/loge de la rariante (Pans: Sewl,
1989), p. 111: ‘Or l'écriture médiévale ne produit pas de vanantes, elle est vanance. La reecnture
incessante 2 laquelle est soumuse la textualite médievale, l'appropnation joyeuse dont elle est 'objet, nous

invitent a faire une hypothése forte: la varante n’est jamais ponctuelle’.
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Nordic Research Councils for the Humanities.® The principal aim of the project, starting
with the idea of the ‘Nordic renaissance’ introduced by the Swedish literary historian

Anton Blanck in 1911, was to conduct an investigation 1nto the reception ot Old Norse

poetics from the Middle Ages to the present day. In their report on the results of “The

Notse Muse’ project,” Margaret Clunies Ross and Lars Lonnroth broadly outline some
general conclusions the collective research has produced, and provide a brief stage-by-
stage summary of the reception history. They reject the 1dea that Old Norse poetics was

‘rediscovered’ by the Nordic renaissance movement of the eighteenth century; in

Iceland, and later Scandinavia, they argue, Old Norse literature ‘remained an active
force’ from the Middle Ages on. The second major observation highlighted by the
project 1s that the reception of Old Norse poetics, or ‘Eddas’, depended on the function
of this literature as determined by the various writers who made it available 1n editions

ot translations, or ‘rewritings’, as the translation scholar André Lefevere might call them.

As we will see 1n the next section of this chapter, the analysis of the function of
‘rewritings’ 1n their target cultures is a key concern in modern translation theory, but the
fact that Ole Worm’s Lusferatura runica, tor example, was a translation, and that the revival
of interest 1n this literature which began in the Nordic countries 1n the late sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries, and rapidly spread throughout the rest of northern Europe 1n the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, was largely facilitated by translations of Icelandic
sagas and the ‘Eddas’ (both 1n Latin and the vernacular) 1s not over-emphasized 1n “The

Norse Muse’ project. While 1t 1s fair to say that a criticism and appreciation ot Old

6 Nordiska samarbetsnamnden for humanistisk forskning.
7 Margaret Cluntes Ross and Lars Lonnroth, “The Notrse Muse: Report from an International Research

Project’, alvissmal/, 9 (1999) 3-28. The project resulted 1n numerous books, articles and conference papers,
many of which are detailed in this report. See for example: Norzthern Antiguity: The Post-Medzeval Receptron of
Edda and Saga, ed. by Andrew Wawn (Enfield Lock, Middlesex: Hisarlik Press, 1994) — a collection of
essays, partly based on papers read at the Eighth International Saga Conference in Gothenburg; Lars
Lonnroth, Skaldemjodet 1 berget: Essayer om fornisiandsk ordkonst och dess ateranvandning ¢ nutiden (Stockholm:
Atlantis, 1996) — a collection of nine essays about Old Icelandic poetry and the way this poetry was later
used and interpreted in the Scandinavian tradition. The last five essays in particular were produced within
the project or are related to 1ts main theme; Mats Malm, Minervas agpple: Om diktsyn, tolkning och bildsprak
inom nordisk goticism, Ph.D. diss., Goteborgs universitet (Stockholm: Symposion, 1996) — a dissertation,
closely related to the project, about central problems of poetics within the Nordic Gothicist movement of
the seventeenth, eighteenth, and early nineteenth centunies; Gudamjodur og arnarleir: Safn nitgerda um eddulist,
ed. by Sverrir Tomasson (Reykjavik: Haskolautgafan, 1996) — a collection of essays, produced within the
project, about the reception and literary use of Snorra Edda in Iceland trom the thirteenth to the
nineteenth century, including contributions by Sverrir Tomasson, Margret Eggertsdottir, Vidar Hreinsson,
Bergliot Krstjansdottir, Svanhildur Oskarsdottir, and Sveinn Yngvi Egilsson; Margaret Clunies Ross, The
Norse Muse in Britain, 1750-1820, Hespenides, Letterature e culture occidental, vol. 9 (Tnieste: Ediziomn
Parnasso, 1998) — produced as part of the project, this book treats the reception of Old Norse poetry and
poetics 1n eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Bntain; Gerd Wolfgang Weber Mythos und Geschichre:
Sechs Essays ur Geschichtsmrythologie S kandinaviens in Mittelalter und Neuzeit, Hespendes, Letterature e culture
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