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ON THE CLASSIFICATION OF EDDIC HEROIC
POETRY IN VIEW OF THE ORAL THEORY

The Oral Theory as presented by Albert Lord In his Siger of Tales has
glven us a totally new Insight into the nature of the oral background of
Eddic poetry. '

it has always been assumed that Eddic poetry was preserved orally for
2 fong time before It was was written down by icelanders In the thirteenth
century. This assumption, however, has always been made without full
attention being paid to what was entailed in the postulation of an oral
existence for a poetic genre.

Various studies have appeared In which scholars have tried to
establish the orality of Eddic poetry by counting formutas and other
characteristics of oral poetry. These studies, however, cannot prove
whether or not the use of formulas shows that Eddic poems were
preserved and composed orally in a manner similar to the epics studied by
Parry and Lord in Yugoslavia.‘

In consequence, scholars either assume that Eddic poetry was
composed in a manner similar to the Yugoslavian epics, or think that it
was not, or try to think of some different ways of composing and
memorising poetry, basing their ideas either on personal experience from
written cultures or on the evidence of Old-lcelandic literature. Neither of
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these methods has much bearing as evidence for the orality of Eddic
poetry. The weakness of the tirst approach is obvious and the second
cannot be used either, because the evidence was written down by literate
people who were brought up after the introduction of writing to icelandic
society. They therefore did not have an understanding of how poetry was
preserved at an oral stage - no more so than the oral poets themselves!

Before we go any further we have to make a decision that cannot be
based on any scientific evidence. Should we apply Lord's model to Eddic
poetry? If ;Ne say ‘no’, we have to arque for very special circumstances in
Iceland and Scandinavia, circumstances that can hardly be paralleled
elsewhere, and ignore all the advances made in the field of oral research
in the last decades. IT we say 'yes', we can profit from all the research
which we would otherwise have to ignore,

1 think that it is more fruitful to say ‘yes'.

This is not to say that the text of the poems in the Codex Regius can be
studied as a ‘text’ from an oral performance. Before the writing of the
Codex Regius the poems had been preserved in writing for some time, The
problem therefore always remains how oral our actual text 15 and how the
written and oral traditions influenced each other from the time the first
poems were comitted to writing (thus establishing the idea of a fixed text
for the first time) and until the Codex Regius was compiled. This
interaction is a seperate problem and should not distract our attention
from the centuries before the time of writing when the oral tradition was
carried on without the interference of writing.2

Once we have said 'yes', many of the traditional studies of Eddic poetry
are no longer valid; most importantly, those that have been undetaken in
order to determine both age and the intertextual relations of the Eddic
poems. A poem in an oral tradition is renewed every time it is performed
ard is therefore only as old as its latest performance, and textual
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parallels can be accounted for as evidence of a common poetic language. As
aresult of this we need no longer regard two Eddic treatments of a certain
heroic theme as different poems (in pairs Yike Aelgatvida Hundingstana /
and /7 and Atlakvida and Atlamal),; one of which is considered younger
and even less auhentic and artistic. Now it is possible to see such
treatments as variations of the same poern, a circumstance which gives us
anew nsight into the different treatments and their adaptation Lo new
conditions and varying audiences.

In this paper, | shall 100k at these poetic pairs and try to reinterpret
some of the evidence that bas hitherto been used to assign them to
different age categories. | shall then proceed to show how this different
view can change and improve our understanding of several of the poems
deating with the story of Gudrin, Gunnar, Hogni, Atli, and Cddrin.

Scaldic poetry 1S generally believed to have been popular in courtly
surroundings, whereas Eddic poetry is to a greater extent 1ikely to have
lived among ordinary people. Unfortunately very little is kriown about the
Eddic poems in this respect and all we can do is to look for evidence in the
poems themselves to see whether they reflect the surroundings in which
they were composed or mainly recited.

it an Eddic poem 15 influenced by scaldic diction, stresses the glory
and honour of the rmale hero or the power of Kings, the importance of gold
and so Torth, may we not then assume that it has been recited to an
audience familiar with these matters, that is in courtly surroundings? If
on the other hand, a poem describes the heroes as ordinary people, uses
language close to every day speech and betrays little or no knowledge of
courtly life, may we not then be entitled to the conjecture that these
poems were recited among farmers or lower-class people with little
knowledge of a warrior's life at court: by people who tked to be
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entertained by stories about famous legendary characters?

We can also took for specifically male or female characteristics in the
poems. If, for instance, a poem deals with a fernale hero or herpine,
describes her feelings and the effects which the heroic activity of the
males has on her, and sees everything from the viewpoint of the women
involved, may we perhaps then conclude that this poem was, if not
necessarily composed by a worman, at least transmitted by women who
were correcting the specifically male viewpoint often found elsewhere in
the heroic cycle: that wommen are evil and lacking in understanding of the
the hereic ideals of men?

The two poems about Helg! Hundingsbani ( Helgakvida Hundingsbana /
and //) deat with the same characters and events. By investigating the
parallel passages we may therefore get an idea of the different background’
of the poems and thus suggest where each poem Is most likely to have been
recited.

Joseph Harrisd has compared the two and | will use'much of the
material he has drawn attention to. Harris, however, presupposes that the
first lay is a scaldic revision of the second one. In the light of the Oral
Theory such a presupposition is misleading and the evidence used by
Harris to drive home his conclusfons can equally well be used for a
different argument,

In both the Helgi 1ays there is a ‘senna’ between one of Helgi's
companions and their opponent, in which Helgi himselr intervenes when the
insults reach their peak. This is generally interpreted as being intended to
show Helgi in a positive light. He does not partake in the flyting but puts
an end to It. The more ‘mudslinging’ the flyting contains, the more Helgt
shines forth when he finally intervenes. In the first lay of Helgi the ‘senna’
is longer and contains much more offensive language than the second iay.
Here we can observe the gener"al tendency of the first lay: the main
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emphasis is 1aid on Helgi and his heroism,

The language of the two poems differs considerably. The first lay is
rich in Scaldic diction, both kennings and other poetic expressions,
common 1n Scaldic poetry. We also have descriptions of fleets, armies and:
princes which are not prominent in the second poem. In the first lay we
meet with more mythical allusions than in.other heroic poems. Such a
diction and such allusions suggest an aristocratic audience. This evidence
all points 1o & king's court and one particular scald has even been
suggested as the author of the poem since his style is supposed to be
reflected in it.

Apart from the difference in diction, we have a great difference In the
treatment of Helgi's wife, Sigrin, her relationship with her husband and
her dilemma. In the secorid la} Sigrin approaches Helgl affectionately,
claiming that she loved him before she even saw him. She emphasises her
fears, since her father expects her to marry someone she does not care too
much for. She Is torn between her own feel ings on the one hand and loyalty
towards her family on the other..She asks for Helgl's love and protection.
Helgl, in a knightly fashicn, tries to put her at ease. She-can stay with him,
and he will deal with the family. Sigrin’s agony is further aggrevated when
Helgi has killed her father and brothers ~ except one who later kills Helgl
in revenge. On that occasfon, Sigrin cries out that she would much prefer
that those who are dead would be alive and that she could neverthelss rest
with Helgl. When her brother has taken revenge on Helgl she turns her
wrath towards him, explains her love for Helgl and praises him. The last
passage tells of Helgl's return from Valhalla. He s allowed to stay one
night with Sigrin, they both express their happiness - he being dead,
enjoying a living woman in his bed and she alive, being perfectly happy
Iying with a cold and bloodstained corpse. When Helgl does not return the
folowing nights, Sigrin Janguishes away and finally dies.



— 72 —

Sigran and her feelings thus play an important roie in the second lay. In
the pourtly version in the first Yay, her part is reduced. The first lay ends
when Helgi has killed Sigrin's family and they se¢ a happy future ahead of
them. Sigrun's Tove for Helgi and her conflicting loyalties are also
deemphasised.

The first lay describes Sigran as a valkyrie and her first meeting with
Helg! is not at all as romantic as that found in the other iay. Directly on
seeing her, Helgl suggests that they go home together. Sigrdn ignores the
suggestfon and says that there are more important things in store for him
than to enjoy himseif, namely to fight her father. The difference between
the two poems can be summarised in the two stanzas where Sigran
explains her problem to Helgi:?

First lay (st. 18)

Hef Jr minn fap ir "Var ec Habbrodd!
meyio siam i her favstnap,
grimom heitit enn fofvr amran -
Granmars syni; eiga vildac;

e ec hefi, Helgi! bo siamc, fylc it
Ha/dbrodd q vepim fronda reibi,

k orng Gneisan hefi eC ming fasdvr
sem cattar son. mvnrab brotip.”

The stanza from the second lay is mainly concerned with Sigrin's
dilemma, whereas the first lay piays down her part but uses the
opportunity to gloryfy Helgi.

Thus the first lay might have lived among courtly people and have been
recited by people who were well trained in Scaldic diction and familiar
with the life of warriors whereas the second lay seems to reflect more
interest in emotions, particularly those of women, showing no signs of the
courtly cuiture which can be observed in its counterpart.

Of course it is difficult to judge whether this is enough to allow us to
conclude that the second lay was transmitted by women, but given the
different version it is hard Lo expiain where we can find a taste which
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neglects heroic splendour and manly qualities for the sake of a woman's
dilemma - except among women.

Atlamal and Atlakvida make up a similar pair: two poems which tell
the same story from different perspectives. This is the story of how Atli
invited his brothers-in-1aw, Gunnar and Hagni, to his court only to kill
them, and how Gubrdn, Atli's wife and Gunnar's and Hogni's sister, then
killed Atli. These poems have been regarded as originating in different
centuries, Atlakviba as being one of the oldest poems in the Edda and
Atlamal one of the younger. Atlamal is often supposed to have been
corposed in Greenland. There seems to be a general consensus Lo regard
Atlakvida as a courtly poem on grounds similar to those we have discussed
earlier in connection with the first lay of Heigi. Atlamal on the other hand
appears to be more remote from the life of the nobility. In Atlamal the
kings are treated as ordinary farmers, the gold which plays a major rele in
Atlakvida is hardly mentioned. The heroes’ motivations are thus neglected
for the sake of just telling a story. Apart from these differences, Atlamal
seers to reflect the views of Tarming women rather than tfmse of the
farming men. In Atlamal it is mentioned that Gubrin has to wait at home
when Atli sends messengers to invite her brothers to the final feast.
Gunnar's and Higni's wives, who are unknown elsewhere, are also
introduced into the story and receive more attention than their husbands.
The welcoming party for the messengers is des&ibed from the viewpoint
of the women who serve the ale. We are also told how the beds were made
up after the party and our attention is drawn to underwear which needs
washing. Nothing of this is mentioned in Atlakvida

The difference between the poems has been explained thro'ugh the
theory that poetic taste changed over the ages. In older times the
emphasis was laid on heroic behaviour of men Emotions were seldom or
never referred to or described. This taste is then supposed to have
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developed towards a preference for a more lyrical style, where closer
attention is paid to love and other emotions. Instead of simply tellinga
story, the poems start giving motivations as to why things happen. We aiso
get more detailed descriptions of certain events, and more delays in the
narrative than earlier. This increasing interest in feelings appears only
when wornen are described. The feelings of men are not dealt with at all.

Theodore M. Andersson® has most recently compared Atlakvida and
Atlamal, He describes Atlamal as a consclous reworking of Atlakvida,
undertaken in order to adapt It to a new taste. At.the same time certain
new motifs from German sources are supposed to have been introduced
into the new lay. Part of the assumption s alse that the two poems
originated In different geographic and cuitural areas.

It would seem that we have to allow for different literary tastes in
the same age. It Is impossible to Imagine a general '(':hange of taste ina
genre which seems to be so widespread as Eddic poetry, a genre which -
unlike court poetry is not 1imited to one social class.

To account for the differences between the two poems it suffices to
regard them as representing different values and points of view,
co-existing in the same age, though among different classes and sexes,
These problems can more profitably be discussed than those regarding the
respective age of the poems. To the 1atter question no definite answers
can be given, both for the reason that the methods for determining age are
insecure, and most importantly for the reason that a text which has
survived orally would have been In a constant state of change.

Eddic poetry has been classifed into age categories, very old, very
young and then one or two categories in between depending on the
preferences of individual scholars. What | would Hke to suggest is that we
interpret the evidence which has been used to give the labels old and young
to the poems as evidence of varying backgrounds which would have existed
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in all pertods. Thus the so-called 01d poemns where heroism and manly
qualities are emphasised could bz labelled male-orientetzd poems, but
these which have been regarded as being young, since they concentrate on
women and their emotions, might be termed female-orientated. These
would then be the two extreme points just as very old and very young in
the other method. Some poems would remain in between. From the point of
view of class differences we may atso talk about aristocratic- versus
farmer-orientated poems.’

We might ask then why we should bother to give new names to already
existing categories. Is this relevant to our understanding of these poems?

Those who regard the herolc poems as emanating from different
periods tend to regard the story of the Nibelungengold in the Edda as a
unity, where every poem adds to what one finds in the others, The poems
are all regarded as pieces ina jigsaw puzzle representing the totat story.
Some of the female-orientated poems, however, would seem to fit very
badly into such a general framework.

The male-orientated poems tell of how Sigurdur was siatn by his
brothers-tn—iaw and how, when Gubran 1s married to Atl, Atl Invites his
wife's brothers in order to cbtain their treasure, AtH kills the brothers,
Gunnar and Higni, but fafls to get the treasure, and Gudran then, having
previously tried to warn her brothers not to come, immediately kiils Atli
and their two sons in revenge. These poems only marginally deal with the
women. Gudrin appears as unnaturally cruel when she kills her husband,
ALIL, and her own sons with him, in revenge for the death of her brothers.
After all, Atll killed Gudrin's brothers In arder to revenge the death of
Gudrdn's former husband, Sigurdur, and in trying to gain posession of the
Rhine-gold, he also served his wife's Interests. Gudran's motives for her
actions are thus difficult te understand in the male-orientated poems.

Among the female-orientated poems to be discussed here, 1 include the
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three poems named after Gubrin, the first, second and third lay of Gudrun,
and Oddrinargratur. Oddran is not kn}:wn from other sources but is said to
be Atli's sister and Gunnar's Tover. In these four poems actions not
mentioned elsewhere are discussed and we are also given new motivations
for actions we have met with in other poems.

The first lay of Gubrin deals with the heroine’s reactions after
Sigurdur's death. She s unable to weep and give words to her sorrow.
Various women come up to her, trying to console her by telling stories of
their own misfortune, how the heroic activity of their sons and husbands
hastéu_sed them grief. Finally, when one of the women shows Sigurdur's
corpse to Gudrin, Gudrdn bursts into tears and is able to speak again. She
then describes her love, solitude and dejection now that her husband is
dead. This episode is not known from other sources.

The second lay of Gudrin tells of her life between Sigurdur's death and
her marriage 1o AtH. She goes to Denmark and stays there for a while. Here
we meet with detailed descriptions of various kinds of embroidery,
different techniques used for weaving and so forth, descriptions which
reflect an insider's knowledge and point to women as the most likely
reciters of the poem. Gudrin is then forced against her will by her family
to marry Atli. The poem comes to its climax when she is threatened by not
being allowed to marry anyone, unless she marries AtH. Gulrin yields and
prophesises that this marriage wili not bring fortune to her family, since
her brothers will be killed by Atl. The poem ends with Gudrin's arrival at
Atli's court.

To fit this poem into the overall frame of the Nibelungen-story,
various theories have been suggested8 concerning Gudran's intention to
take revenge on her brothers by marrying Atli and then killing At1i in order
to avenge her brothers - acting as she does because she is no longer
believed to be in full control of herself. These speculations are all



affected by the Gerrnan version of the story where Gubrin's counterpart,
Kriemhitt, instigates the killing of her brothers. It would appear, hewever,
that these speculations overlook the basic theme of this poem which is
that Gubrin is helpless and forced to marry Atl against her will. Revenge
plays no part in her motivations in the second lay of Gubrdn.

The third lay of Gubrin and Oddrdnargratur are in line with this idea,
but in contradiction to the version as it is told in the male-orientated
Atlakvida, In Oddrinargratur, Atlf's sister, Oddrin, has a love-affair with
Gunnar. AtH disapproves of this. Unknown to Gudrin he invites Gunnar to
his court, where Gunnar is killed. Atli is not trying to gain possession of
Gunnar's treasure, he simply defends the honour of the family - against
Oddrim’'s will. This interpretation of Atli's motivation for the siaying of
Gunnar is not met with elsewhere,

Finally it is noteworthy that in the female-orientated poems a lengthy
period of time is supposed to have elapsed between the slaying of Gubrin's
brothers and her revenge on Atli. We can no longer discern in these poems a
clear cause-and-effect relation between these two acts. In Atlamal, the
female- or farmer-orientated poem, we meet with a passage in which Atli
and Gubrin have a serious argument about their marriage, each directing
accusations against the other. Finally, in the third lay of Gudran, we are
given 2 new reason for Gudrin's revenge on Atli. The poem which takes
place after the brothers' death, describes how Atli believes stories about
Gulran's unfaithfulness, which have been brought to his ears by a
concubine of his. In order to prove her innocence, Gudrin puts her hands in
boiling water. She deplores the fact that her brothers are no longer allve
to protect her honour and avenge her humiliation with the sword. Here,
consequently, she has a good reason to kill Atli. She acts in order to
avenge herself. The contradictions in Gubrin's behaviour have been solved
by changing the background of the story.
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If we use the classification | have suggested we are able to explain
why the story has changed' a3 we have seen. The female-orientated poems
should not be forced to fit into a generél frame-work of the heroic poems.
Rather should they be regarded as independent tnterpretations, made by
women or for the benefit of a female audience.
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