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TOWARDS A CLASSIFICATION
OF EARLY ICELANDIC POETEY
I

The conventional binary divislon of early Icelandic verse into
"scaldic” and "Eddie™ has long outlived its usefulness and should
be discarded. This simplietic dichotomy has served to perpetuste
certain misconceptions about the nature of our old poetry, and the
obvicus way to put things right is to abandon the present system
and seek a more codgent classification.

In the past it has been taken for granted that every poem

{excluding the rimur) composed in Old Norse before c.1400, whether

in Norway, Orimey, Greenland or Iceland, must be classified as
either "scaldic" or "Bddio"; traditional scholarahip refuses to
allow for a third category: if a Norse poem is not "Eddic" it must
belang to the "scaldic" group, and vice versa. Definitions of
thege terms tend to be somewbat vague and unoritical;  this
applies particularly to the"scaldic" category which serves as a
catoh-all for those poems and fragments which don’t fit easily
into the "Eddic" group, even if they have no distinctive "scaldic"
feature. Most scholars writing on 0ld Icelandic poetry have
compared and contrasted "scaldic” and "Eddic" verse, but we are
unlikely to find a more useful statement of their differemnces than
the following extract from Peter Hallbers, Old Icelapdic Poetry,
Bddic lay and Skaldic Verse. Tr. by Paul Schach and Sonja
Lindgrenson (Lincoln, Na. 1976):
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Old. Icelandic poetx'y is generally divided into Eddic and
skaldic verse.....The Eddic lays deal with material from
Norse mythology and Germnic heroic legend.,  Without
exception the authors of such poems remain anonymous,
Slaldic verse, on the other hand, generally beara a more
topical impress and treats definite situations from the
poet’s own times. Many skaldic poens are encomiastic and are
dedicated to mome ruler or other. All skaldic poetry iz to a
high degree the creation of practitioners who were keenly
conscious of their mastery of the art. The names of many
skalds are known, both Norwegisans and, above all, Icelanders.
In contrast to the Eddic lays, their work can often be dated

quite accurately.

In form, too, one can distinguish cherecteristic differences.
To be sure, in both genres alliteration is an essential,
fundsmental prosodic principle, as indeed it is in all older
Germsnic poetry. . But the meters of the Eddic lays are
substantially eimpler than those of skaldic verse.. Eddic
poet.r:v' is not by any meana completely lacking in poetic
words and circunlooutions, but oh the whole it is very
straightforward. By contrast, the skalds (in the narrower,
more specific sense of the word) often make a virtue of their
endeavor to avoid the direct expression, & penchant that
sometimes transforms their poems into veritsble rebuses.
(pp.11-12)



— 123 —

When we apply these guidelines to the total range of QI verse we
socn discover that they are both misleading and inadequate for the
purpose of setting up two mutually exclusive categories, While it
is true that most of the so—called "Eddic” lays deal with
material from Norse mythology and (Scandiravian and) Germanic
heroic legend, we must not forget that so also do several
vecaldie" poems, e.d. Hisdrdpe, Regnarsdrdpe and others listed
below. - Moreover, under the blanket label "Eddic” are included
cértain poems which bave nothing to do with "Germanic heroic
legend" and precious little with Norse mythology, such as Hivamil
{the main section), ulja8, Rigepula, Gréttasbngur, Grogaldur,
Fjtlavinnemdl . And considering the fact that a mumber of
"scaldic” poems are composed in fornyrdislag and LjbSahdttur, the
feature of meter is hardly distinctive enough to separate the two
groups. Let us coneider some examples briefly., The anonymous
bulyr are mostly in. the "Eddic" fornyrSisleg, their diction is
simpler than that of any other kind of verse in medieval Ioeland,
and yet they are ciassified as "scaldic". Moreover, the dvergatal
gection of Viluspd is a typical pula, and there are other pulur
oontaining mythological references. It is hard to see why the
dvergatal should be ‘mcceptsble as "Eddic” when it constitutes a
pert of Veluspd but forfeit that rare distinction whem it is
edited separately. If it is a wmajor function of literary
classification to group together generically-related works rather
than set them apart, it ie baffling to find Hivamil in the "Eddic”
category while Hugsvinnswil iz classed as "scaldic". Both poeams
are essentially didactic in purpose, dealing with meral and social
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problems; they use the same verse form (la'éaal?éttr)and share
certain other significant features, Hugsvinnsmdl is the Icelandic
version of the Distichs of Cato, though partly modelled on
Hévamdl. Another Latin-derived poem, Merlinusspd, a rendering in
fornyrdislag of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Prophecies of Merlin, is
also classified as "scaldic" although it has much more in common
with the "Eddic" Voluspd than with “scaldic” verse. There are in
fact excellent reasons for grouping these two "prophecies”
together. Fimally, it incongruous to classify the total
range of OI Christian verse as- "scaldic” poetry. One of the
ironic features of the "Scaldic"-"Eddic" set-up is that Eysteinn
Asgrimsson’s Lilja is regarded as"scaldic”, in spite of the. fact
that the poet condemned the use of kemnings and other scaldic

practices.

I propose that we shouid base owr classification of OI verse on
the subject matter and purpose of each individual poem. In this
comexion it is worth bearing in mind that certain poetic
fragments fail t.o ¥ield the information we require for taxonomic
purpoges. However, we must mssume that every O poem was ahout
something and that it was aimed at a certain audience and for a
particular purpose. OI poets wrote about themselves as well as
other people, whether it was the ladies they loved, the kings they
served, the encmies they hated, or celebrated herces from s bygone
age. A poem may serve to entertain (skemmta) or instruct freda};
othears were intendad to praise (lofa) or calumiate {(nida)

specific individuals.
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Owr first step towards n new classification of OI verse is to
divide the entire corpus into two major groups, vie. sacred and
secular. In this context the term sacred refers exclusively. to
the Christian faith, even though certain ancient poems, such as
Grimismdl, may have been held in high reverence by pagan
worshippers, Every poem which is not explioitly Christian will
here be regarded as secular. In order to aimplify my present task
I shall confine my remarks to secular verse; however, an extended

version of this paper will deal with Christian poetry as well.

A. Narrative Verse

Teken as © whole, OI poetry is mostly about specific personages
and their particular actions; in other words, narrative verse is
our main concern. Ewceptions are listed under the blanket temm
Non-narrative verse later in the paper. There are certain poems
in which the poet describes his own experiences and so figures as
the principal character, the most celebwated poem of this kind
being the Austurfararvisur of Sighvatur PérSarson. But usually
the poet writes about other people, either his own contemporaries
or else herces from the pest. In the former case there was often
a special relationship between poet and subject; this epplies in
particular to the professional court poets (hirSslsld} who served
Scandinavian rulers, their patrons. We subdivide poems about the

poeta’ contemporaries into three groups:
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A l. Encomisstic verse (lofkvadi). Typical for this highly
cenventional kind of verse are poems praising a Norse-speaking
king or earl for such qualities as mmificence and valour,
fighting skill and zesmanship. But an essential purpose of such
poetry is not so much to describe what kirnd. of a mn the patron is
as to relate what he has done: the battles he has fought and the
perilous voyages he has undertaken. The opening stansa often
includes & formal request for a hearing, and the first recital of
the poem in public appears to have been an important social
function. The lpoet"s aim was not only to plemse his sovereidgn
bit alsc to impress. his public. The earliest extant poems of
thie kind are an anonymous fragment by PJ6SLfur Gr Hvini and
Porbjérn hornklofi’s Glwadrdps end Heraldskvedi. It should be
noted here that the Ragrarsdrdpa of Bragi gamli and the
Inglingatal of PjoBSlfir ur Hvini belong to different poetic
kinds, although both are written in honour of a prince. Scores of
loﬂmﬁi from the tenth to the thirteenth centuries still survive,
most of them incomplete. The last example we atill have of this
kind of poetry is a fragment of Sturla Pérderson’s Magnisdrdpe.

Poems about irdividual battles and other important events should
also be classified as ‘lofkvedi, since the exploits of the prince
in whose honour such a poem was composed invarisbly redound to his
honour.  Examples include Sighvatur’s Vikingarvisur and-Steinn

Herdisarson’s Nizarvisur.

Eulogies were addressed not only to princes hut also to people of
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lower ranks. The outstanding examples of this kind is Egill
Smllegrimsson’s ArinbjarnarkviSa where the major theme is
friendship, but there mre several others. Battles and skirmishes
between farmers in Icelsnd are commemorated in such poems as

pPormtidur Trefilsson’s Hrafnemdl and Sturla Pordarson’s
Pverdrvieur.

A 2. Meworial verse (erfikvedi). One of the astriking
features of the loflkvabi is that the poet addresses the recipient
in the second person. Such poems were written about and for the
game person. In this respect they differ radically from the
erfikvedi, which commemorate a desd king but may be written for
his son and heir, cp. Srorri’s remark, "... I erfikvafum peim sem
skdldin farfu sonum peirra”. A typical erfikvedi deals on the one
hand with the life and achievements of the dead person and on the
other with the grief caused by his death., Examplea include
Eyvindur skdldaspillir’s Hékonarmil and the anonymous Eirikemd];
both are remarksble for their pegan spirit. From the Christian
era we have plenty more: Halifredur’s Erfidrdps Olafs
Tryggvasonar, -Sighvatur’e Erfidrdpa Olafs helga, Armdrr’s
Erfidripe Haralds harSrdBa, Gisl Illugason’s Erfikvebi Magmims ,
eto. Sturla PérSarson’s Hikonarfloldor which ends with a brief
glimpee of the king’s fimeral in Bergen (March 22, 1264) belongs
here.

Several  erfikvadi comnemorate people of lower rank, e.g.
PormS3ur’s Porgeirsdrdpa, Olafur hvitesiild’s Aronsdrédpa and his
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brother Sturla’s Porgilsdrdpa. Egill Skallagrimsson’s Sonatorrek
is more concerned with his own grief than with the life and
character of his favourite son who died very young; the poem is

therefore classified under Lament {angurljo3).

A 3. Defamatory verse (niBvisur). Whether a nidekdld besed
hig ingults in fact or fantasy the effect could still be deadly.
Although we are left with only fragments of nidvisur there are
good remsons to believe that they usually included a narrative
element. However, the term nidvisur could also cover maledictory
verse, such as the curse Egill laid on Eirflur bl4tx and Queen
Gunnhildur, Examples of calumnies are the QGrémagaflim of Bjsrn
Hitdelakappi, the Jarlanif of Porleifur jaa.ﬂ.aakéld and wvarious

other fragments,

A 4. Heroic poetry (hetjulvibi). A conmiderable number of
poeme deal with pecple and events belonging to early history and
the legendary past, both Scandinavian and Germanic. In addition
to those in the "Poetic Edda” and the "Bddice minora” of Heusler
and Raniech there 'are a good many more. Certain poems about
Norse and Icelandic herces in the tenth-eleventh centuries should
he included in this group, e.g. Bjami Kolbeinsson's
Jémsvikipgadrépe, the twelfth century Olafsdrdpa Tryggvasoner and
Haulur Valdisarson’s Islendingadrdpa. The Tiret part of the
mid-twelfth century Héttllm.';l.l is about ancient hsroes but the
second half traces the history of the royal house of. Norway dowm

to the twelfth century. The fact that Héttalykill serves a dual
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purpoge, exemplifying different verse forma us well as surveying
the Ilves of kings and heroes, need not worry us here. FPoems on
history and heroic legend vary in style and presentation. 4n
interesting device is to make the dying hero describe his life, as
is done in Erdlamdl, Evidrdpa Orvar-Odds, HallmmdarkviSa and the
dénaroBir of Hjdlmar mumstdéri and Asbjbrn pridi. Genealogical
poetry should probebly be placed In .a separate category, but
¥nglingatal, Hileygjstal, Noregskopungatal and Hyndluljé® have
enough narrative matter to justify thelr inclusion in this

section,

A B. Mythological poems (goSalvebi). Poems in this category
are set in the timeleas, hypothetical world of the £sir and their
heroes are gods rather than men. As was indicated earlier,
certain poems (Hyodluljod, Rigepula, etc) which deal with mortals
and have an earthly setting have sometimes been mistakenly
classified as gotakvabi. In mddition to those included in the
"Poetic Edda", the most important godekvedi are PjéB6lfur Gr
Hvini’s Haustléng, Ulfur Uggason'’s Hisdrdpa and EBilifur
GuSrimnarson’'s m, but there are several interesting
fregments ss well, It should be noted here that before the emnd of
our period certain myths were versified in fergkeytt (Lokrur,
Prymlur) as were historical and heroic tales {(Olafs rima
Horaldssonar, Priéndlur, Griplur, etc}. Several hetjulcve8i and
godakvali were partly besed on pictorial representationa of
legend, The earliest of these, Bragi’s Regnarsdrépe relates
both hero tales, namely those of Ermanric and the Everlasting
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Battle, and myths of Gefjun_ and Pér.

B. Non-parrative verse

B 1. Didactic poems {fre8iljoS). The most important of
these, Hivamdl and Hugsvi , were essentially intended to

instruct the public at large about diverse human and social
problema, The rinatal and 1jé5atal sections of HAveamdl deal with
arcane lnowledge reminiscent of Sigurdrifimdl (which belongs here

too).

Milshdttakvedi is a kind of florilegium, combining proverbial lore
wit.h‘ literary allusions sand the poet's observations on his
disappointment in love. The Norwegian Rinakvedi contains a
mmber of allusions to legend and myth as well as making some
cosmonplace statements about nature, but ‘its most important
function iz to provide a list of the names of rumic letters. The
Pulur, already mentmned in a different context, include lmowledge
of linguistic, mythological and geogrsphical significance. The
Heitreka  gitur snd other riddles belong to this group of
instructive verse, and it is tempting to include the moralistic
Bersiglisvisur of Sighvatur here as weil; although their primary
purpose was to teach King Magnus how to conduct himself as a
ruler, itseensmammbleenmmhi;otreatﬂmepomasawarnipg

to any other prince-as well.
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B 2, Persona lyric (einkaljss). This group coneists of
poems :inwhiohthapnetdealswithbinselfandhisrelatimahipto
the environment, including verse about nature and such recurrent
topics as poetry, old age, dreams, vomen, voyages, battles and so
on.  lLove poetry (mensiipgur) plays a significant role in the
literature, and sc does lament (angurljs8) including Somatorrelk
and other dirges. Here we should briefly mention complaints such
asthecmeomposedbyﬂe_lgaﬂﬁramdﬁttirinﬁreenlmﬂwhmshe
thinks of her home in Iceland: "Ssl vara ek / ef sjd mmtta’k /

ASalpegnshéla/ ok Ondverdarnes ,.," ‘Thig reminds us of the
caelebrated song attributed to Deirdre: “Ionmhain tir an tir-od
thoir, / Alba g0 n-a hiongantaibh...” (Thomas F., O'Rehilly,

Measgra Ddntsa IT {Cork 1927), pp.123-4), From women in exile
taking comfort in nostalgic thoughts Bboul; their homeland we mave
on to the last item on ocur agenda: dream verses, surely one of
the most remarkable poetic kindg from medieval Iceland.




