Jénaé Krist3j4nsson
Stofnun Arna Magnissonar 4 Islandi

STAGES IN THE COMPOSITION OF EDDIC POETRY

The majority of Eddic poems, as you know, are only preserved in
the Codex Regius. This applies particularly to the heroic poems.
Some of the mythclogical poems are also included in the fragment
of a sister-manuscript to the Codex Regius preserved in the
Arnamagnzan Collection with the number AM 748 I 4te. There are
other parallel texts to poemg in the Codex Regius in the version
of Véluspd in Hauksbék, and in various verses quoted in Snorri's
edda, Vélsunga =aga and Norna-Gests battr.

The following poems are usually considered to be Eddic
poems, though they are only preserved in other mapuscripts than
the Codex Hegius:

Baldrs draumar (in the above-mentioned fragment AM 748 1

4to).

‘Rigapula (in the Codex Wormianus of Snorri's Edda).

Gréttasdngr (in the Codex Regius of Snorri's Edda and in

the Utrecht manuscript).

Hyndluljéd and the Shorter viéluspd {(in Flateyjarbdk}.

Hibdskvida, or the Battle of the Goths and Huns (in

Hervarar Sagal.

Grégaldr and Fjélsvinnsmadl {in various paper

manuscriptsl.

There ism a lacuna in the Codex Regius of the Eddic Poems
which starts towards the end of Sigrdrffumil and continues some
way into the poem that is sometimes referred to as The Long Lay
of Sigurdr (Sigurdarkvida hin meiri), sometimes as the Fragment
of a Sigurér Lay (Brot af Sigurdarkvidul, sometimes just as the
Fragment {Brot}), sometimes as the ©ld Lay of Sigurdr
{SigurdarkviSa hin forna} =-- and it has been given even more
names.’ It would be desirable to agree a fixed name for this
poem, and it would seem mogt appropriate to call it the 0ld Lay
of Siqurdr (Sigurdarkvida hin forna), since it does appear to be
the most archaic of the poems that deal with S8igurdr and the
Volsungs -- though [ do not actually believe it to be the oldest
poem in the world.
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It is thought that what is lost from the Codex Regius is
2 single gathering of eight leaves. On ‘the basis of what is
included on the eight leaves following the lacuna, it can be
calculated that there must have been lost about 260 stanzas
together with perhaps a few passages in prose, or the eguivalent
of about six heroic poems of average length._'uaterial from the
lost poems has been preserved in. Vélsunga saga and in part in
Norna-Gests pdttr. ] . .

Before going any further; 1 would like to say a few words
about a theory that has been‘veby faahionable.in recent years,
accbrding to which the Eddic poems arec considered Eomparable to
Serba-Croat folk-poems or songs cultivated down to the preaent
day in Yugoslavia. The American scholars Milman Parry and hisg
pupil Albert B. Lord have studied theese poems -- if that is the
right word for them -- and Lord has published a well-known book
about them called The Singer of Tales. Now I admit that
Serbo-Croat im actually one of the languages that I myself am
unable to read, but tc judge from the descriptions, the nature of
these compositions is that particular performers know the content
of the stories and also a large number of fixed collocations of
words or "formulas” which are used to describe particular events,
such as battles; their performances then consist of the use of
these formnlas, linked together by ' words that vary from
performance to performance. After the appearance of Lord's book
the guestion céme_to be considered whether the Eddic poems had
perhaps not been "performed” in the same way in oral tradition.
In these poems too one can find various collécations of words or
formulas that come again and again, not only within the corpus of
Eddie poetry, -but also in some caseas in various other ancient
Germanic poems, for instance "Ar var alda", "jéré ok upphiminn”,
and so on. Yome people have taken this and, applying it to the
Eddic-poems, have become convinced that they are of the same kind
ag the Serbo-Croat songs, that is that they did not have any
fixed form until they were written down. People knew the content
and a number of fixed formulas, but each time a poem was recited.
or performed it was different. Some studies have been done on
thesge lines, and I am sorry teo say that in mf opinion the success
of the results ham been proportionate to the shallowneaslof the
regearch. i

The truth about the origin and preservation of Eddie
peoems is quite different from the rubbish that ‘successive people
have churned out about it in recent:years. Let us just loock at
the first poem in the Codex Regius, Vdlusp4. : Even though it
containa one or two turnz of phraze that are found elsewhere, a
poem like this did not come into being all of a sudden, by
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Aimprovisation -~ and much less can it have been performed in one
foiw ovne day and with quite different wording the next. It is
obvicus that this poem éas from the beginning carefully thought
out a4 content and polished in form. It was not gradually
arranged and shaped as it passed from generation. to generaticn
until it received its written form in the Codex Regius. On the
contrary, it ‘waa corrupted gradually, individual stanzas .were
forgotten, maybe others added. The original content waa hot
preserved in continnallf changing form. The opposite ie true:
the original material has been jumbled in oral tradition in spite
of its fixed form. That is what always happens when poeme remain
any length of time in men's memories —- especially if they are
rather obescure, like V&luspé, which is morecver the product of a
vanished culture, the heathen tradition. Yet there remaing
encugh of its philosophical reflections for us to gain some
perception of the beliefs and attitudes of former times, and
enough pure poetry to move our souls deeply:

Sér hon upp koma She sees rise up
gdru sinni a second time

jors ér agi earth from sea
idjagrena, ever green;

falla fossar, waters fall,

£lvgr 8rn yfir, eagle flies above
a4 er 4 Ejalli who on thie mountain
fisgka veidir. catches fish.

In what follows I shall be dealing especially with the
age of the Eddic poems, and 20 1t was necessary to begin with
these introductory remarks. When speaking of the age of a poem,
I have in mind primarily the time when the poet firat compoaed it
in him mind, recited it in the presence of others, and pasaed it
on to them. But I shall also refer occamsionally to the time of
the recording of the poems, when it may be considered probable
that they were set down in writing. Sometimes theme two things
may have taken place together, that is a poem may have been
written down as it was composed. This is most likely to have
been the case with those Eddic poems that are desceribed as

young » and I shall say more about this later.

- Correct chronology is the foundation of all historical
research. This was well understood by Ari the Wise when he
established the basis of the chronology of the early history of
Iceland. Determining the age of the Eddiec poems is a very
difficult task, as is bound to be the case in the circumstances:
we are dealing with a distant past, anonymous authors, apd few .
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facts to go-on. One may add that determining their age is as
important as it is problematical. However we view the poems,
their age is always most significant. It is impossible to view
them as isolated phenomena, they must always be seen in some way
in the light of their envi'r_onment. If we wish to regard them as
scurces of knowledge abhout a past age or about the culture of
their time, then their age is all-important =-- for instance we
need to know whether a poem about heathen gods was composed in
heathen times or was a work composed by a Christian with little
or no foundation based on reliable sources. If we wish to regard
them as literature, then we must always take account of their
context ~~ other literature from the same or an earlier Period,
the culture of the time, social conditions, the aimas of the poet
and so on. ‘

‘I shall give some examples of why this is so. If in
Rigapﬁla we find the concepts of a heathen Icelander of human
progress and nobility, if in it there are the burgeoning thoughts
of the springtime of the Viking Age (ef "par wvakir allur vorhugur
vikingaldar”) as Sigurdur Nordal puts it, then it cannot have
been composed in the twelfth century as Andreas Heusler thought,
much less in the thirteenth as Jan de Vries and Klaus von See
think most likely. Conversely, if in DPrymskvida  there is the
influence of ballads which were not current in Iceland before the
thirteenth century at the earliest, then the poem cannot have
been "composed in heathen times" as Einar ¢6l. Sveinsson thought
- and_Jdnas Kristjénsson too, for that matter.

Thus there is a danger, if we do not know the age of the
poems with ‘gome degree of precision, that our research may .turn
out to be not just futile, but downright'ridicnlons, should it
happen that the correct date came to . be established with
cértainty -- though indeed there ie not much danger of that..

Now I would like to give some account of the opinions of
certain scholars on the dates of the poems in the Edda, though I
shall have to do =so very selectively. A great number of studies
have been ﬁuhlished on individual poems. In general it may be
said that more recent scholars have been extraordinarily eager to
make the poems- younger, in some cases enormously younger, even
those which earlier have been considered to be fully heathen and
of immense age, such as for example Hivamsl. It is of courae not
possible to deal now with these special studies of individual
poens except in a very limited ;ray, g0 I shall base what I have
to say on the two most recent comprehensive surveys of the Eddic
poems, both of which were publighed about two or two and a half
decades ago. These are in Islenzkar bdékmenntir { formdld by
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Einar ©6l. Sveinason {1962) and Altnordische Literaturgeschichte
by Jan de Vries -- the s_'econd, fully revised edition (1964--7).

Let us take first the mythological poems. There are
usually considered to be fourteen of these, only three of which
are not included in the Codex Regius. These three- are Baldrs
draumar in the Arnamagnzan manuscript, and Hyndluljéé together
with the Shorter V&luspi:; these two are actually preserved in
Flateyjarbék as if they were a single poem.

- Einar 0¢l. Sveinsson divides these poems into three
groups. First the older mythological poems, under which he
includes eight poems, second the later ("ungleg”™) mythological
poems, under which he includes four. Now I would like to invite
you to look at the first handout, where it is =set out more
clearly. Between the older and the later poemz he places two
poems under the heading "Conflict of faith" ("Trdarbar&tta”).
That is, he considere that they were composed in the transition
period between heathendom and Christianity. Nevertheless it ie
clear -that he considers that these poems, Lokasenna and Véluspa,
belong more closely with the "older" group.

Now let us look at Jan de Vries's dating. He considers
only five mythological poems to have been composed in heathen
times, as opposed to eight, or rather ten according to Einar d&l.
Sveingson. All the other mythological poems, of which there are
nine, he pushes right forward past the middle ‘of the .twelfth
century. Thig involves a basic difference of opinion which
fundamenta]l.l'y affects. our entire perception and evaluation of
these poens. it is a guestion of whether they reveal to us
genuine heathen tradition or whether they are some =mort of
"artificial” heathendom made up by Christians.

The reason why Jan de Vries assumes there to have been a
gap of time in the composition of mythological poems is primarily
that he bases his deductions on the history of skaldic poetry.
most of which is by named poetes ®o0o that it is comparatively easy
to date it with fair precision.' Skaldic poets avoid heathen
kennings, that is kennings that include the names of gods
--63inn"s storm for battle, battle-T¥r for warrior and so on
==for the first century or so after the Conversion, but revive
them again when Christianity has been firmly established, and
from then on such kennings live on in rimur for centuries, as
everyone knows. In the gsame way de Vriea believed that
Christians would at first hardly have brought themselves to
compose poems about heathen gods, but that later they may well
have done that, for entertainment and historical interest, in the
game way asg Snorri Sturluson tells mythological stories in prose
in hisg Edda. But Einar OJlafur had no need to assume the
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existence of “such a gap since he did not think there were any
mythological pecems that were very young. ’

I am taking the heroic poems to be 23 in number, of which
four are not in the Codex Regiue: the Battle of the Gothz and
Huns, Gréttasdngr, Grdgaldr and.Fjﬁlsvinnsmél. Perhaps you would
now look at the mecond handout. Einar dlafur divides these poems
into two groups, the older hercic poems and the younger ones
{"unglegri hetjukvefi®). In the older group he includes eleven
poems, in the younger nine or eleven., He gives special treatment
to Gripisspd, which he considers to be beyond all question young:
"It is impossible for the poem to be older than from the twelfth
ceutury" ("Eldra en fr4 12. 461d er kvedid frdleitt") he sBays (p.
457). "It is yvounger than pretty well all the poems dealt with
in this volume ..." ("pad ér yngra en f;estﬁll kvedi, . sem
fjallad er um L pessu bindi ...").

Here we find a similar aituation to before. De Vries
puts only five poems in his oldest group, though these are to be
sure all in Einar dl. Sveinseson's group of older poems. But then
come poems from a period in which Einar Olafur has no heroic
poemg, and finally ‘eight poems, besides Gripisspd, Grégaldr and
Fidlavinnsnil, younger than from about the middle of the twelfth
century, while Einar dlafur considers scarcely any hercic ﬁoem
to be aa young as that.

‘There ie another intereating thing that arises out of
this comparison. Binar dJlafur assumes there to have been
continuity in the composition of mythological poetry {(unless one
takes the late appearance of Hyndiulj68 and . the Shorter Viéluspd
as an aftermath), but on the other hand, as you will asee from the
hanﬂout, a gap of approximately half a century in the composition
of heroic poetry. Jan de Vries assumea a gap of about 150 years
in the composition of mythological poems, from the Conversion
down to about the middle of the twelfth century, but considers
for his part that heroic poems went on beihg composed more or
less continuously during this period. I’ shall return to this
point in a moment.

I would like to emphasisge, though it was impossible to
make it clear on the handout, that Einar d&lafur treads very
wafily in all his statements about the age of the poems. He does
not deny, for instance, that the "younger” heroic poeme could
well be somewhat founger than is indicated on the handout. Hie
dating is usually based on comparison with various skaldic poems
from the period, in which paralleis of wording are found, and the
skaldic poems can generally be dated fairly precisely. But
cleariy Eddic poets could easily have known court poems of the
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precéding generation, and Einar dlafur is well aware of thia.
-Some people may think it a pity that he has not given more
definite decisions on varioua problems, But it was his policy in
hie scholarly writing to tread caretully, mot to assert more than
he was able to demonstrate. It was his hope that in this way
research would gradually progress and solutions ke found to many
of the problems that stiil remain unsolved about the early
literature of Iceland.: .

Icelanders who have written about the Eddic poems in
recent times have . in general put forward similar ideas about
their dating to¢ those of Einar 61. S8veinsson. This applies

ear]ier to

Sigurdur Nordal in his book Islenzk memning (1943) and

. later to Jénas Kristjsnseon in his Eddas and Sagas. Jan de
Vries's literary history is a good representative of what haa
"been written in other countries about the age of the kddic poems
over the last few years and decades. Some scholars go even
further than he in "rejuvenating” particular poems, and consider
for example that Hivam4l, V&éluspd and Gréttastngr did not come
into existence before the thirteenth century, while de Vries

considered

them to be from the tenth century,'as yon can aee from

the handout. 1 am not therefore doing a great injustice to many

people if

I take de Vries as a kind of common denominator of

non-Icelandic Eddic mcholars of the present day.

Now you may well be amking, have I nothing new to offer
regarding the dating of Eddic poems? Do I pimply endorse what
Eginar 6l. Sveinsson haB written without further comment?

My

first answer ynuld be that Einar dlafur treads warily

in these matters, refuses to assert too much, as I have already
said. One way then would be to be more emphatic, to make more
definite judgements than he has donme. It is also my intention to
comprese &4 little his echeme of the mythological poems, but on
the other hand to expand rather his scheme of the heroic poens,
or -to shift the younger poems a shade cloaser to us in time. 1
cannot here go into detail about individual poems, but I =ahall
offer a scheme that is extremely simple =-- but which does not
for that reason necessarily have to be wrong. I divide the Eddic

poems into
1.

2.

3.

three groups:

Mythological poems, composed in heathen times before
the introduction of writing.

0ld heroic poenms, alao ‘composed  before the
introduction of writing.

Young heroic poems, composed in Chriastian times after
the introduction of writing.

Snorri Sturluson in his Edda guotes many mythological
poems and puts them into the mouths of the gods themselves. They
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can scarely then have been straight hot off the press -- can
they? It is m} view that the burden of proof -- or of disproof
- lies on those who consider the mythological poema to be
young, Bome sort of arti:fi.cial-repreaentations, re-creationsg of
the old world by Christians. _

Even though I cannct here go into detail about i.nd_;i.v_iﬂual
poems, I would still like to make. up the divine number by
mentioning three poems which because: of their high- guality and
renown have been the particular targets of the rejuvenators.
These are Skirnismdl, brymskvida and Rigspula.

Skirnismdl is one of the finest and beat known of the
mythological poeme of the Edda, and a great deal hae been written
about it. Best known is Magnua Olsen's atudy of 1909; this was
basically the content of the first lecture that he delivered at
the Univeréity of Oslo after he succeeded to the post of another
great Eddic scholar, Sophus Bugge. ' Magnus Olsen maintained that
Skirnismil hkad been sung or recited at religious ceremonies to
symbolise the unien of the sun—'god 'Frey.r with the earth-goddess
Gerdr, a religious drama that formed part- of the ritual of
fertility-worship. Such procedures are of course well known
among many ancient peoples (hieros gamom, the divine marriagel).
In accordance with this theory Olsen of course is- assuming that
- the poem was from heathen times. But various others have
maintained, with J&ran Sahlgren in the forefront of the troop,
that it is merely a secular love—po':em, extremely young and
related to the ballads: and they cite as evidence for this the
highly developed sensibility which approaches sentimentality.

But Snorri Sturluson knew the poéem  —- probably even
more of it than is preserved in the Codex Regius -- . and
summarises its content and guotes the final stanza, so it mist be-
older than the ballads. It is another matter that most people
will now be reluctant to believe that the poem is some sort of
dramatic text intended for performance in a religious ritual, On
this point Anne Holtsmark writes: "It is 'a poet's literary
interpretation of the "hieros gamos" which was part of the
Freyr-rites, based on genuine mythological motives to which we
find parallels  in other religions. The poem must therefore have
come into being while that cult was still alive,”

In various placesa in Scandinavia there have been found
small gold plates with a man and woman depicted on them looking
into each other's eyez and sometimes holding the branch of a tree
between them. Piagnus Olsen was the first who linked these
depictions to Freyr’ and Gerdr, and this idea is so charming that
it' ia impossible to do other than accept it.
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Great zeal has been enmployed by Hallvard Magerpy both
recently and earlier on to make Drymskvida as young as possible,
and to be sure he has had many predecessors and followers. The
principal reasons for the poem being supposed to be late are
these: '

1. 1n the poem the gods are treated with more diarespect

than a heathen author would permit himself to use.

-2, The poem has 'a high degree of ﬁnity and seems to be
well, preserved; this indicatea that ~ it wae not
transmitted orally over a long period, but makes it
much more likely that it was in fact written down as
it was composed.

3. The repetitions in the poem are very reminimscent of
folk-poens and ballads which do not appear until the
late Middle Ages.

4, The poem's metre has various late characteriatics.

5. Snorri does not mention the poem in his Edda and does
not use the story that it tells. {Peter Hallberg
believes that the reaszon for this is that Snorri was
the author of the poem.)

These arguments do not seem to me very significant. The
firat relates to the disrespect or mockery which is directed at
the goda, and I would not make much of'thnt. Areg and Aphrodite
get. no better treatment in the song of Demodocns in the Odyssey,
book 8; where Hephaistos, Aphrodite's Hhusband, ties her and her
lover up in the very act of adultery and then summone all the
gods to witnesa their behaviour -- “and yet Greek heathendom
had many centuries of life left to run when this was conposed” .

The argument about the poem's good state of preservation
can be turned around: the poem has been preserved so well because
it had such a high degree of unity and extensive repetitions and
formulaic . expressions mc that it was eaey to remember it
correctly. But such repetitions are certainly not exclusive to
folk-poems and ballads; moreover those ﬁoems seem not to have
been known in Iceland until wvery much later, according to the
experts on them. At any rate Drymaskvida cannot be younger than
the thirteenth century, since it was written down in the Codex
Regiue about 1280 -- and thie was probably not the first time
that it was copied down.

There is absolutely nd significance in the c¢laim that
there are late characteristicas to be found in Prymskvida's
irregular metre, such as the so-called incomplete lines ("ok
fnasadi”, "og erindi®), or the too-fregquent incidence of rhyme
compared with what is usual in the older Eddic poems’ {e.g.
hvagsara -- breidara -- though in fact there is no rhyme here
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te the Ilcelandic earl}. The "late" characteristics that appear
in the metre of poems in Eddic style that are demonstrably young,
guch as the work of Sturla bérdarson, are of a different kind.

It proves nothing that Snorri does not quote Prymskvida
or use the material in it. The reason could be that he could not
find in. it the explanaticn for any kennings, and hih'purpgse in
narrating mythological stories. was primarily to give the
background to poetic, diction, as . everyone knows. And we
antiguators of eddic poems claim that there is evidence qt echoes
of this poem here and there in Snorri's work, as Einar dlafur has
pointed out.

Rigspula is not in the Codex Regius of the Eddic poems;
it is only preserved in the Codex Wormianue of Snorri's Edda.
This manuzcript is some hundred years younger than the Codex
JRegius, which gives the rejuvenators even greater possibilities
than usual.it tells of a god called Rigr who travelled around the
world of men; in a prose introduction to the poem we are told
that this god wae really Heimdallr. He visits three éOuplgaz Ai
and Edda (great-grandfather and great-grandmdther), Afi and Amma
{grandfather and grandmother), and Father and Mother. He stayed
three nights with each of them, sleeping between the husband and
wife each time. So it came about after nine montha that a son
was born to each of the women. Edda's son was called Thrall and
became the ancestor of aill slaves. Amma's son was called Karl
and was the ancestor of churla or peasants. Mother's son was
called Jarl and was the ancestor of earls.- Jarl's youngest son
was called Konr ungr. He was the outstanding one among his-
brothers, surpassed his father in runic and other lore and
inherited the name of Rigr (which is derived from the 1lrish
language where it meant "king"). Unfortunately the end of the
poem is lost, but it i= clear that Konr ungr was destined to be
the ancestor of kings {(konungar)}.

There is great disagreement over the dating of this poem,
the differences amounting to as good as four centuries, from ca.
900 to ca. 1300. The rejuvenators have found in it, as usual,
both irregularities of metre and late loan-words. More than
that, they even find late fashionm in hairstyles or haircuts:
‘when it says of Afi that "ekdbr var fyrir enni™ ("the lock was
over his brow"}, this is suppomed to relate to the period when
the poem is held to have been composed, i.e. the thirteenth
century, because then it was customary for men to wear fringes.
Presumably this is deduced from the fact that it is never =stated
in the sagas that the hair fell over the faces of saga-heroes
when they were fighting. It is also argued that the ideas in the
poem correspond to those of medieval Christians, who must have
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been trying to work out how mankind had divided itself into
different social classes when in the begimning everyone had been
ofrequal birth as descendants of Adam and Eve. The trouble is
that nowhere in Christian writings is there to be found anything
guite comparable to what the poem says, and anyway the very idea
of such mﬁltiple adultery is not particularly thristian.

on the other hand we antiguators of Eddic poems can also
find various things in the poem to support a Veiy early dating.
At the point where the text breaks off there is a crow telling
Konr ungr about how Danr and Danpr have “"splendid halls™, and it
may be presumed that it went on to adviee him to wage war against
them or to seek himself a wife among them. Now it was stated in
Bkjoldunga saga, which only survives in the extracts made by
Arngripur Jénsson "the learned” in the aseventeenth century: "Rigr
wWas a dgreat. ruler. He married..nana, daughter of Danpr at
Danpestadir. He was the first to have the name of king in his
land.” This is in all likelihood derived from Rigsbula. Skjtld-
unga saga was composed around A.D. 1200, so that Rigspula cannot
be younger than the twelfth century.

In the first stanza of V&luapd there is mention of “"the
greater and lesser sons of Heimdallr", and this phrase seems to
mean human beings. If that is correct, the words "greater and
leaser” guggest precisely the sane idea as ia expresmsed in
Rigepula (taking the poem together with its prose introduction}:
the: various social classes of men are descended from Heimdallr
{or RIigr}. When one adds to this that Gustav’ Neckel and others
have pointed out various other correspondences between Véluspi
and Rigspula, it seems to me beyond any doubt that Rigapula must
be older than V&5iuspd, and thus no younger than from the tenth
century. This then shows, and indeed there is much other
evidence for it besides, that heathen Scandinavians were not so
lacking in originality of thought as one is sometimer*given to
believe by the writings of modern scholars of the Middle Ages,
who try to derive all our cultural heritage from aouthern or
western lands and from Christian times.

iIf one glances over the leaves of the Codex Regius, as I
hope people will easily be able to do when a new facsimile

edition appears, the manuascript seems all of a piece. In
accordance with the unanimous opiniona of scholars it was written
late in the 13th century -- ®may arouhd 1280 =-- and all in the

gsame fine hand from beginning to end. But on cloger inspection
it turns out that it is not guite as simple as all that.

One of the most’' notable studies that has ever been
written about the Eddic poems is the book by the Swedish scholar”
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Gustav Lindblad, Studier i Codex Regins af dldre Eddan {(1954).
Lindblad showsa, by comparison with many other manuscripts or
sections of manuscripts that are also the work of a single
scribe, that there is in the  Codex Regius an unusually large
degree of inconsistency or wvariation, both in the formation of
individual symbols and in the orthography and werd—forms‘.‘ There
can only be one .exp.lanation of this, as Lindblad argues:. the
Codex Regius is derived from many separate manuscriptas of
individual Eddic poeme. The original written copies were made at
various times, and some of them seem to have been much older than
the Codex  Regius. CGradually poems were gathered together in
composite manuscripts, in semaller or larger groups, until the
collection became more or less complete as we have it in the
Codex Regiusm. Theré is a clear distinction between wythological
and heroic poems with regard to letter-forms and orthography,
and at any rate the heroic poems seem to be derived from a mingle
collective manuscript -- which in its turn was derived from
varions original recordings of individual poems. l‘akiﬁg
everything into account, the collection of heroic poems =-- that’
iz the latter part of the Codex Regius == has more archaic
characteristics both in letter-formatioh and orthography than the
mythological poems. Thug it is necessary to assume many lost
links,__and it seems to me from this most probable that the héroic
poeme, or at any rate some of them, were written down already in
the twelfth century.

As I mentioned before, and as can be seen from the
handout, Einar dlafur and other followers of the "Iecelandic
s#chool" assume a gap in the composition of heroic poems. When
composition of such poems began again, they are clearly based on
older poems. Sometimes particular incidents are taken from the
stories and they are developed in greater detail, sometimes there
is' an attellfpt to penetrate the inner feelinga of the characters
and to understand and explain their motivation.

And so I come to a suggestion that I would like to pﬁt
forward here for your consideration. Is it conceivable that the
younger heroic poeme were based on written copies of the older
poems? And is it conceivable then that. the Younger poems were
written down as they were conposed? The reasons for this
occurring to me are in the main twofold:

1. If heroic poems were written down in the twelfth
century, and if a group of heroic poems was composed in that same
century, then there comes to be a suspiciously short interval
between composition and writing down. One cannct always be
certain that Jan de Vries and other non-Icelandic scholars were
wrong all the time, and the "younger" poems could be considerably
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younger than Einar ol. Sveingson thought most probable; moreover
he is hesitant in his dating as I keep reminding you. Then the
two activities, composition and writing down, would come together
spometime late in the twelfth century.

2. The other reason is this, that it loocks a= though the
resurgence of interest in the material of these ancient poems was
a rather sudden phencmenon, and then there came a rush of new
poens on the same subjects, but with a changed point of view. If
the ancient heroic poems were collected and recorded on parchment
in the twelfth century, that would 'prqvide a satisfactory
explan_atibn of the rekindling of interest in the stories leading
to new compositions, inspired by the ancient ones.

There are other things that support this idea. In the
second half of the twelfth century there developed in Iceland a
g‘articular interest in antiquities, and some people would trace
this to the influence of a contemporary movement in other
countries, the "twelfth-century renaismance”. This could have
led to the two activities, the writing down of ancient heroic
poems and the conposition of new ones. And by the time this
point was reéched, 'Lcelanders hatl:l begun composing worke in prose,
as you know, in which a great deal of material was :}ncorporated
-from earltier poems, the so-called skaldi¢ poems, particularly
court poetry. Why should they not have employ-ed. this new
technigue, the art of writing, when ‘they were composing poems
that they wished to be preserved and taught to othera?

It is a matter of course that not all the poems
clamsified by Einar ©Olafur as ‘"younger™ hercic poems were
composed at the same time in the latter part of the twelfth
ceni:ury. For example, it is unlikely that the First Lay of Helgi
Hundingsbani was composed this late. Its relationship to pome
skaldic poems by well-known poets indicates that it is older. On
the other hand, however, the poem does not bear the
characteristics of one that has had a long oral history. By the
eleventh century Icelanders had learned how to write, and for the
sake of comparison it can be mentioned that the memorial poem by
Marktis Skeggjason for King Eirfkr the Good is thought to bhave
been transported in written form to Demmark in the beginning of
the twelfth century.

A little while ago 1 spoke of dividing the Eddic poenms
into two groups according to whether they were from heathen or
christian timea. It im obvious that the opposition between
heathendom and Christianity ims of primary importance when one is
trying to assign mythological poems to the different periods.
Then it im a gquestion of whether the poems are genuine sources
for- heathendom or whether they are some kind ot artifiecial



158 —

re-creationg by Christiana. But doee the introducton of
Christianity have no significance for herocic hoems? Did they not
undergo changes as the result of the change of religion? This is
an important guestion, and I want to end my talk by laying great
emphasis on two points that I think scholars need to give more
attention tc than they hve done up to now. LN : ;

The conversion to’ Christianity marked a complete
revolution in the spiriual life ‘of  the Icelanders, and it
assuredly had an influence on heroic poetry as on every other
aspect ot culture. . People have pointed out how these poems
become gentler, more effort is made to depict the inner life of
characters, their feelings and changing emoctions. Obviously
everything is aiso avoided that could be identified as heathen,
though the links with the older poems and the sympathy with
"ancient times" is =0 'atrong- that it is aeldom that there ie
found any direct Christian didacticism. The gentleness is
apparent for instance in Gudrdnarkvida I, where Gudrtn comes
close to dying of grief until another woman finds a means to give
her sorrow sewe cutlet and she is enabled to weep and relate her
tale of grief. There ie moral evaluation of people's actione. In
the Shorter Sigurdarkvida Brynhildr is to begin with an innocent
maiden, but when she discovers her betrayal she is *filled with
malice". Gunnarr and Hégni suffer conflict in their minds before
‘they break their oaths and incite Guttormr to  kill Sigurdr.
There sgems to me to be no doubt at all:what the explanation is
of this fundamental change of attitude to the primitive and
gruesome material of the ancient heroic poems.

And finally another point, closely .related to this: once
it is acknowledged that these young poems were composed in
Christian times, and doubtlese out in Iceland, then it' is
important to see them in the light of the Icelandic culture of
the time. I think it very odd how blind some non-icelandic
scholars have been to this. People overlook the obvious in
seeking out. far-fetched explanations -- ‘speculating afnout the
influence of more or less imaginary secular poems in Denmark,
Germany or even England. But these young poems are first and
foremost new Icelandic versiona of ancient poems and stories in
the Icelandic language. Their affinities are with contemporary
Icelandic literature, skaldic poetry -- and maybe, though less
directly, with Icelandic =agas and religious writings. And to
the extent that.influences may be foreign, they will firast and
foremost be in connection with the new religion. like ali other
foreign cultural influences that reached Iceland during the
period.
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THE DATES OF THE MYTHOLOGICAL POEMSE

Einar 6l. Sveinsson Jan de Vries
Before A D 1000: Before A D 1000:
Grimnismil vVafpradnismil
vafpraSniamil Grimnismil
Skirnismil Hivamdl
prymekvida Harbar&sljds
Baldre draumar Vﬁlusﬁé
Rigspula

Hérbardslidd

Hivamadl

Ca A D 1000:
Lokasenna
viluspa

1ith century:
Alviesmil
Hymiskvida

1ith or 12th century:

Hyndluljss

The Shorter Viluspd A D 1150 - 13th century:
Baldrs draumar
Skirnismil
Hyndluljéé {(and the Shorter

viluspd)

Alvissmél
Hymiskvida
brymakvida
Lokasenna
Rigspula
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EINAR OL. SVEINSSON
Before A D 1000;
Hlbééskvida

Haméismgl

Atlakvida

Sigurdarkvisa forna (Brot)
Vélundarkviba

Helgakvisa Eundinéshana II
Helgakvida Hjdrvardssonar
Gréttasdngr

Reginsmil

Fdfnismédl

Sigrdrifumél

A D 1050 - 1150:
Helgakvida Hundingsbana I
Gudrdnarkvida II
Gudrdnarhvit
Guarﬁnarkviﬁa I

Atlam4l

Oddrdnargrétr
Sigurdarkvida skamma
Helreid Brynhildar
Gudrinarkvida IIX

13th century
Gripisep4 -

14th century:
Grdgaldr
Fjdélavinnamil

JAN DE VRIES

Before A D 1000:
Bliéekvida
Hamdismadl
Atlakvida
Vélundarkvida
Grdttasdngr

A D 1000 - 1150:

Reginsm4l

Fdfnism4l

Sigrdrifumail

Sigurdarkvisa forna (Brot)
Helgakvida Hundingsbana I

Helgakvida Hundingsbana II
Helgakvida Hjdrvardssonar

A D 1150 - 13th centunry:
Gudrdnarkvisa II
Guarinarkvida I
Gudrdnarkvisa III
Guirdnarhvot
Oddrénargratr

Helreid Brynhildar
8igurdarkvida skamma
Atlamil

Gripisspd

1l4th century:
Grdgaldr
Fjdlavinnamsl



