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‘Draumar minir villa 0ss’: On the Use of the First Person Plural in Contexts of
Individuals in Skaldic Stanzas

Ann-Dirte Heynoldt
(Criversity of Kiel)

Gisli Sursson speaks this sentence when he is telling his wife Audr about his dreams
(IF VI: 75-76). The pronoun oss is apparently not used to indicate plural in this
context, because Gisli refers o his own feelings that he had when he awoke. The poet
commionly uses first person singular when he speaks for himself and first person plural
when he speaks for a group of people (e, g., as a part o an ammy in battle descriptions),
But there are numerous examples where the poet uses the plural when he is speaking
about himself alone. In this paper ! argue that this use of the plural can very often be
explained on the one hand by metrics, and on the other hand by the content and
context of the stanza.

Plural Pronouns

The use of plural personai pronouns (vér and oss) and plural possessive pronouns {6r-/
vdr-} in the context of individuals is, above all, influenced by metrics. They can be
used for alliteration (Refi' 2, 3.1-2; pér eigum vér veigar/ Val-Gautr, salar brautar),
for internal thymes (GSurs 34.7: oss gein hjgrr of hjassa), or even for both {ESk 6,
67.3-4: ber koma ord frd orum,/ Olifs, bragar stéli). The pronoun oss is the most
commonly used plural pronoun for these purposes and it occurs, above all, in vowel
alliteration:

Villa oss, ef® elli

oddstridir skal bida

(mér gengr Sjofn { svefna

sauma) minir draumar;’  (GSirs 17.1-4)
This half-stanza also shows that the singular pronouns mér and minir are not
influenced by metrics, but are chosen because of the stanza's content. Hence, singular
and plural forms are frequently used in the same stanza.

There are only few uses of plural prorouns that are not infiuenced by metrics,
In these cases the context of the stanza may provide an answer. For example, in
lausavisa 24, Sigvatr Pérdarson remembers his life with Olafr inn helgi as he looks at
the men of King Sveinn who are playing in the street (IF XXVIIL: 16):

minnumk ek, hvar manna prose word order: ek minnymk, hvar
minn drottinn 16k sinna minn ordsell dréttinn 1k opt fordum
opt 4 6dals-toptum ok vér & $Bals-toptum manna sinne.
ordszl} ok vér fordum, (Sigv Lv 24.5-8)

‘1 remember where my famed master and I often played once at his men’s
properties.’

I use the abbreviations given in Lexicon Poeticum.

Observe that ¢f is unstressed and therefore not an alliterating stave.

For the most part, I use Finnur Jénsson’s edition, but in some stanzas I use the edition
of [F, when it is closer to the manuscripts.
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Here, vér could be translated as plural, because Sigvatr may possibly be referring not
only to himself but also to King Oléfr’s whole retinue. Nevertheless, the translation of
the pronoun vér as singular is, in my opinion, more plausible, because the poet is
speaking about his relationship to his dead master in the whole stanza.

More difficult to explain is the use of vér in lausavisa 57, in which the poet
Kormékr refers to his conflict with Pérvaldr tinteinn when he says:

Fekk sas fogru vifi prose word order: sas for storum nzer
fér neer an vér stérum fogru vifi an vér fekk hogg af hjalmar
hopgg af hjalmar skidi skifi i midjan hattar stall

{ hattar stall miSjan (Korm Lv 57.1-4)

‘He, who came much closer to the beautiful woman than I, got a blow

from a ship’s helm’s tiller in the middle of the hat’s perch (> head).™
The pronoun vér in line 2 is not influenced by metrics because a full internal rhyme
(adalhending) is required in even-numbered dréttkveett lines. This is already given by
for and stérum. In the prose context (IF VIIL: 294) it is told that Kormékr and bérvaldr
are each commanding their own ships in the retinue of King Haraldr grafeldr.
Therefore, the first impression could be that Kormékr is speaking for his ship’s crew.
But Kormékr is in fact referring to his personal conflict with bérvaldr, who has
married Kormakt’s beloved Steingerdr. Therefore, vér has to be translated as singular.

A comparable situation can be seen in the quarrel between Bérmédr
Kolbrimarskéld and a companion of Bérgrimr trolli’ in Greenland, in which they
discuss who is better skilled at using the harpoon for seal-hunting:

Betr 1ézk beita skutli, prose word order: beir 1€zk kunna beita
Baldr heelir pvi skjaldar, skutli an vér; skjaldar Baldr heelir bvi;
(pollr hleypr hart of hellur hlunnjés bollr hleypr hart of hellur;
hlunnjés), an vér kunna, (PormLv 4.1-4)

‘He thinks he knows better than I how to wield the harpoon, the shield-
Baldr (> warrior) boasts of this; the launching-steed’s tree (ship >
seafarer) races vehemently over rocks.’
The pronoun vér has to be translated as singular here; this is alse supported by a
sentence bormé8r delivers to introduce this stanza: ‘Ovist pykki mér, hvért b beitir
betr en ek’ (iF VI: 230).
The pronoun oss is not influenced by metries in two stanzas by Viga-Glumr. In
stanza 1 he reflects upon the unjust behaviour of Borkell and his son Sigmundr, who
have annexed a part of Viga-Ghimr’s property (iF IX: 20):

Neer gengt mér ok minum prose word order: enn greeni gardr
menpoll, hjium ¢llum gengr ngr mér ok gllum minum hjium,
(pverr vid glaum) enn greeni menpoll, an oss of vardi; glanm pverr
gardr, an oss of varbi; vib; (VGL 1.1-4)

“The green fence came closer to me and my whole household, necklace-

tree (> woman), than we expected, (my/our) joy diminishes.”
A translation as plural is possible, because Viga-Glimr is addressing his mother, who
can be included in the statement an oss of vardi. Furthermore, he is not only speaking

For the English translation I have usuvally used The Complete Sagas of Icelanders
g1997). For Kormakr’s stanzas I also use O’Donoghue 1991,
Bérgrime trolli was one of the men who killed Bérmé8r’s swom brother Pérgeirr.



392 Heynoldt

for himself but also for his whole household (gffum minum hjiium). Similatly, the poet
laments that he has lost his property in stanza 9.3-4 (IF IX: 90): oss kom breidr { bidir/
boggr of einu hoggvi ‘It came to us in (our) farm a wide ranging harm from a single
blow." The plural pronoun here may have been chosen for the same reason, that is to
say, Viga-Glimr is referring not ouly to Mis situation but ulsc to that of his whole
household. One reason may be that the stanza continues with the piural;

bis, fleinmarar, fjéra prose word order: bas vér s¢tum
fullkatir vér s¢tum, fullkétir fjéra tegu vetra, fleinmarar
(nii’s) mg-grennir (minna mgé-grennir; ni’s mitt setr minna
mitt® setr) togu vetra " (VGL 9.5-8)

*after we have sat contented forty winters, feeder of the blood’s seagulls

(> ravens > warrior), now my property is decreased’
In {F the whole stanza is nevertheless translated as singular. A possible explanation is
that the plural fullkdtir vér sgtum is influenced by metrics (see below) and that Viga-
Glumr’s fate is closely connected to him having killed Porvaldr krékr (FF IX: 77-85).

Finally, the poet Gunnlaugr ormstunga uses the plural pronoun oss when he
speaks about his fight against Hrafn Onundarson:

Oss gekk, meetr, 4 moti, prose word order; Hrafh, metr
métrunar { dyn’ spj6ta, métmunnr, hjprva hridgervandi,
hridgervandi hjprva, gekk jafnan framliga 4 méti css
Hrafn, framliga jafnan; f spj6ta dyn; (Gunnl Lv 13.1-4)

‘Hrafn, the splendid battle-tree (> warrior), who is making a storm of
swords (> battle), pressed on consmantly against me/ us in the clash of
spears (> battle).’
I prefer the translation with a singular pronoun, because the final duel between the two
rivals is emphasised in the saga. But if we look exactly at the context in the saga, then
we see that Hrafn has fought against Porkell svarti before, and Gunnlaugr against the
brothers Grimr and Olafr (fF IIl: 101-103). Therefore, a translation with a plural
Ppronoun is also possible,

Plural Verbs

Plural verbs can also be influenced by metrics, but this is often more difficult to
explain than plural pronouns. Nonetheless, the use of a plural verb for internal thyme
is easy to explain. For example, the plural form pggum is used instead of the singular
form pa, because it has to thyme with egis: adr pggum vér eegis (Sigv Lv 43). A
similar example is found in a lausavisa of Bjorn hitdeelakappi: ok vggum born peygi
(Bjhit Lv 18.5).

In other examples, internal rhyme is used in the sequence “vowel + consonant +
i’y where J’ of the plural forms can also be used to lengthen and stress the syllable: Adr
sverjum pess, hyrjar (Egill A8 1.7). In this line sverjum is used instead of sver fek) to
thyme with Ayrfar, In other words, [erf] and [37/] are used as a half internal rhyme

€

) Observe that the singular pronoun mitt is alse influenced by metrics (altiteration).

Finnur Jénsson has copied the emendation by Konrad Gislason: sor instead of dyn
(see Skj.AL: 197), I prefer dyn which is found in manuscripts and is not complicated in the
translation. Therefore, I use the edition of {F.
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(skothending). This sequence is also used for adalhending: haft skiljum brag, vilja
(Bjhit Lv 1.2). Other examples for aSalhending are:

BjhitLv 17.2 bess unnum bor Gunnar  [unnum instead of ann (ek))
Has 63.6 (oss kjdsum pat) ljosi [kidsum instead of kaus (ek}]

The sequence [¢f] of the plural form Agfum in the line jofurs dyrd hgfum skyrda (ESk
6, 66.2) is not used as an adalhending, even though it thymes with jgfurs, because
(¥rd] of skyrda lies in the penultimate syllable and is, as a consequence, the second
part of the internal thyme. Moreover, in stanza 69.1 of the same poem, an adalhending
is not required in odd lines (Ol4fs hgfum jofra). Therefore, in both stanzas it may also
be possible to use the singular form (hef ek). Finally, in Hdttatal 80, the plural forms
sporum and gorum are used for the end-rhyme:

Lof’s flutt fjorum hefk hans forum
fyr guanorum 11l hroors gorum
(né spurd spprum ypt dvorum

spjoll} gram snorum; fyr auds borum.

The plural form of the verb need not be solely influenced by the requirements of
rhyme, but sometimes also by the strict count of syllables in drdttkveett stanzas. This
means that a disyllabic plural form may be used instead of a monosyllabic singular
form® to obtain the required six syllables per line: leikum sdrt vid bleikan (Eg Lv 30.6).
But this is not without problems, because a monosyllabic singular form can be
combined with a pronoun to obtain the required count of syllables. This is shown, for
example, in a similar line by Egill Skalla-Grimsson: leik ek vid hal bleikan (Eg Lv
29.2). Furthermore, the line hddi, kunnum hrédrs-smié (Omr 1, 2.3) differs among
manusctipts: kvanvm (SnE R, W, U) versus kan ec (SnE T) [see Skj.Al: 415].

If the singular form of a disyllabic plural verb is also disyllabic, then one can
hardly use the syllable count as an argument. In likn reynum svd, lauka (GStrs 33.7)
the plural verb reynum can also be interchanged with the singular form reyni(k). This
is also shown in a line by Egill (Lv 36.5) which differs among manuscripts: leifim
veetr, pétt Laufa (Egils s. K) versus leifi ek’ veetr po at laufa (Egils 5. M) {see Skj.AlL
57].

The trochee (/x) at the end of the line, which is “usually provided by an
independent disyllabic word’ (Whaley 1993: 591), requires the use of a disyllabic
plural form instead of a monosyllabic singular form (+ pronoun). Therefore, in kdr
nemi ljéd sem kvgdum (biridr 1.7), only the plural form can be used. However,
disyllabic singular forms may also be used at the end of the line: hdrir menn, es heyrik
(Sigv 11, 12.3). Therefore, in spardak jo, panns gitum (Korm Lv 24.7), the singular
form dtta(%) is also possible.

The plural verb + pronoun can be used to cbtain the required six syllables. This
is shown, for example, in vér kunnum skil skepfa (Korm Lv 33.3). Ek kann is not
feasible, because there would then ouly be five syllables in the line. There are
examples in which the plural form is used although there arc more than six syliables
per line; hrein getum hdla launa (Sigv 9, 1.1) and hlutum dyran grip, siyre (Esk 11,

8 Most of the weak verbs are disyllabic, whereas the strong verbs are monosyllabic in

Erment/ past indicative.
~ In most manuscripts ek is not written as an enclitical form, but it should be regarded as
such for the metre.
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3.2). But there are also examples in which the count of seven syllables can be
explained:

N skulum gofgan geisla/ gods hallar vér allir (ESk 6, 7.1-2)

ntt gerik enn, pvit unnum/ certgddu vel flj6di (Rv 19.5-6).

In stanza 7.1 skulum is necessary because of allir in the following line. Affir (instead
of allr) not only fits the syliable count but a disyllabic word is also required by the
trochee in the metre. Similar reasoning also explains the seven syllables in 19.5: the
plural form unnum has to be used, because the monosyllabic singular form ann/kj is
not permitted at the end of the line.

Finally, there are verb forms which appear to be plural forms, for instance erum
and hgfum, which prove 1o be singular forms onto which pronouns are affixed
enclitically, e. g.: mjpk erum [= er mér] tregt/ tungu at hreera “(my) tongue is sluggish
for me to move’ (Egill St 1.1-2) and hgfim [= hefr mik] gramr framdan “the king has
honoured me’ (Hfr Lv 5.6). These examples show that the third person singular is used
here in combination with the pronoun mér or mik. Axel Kock illustrated the change
from er mer to erum as follows:

‘3. sg. pres. *eR~-miR blev genom synkope av ultimas i-ljud till *eRumr,

och eftersom shutljudande —mR i infortisstavelse blev till —m(m), uppstod

av *erumR formen erum med en betydelse motsvarande isl. er mér’ (Kock

1919: 70).

This examination shows that many plural forms can be explained by metrics,
but T have also given some examples in which the singular and plural form of a verb
are possible. Therefore, other criteria should be considered. As [ wrote in the
introduction, the poet commonly uses the plural when he speaks for a group. I have
noticed that the poet acts as such a speaker above all i iptiens. This is
apparent when borgils is telling GuBrin that he and his feliows have killed Helgi, the
murderer of Bolli (IF V: 194):

Séttum heim at Helga; bria 1étum par falla

hrafn 1étum na svelga; bi6dnyta gorvaila

rubum fagmroduls eiki hjalms altkeena polla.

pés fylgdum bérleiki. Hefhnt teljum mi Bolla, (PorgHplf) 1*

‘We went home to Helgi, we let ravens gorge on cotpses, we reddened the
oak of the nice sun (> shield > sword) when we accompanied Borleikr.
There we let fail three very good (and) experienced helmet-trees (>
warriors). We reckon that Boli is now revenged.’

Stili, some stanzas by Egill Skalla-Grimsson are difficult to explain: he uses plural
forms, althougi he fights alone against the berserk Ljétr aceording to the saga context
(IF 1I: 201-204);

i Finnur Jénsson has emended fagrrodul into farrpdul to get a better kenning for shield.

Furthermore, I prefer hefus telfum nii Bolla (AM 132 fol.) instead of b3 teljum hefnt Bofla (IB
225, 4to) {see Skg. AL 205].
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Hoggum hjaltvond skyggfan,!!  styfum Ljot af lifi,

heefum rond med brandi, leikum sért vié bleikan,
reynum randar mana, kyrrum kappa errinn
rjé8um sverd 1 blédi; komi ¢rn 4 hree, jornum (Eg Lv 30)

“Let us beat with the polished hilt-twig (> sword), we strike shields with

the blade, we test the shield’s moon (> sword), we redden the sword with

blood, we shorten the life of Ljétr, we play painfully with the pale man,

we silence the strong warrior with iron, the eagle is coming to the body.’
A reason for the use of phural may be that Egill, who wants to help Fridgeirr defeat the
berserk, is calling to arms. According to the saga, Egill arrives at the battlefield with
Fridgeirr and his fellows and says forum holms & vit, sgrvar ‘let us go to the duelling-
place, warriors” (Eg Lv 28.2). But after that, he is fighting alone with Lj6tr: butumk til
vigs, en vegdar/ von letka ek hgrum ‘1 am prepared to fight, T give him no hope of
mercy.’ (Eg Lv 29.5-6)

More difficult to explain is the use of the plural in lausavisa 40, in which Egill
speaks to his friend Einarr skélaglamm about his most glorious deed [fF I 268/91;

Borumk einn vid dtta, *1 fought alone with eight, and twice
en vid ellifu tysvar, with eleven. I fed the wolf with

své fingum val vargi corpses, I killed them all myseif.’
vardk einn bani beira; (Eg Lv 40.1-4)

The metre and the context in the saga would also allow the use of fekk ek instead of
fingum. This stanza demonstrates that it is not always possible to conceive the poet to
be speaking on behalf of a group in battle descriptions. For example, in soddum hrafna
& holdi holds the singular is suitable because Kormékr is speaking about himself

throughout the stanza:
Sva kvedk snyrti-Freyju at vegskor8an verdi
snimr trida ck bridi, varrskids nemit sidan,
gamdis vangs of gengna spddum holds 4 holdi
greipar bals ér sklum, hrafna, mér at tafni (Korm Lv 23)™

Prose word order: Sva kvedk greipar bils snyrti-Freyju of gengna or
skglum gamdis vangs - snimr trida ek bridi — at vegskorSan varrskis
nemit verdi mér sf8an at tafni; spddum hrafha 4 holdi holds.

“Thus, 1 declare the elegant Freyja of the hand-clasp’s fire (> gold >
woman) to be gone from [my] hollows of the hawk’s plain (> arm > palm)
— too soon I trusted in the bride — [so] that the abductor of the prop of the
sea-ski’s way (> ship > sea > woman > Bersi) shall later be my prey — I
have fed the ravens on the flesh of men.”"

u Finnur Jénsson has chosen Ajalta vendi from the manuseript W (AM 461, 4to), but 1
prefer hjaltvind skyggdan from the other manuscripts because of intemnal rhyme (kpggum and
skyggdan).

N I have chosen the stanza’s editing by IF (VIIL: 231/2) because it is closer to
manuscripts. Finnur Jonsson has emended vegskordan varrskids memif into vegskorda
varrskids funa 10 get a better kenning for a woman. But it is also possiblc that this is a
kenning for a man (Bersi), and I have chosen this for the translation.

13 ] yse the translation of Heather O’Donoghue (1997: 65) which is geared to IF.
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Another domain in which the poet speaks for a group is the presentation of his poetry.
When he is reciting praise poetry, he sometimes includes the audience:

enn vér gétum, ‘and we have made the praise of the king
stillis of, like a stone bridge’
sem steinabni (Hal 16.2-4)

It is possible that the poet uses the plural to indicate that he is also speaking for all
poets: oss dugir satt of snotran/ seelinga kon mela “it behoves us to speak true of the
wise offspring of wealthy men (> king)’ (Steinn 1, 7.3-4). In my opinion, however, it
is more suitable to give a singular translation when the poet tells about the process of
making poetry: framm/ hornstraum getum Hrimnis/ hreera *1 am able to produce a
hom’s stream of the Hrimnir (= giant > moad of poetry)’ (EVald 1.2-4) and veljum
mjod Sidra “1 recite SGdri’s mead (> poetry)” (GSirs 20.2). There are also examples
where these poetic formulae are influenced by metrics: né Yggs fyr lid leggjum ‘1 don’t
stop making verses’ {Korm Lv 14.7) and heeft skiljum brag, vilja *I make a ciear verse’
{BjHit Lv 1.2).

Finally, in love poetry, the use of the plural is influenced by metrics most of the
time, as for example when Kormakr expresses his love to Steingerdr:

Brunnu beggja kinna prose word order: bjor ljés beggja
bjort ljos & mik drésar kinna drdsar brunnu 4 mik of feldan
(oss hleegir pat eigi) eldiniss vid - oss hleegir bat eigi -, [...]
eldhiiss of vid feldarn {...] br$ muna eldask oss of &vi

{bré muna oss of zvi/ eldask) {Korm Lv 2.1-4, 7-8)

*The bright lights of both her cheeks (> eye) bumed upon me from the
fire-hall’s felled wood, no cause of laughing for me in that, [..] the
longing will burn my whole life.”

rendak ait et ira prose word order: rendak brigeisium
(eyrar geirs) at pein alt his et idre at beiri; erum filsir at
{hlins* erum Hom at finna) finna geirs eyrar hlins Hom'*

his brageisium (fisir) {Korm Lv 15.5-8)

‘I'ran my eyelid candles (> eye) ali inside the house for her, I am eager to

find the Hom [= Freyja] of the spear bank’s flame (> arm > gold >

woman),”*
These examples show that iz stanza 2.3 and 2.7 the pronoun oss is used for vowel
alliteration, and in stanza 15.7-8 the plural form erum Jitsir is used to provide a
disyllabic word {filsir) at the end of the line. But there is one stanza spoken by the poet
Hallfredr in which the plural verb unmum is not the result of metrics, Hallfredr recites
this stanza on hearing that his beloved Kolfinna has married Griss [{F VIII: 15 0j:

Ly This kenning for 2 woman is complicated because of the word Alins, which has been

emended in different ways: hins (Bjom Magmisson Oisen), Ayrs (Finnur J énsson) and Auns
(Ernst A. Kock). Also the first part of the kenning (geirs eyrar) is interpreted differently [see:
IF VIIL 219/20].

'* 1 prefer the wanslation by Heather O’Donoghue, who has used Finnur Jénsson’s
emendation ‘even though this spoils the line’s rhyme, because it does give the relatively
straightforward kenning’ (O’Donoghue 1997: 45).
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pvit dlgrundar endis prose word order: bvit unnum md nytja
fttg6Brar mér trédu ittg6brar dlgrundar endis tré8u nex
betr unnum nii nytja betr an veeri heitin mér

net an heitin veri. (Hfr Lv 3.5-8)'¢

‘for I love the well-bom pole of Endil’s eel-land (> sea > woman) aimost

more now than if she had been promised to me’

It is not clear why unnum has been chosen, becanse ann ek is also possible. In other
stanzas unnum is indeed influenced by metrics (e. g., SkrautO 1.2 and Rv Lv 19.3).
Especially interesting is a stanza by Rognvaldr jarl in which he uses a sentence similar
to Hallfredr:

ot gerik enn, pvit unnum ‘for I love the well-born woman’

eettgodu vel fljodi, (Rv Lv 19.5-6)

The rteason for this use of the plural remains elusive: it is not always possible to
explain each use of the plural in the context of individuals. But this examination has
shown that the majority of plural forms are influenced by skaldic metre. Moreover, the
context of some stanzas can help us to understand the use of the plural. However, there
are examples which can be explained neither by metrics nor by content.

In conclusion, I present an example which shows, once again, the difficulties
we encounter when we examine the problem of the use of the plural instead of the
expected singular. This stanza, spoken by Grettir (14.7-8), is handed down differently
in different manuscripts. In AM 556a the plural forms are used, whereas in AM 551a
(et al.) the singular forms are used [see Skj.All: 434]:

hvit, ef hér skulum lita hvit ef hér skal lita

hvert sinn fyr oss vinna (AM 556a) hvert sinn fyr mik vinna (AM 551a)
Neither variant can be justified by metrical needs. However, saga literature may
provide an explanation for such variants. If the same phenomenon also occurs in saga
literature, then its explanation may also explain the variants in skaldic poetry. This
approach is justified because saga literature is not governed by metrics.

I have discussed a phenomenon in skaldic poetry which has, to my lmowledge,
never been studied before, although it is very important for the interpretation and
translation of skaldic verses. I have shown the necessity to examine both the content
and context of skaldic stanzas carefully in order to obtain the best possible reading,
tegarding the interpretation of singular versus plural pronouns and singular versus
plural verb forms.

16 Finnur Jénsson has emended dlgrundar endis into eldgrundar Endils to get & better
kenning for a woman.
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