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Course description 
The aim of this course is for students to acquire knowledge of the Old Norse/Old Icelandic 
language of the thirteenth century, the period in which many of the classic texts of Old Norse 
literature were preserved, and to become acquainted with the literature of the period.  Knowledge 
of the language is developed through the study of a selection of literary and historical texts – 
including examples of sagas and poetry – and extended through intensive study of grammar and 
syntax.  The broad cultural context of the emergence of medieval Icelandic literary genres is an 
important focus of the course. 

Set texts are studied in the original and students are encouraged to broaden their knowledge 
of the subject through wide reading in the critical literature and in the recommended translations.  
No previous knowledge of Old Icelandic is required. 
 

Mode of teaching 
In the first year, elementary instruction in the language is given in Michaelmas and Lent 

terms with revision supervisions on unseen translation in Easter term. During Michaelmas and 
Lent, three short prose texts are studied: extracts from Hrólfs saga kraka (a legendary saga), 
Skáldskaparmál (one of the parts of Snorri Sturluson’s Edda, a treatise on mythology and poetics) 
and Íslendinga saga (a contemporary political saga). All the texts are studied in the edited versions in 
A New Introduction to Old Norse (volume II: Reader, excerpts I, II and III), copies of which will be 
available for sale at the beginning of term.  In the second year, the study of prose genres is 
extended by close readings of embedded poetry in extracts from Óláfs saga Tryggvasonar (Reader 
excerpt VIIA), Kormaks saga (excerpt IV), Bjarnar saga Hítdælakappa (excerpt V) and the Prologue and 
Gylfaginning (further parts of Snorri’s Edda).  

In both years, language classes are supplemented by two series of weekly lectures on Old 
Norse literature, given over a two-year cycle, on Skaldic Poetry, Saga Literature, Eddic Poetry and 
Snorra Edda.  The lecture series for Michaelmas term 2011 is Skaldic Poetry and for Lent term 
2012, Saga Literature. You should discuss the timing of your supervisions for Part I Paper 6 with 
your College Director of Studies; supervisions will be organised by the Lecturers for the Paper.  In 
addition to the formal lectures and classes in Old Norse, a course in Modern Icelandic is offered 
by the Department and all students are encouraged to attend it.   
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Assessment 
The course is examined in Preliminary and Tripos examinations, the question-papers for 

which contain compulsory seen and unseen translations and grammatical questions, and a choice 
of two literary or linguistic essays chosen from typically ten further questions.  The translation and 
grammar questions give half the marks for the paper, and the two essays, weighted equally, the 
other half.  Formative feedback will be given throughout the course by in-class translation and 
grammar work and through the evaluation of practice essays in supervisions.  

For those students not sitting the Preliminary examination, a Preliminary Assessment Test 
will be set at the end of Lent term. Preparation for the PAT, which includes an unseen translation, 
short segments of seen translation and grammatical commentary, is through work in the language 
class each week; it is not expected that students sitting a PAT will have had any supervisions for 
the paper. 

Course outcomes 
By the end of the course, students should have acquired a good reading knowledge of Old 

Icelandic prose and be able to read and interpret eddic and skaldic poetry.  They should also have 
an understanding of the literary, cultural and historical context of this literature and be able to 
contextualise their readings of particular texts within the interpretive framework they have 
acquired.  Students should also have acquired an elementary knowledge of Norse philology. 
 

Lecture Programme for Michaelmas Term 2011 
 

Skaldic Poetry  
Week 2 (13 October) 
Introduction to skaldic poetry 
In this lecture we will look at the general characteristics of skaldic poetry and the range of genres 
in the extant corpus. 
 
Week 3 (20 October) 
Narrative poetry 
The relationship of skaldic composition to story-telling will be explored in this lecture, along with 
the way in which the poet’s voice is inscribed in different kinds of skaldic verse.  

 
Week 4 (27 October) 
No lecture this week. Read Skáldskaparmál (translated by Anthony Faulkes in his Snorri Sturluson 
Edda), available in paperback and held by most college libraries.  
 
Week 5 (3 November) 
Battle kennings 
Conventional ways of referring to battle and weapons will be our topic this week, with special 
reference to the mythology underpinning death, Valhalla and the intervention of valkyries in 
warriors’ lives. 
 
Week 6 (10 November) 
Slander and Praise 
The use of skaldic verse for slander as well as praise will be studied this week, in the context of 
social relations in a culture only partially dependent on writing. 
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Week 7 (17 November) 
Shield poetry 
Poetry composed in response to the gift of a shield or other decorated objects will be studied this 
week.  The visual nature of skaldic description will be investigated, along with the way in which 
many kennings encode mythological narratives. 
 
Week 8 (24 November) 
Skáldatal  and the lives of skaldic poets  
In the final lecture in the series, we will explore what is known about the lives of Icelandic poets 
and the circumstances in which skaldic poetry has been preserved. 
 
 
Resources 
*Searchable dictionary of Old Norse: 

www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus:collection:Germanic 
*Website for the international skaldic editing project: skaldic.arts.usyd.edu.au/ 
*The first two volumes of the new edition have been published and are in the English Faculty 

Library. Volume II: Poetry from the Kings’ Sagas 2: From c. 1035 to c. 1300 (2009) and Volume 
VII: Poetry on Christian Subjects (2007) 

Jónsson, Finnur, ed. 1912-15. Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning. AI-II and BI-II. Copenhagen. 
Jónsson, Finnur, ed. 1931. Lexicon Poeticum Antiquæ Linguæ Septentrionalis. Ordbog over det norsk-

islandske skjaldesprog. 2nd ed. Copenhagen. 
*Frank, Roberta. 1978. Old Norse Court Poetry: the Dróttkvætt Stanza. Islandica 42. Ithaca. 
*Turville-Petre, E. O. G. 1976. Scaldic Poetry. Oxford. 
 
*Faulkes, Anthony, trans. 1987. Snorri Sturluson Edda. London. 
*Faulkes, Anthony, ed. 1991. Snorri Sturluson Edda: Háttatal. Oxford. 
*Faulkes, Anthony, ed. 1998. Snorri Sturluson Edda: Skáldskaparmal. Vols I-II. London.  
 
 
Reading List 
Abram, Christopher. 2001. “Scribal Authority in Skaldic Verse: Thorbjorn hornklofi’s Glymdrápa”, 

Arkiv för nordisk filologi 116: 5-19.  
Almqvist, Bo. 1965-74. Norrön niddiktning: Traditionshistoriska studier i  versmagi. I: Nid mot furstar. II: 

Nid mot missionärer. Nordiska texter och undersökningar 21 and 23. Stockholm. 
Amory, Frederic. 1988. “Kennings, referentiality and metaphors”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 103: 87-

101. 
Blomkvist, Torsten and Peter Jackson. 1999. “Alt ir baugum bundit: Skaldic Poetry in Gotland in a 

Pan-Scandinavian and Indo-European Context”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 114: 17-29.  
*Clover, Carol. 1978. “Skaldic sensibility”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 93: 63-81. 
*Clunies Ross, Margaret. 1981. “Style and Authorial Presence in Skaldic Mythological Poetry”, 

Saga-Book of the Viking Society 20: 276-304.  
*Clunies Ross, Margaret. 1987. Skáldskaparmál. Snorri Sturluson’s Arts Poetica and Medieval Theories of 

Language. The Viking Collection 4. Odense. 
Clunies Ross, Margaret. 1999. “From Iceland to Norway: Essential Rites of Passage for an Early 

Icelandic Skald”, alvíssmál 9: 3–28. 
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Clunies Ross, Margaret. 2000. “Women Skalds and Norse Poetics: Jórunn skáldmær’s Sendibítr”, 
in Gudar på jorden: Festskrift till Lars Lönnroth, ed. Stina Hansson and Mats Malm. Stockholm, 
pp. 80–91. 

*Clunies Ross, Margaret. 2005. A History of Old Norse Poetry and Poetics. Cambridge.  

Clunies Ross, Margaret. 2005. “A Tale of Two Poets: Egill Skallagrímsson and Einarr 
skálaglamm”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 120: 69–82.  

Clunies Ross, Margaret. 2006. “Poet Into Myth: Starkaðr and Bragi”, Viking and Medieval 
Scandinavia 2: 31–44. 

*Clunies Ross, Margaret. 2006. “The Cultural Politics of the Skaldic Ekphrasis Poem in Medieval 
Norway and Iceland”, in Medieval Cultural Studies: Essays in Honour of Stephen Knight, ed. R. 
Evans, H. Fulton and D. Matthews. Cardiff, pp. 227–40.  

*Clunies Ross, Margaret. 2007. “Stylistic and Generic Definers of the Old Norse Skaldic 
Ekphrasis”, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 3: 161- 84. 

De Looze, Laurence. 1986. “Poet, Poem and Poetic Process in Bjarnar saga Hítdœlakappa and 
Gunnlaugs saga ormstungu”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 104: 123-42. 

De Looze, Laurence. 1989. “Poet, Poem and Poetic Process in Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar”, Journal 
of English and Germanic Philology  85: 479-93.  

Dronke, Ursula. 1978. “The Poet’s Persona in the Skalds’ Sagas”, Parergon 22: 23-28. 
Fell, Christine. 1981. “Víkingarvísur”, in Speculum Norroenum: Norse Studies in Memory of Gabriel 

Turville-Petre. ed. Ursula Dronke et al. Odense, pp. 106-22.  
Fidjestøl, Bjarne. 1982. Det norrøne fyrstedikt. Øvre Ervik. 
Fidjestøl, Bjarne. 1993. “Pagan beliefs and Christian impact: the Contribution of Skaldic Studies”, 

in  Viking Revaluations. Viking Society Centenary Symposium 14-15 May 1992, ed. Anthony 
Faulkes and Richard Perkins. London, pp. 100-20. 

*Fidjestøl, Bjarne. 1997. “Norse-Icelandic Composition in the Oral Period”, in Bjarne Fidjestøl. 
Selected Papers, ed. Odd Einar Haugen and Else Mundal. The Viking Collection 9. Odense, 
pp. 303-32. 

Foote, Peter. [1976] 1984.“Beginnings and Endings: Some Notes on the Study of Scaldic Poetry”, 
in Aurvandilstá. Norse Studies. The Viking Collection 2. Odense, pp. 236-48. 

Frank, Roberta. 1981. “Snorri and the Mead of Poetry” in Speculum norrœnum. Norse Studies in 
Memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, ed. Ursula Dronke et al. Odense, pp. 155-70. 

*Frank, Roberta. 1985. “Skaldic Poetry”, in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A Critical Guide, ed. Carol 
Clover and John Lindow. Islandica 45. Ithaca, pp. 157-96. 

*Frank, Roberta. 1988. “Why Skalds Address Women”, in Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages. Atti 
del 12o congresso internazionale di studi sull’alto medioevo. Spoleto, pp. 67-83. 

Frank, Roberta. 1998. “Skaldic Verse and the Date of Beowulf”, in The Dating of Beowulf, ed. Colin 
Chase. Toronto, pp. 123-39.  

*Fuglesang, Signe Horn.  2007. “Ekphrasis and Surviving Imagery in Viking Scandinavia”, Viking 
and Medieval Scandinavia 3: 193-224. 

Gade, Kari Ellen. 1989. “Penile Puns: Personal Names and Phallic Symbols in Skaldic Poetry”, 
Essays in Medieval Studies 6: 57-67.  

Gade, Kari Ellen. 1995. The Structure of Old Norse Dróttkvætt Poetry. Islandica 49. Ithaca.  
*Gade, Kari Ellen. 2000. “Poetry and its Changing Importance in Medieval Icelandic Culture”, in 

Old Icelandic Literature and Society, ed. Margaret Clunies Ross. Cambridge, pp. 61-95.  
Gade, Kari Ellen and R. Fulk. 2000. A Bibliography of Germanic Alliterative Meters: Comparative 

Germanic, Old Norse, Old English, Middle English, Old Saxon, Old High German. Kalamazoo. 
Gísli Sigurðsson. 2000. “Óláfr Þorðarson Hvítaskáld and Oral Poetry in the West of Iceland c. 

1250: the Evidence of References to Poetry in The Third Grammatical Treatise”, in Old 
Icelandic Literature and Society, ed. Margaret Clunies Ross. Cambridge, pp. 96-115.  
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Understanding in the Old Norse World: Essays in Honour of Margaret Clunies Ross, ed. Judy Quinn, 
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Gurevich, Elena A. 1992. “Þulur in Skáldskaparmál: An Attempt at Skaldic Lexicology”, Arkiv för 
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in Old Norse Myths, Literature and Society. Proceedings of the 11th. International Saga Conference 2-7 
July 2000, University of Sydney (Sydney, 2000), ed. Geraldine Barnes and Margaret Clunies 
Ross. Cambridge,  pp. 152-164 (Available  online: 
http://www.arts.usyd.edu.au/departs/medieval/saga.html) 

Heusler, Andreas. [1941] 1957. Die altergermanische Dichtung. Potsdam. 
Kock, Ernst Albin. 1923-44. Notationes Norrœnae: anteckningar til Edda och skaldediktning. Lunds 

Universitets Årsskrift NF Avdeling 1. Lund. 
Jesch, Judith. 2001. Ships and Men in the Late Viking Age. The Vocabulary of Runic Inscriptions and 

Skaldic Verse. Woodbridge. 
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Marold, Edith. 1982. Kenningkunst. Ein Beitrag zu einer Poetik der Skaldendichtung. Berlin. 
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*O’Donoghue, Heather. 2005. Skaldic Verse and the Poetics of Saga Narrative. Oxford. 
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