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Course description 
In Michaelmas term 2011, the focus of this paper will be Old Norse poetics. In the weekly seminar we will 
examine the extent and mode of preservation of the corpus, the genres and sub-genres of Old Norse poetry, 
cultural attitudes to poetic composition and recitation (both pre-Christian and Christian), and the theorization of 
poetic practice. The seminar series in Lent term will focus on the prosimetric form of much Old Norse literature. 
A range of saga genres will be examined during the course of weekly seminars and the issue of narratorial 
authority will be explored in each of these. The relationship of verse to prose (and the authenticity of verse 
quotation) is frequently debated in the critical literature and towards the end of the seminar series we will return 
to the question of the origin of prosimetric form in medieval Icelandic literary compositions. 
 
Mode of teaching 
Weekly seminars on Old Norse poetics will be held during Michaelmas  and Lent terms on Tuesdays at 4. 
Weekly readings will be set from both Old Norse texts and secondary literature and each student will present a 
paper during the term. 
Instruction in the language will continue in six weekly classes, during which Old Norse texts will be studied in 
detail. The first text to be read will be Ágrip af Nóregskonungasögum (ed. Driscoll); the text for Lent term will be 
Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks (ed. Turville-Petre). 
 
Assessment 
The course is examined in the Part II Tripos examinations, the question-papers for which contain compulsory 
seen and unseen translations and grammatical questions, and a choice of two essays chosen from typically ten 
literary questions. Formative feedback will be given throughout the course by in-class translation and grammar 
work and through seminar presentations each term. 
 
Course outcomes 
By the end of this term, students should have acquired an understanding of the nature of the corpus of extant 
poetic texts and the cultural attitudes to poetry expressed in traditional myths, kennings, law-codes, and by the 
practices of medieval manuscript compilers. They should also have a sound knowledge of the range of poetic 
forms in the extant corpus of Old Norse literature and the historical development of poetic theorisation from 
the twelfth to fourteenth centuries. By the end of the course, students should also have acquired a deeper 
understanding of the relationship of verse to prose in Old Norse prosimetrum and have developed an ability to 
debate questions of poetic authenticity and narratorial authority in particular texts. They should also have a 
sound knowledge of the range of prosimetric forms in the extant corpus of Old Norse literature and the 
complex historical development of saga genres during the twelfth to fourteenth centuries. Students’ knowledge 
of the language of both poetry and prose should be extended through their own wide reading of texts in the 
original and detailed work in language classes. 
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Seminar Programme for Michaelmas Term 
 

 
WEEK ONE 

 Introduction: the evidence of poetic traditions in pre-literate Scandinavia 
A general discussion of the aims of the course and the range of texts to be examined, during which a timetable 
for seminar papers by students will be worked out.  The nature and the extant of the corpus of written poetic 
texts – both lausavísur and extended compositions – will be considered in light of the probability that most of the 
verses were originally oral compositions. 
Readings: Clunies Ross 2005, Harris 1983, Fidjestøl 1997, Kellogg 1991, Quinn 2000, Sigurðsson 2000, Poole 
2007 
 

WEEK TWO 
The eddic/skaldic continuum 
Types of poetry and contexts of preservation in saga prosimetrum and learned treatises will be considered this 
week in an attempt to understand the classification principles behind the opinions about poetry implied or 
expressed by medieval writers such as the compiler of the Codex Regius anthology and Snorri Sturluson in The 
Prologue to Heimskringla, The Prologue to the Edda, Gylfaginning and Skáldskaparmál. 
Readings: Frank 1985, Harris 1985, Gade 2000, Clunies Ross 2005 
 

WEEK THREE  
The myth of the origin of poetry 
Traditional attitudes to poetry and poets will be explored through an analysis of the myth of the origin of poetry 
(related in Skáldskaparmál), the range of kennings for poetry, and the kinds of verbs that serve as metaphors for 
composing in skaldic verse. 
Readings: Meissner 1921, Kreutzer 1977, Frank 1981, Amory 1988, Clunies Ross 1994, Würth 2007, Schjødt 
2008 
 

WEEK FOUR 
The poet as Odinic persona 
The significance of the metaphor of poetry as imbibed and regurgitated liquid will be examined this week, in 
conjunction with an analysis of poets’ own self-representation in verse.  The implications of self-representation 
for the composition of eddic verse, which is almost entirely anonymous, will be explored.   
Readings: Lönnroth 1971, Clover 1978, Dronke 1978, Clunies Ross 1981, De Looze 1989, Heslop 2000, Jochens 
2001, Whaley 2001, Lassen 2005, Quinn 2010  
 

WEEK FIVE 
Native traditions and foreign influences 
The impact of Christianity on poetic praxis included changed attitudes to traditional modes of diction, the 
influence of foreign verse-forms, and a changed social role for praise-poetry.  This week we will survey some of 
these changes, looking in particular at the kennings for Christ documented by Snorri, and the overt criticism of 
the riddling qualities of kennings made by later Christian poets.  
Readings: Clunies Ross 2005, Lange 1958, Dronke and Dronke 1977, Foote 1974 and 1984, Frank 1978, 
Turville-Petre 1978, Faulkes 1991, Whaley 2001  
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WEEK SIX 
Theorising the native tradition 
The aims and methods of the two native artes metricae, Háttalykill and Háttatal, will be discussed this week in the 
context of the development of the learned poetic tradition which is reflected in the writing of The First, Second, 
Third and Fourth Grammatical Treatises. 
Readings: editions of treatises, Quinn 1994, Quinn 2007, Tranter 2000, Sigurðsson 2000, Nordal 2001, Clunies 
Ross 2005, Lavender 2006, Raschella 2007 
 

WEEK SEVEN 
Orality and Old Norse poetry 
Taking the eddic poem Völuspá and the skaldic poem Höfuðlausn as examples, we will explore the extent of 
variation in the manuscript texts of Old Norse poems.  
Readings: Quinn 1990, Dronke 1997, Poole 1993  
 

WEEK EIGHT 
Old Norse Poetics 
Discussion of the main themes of the seminar. 
 
 
 

 
Reading List 

 
 
Primary sources 
Skaldic Editing Project Website: skaldic.arts.usyd.edu.au/ 
*Searchable dictionary of Old Norse: 

www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/collection?collection=Perseus:collection:Germanic 
 
Aðalbjarnarson, Bjarni, ed. Heimskringla I-III, Íslenzk fornrit XXVI-XXVIII, 3rd ed.  (Reykjavík, 1979) 
Benediktsson, Hreinn, ed. The First Grammatical Treatise (Reykjavík, 1972) 
Clunies Ross, Margaret et al. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages (Turnhout, 2007–) [vols 2 and 7 now 

published, on poetry from the kings’ sagas and poetry on Christian subjects respectively] 
Dronke, Ursula, ed. The Poetic Edda, Vol I (Oxford, 1969) 
Dronke, Ursula, ed. The Poetic Edda, Vol II (Oxford, 1997) 
Evans, David A. H., ed.  Hávamál, Viking Society for Northern Research Text Series, Vol. VII.  (London, 1986) 
Faulkes, Anthony, ed. Snorri Sturluson Edda: Prologue and Gylfaginning (London, 1982) 
Faulkes, Anthony, trans. Snorri Sturluson Edda (London, 1987) 
Faulkes, Anthony, ed. Snorri Sturluson Edda: Háttatal (Oxford, 1991) 
Faulkes, Anthony, ed. Snorri Sturluson Edda: Skáldskaparmal, 2 vols (London, 1998) 
Frank, Roberta. Old Norse Court Poetry: the Dróttkvætt Stanza, Islandica 42 ( Ithaca, 1978)  
Helgason, Jón, ed. Eddadigte, Nordisk Filologi A4, 3 vols. (Copenhagen, 1955) 
Helgason, Jón and Anne Holtsmark, eds. Háttalykill enn forni, Bibliotheca Arnamagnæana 1 (Copenhagen, 1941) 
Jónsson, Finnur, ed. Den norsk-islandske skjaldedigtning, 4 vols: AI-II and BI-II (Copenhagen, 1912-15) 
Neckel, Gustav and Kuhn, Hans, eds.  Edda. Die Lieder des Codex Regius nebst verwandten Denkmälern, 5th ed. 

(Heidelberg, 1983) 
Ólsen, Björn Magnus, ed. Den tredje og fjærde grammatiske afhandling i Snorres Edda (Copenhagen, 1884) 
Raschella, Fabrizio D. ed. The So-Called Second Grammatical Treatise, Filologia Germanica Testi e Studi II (Florence, 

1982) 
Turville-Petre, E. O. G. Scaldic Poetry (Oxford, 1976) 
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Dictionaries and other editorial aids 
Jónsson, Finnur, ed. Lexicon Poeticum Antiquæ Linguæ Septentrionalis. Ordbog over det norsk-islandske skjaldesprog, 2nd 

ed. (Copenhagen, 1931)  
Kellogg, Robert. A Concordance to Eddic Poetry,  Medieval Texts and Studies 2 (East Lansing and Woodbridge, 

1988) 
La Farge, Beatrice and John Tucker, eds. Glossary to the Poetic Edda based  on Hans Kuhn’s Kurzes Wörterbuch 

(Heidelberg, 1992) 
Lehmann, Winfred and J. L. Dillard, eds. The Alliterations of the Edda (Austin, 1954) 
Meissner, Rudolf. Die Kenningar der Skalden: Ein Beitrag zur skaldischen Poetik (Bonn, 1921) 
Other resources are available on the Skaldic Editing Project website: http://skaldic.arts.usyd.edu.au/ 
 
Secondary sources 
Acker, Paul. Revising Oral Theory: Formulaic Composition in Old English and Old Icelandic Verse (New York, 1998) 
Acker, Paul and Carolyne Larrington, eds. The Poetic Edda. Essays on Old Norse Mythology (New York and London, 

2002) 
Almqvist, Bo. Norrön niddiktning: Traditionshistoriska studier i  versmagi. I: Nid mot furstar. II: Nid mot missionärer, 

Nordiska texter och undersökningar 21 and 23 (Stockholm, 1965-74) 
Amory, Frederic. “Kennings, referentiality and metaphors”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 103 (1988), 87-101 
Árnason, Kristján. The Rhythms of Dróttkvætt and Other Old Icelandic Metres (Reykjavík, 1991) 
Bax, Marcel and Tineke Padmos. “Two Types of Verbal Dueling in Old Icelandic: The Interactional Structure of 

the senna and the mannjafnaðr in Hárbarðzljoð”. Scandinavian Studies 55 (1983), 149-174   
Buchholz, Peter. Vorzeitkunde: Mündliches Erzählen und Überliefern im mittelalterlichen Skandinavien nach dem Zeugnis von 

Fornaldarsaga und eddischer Dichtung, Skandinavistische Studien 13 (Neumünster, 1980) 
Clover, Carol. “Skaldic sensibility”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 93 (1978), 63-81 
Clover, Carol. “Hárbarðzlióð as generic farce”, Scandinavian Studies 51 (1979), 124-45 
Clunies Ross, Margaret. “Style and Authorial Presence in Skaldic Mythological Poetry”, Saga-Book of the Viking 

Society 20 (1981), 276-304  
Clunies Ross, Margaret. Skáldskaparmál. Snorri Sturluson’s Arts Poetica and Medieval Theories of Language, The Viking 

Collection 4 (Odense, 1987) 
Clunies Ross, Margaret. Prolonged Echoes: Old Norse Myths in Medieval Northern Society. Vol 1: The Myths, The Viking 

Collection 7 (Odense, 1994)  
Clunies Ross, Margaret. A History of Old Norse Poetry and Poetics (Cambridge, 2005)  
Clunies Ross, Margaret. “Poet into Myth: Starkaðr and Bragi”, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 2 (2006), 31-43 
De Looze, Laurence. “Poet, Poem and Poetic Process in Bjarnar saga Hítdælakappi”, Journal of English and Germanic 

Philology  85 (1986), 479-93   
De Looze, Laurence. “Poet, Poem and Poetic Process in Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 104 

(1989), 123-42   
Dronke, Ursula. “The Poet’s Persona in the Skalds’ Sagas”, Parergon 22 (1978), 23-28 
Dronke, Ursula and Peter. “The Prologue of the Prose Edda: Explorations of a Latin Background”, in  Sjötíu 

Ritgerðir helgaðar Jakobi Benediktssyni, ed. Einar G. Pétursson and Jónas Kristjánsson (Reykjavík, 1977), I, pp. 
153-176 

[Ekphrasis round-table discussion: articles by Margaret Clunies Ross, Signe Horn Fuglesang, John Hines and 
Russell Poole], Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 3 (2007), 159-267 

Faulkes, Anthony. “Edda”, Gripla 2 (1977), 32-9 
Faulkes, Anthony. “The Sources of Skáldskaparmál, Snorri's Intellectual Background”, in Snorri Sturluson, 

Kolloquium anläßlich der 750. Wiederkehr seines Todestages, ed. A. Wolf (Tübingen, 1993), pp. 59-76 
Fell, Christine. “Víkingarvísur”, in Speculum Norroenum: Norse Studies in Memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, ed. Ursula 

Dronke et al. (Odense, 1981), pp. 106-22 
Fidjestøl, Bjarne. Det norrøne fyrstedikt (Øvre Ervik, 1982) 
Fidjestøl, Bjarne. “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, 1993), pp. 100-20 
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Fidjestøl, Bjarne. “Norse-Icelandic Composition in the Oral Period”, in Bjarne Fidjestøl. Selected Papers, ed. Odd 
Einar Haugen and Else Mundal, The Viking Collection 9 (Odense, 1997), pp. 303-32 

Fidjestøl, Bjarne, ed. Odd Einar Haugen. The Dating of Eddic poetry. A Historical Survey and Methodological Investigation, 
Bibliotheca Arnamagnæana XLI (Copenhagen, 1999) 

Foote, Peter. “Secular Attitudes in Early Iceland”, Mediaeval Scandinavia 7 (1974), 31-44 
Foote, Peter. “Beginnings and Endings: Some Notes on the Study of Scaldic Poetry”, in Aurvandilstá. Norse 

Studies, The Viking Collection 2 (Odense, 1984). pp. 236-48 
Foote, Peter. ‘Latin Rhetoric and Icelandic Poetry: Some Contacts’, Saga och Sed 107-27. Repr. in Aurvandilstá. 

Norse Studies, The Viking Collection 2(Odense, 1984), pp. 249-70 
Frank, Roberta. “Snorri and the Mead of Poetry” in Speculum norrœnum. Norse Studies in Memory of Gabriel Turville-

Petre, ed. Ursula Dronke et al. (Odense, 1981), pp. 155-70 
Frank, Roberta. “Skaldic Poetry”, in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature: A Critical Guide, ed. Carol Clover and John 

Lindow,  Islandica 45 (Ithaca, 1985) pp. 157-96 
Frank, Roberta. “Eddic Metres” in Dictionary of the Middle Ages 4 (1984), 384-5  
Frank, Roberta. “Why Skalds Address Women”, in Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages. Atti del 12o  congresso 

internazionale di studi sull’alto medioevo (Spoleto, 1990), pp. 67-83 
Gade, Kari Ellen. The Structure of Old Norse Dróttkvætt Poetry, Islandica 49 (Ithaca, 1995)  
Gade, Kari Ellen. “Poetry and its Changing Importance in Medieval Icelandic Culture”, in  Old Icelandic Literature 

and Society, ed.  Margaret Clunies Ross (Cambridge, 2000), pp. 61-95  
Gunnell, Terry. The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia (Cambridge, 1995)  
Gurevich, Elena A. “Þulur in Skáldskaparmál: An Attempt at Skaldic Lexicology,” Arkiv för nordisk filologi 107 

(1992), 35-52 
Hallberg, Peter, trans. Paul Schach and Sonja Lindgrenson. Old Icelandic Poetry: Eddic Lay and Skaldic Verse ( 

Lincoln and London, 1975) 
Harris, Joseph. “Eddic Poetry as Oral Poetry: The Evidence of Parallel Passages in the Helgi Poems for 

Questions of Composition and Performance”, in Edda: A Collection of Essays, ed. R. J. Glendinning and 
Haraldur Bessasson (Winnipeg, 1983), pp. 210-242 

Harris, Joseph. “Eddic Poetry,” in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature. A Critical Guide, ed. Carol Clover and John 
Lindow, Islandica XLV (Ithaca and London, 1985), pp. 68-156 

Helgason, Jón. “Norges og Islands digtning”, in Litteraturhistorie: Norge og Island, ed. Sigurður Nordal,  Nordisk 
kultur 8B (Copenhagen, 1953) 

Heslop, K. S. “‘Gab mir ein Gott zu sagen, was ich leide’: Sonatorrek and the myth of skaldic lyric’, in Geraldine 
Barnes and Margaret Clunies Ross (eds.), Old Norse Myths, Literature and Society. Proceedings of the 11th. 
International Saga Conference 2-7 July 2000, University of Sydney (Sydney, 2000) pp. 152-164 (Available  online: 
http://www.arts.usyd.edu.au/departs/medieval/saga.html) 

Heusler, Andreas. Die altergermanische Dichtung (Potsdam, 1957) 
Jackson, Elizabeth. “A New Perspective on the Relationship between the Final Three Sections of Hávamál and 

on the Role of Loddfáfnir”, Saga-Book of the Viking Society 23/3 (1994), 141-57  
Jackson, Elizabeth. “The Art of the List-maker and the Grímnismál Catalogue of the Homes of the Gods: a Reply 

to Jan de Vries”, Arkiv för Nordisk Filologi 110 (1995), 5-39 
Jesch, Judith. Ships and Men in the Late Viking Age. The Vocabulary of Runic Inscriptions and Skaldic Verse 

(Woodbridge, 2001) 
Jochens, Jenny. “Representations of Skalds in the Sagas 2: Gender Relations”, in Skaldsagas: Text, Vocation and 

Desire in the Icelandic Sagas of Poets, ed. Russell  Poole (Berlin and New York, 2001), pp. 309-32.  
Kellogg, Robert. “Literacy and Orality in the Poetic Edda”, in Vox Intexta: Orality and Textuality in the Middle Ages, 

ed. A. N. Doane and C. B. Pasternack (Madison, 1991) pp. 89-101 
Klingenberg, Heinz. Edda - Samlung und Dichtung, Beiträge zur nordischen Philologie, 3 (Basel and Stuttgart, 1974) 
Klingenberg, Heinz. “Types of Eddic Mythological Poetry”, in Edda: A Collection of Essays, ed. R. J. Glendinning 

and Haraldur Bessasson (Winnipeg, 1983), pp. 134-164 
Kock, Ernst Albin. Notationes Norrœnae: anteckningar til Edda och skaldediktning, Lunds Universitets Årsskrift NF 

Avdeling 1 (Lund, 1923-44) 
Kreutzer, Gerd.  Die Dichtungslehre der Skalden, 2nd ed. (Meisenheim am Glan, 1977) 
Kuhn, Hans. Das Dróttkvætt (Heidelberg, 1983)  
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Lange, Wolfgang. Studien zur Christlichen Dichtung der Nordgermanen, 1000-1200 (Göttingen, 1958) 
Lassen, Annette. “Óðinn in Old Norse texts”, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 1 (2005), 91-108 
Lavender, Philip. “Merlin and the völva”, Viking and Medieval Scandinavia 2 (2006), 111-139 
Lehmann, Winfred. “The Composition of Eddic Verse,” in Studies in Germanic Languages and Literatures in Memory 

of Fred O. Nolte (St. Louis, 1963), pp. 7-14 
Lindblad, Gustaf. Studier i Codex regius av Äldre Eddan, Lundastudier i nordisk språkvetenskap, 10 (Lund, 1954) 
Lindblad, Gustaf. “Poetiska Eddans förhistoria och skrivskicket i Codex Regius”, Arkiv för Nordisk Filologi  95 

(1980), 142-167 
Lindow, John. “Riddles, kennings and the complexity of skaldic poetry”, Scandinavian Studies 47 (1975), 311-27 
Lindow, John. “Narrative and the nature of skaldic poetry”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 97 (1982), 94-121 
Lindow, John. “Addressing Thor”, Scandinavian Studies 60 (1988), 119-136 
Lindow, John. “Poetry, Dwarfs and Gods: Understanding Alvíssmál”, in Learning and Understanding in the Old Norse 

World ed. Judy Quinn, Kate Heslop and Tarrin Wills (Turnhout, 2007), pp. 285-303 
Lönnroth, Lars.  “Hjálmar's Death-Song and the Delivery of Eddic Poetry”, Speculum 46 (1971), 1-20 
Lönnroth, Lars. Den dubbla scenen. Muntlig diktning från Eddan till Abba (Stockholm, 1978)  
Lönnroth, Lars. “Iörð fannz æva né upphiminn: A formula analysis”, in Speculum Norrœnum. Norse Studies in 

memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, ed. Ursula Dronke, Guðrún P. Helgadóttir, Gerd W. Weber and Hans 
Bekker-Nielsen (Odense, 1981), pp. 310-27 

Malm, Mats. “The Notion of Effeminate Language in Old Norse Literature”, in Learning and Understanding in the 
Old Norse World ed. Judy Quinn, Kate Heslop and Tarrin Wills (Turnhout, 2007), pp. 305-320 

Marchand, James W.  ‘Two Christian Skaldic Fragments’, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 91 (1976), 138-152 
Marold, Edith. Kenningkunst. Ein Beitrag zu einer Poetik der Skaldendichtung (Berlin, 1983) 
Marold, Edith. “Mansõngr – a Phantom Genre?”, in Learning and Understanding in the Old Norse World ed. Judy 
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