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Summary 
 

 Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð are two Germanic alliterative poems whose current forms are 

attested in texts written in separate languages, periods, and regions: the former in Old Norse-

Icelandic from late-medieval Iceland, and the latter in Old English from later Anglo-Saxon 

England. Despite these differing contexts, several parallels in the poems’ content—many of 

which they share with that of other early-medieval continental and insular sources as well as Old 

Norse saga and Eddic literature—indicate that these narratives did not emerge in isolation. 

Within this complex of source material, the prevalence of concepts such as the Goth-Hun 

conflict, the reign and fall of the Gothic king Ermanaric, and the movements and conflicts of 

early-medieval peoples and their leaders suggests that the events of the Migration Period gave 

rise to a wider tradition of legends and folklore that spread across early-medieval Northern 

Europe, evolving both independently and through contact across vast tracts of time and space. 

 This inquiry is driven by an interdisciplinary approach to a comparison between 

Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð, drawing on linguistic, literary, historical, archaeological, runological, 

folkloristic, and philological evidence. Its emphasis is firmly on the content of the poems, 

although discussion of the poems’ form is undertaken when pertinent to the notions of tradition 

and relative periodization. This wider approach allows for the demonstration of both means and 

motives—political, economic, social, and cultural—for the transmission and use of this tradition 

throughout the Baltic and North Sea regions, as well as the identification of firmer, more salient 

links between the poems than a mere comparison of the two texts could achieve. Furthermore, 

this study proposes that a similar approach, if applied on a considerably larger scale, could be 

instrumental in shedding further light on a relatively obscure regional period of human history. 
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A Note on the Text 
 

Abbreviations have been avoided for maximal legibility given the breadth of the study. 

Various name forms are used to do due diligence to the variety of sources and traditions that the 
study engages with. The most extreme case is perhaps the Gothic king Ermanaric, who also 
variously appears as Eormanrīc and Jǫrmunrekkr. 

Quotations in Old Norse-Icelandic, Old English, Old High German, and Old Saxon are given in 
non-normalized forms, but individual terms are normalized for the sake of legibility. Quotations 
in Latin are given in normalized Latin. 

Old Norse-Icelandic poetic quotations are referenced by their verse number. Pr designates a 
prose portion prior to, following, or between stanzas. In the case of Hlǫðskviða, R denotes 
stanzas from Copenhagen, Royal Library, Gl.kgl.sml. 2845 4to. Meanwhile, U denotes stanzas 
from Uppsala, University Library, R:715. 

Old English and Old High German poetic quotations are referenced by their line number. Latin 
quotations are referred to by their liber number or their page number in the edition referenced. 

All translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated. 
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Introduction 
 

Hon beþ broddi / gaf bloþ at drecca / hendi helfvssi / oc hvelpa leysti 
“With a blade and a murderous hand, she gave the bed blood to drink and loosed the dogs.” 

 
Gúðrun’s slaying of Atli/Attila, Atlakviða 41. 

 

 In 453 CE, the most terrifying and arguably most powerful man in Europe perished in his 

wedding bed. His death, variously attributed to suffocation from a drunken nosebleed or a 

murderous bride, created a power vacuum that plunged Europe into chaos and conflict. Twenty-

three years later, Emperor Romulus Augustulus was deposed in 476 CE by a Germanic warlord 

and the Western Roman Empire collapsed as a political and military unit. An unprecedented 

level of instability and necessary adaptation ensued that irrevocably altered the political climate 

of Migration Period Europe. The tremors of these tumultuous developments were felt as distantly 

as Sandby Borg on the Swedish isle of Öland, where archaeological evidence indicates that an 

entire population was mercilessly butchered during this volatile period.1 

During and in the aftermath of the Migration Period, new, vibrant, and formidable social, 

political, and cultural entities arose across the vast Northern European world during the late-

antique and early-medieval periods. These systems nevertheless preserved a knowledge of 

Migration Period concepts, whether fragmentary or in full narratives. Migration Period 

peoples—particularly the Huns and Goths—and their exploits, heroic figures, and conflicts are 

strewn across the register of early-medieval tradition in Northern Europe, from epic poems to 

genealogies to material culture, albeit with an as of yet undetermined implicative gravity. This 

notion poses a triad of compelling research questions. First, for what reasons did these concepts 

qualify as being meritorious of remembrance? Second, what functional purpose, if any, did they 

serve within the societies that preserved them? Third, and perhaps most importantly, to what 

degree was the evolution of these concepts over time symptomatic of independent development 

versus formation in a medium of cross-cultural interaction—and was the level of inter-cultural 

exchange over time and space sufficient to render the latter notion reasonable? 

																																																													
1 Clara Alfsdotter et al., “A Moment Frozen in Time: Evidence of a Late Fifth-Century Massacre 
at Sandby Borg.” Antiquity 92, no. 362 (2018): 421–36. 
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Background 

The everlasting impact of the torrid migrations of the Huns, the first group of Turkic 

steppe nomads to enter Europe,2 is vividly palpable in a slew of source material from the later 

Roman Empire and its successor states. While simultaneously fascinated and appalled 

chroniclers immortalized the Hunnic legacy in ink, these terrifyingly skilled horsemen 

emblazoned it in blood and ash, their destructive campaigns precipitating a series of conflicts and 

migrations at an unprecedented speed that left the formidable Western Roman Empire in tatters a 

mere century after their arrival. Ammianus Marcellinus, himself an accomplished military officer 

in the 4th century Roman army, respected immensely the gravity of the threat that the Huns posed 

to their neighbors: 

Utque ad pernicitatem sunt leves et repentini, ita subito de industria dispersi incessunt, et 
incomposita acie, cum caede vasta discurrunt, nec invadentes vallum, nec castra inimica 
pilantes, prae nimia rapiditate cernuntur. Eoque omnium acerrimos facile dixeris bellatores, 
quod procul missilibus telis, acutis ossibus pro spiculorum acumine, arte mira coagmentatis, et 
distantiis decursis comminus ferro sine sui respectu confligunt, hostisque dum mucronum noxias 
observant, contortis laciniis illigant, ut laqueatis resistentium membris, equitandi vel gradiendi 
adimant facultatem. [And as they are lightly equipped for swift motion, and unexpected in 
action, they purposely divide suddenly into scattered bands and attack, rushing about in disorder 
here and there, dealing terrific slaughter…and on this account you would not hesitate to call 
them the most terrible of all warriors, because they fight from a distance with missiles having 
sharp bone, instead of their usual points, joined to the shafts with wonderful skill; then the gallop 
over the intervening spaces and fight hand-to-hand with swords, regardless of their own lives; 
and while the enemy are guarding against wounds from the sabre-thrusts, they throw strips of 
cloth plaited into nooses over their opponents and so entangle them that they fetter their limbs 
and take from them the power of riding or walking.]3 

Instrumental in this complex causal chain and equally well documented were the Goths, a 

series of Germanic confederations who variously fought the Huns, the Romans, and each other 

during this sanguinary and tumultuous century. Per the earliest extant account,4 the Goths 

																																																													
2 Peter Heather, The Huns and the End of the Roman Empire in Western Europe (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1995), 5. 
3 Ammianus Marcellinus, Ammianus Marcellinus: Rerum Gestarum Libri vol. 3. Translated and 
edited by John C. Rolfe. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1939 [new print: Bungay, 
Suffolk, Great Britain: Richard Clay Ltd, 1986], 385. 
4 Jordanes and Cassiodorus, The Gothic History of Jordanes. Translated and edited by Charles 
Christopher Mierow. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1915 [new print: Cambridge: 
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migrated to the lands northwest of the Black Sea, and from there were variously subjugated and 

driven west by the Huns, plunging into the Roman Empire and wreaking havoc upon it. 

Ammianus compared their multitude and widespread, devastating impact to the “glowing ashes 

from Aetna”,5 however, the 6th century historian Jordanes glorified the exploits of his Gothic 

ancestors, describing not only their triumph against the Romans at Adrianople in 378 CE,6 but 

also their overthrow of their Hunnic oppressors at the Battle of the Nedao in 454 CE7 and its 

aftermath: 

Quod conperto Gothi ibi, ubi erant, expeditionemque solventes, quam contra Sadagis 
collegerant, in Hunnos convertunt et sic eos suis a finibus inglorios pepulerunt, ut iam ex illo 
tempore qui remanserunt Hunni et usque actenus Gothorum arma formident. [Then the Goths at 
once abandoned the expedition they had planned against the Sadagis, turned upon the Huns and 
drove them so ingloriously from their own land that those who remained have been in dread of 
the arms of the Goths from that time down to the present day.]8 

It is not shocking that the exploits of the Goths left such an indelible mark on posterity in 

the spheres of both history and legend. They are the epic archetypes par excellence, hardy folk 

who migrated vast distances facing and nevertheless conquering immense adversity with every 

stride along their journey through the pages of history. Imperfect yet intrepid and bold, their vital 

role in a chaotic age renders them timelessly memorable. 

 While the Huns and Goths are predominantly treated within the historiography of late-

Roman Europe, they also figure prominently in the West and North Germanic epic traditions that 

were codified mainly between the 9th and 13th centuries but almost certainly were rooted in an 

earlier orality,9 however nebulous and undefined it may be. 

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
Speculum Historiale, 1966], 57–63. Jordanes presents the Goths as originally migrating from 
Scandinavia, an assertion that has been marred by nefarious 20th century politicization and is 
generally held by historians as unlikely, but is nevertheless attested in many medieval sources. It 
should be emphasized that the widespread nature of this concept in medieval source material 
makes it of interest from the perspective of assessing tradition, even if its historicity is 
thoroughly dubious. The past political perversion of this and some other concepts, of course, 
mandate that they be approached with great caution. 
5 Ammianus Marcellinus, Ammianus Marcellinus: Rerum Gestarum Libri vol. 3, 407. 
6 Jordanes and Cassiodorus, The Gothic History of Jordanes, 90. 
7 Ibid, 125–126. 
8 Ibid, 130. 
9 Terry Gunnell, “Eddic Poetry” in McTurk, Rory, ed. A Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic 
Literature and Culture (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 93. Here, Gunnell refers specifically to the 
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Nw reid Ormar aptur til borgarinnar, og var Heruor þa albuinn og allur her. Ridu þau nu vt af 
borginni med hernum moti Hunum, og hofst þar allmikil orusta; enn med þui ad Hunar hafa lid 
miklu meira, sneri mannfallinu i lid þeirra Heruarar, og vmm sidir fiell Heruor og mikid lid 
vmmhuerfis hana. Enn er Ormar sa fall hennar, flydi hann og allir þeir, er lifid þagu. Ormar 
reid dag og nott sem mest matti hann, a fund A(nganntyrs) kongs i Arheima. Hunar taka nu ad 
heria vmm landid vida og brenna. [Ormarr now rode back to the fortress, and Hervǫr was 
prepared with all her army. Then they rode forth from the fortress with all the army against the 
Huns; a mighty battle arose there. But as the Huns had the greater force, it turned the slaughter 
upon Hervǫr’s force, and at last Hervǫr fell, and a great force all around her. And when Ormarr 
saw her fall, he and all those who availed poorly then fled. Ormarr rode day and night, as fast as 
he could, to meet King Angantýr in Árheimar; the Huns then began to harry far and wide and 
burn the land.]10 

Known from 14th, 15th, and 17th century manuscripts, the legendary Hervarar saga ok 

Heiðreks builds the final portion of its narrative around the Hlǫðskviða, a poetic text describing a 

legendary battle between Gothic and Hunnic kings. Despite being composed (or compiled) 

centuries after and immense distances from the works of Ammianus and Jordanes, this excerpt 

from the prosimetrum in the latter portion of the saga conveys the same impression of the Huns: 

that of a fearsome, warlike, and ruthless invading force. The provenance of the Hlǫðskviða is 

uncertain, but it has an analogue in Wīdsīð, an Old English poem preserved within the 10th 

century Exeter Book that mentions the same characters and contains a similar yet considerably 

longer tally of rulers and realms. Like the Hlǫðskviða, Wīðsīð eminently features the same Huns 

whose movements many consider the principal trigger for the events of the 4th-6th century 

Migration Period—and whose role in several other Germanic legendary narratives is markedly 

salient. 

 
Historiography 
 

That the Huns and Goths were worthy of remembrance is beyond question, but the fact 

that their memory survived, in albeit mutable and porous fashion, throughout centuries of orality 

is nevertheless impressive and, further, indicative of a vibrant and vivacious network of 

traditions. The investigation of this transmission of knowledge or, more appropriately, lore 

presents a problem, however. The extant texts of Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð postdate the historical 
																																																																																																																																																																																																				
Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda, but this concept also generally applies to the other Germanic 
epics, with the caveat that they were codified far earlier. 
10 Hlǫðskviða Pr U13–14. 
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context of their subject matter by some centuries (in the case of the former, by a millennium), 

and so there is a lack of certainty as to whether or not these texts accurately reflect the form and 

content of the original compositions, if they existed at all. Medievalists R. D. Fulk,11 in work that 

has met both approval and criticism,12 and Leonard Neidorf13 have both argued that on linguistic, 

dialectal, and metrical grounds certain Old English poems can be dated earlier than the 

manuscripts in which they are attested. There is another school of thought, however, which 

posits that the extant Old English poems were composed in the West Saxon kingdom during the 

late Anglo-Saxon period; English literature scholar John D. Niles, for example, has argued that 

these poems were created as part of a conscious cultural agenda accompanying the processes of 

state formation in Anglo-Saxon England during this time.14 These differing opinions comprise 

part of a lively discussion spanning the past several decades. 

A similar issue stands with Eddic poetry, but to an even greater extreme given the much 

later provenance of the Old Norse texts. Old Germanic literature and poetics scholars Haukur 

Þorgeirsson15 and Seiichi Suzuki16 have both argued that Eddic poetry can be more precisely 

dated earlier in time on metrical and linguistic grounds as well as through comparison with other 

examples of Old Germanic alliterative poetry. On the other hand, philologist and linguist Roberta 

Frank, in a review of Bjarne Fidjestøl’s posthumous survey of the genre and its scholarship, 
																																																													
11 R. D. Fulk, A History of Old English Meter (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1992), 50–65. 
12 N. F. Blake, Review of A History of Old English Meter, by R. D. Fulk. Modern Philology 92, 
no. 2 (1994): 220–24; Donka Minkova and Robert P. Stockwell, Review of A History of Old 
English Meter, by R. D. Fulk. Language 71, no. 2 (1995): 359–65. 
13 Leonard Neidorf, “The Dating of Widsið and the Study of Germanic Antiquity.” 
Neophilologus 97, no. 1 (2013): 165–83. 
14 John D. Niles, “Widsith and the Anthropology of the Past.” Philological Quarterly 78, no. 1–2 
(Winter, 1999): 171–213; Idem, “The Myth of the Anglo-Saxon Oral Poet.” Western 
Folklore 62, no. 1/2 (2003): 7–61. 
15 Haukur Þorgeirsson, “The Dating of Eddic Poetry: Evidence from Alliteration” in Kristján 
Árnason, Stephen Carey, Tonya Kim Dewey, Haukur Þorgeirsson, Ragnar Ingi Aðalsteinsson, 
and Þórhallur Eyþórsson, eds. Approaches to Nordic and Germanic Poetry (Reykjavík: 
Háskólaútgáfan, 2017), pp. 33–61; Idem, “Late Placement of the Finite Verb in Old Norse 
Fornyrðislag Meter.” Journal of Germanic Linguistics 24, no. 3 (2012): 233–69. 
16 Seiichi Suzuki, “Anacrusis in Eddic Meters Fornyrðislag and Málaháttr. Reevaluation and 
Reinvigoration.” Beiträge zur Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und Literatur (PBB) 132, no. 2 
(2010): 159–176; Idem, The Meters of Old Norse Eddic Poetry: Common Germanic Inheritance 
and North Germanic Innovation. Ergänzungsbände Zum Reallexikon Der Germanischen 
Altertumskunde 86. Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2014. 
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expresses doubts about the comprehensive ability of such approaches.17 Philological approaches, 

meanwhile, extol a stance characterized by healthy skepticism, and poetic scholar Bernt Ø. 

Thorvaldsen’s recent evaluation is more-or-less inconclusive where it pertains to the question of 

dating individual poems.18 Thorvaldsen offers an intriguing and crucial insight, however: that 

inquiring into the tradition of the poems, the evidence of their age, and how and by whom they 

may have been considered as ancient is a more achievable and fruitful enterprise than questing 

after the nigh-inexorably elusive date of an Eddic poem’s original composition.19 This concept 

will prove essential to the research conducted and examined within the present work. 

The nature of this tradition and its social, political, and cultural contexts, function, and 

evolution has not been elucidated to the point of consensus. Archaeologist Lotte Hedeager has 

ambitiously argued that the Huns and their most famed king Attila had such a profound direct 

impact on the development of Migration Period society and mythology that, penetrating into 

Scandinavia, they served as a necessary and proximate cause for the conception and spread of the 

cult of the god Óðinn.20 Much more skeptically, Nordic specialist and text historian Annette 

Lassen has conducted a thorough, groundbreaking survey of the texts where Óðinn is attested 

and, in her contextual analysis, concluded that they are steeped in the mores and ideology of the 

Christian societies that produced them and as such cannot be relied upon as representative of the 

perception of Óðinn prior to the epoch during which the texts were produced.21 Old Norse 

literature scholar Judy Quinn has taken a separate, somewhat more neutral stance, claiming that 

Eddic poetry presents the likelihood of a common and widespread Germanic tradition stemming 

from the Migration Period, but that the texts in their extant forms reflect the mores of societies 

																																																													
17 Roberta Frank, Review of The Dating of Eddic Poetry, by Bjarne Fidjestøl. Speculum 78, no. 1 
(2003): 165–67. 
18 Bernt Ø Thorvaldsen, “The Dating of Eddic Poetry” in Larrington, Carolyne, Judy Quinn, and 
Brittany Schorn, eds. A Handbook to Eddic Poetry: Myths and Legends of Early Scandinavia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 72–91. 
19 Ibid, 89–90. 
20 Lotte Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality: An Archaeology of Scandinavia AD 400-
1000. London: Routledge, 2011; Idem, “Scandinavia and the Huns: An Interdisciplinary 
Approach to the Migration Era.” Norwegian Archaeological Review 40, no. 1 (2007): 42–58. 
21 Annette Lassen, Odin På Kristent Pergament: En Teksthistorisk Studie. København: Museum 
Tusculanum Press, 2011. 
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from the thirteenth century and later.22 Significantly, Quinn suggests that the two notions are not 

mutually exclusive: a text’s form can be the product of late manufacture while nevertheless 

containing evidence and clues to the perceptions of an earlier era. 

 
Method 

Although this investigation will focus on the Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð in an endeavor to 

examine the parallels between them, it is impossible to examine these texts in a vacuum. This 

study will thus conduct an extensive analysis of both works and the contextual traditions 

underlying them as a microcosm of a larger exchange of memory, ideas, and lore across 

Northern Europe during the early medieval period. In doing so, it will be cognizant of the merits 

and value of text-fundamentalist approaches while also taking up the challenge that Thorvaldsen 

presents: to seek out the traditions underlying each poem and how it was perceived by the 

societies to which it was known. In the conviction that comparative method characterized by an 

appropriate degree of healthy skepticism will further illuminate the subject, the present work will 

also employ a multidisciplinary approach to draw on a broader context provided by linguistic, 

archaeological, literary, and even runic evidence regarding cultural contacts and the spread of 

mythological and legendary narratives between regions. Simultaneously, it will undertake a 

philological approach to the texts themselves and how they reflect a contemporary understanding 

and memory of past societies as well as the concerns of their present. Such an endeavor will 

inevitably grapple with the distinction between proximate experience and cultural renderings 

pertaining to the stockpiling and diffusion of tradition.23 It must be stressed that while an analysis 

of form may at times prove tangentially useful, the focus is not on the form of the Hlǫðskviða 

and Wīdsīð—but on their content. 

While this approach will involve a fair degree of close reading and analysis of excerpts 

from the relevant poems and other sources, a great deal of the reasoning is also constructed on a 

																																																													
22 Judy Quinn, “Precarious Ties: The Social Critique of Dynastic Networking in Eddic Heroic 
Poetry”, in Kramarz-Bein, Susanne, and Birge Hilsmann, eds. Applications of Network Theories. 
Skandinavistik 10 (Berlin: LIT, 2015), pp. 33–70. 
23 For further commentary on this distinction, see Pernille Hermann, “Key Aspects of Memory 
and Remembering in Old Norse-Icelandic Literature” in Hermann, Pernille, Stephen A. Mitchell, 
and Agnes S. Arnórsdóttir, eds., Minni and Muninn: Memory in Medieval Nordic Culture 
(Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2014), 31. 
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reassessment of extant research. This is a pragmatic decision founded in the ambition to achieve 

sufficient analytical breadth and depth while minimizing the risk of erring into crippling 

oversights. Each of the aforementioned spheres of analysis presents its own separate obstacles 

and requires careful consideration. Archaeology, for example, speaks where literature falls silent, 

but often proves difficult to assess, at times being too readily interpreted through the tinted lenses 

of later literary source material. The fields of linguistics, literature, history, archaeology, 

runology, folkloristics and philology each are host to numerous competing scholarly views, and 

as relevant matters in each enter the analysis conducted in the present work, varying 

interpretations will demand consideration with a critical eye. However, in the interest of 

cohesion and maintained concentration on the core research question, the forays into each 

intellectual province will be necessarily brief. Ultimately, this inquiry will aim to establish 

within the realm of feasibility that the content of both Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð derives from 

shared, ever-evolving traditions regarding fourth through sixth century events whose significance 

and memorability transcended broad planes of time and space—and may yet further inform the 

current understanding of social, political, and economic relationships in early-medieval Northern 

Europe. 
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1. Hlǫðskviða: The Battle of the Goths and Huns 
 

Boluad er okur, brodir / bani em eg þinn ordinn 
Þad mun æ uppi / illur er domur norna. 

“Cursed we are, brother: I have become your slayer! 
Forever will it be remembered, ill is the doom of the Norns.” 

 
— Angantýr Heiðreksson, having slain his brother Hlǫðr, Hlǫðskviða U28. 

 

1.1. Background 
 

 Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks exists in three separate manuscripts carrying versions of the 

saga. The first, AM 544 4to (also known as Hauksbók, and henceforth referred to as “H”), has 

been associated with Haukr Erlendsson (d. 1334), an Icelandic lǫgmaðr and manuscript 

compiler. On paleographical grounds, the portion of the manuscript containing the Hervarar 

saga ok Heiðreks can be dated to 1302-1310 CE24; regrettably, this eldest version is incomplete, 

terminating during the riddle contest known as the Gátur Gestumblinda. The second, 

Copenhagen, Royal Library, Gl.kgl.sml. 2845 4to (henceforth referred to as “R”), an early 15th 

century vellum manuscript,25 abruptly ends just after the ninth stanza of the Hlǫðskviða, the 

poem around which the final portion of the saga is structured. The third, Uppsala, University 

Library, R:715 (henceforth referred to as “U”), is a 17th century paper manuscript.26 In the 

introductions to their respective editions of the saga, Jón Helgason27 and Christopher Tolkien28 

provide more detailed discussions of its manuscript stemma; however, more recently, Alaric Hall 

has proposed an alternative stemma model.29 Nevertheless, all agree that each of the three 

principal versions ultimately derive from a common, now lost source (or archetype). 

																																																													
24 Stefán Karlsson. “Aldur Hauksbókar” Fróðskaparrit, 13 (1964): 114–21. 
25 Alaric Hall, “Changing Style and Changing Meaning: Icelandic Historiography and the 
Medieval Redactions of Heiðreks saga.” Scandinavian Studies 77, no. 1 (2005): 1. 
26 Ibid, 2. 
27 Jón Helgason ed. Heiðreks Saga: Hervarar Saga ok Heiðreks Konungs. Samfund til udgivelse 
af gammel nordisk litteratur 48 (København: Samfund til udgivelse af gammel nordisk litteratur, 
1924), i–lxxxix. 
28 Christopher Tolkien, ed. and trans. The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise (London: Thomas 
Nelson and Sons Ltd, 1960), xxix–xxxi. 
29 Hall, “Changing Style and Changing Meaning”, 3. 
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 The Hlǫðskviða, also variously known as the Battle of the Goths and Huns and the 

Hunnenschlachtlied, survives in two versions of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks: fragmentarily in R, 

and in a full yet slightly damaged state in U. This poem and the accompanying prose recount the 

struggle between the half-brothers Angantýr and Hlǫðr over their inheritance after the death of 

Heiðrekr, their father. Their conflict culminates in a catastrophic war between the Goths and the 

Huns, resulting in the defeat of the Huns and the slayings of Hlǫðr, his grandfather Humli, and 

Hervǫr, Angantýr’s sister. 

Establishing the provenance of the Hlǫðskviða is tantalizingly difficult. Its meter is 

loosely fornyrðislag, with some málaháttr features.30 Nine stanzas appear in the R version before 

its sudden end; the U version contains the “full” body of 29 stanzas, with some overlap with 

those preserved in R. Several stanzas are clearly corrupted, and some of the accompanying prose 

shows signs of having been garbled from an original stanzaic form.31 19th and early 20th century 

scholars classed it as part of a set “five old heroic poems” of extreme antiquity.32 Gustav Neckel 

(1923) posited a South Germanic origin,33 Hans Kuhn (1933) believed the poem to be “foreign 

fornyrðislag”,34 and Jan de Vries (1941) argued for the origin of Hlǫðskviða, Atlakviða, 

Hamðismál, and Vǫlundarkviða in 6th century Gothic poetry;35 his chronology of Eddic poetry 

contends that these four poems were composed prior to 800 CE,36 an assertion difficult to accept 

given major linguistic changes such as syncope, umlauts, and vowel breaking during the 

evolution of Proto-Norse to Old Norse. 

Contemporary scholarship has been far more skeptical. Christopher Tolkien (1960) 

suggested that the Hlǫðskviða could have been comprised of multiple layers of varying age built 

																																																													
30 Haukur Þorgeirsson, “Late Placement of the Finite Verb in Old Norse Fornyrðislag 
Meter.” Journal of Germanic Linguistics 24, no. 3 (2012): 242. 
31 Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxii. 
32 Bjarne Fidjestøl, The Dating of Eddic Poetry: A Historical Survey and Methodological 
Investigation, edited by Odd Einar Haugen (Bibliotheca Arnamagnæana vol. 41. Copenhagen: C. 
A. Reitzels Forlag, 1999), 112n. The other four accompanying poems are Atlakviða, Brot af 
Sigurðarkviðu, Hamðismál, and Vǫlundarkviða. 
33 Ibid, 130. 
34 Ibid, 155n; 156. 
35 Ibid, 174; 179. 
36 Ibid, 183. 
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on an underlying tradition that must have been even older.37 Alaric Hall (2005) dubs it “a 

codified traditional poem”, citing analogues in neighboring traditions and its influence on an 

episode in the 13th century Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar.38 Even more recently, in their 

respective chapters in A Handbook to Eddic Poetry (2016) Carolyne Larrington39 and Margaret 

Clunies Ross40 both (albeit vaguely) indicate that the poem is probably of great age. Similarly 

indefinite is the classification of Hlǫðskviða by Per Holmberg, Bo Gräslund, Olof Sundqvist, and 

Henrik Williams (2019) as “the perhaps oldest heroic poem of all”.41 These imprecise 

assessments speak to the great difficulty involved in treating a question that may quite well never 

be conclusively answered beyond the realm of reasonable doubt. Nevertheless, they reflect a 

general collective understanding that the content of Hlǫðskviða almost certainly has roots in the 

nebulous oral tradition that predates the introduction of literacy into Scandinavia. 

 

 1.2. Literary context 
 

An analysis of the cultural and literature compositional contexts surrounding Hervarar 

saga ok Heiðreks is necessary for any examination of the poetic portions incorporated therein. 

Hlǫðskviða’s preservation within the prosimetric narrative of a fornaldarsaga merits particularly 

shrewd contemplation. Tolkien,42 Hall,43 Larrington,44 and Love45 have all observed that the 

																																																													
37 Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxii–xxiii. 
38 Hall, “Changing Style and Changing Meaning”, 4; 6. Cf. L. M. Hollander, “The Battle on the 
Vin-Heath and the Battle of the Huns” The Journal of English and Germanic Philology 32, no. 1 
(1933): 33–43. 
39 Carolyne Larrington, “Eddic Poetry and Heroic Legend” in Larrington, Carolyne, Judy Quinn, 
and Brittany Schorn, eds. A Handbook to Eddic Poetry: Myths and Legends of Early Scandinavia 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 147. 
40 Margaret Clunies Ross, “The Transmission and Preservation of Eddic Poetry” in Larrington, 
Carolyne, Judy Quinn, and Brittany Schorn, eds. A Handbook to Eddic Poetry: Myths and 
Legends of Early Scandinavia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), 28. 
41 Per Holmberg, Bo Gräslund, Olof Sundqvist, and Henrik Williams, “The Rök Runestone and 
the End of the World.” Futhark: International Journal of Runic Studies 9–10 (2018–2019): 11. 
42 Ibid, xxi-xxii. 
43 Hall, “Changing Style and Changing Meaning”, 6–7. 
44 Larrington, “Eddic Poetry and Heroic Legend”, 154. 
45 Jeffrey Scott Love, The Reception of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks from the Middle Ages to the 
Seventeenth Century (München: Herbert Utz Verlag, 2013). 
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overall course of events within Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks is rather disjointed and that the poetic 

portions of the saga almost certainly derive originally from separate contexts altogether. This 

sheds light on the saga narrative production—or compilation—process: Carol Clover has argued 

that sagas originated as a series of variably organized oral vignettes that only coagulated into 

larger units through the work of editors or in solicited, artificial performances.46 That they would 

appear together in a legendary tale speaks not just to the socio-cultural significance of verse in 

Old Norse-Icelandic oral-literate narrative contexts, but also reflects on the function of 

prosimetrum in the saga narratives as a whole. 

Prosimetrum consists of an organic integration of prose and metric stanzas that is central 

to the structure of many sagas and, indeed, has been termed nearly “a universal of oral 

literature”.47 In most instances the ratio of prose to poetry is rather high; the Codex Regius of the 

Poetic Edda (c.1270) is a notable exception, wherein smaller prose sections briefly and 

sporadically contextualize larger poetic narratives. The structure of prosimetrum in the Old 

Norse literary tradition is in some ways comparable to the modern footnote system; indeed, it is 

common for a stanza or poem to be introduced by formulae such as hann kvað “he spoke” 

(literally, to use an archaic English cognate, “he quoth”);48 or sem hér segir “as is said here”,49 

relaying the clear impression that the saga author (or, often more appropriately, compiler) is 

citing what they consider a primary source—an accurate rendition of a direct quotation. Perhaps 

this is one of several factors behind the link between skaldic poetic aesthetics and the 

prosimetrum genre in sagas that Torfi H. Tulinius has identified.50 This stylistic choice reflects a 

																																																													
46 Carol J. Clover, “The Long Prose Form”, Arkiv för nordisk filologi 101 (1986): 35. For the 
viewpoint that the oral stories could have varied in size, see Theodore M. Andersson, “From 
Tradition to Literature in the Sagas”, in Wellendorf, Jonas and Else Mundal, eds. Oral Art Forms 
and their Passage into Writing (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2008), pp. 7–17. 
47 Ibid, 27. 
48 Grímnismál Pr. 
49 Hlǫðskviða Pr. R1. 
50 Torfi H. Tulinius, “The Prosimetrum Form 2: Verses as Basis for Saga Composition and 
Interpretation”, in Poole, Russell G. ed., Skaldsagas: Text, Vocation, and Desire in the Icelandic 
Sagas of Poets (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2001), pp. 191–217. 
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common theme in the pseudo-historiography of the medieval North—the widespread use of oral 

tradition and indigenous poetry as historical source material.51 

This practice is particularly common in the fornaldarsögur, which must be analyzed and 

examined with some caution. While fornaldarsögur were once considered to faithfully recount 

legendary prehistory, the current attitude is characterized by extreme skepticism. Torfi H. 

Tulinius has astutely observed that the fornaldarsögur are probably more indicative of “the way 

the past of the Nordic world was constructed through the development of literature in twelfth- 

and thirteenth-century Iceland.”52 Saga literature can be classified as a retelling rather than an 

abstract of oral tradition, and as such its relation to the underlying tradition, if any, was variable 

and should be considered with caution. Comparing the language used to describe the creation of 

original writings (e.g. gera “to create by writing” in Ári Þorgilsson’s Íslendingabók) with that 

pertaining to the compilation or retelling of a preexisting saga narrative (e.g. setja saman “to put 

together / compose”) Else Mundal has concluded that the author—who retold or compiled 

preexisting material—did not consider the saga their own, but rather served merely as another 

link in a creative chain.53 With that in mind, it is plausible that older verse might be included in 

sagas—but it is equally within the realm of possibility that an author or scribe might have altered 

those verses to the point where their authenticity is rendered marginal at best. 

Vésteinn Ólason has voiced the sentiment that verses feature distinctly in several 

Íslendingasögur—Icelandic “family” sagas—but paradoxically seldom serve to further the plot 

and, indeed, often slow it.54 This is also to a degree true in fornaldarsögur, but arguably to a 

much lesser degree, especially in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, where the vast majority of the 
																																																													
51 Stephanie Würth, “Historiography and Pseudo-History” in McTurk, Rory, ed. A Companion to 
Old Norse-Icelandic Literature and Culture. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 156. 
52 Torfi H. Tulinius, “Sagas of Icelandic Prehistory (fornaldarsögur)” in McTurk, Rory, ed. A 
Companion to Old Norse-Icelandic Literature and Culture. (Oxford: Blackwell, 2007), 447. 
53 Else Mundal, “Modes of Authorship and Types of Text in Old Norse Literature”, in Rancovi, 
Slavica et al. eds. Modes of Authorship in the Middle Ages (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of 
Medieval Studies, 2012), 211–26. See also Andersson, “From Tradition to Literature in the 
Sagas”, 7–17, where it is argued that oral narratives stylistically underlay most sagas, but that the 
saga author exclusively determined their textualized form. 
54	Vésteinn Ólason. “II: Narratives and Narrative Art”, in Dialogues with the Viking Age: 
Narration and Representation in the Sagas of the Icelanders (Reykjavík: Heimskringla, 1998), 
124.	
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verse is concentrated in the poetic portions on which the saga was likely built. Nevertheless, the 

four reasons that he postulates for the reasons for inclusion of verse in saga narratives55 merit 

mention. The first two suggest influence either from underlying oral tradition or from the 

authenticating nature of verse in the konungasögur (kings’ sagas). Authors may have been 

familiar with a mixed mode of narration, and thus naturally included both attributed and later—

perhaps even self-composed—verses in sagas.56 The skaldic verse characteristic of the 

konungasögur has been easier to date with relative certainty; the Eddic verse in many 

fornaldarsögur and some Íslendingasögur considerably less so. For example, Darraðarljóð, the 

sequence of Eddic verses included in the prosimetrum of Brennu-Njáls saga recounting the 

Battle of Clontarf in 1014 may not have necessarily been originally composed to commemorate 

that conflict; Russell G. Poole has argued instead for a date of 919 CE,57 nearly a century prior to 

the clash at Clontarf—and indeed predating any event contained within the saga narrative of 

Njála. 

Ólason’s latter two reasons are more literary in nature: that poetry served as a vehicle by 

which certain reactions and emotions that would have seemed unnatural in prose could 

acceptably be expressed; or as a literary device for slowing and enriching the narrative.58 In a 

characteristically objective and relatively emotionless prose writing style, the verses lend 

characters considerably greater complexity and heighten suspense and anticipation of major 

events. In Hlǫðskviða, the latter is exemplified by the verses where Gizurr Grýtingaliði offers the 

Huns battle and enrages them by uttering curses invoking Óðinn before returning to tell 

Angantýr of the vastness of the Hunnic horde;59 the former by the verses where Angantýr 

laments the death of his sister Hervǫr and his slaying of his half-brother, Hlǫðr.60 

																																																													
55 Ibid, 124–125. 
56 Margaret Clunies Ross, “Verse and Prose in Egils saga Skallagrímssonar”, in Quinn, Judy and 
Emily Lethbridge eds., Creating the Medieval Saga. Versions, Variability, and Editorial 
Interpretations of Old Norse Saga Literature 18 (Odense: University Press of Southern 
Denmark, 2010), 191. 
57 Russell G. Poole, Viking Poems on War and Peace. A Study in Skaldic Narrative (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1992), 124–125. 
58 Vésteinn Ólason, “II: Narratives and Narrative Art”, 125. 
59 Hlǫðskviða U23–27. 
60 Hlǫðskviða U17; U28–29. 
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Some have suggested that the capacity in literature to show and address emotion, which 

they deem Christian rather than pre-Christian, is a mark that designates certain Eddic poems as 

young,61 in contrast with the laconic and ruthless style of poems traditionally considered to be 

older, such as Atlakviða, Hamðismál, and Vǫlundarkviða. One might also invite a comparison 

with the vast number of runic memorial inscriptions, the majority of which are written in 

extremely terse and emotionless language. To conduct a brief case study as a test, along that line 

of logic, it is possible to posit that the verses used as examples for Ólason’s second pair of 

motives behind verse integration, particularly U28-29, could be considered markers of youth. 

This association is a stretch to say the least. It is well attested in not just Nordic (even in the three 

poems mentioned above) but more broadly Germanic literature such as the 8th-9th century 

Hildebrandslied62 for family tragedy to be a cause for grief. Additionally, a recent interpretation 

of the runic inscription at Rök, while not conclusive, evokes substantial anxiety regarding the 

premature death of a relative.63 Furthermore, the verses in question—U28-29—contain some of 

the aforementioned linguistic evidence for age, such as the hapax legomenon basmir and the 

archaic poetic term meidma/meiðma, an inflection of *meiðm, meiðmar pl. “treasure” which is 

cognate to Old English māþþum, a term that appears in Wīdsīð and other poetic works in Old 

English with the same meaning as it holds in Old Norse. By itself, the mere presence of 

emotional content in poetry is clearly an unsatisfactory metric for determining age, but possibly 

useful in conjunction with other factors or stylistic traits. 

Complicating the issue surrounding the Hlǫðskviða prosimetrum yet more is the 

possibility, as Judy Quinn has suggested, that in the composition process the saga author may 

have selected individual stanzas from longer poems;64 in this case, it is conceivable that portions 

of Hlǫðskviða—in whatever form it existed prior to inclusion in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks—

																																																													
61 Jónas Kristjánsson. “Stages in the Composition of Eddic Poetry” in The Seventh International 
Saga Conference. Spoleto, 4-10 September 1988. Poetry in the Scandinavian Middle Ages. 
Preprints (Spoleto, 1988) 156. 
62 Francis A. Wood, trans. The Hildebrandslied (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1914), 5–
6. The tragic narrative of a father killing his son in battle has analogues in Germanic and other 
Indo-European cultures from Ireland to Persia. 
63 Holmberg et al, “The Rök Runestone and the End of the World”. 
64 Judy Quinn, “From Orality to Literacy in Medieval Iceland”, in Clunies Ross, Margaret ed., 
Old Icelandic Literature and Society (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 30–
60. 



	

	
	

16	

were tragically lost as a result. Furthermore, there is the factor of editorial mutation to consider: 

Robert Kellogg has observed that the preservation of a narrative is predicated on its continuous 

relevance as it passes through generations, which results in an evolutionary process.65 This is one 

potential cause for the discrepancies between the various versions of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks. 

Additionally, the saga author may have inserted some verses not originally connected with the 

Hlǫðskviða tradition, but this inference would assume remarkable diligence on the part of the 

editor in order to incorporate said stanzas. As it stands, none appear to be out of place within the 

poem that exists in the prosimetrum, and the absence of even one would lead a void in the 

narrative. 

Regardless, analysts of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks are faced with a conundrum. As 

mentioned earlier, the saga itself is a literary masterpiece, yet from a compositional perspective it 

is quite complex and contains somewhat of an odd agglomeration of poetic content.66 On 

metrical grounds and through inter-textual comparison, Hall has argued that the Hervararkviða 

must predate the original text of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, but only barely.67 Its strict, 

consistent form and metrical structure suggests late composition and/or considerable editorial 

work prior to inclusion in the saga, starkly contrasting with the loose, damaged form of the 

Hlǫðskviða. On similar grounds in addition to extremely variable and non-mnemonic content, 

Hall posits that the Gátur Gestumblinda must also date just prior to the composition of the saga, 

while allowing for influence from other traditions such as those behind the Eddic poems 

Vafþrúðnismál and Grímnismál.68 

When, then, was Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks produced? As aforementioned, H, the 

eldest—albeit incomplete—text of the saga in Hauksbók, dates c.1302-1310 CE, providing a 

firm terminus ante quem for its composition. Also discussed prior was Lee Hollander’s 

identification of several parallels between Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks and Egils saga Skalla-

Grímssonar,69 which Torfi H. Tulinius has also noticed and leveraged to suggest that the former 

																																																													
65 Robert Kellogg, “Introduction” in Örnólfur Þórsson, ed. The Sagas of Icelanders. (London: 
Penguin Books, 2001), xxxiv–xxxv. 
66 For more detailed discussion see Hall, “Changing Style and Changing Meaning”. 
67 Ibid, 7–9. 
68 Ibid, 9–10. See also Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xix; 90 on parallel material 
within the Old English literary corpus. 
69 Hollander, “The Battle on the Vin-Heath and the Battle of the Huns”, 33–43. 
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may have predated and even guided the composition of the latter.70 Hall, on the other hand, has 

made the counter-point that the most direct parallels only serve to indicate that Hlǫðskviða, or a 

version—oral or written—of it was the content responsible for said influence on Egla.71 That 

would give a terminus ante quem for the corresponding section of Hlǫðskviða in the early 13th 

century, although, as argued earlier, the content is quite likely older still than that.72 Writing in 

Latin around 1200 CE,73 Saxo Grammaticus, the author of Gesta Danorum (The History of the 

Danes), included in his work anecdotes regarding many of the subjects treated in Hlǫðskviða, 

Wīdsīð, and other Germanic mythical or legendary figures—many of whom will be discussed 

later in greater detail—with the motive of “glorify[ing] the fatherland.”74 However, his principal 

source was not the Danes and their runic inscriptions,75 but rather the Icelanders: 

Nec Tylensium industria silentio oblitteranda: qui cum ob nativam soli sterilitatem luxuriae 
nutrimentis carentes officia continuae sobrietatis exerceant omniaque vitae momenta ad 
excolendam alienorum operum notitiam conferre soleant, inopiam ingenio pensant. Cunctarum 
quippe nationum res gestas cognosse memoriaeque mandare voluptatis loco reputant, non 
minoris gloriae iudicantes alienas virtutes disserere quam proprias exhibere. Quorum thesauros 
historicarum rerum pignoribus refertos curiosius consulens, haud parvam praesentis operis 
partem ex eorum relationis imitatione contexui, nec arbitros habere contempsi, quos tanta 
vetustatis peritia callere cognovi. [The diligence of the men of Iceland must not be shrouded in 
silence; since the barrenness of their native soil offers no means of self-indulgence, they pursue a 
steady routine of temperance and devote all their time to improving our knowledge of others’ 
deeds, compensating for poverty by their intelligence. They regard it a real pleasure to discover 
and commemorate the achievements of every nation; in their judgment it is as elevating to 
discourse on the prowess of others as to display their own. Thus I have scrutinised their store of 
historical treasures and composed a considerable part of this present work by copying their 

																																																													
70 Torfi H. Tulinius, The Matter of the North: The Rise of Literary Fiction in Thirteenth-Century 
Iceland. Trans. Randi C. Eldevik. The Viking Collection, Studies in Northern Civilization 13 
(Odense: Odense University Press, 2002), 251–64. 
71 Hall, “Changing Style and Changing Meaning”, 4. 
72 See also Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, vii–xxix. Tolkien discusses the 
relationship between the poetic verse and the prose of the saga in great detail, and also concludes 
that the content of Hlǫðskviða is a great deal older than that of the remainder of the saga, on 
account of content either historical or present in other Germanic literature. 
73 Of tangential note here is that the earliest extant full text is from the sixteenth century; see 
David Elton Gay, Review of Gesta Danorum: The History of the Danes vols. 1-2, by Saxo 
Grammaticus (Karsten Friis-Jensen, ed., Peter Fisher, trans.). Fabula 57, no. 12 (2016): 142–43. 
74 Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, Books I-IX. Trans. Peter Fisher. Edited by Hilda 
Ellis Davidson (Woodbridge, Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 1996), 4.  
75 Ibid, 5. 
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narratives, not scorning, where I recognised such skill in ancient lore, to take these men as 
witnesses.]76 

 

This laudation of the storytelling tradition of the Icelanders is not unique to Saxo’s work; 

within the corpuses of konungasögur and Íslendingasögur (which, it should be noted, were 

primarily written by Icelanders perhaps with a motive to emphasize their cultural vibrancy) lie 

several instances where Icelanders earn renown and praise for the wealth of their oral tradition 

and their ability to entertain with it. Torfi H. Tulinius places particular weight on Saxo’s use of 

the Latin noun industria, translated above as “diligence”, which has a contextual connotation 

with the act of writing.77 The Icelanders were most certainly writing considerably large texts by 

1200 CE; From its introduction, one can deduce that Ári fróði Þorgilsson’s Íslendingabók dates 

c.1122-1133,78 with Landnámabók initially being composed in the early twelfth century as 

well,79 and the First Grammatical Treatise dates c.1125-1175.80 Torfi H. Tulinius goes on to 

suggest that the full version of the now-lost Skjǫldunga saga may have served as one of Saxo’s 

sources. This is possible, but by no means definite; equally conceivable is the prospect that Saxo 

drew on a slew of source material, ranging from smaller written Icelandic þættir (short stories), 

which may have later been compiled by an editor into larger sagas, to oral traditions—both local 

and external—and coagulated them into his own, often-garbled narrative. 

 

1.3. Evidence of age 
 

A close examination of the poetic text yields additional indicators of its age. The stanzas 

preserve several antiquated forms, for example þjóðu,81 an archaic dative singular inflection of 

																																																													
76 Ibid. 
77 Torfi H. Tulinius, “Sagas of Icelandic Prehistory (fornaldarsögur)”, 450. 
78 Else Mundal, “Modes of Authorship and Types of Text in Old Norse Literature”, 216. 
79 Hermann Pálsson and Paul Edwards, trans. The Book of Settlements: Landnámabók. 
(Winnipeg: University of Manitoba Press, 1972), 2–6. 
80 Haraldur Bernharðsson, Icelandic: A Historical Linguistic Companion (Reykjavík: 
Háskólaprent, 2016), 203–4. 
81 Hlǫðskviða R1. The non-normalized text reads þiodu. 
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þjóð, f., “people”, as well as hapax legomena such as basmir.82 Carolyne Larrington cites the 

extremely loose fornyrðislag verse structure as a potential mark of antiquity;83 however, 

considering that the lion’s share of the poem survives in the 17th century U-redaction, it is 

difficult to say for certain to what degree this can be owed to early composition versus scribal 

corruption over time—particularly considering the prior observation that in several instances the 

accompanying prose portions appear to be mangled remnants of older verses. Recently, Maria 

Elena Ruggerini analyzed alliterative lexical collocations in Eddic poetry as heirlooms of an 

older and wider Germanic tradition where their utility was originally not just metrical but also 

mnemonic.84 Ruggerini’s study identified two instances of collocations in Hlǫðskviða,85 in verses 

R2 and R8/U5. Two occurrences is admittedly less than one might expect, but it should 

nevertheless be noted that both occur in the R-redaction—the eldest attestation of the poem—a 

phenomenon perhaps to be expected considering the degree of garbling in U. 

From a topical and onomastic perspective, Hlǫðskviða betrays several marks of 

elderliness. The historical series of Goth-Hun conflicts spanned a period of nearly two centuries, 

from roughly 376 CE—when the Huns, during their westward migration, first struck the Goths, 

subjugating some and driving the others from the western reaches of the Pontic steppe86—to 454 

CE,87 when a revolt of the Hunnic Empire’s constituent tribes resulted in the annihilation of the 

																																																													
82 Hlǫðskviða U28. Basmir is a peculiar word. Analyzing syntax and the accompanying preterite 
adjectival participle óskerðar yields the conclusion that it must be the fem. acc. pl. inflection of a 
nom. sing. i-stem, basm-(r), but the word defies comparative linguistics and attempts at finding 
cognates in other Germanic languages have been unconvincing (cf. Tolkien, The Saga of King 
Heidrek the Wise, 58). By context, I have resorted, as others before me have, to rendering it as 
“wealth”, but its true meaning remains elusive. 
83 Larrington, “Eddic Poetry and Heroic Legend”, 154–55. 
84 Maria Elena Ruggerini, “Alliterative Lexical Collocations in Eddic Poetry” in Larrington, 
Carolyne, Judy Quinn, and Brittany Schorn, eds. A Handbook to Eddic Poetry: Myths and 
Legends of Early Scandinavia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 310–30. 
85 Ibid, 316. 
86 Ammianus Marcellinus, Ammianus Marcellinus: Rerum Gestarum Libri vol. 3. Translated and 
edited by John C. Rolfe. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1939 [new print: Bungay, 
Suffolk, Great Britain: Richard Clay Ltd, 1986], 395–401. 
87 Alternatively, one can slightly elongate the conflict to the death of Attila’s son Dengizich in 
469 CE as a result of yet another Gothic revolt, cf. Otto J. Maenchen-Helfen, The World of the 
Huns: Studies in Their History and Culture. Edited by Max Knight (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1973), 168. 
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Huns at the elusive Battle of the Nedao.88 19th and early 20th century scholarship strove with 

vehement futility to tie the events of the poem to a varying plethora of historical events and 

figures;89 Christopher Tolkien, conversely argued convincingly that such attempts were fruitless 

and should be abandoned entirely.90 Thenceforth the matter lay relatively unaddressed for some 

time, and remains without firm resolution. Carolyne Larrington’s recent suggestion that the 

prosimetric narrative condenses the 4th-5th century Goth-Hun conflict into a concise set of 

episodes91 is likely the most reasonable conclusion, considering the inherent tendency of history 

to pass into legend in predominantly oral societies. It is sensible to infer that, in such a medium, 

one could expect the details of specific events to be infinitely distorted and even amalgamated 

over the centuries while more salient details such as names remain more or less intact. 

Several of the proper names contained within the poem also merit attention. Just anterior 

to Hlǫðskviða is a half-strophe of a lausavísa that contains, normalized here, the name Harvaða-

fjǫll (Hæruaþa fiollum in R; the much-corrupted Hanada fiollum in U).92 As Tolkien has shown, 

Harvaða- is ultimately related to “Carpathians”, having been undergone a transformation via 

Grimm’s Law.93 The placename Árheimar also figures prominently as the power base of the 

Goths. While in the past it has often been translated as “river-homes”, it is tenable to posit the 

alternative translation of “ancient homes”, which is particularly attractive given its presence in a 

narrative that treats subjects of great antiquity that appear conspicuously in the Old Norse hoard 

of legendary lore. It is unattested outside of Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, where it is closely 

associated with Danparstaðir, which appears to match the Gothic name for the modern day 

Dnieper.94 Dúnheiðr is the Danube heath,95 while (H)reiðgotaland, which appears in various 

																																																													
88 Jordanes and Cassiodorus, The Gothic History of Jordanes. Translated and edited by Charles 
Christopher Mierow. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1915 [new print: Cambridge: 
Speculum Historiale, 1966], 125–26. 
89 For a detailed overview, see Christopher Tolkien, “The Battle of the Goths and Huns.” Viking 
Society for Northern Research Saga-Book XIV (London, 1953-57): 141–63. 
90 Ibid, 162. 
91 Larrington, “Eddic Poetry and Heroic Legend”, 147. 
92 Jón Helgason, Heiðreks Saga, 84; 141 
93 Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxiii. 
94 Tolkien, “The Battle of the Goths and Huns”, 157; Jordanes and Cassiodorus, The Gothic 
History, 60. 
95 Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxiv; and “The Battle of the Goths and Huns”, 
158. 
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Norse sources, is generally understood to be an ill-defined eastern region.96 The names Tyrfingr 

and Grýtingaliði, for whom analogues can be found in the Tervingi and Greuthungi of 

Ammianus,97 could preserve extremely corrupted traces of 4th-5th century events. 

 

 1.4. Conclusion 
 

By assessing the compositional context behind Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, it is possible 

to more fully elucidate not just the role of its poetic content within the narrative but also what 

role it may have played in the traditions preceding the literary composition of the saga. In the 

context of the tradition of saga narrative compilation and composition, Hlǫðskviða anchors the 

saga narrative in a heroic past in which Icelanders were developing an antiquarian interest 

starting in the twelfth century, spurring the codification of lore on a larger scale than before.98 Its 

content also addresses the social issues that illegitimate children faced throughout the medieval 

period, whether through the inequities of the contemporary system of primogeniture, or through 

the conflicts arising from ambition in the older Germanic system of partible inheritance. 

Furthermore, comparisons with other literature and material culture indicate that the Hlǫðskviða 

preserves shreds of past pseudo-historical, mainly legendary traditions that were coveted and 

shared through cross-regional and cross-cultural interaction as various peoples constructed 

unique identities throughout the centuries following the Migration Period. 

It is notable that, despite his aversion to the endeavors of his contemporaries to connect 

the Hlǫðskviða and its material to a single historical event, Tolkien came to firm historical 

conclusions regarding these particular terms; nevertheless, the far-reaching or ill-defined nature 

of many of these immense geographical features and widely-migrating tribal confederations—

combined with the mystery presented by several other elusive onomastic features—preserves a 

rather high degree of uncertainty in historicizing any aspect of the poem with specificity. 

Myrkviðr is another problematic term. It is present in various contexts across Norse mythology, 

																																																													
96 See, for example, Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxvi; and Holmberg et al, “The 
Rök Runestone and the End of the World”, 20–24. This region probably corresponds with 
Jordanes’ Oium. 
97 Tolkien, “The Battle of the Goths and Huns”, 161–62. 
98 Jónas Kristjánsson. “Stages in the Composition of Eddic Poetry”, 157. 
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with analogues in other Germanic languages, but is best taken as “dark/gloomy forest” in the 

sense of a natural boundary,99 such as one might expect to lie between the domains of two 

neighboring Migration Period peoples. While it is tempting to establish one-to-one 

correspondences between the prosimetric literary narrative and historical events as related in 

primary sources, caution must remain the order of the day when analyzing material whose 

textualized form postdates its subject matter by at least a millennium.	

 

 

 

 

  

																																																													
99 Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxvi–xxvii. 
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 2. Wīdsīð: The Sċop as a Vessel of Tradition 
  

Seccan sohte ic ond Beccan, Seafolan ond Þeodric, 
Heaþoric ond Sifecan, Hliþe ond Incgenþeow. 

“I sought Secca and Becca, Seafola and Þeodric, 
Heaþoric and Sifeca, Hliþe and Incgenþeow.” 

 
— Wīdsīð 115-116. 

 

 2.1. Background 
 

The above quotation, with its mention of several familiar characters, has impelled several 

comparisons with Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks and Hlǫðskviða over time. This parallel is found in 

a place that is perhaps at first glance unlikely. Wīdsīð exists solely in Exeter, Cathedral Library, 

Manuscript 3501, henceforth referred to as the Exeter Book. The Exeter Book is traditionally 

considered to have been compiled during the late 10th century; recently, Leonard Neidorf has 

dated it to roughly 950 CE on paleographical and linguistic grounds.100 Wīdsīð itself lies on fols. 

84v-87r of the Exeter Book, comprising 143 lines of Old English alliterative poetic verse. It tells 

of a sċop (travelling bard) named Wīdsīð “far-journey” and the various places, tribes, and people 

(usually heroes, kings or otherwise important folk) that he has encountered. Wīdsīð can be 

divided into three fits (sections), each containing a þula101 (list) and the lines contextualizing 

each þula and connecting it to the rest of the poem.102 Furthermore, sets of introductory and 

concluding verse—nine lines each—frame the body of the poem. 

The origin of Wīdsīð itself is hotly contested. Prior to 1980, it was widely dubbed one of 

the oldest—if not the oldest—works in all of Germanic literature, with R. W. Chambers and 

Kemp Malone notably positing a late-7th century date of composition.103 However, from the 

																																																													
100 Leonard Neidorf, “The Dating of Widsið and the Study of Germanic Antiquity.” 
Neophilologus 97, no. 1 (2013): 167–68. 
101 In his work, Malone has emended the Icelandic þula to the Anglicized thula. In this text, 
however, I have chosen to retain the original Icelandic spelling using a þorn. 
102 Kemp Malone, Widsith. Rev. ed. Anglistica vol. 13 (København: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 
1962), 27; 58–60; 75. 
103 R. W. Chambers, Widsith: A Study in Old English Heroic Legend (New York: Russell & 
Russell, 1965), 150–51; Malone, Widsith, 114–117. 
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1980s onwards, scholars such as Ashley Crandell Amos, Roberta Frank, Joyce Hill, and John D. 

Niles have vehemently challenged this assertion in tandem with the thitherto-established 

paradigms for the analysis and dating of Old English poetry.104 They and others brought a much-

welcome dosage of healthy skepticism to this sphere of inquiry; nevertheless the question of 

dating remains unresolved. Niles, in an anthropological analysis of the text, theorizes that Wīdsīð 

was composed as part of a conscious literary effort to bolster state formation in Anglo-Saxon 

England during the 9th and 10th centuries;105 however, Neidorf, advocating for an earlier date of 

composition, astutely observes that the detractors “beyond assertions concerning the lack of 

evidence for an early date…offer no substantial engagement with the dating arguments of earlier 

Widsið scholars”106 While the form of the poem as a whole that is available to modern eyes is 

difficult to place anterior to the 10th century (or perhaps, quite generously, the 9th), there is good 

reason to believe that much of its content and, perhaps certain aspects of its form—however 

variable and debatable in size—go back some centuries prior. 

 

 2.2. Evidence of age 
 

When examining Wīdsīð the poem, it is necessary to recall Niles’ apt reminder that it, 

Beowulf, and the Finnsburh Fragment (both of which share common material with Wīdsīð) are 

10th century texts “in the form that we have them”.107 It cannot be merely taken for granted that 

these—or parts of them—are any older. Nevertheless, a close analysis of the text can yield some 

indicators of considerable age. Malone identifies orthographically archaic forms such as 

Mearchealf (line 23), Rūmwalum (line 69), Moidum (line 84), Amothingum (line 85), and 

Gīslhere (line 123)108 as well as syntactical and metrical traces as evidence that would place the 

																																																													
104 For a far more detailed summary of the varying scholarly views on this subject, see Neidorf, 
“The Dating of Widsið”, 165–66. 
105 Niles, John D. “Widsith and the Anthropology of the Past.” Philological Quarterly 78, no. 1-2 
(Winter, 1999): 171–213. 
106 Neidorf, “The Dating of Widsið”, 166. 
107 Niles, “Widsith and the Anthropology of the Past”, 193. 
108 All of these forms are normalized. The text-original, non-normalized forms are, respectively, 
mearc healf; rum walum; moidum; amot hingum; and gislhere. 
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original textualization of the poem in the 7th century.109 Neidorf affirms these observations, citing 

supplementary assertions confirming that the orthography is 7th-8th century and that the 

aforementioned forms are quite unlikely to be deliberate archaisms.110 Additionally, his text-

critical analysis of Wīdsīð yields the realization that several other forms, such as sweordwerum 

(line 62), hæþnum (line 81), and hæleþum (line 81)111 were originally names of tribes that later 

scribes had transformed into common nouns; by the 10th century—if not before—memory of the 

Suardones, Heiðnir, and Hæreþas had clearly been lost to the scribes (and perhaps to the 

societies around them as well).112 This porous mutability of collective memory is characteristic 

of pre-(fully)-literate societies as social focal points change over time, yielding ripple effects as 

knowledge is selectively retained. 

Indeed, this was particularly the case in 9th and 10th century Anglo-Saxon England, which 

was undergoing momentous changes as rulers struggled to reconcile numerous political, 

regional, and linguistic differences as a series of fledgling polities endured the crucible of 

ruthless external invasions and coalesced into a united whole—with no small degree of 

contingency involved.113 Neidorf, identifying similar errors in the Bēowulf manuscript, 

insightfully surmises: “they suggest a significant cultural and epistemological disjunction 

between the audience for which the poem was originally composed and the community for which 

the extant manuscript was written out.”114 Both he and Malone also take the wealth of varying 

Anglo-Saxon dialectal forms—as well as the copulative compound suhtorfædran (line 46), an 

exceedingly rare grammatical form that was all but extinct by the time that Germanic languages 

were being written—in Wīdsīð as further evidence of a lengthy transmission process prior to the 

compilation of the Exeter Book.115 To what exact degree that transmission was oral versus 

																																																													
109 Malone, Widsith, 114–117. 
110 Neidorf, “The Dating of Widsið”, 168. 
111 Text-original, non-normalized forms: sweord werum; hæðnum; hæleþum. 
112 Neidorf, “The Dating of Widsið”, 168. 
113 Nicholas J. Higham and Martin J. Ryan, The Anglo-Saxon World (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2013), 9–10. 
114 Neidorf, “The Dating of Widsið”, 168. 
115 Ibid, 169; Malone, Widsith, 115. Copulative compounds seem to be an antiquated Indo-
European language feature. Neidorf indicates that only four such survive from the entire written 
corpus of Germanic languages—all in poetic works in West Germanic languages. 
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literate is unclear, but quite importantly it suggests that Wīdsīð (or components of it) was fairly 

widely known in Anglo-Saxon England. 

Wīdsīð cannot, however, be said to be wholly antiquated. Malone highlights the 

following lines as late interpolations: 

þara wæs wala     hwile selast, 
&alex andreas     ealra ricost 
monna cynnes,     &he mæst geþah 
þara þeic ofer foldan     ge frægen hæbbe.116 
 
[For some time, Hwala was the best of those, and Alexander the richest of all mankind, 
and he throve the most of those that I have learned of over the earth.] 
 
mid israhelum ic wæs    &mid exsyringum, 
mid ebreum &mid indeum     &mid egyptum.117 
 

[I was with Israelites and with Assyrians, with Hebrews and with Indians, and with 
Egyptians.] 
 

His reasoning, founded on both topical and metrical grounds, is difficult to refute. In 

neither regard do they fit with the remainder of the poem; indeed, it is a tenable supposition that 

both interpolations were made by the same person, likely a scribe who had considerable poetic 

knowledge and the incentive to insert biblical and classicizing references into an older text but 

nevertheless left traces of his editorial work.118 However, the interpolations do speak to a 

continuity of poetic tradition in Anglo-Saxon England that is paralleled in other texts such as the 

Anglo-Saxon Chronicle. 

Some have regarded these lines as not interpolated and thus indicative of a later date of 

composition, despite the metrical incongruences. One might then ask if it is impossible that the 

archaisms, not the biblical material, were deliberate interpolations designed to present the 

illusion of age and anchor the society producing the poem in a more distant past to enhance its 

political legitimacy. After all, Malone’s own citation of the 6th century Franks Casket as 

evidence of early cultural syncretism would make these Germanic and biblical names not 

																																																													
116 Wīdsīð 14–17. 
117 Wīdsīð 82–83. 
118 Malone, Wīdsīð, 38. 
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incompatible in an early composition from a cultural perspective.119 Nevertheless, such an 

interpretation would be hard-pressed to resolve the issue of reconciling the metrical differences 

between the biblical lines and the remainder of the þulur to which they have been added. The 

archaisms all appear in verses whose meter is characteristic of the vast majority of the poem; the 

biblical lines are written in a meter incongruent with the remainder of the poem. Thus, one can 

logically conclude within the realm of feasibility that lines 14-17 and 82-83 were interpolated. 

As goes without saying, the 9th and 10th century English clearly regarded poetry as a significant 

vehicle of collective and cultural memory. It is clear that there remained those who possessed the 

skill to compose it, whether as a novel work—The Battle of Brunanburh, for example—or as a 

supplemental addition to pre-existing material such as Wīdsīð. 

 The onomastic and topical content of Wīdsīð are perhaps its most intriguing complex of 

features. It has been remarked that the poem is impressively metrically regular, considering its 

varied material.120 As aforementioned, the poem is traditionally divided into five sections. The 

first, a nine-line introduction,121 introduces Wīdsīð the poet, a extraordinarily well-travelled, 

skilled, and coveted sċop who journeyed from his homeland of the Myrgings in Angeln to the 

realm of Eormanrīc, king of the Hreiðgoths (the tyrant Jǫrmunrekkr of Hamðismál), and his 

queen122 Ealhhild. The second section, also termed the first fit,123 consists mainly of a catalogue 

of Migration Period kings and the tribes that they ruled, with the occasional elaboration upon the 

deeds of certain figures. The third section, or second fit,124 tells of Wīdsīð’s personal travels: the 

tribes that he visited and the gifts that he received from certain kings. The fourth section, or third 

fit,125 continues Wīdsīð’s journeying narrative, this time listing various Germanic heroes that he 

claims to have encountered during his travels and even accompanied. Finally, the fifth section126 

is a conclusion summarizing the livelihood of the sċop. 

																																																													
119 Ibid, 45–46. 
120 R. D. Fulk, A History of Old English Meter (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 
1992), 210. 
121 Wīdsīð 1–9. 
122 Freoþuwebban “peace-weaver” is a kenning for a princess or queen, referencing the practical 
purpose of marriages among élites for the purpose of securing an alliance. 
123 Wīdsīð 10–49. 
124 Wīdsīð 50–111. 
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 2.3. Conclusion 
 

Excepting the interpolated content in lines 14-17 and 82-83, the tribes, kings, and heroes 

mentioned in the poem all belong to the Migration Period. Malone127 and archaeologist Lotte 

Hedeager128 have noted that the onomastic evidence shows a particular affinity with northern 

Germany and southern Scandinavia. Combining that with the onomastic historical context in the 

4th-6th centuries, they echo Chambers’ conclusion that the poem was composed in the late 6th or 

early 7th century.129 As tempting as it may be—and along certain lines of thought plausible—to 

posit such an early date, these considerations are insufficient to establish an absolute origin of 

poetic form any earlier than Neidorf’s aforementioned philological argument for a 7th-8th century 

composition beyond the realm of pure learned speculation. In that sense, it would be accurate to 

suggest, as Hall abridges, “Anglo-Saxons were as much inventors of orality as they were subject 

to it.”130 Nevertheless, it stands to reason that the content of the poem has roots in a tradition of 

lore predating its composition and textualization (if, indeed, the former preceded the latter) with 

its locus on the original Anglo-Saxon homeland in mainland Europe and the regions surrounding 

it. The poem’s fixation on Eormanrīc is, as Caroline Brady observed, a unifying theme.131 Its 

treatment of the Gothic king, in casting him as a paradigmatic king rather than a cruel villain, 

differs substantially from that of Old Norse Eddic poetry and earlier classical source material, 

but nevertheless retains sufficient common ground, particularly pertaining to its context in the 

Goth-Hun conflict, to suggest both mutual influence and independent development. With the 

period of the Anglo-Saxon migrations overlapping with much of the content of Wīdsīð but 

predating its 7th-8th century poetic composition, the question looms as to what degree the content 

was preserved from before and during the migrations versus what was developed from further 

cultural interaction with the mainland following the Anglo-Saxon settlement in Britain.  

																																																													
127 Malone, Wīdsīð, 86. 
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	3. Into the Mere: The Rök Stone, Runes, and Germanic Poetry 
 

aft uamuþ stąnta runaR þaR 
in uarin faþi faþiR aft faikiąn sunu. 

“In memory of VāmōðR stand these runes, 
and Varinn the father carved them in memory of the fey son.” 

 
— The Rök runestone 

 

 3.1. Background 
 

The runic inscription on the stone at Rök (Ög 136) in Östergötland, Sweden is a unique 

specimen. Dating to around 800 CE, a time of vast linguistic and orthographical changes in the 

Norse languages, its uncanny length (over 700 runes) and complexity have frustrated scholarly 

interpretations for over a century and a half. The inscription consists of sections in Elder Fuþark 

runes, short-twig Younger Fuþark runes, and multiple ciphers, with some damaged sections and 

no universally agreed-upon reading order. Owing to these difficulties, an interpretative 

consensus still has yet to be reached. Scholarship initially revolved around a presumed reference 

to Theodoric the Great (454-526 CE), leading to a series of haphazard attempts either to interpret 

the remainder of the inscription in parallel,132 or to use the Theodoric concept to inform an 

interpretation about the inscription’s presentation of an understanding of the mythology of 

death.133 One such endeavor has even proposed that the inscription refers to a statue of Theodoric 

that was moved by Charlemagne from Ravenna to Aachen in 801 CE.134 Interpreting the Rök 

inscription is a task both hindered and facilitated by the vague and ambiguous, often 

metaphorical or allusive nature of the verbiage that appears on it. While this opens the door for 

extremely far-fetched opinions, the obscurities have, on a brighter note, also led to an increased 
																																																													
132 Sophus Bugge, “Tolkning af runeindskriften på Rökstenen i Östergöt- land: Et bidrag til 
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prevalence of comparative approaches to 

elucidate the mysteries shrouding the runestone. 

Lars Lönnroth, Bo Ralph, and Joseph Harris, for 

example, have aptly connected the riddles on the 

Rök stone to the Anglo-Saxon riddle tradition in 

Old English known from the Exeter Book and the 

Old Norse grepaminni.135 In addition to 

providing a greater degree of certainty for the 

reading of the inscription, this also suggests that 

a common riddle tradition may have been shared 

among at least some of the Germanic peoples 

living around the North and Baltic Seas. 

 In 2007, Bo Ralph suggested that the 

“Theodoric” interpretation is an error that over 

time has fundamentally misguided the ensuing 

scholarship, and advocated for discarding it.136 

Following Ralph’s approach, Per Holmberg, Bo Gräslund, Olof Sundqvist, and Henrik Williams 

argued that the “Theodoric” interpretation precluded intertextual comparison with other 

Scandinavian texts.137 They posit instead that the inscription should be analyzed in the context of 

the anxieties surrounding a son’s death combined with the memory of a series of eschatological 

crises underlying the Old Norse myth of ragna rǫk, (literally “the doom of the gods”); the bulk 

of the inscription itself is seen as a sequence of nine riddles relating to cosmological features and 

to the god Óðinn.138 Naturally, this analysis leans heavily on comparisons with Old Norse skaldic 

and especially Eddic poetry, Vǫluspá and Vafþrúðnismál in particular. As dating the form of 
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Figure	1:	The	runestone	at	Rök,	Östergötland,	
Sweden.	Copyright:	Encyclopædia	Britannica,	2009. 
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Eddic poetry is, as addressed earlier, fiendishly difficult,139 Holmberg et al. have asserted that not 

the form, but the content—which orally predated the written poems—is relevant to their 

interpretation.140 Their study is of interest not just because of its newer and relatively more 

coherent interpretation than many of the others proposed, but also due to its methodical focus on 

content over form. The present inquiry will endeavor to engage with both. 

 

 3.2. The problem 
 

Nevertheless, this presents a problem that pervades the study of Eddic poetry as a whole. 

The extant manuscript forms of these texts, which were produced in Iceland, date to the 13th 

century or even later, while Christianity, according to the Íslendingabók of Ári Þórgilsson inn 

fróði, is said to have taken hold in Iceland around 999/1000 CE,141 even if the transition was 

probably less immediate than his text might indicate. Nevertheless, scholars are faced with texts 

that are two or more centuries removed from an Icelandic pre-Christian society, and the degree to 

which these texts can be seen as truly indicative of pre-Christian beliefs, folklore, and mores that 

were supposedly preserved through oral transmission remains the subject of heated debate. 

While all Eddic poetry warrants this skepticism, it is particularly pertinent to mythological Eddic 

poetry—especially the poems concerning eschatological and cosmological matters—which 

would have been most closely scrutinized by Christian revisionism during the long conversion 

process. 

 In a footnote to his chapter “Vǫluspá, the Tiburtine Sibyl, and the Apocalypse in the 

North” in The Nordic Apocalypse: Approaches to Vǫluspá and Nordic Days of Judgment, Karl-

Gunnar Johansson writes: 

…I consider not only Vǫluspá but also the Eddic poems in general and other medieval texts 
presenting myths and legends to be in principle Christian sources. They may well contain 

																																																													
139 See most recently Bernt Ø. Thorvaldsen, “The Dating of Eddic Poetry” in Larrington, 
Carolyne, Judy Quinn, and Brittany Schorn eds. A Handbook to Eddic Poetry: Myths and 
Legends of Early Scandinavia (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2016), pp. 72–91. 
140 Ibid, 9–10. 
141 Anthony Faulkes and Alison Finlay, eds. Íslendingabók – Kristni Saga. Translated by Siân 
Grønlie (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2006), 7–9. 



	

	
	

32	

knowledge about older beliefs and even religious ideas, but in their preserved form they 
represent the works of Christian compilators and scribes. When John McKinnell states that the 
texts represent pre-Christian ideas along with some influences from a Christian world view…I 
would rather turn the formulation around and claim that the texts are predominantly Christian, 
but may, in some instances, contain pre-Christian concepts. This is an important methodological 
starting point if we are to understand the construction of ‘paganism’ in the Scandinavian Middle 
Ages and perhaps eventually reach insights as to what extent these Christian texts and their 
constructed ‘paganism’ might provide any knowledge about pre-Christian belief.142 

 

This realization is crucial. While it is likely that the Eddic poems and other mythical and 

legendary texts have roots in pre-literate and pre-Christian Scandinavian lore, the versions of the 

texts available to modern eyes represent merely snapshots of that pre-existing tradition that were 

consciously curated (if not, in some cases, composed entirely) by a later culture whose 

worldview differed considerably from that which it was analyzing. Holmberg et al. date Vǫluspá 

and Vafþrúðnismál to the early 10th century,143 but this is far from conclusive; there are many 

arguments concerning Vǫluspá in particular that would suggest a much later date of 

composition.144 With that in mind, one can only conclude that any parallels drawn between the 

Rök inscription and these poems remain speculative. For the purposes of this comparison, it 

simply does not do to argue content rather than form with these poems because it cannot be 

established with certainty that their content, if sufficiently impacted by Christian influence 

during the conversion period, was indeed known to the pre-Christian society that produced the 

Rök inscription. That these parallels existed is naturally possible, but in view of the above, the 

burden of proof still lies on the proponents of this hypothesis to demonstrate conclusively that 

they did. 

Far more credible are the arguments predicated on references in the corpuses of skaldic 

poetry and material culture,145 the latter of which in particular can be dated with much more 

certainty, albeit at the price of being somewhat more difficult to interpret. The reading of the 
																																																													
142 Karl G. Johansson, “Vǫluspá, the Tiburtine Sibyl, and the Apocalypse in the North” in 
Gunnell, Terry, and Annette Lassen eds. The Nordic Apocalypse: Approaches to Vǫluspá and 
Nordic Days of Judgment (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013), 166–67. 
143 Holmberg et al, “The Rök Runestone and the End of the World”, 9–10n. 
144 Johansson, “Vǫluspá, the Tiburtine Sibyl, and the Apocalypse in the North”, 161–84; see also 
the chapters by Kees Samplonius, Gro Steinsland, and Pétur Pétursson in the same volume, as 
well as the introduction by Annette Lassen. 
145 Holmberg et al, “The Rök Runestone and the End of the World”, 10–12. 
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inscription as a formulaic series of riddles has analogues in wisdom contests within and outside 

of the Old Norse tradition: Vafþrúðnismál, the Gátur Gestumblinda, and the aforementioned 

Exeter Book riddles in Old English. Holmberg et al. suggest that the Rök inscription harkens 

back to events of such cataclysmic magnitude that, despite transpiring many generations prior 

(nine, to be exact), they left an indelible imprint on the cultural memory of the society that 

produced the Rök runes.146 This memory was expressed not only in riddle form, but also in 

fornyrðislag, the Old Norse iteration of Common Germanic alliterative poetry. Although the 

interpretation put forth by Holmberg et al. is not scholarly consensus, previous interpretations of 

the Rök stone also identify fornyrðislag within the inscription. It can therefore be concluded that 

the Rök inscription places fornyrðislag in the early 9th century, in an iteration of the Old Norse 

language that had already experienced syncope, vowel breaking, and umlaut. 

 

 3.3. Germanic alliterative poetry: origins, development, and commonalities 
 

That alliterative poetry is attested in 9th century Scandinavia should by no means be 

unexpected or irrational; it stands contemporary with those in the West Germanic languages of 

Old English, Old Saxon, and Old High German. Anglo-Saxon poetry in Old English is first 

attested in Caedmon’s Hymn (c. late 7th century) and the runes inscribed on the Franks Casket (c. 

early 8th century), with Wīdsīð, as discussed earlier, being a candidate for similar age based on 

content as well as old orthographical forms indicative of regional dialects. Old Saxon poetry 

exists in two works, Genesis and the Heliand, both from the early 9th century. Old High German 

poetry exists in four works, the Merseburg Charms, the Wessobrunn Prayer, the Muspilli, and the 

Hildebrandslied. All of these are 9th century texts, although the Hildebrandslied must ultimately 

date at least to the 8th century—Francis A. Wood suggests c.750147—on paleographical 

grounds,148 chief among them an erratic mixture of Old High German and Old Saxon forms that 

																																																													
146 Ibid, 14. 
147 Francis A. Wood, trans. The Hildebrandslied, 2. 
148 Frederick Norman, “Some Problems of the Hildebrandslied” in Hatto, A. T. and Frederick 
Norman, eds. Three Essays on the “Hildebrandslied” (London: Institute of Germanic Studies, 
1973), 9–32. 
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imply that the extant text was copied 

from an elder exemplar.149 The 

combination of forms raises the 

question as to whether the poem was 

known in both Old High German and 

Old Saxon contexts, although it is 

agreed that the original must have 

been an Old High German 

composition.150 There is also a 

buckle from Pforzen with an 

alliterative metrical line in early Old 

High German written in Elder 

Fuþark runes, found in a 6th century 

Alemannic grave.151 As a single line, 

however, it cannot be classed as 

poetry proper. Alliteration could 

have had a variety of functions in 

common speech, from mnemonic to 

spiritual, and on its own does not 

satisfactorily indicate the existence 

of poetic tradition at least a century prior to the attestation of extant full poems. 

Nevertheless, this same pattern of development can be observed in Scandinavia. Michael 

Schulte has analyzed a series of early runic inscriptions, most from Scandinavia (but also 

including the Pforzen inscription), emphasizing the difficulty in determining whether they can be 

																																																													
149 J. Knight Bostock. A Handbook on Old High German Literature. Edited by K. C. King and D. 
R. McLintock (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), 33–72. 
150 Ibid. 
151 Tineke Looijenga, Texts & Contexts of the Oldest Runic Inscriptions. Vol. 4. The Northern 
World. North Europe and the Baltic c. 400-1700 AD, Peoples, Economics, and Cultures (Leiden: 
Brill, 2003), 253–55. 

Figure	2:	The	first	page	of	the	ninth	century	Hildebrandslied	
manuscript.	Copyright:	Historiek,	2017. 
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classed as metrical long lines or 

merely alliterative prose.152 

While dismissing many of the 

inscriptions as not conclusively 

metrical, he concedes that the 

Gallehus golden horns (c. 400 

CE) and the Pforzen buckle do 

“represent our ‘most regular’ 

evidence of Early Runic 

verse.”153 Nevertheless, it 

should be noted that Schulte’s 

investigation evaluates these 

lines with the parameters of the 

Eddic meters in poetry first attested centuries later, and that presents a problem. The evolution of 

Proto-Norse to Old Norse was lengthy and vastly mutable, and it is doubtful that the same poetic 

conditions would have persisted throughout the processes of syncope, vowel breaking, umlaut, 

and sound changes. The metrical conditions of Proto-Norse poetry—if Proto-Norse poetry 

existed at all—were likely quite different and perhaps looser than the meters exemplified by 

Eddic poetry several centuries later. 

Disputing Kuhn’s hypothesis that violations in fornyrðislag of the V2 syntactic 

requirement in Old Norse prose stem from West Germanic influence on Old Norse poetry, 

Haukur Þorgeirsson argues that late verb placement in fornyrðislag “represents an even more 

archaic stage of the language [than in dróttkvætt]”.154 This syntactic form, he alleges, goes back 

to a freer word order in Proto-Norse, exemplified by the alliterative Germanic long line on the 

Gallehus gold horn,155 ekhlewagastiR : holtijaR : horna : tawido [I, HlewagastiR HoltijaR, made 

																																																													
152 Michael Schulte, “Early Runic ‘Metrical’ Inscriptions—How Metrical Are They?” in Dewey, 
Tonya Kim, and Frog, eds. Versatility in Versification: Multidisciplinary Approaches to Metrics. 
Berkeley Insights in Linguistics and Semiotics vol. 74 (New York: Peter Lang, 2009), 3–22. 
153 Ibid, 17. 
154 Haukur Þorgeirsson, “Late Placement of the Finite Verb in Old Norse Fornyrðislag 
Meter.” Journal of Germanic Linguistics 24, no. 3 (2012): 267. 
155 Ibid, 261. 

Figure	3:	Recasts	of	the	lost	golden	horns	from	Gallehus,	Sønderjylland,	
Denmark.	Copyright:	Nationalmuseet	i	København,	DK,	2020. 
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the horn].156 This syntax also exists as a normal feature in the prose of other Indo-European 

languages,157 and variable word order in poetry is not unique to Old Norse; it is widely attested 

in Latin poetic works as well, for example. Evaluating the corpus of Eddic poetry, in a 

comparative study with Old English and Old Saxon poetry,158 Seiichi Suzuki affirms that 

fornyrðislag is the Scandinavian inheritance of Common Germanic alliterative poetic meter, but 

that málaháttr and ljóðaháttr later evolved from it, likely under a degree of continental 

influence.159 His highlighting of Atlakviða and Hamðismál as poems “composed in varyingly 

mixed forms of fornyrðislag/málaháttr”160 is striking. Although Suzuki does not mention 

Hlǫðskviða in his work, it also is composed in a blend of fornyrðislag and málaháttr, as 

mentioned before, and it is conceivable that these stories pertaining to continental Migration 

Period figures and events were transferred into Scandinavia through contact with continental (or 

insular) cultures around the same time—or even earlier—that West Germanic poetry began to 

influence Scandinavian poetry. 

A critical clue to this possibility lies in the Getica of Jordanes, in which the work of 

Cassiodorus survives. Writing around 551 CE, Jordanes claims to have priscis eorum 

carminibus161 “their (referring to the Goths) ancient songs” as a source for his account. Scholars 

have often been skeptical of Jordanes, whose work has become a veritable battlefield in 

academia over the past several decades. In many instances he presents clearly garbled or 

mythologized work, particularly regarding the early migratory period prior to the fourth 

century.162 Walter Goffart has even gone as far as to argue that Jordanes’ work was the product 

of a propaganda campaign on the part of Justinian I and the Byzantine Empire to discredit the 
																																																													
156 The form horna is traditionally rendered as the singular “horn”, but I would posit that the 
form could actually be plural: cognates for the plural form are found in Gothic haurna and Latin 
cornua, and the Gallehus find was a pair of horns in roughly the same location. 
157 Schulte, “Early Runic ‘Metrical’ Inscriptions—How Metrical Are They?”, 5–6. 
158 Seiichi Suzuki, The Meters of Old Norse Eddic Poetry: Common Germanic Inheritance and 
North Germanic Innovation. Ergänzungsbände Zum Reallexikon Der Germanischen 
Altertumskunde 86 (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2014). 
159 Ibid, 797. 
160 Ibid, 791. 
161 Jordanes and Cassiodorus, De Origine Actibusque Getarum (Getica), IV. 
162 For a fuller discussion, see Arne Søby Christiansen, Cassiodorus, Jordanes and the History of 
the Goths: Studies in a Migration Myth (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2002), and 
Walter Goffart, “Jordanes's ‘Getica’ and the Disputed Authenticity of Gothic Origins from 
Scandinavia.” Speculum 80, no. 2 (2005): 379–98. 
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Gothic claim to former Roman territory.163 More recently, J. H. W. G. Liebeschuetz has 

contended that the Getica represents a symbiosis of classical Roman sources and authentic 

Gothic tradition,164 a fitting concept considering Jordanes’ own Gothic heritage despite his 

imperial station. Jordanes clearly had knowledge of and access to a wide array of classical 

sources, from the often fantastical and mythologizing Livy to the notoriously reliable Ammianus 

Marcellinus and Priscus of Panium. He praised his imperial patrons, recent victors over the 

Ostrogoths in Italy, but even more amply panegyrized the Gothic half of his “double identity”.165 

His work cannot be taken, as Goffart and Christiansen claim, as mere fabricated propaganda; if 

anything, the majority of the laudation of the Byzantines in the Getica is indirect, derived from 

the fact that they had managed to (temporarily) defeat such a formidable and storied people. 

Healthy skepticism of Jordanes is warranted, but complete dismissal of his work is not; in many 

ways it holds more value as a vessel of tradition rather than a historical account. 

 

 3.4. The Rök stone and Migration Period memory 
 

To return to the Rök inscription, as aforementioned Holmberg et al. postulate that the 

runes reference past eschatological crises—the extreme weather events of 536 CE in particular—

that figured into the collective cultural memory of the local inhabitants.166 These events were 

certainly peculiar and devastating enough to make an imprint on the societies that suffered at 

their hands. Morten Axboe has connected mass depositions of gold in the 6th century to anxieties 

regarding the sudden onset of unfavorable weather conditions.167 Gold, once abundant thanks to 

the influx of it due to tributes and federate mercenary payments from the Roman Empire into 

Germanic and Hunnic Europe,168 would appear initially as a means of rectifying the situation 

																																																													
163 Walter Goffart, Barbarian Tides: The Migration Age and the Later Roman Empire 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 70. 
164 J. H. W. G. Liebeschuetz, “Making a Gothic History: Does the Getica of Jordanes Preserve 
Genuinely Gothic Traditions?” Journal of Late Antiquity 4, no. 2 (2011): 185–216. 
165 Ibid, 206–10. 
166 Holmberg et al, “The Rök Runestone and the End of the World”, 14–15. 
167 Morten Axboe, “The Year 536 and the Scandinavian Gold Hoards.” Medieval Archaeology 
XLIII (1999): 186–88. 
168 Peter Guest, “Roman Gold and Hun Kings: The Use and Hoarding of Solidi in the Late 
Fourth and Fifth Centuries.” Collection Moneta 82 (2008): 295–307. 
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through votive offerings, but ritual deposition would also contribute to further impoverishment. 

The darkening of the sun resulting in an exceedingly long cold spell that caused crop failures, 

mass starvation, and conflict, exacerbated by the reactionary eschewing of financial assets, could 

very well have inspired the fimbulvetr that is attested in Eddic poetry and Snorra Edda. 

Holmberg et al. have also noticed that the Rök inscription mentions a time gap of nine 

generations, which could reference a time contemporary with the events of the year 536, and thus 

take the entire statement as a metaphor for the disappearance of the sun.169 There are counter-

arguments to be made, however. For one, the imprecise nature of time measurement in oral 

tradition poses a problem. The length of a generation is variable, and the number nine, with its 

spiritual significance in Old Norse lore, could merely have been inserted for stylistic or ritual 

effect. Yet, by itself this does not dismiss the supposition at hand, as in an oral society, “nine 

generations” for all intents and purposes is tantamount to “a long time ago”. A considerably 

greater problem is presented by its context within the inscription, however: 

This let us say as second, who nine generations ago lost their life with the HraiðgutaR; but still 
decides the matter? Ride the horse did the bold champion, chief of men, over the shores of the 
Hraiðsea. Now he sits armed on his horse, his shield strapped, foremost of the famous.170 
 

 To take this as a metaphor for the disappearance and reappearance of the sun, as 

Holmberg et al. do, requires the proverbial leap of faith. For one thing, the word for the sun in 

Old Norse, sól, is a feminine substantive. It would therefore stand to reason that she would be 

referred to in feminine terms, yet the forms of the epithets attached to her are masculine, 

presenting a non sequitur. An alternative and far more direct explanation is available: that the 

question asks readers to recall a semi-legendary figure who fell in battle among the Hreiðgotar, 

but still played a pivotal role in the battle. The conclusion of the question then elaborates with a 

further description of the hero in question. The concept of the battle-champion is widespread in 

Germanic folklore and goes back at least to the Hildebrandslied. The conclusion of that poem is 

lost, but it is known from later iterations of the legend that the estranged son falls to his own 

father in battle. If Varinn’s inscription is designed to invite a comparison between his son 

VāmōðR and a legendary battle-champion who fell nine generations (or thereabouts) prior, then 

																																																													
169 Holmberg et al, “The Rök Runestone and the End of the World”, 22–23. 
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that could explain his peculiar characterization of VāmōðR as faigiąn, “fey; doomed to die” 

earlier on in the inscription. 

 A further portion of the inscription as interpreted by Holmberg et al. reads: 

This let us say as twelfth, where the horse of the battle sees food on the battlefield, where twenty 
kings lie? This let us say as thirteenth, which twenty kings were at the Grove of Sparks in four 
directions, of four names, born of four brothers?171 

 

This unmistakably references a great battle that occurred in the past, clearly resulting in 

much carnage on which wolves could feed and the deaths of many men and kings. Instead of 

taking it as Ragnarǫk, as Holmberg et al. do, it is conceivable that a deadly battle in the semi-

historical, legendary past is referenced. The location “Grove of Sparks” evokes imagery of the 

Hun-Goth conflict in Germanic legend. Lines 119-122 in Wīdsīð read: ful oft þær wig ne alæg / 

þonne Hræda here heardum sweordum / ymb Wistlawudu wergan sceoldon / ealdne eþelstol 

Ætlan leodum. [full often there warfare rested not, then an army of Hreiðgoths with strong 

swords about Vistula-wood should defend their old homeland from the people of Attila.]172 

Stanza U14 of Hlǫðskviða contains the verbiage: suidinn er oll / Myrkvidar heidur, / drifinn oll 

Godþiod / gumna blodi. [the whole famed heath of Mirkwood is burnt, all Gothland is drenched 

with the blood of men].173 The poem goes on, of course, to relate the Goths’ defense of their land 

from the Hunnic horde at a vast and bloody battle at Dúnheiðr. 

The exact location of this semi-legendary conflict is uncertain, but triangulating the 

extant evidence based on geographical references in the source material can approximate a rough 

estimate. A lausavísa just anterior to the Hlǫðskviða reads: Þess gallt hon gedda / firi Grafarr 

osi, / er Heidrekr uar ueginn / undír Hæruaþa fiollum. [The pike paid before the pool of Grafá, 

where Heiðrekr was slain beneath the Carpathian Mountains].174 Verses U22 and U24 of 

Hlǫðskviða mention Dúnheiðr and Jassarfjǫll as the location for the battle.175 These placenames 
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are identifiable with the Carpathian Mountains, the Danube heath, and the Hrubý Jeseník.176 

Combine these with the aforementioned battle within the Vistula woods in Wīdsīð, and perhaps 

even Jordanes’ account of the cataclysmic battle in Pannonia on the unidentified River Nedao,177 

and the result is a gargantuan Goth-Hun conflict with its locus in Central/Eastern Europe attested 

in Scandinavian, Anglo-Saxon, and Romano-Gothic traditions. 

 

 3.5. The elusive, obscure figure of Óðinn 
 

Another remarkable congruence must be examined. Vǫluspá 24 mentions Óðinn casting 

his spear towards the enemy host of the Vanir to begin the first war.178 Jordanes wrote that the 

Goths worshipped a war god who he equated with Mars through the interpretatio Romana, and 

who he held only to be appeased by bloodshed and the offering of spoils of war.179 Now, many 

Goths had converted to Christianity during the late 4th century, but clearly not all; Paulus 

Orosius’ Historiae Adversus Paganos attests that the Gothic king Radagaisus sought to make a 

votive offering of Rome and its senators when he invaded Italy in 405-406 CE.180 It is likely that 

at least half a century later there were still Goths who retained their pre-Christian views, 

especially those living under Hunnic rule. It is also known that the Huns adopted many of the 

customs of the cultures that they conquered, especially the Goths.181 Jordanes also recounts the 

story of the Hunnic king Attila finding the Sword of Mars, which he used to legitimize his power 

and believed granted him victory in war.182 As the Battle of the Catalaunian Plains (451 CE) 

opened, Attila cried to his force: 

Non fallor eventu: hic campus est, quem nobis tot prospera promiserunt. Primus in hoste tela 
coiciam. Si quis potuerit Attila pugnante otio ferre, sepultus est. [I am not deceived by the 

																																																													
176 For further discussion, see Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxiii–xxiv. 
177 Jordanes and Cassiodorus, De Origine Actibusque Getarum (Getica), L. 
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outcome: this is the field that so many victories promised us. I shall cast the first spear at the 
enemy. If anyone will have been able to stand at rest while Attila is fighting, he is a dead 
man.]183 
 

This image bears uncanny resemblance to that of Óðinn in battle against the Vanir. Given 

the vast disparity in time and space of the source material, to claim that the Æsir-Vanir conflict 

represents a mythologized version of the Catalaunian Plains would naturally be invidious, and is 

far from the ambition of this inquiry. The present interest instead rests merely with the 

symbolism—arguably ritualistic—behind the action of the Migration Period warlord and the 

deity who would come to be represented and perceived in source material centuries later as, 

among other things, a god of war, kings, and victory in battle. This comparison, however, 

introduces another problem in scholarship. 

 For decades, it has been the methodical approach to perform a study of the deity Óðinn 

by collecting all of the sources concerning him and to analyze them together to form a composite 

picture, such as was done in E. O. G. Turville-Petre’s Myth and Religion of the North.184 This 

approach has merit in that it provides one with multiple perspectives and a wealth of material 

from which to draw conclusions. It has limitations in that it implicitly assumes that composite 

image to represent a holistic reality rather than a series of perspectives strewn across vast planes 

of time and space; further, it runs the risk of fixating on the content of each source in ignorance 

of their underlying context. In 2011, Annette Lassen published Odin På Kristent Pergament: En 

Teksthistorisk Studie (Óðinn on Christian Parchment: A Text-historical Study), in which she 

endeavored to approach the study of Óðinn by investigating the context—social, political, 

cultural, and religious—of the corpus of source material pertaining to him. Lassen argues that 

Óðinn’s complex and multifaceted nature in the written source material is the product of a 

literary milieu influenced by the ideology of the multidimensional Christian god, combined with 

the Church’s perception of paganism, the urge to rationalize pre-Christian belief systems as 
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flawed interpretations of—or deviances from—Christianity (as Snorri did), and the demands of 

evolving literary genres, among others.185 

 Some scholars have not fully agreed with Lassen’s findings: Olof Sundqvist, for example, 

in a review of Lassen’s work, has argued that the manifold perception of Óðinn is depicted in 

Eddic poems such as Grímnismál, where his many names evoke a complex of functions and 

identities.186 This criticism is far from watertight, however. As discussed earlier, a complex of 

issues surrounds the provenance of Eddic poetry and to deem the mythological poems to be 

products of the tenth century—and thus principally indicative of a pre-Christian worldview—

without sufficient evidence to dispel the reservations presented by text historians in recent years 

simply will not do. In view of this limitation, when this study proceeds to discuss the figure of 

Óðinn, it must do so with caution and in full recognition of the potential pitfalls that it might 

encounter. 

 Jordanes’ Getica adds another dimension to the discussion. When recounting the origins 

of the Goths, he relates that, after a glorious victory against Rome, the Goths: 

…iam proceres suos, quorum quasi fortuna vincebant, non puros homines, sed semideos id est 
Ansis vocaverunt. […thenceforth called their chieftains, by whose fortune they were seemingly 
conquering, not mere humans, but demigods: Ansis, that is.]187 

  

Ansis is demonstrably a cognate of Old Norse Áss (nominative plural Æsir),188 the 

terminology in Old Norse sources for the pre-Christian Germanic deities. Jordanes’ explanation 

of these figures as humans elevated to the rank of godhead is part and parcel of the Christian 

anti-pagan rhetoric—especially considering that these figures were apparently considered the 

progenitors of a lineage of kings—but there could be some truth to it. The mythologizing of great 

																																																													
185 Annette Lassen, Odin På Kristent Pergament: En Teksthistorisk Studie (København: Museum 
Tusculanum Press, 2011). 
186 Olof Sundqvist, “Recension Av: Annette Lassen. Odin På Kristent Pergament. En 
Teksthistorisk Studie. Museum Tusculanums Forlag. Københavns Universitet. 2011.” Scripta 
Islandica, no. 63 (2012): 137–40. 
187 Jordanes and Cassiodorus, De Origine Actibusque Getarum (Getica), XIII. 
188 Jordanes and Cassiodorus. The Gothic History of Jordanes. Translated and edited by Charles 
Christopher Mierow (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1915 [new print: Cambridge: 
Speculum Historiale, 1966]), 157. 
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figures is a common trend in history, and the emperors of the neighboring Roman Empire were 

posthumously deified. Five centuries earlier, Tacitus reported that Germanic tribes held 

themselves to be descendants of a divine genealogy,189 so this is not without precedent. 

Jordanes’ genealogy, notably, begins with the figure of Gapt/Gaut, and includes Hulmul, 

Amal, and Hermanaric.190 Now, Gautr is held to be an Óðinn-name in numerous later Old Norse 

sources, including Grímnismál,191 and it is possible that this concept was retained by those Goths 

who did not migrate out of Scandinavia as well as by those that did. Hulmul is potentially (but 

not necessarily) the same figure not only as Humli of Hlǫðskviða, but also Humbli, a Danish 

ancestral figure in Saxo’s Gesta Danorum, who is also paired with Lother (Hlǫðr).192 Amal is the 

eponymous ancestor of the Amalung dynasty that Jordanes so revered, and Hermanaric is the 

widely known Gothic king of the late fourth century who lived on in multiple Germanic 

traditions. These congruencies not only suggest links between the Goths and the northern 

European world,193 they also firmly place these concepts in the mid-sixth century when Jordanes 

was writing, and possibly even earlier, although with the caveat that the later literary sources 

may have potentially misinterpreted earlier concepts or deliberately altered them. 

In Hlǫðskviða, Angantýr’s retainer Gizurr Grýtingaliði meets with the Huns and, on 

behalf of the Hreiðgotar, invites them to battle. His invitation, however, also constitutes a curse: 

 
 

Felmtur er ydar fylki,   Fright seizes your host 
feigur er ydar visir,   your leader is fey, 
gnæfar ydur gunfani,   a banner towers over you, 
gramur er ydur Odinn.  Óðinn is wroth with you. 
 
Og enn:    And still: 
 

																																																													
189 Tacitus, De Origine et Situ Germanorum, II. 
190 Jordanes and Cassiodorus, De Origine Actibusque Getarum (Getica), XIV. 
191 Grímnismál 54. 
192 Saxo Grammaticus, The History of the Danes, Books I-IX. Translated by Peter Fisher. Edited 
by Hilda Ellis Davidson (Woodbridge, Suffolk: D. S. Brewer, 1996), 14; II 25–26. 
193 Lotte Hedeager, “Migration Period Europe: The Formation of a Political Mentality” in 
Theuws, Frans, and Janet L. Nelson, eds. Rituals of Power: From Late Antiquity to the Early 
Middle Ages. Vol. 8. The Transformation of the Roman World. (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 26. 
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Byd eg ydur ad dylgiu   I offer you conflict 
og a Dunheidi    and at Dúnheiðr 
orustu vndir    battle beneath 
Jassar fiollum,    the Jassar fells; 
[hrosi ydur    […] 
ad hai huorium,]   […] 
og lati so Odinn flein fliuga  and thus may Óðinn let fly the dart 
sem eg fyrir mæli.   as I invoke.194 
 

Gizurr is a character of much significance in the causal chain of the Hlǫðskviða. His 

epithet, Grýtingaliði, is cognate with the Greuthungi,195 a name for the Ostrogoths in the work of 

Ammianus.196 In Old Norse lore, Gizurr is one of Óðinn’s names.197 His insults cause the 

inheritance negotiations between Angantýr and Hlǫðr to break down, precipitating the Goth-Hun 

war.198 This is in line with Óðinn’s personality in other Old Norse works: in Grímnismál, he is 

given several names associated with war, including Hníkarr “inciter”,199 and in Helgakviða 

Hundingsbana II it is said that Óðinn is the cause of all evil (einn veldr Oðinn / ollo bꜷlvi).200 

Óðinn also appears disguised as Gestumblindi earlier in the narrative of Hervarar saga ok 

Heiðreks, during the riddle contest of the Gátur Gestumblinda. 

In this context, it is easy to see Gizurr’s actions in the Hlǫðskviða as indicative that he is 

Óðinn, manipulating events to pit brother against brother. It is equally possible, however, that 

this plot trope could have been imported into Hlǫðskviða by the Christian society that produced 

Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks in a desire to attribute causality for the conflict. It would be all too 

easy to acquit Angantýr and Hlǫðr of blame (they had reached a settlement, after all, prior to 

Gizurr’s invective against Hlǫðr) and ascribe the tragic war to the actions of Gizurr/Óðinn, who 

many Christians regarded as a demon or the devil. 

 The Hlǫðskviða prosimetrum shares several similarities with Jordanes’ account of the 

Battle of the Catalaunian Plains, which may have led past scholars to equate them. 

																																																													
194 Hlǫðskviða U23–U24. 
195 Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise, xxiv. 
196 Ammianus Marcellinus, Ammianus Marcellinus: Rerum Gestarum Libri, XXXI.3–4. 
197 Rudolf Simek, Dictionary of Northern Mythology (Cambridge: D. S. Brewer, 1993), 110. 
198 Hlǫðskviða U10. 
199 Grímnismál 47. 
200 Helgakviða Hundingsbana II 33. 
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Hlǫðskviða prosimetrum in Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks: 

Ad odrum deigi hofu þeir sina orustu og bordust allann þann dag og foru ad kuolldi i herbudir 
sinar. Þeir bordust so VIIJ daga, ad hofdingiar voru enn heilir, enn eingi vissi manntal, huad 
margt fiell. Enn bædi dag og nott dreif lid til Anganntyrs af ollum vegum, og þa kom so, ad hann 
hafdi ei færra folk enn i fyrstu. Vard nu orustann enn akafari; voru Hunar allakafir og sa þa sinn 
kost, ad su ein var liffs von, ef þeir sigrudust, og illt mundi Gota grida ad bidia. Gotar vordu 
frelsi sitt og fosturiord fyrir Hunum, stodu þui fast og eggiadi huor annann. Þa aleid daginn 
giordu Gotar adgaungu so harda, ad fylkingar Huna suignudu fyrir; og er Anganntyr sa þad, 
gieck hann fram vr skialldborginni og i ondverda fylking og hafdi i hendi Tyrfing og hio þa bædi 
menn og hesta; raufst þa skialldborg fyrir Huna kongum, og skiptust þeir brædur hoggum vid. 
Þa fiell Hlaudur og Humli kongur, og þa brast flotti a Hwnum enn Gotar drapu þa og felldu so 
mikinn val, ad aar stemdust og fiellu vr vegum, enn dalir voru fullir af hestum og daudum 
monnum og blodi. [They had their battle on the next day and fought all day and went in the 
evening to their camps. They fought for eight days while all the leaders were unharmed, but none 
knew the count of how many fell. Aid arrived to Angantýr both day and night from all directions, 
and then it became thus, that he had not fewer men than at first. The battle now became even 
fiercer than before; the Huns were vicious, and they then saw their situation, that the Goths 
would be ill-disposed to offer peace, and the one hope of life would be if they prevailed. The 
Goths defended their freedom and homeland against the Huns, stood fast, and each urged on the 
other. Then at daybreak, the Goths made an attack so severe that the Hunnic hosts gave way; and 
when Angantýr saw that, he strode forth from the shield-wall and into the front line with 
Tyrfingr in hand and then hewed both men and horses; then the host in front of the Hunnic kings 
broke, and the brothers traded blows. Hlǫðr and King Humli fell there, and then the Huns took to 
flight, and the Goths then struck and made a slaughter so great that the rivers were stemmed and 
ran off course, and the valleys were full of dead men and horses.]201 

 

Jordanes’ Getica: 

Manu manibus congrediuntur; bellum atrox multiplex immane pertinax, cui simile nulla usquam 
narrat antiquitas, ubi talia gesta referantur, ut nihil esset, quod in vita sua conspicere potuisset 
egregius, qui huius miraculi privaretur aspectu. Nam si senioribus credere fas est, rivulus 
memorati campi humili ripa praelabens, peremptorum vulneribus sanguine multo provectus est, 
non auctus imbribus, ut solebat, sed liquore concitatus insolito torrens factus est cruoris 
augmento. Et quos illic coegit in aridam sitim vulnus inflictum, fluenta mixta clade traxerunt: ita 
constricti sorte miserabili sorvebant putantes sanguinem quem fuderant sauciati. [Hand to hand 
they clashed in battle, and the fight grew fierce, confused, monstrous, unrelenting—a fight 
whose like no ancient time has ever recorded. There such deeds were done that a brave man who 
missed this marvelous spectacle could not hope to see anything so wonderful all his life long. 
For, if we may believe our elders, a brook flowing between low banks through the plain was 
greatly increased by blood from the wounds of the slain. It was not flooded by showers, as 
brooks usually rise, but was swollen by a strange stream and turned into a torrent by the increase 
of blood. Those whose wounds drove them to slake their parching thirst drank water mingled 
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with gore. In their wretched plight they were forced to drink what they thought was the blood 
they had poured from their own wounds.]202 

 

Aside from the congruence between the accounts of the vast slaughter and its effect on 

the flow of a river, it is worth noting Jordanes’ citation of Gothic elders as a source (nam si 

senioribus credere fas est). This detail evokes the aforementioned (albeit impossible to confirm) 

prospect that the Scandinavian and West Germanic accounts of Migration Period events may 

have stemmed from the same oral currency that informed Jordanes’ account, despite vast 

distortions across time and space. At the very least, it is evident that the Goth-Hun conflict was 

held by later societies to be so significant that the more salient and prominent details such as this 

specific depiction of battlefield carnage lived on. 

 

3.6. Conclusion 
 

It is far from the intention or capability of this study to suggest direct connotation 

between the Rök inscription, Jordanes’ Getica, and the Scandinavian and West Germanic sources 

pertaining to the Goth-Hun conflict. Nevertheless, it is the contention of this investigation to 

suggest that these sources represent separate iterations of a system of folklore that developed 

mainly independently but with a degree of cross-cultural contact. In the process of constructing 

their identities during the medieval period, these societies drew on collective memory of semi-

legendary set in a heroic, glorious past that ultimately had its roots in the tumultuous and violent 

historical struggles of the Migration Period, particularly the fourth through sixth centuries CE. 

This case study presents but one of a near-infinite number of permutations of the spread of ideas 

based on the material that is available to analyze. It builds on the achievements of extant 

scholarship, and recognizes that there is much research remaining to be done. 

  

																																																													
202 Jordanes and Cassiodorus. The Gothic History of Jordanes. Translated and edited by Charles 
Christopher Mierow. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1915 [new print: Cambridge: 
Speculum Historiale, 1966], 109. 
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 4. Tangible Tradition: Trade and Materiality in Northern Europe 
 

Niuse dê môtti / hwerdar sih hiutu dero hregilo rûmen muotti, 
erdo desero brunnôno bêdero uualtan. 

“Now let he who may boast today of the mailcoats, 
and own both these byrnies.” 

 
— Hildebrand challenging his son Hadubrand, Hildebrandslied 60-62. 

 

 4.1. Background 
 

This portion of this thesis will focus principally on connections between material culture 

in the medieval Germanic world and the poetic and the literary content treated in prior sections. 

Any such endeavor inherently meets with the inexorable difficulty that is presented by the often-

large gaps in time and space between the literature that purports to represent the traditions of the 

past and the materiality that those eras have left behind. It has often been a pitfall in past 

scholarly approaches to this subject, such as Hedeager’s 2011 work,203 to far too eagerly assume 

a direct correspondence between the two forms of source material despite this temporal and 

contextual disparity; Lassen, meanwhile, has ably demonstrated the inherent risks of drawing 

such conclusions without effectively assessing the context underlying the extant literary 

material.204 The method that this study will pursue will thus be characterized by considerable 

skepticism, and while it will lie open to the possibility of connections between literary and 

archaeological sources that often hail from different periods, it will exercise caution when 

making such connections. Therefore, archaeological discussions will make up the bulk of this 

chapter, but when literature is introduced into the discussion, it will be with the same diligence in 

terms of context that has been afforded the material culture by the exemplary extant studies of it. 

 

 

 

																																																													
203 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality. 
204 Lassen, Odin På Kristent Pergament. 
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 4.2. Poetry, tradition, and Migration Period materiality 
 

Hlǫðskviða opens with the following stanza: 

 

Ar quoþo Humla [Of old they said Humli 
 firi her rada,  to rule the host, 
 Gizur Gꜷtum,  Gizurr the Gautar 
 Gotum Anganty, Angantýr the Goths 
 Ualldar Dꜷnum, Valdarr the Danes, 
 en Uꜷlum Kíar, and Kjárr the Valir 
 Alrekr eɴ frækní Alrekr the bold 
 eɴskrí þiodu.   the English people.]205  

 

The tally of rulers in Wīdsīð begins similarly: 

Ætla weold Hunum,     Eormanric Gotum, 
Becca Baningum,     Burgendum Gifica. 
Casere weold Creacum     ond Celic Finnum 

[Attila ruled the Huns, Eormanrīc the Goths, 
Becca the Banings, Gifica the Burgundians, 
Caesar ruled the Greeks, and Cælic the Finns.]206 
 

Scholars have often highlighted the similarities between these two excerpts.207 The 

formula is similar, constituted by the name of a king in nominative or accusative form, a verb 

(conjugated or understood), and the name of a people in dative form. Both tallies of kings open 

with a Hunnic king,208 followed by a Gothic one in second or third position. In both cases, 

																																																													
205 Hlǫðskviða U1. 
206 Wīdsīð 18–20. 
207 Cf. Christopher Tolkien, The Saga of King Heidrek the Wise (London: Thomas Nelson and 
Sons Ltd, 1960), Kemp Malone, Widsith (København: Rosenkilde and Bagger, 1962), and 
Margaret Clunies Ross, ed. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages Vol. 8 Pt. 1: Poetry 
in Fornaldarsögur (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2007), 466–67. 
208 Humli is a Hunnic king in Hlǫðskviða and Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, but Tolkien (1960, 
xxiv) has raised the possibility that this name and Hlǫðr’s cognomen Humlungr (Hlǫdskviða R9, 
U6) is etymologically derived from the Ostrogothic Amalung dynasty known from earlier 
sources such as Jordanes. Saxo’s somewhat garbled account of the Goth-Hun conflict holds that 
two brothers, both named Hun, led the Hunnic horde. 
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Kjárr/Casere (Caesar) comes fifth, clearly representing the imperial title of Caesar, not the 

historical figure of Julius Caesar. Archaeologist Lotte Hedeager has suggested that Caesar’s 

placement in Wīdsīð indicates a conscious subordination of Rome to the Huns and Goths on the 

part of the poet.209 Although she leaves a degree of uncertainty by not elaborating further, this 

interpretation, upon deeper examination, is actually quite tenable. 

 By the fifth century, a combination of internal instability, civil wars, and an ever-growing 

large volume of external threats had forced the Roman Empire to increasingly rely on Germanic 

federates and Hunnic mercenaries to defend its vulnerable borders. The combination of 

mercenary and federate costs with the compulsion to pay annuities and other tributes to the more 

threatening forces—such as the Hunnic horde—to stave off invasions led to a veritable 

hemorrhage of Roman gold north into Germanic and Hunnic Europe.210 To put this concept in a 

more quantifiable perspective, Priscus of Panium reports that on a single occasion the Huns 

exacted a vast tribute of 2,100 pounds of gold in order to cease their raids on Roman territory.211 

In another instance, Attila, after foiling an assassination attempt, likened the actions of the 

Eastern Roman Emperor Theodosius II to the cowardly behavior of a base slave.212 In the context 

of the string of embarrassing defeats that the declining Roman Empire suffered at the hands of 

the Huns and other aggressive neighbors, and in conjunction with its reliance on “barbarian” 

military forces, it is easy to see how Germanic tradition could hold the Roman Emperor as 

subordinate. 

																																																													
209 Lotte Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality: An Archaeology of Scandinavia AD 400-
1000 (London: Routledge, 2011), 187. 
210 Cf. Axboe, “The Year 536 and the Scandinavian Gold Hoards.” Medieval Archaeology XLIII 
(1999): 186–88; and Guest, “Roman Gold and Hun Kings: The Use and Hoarding of Solidi in the 
Late Fourth and Fifth Centuries.” Collection Moneta 82 (2008): 295–307. 
211 Priscus of Panium. History of Attila, fr. 9.3 in R.C. Blockley, The Fragmentary Classicizing 
Historians of the Later Roman Empire: Eunapius, Olympiodorus, Priscus, and Malchus. 
Liverpool: Francis Cairns, 1983. 
212 Christopher Kelly, Attila the Hun: Barbarian Terror and the Fall of the Roman Empire 
(Toronto: McArthur & Co, 2008), 160–61. 
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 This notion is affirmed by the 

material culture as well. Coinciding with 

this influx of gold was the production of 

bracteates—golden medallions based on 

Roman coins, but featuring Germanic 

iconography and, sometimes, runic 

writing—in Germanic lands.213 Several 

categories of bracteates—organized by 

iconographical and stylistic motifs—

exist; this discussion is primarily 

concerned with the C-bracteates, which 

depict a humanoid figure mounted atop a 

quadruped at times accompanied by one 

or more birds,214 although others will be 

discussed in relation. One such find is 

particularly intriguing on iconographical 

and also textual grounds: a set of fifth century bracteates found in Tjurkö, Sweden. One of them, 

a C-bracteate, depicts a man, a horse, and a raven. Looijenga has made a connection between the 

horsemen of the C-bracteates and the role of Germanic federate horsemen in the Roman army.215 

Other scholars, particularly Karl Hauck,216 have linked the C-bracteate iconography to Óðinn, an 

assertion whose facets have met with mixed reception;217 equally difficult to reject as it is to 

																																																													
213 See Morten Axboe and Birgit Arrhenius. “On the Manufacture of the Gold Bracteates — Zur 
Herstellung Von Goldbrakteaten.” Frühmittelalterliche Studien 16, no. 1 (1982): 302–18; and 
Bernard Mees, “On the Typology of the Texts That Appear on Migration-era Bracteates.” Early 
Medieval Europe 22, no. 3 (2014): 280–303. 
214 Wilhelm Heizmann and Morten Axboe. Die Goldbrakteaten Der Völkerwanderungszeit: 
Auswertung Und Neufunde. Vol. 40. Ergänzungsbände Zum Reallexikon Der Germanischen 
Altertumskunde (Berlin: Walter De Gruyter, 2011). 
215 Looijenga, Texts & Contexts of the Oldest Runic Inscriptions, 42. 
216 Karl Hauck et al, Die Goldbrakteaten der Völkerwanderungszeit: Ikonographischer Katalog, 
3 vols. (Munich: Münstersche Mittelalter-Schriften, 1985–1989). 
217 Cf. John Hines, “Review Article: The Final Publication of the Series ‘On the Iconology of the 
Gold Bracteates’ and Karl Hauck’s Legacy”, Medieval Archaeology, 57:1 (2013): 251–61; and 
Nancy Wicker and Henrik Williams, “Bracteates and Runes.” Futhark: International Journal of 
Runic Studies 3 (2012-2013): 151–213. 

Figure	4:	A	fifth	century	bracteate	from	Tjurkö,	Blekinge,	
Sweden.	Copyright:	Tineke	Looijenga	(2003):	PS8. 
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sustain. To an extreme, Hedeager, attempting to link Attila to Óðinn, connects the bird with the 

falcon that was said to be Attila’s heraldic symbol;218 this interpretation, based on a Hungarian 

chronicle written centuries later with a political agenda to derive legitimacy through a fabricated 

ancestral link with the Huns, cannot be classed as more than wishful conjecture and reminds one 

of the dangers of separating literary content from its context. 

There is a term, erilaR, which appears in a nominative singular form on several runic 

inscriptions, including on some F-type bracteates. One particularly imaginative sect of 

runologists has attributed a magical connotation to the term, with explanations varying from an 

affinity with Óðinn to links to the Germanic Heruli tribe; these have been more than capably 

demonstrated by Elmer Antonsen and Terje Spurkland, among others, to be unfounded.219 Both, 

however, agree that this term probably designated some sort of social position in Proto-

Scandinavian society.220 Bernard Mees has demonstrated erilaR to be the Proto-Norse 

predecessor of Old Norse jarl,221 which would further bolster that impression. It is important not 

to mistake etymological links for direct functional correspondence. Spurkland has criticized the 

approach of runologists who use this etymology to push their own theories of magical or 

religious function,222 and with good reason. Those who do so commit the double error of wholly 

interpreting the role of a pre-Christian jarl by means of literary sources from centuries later—and 

then retroactively imposing that concept on a term attested during the centuries preceding the 

Viking Age. At the very least, it should be understood that semantic, functional differences—and 

the perception of such—across time and space could very well exist despite etymological 

correspondences. 

Although there is no reason to believe that the erilaR was any sort of rune-magician, he 

clearly had an incentive to declare his designation in runic text, despite the terse, brief, and 

formulaic nature of most inscriptions. It is thus reasonable to infer that the title was of 

																																																													
218 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 195. 
219 Elmer H. Antonsen, Runes and Germanic Linguistics. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2002, 185–
200; Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, 49–51. 
220 Antonsen, Runes and Germanic Linguistics, 186; Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic 
Inscriptions, 51. 
221 Bernard Mees, ‘Runic “erilaR”’, North-Western European Language Evolution 42 (2003): 
41–68; idem, “On the Typology of the Texts That Appear on Migration-era Bracteates”, 287–94. 
222 Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions, 51. 
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significance, and the etymological link with the later jarl makes an elevated social position, 

perhaps a chieftain of sorts, the best available interpretation. This would then support the notion 

of the bracteates as objects of social prestige, and add to the mountain of arguments that find 

minimal or no substantiation for theories of explicit divine representation and/or magical 

function (like Hauck’s aforementioned assumption of Óðinn healing his horse). Allusion to 

supernatural concepts, in a nebulous sense, remains a slight possibility, but far more tenable is 

the notion that the bracteate types discussed here represent and/or mention earthly figures—

probably the magnates who commissioned them as a means of self-promotion via circulation—

just as was the case with the late-Roman coins on which they were based. 

Nevertheless, the context of the Tjurkö find speaks volumes. Alongside the bracteates 

were several gold coins,223 one of them depicting the aforementioned Emperor Theodosius II, 

infamous for his indemnities paid to the Huns. By no means does find context establish a direct 

connection between the two objects, which could have found each other’s company merely 

through trade, but it does serve to place them in the context of a larger set of ongoing political 

and economic phenomena. It should also be noted that bracteates from the same period 

containing similar iconography have been discovered in Vadstena and Motala, both in 

Östergötland, relatively near the aforementioned Rök stone. 

 Spurkland has provided an extensive overview of the Proto-Norse runic text on the 

bracteate,224 which is rendered as follows: 

Transliteration: wurterunoRanwalhakurne..heldaRkunimudiu… 
Normalization: wurtē rūnōR an walhakurnē HeldaR Kunimundiu 
Translation: HeldaR wrought runes on walhakurnē for KunimunduR 
 

The term of principal interest here is walhakurnē, which is conventionally taken as a 

kenning of sorts and translated as “Welsh (or, more conservatively, foreign) gold”.225 However, 

examining the text in the broader context provided by additional material, it is possible to 

venture a more precise reading. The walha- element in the compound is cognate with the 
																																																													
223 Terje Spurkland, Norwegian Runes and Runic Inscriptions (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2005), 28. 
224 Ibid, 28–31. 
225 Ibid; Looijenga, Texts & Contexts of the Oldest Runic Inscriptions, 42; Bernard Mees, “On 
the Typology of the Texts That Appear on Migration-era Bracteates.” Early Medieval Europe 22, 
no. 3 (2014): 290. 
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Vǫlum/Valir of Hlǫðskviða, and also with the Rumwalum and Wala rices of Wīdsīð.226 

Rumwalum can be connected most clearly with the Romans due to the presence of the Rum- 

prefix, and the term as a whole is an indicator of the great age of the poem; Neidorf has observed 

that the term seems to have become obsolete early in the Anglo-Saxon period.227 A comparative 

linguistic analysis of the term wealh with Old Norse and Old High German instances, combined 

with the observation of its meanings in the milieu of later Anglo-Saxon England, led Neidorf to 

conclude that these terms in Wīdsīð preserve their original meaning regarding the Roman Empire 

in Germanic nomenclature rooted in a continental (pre-migration) perspective, not an insular 

one.228 This element is also attested in the Frankish Table of Nations (c.520 CE) in the 

compound form Walagothi, designating Goths who were living in former Roman territory and 

had linguistically become Romanized: likely either the Ostrogothic Kingdom in Italy or the 

Visigothic Kingdom in Iberia.229 In view of this evidence, it can be deduced with considerable 

confidence that the instances on the Tjurkö bracteate—whose maker and/or commissioner was 

conscious of the fact that the gold from which the medallion was crafted was pried or coerced 

from Roman hands—and in the Hlǫðskviða also carry this sense of meaning in their context. 

Furthermore, it anchors the tally of kings that commences the Hlǫðskviða in the context of a 

common, widespread, and ever-evolving tradition of Migration-Period events230 in which Wīdsīð 

and the bracteates also played a role. 

 
																																																													
226 Wīdsīð 69; 78. It should be noted that by the thirteenth century, Old Norse Valir may have 
assumed a different semantic meaning more closely associated with France or Wales; however, 
its appearance in the tally of realms and rulers in Hlǫðskviða and its direct association with Kjárr 
(Caesar)—as seen, a commonality with the similar tally in Wīdsīð—makes an original Roman 
connotation in an older cultural tradition most likely. 
227 Neidorf, “The Dating of Widsið and the Study of Germanic Antiquity”, 170. 
228 Ibid, 170–71; 179. 
229 Walter Goffart, “The Supposedly 'Frankish' Table of Nations: An Edition and Study”. 
Frühmittelalterliche Studien 17, no. 1 (1983): 98–130. 
230 It can be argued, of course, that Vǫlum was incorporated into the Hlǫðskviða for alliterative 
and metrical purposes. However, as assessing the content rather than the form of the Hlǫðskviða 
is an ambition of this study, this is merely tangential. The fact that the stanza contains the archaic 
form (rather than, say, Rómverjum) in association with Kjárr indicates either that the stanza was 
preserved from the distant past, or that the meaning and connotations of the archaic form had 
been preserved from the Migration Period context whence came its cognates in runic Proto-
Norse, Old English, Old High German, and the borrowing into Latin. Either possibility bolsters 
the above conclusion. 
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 The mention of weaponry in Hlǫðskviða provides another link to material culture: 

Hlꜷþur uar þar boríɴ  Hlǫðr was born there 
 i Huna landi   in the land of the Huns 
 saxi ok med suerdi,  with seax and with sword, 
 siþrí bryníu,   long byrnie, 
 hialmi hringreifþom,  ring-adorned helm, 
 huꜷssum mæki,  keen sword, 
 marí uel tꜷmom  well-tamed horse 
 a mꜷrk iɴni helgu.231  in the hallowed forest. 
 

Margaret Clunies Ross has taken note of the phrase hialmi hringreifþom, “ring-adorned 

helm”, which she connects with the seventh century helmet finds in Valsgärde, Sweden.232 

Sigmund Oehrl has briefly analyzed these as well, as part of a larger argument regarding 

correspondences between skaldic and Eddic poetry and the Gotland picture stones;233 it will be 

noted that the helmet plate from Valsgärde 8, with its imagery of a man on a horse with a bird 

near his head,234 bears resemblance to the iconography on the aforementioned bracteates found in 

central and south Sweden. These helmets were clearly prestige items associated with chieftains 

or great warriors,235 and it is completely logical that a poetic narrative relaying a tradition from 

the Migration Period would reference this distinct of an item. For the sake of skepticism it must 

be remembered that this verse is attested only in fifteenth and seventeenth century manuscripts; 

nevertheless, a hjálmi hringreifðum is not a high- or late-medieval helm, and is potentially not 

even Viking Age, either.236 Additional objects, such as the seax and the mækir, along with the 

																																																													
231 Hlǫðskviða R2. 
232 Margaret Clunies Ross, ed. Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages Vol. 8 Pt. 1: 
Poetry in Fornaldarsögur (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2007), 457–58. 
233 Sigmund Oehrl, “Re-Interpretations of Gotlandic Picture Stones Based on the Reflectance 
Transformation Imaging Method (RTI): Some Examples” in Wikström af Edholm et al, Myth, 
Materiality, and Lived Religion in Merovingian and Viking Scandinavia (Stockholm: Stockholm 
University Press, 2019), pp. 141–90. 
234 Ibid, 144. 
235 Greta Arwidsson, “A New Scandinavian Form of Helmet from the Vendel-time.” Acta 
Archaeologica 5 (København: Levin & Munksgaard, 1935): 243–64. 
236 This uncertainty is based mainly on a paucity of evidence. Only a single near-complete 
Viking Age helm has been discovered, a tenth century find from Gjermundbu, Norway (see 
Sigurd Grieg, Gjermundbufunnet: En Høvdingegrav Fra 900-årene Fra Ringerike. Vol. 8. 
Norske Oldfunn (trykt Utg.). Oslo: Universitetets Oldsaksamling, 1947.), which bears clear 
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brynja/byrnie, are well attested in 

Germanic poetry pertaining to events 

during the Migration Period and the 

following centuries. Considering an early-

medieval context, when production 

capabilities were lower than they were in 

the late-medieval period, one would 

expect the latter two items in particular to 

have been borne only by the most 

powerful magnates. The “hallowed 

forest” may, though the designation is 

admittedly extremely vague and could 

indicate any woodland, refer to 

Myrkviðr,237 which is also mentioned later in Hlǫðskviða;238 the formulae, although corrupted, 

closely resemble one that occurs in Atlakviða,239 also denoting a boundary between Hunnic and 

Gothic lands. 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																																																																																																																																																																				
structural resemblance to the Vendel and Valsgärde sixth-eighth century finds. The absence of 
widespread archaeological evidence has caused researchers to often rely on literary or 
iconographical evidence—the latter of which tends to depict cone-shaped helms without mail—
and even to argue, probably erroneously, that Viking Age warriors did not even wear helms (see 
Knut Wester, “The Mystery of the Missing Viking Helmets.” Neurosurgery 47, no. 5 (2000): 
1216–29.). 
237 Clunies Ross, Skaldic Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages Vol. 8 Pt. 1: Poetry in 
Fornaldarsögur, 458. 
238 Hlǫðskviða R8; U5. 
239 Atlakviða 5. 

Figure	5:	Reconstruction	of	the	Valsgärde	6	helm	(Uppland,	
Sweden).	Copyright:	Greta	Arwidsson	(1935):	245. 
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 4.3. Material culture, trade networks, and political legitimacy 
 

In addition to parallels in poetic references, the weaponry of early Anglo-Saxon England 

is uncannily similar to that which is found in Migration Period Scandinavia. In Beowulf, the 

sword Hrunting is termed a hæftmece,240 a compound whose latter part is cognate with Old Norse 

mækir of Hlǫðskviða. Beowulf also makes multiple references to crested helms, a phenomenon 

unique to Anglo-Saxon England and Scandinavia and distinct from the braced and/or lamellate 

forms found in continental Europe. These helms, often crested with a boar or some sort of wyrm, 

are widely attested in the Anglo-Saxon archaeological record,241 and immediately invite 

comparison with the Vendel and 

Valsgärde helms, for example 

Valsgärde 6242 and Vendel XII.243 

Analyzing instances of animal 

symbolism in material culture, 

Hedeager has also identified a link 

between that which is exhibited by 

Anglo-Saxon finds and the depiction 

of warriors wearing boar-crested 

helms on the helmet plate production 

dies from Torslunda in Öland, 

Sweden.244 However, one find in 

particular, a helm from Sutton Hoo, 

demands particular attention. 

 The grave mound at Sutton Hoo in East Anglia contains a vast assemblage of artifacts, 

including but not limited to a helm, a wand, and a hoard of coins. On the basis of the immense 

																																																													
240 Beowulf 1457. 
241 Jenni Butterworth et al., “The Importance of Multidisciplinary Work within Archaeological 
Conservation Projects: Assembly of the Staffordshire Hoard Die-impressed Sheets”. Journal of 
the Institute of Conservation. 39, no. 1 (2016): 29–43. 
242 Arwidsson, “A New Scandinavian Form of Helmet from the Vendel-time,” 251. 
243 Ibid, 255. 
244 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 76–78. 

Figure	5:	Drawing	of	the	Vendel	XII	helm	(Uppland,	Sweden).	
Copyright:	Greta	Arwidsson	(1935):	255. 
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wealth involved and numismatic analysis, the burial is dated to the early seventh century CE and 

traditionally ascribed to Rædwald, a king of East Anglia; however this assumption is far from 

certain and not without its faults.245 Several of the prestige goods are of foreign origin, some 

from as far away as Egypt and Byzantium,246 and are clear evidence of the vibrant, lively trading 

networks coursing through northern and northwestern Europe at the time. These networks grew 

up around trading towns—known as wics or emporia—in Anglo-Saxon England (e.g. Lundenwic 

and Hamwic), Merovingian Europe (e.g. Dorestad and Quentowic), and Scandinavia (e.g. Birka, 

Ribe, and Skíringssalr/Kaupang) starting during the early seventh century at a time when 

exchange within the Mediterranean was declining, and the interconnectivity and volume of 

commerce was such that it led to a widespread reform of currency throughout the North Sea 

region.247 The economic value of this unprecedented level of fiscal interaction was also a source 

of increased political friction, and supplied sufficient causal force for increased political 

centralization. It is in this effervescent yet volatile and mutable political, economic, and social 

context that the Sutton Hoo, Vendel, and Valsgärde finds must be considered. 

 While Sutton Hoo’s links with Merovingian Europe is demonstrated amply by the hoard 

found within the grave mound,248 the outstanding funerary method of inhumation by boat burial 

conversely demonstrates an association with Uppland,249 where grave mounds for boat burials 

comprise a conspicuous feature of the region surrounding the power center in Gamla Uppsala. 

An additional two burials, likewise in Scandinavian/Germanic style boats, have been discovered 

in East Anglia: another at Sutton Hoo, and one at Snape Cemetery, roughly 17km away from 

Sutton Hoo, which predates the Sutton Hoo finds by around half a century.250 Georgina Pitt has 

contextualized these sorts of decadent, lavish graves within the political climate characteristic of 

northern and western Europe during this period, one marked by a high degree of social 

																																																													
245 Michael Parker Pearson, Robert van de Noort, and Alex Woolf. “Three Men and a Boat: 
Sutton Hoo and the East Saxon Kingdom.” Anglo-Saxon England 22 (1993): 27–31. 
246 Ibid, 31–32. 
247 Søren M. Sindbæk, “Trade and Exchange Part II: Northern Europe” in James 
Graham-Campbell and Magdalena Valor eds. The Archaeology of Medieval Europe: Eighth to 
Twelfth Centuries AD. Vol. 1. (Aarhus: Aarhus University Press, 2007), pp. 302–15. 
248 Pearson et al, “Three Men and a Boat: Sutton Hoo and the East Saxon Kingdom”, 39. 
249 Ibid, 49. 
250 Georgina Pitt, “The Enigmatic Sutton Hoo Ship-Burial: Fresh Insights from Assemblage 
Theory.” Parergon 36, no. 1 (2019): 1–2; 17. 
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stratification in conjunction with ever-evolving methods by which local elites sought to 

legitimize their power and vie for political control in a fragile system predicated on wealth and 

military fortitude.251 As to their exact spiritual significance there is no consensus, particularly 

given the variety of artifacts within the assemblage to which pre-Christian and Christian contexts 

can be respectively ascribed (this has also posed a challenge in identifying the figures for whom 

the depositions were made). 

Nevertheless, recent analyses based on both the archaeology of performance and 

assemblage theory have presented some intriguing possibilities. Howard Williams has posited 

that the preponderance of objects in the Sutton Hoo burial exhibiting eyes or ocular symbolism 

rendered the person being inhumed as omniscient; thus the attendees of the burial ceremony 

would also have been “seen” by the deceased in the context of the interment as a performative 

action.252 Pitt, citing the copious presence of Scandinavian motifs in the grave goods, argues that 

phenomenon to represent a deliberate choice on the part of the East Anglian people to maintain 

their connections with their Scandinavian pre-migration lands of origin through symbolism and 

trade.253 The artifacts thus served a double function: economically, they embodied an assertion of 

wealth and political capital demonstrated through ties with foreign regions from whence they had 

the ability to acquire luxury goods; politically and ideologically, they were a physical 

representation of legitimacy derived through ties to a glorious heroic past elsewhere. In this 

regard, they can be seen to operate in the same symbolic capacity as epic poems such as Wīdsīð 

and Beowulf, which catalogue legendary and pseudo-historical events and figures from the 

Migration Period in Scandinavia or in continental Europe despite their preservation in an Anglo-

Saxon context—to which they are as a result inextricably linked. 

Furthermore, the uncanny resemblance of the Sutton Hoo shield and helm to the Vendel 

and Valsgärde finds is a clear indication of cultural ties with the societies of central-south 

Sweden, particularly the Uppland region. Hedeager has made a point to focus on congruency 

between the animal imagery in the finds of the respective locations, arguing for “the animals’ 

																																																													
251 Ibid, 5–6. 
252 Howard Williams, “The Sense of Being Seen: Ocular Effects at Sutton Hoo.” Journal of 
Social Archaeology 11, no. 1 (February, 2011): 99–121. 
253 Pitt, “The Enigmatic Sutton Hoo Ship-Burial”, 19–20. 
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inseparable connection with the Nordic and Anglo-Saxon pagan elite of the seventh century”.254 

In their symbolic context, these finds and the bracteates should be seen as separate iterations of a 

concept that transcends time and space: the use of iconography as an assertion of power both 

material and immaterial. Williams ventures “that public ritual contexts were rendered unique and 

memorable as a commemorative strategy to narrate mythical pasts and assert claims over certain 

futures”,255 a notion also echoed by Pitt, who suggests that material culture represented one of 

the predominant modes of communicative discourse in the northern European world during a 

time anterior to that of widespread literacy.256 If nothing else, these realizations make a 

convincing case for the necessity of an interdisciplinary approach to any understanding of the 

societies developing in northern Europe during and following the Migration Period. 

In the process of arguing that the occupants of the Sutton Hoo burials were East Saxon 

royalty, Pearson et al. examine the names of the members of the Seaxneting royal dynasty, which 

exhibit a remarkable amount of consistency in the name elements used.257 They note both the 

claim to divine ancestry through the god Seaxnet—a common means of asserting power; attested 

earliest in the early eighth century work of Bede, several Anglo-Saxon royal lines also claimed 

descent from Wōden/Óðinn258—and the similarity of their names to those of heroic figures such 

as Sæferð and Sigeferð of Wīdsīð and the Finnesburh Fragment.259 Onomastics matter: names all 

carry meaning, whether it be literal, analogical, or both. Just like material culture and orality, 

names can evoke collective cultural memory and construct an association between figures 

present and past. As agents of such actions, names would have served a critical function in not 

just preserving the lore of the past but also legitimizing the existence and position of the living 

figures bearing them in their present. 

																																																													
254 Hedeager, Iron Age Myth and Materiality, 79. 
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Neil Price and Paul Mortimer 

have recently reanalyzed the Sutton 

Hoo burials in the context of other 

material culture finds of the period. A 

particularly striking comparison is to be 

found between the ocular features of 

the helm and those of several other 

contemporary artifacts of various 

functions—but mainly military or 

indicative of elite status—discovered in 

northern Europe. These artifacts share 

the common feature of an eye removed, 

struck out, or in other ways altered to 

emphasize a one-eyed motif.260 In the 

case of the Sutton Hoo helm, the ocular 

features on only one side of the helm 

were plated with gold, which would 

cause a reflective effect both in sunlight 

and, still more pronounced, in darkness 

when fire would be the sole source of light.261 The wearer would not just appear one-eyed, but 

also have their voice altered by the mask on the helm. Price and Mortimer see these as 

manifestations in material culture of the growing importance of the cult of Óðinn/Wōden, a deity 

who became increasingly closely associated with warriors and kings over time, with the caveat 

that the conception of the god in these societies was likely somewhat different from that which is 

reflected in the thirteenth century literary source material.262 At the very least, it suggests that the 

one-eyed motif that was associated with Óðinn by that source material is attested in the material 

culture several centuries prior, but it makes no guarantee that Óðinn in particular was perceived 

as such by the early-medieval inhabitants of Northern Europe who produced the artifacts. 

																																																													
260 Neil Price and Paul Mortimer, “An Eye for Odin? Divine Role-Playing in the Age of Sutton 
Hoo.” European Journal of Archaeology 17, no. 3 (2014): 517–38. 
261 Ibid, 519–22. 
262 Ibid, 532–34. 

Figure	6:	The	6th-7th	century	helm	from	Sutton	Hoo,	Suffolk,	UK.	
Copyright:	The	British	Museum,	UK,	2020. 



	

	
	

61	

 4.4. Conclusion 
 

An interdisciplinary analysis of the literary sources and materiality in question indicates a 

thematic congruency between the two. The widespread links in motifs across a broad region 

demonstrates a high degree of interconnectivity going back to the Migration Period that is 

manifested in the commonalities between the various finds. Furthermore, the attestation in the 

archaeological and iconographical record of concepts that appear in the textualized literature of 

later centuries show that poems such as Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð, which already exhibit parallels 

between each other, have preserved or at least are rooted in early-medieval traditions of the Age 

of Migrations. These same traditions played a central role in the collective cultural memory 

around which social, personal, and political identities were constructed, and on which magnates 

legitimized their power. Scholars such as Terry Gunnell263 and Neil Price264 have analyzed the 

performative aspect of poetry as a means of liminal ritual, such as in Grímnismál where the 

performer could be seen as “becoming, or hosting, the war-god himself”.265 However, a chicken-

or-egg question must be addressed here. Grímnismál, as a poem in ljóðaháttr, represents a 

younger tradition of form.266 While common practice in the past has been to retroactively 

interpret material culture by means of later literary material, this approach has been rightfully 

problematized. In addition to the skepticism demanded by the analysis of literature centuries 

removed from the societies that it purports to depict, in instances of congruency the question 

must be asked if the “Óðinic” qualities of these objects—from bracteates to armaments—were 

considered thus in origin. Did a Migration Period concept of the divine patron of warriors, heroes 

and kings inform contemporary and later socio-political ideals, or did the actions of notable 

Migration Period figures influence the evolving perception of a deity that received further 

alteration at the hands of Christian authors—or is the reality somewhere in the middle? 
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5. Conclusion: Tradition and the Construction of Varied Identities 
 

“What do walking, weaving, observing, singing, storytelling, drawing and writing have in 
common? The answer is that they all proceed along lines of one kind or another.” 

 
— Tim Ingold, Lines, 1. 

 

Now that the content of Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð has both been analyzed and that they 

have been evaluated not just in terms of their immediate, proximate context but also their wider 

political, social, and cultural backgrounds, it is necessary to address the body of the thesis as well 

as its initial questions: to what degree can the parallels between these works be sustained as 

indicative of a process by which common yet varied narrative traditions were spread and evolved 

throughout Northern Europe during the Migration Period and the Early Middle Ages? 

 The Migration Period was a time of immense and rapid change in Europe. While the 

Roman Empire withered as a result of a slew of factors internal and external, the Hunnic 

migrations of the fourth and fifth centuries sparked a vicious causal chain leading to the mass 

movement of Germanic language-speaking peoples and confederations throughout Europe. The 

shifting conditions and resulting social, economic, and political instability and wars contributed 

to the decline of the Roman Empire and the collapse of its western half as a political unit. 

 Throughout this tumultuous and tempestuous process, new political and social systems 

emerged as the migratory people-groups settled in new lands, intermingling their culture, 

religion, and way of life with those of the local inhabitants that they encountered. Ties and 

personal relationships developed out of necessity and identity was constructed not just on the 

ancestral past but also on the ever-changing realities of the present. Jordanes’ Getica exemplifies 

this concept: he and many other Goths of the sixth century identified not just with the legendary, 

mythologized ancestors whose deeds are chronicled in the Getica, but also as Christian men and 

inheritors of a Roman legacy. The Amalung dynasty, the consistent pillar of that narrative, 

constantly strove to redefine itself amidst fluctuating circumstances in an ever-changing world 

but nevertheless cherished its heroic past and the claim to legitimacy that it provided. 

 A similar series of developments occurred in Anglo-Saxon England and the Germanic 

European mainland. As various kingdoms and realms embraced Christianity, a syncretic culture 
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formed. Much of the old was preserved while the new was adopted, and the mingled result is 

evidenced by both the textual and material culture evidence. While surely only a fraction of what 

once was still remains to be analyzed by modern eyes and minds, what relatively little endures is 

sufficient to open doors and shed light when analyzed with care and due diligence. Works such 

as the Hildebrandslied, the Finnsburh Fragment, and the various Anglo-Saxon genealogies 

demonstrate that the lore and heroic struggles of the Migration Period were cherished within a 

living tradition of the past that was held as central to cultural and personal identity, and Beowulf 

and Wīdsīð exemplify the coagulation of that tradition with Christianity and other aspects of 

continental culture. It is no accident that the literary revival and the explosion of textuality of the 

late Anglo-Saxon period was concurrent with the reigns of rulers such as Ælfrēd/Alfred the 

Great, Æðelstan, and Ēadgār, men who shouldered the challenge of forging an English identity in 

the crucible presented by countless adversities. 

 In comparison, Scandinavia poses an analytical difficulty. The Christianization process 

eventually spurred transformations similar to those that took place in England and on the 

mainland, but the time gap is considerable. Literary texts from within Scandinavia first appear 

long after their insular and continental counterparts, and thus for several centuries the record 

exists in material culture, runic inscriptions, and texts from outside of Scandinavia that mention 

or describe its inhabitants and cultures. This poses a problem that will likely never be eliminated 

in its entirety, but this study has endeavored to conduct an interdisciplinary analysis while 

exercising due caution. Material culture and texts have been analyzed in recognition of their 

individual contexts as well as the parallels between them, and all efforts have been made to avoid 

leaping to imaginative interpretations, although these have at times been referred to so as to 

establish context within the ongoing scholarly debate or for the purposes of contrast. Broadly, 

this careful approach has indicated a similar series of developments characteristic of the 

combined construction of identity on the basis of past and present knowledge and socio-political 

conditions throughout much of early medieval Scandinavia. Political leaders consolidated power 

by military and economic means as well as an increasing tendency to dominate religious function 

before Christianization gradually introduced a more continental model. 

 As two poems that describe Migration Period events, Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð are often 

said to predate the extant texts in which they are preserved by some centuries. Closer 
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examination within this inquiry did present a compelling case for at least aspects of their form to 

affirm that supposition, but also identified several traces of later influence that suggest a more 

syncretic, mutable reality. As such, it reaffirmed the notion that, for the purposes of this analysis, 

the content of the individual poems, not their form, is of central importance and utility. While the 

parallels between the poems are enough to indicate that the content was considered to be 

adequately significant to be preserved by different groups of people across Northern Europe, 

they were insufficient to shed any sort of conclusive light on the question of the original 

provenance of each poem. 

 Two poems of such ancient content and traces of older form can hardly be evaluated in a 

vacuum, however. The study thus turned to a consideration of Eddic poetry and Germanic 

alliterative poetry as a whole, in both early texts and in runic inscriptions. In doing so, it has 

sought to affirm the propositions of several scholars—such as Haukur Þorgeirsson and Seiichi 

Suzuki—that Eddic poetry is the Old Norse iteration of a common Germanic poetic tradition 

rather than a later imitation of mainland and insular forms, although it is suggested that mutual 

influence did occur throughout the centuries. Fornyrðislag appears to be the eldest and the direct 

descendant of the common Germanic meter, while málaháttr and ljóðaháttr evolved from it 

through contact with the mainland and insular Germanic cultures. This would suggest an 

amorphous terminus post quem for the latter two meters, but more importantly points to healthy 

and avid contact between early-medieval Scandinavia, Anglo-Saxon England, and mainland 

Europe. 

Early runic inscriptions going back to c.400 CE do offer some candidates for a starting 

point for Eddic meter, but as they consist only of single alliterative lines it is difficult to classify 

them as poetry with any certainty. The sizeable number of alliterative lines in runes does 

nevertheless suggest that alliteration possessed mnemonic or other significance from an early 

stage that may have contributed to it becoming a fundamental feature of poetic meter in the 

region. The Rök stone contains a fuller portion that is almost definitively fornyrðislag, indicating 

that Eddic meter was in use by the time of the completion of the linguistic transition from Proto-

Norse into Old Norse. While there remains no scholarly consensus on the exact interpretation of 

Rök, this inquiry has built on the claims of others, most recently Holmberg et al., that the runic 

inscription makes reference to Migration Period concepts. Tangentially, Jordanes’ Getica was 



	

	
	

65	

also incorporated into the discussion as it cites ancient songs of the Goths as a source. This raises 

the possibility that oral poetry in some form was a medium of exchange and preservation of 

collective cultural memory and tradition as early as the Migration Period. In noting the numerous 

parallels between events, figures, and concepts mentioned in the Getica and those that appear in 

several later, more northerly narratives such as those reflected in Hamðismál, Hlǫðskviða, and 

Wīdsīð, this study has been compelled to consider (but by no means affirm with certainty) the 

prospect of a transmission process by which continental traditions of Migration Period events 

made their way to Scandinavia and Anglo-Saxon England—developing both independently and 

through the mutual influence inherent to consistent contact—along the lively trade routes of 

early medieval Northern Europe. 

An examination of prominent Migration Period and Merovingian Period material culture 

artifacts illustrates a certain degree of congruency with concepts mentioned in Hlǫðskviða, 

Wīdsīð, and similar poetic material. The material culture found in Iron Age Scandinavian and 

Anglo-Saxon burials and the iconography found on bracteates and other items of the elite match 

the descriptions given in the poetry and also have a clear affinity for each other. The firm 

similarity between several objects in Vendel-period finds and the Sutton Hoo burials, for 

example, present a microcosm of a broader phenomenon of cultural exchange along early 

medieval trade routes in Northern Europe that is further attested by the uncanny commonalities 

between the poems and the archaeology of wics and emporia of Northern Europe that evidences 

such bustling activity. These conditions, in view of additional considerations such as the 

Scandinavian and mainland focus of several Anglo-Saxon epics, offer considerable evidence to 

support a high volume of material and ideological transmission as well as cultural ties. The 

social, political, and cultural foci and values illustrated by this complex of materiality and 

traditional lore also provides critical insight into the processes of power consolidation, the 

formation of identity, and even state building occurring across the vast Northern European 

region. 

This study also briefly assessed the possibility of religious function, particularly the cult 

of Óðinn/Wōden, in a political and socio-cultural context during the Migration Period and 

Merovingian Period. While much of the iconography, tropes, and themes that appear on the 

material culture of these periods could potentially be attributed to Óðinn (and, indeed, has often 
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been in the past), the limited attestations of this figure in literary sources from this period make 

an interdisciplinary analysis difficult. The risk of erroneously retrofitting later medieval 

concepts—borne out of a Christian textual culture—onto early medieval artifacts poses an as of 

yet unconquered hurdle. While the theories of scholars such as Lotte Hedeager and Neil Price 

pose intriguing possibilities, the findings of the present inquest affirm Annette Lassen’s more 

skeptical, context-considerate approach to Óðinn scholarship. Furthermore, considering the 

prevalence of heroic concepts, events, and figures from the Migration Period attested in the 

complex of source material examined—many of which on historical and traditional grounds are 

quite likely older in conception than most of the Old Norse mythological material in the form 

that it is preserved—it can be contended with equal confidence that the material culture in 

question reflects a tradition whereby the social elite constructed a paradigm centered on 

emulating pseudo-historical ancestral military leaders and chieftains from earlier periods. The 

question of mutual influence and evolution of human and supernatural concepts on the 

development of this socio-political-cultural paradigm cannot be answered at present with any 

certainty, but offers a riveting springboard for further research. 

All of these factors considered, this comparative study of Hlǫðskviða and Wīdsīð makes a 

compelling case for the possibility of a more intimate and voluminous amount of cross-cultural 

interaction throughout Northern Europe, particularly the Baltic and North Sea regions, than has 

previously been supposed as characteristic of the early medieval period. An inspection of the 

historical context indicates sufficient motive, potential, and means to support such developments, 

and the amalgamation of parallels and differences found in the material examined suggests an 

evolutionary model distinguished by independent mutation and mutual influence, a trend that is 

supported by an analysis of the proximately relevant material culture. The present inquiry places 

this model within the realm of reasonable feasibility, and in doing so stands firmly on the 

shoulders of giants within this scholarly field. Nevertheless, in view of the investigation’s 

focused scale, it cannot affirm the preeminence of this model with conclusive and definite 

conviction. However, it does present a cogent case for further research by which the viability of 

this model can be tested on a more extensive and comprehensive scale, offering the potential to 

shed further light on this matter. 
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