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Introduction

The performers of Old Norse oral poetry in the Viking Age made use 
of various poetic devices when composing and performing their works. 
Traces of these may be found in the medieval manuscript versions of the 
poems – which may be seen as what orality scholar John Miles Foley calls 
‘voices from the past’ (2002, 45) – as various ‘performance markers’ used 
to ‘key performance’, as Richard Bauman (1975, 295) has stated. One of 
these performance markers constitutes the seemingly conscious creation of 
sound patterns which seeks to underpin the narrative content of the stan-
zas: what I elsewhere have called ‘aural sense impressions’ (Nygaard 2019a, 
2019b). Such impressions were first proposed as a distinct phenomenon in 
Old Norse oral- derived poetry regardless of poetic metre by Terry Gunnell 
(2013), and this chapter proposes that we approach them in a more nuanced 
way. The reproduction of sound patterns seems to be used more effectively 
and to a larger extent in stanzas written in the málaháttr metre than in stanzas 
written in ljóðaháttr. This distribution, along with the distribution of other 
performance markers, indicates that the general oral performance context 
of stanzas in these metres was different. Furthermore, given the connections 
between málaháttr and fornyrðislag, it is important to consider whether the 
suggested distribution also extends to fornyrðislag poetry. Further still, the 
possible function of this particular use of sound will be explored.

Oral Poetry and Performance Theory

When working with oral poetry in general, the performance perspective 
can hardly be overlooked. Viewing the performance of oral poetry as an 
interpretive frame (Bateson 1972, 188) means that beyond what is conveyed 
literally by the words of the oral poems, their performance generates addi-
tional meaning in itself (see also O’Donoghue 2005, 10–15; Würth 2007 
on the literary function of skaldic performance). The performance of oral 
poetry may be seen as a central element in the creation of meaning within 
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the communication process that such a performance essentially entails. As 
Richard Bauman states:

[I]n artistic performance of this kind, there is something going on in the 
communicative interchange which says to the auditor, ‘interpret what 
I say in some special sense; do not take it to mean what the words alone, 
taken literally, would convey.’ This may lead to the further suggestion 
that performance sets up, or represents, an interpretative frame within 
which the messages being communicated are to be understood, and that 
this frame contrasts with at least one other frame, the literal.

(Bauman 1975, 292)

The specific form of beyond- literal meaning – that is, the potential myriad 
layers of culturally specific, idiomatic meaning created in performance by 
intonation, facial expression, gestures, costume and so on, and that supple-
ment the literal meaning of the uttered words1 – which will be addressed 
in the present chapter constitutes a trace of oral performance in Old Norse 
poetry. It takes the form of the seemingly deliberate creation of sound pat-
terns that underpin the narrative content of the poetic stanzas through a 
culturally specific use of onomatopoetic expressions:2 what has been termed 
‘aural sense impressions’ (see, for instance, Nygaard 2019a, 2019b).

Old Norse poetry, as we have it preserved in medieval and later manu-
scripts, may be seen as a form of oral- derived poetry. Specifically, these 
versions of the poems may be understood as what orality scholar John Miles 
Foley has termed ‘voices from the past’ or ‘oral poetic traditions that time 
has eclipsed and which we can now consult only in textual form’ (Foley 
2002, 46). This means that, even though the poems that we are left with are 
both temporally removed from their performance contexts as well as textu-
ally fixed in a way that is unusual for oral poetry, they are ‘composed accord-
ing to the rules of the given oral poetry. They bear a telltale compositional 
stamp’ (Foley 2002, 47).3 The parts of this remaining residue of oral- poetic 
convention in the medieval manuscript version which are indicative of per-
formance can be termed ‘performance markers’ (Nygaard 2019a, 54–8). 
This term covers similar ground to what Richard Bauman (1975, 295; fol-
lowing Erving Goffmann 1974) has termed the ‘keying of performance’. 
A central point for Bauman is the fact that

each speech community will make use of a structured set of distinctive 
communicative means [. . .] to key the performance, such that all com-
munication that takes place within that frame is to be understood as 
performance within that community.

(Bauman 1975, 295)

Performance markers are thus culturally specific (cf. Foley 2002; Hymes 
1981, 1994; Tedlock 1983). Furthermore, when analysing oral- derived 
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poetry for performance markers it is essential to pay heed to the ‘particular 
kind and regularity’ (Foley 2002, 87) of the performance markers in order 
to distinguish them from similar expressions found, for instance, in infor-
mal, spoken language (i.e., ‘quotidian’ expressions; Ferreira 2017, 32–3) or 
in written poetry. Even within a specific cultural, oral- poetic tradition like 
the Old Norse one, it is important to distinguish between various different 
performance markers since oral poetry and its performance is not a uni-
form and coherent phenomenon: different types of orality and of oral per-
formance exist within each specific oral- poetic tradition (Hermann 2017, 
32–5). Thus, analysing the distribution of aural sense impressions in various 
Old Norse poetic metres may point towards the fact that the oral perfor-
mance context differed from metre to metre.

Performance Theory in the Old Norse Context

Interest in the performance aspects of Old Norse eddic poetry especially can 
be traced back to scholars such as Magnus Olsen (1909), Vilhelm Grønbech 
(1931) and, prominently, Bertha Phillpotts (1920).4 These scholars were all 
to a large extent influenced by the so- called Cambridge myth- and- ritual- 
school (for instance, Harrison 1912, 1913; Murray 1912) and their ideas 
surrounding the role of seasonal vegetation- rituals in the origin of ancient 
Greek drama.5 This approach was largely discredited due to, among other 
things, the contention that myth and ritual do not exist independently 
(Segal 1998, 1).

Phillpotts’ research, in particular, was in the vein of the myth- ritualists. 
She searched for a seasonal death- and- resurrection pattern in Old Norse 
eddic poetry, which led her to conclude that many of these poems were 
‘actual shattered remnants of ancient religious drama’ (Phillpotts 1920, 114) 
and, furthermore, to propose altering and augmenting poems that did not 
fit the pattern. As a result, the reception of her work was very critical (for 
instance, Heusler 1922) and research based on taking a performance per-
spective was largely abandoned for most of the twentieth century.6 Not until 
the work of Terry Gunnell (for instance, 1995, 2011, 2012, 2013, 2016) was 
the performance perspective seriously re- examined and re- established as a 
focal point in Old Norse studies.7 Employing a performance perspective 
represents an important way of contextualising and re- contextualising an 
oral- poetic Old Norse tradition (Hermann 2017, 38–9).

Specifically, in recent publications on the Old Norse eddic poems Völuspá, 
Grímnismál, and Þrymskviða, Gunnell (2013, 2016) has suggested that ‘read-
ing these works first and foremost as oral/aural works rather than as works 
meant for print’ (Gunnell 2013, 67) would greatly aid our understanding of 
them as oral- derived poems as well as the reconstruction of their lost ‘per-
formance context’ (see Foley 2002, 60; Gunnell 2013, 65–7, 2016, 94–5). 
Gunnell focusses on the aural qualities of, for instance, Völuspá, and com-
pares the difference between reading the medieval manuscript version of 
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the poem and experiencing a tenth- century performance of it to the differ-
ence between reading musical notes and experiencing the music in concert. 
Gunnell writes:

I am quite certain that many sections of the poem [Völuspá] underline 
a strong awareness of the musical quality of the words on the part of 
the ‘original’ performers from whom the work was recorded, the sound 
of the chosen language serving as an aural background texture for the 
textual meaning. In other words, the words are clearly not merely cho-
sen for meaning, but also for their (near untranslatable) sound qualities.

(Gunnell 2013, 67)

This corresponds very well with Bauman’s previously noted contention 
that the audience of an oral performance is asked by the performer to 
‘interpret what I say in some special sense; do not take it to mean what the 
words alone, taken literally, would convey’ (Bauman 1975, 292). It seems 
likely that the aural sense impressions used in Old Norse poetry created 
exactly such beyond- literal meaning for their audience. Furthermore, this 
creation of sound may be supported by an auralisation on behalf of the 
listener, in what Ruth Finnegan has termed their ‘inner ear’ (Finnegan 
2005, 173–4). Here, the aural sense impressions may echo a reimagined 
inner soundscape, which may rely on Lauri Honko’s idea of mental texts 
built on ‘mental images and units of meaning’ (Honko 1996, 5–6), actu-
alised in verbal expression, already present in the memory of the listeners 
(Ferreira 2017, 22).

In his analysis of the use of sound in Völuspá, Gunnell analyses the sound 
of both consonants and vowels and interprets the sound quality of the words 
as an aural representation of the contents of the stanzas. To Gunnell, this can 
be substantiated precisely by the connection between the ‘aural background 
texture’ and the ‘textual meaning’ (Gunnell 2013, 67) and the considera-
tion of Völuspá as an oral- aural work. For instance, he emphasises the use 
of ‘sonorant vowels, nasals (m and n), and echoed s, v, and f, fricatives’ as 
well as the lack of ‘hard consonants’ in the opening stanzas (Gunnell 2013, 
69). This analysis of the aural quality of these sounds is described as ‘long, 
slow peaceful sounds accompanying the [. . .] wondrous state of nothingness 
before the world arises’ (Gunnell 2013, 69). This process is repeated for the 
anthropogony in stanzas 12–13 and the rising of the new world in stanza 59 
(Gunnell 2013, 70) which feature a similar use of sound. In his examina-
tion of the use of sounds in Grímnismál, Gunnell similarly focusses on the 
poet’s ‘deliberate use of sound to echo visual image’ (Gunnell 2016, 102), 
where the drumming of doors in stanza 23, the gulping of water in stanza 
7, and the growling of wolves in stanza 19 are used as examples. Similarly, 
his analysis of the use of sounds in Þrymskviða emphasises the deliberate use 
of ‘alliterated consonants’ in a series of its fornyrðislag stanzas (Gunnell 2016, 
109–10). We shall return to this later.
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All in all, Gunnell’s analyses point to the significance of the deliberate 
use of sound in oral- derived Old Norse poetry. My own work on the same 
subject (Nygaard 2019a) further suggests a ‘particular kind and regularity’ 
(Foley 2002, 87) in the use of this performance marker, which seems to be 
tied to the oral- poetic rules and specific metrical structures of Old Norse 
poetry. This pattern of distribution suggests that the aural sense impressions 
in Old Norse poetry are used to a larger extent and in a more structured 
manner in málaháttr than in ljóðaháttr poetry (Nygaard 2019a).

The Distribution of Aural Sense Impressions 
in Málaháttr and Ljóðaháttr Poetry

The Old Norse ljóðaháttr and málaháttr poetry, which I  analysed for my 
Ph.D. dissertation, Poetry as Ritual in Pre- Christian Nordic Religion (Nygaard 
2019a), all feature aural sense impressions that underpin the narrative con-
tent of the poems. Sounds that may be linked with, for instance, creak-
ing ships or raging battle seem to be used deliberately by the oral poets. 
This element of living sound added to the stanzas almost gives the Old 
Norse poems an element of embodied experience for participants in the 
performance – that is, the idea that perception and experience cannot be 
disconnected from the corporeity of the body (cf. Merleau- Ponty 2012). 
The aural sense impressions create Bauman’s beyond- literal meaning 
through producing soundscapes to accompany the literal meaning.

During my work with these poems, it became clear that not all poems 
used these aural sense impressions in the same way. A pattern of distribu-
tion emerged which aligned with the metre used in the specific stanzas. 
The poetry composed in ljóðaháttr seemed to use aural sense impressions 
to a lesser extent than the stanzas in málaháttr metre. When the aural sense 
impressions were utilised in málaháttr stanzas, they were often embedded in 
the oral- poetic structure by being part of the alliterations in those stanzas. 
Ljóðaháttr, on the other hand, did not seem to make much use of this allit-
erative way of creating aural sense impressions. A series of examples from 
different poems will illustrate the difference.

Firstly, we can turn to the eddic- style praise poem8 Hákonarmál, supposedly 
composed in honour of King Hákon góði Aðalsteinsfostri Haraldsson (c. 920–
61; ruled Norway c. 934–61) by the Norwegian skald Eyvindr skáldaspillir 
Finnsson (c. 915–90) in the beginning of the 960s – that is, shortly after the 
death of King Hákon in the Battle of Fitjar (Fulk 2012c). The poem is com-
posed in a mixture of ljóðaháttr and málaháttr, which allows us to examine the 
distribution of aural sense impressions within a single poem in mixed metre.

In Hákonarmál stanza 5, ll.1–2, we encounter the sound of swooshing 
swords echoed in the s-  alliterations, and in stanza 5, ll.5–8 the clangour 
of battle is echoed in the alliterating gs and the br-  consonant clusters. The 
sounds are also represented by the sk-  consonant clusters in the alliterations 
of stanza 9, ll.3–4, which echo the hacking of weapons. In these stanzas, the 
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emphasis is on actions that produce sound – banging, breaking, clanging and 
hacking. When listeners encounter such words, the sounds that accompany 
them may be recreated as a mental image in their inner ear.

5. Svá beit þá sverð
ór siklings hendi
[. . .]
Brökuðu broddar,
brotnuðu skildir,
glumruðu gylfringar
í gotnar hausum (Fulk 2012c, 179. My emphasis.)

Thus bit the sword from the sovereign’s hand [. . .] Points banged, 
shields broke, swords clanged on skulls of men.9

9. [. . .] með skarða skjöldu
ok skotnar brynjur (Fulk 2012c, 184. My emphasis.)

[. . .] with hacked shields and stabbed mail- coats.

What we encounter here is the deliberate use of aural sense impressions 
embedded in the poetic structure of the alliterative poetry.

In stanza 20, which is composed in ljóðaháttr, we are taken away from 
the battlefield, with line 3 featuring the use of multiple r-  sounds, perhaps 
representing growling, in the description of the Fenrisúlfr breaking loose, 
symbolising Ragnarök.

20. Mun óbundinn
á ýta sjöt
Fenrisulfr fara,
áðr jafngóðr
á auða tröð
konungamaðr komi (Fulk 2012c, 192. My emphasis.)

The Fenrisúlfr will rush unbound at the home of men before as good 
a royal person will come onto the desolate path.

Notice that, when following this interpretation, in this, the seemingly only 
instance of the deliberate use of aural sense impressions in the ljóðaháttr stan-
zas of Hákonarmál, the technique is decidedly not used in the context of the 
alliterations, nor do we find a strong emphasis on sound in the stanza.

Secondly, we may examine another of the eddic- style praise poems, 
Eiríksmál. This panegyric was presumably commissioned by Eiríkr’s wife 
Gunnhildr konungamóðir shortly after the death of King Eiríkr blóðøx 
Haraldsson (c. 895–c. 954; king of Norway c. 929–34, who also reigned 
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recurrently in York between c. 948–54. [Fulk 2012b; Harris 1984]) – the 
half- brother of King Hákon góði.10 It was composed by an anonymous poet 
in a mixture of ljóðaháttr and málaháttr.

In stanza 3 of the nine extant stanzas of Eiríksmál, composed in ljóðaháttr, 
aural sense impressions also occur embedded in the alliterations, which 
seems to contradict the model of distribution in this chapter. Nevertheless, 
the sounds that are echoed here are once again connected to the battle-
field: the din of battle or a marching army is represented by the thumping 
þ-  sounds and the banging bs when Bragi poses the following question (see 
also Gunnell 2020; Nygaard 2018):

3. Hvat þrymr þar,
sem þúsund bifisk
eða mengi til mikit?
Braka öll bekkþili,
sem myni Baldr koma
eptir í Óðins sali (Fulk 2012b, 1008. My emphasis.)

What is making tumult there, as if a thousand were advancing, or a 
massive mass? All the bench- boards bang, as if Baldr were returning to 
Óðinn’s halls.

The third of the eddic praise poems, Hrafnsmál, centres on the father of both 
King Eiríkr blóðøx and King Hákon góði, King Haraldr hárfagri Hálfdan-
arson (c. 850–c. 932, who ruled parts of southwestern Norway – probably 
Vestfold and Sogn – c. 860–85).11 Hrafnsmál is also in mixed metre, but in 
all likelihood, this is a collection of stanzas from different poems by different 
skalds about Haraldr, compiled as a single poem only in the mid- 1800s.12

In stanza 5, ll.5–8 of Hrafnsmál in its extant form, part of the description 
of the important Battle of Hafrsfjördr, the aural sound impressions possibly 
echo the sounds of rowing in its descriptions of Haraldr’s fleet. We find both 
the use of open vowels (underlined) throughout this half of the stanza as 
well as creaking r- sounds and splashing tj-  sounds in the alliterations (bold). 
Hrafnsmál stanza 7, ll.3–8 presents a similar use of aural sense impressions 
that underline the sounds of naval combat with the staccato of the k-  and g-  
alliterations (bold), which are sustained throughout the stanzas. The sounds 
represented by these letters are the voiced (g) and unvoiced (k) variants of the 
plosive velar, which may account for their pairing here. The voiced variant 
takes on a hollower sound when portraying the gaping figureheads. They 
are paired with open vowels (underlined), especially salient in the portrayal 
of the ships’ gaping figureheads. Both stanzas contain repeated emphasis on 
the um-  suffix, which gives a special rhythmic quality to the use of sound.

5. [. . .] djúpum ræðr hann kjólum,
roðnum röndum
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ok rauðum skjöldum,
tjörgum ǫ́rum
ok tjöldum drifnum (Fulk 2012a, 98. My emphasis.)

[. . .] deep ships he commands, reddened shield- rims and red shields, 
tarred oars and foam- spattered awnings.

7. Heyrði þú, i Hafrsfirði
hvé hizug barðisk
konungr inn kynstóri
við Kjötva inn auðlagða[?]
Knerrir kvǫ́mu austan
kapps of lystir
með gínöndum höfðum
ok gröfnum tinglum (Fulk 2012a, 100. My emphasis.)

Have you heard how the high- born king fought in Hafrsfjördr with 
Kjötvi the wealthy? Ships came from the east, battle- eager with gaping 
(figure- )heads and graven bow- boards.

Again, we see the use of aural sense impressions in connection with the 
alliterations in the málaháttr stanzas, but no use of aural sense impressions in 
the ljóðaháttr stanzas of Hrafnsmál.

Moving away from this group of mixed- metre, eddic- style praise poems, 
we will take a closer look at some eddic ljóðaháttr poetry in order to see 
whether this distribution of the particular kind of aural sense impression is 
just specific to Hákonarmál, Eiríksmál, and Hrafnsmál.

As Gunnell (2016) has shown, the eddic ljóðaháttr poem Grímnismál contains 
some deliberate uses of sound to underpin narrative content. Grímnismál features 
a near- complete mythological system in the medieval manuscript form that has 
been handed down to us, and a very similar version seems to have been one of 
the central sources for Snorri’s systematisation of Nordic mythology in his Edda.

The aural sense impressions in Grímnismál include echoes of the gulping 
of water in the g and k-  sounds used to describe drinking gods in stanza 7; 
the s and z-  sounds possibly echoing the sizzling sounds of browning the 
meat before letting it simmer in stanza 18; the repeated r-  sounds represent-
ing the growling of Óðinn’s wolves in stanza 19; and the potential drum-
ming sounds found in the introduction of Valhöll in stanza 23:13

7. [. . .] þar þau Óðinn ok Sága
drekka um allra daga
glöð ór gullnum kerum (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 
2014, i, 369. My emphasis)

[. . .] there Óðinn and Sága drink every day gladly from golden cups.
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18. Andhrímnir
lætr í Eldhrímni
Sæhrímni soðinn,
fleska bezt [. . .] (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 371. 
My emphasis.)

Andhrímnir lets Sæhrímnir, the best of pork, simmer in Eldhrímnir.

19. Gera ok Freka
seðr gunntamiðr,
hroðigr Herjaföðr, [. . .] (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 
2014, i, 371. My emphasis.)

Geri and Freki the battle- seasoned, glorious Army- father satiates [. . .].

23. Fimm hundruð dura [. . .] (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn 
Ólason 2014, i, 372. My emphasis.)

Five hundred doors [. . .].

Aural sense impressions in Grímnismál are primarily – but not exclusively – 
used outside the alliterations, which seems to be a common feature in 
ljóðaháttr poetry. Furthermore, the use of aural sense impressions as analysed 
in this chapter is not very prominent.

In one of the most well- known eddic poems, Hávamál, aural sense impres-
sions may also be found. Hávamál is primarily a gnomic poem (Larrington 
1991; Schorn 2017) and its 164 stanzas are possibly a medieval compilation 
of several poems.14 In Hávamál stanzas 138–64, two examples of aural sense 
impressions may be found. Arguably the most famous stanza of this part of 
the poem, stanza 138, features stabbing g-  sounds in the description of how 
Óðinn, the god of war, magic, poetry and more, is wounded with a spear 
in lines 4–5, while the drinking in stanza 140, l.4 contains gulping k and 
g-  sounds. These sounds are shaped by pressing the tongue against the roof 
of the month in a way that is similar to swallowing, potentially creating a 
somatic effect in the listener when creating the mental image in the inner 
ear.

138. Veit ek at ek hekk
vindga meiði á
nætr allar níu
geiri undaðr
ok gefinn Óðni,
sjálfr sjálfum mér,
á þeim meiði
er manngi veit
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hvers hann af rótum renn (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 
2014, i, 350. My emphasis.)

I know that I hung on the windswept tree nine whole nights, 
wounded with a spear and given to Óðinn, myself to myself, on that 
tree of which no one knows where its roots run.

140. Fimbulljóð níu
nam ek af inum frægja syni
Bölþórs, Bestlu föður,
ok ek drykk of gat
ins dýra mjaðar
ausinn Óðreri (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 
350–51. My emphasis.)

Nine magic spells I learned from the famous son of Bölþórr, Bestla’s 
father, and I had a drink of the precious mead poured from Óðrerir.

Following the interpretation of the present author, in the 54 stanzas of 
Grímnismál just four examples of aural sense impressions could be found, 
while the 27 stanzas of Hávamál stanzas 138–64 contained just two. In the six 
málaháttr and two mixed metre stanzas15 of Hákonarmál we find two exam-
ples, while just one exists in the 12 ljóðaháttr stanzas of that poem. In the 
17 stanzas of málaháttr in Hrafnsmál, two examples of aural sense impressions 
were established, with seemingly none present in the mixed metre stanzas. 
Eiríksmál is somewhat atypical here, since the single example of an aural 
sense impression in the poem is found in one of the five ljóðaháttr stanzas, 
not in the two málaháttr or two mixed metre stanzas. The frequency thus 
seems to be higher in the málaháttr stanzas.

It is not only the frequency of the aural sense impressions that differs 
between the metres. As shown previously, the two metres used in the 
poems – ljóðaháttr and málaháttr – put very different emphasis on the use of 
sound. In ljóðaháttr stanzas, the aural sense impressions are not found to the 
same degree, and when they are found, they are often not integrated in the 
alliterations, rendering the creation of sound less evocative due to the lack of 
metrically secured emphasis. This means that we would be dealing with two 
different kinds of oral performance depending on two different kinds of per-
formance markers to create the beyond- literal meaning of performed oral 
poetry. Ljóðaháttr poetry relies to a larger degree on the use of self- references 
through person deixis – that is, personal pronouns which in performance 
signal that the performers take on the character of the performed gods and 
heroes (Nygaard 2019a; Gunnell 2012). In a ritual setting, which is the set-
ting many of these poems were most likely performed in, the person deictic 
expressions serve transformational purposes by functioning as performatives 
(Nygaard 2019a, 2019b, 62–3; Rappaport 1999, 114–5): that is, expressions 
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that transform persons and their surroundings when uttered by specialised 
ritual authorities. Keeping to one of the earlier examples, the performance 
of Hávamál stanzas 138 and 140 is an example of this. The eks of stanza 138, 
l.1 and stanza 140, ll.2, 4 are precisely the type of person deixis with the 
capacity to function as performatives, transforming the performer into the 
performed god – into Óðinn, in this case (Nygaard 2019a, 127–31). Simi-
larly, when the performer of Grímnismál utters the phrase Óðinn ek nú heiti 
‘Óðinn I am called now’ in stanza 54, l.1, it too functions as a performa-
tive, transforming him into the god and creating the beyond- literal meaning 
lost in the poem’s textual form (Nygaard 2019b). In writing, the expres-
sion has no consequences for the reading ‘performer’ – only in oral perfor-
mance, through vocalising the stanzas, does this transformative function and 
beyond- literal meaning become apparent (Zumthor 1988).

By contrast, as the examples given here show, the stanzas in málaháttr 
feature aural sense impressions that are more often embedded in the poetic, 
alliterative structure of the given stanza. The significance of the aural sense 
impressions being part of the alliterations in málaháttr lies in the fact that the 
alliterations signify the stress in the line. This means that accentuating the 
sounds echoing and underpinning the narrative content creates an evocative 
soundscape and may have given a sense of embodiment for the audience of 
the performance, as also noted above – once again underlining the creation 
of beyond- literal meaning in the performance situation: meaning that is lost 
when the poems are read in silence as black ink on white paper – or, indeed, 
on vellum.

Aural Sense Impressions in Fornyrðislag Poetry?

Conventionally, the málaháttr metre is seen as a development of the more 
widely used fornyrðislag. The main difference is, put very simply, that 
málaháttr contains five metrical positions per line while fornyrðislag has four 
metrical positions (Fulk 2016, 262). This means that there are scholars 
who see málaháttr not as an independent metre but simply as a hypermetric 
fornyrðislag variant (for instance, Kuhn 1933, 1983, 336). However, I follow 
scholars like R. D. Fulk (2012c) and Kari Ellen Gade (2002) in holding that 
the consistency with which the four- position line is used in, for instance, 
Hákonarmál, Eiríksmál and Hrafnsmál, as well as Atlamál, warrants the use of 
the designation málaháttr for this poetic form. Nonetheless it cannot be con-
tested that there are many similarities between the málaháttr and fornyrðislag 
metres. Given these connections and similarities, does the use of aural sense 
expressions found in the málaháttr poetry above extend to fornyrðislag as well?

Völuspá

The fornyrðislag poem Völuspá is set as a narrative monologue by a seer-
ess who, questioned by Óðinn, reveals her extensive knowledge about the 
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pre- Christian Nordic cosmogony, anthropogony, cosmology and escha-
tology, among many other things. Typical of fornyrðislag poetry, it is thus 
performed by a narrator, relating past events (Gunnell 2012). The poem 
comprises a more or less complete version of the pre- Christian Nordic 
world view in its 63 stanzas.16 Aural sense impressions are found in the 
poem, as Gunnell (2013) has shown. In the following discussion, I will build 
on these analyses to examine whether the use of aural sense impressions is 
also embedded in the alliterative structure of the fornyrðislag stanzas.

Looking at the first stanzas which Gunnell analyses, stanzas 1–3 of Völuspá, 
the aural sense impressions certainly are present in the alliterations (Gunnell 
2013, 69–70).17 According to Gunnell, open vowels (á, a, i, u, y, æ) linked 
to the nothingness before the creation of the world; fricative s-  sounds were 
reminiscent of sounds of the ocean in the description of the lack of waters, 
‘and hollow voiced g sounds’ (Gunnell 2013, 69) echoed the primeval void 
of Ginnungagap. It might be noted that the alliterative patterns in general 
are based on repetitions – or echoes – of the same sound and thus have the 
potential to reflect the ‘echo’ of sound in an empty or hollow reverberating 
space in the inner ear of the listener:

3. Ár var alda,
þar er Ymir byggði,
vara sandr né sær
né svalar unnir,
jörð fannsk æva
né upphiminn,
gap var ginnunga
en gras hvergi (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 292. 
My emphasis.)

In early ages, when Ymir lived, there was no sand, nor sea, nor cool 
waves, no earth nor sky was to be found, Ginnungagap was there but 
grass was nowhere.

The rising of the new world from the depths of the ocean in stanza 57 is 
described by use of partly alliterating ‘[s]oft consonant sounds (the ð, f, v, 
and s fricatives) and the alliterating vowels, short lines and slow beating 
rhythm (almost like a heartbeat)’ (Gunnell 2013, 70). Sounds of the gushing 
water and the soaring bird of prey echoed in the f-  alliterations are also part 
of the beyond- literal meaning created in performance.

57. Sér hon upp koma
öðru sinni
jörð ór ægi
iðjagrœna;
falla forsar,
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flýgr örn yfir,
sá er á fjalli
fiska veiðir (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 306. My 
emphasis.)

Rising she sees for the second time the earth from the sea, evergreen; 
waterfalls cascading, an eagle soars above, hunting for fish on the 
mountain.

Cosmogony is one main theme in Völuspá. Another is eschatology, and the 
descriptions of the end of the cosmos are also filled with aural sense impres-
sions. Here, the use of hard consonants and consonant clusters creates a 
soundscape of destruction and battle. Especially prominent is the use of 
sounds in, for instance, stanzas 43 and 44 (Gunnell 2013, 72).

In stanza 43, we are nearing the climax of the pre- Christian Nordic 
eschatology of Ragnarök. This stanza marks the first of three repetitions in 
the Codex Regius version of the poem (stanzas 43, 47, and 56)18 of this refrain 
of the Ragnarök stanzas. Evocative are the plosive, barking gs and the rolling 
rs in the naming and invocation of the fate of the powers and f-  sounds in 
the tearing of bonds of the running wolf.

43. Geyr Garmr mjök
fyr Gnipahelli,
festr mun slitna,
en freki renna.
Fjöld veit hon fræða,
fram se ek lengra
um ragna røk
röm sigtiva (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 302. My 
emphasis.)

Garmr barks loudly before the Gnipacave, the bond will break and 
the greedy wolf run loose. Much wisdom she knows, I can see further 
ahead to the Ragnarök of the strong victory gods.

In the well- known stanza 44, which describes the disintegration of society 
into adultery, broken kinship ties and murder, aural sense impressions are 
also found. The pounding of the b- sounds in lines 1–2 describing fighting 
brothers, as well as the hacking of the sk-  consonant clusters in the allitera-
tions of lines 7–8 (reminiscent of Hákonarmál stanza 9) describing the axes 
and swords cleaving shields together with the following turbulent fricative 
vs are particularly evocative.

44. Brœðr munu berjask
ok at bönum verðask,
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munu systrungar
sifjum spilla;
hart er i heimi,
hórdómr mikill,
skeggöld, skálmöld,
skildir ro klofnir,
vindöld, vargöld,
áðr veröld steypisk;
mun engi maðr
öðrum þyrma (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 302. 
My emphasis.)

Brothers will battle and become each other’s bane, sister’s sons will 
split the lineage; the world is hard, whoredom rife, axe age, sword age, 
shields are cloven, wind age, wolf age before the world crashes; no 
man will spare the other.

In the stanzas of this eddic poem, the use of sound seems often to be embed-
ded in the alliterative structure of the fornyrðislag metre, again perhaps reflect-
ing the sounds of the wind and the weapons in the inner ear of the listener, 
which was also the case with much of the poetry in málaháttr. For the sake 
of comparison, we will now examine another eddic poem in fornyrðislag, 
Þrymskviða, to see how the aural sense impressions are distributed here.

Þrymskviða

While Völuspá is heavily loaded with ritual language as well as essential 
information of religious significance and is performed by what may be iden-
tified as a ritual specialist (Gunnel 2013), Þrymskviða betrays little preoc-
cupation with cosmology or eschatology. This 32- stanza fornyrðislag poem 
is a self- contained mythological narrative about the god Þórr waking to 
find his hammer, Mjöllnir, gone – stolen by the giant Þrymr, who wants 
to marry Freyja in order to return Þórr’s hammer. When Freyja refuses the 
proposal, Þórr has to dress himself in a bridal gown to reclaim his treasured 
possession. Þrymskviða does contain direct speech, but this is always framed 
by narrative stanzas in the past tense or introduced by naming the speaker, 
also in the past tense (Gunnell 2016, 108). This is a narrative from the past 
told in the present, but it does not make past and present exist at the same 
time like much ljóðaháttr poetry (see Gunnell 2012; Nygaard 2019b). The 
two time frames are firmly separated. However, as Bernt Ø. Thorvaldsen 
(2008) has argued, Þrymskviða bears many signs of having been made for oral 
performance (see also Gunnell 2016). Indeed, the poem also contains aural 
sense impressions. What remains to be seen is whether the deliberate use of 
sound is primarily embedded in the poetic structure as was the case in the 
eddic- style praise poems and in Völuspá. This does indeed seem to be the 
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case, since, as Gunnell has noted in his analysis of the poem, the use of sound 
seems to rely ‘especially [on] alliterated consonants’ (Gunnell 2016, 109).

Already in stanza 1, these alliterated consonants take prominence in the 
description of Þórr frantically searching for his hammer. The fricative v-  and 
s-  sounds echo the fury of the god, while the sk-  consonant clusters resound 
the god’s anger boiling over.

1. Reiðr var þá Vingþórr
er hann vaknaði
ok sins hamars
um saknaði,
skegg nam at hrista,
skör nam at dýja,
réð Jarðar burr
um at þreifask (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 422. 
My emphasis.)

Wing- Þórr was fuming when he woke and missed his hammer, his 
beard begun to shake, his hair to swing, Jörðr’s son begun to thrash 
about.

Þórr is not the only character whose anger resonates in the aural sense 
impressions of Þrymskviða. In stanza 13, the goddess of death and beauty, 
Freyja, is introduced with a phrase that echoes her fuming reaction at being 
asked to marry the giant Þrymr. This may be seen in the fricative f-  sounds 
of lines 1–2: Reið varð þa Freyja/ok fnasaði ‘Freyja was fuming and snorted’ 
(Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 424. My emphasis). In 
stanzas 5 and 9, the rhythmic flapping of wings is echoed in the alliterated 
fs when Loki flies to Jötunheimar – and back again – using Freyja’s fjaðrhamr 
‘feather suit’, providing the oral poetry with yet another layer of meaning – 
especially if the possible use of gestures is kept in mind (see Nygaard 2019a): 
Fló þá Loki/– fjaðrhamr dunði ‘Then Loki flew and the feather suit began 
to swish’ (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 421, 423. My 
emphasis). In stanza 21, the alliterated sk-  and br-  consonant clusters effec-
tively echo the haste and thundering movement of Þórr’s wagon and rams 
(Gunnell 2016, 110), when the rams are harnessed and when the driving 
wagon breaks open and burns the earth beneath it.

21. Senn váru hafrar
heim um reknir,
skyndir at sköklum,
skyldu vel renna;
björg brotnuðu,
brann jörð loga,
ók Óðins sonr
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í jötunheima (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 425. 
My emphasis.)

Soon the goats were brought home, quickly they were harnessed, 
they should run fast. Mountains broke open, the earth was scorched, 
Óðinn’s son drove in Jötunheimr.

This stanza leads up to the climax of the poem which does not lack aural 
sense impressions embedded in the alliteration of the final stanzas. Before 
this climax, the veiled Þórr gorges himself on a huge amount of food and 
the sounds of Þórr feasting may be echoed in the alliterations. In stanza 
24, ll.5–6 the át alliterations echo Þórr’s biting and his gulping ingestion 
of an entire ox and eight salmon: Einn át oxa,/átta laxa ‘Alone he ate an 
ox and eight salmon’ (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 426. 
My emphasis). In the two last complete stanzas (31–2), where Þórr kills 
all the giants assembled for the wedding, this violent onslaught is echoed 
through alliterated aural sense impressions as well (see also Gunnell 2016, 
110). Stanza 31, ll.1–4 contains repeated h-  alliterations reminiscent of the 
hammer swooshing through the air heralding the högg hamars ‘hammer’s 
blow’ in stanza 32, l.7. In stanza 31, ll.5–6 the use of dr-  consonant clusters 
echoes the pounding of Mjöllnir accompanied by the thumping þs, while 
sounds of the beatings due the sister of Þrymr in stanza 32, ll.5–6 are found 
in the sk-  consonant clusters.

31. Hló Hlórriða
hugr í brjósti,
er harðhugaðr
hamar um þekkði;
Þrym drap hann fyrstan,
þursa dróttin,
ok ætt jötuns
alla lamði (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 427. My 
emphasis.)

Hlórriði laughed, his heart rose in his chest, his courage hardened 
when he recognised his hammer: Þrymr he killed first, ruler of the 
þursar, and then beat all the kin of the jötnar.

32. Drap hann ina öldnu
jötna systur,
hin er bruðfjár
of beðit hafði;
han skell um hlaut
fyr skillinga,
en högg hamars
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fyr hringa fjölð (Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 427. 
My emphasis.)

He killed the old sister of the jötunn, the one who had asked for the 
dowry. He gave her a beating instead of gold and the hammer’s blow 
instead of many rings.

Thus, the poem ends with two stanzas ripe with the use of sound invoked 
to create the additional layer of beyond- literal meaning so essential for oral 
poetry from a performance perspective.

Conclusion

In these analyses I have primarily paid attention to the aural sense impres-
sions in the alliterations of the selected Old Norse poetry. However, as 
Gunnell (for instance, 2013, 2016) has argued, this is not the only use of 
sound present in Old Norse poetry. Assonance also seems to be used heav-
ily, which could be seen in, for instance, Hrafnsmál stanzas 5 and 7 as well as 
in Gunnell’s analysis of, for instance, Völuspá (2013) and Þrymskviða (Gun-
nell 2016, 107–11). This falls in line with the prosodic systems of many 
other oral poetries, as suggested by Ruth Finnegan (1977, 90, 95). What 
seems striking, and what I have aimed to show here, is the prominence 
of aural sense impressions embedded in the poetic, alliterative structure 
of the stanzas in the málaháttr and fornyrðislag poetry. To paraphrase Foley, 
this seems to be a particular kind of performance marker appearing with 
a particular regularity which is used to key oral performance – following 
Bauman. The function in Old Norse málaháttr and fornyrðislag poetry of this 
specific use of sound, besides indicating that we are dealing with an oral- 
derived form of poetry, is the creation of a beyond- literal meaning which is 
integral to this type of orally performed poetry. As I have hinted above, and 
treated at length elsewhere (Nygaard 2019a, 2019b), Old Norse ljóðaháttr 
poetry depends to a much greater degree on performance markers such as 
the use of person and space deixis to create a beyond- literal meaning which 
is transformative and performative. The use of aural sense impressions is 
still present but to a much lesser extent. We are essentially dealing with 
two different types of oral performance: in ljóðaháttr poetry, one in which 
the performers are transformed into gods and heroes and the performance 
space into the performed space of mythological locations by claiming this 
fact explicitly; and in málaháttr and fornyrðislag poetry, the performance of a 
third- person narrative in which the use of sound creates a soundscape every 
bit as dramatically enthralling but without the performative transforma-
tion. We may not be able to claim that the narrator, for instance, becomes 
Þórr in Þrymskviða, but the performance perspective nonetheless allows us 
to rediscover a layer of meaning which was lost the moment the poems in 
questions were committed to vellum.
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Notes

 1 Similar to what Foley (2002, 60) has termed the performance context.
 2 Being culturally specific naturally also means that pronunciation and sound value are 

specific to the medieval Old Norse language, which is naturally not available to us 
anymore. This means that such an investigation, in the words of Terry Gunnell, ‘is 
bound to be subjective’ (2013, 69 fn.13), in that no one can know how Viking Age 
or medieval Icelanders or Scandinavians perceived these sounds and which value 
they ascribed to them (see also Heimir Pálsson 2001, 17). This is also the reason why, 
in this chapter, phonetic symbols are not used to describe the sounds; they too would 
be either subjective interpretations or modelled too closely on, for instance, modern 
Icelandic pronunciation. However, the pattern of usage remains a significant part of 
the poetry in question.

 3 However, as Ruth Finnegan has emphasised in numerous publications, oral poetry 
exists along an oral- written continuum (Finnegan 1977, 2, 1988, 175). Additionally, 
analytical categories such as voiced texts and written oral poetry are proposed by Foley 
(2002, 38–57) which aim to nuance the problematic ‘Great Divide model’ (Foley 
2002, 36).

 4 See Gunnell (1995, 1–10, 1999) for a treatment of Phillpotts’ work and her context. 
See Segal (1998) and Ackerman (1991) for treatments of and introductions to the 
myth- and- ritual school.

 5 See also Mannhardt (1874–6), whose similar work would most likely have been the 
main inspiration of, for instance, Magnus Olsen (1909).

 6 Naturally, there are exceptions. See, for instance, Haugen (1983), Holtsmark (1949, 
1950, 1958), Höfler (1952), Martin (1972) and Strömbäck (1948).

 7 Although the reception of Gunnell’s research was initially somewhat critical (for 
instance, Mitchell 1997; Walsh 1997), later scholars from especially archaeology 
and the study of religion have been more positive (for instance, Price 2008, 2012; 
Schjødt 2007).

 8 See Nygaard (2019a, 152–3) for a description of this term; see also Leslie- Jacobsen 
(2017, 134–5).

 9 All translations from Old Norse are my own.
 10 These two royal economia have a special relationship. Not only were their recipients 

related but Fagrskinna ch. 12 (Bjarni Einarson 1935) also relates that Hákonarmál was 
modelled after Eiríksmál (see further in Fulk 2012c; Marold 1972 on this discussion). 
This implied chronology has been disputed by, for instance, Elis Wadstein (1895) and 
Klaus von See (1963).

 11 After the Battle of Hafrsfjördr (c. 885–90) Haraldr gained control over the whole of 
Viking Age Norway.

 12 See Fulk (2012a, 93) for a discussion of the fragmented nature of the stanzas.
 13 The sound patterns in stanzas 7, 19 and 23 are noted by Gunnell (2016, 102).
 14 See McKinnell (2007, 2013) for a discussion on how to divide the various parts of 

Hávamál.
 15 Here, the aural sense impression is used in the málaháttr part of stanza 9.
 16 This is the number of stanzas in the Konungsbók manuscript version of the poem. 

Two other versions also exist, the Hauksbók and Snorra Edda versions (see Jónas 
Kristjánsson and Vésteinnn Ólason 2014, i, 91–4, 291–321). For the purposes of the 
present chapter, the stanza numbers of the Kónungsbók version are referred to unless 
otherwise stated.

 17 Gunnell’s analysis of the use of sound in Völuspá is more detailed, uses more stanzas 
and argues for a pattern of use in more than the alliterations. The alliterations will, 
however, be in focus here and I will examine only a selection of stanzas due to limi-
tations of space.
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 18 The repetition is even more pronounced in the Hauksbók manuscript (Jónas 
Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 308–16) which contains no fewer than 
five recurrences (stanzas 31, 36, 41, 46 and 50). Snorri does not include it in his Edda 
(Jónas Kristjánsson and Vésteinn Ólason 2014, i, 317–21).
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