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    Where language forges worlds, gods, and destinies, the Prose Edda reveals how poetry shapes memory and myth. Composed with the clarity of a handbook and the allure of a saga, this work shows that the keys to a cosmos can be taught as craft. It opens the door to an imaginative universe where names, metaphors, and stories are not decorations but engines of meaning. By guiding readers through both tale and technique, it frames myth as a living art, a disciplined practice that encodes a people’s past and animates their future in the rhythms of verse and the wit of narration.

The Younger Edda holds classic status because it stands at the confluence of literature, scholarship, and cultural memory. It is the most influential medieval guide to Norse mythology and poetics, a text that preserved fragile oral traditions by fixing them in learned prose. Across centuries, it shaped how Europe and the wider world came to imagine the North: its gods, heroes, and stark cosmology. Writers, artists, and scholars have returned to it as a foundational source, drawn by its brisk storytelling and exacting attention to craft. Its endurance stems from this dual power: it both delights the imagination and instructs the intellect.

The book is attributed to Snorri Sturluson, an Icelandic author and statesman who lived from 1179 to 1241. He composed it in the early thirteenth century, commonly dated to around the 1220s, in Old Norse prose. The work is also known as the Prose Edda and Snorre’s Edda, and Younger in relation to the collection commonly called the Poetic Edda. Snorri’s purpose was pedagogical: to provide a manual for poets, explaining the traditional diction and forms of skaldic verse. In doing so, he offers a succinct, organized account of mythic material that poets needed to understand to interpret and employ inherited metaphors.

Its core is arranged in distinct parts that balance narrative with instruction. The Prologue introduces a learned framing approach to pre-Christian lore. Gylfaginning presents a compact mythic survey in vivid episodes, contextualizing the world, the gods, and their relationships. Skáldskaparmál turns to the craft of language, explaining kennings and poetic synonyms through dialogue and examples. Háttatal demonstrates metrical technique by composing and analyzing stanzas across numerous verse forms. Together, these sections show how story and structure interlock, offering both a guide to the old poetic code and a memorable record of the narratives that gave that code its enduring resonance.

At the heart of the book is the conviction that poetry is a precise instrument. Skáldic diction, dense with kennings, demands a shared cultural lexicon to decode its veiled meanings. Snorri catalogs these devices with the patience of a grammarian and the flair of a poet, systematizing metaphors that otherwise risked obscurity. In Háttatal, he models technique, mapping rhythm, alliteration, and variation across an array of meters. The result is unprecedented: a practical textbook for creating and reading sophisticated verse. By treating mythology as a reference system for poetic language, he shows how craft preserves culture, and how technique can safeguard tradition.

The Younger Edda survives in several medieval manuscripts, attesting to its broad circulation and adaptability. While the precise relationships among those witnesses remain a field of study, the work’s durability is unmistakable. Its designation as Younger distinguishes it from the Poetic Edda, a later manuscript compilation of older verse that modern editors assembled under that title. Snorri’s collection, however, is an intentional composition with a clear pedagogical design. It gathers lore, arranges it for instruction, and integrates commentary. The textual record underscores its authority: generation after generation copied and consulted it, recognizing it as both a repository and a guide.

Its influence radiates across centuries of literature and scholarship. Antiquarians and Romantic-era writers mined it for images, plots, and a worldview steeped in stark beauty and heroic gravity. Modern authors have drawn on its narratives and aesthetic of compressed metaphor, while philologists rely on it to interpret skaldic verse. It helped shape the imaginative landscape that later poets and novelists explored, and it continues to inform retellings of Norse myths in fiction, poetry, and popular media. Beyond inspiration, it also furnished a method: a way to analyze figurative language rigorously, linking stylistic training to cultural understanding with unusual lucidity.

The themes that animate the book are elemental. It contemplates creation and decline, order and upheaval, wisdom hard-won and knowledge withheld. It takes a keen interest in the ethics and risks of cleverness, showing how wit can bind communities through shared forms yet unsettle them through ambiguity. Fate is felt as pattern rather than pronouncement, a structure inferred from recurrent images and analogies. Above all, it presents poetry as a mode of knowing: a means to record a people’s past, negotiate their present, and imagine their horizons. Myth here is not escapism but a medium for thinking in symbols and sound.

Snorri stages much of this material through lively dialogue and triadic questioning, turning instruction into drama. Sovereigns and storytellers, hosts and guests, ask and answer in a cadence that both entertains and clarifies. The frames invite readers to learn by listening in, as if eavesdropping on a lesson where examples become stories and stories return as examples. This technique exemplifies the book’s purpose: to train memory through form and to teach form through memorable scenes. The method is economical, illustrating complex concepts with narrative snapshots, so that the mechanics of verse and the architecture of myth remain inseparable in practice.

Written in Christianized thirteenth-century Iceland, the work navigates its pagan subject matter with scholarly tact. It employs strategies that situate older traditions within a learned worldview, aligning inherited tales with the expectations of contemporary audiences. The Prologue, in particular, frames material in ways that mediate between belief systems without erasing the distinctiveness of the myths. This context is crucial to its achievement: it preserves lore while acknowledging historical change, showing how a culture can remember former knowledge responsibly. The result is neither credulous nor dismissive, but curatorial, balancing reverence for antiquity with clear-eyed analysis and didactic purpose.

For modern readers, the book remains compelling because it teaches how to read as much as what to read. Its catalogues, dialogues, and examples offer a toolkit for understanding metaphor, intertext, and tradition. Writers find in it a blueprint for worldbuilding grounded in language, while general readers encounter a brisk narrative of Norse cosmology—compact, vivid, and intellectually clarifying. It encourages attention to the texture of words, reminding us that cultural memory often lives in figures of speech. In an era fascinated by myth and by the craft of storytelling, its blend of method and marvel feels especially timely.

The Younger Edda endures as a classic because it unites instruction with enchantment, conserving a vast imaginative heritage while teaching the techniques needed to use it. Its clear structure, memorable episodes, and rigorous poetics invite rereading and reward study. Across its pages, themes of creation, order, cunning, and fate unfold beside reflections on the power of language itself. Readers leave with a sharpened ear, a widened horizon, and a deeper sense of how stories shape worlds. That lasting appeal—practical wisdom paired with mythic vision—secures its place in literary history and ensures its relevance for contemporary audiences.
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    The Younger Edda, also called Snorre’s Edda or the Prose Edda, is a thirteenth-century Icelandic handbook on poetry and mythology attributed to Snorri Sturluson. Organized into a Prologue, Gylfaginning, Skáldskaparmál, and Háttatal, it explains the narratives, diction, and metrical techniques of skaldic verse. Snorri arranges mythic material to instruct poets on how to compose and interpret kennings, while preserving traditional stories in a systematic form. The work combines narrative frames with didactic prose and verse citations. It progresses from a contextual introduction to an extensive mythological overview, then to a poet’s lexicon, and concludes with a technical demonstration of verse forms.

The Prologue provides a learned framework that aligns Norse tradition with medieval Christian and classical knowledge. Snorri employs euhemerism, presenting the Æsir as distinguished human ancestors who migrated from Asia, thereby explaining their name and cultural influence. He traces genealogies and identifies correspondences with figures known from classical lore, positioning the northern gods within a universal history. This approach signals that the ensuing myths are preserved for poetic and antiquarian purposes rather than for worship. The Prologue sets expectations about method, introduces the main actors in humanized form, and transitions the reader toward the mythic exposition that follows.

Gylfaginning (“The Beguiling of Gylfi”) begins with King Gylfi of Sweden, who travels in disguise to inquire about the wisdom and power of the Æsir. Received in a wondrous hall, he questions three enthroned figures named High, Just-as-High, and Third. Their dialogue presents a structured account of cosmology and myth, with Gylfi posing inquiries and the three respondents providing authoritative answers. This frame allows the material to unfold as a coherent catechism, organized by topics rather than by a single narrative arc. Through this device, Snorri relays essential stories while maintaining a clear, pedagogical sequence of explanations.

The account proceeds with creation and cosmic geography. It describes Ginnungagap between Niflheim’s cold and Muspelheim’s fire, from which the giant Ymir emerges and the cow Auðhumla nourishes him. The ancestors of the gods arise, leading to Odin and his brothers shaping the world from Ymir’s body. The sun and moon are set in their paths, time is ordered, and dwarfs, giants, and other beings are introduced. Central is Yggdrasil, the world tree connecting nine realms, with Norns determining fate. The narrative specifies halls, rivers, and creatures that structure existence, establishing the setting for subsequent myths about gods and humans.

Profiles of the principal deities follow, outlining attributes, abodes, and roles. Odin governs wisdom and rulership; Thor embodies strength and guardianship; Freyr and Njǫrðr relate to fertility and sea; Frigg and Freyja hold prominent domains; Baldr, Heimdallr, Týr, and others are summarized. Loki appears as a complex figure linked to both the gods and giants. The making of the first humans, Ask and Embla, is recounted. Selected episodes illustrate the acquisition of treasures, journeys to giants, challenges to divine order, and the maintenance of cosmic boundaries. Each story functions to clarify names, epithets, and conventions used in traditional verse.

Gylfaginning culminates in a forecast of decline and renewal. Portents announce conflict, leading to a final confrontation in which gods, monsters, and cosmic forces meet. The destruction of the world is described alongside the persistence or return of certain beings and the emergence of a renewed earth. The narrative emphasizes cyclical continuity within change, providing closure to the cosmological account. The frame with Gylfi resolves as the illusions surrounding him dissipate, underscoring the didactic nature of the exchange. With this, the mythic survey is complete, and the work transitions from narrative exposition to the technical concerns of poetic language.

Skáldskaparmál (“The Language of Poetry”) opens with a scene in Ægir’s hall, where the god Bragi instructs his guest about poetic diction. The section systematically explains kennings and heiti—periphrastic and synonymous terms crucial to skaldic art—by relating the myths that justify them. Central is the origin of the Mead of Poetry from Kvasir’s blood and Odin’s acquisition of it, which validates many expressions for poetry and inspiration. The crafting of divine treasures by dwarfs, such as Mjǫllnir, Gungnir, and Skíðblaðnir, is recounted to underpin further kennings. The prose interweaves mythic exempla with practical guidance for composing.

Beyond narrative exempla, Skáldskaparmál supplies catalogs of terms for gods, sea, earth, sky, weapons, kings, men, and gold. Stories like the Otter’s ransom explain why gold is called by specific circumlocutions, and Freyja’s tears elucidate other periphrases. The compendium outlines conventions for constructing and interpreting kennings, warning against ambiguity and improper links. It preserves numerous verse quotations from earlier poets, anchoring instruction in precedent. By assembling mythic background with vocabulary lists, the section functions as a comprehensive lexicon for skaldic practice, bridging inherited lore and the practical needs of poets within courts and learned circles.

Háttatal (“List of Metres”) concludes the work with a demonstration poem of 102 stanzas praising King Hákon Hákonarson and Earl Skúli Bárðarson. Each stanza exemplifies a distinct metrical pattern, especially variants of dróttkvætt and related forms. Snorri’s prose commentary explains rules of alliteration, internal rhymes (hendingar), stress, and syllable counts, using the poem as a model. This section shifts from mythic content to technical instruction, completing the handbook’s progression from cosmological foundations to diction and metre. Overall, the Prose Edda preserves myth to support poetic competence and provides a structured curriculum for understanding, composing, and analyzing skaldic verse.
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    The Younger Edda unfolds within a double setting: a mythic cosmos and a scholastic hall. Much of its narrative is staged in Asgard, Jötunheim, and Midgard, with King Gylfi of Sweden (disguised as Gangleri) questioning three enthroned figures about the gods and the fabric of the world. Skáldskaparmál takes place in Ægir’s hall, where Bragi instructs him in poetics; Háttatal turns to courts and praise-poetry. Temporally, the mythic episodes inhabit a legendary prehistory culminating in Ragnarök. Yet the framing mirrors a thirteenth-century pedagogical environment, turning myth into structured knowledge for poets operating between Iceland and Norwegian royal courts.

The work was composed in Iceland circa 1220–1225, most likely at Reykholt, the estate of Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241). Iceland at that time was a Christian commonwealth with its parliament, the Althing at Þingvellir, and a network of chieftaincies in a turbulent era later called the Sturlung Age. Literacy, fostered by monasteries and schools, had transformed oral traditions into written texts. Snorri himself served as lawspeaker (1215–1218; 1222–1231), traveled to Norway, and navigated complex politics between Icelandic clans and the Norwegian crown. These circumstances shaped the Edda’s method: a systematic, court-aware manual safeguarding poetic lore in a changing society.

The settlement of Iceland (c. 870s–930) followed consolidation in Norway under Harald Fairhair, traditionally linked to the Battle of Hafrsfjord around 872. Migrants, including chieftains and skalds, carried pagan beliefs and a sophisticated court-poetry to the new island society. Place-names and early law codes reflect a culture organized around assemblies and kinship. The Edda connects to this event by preserving mythic references and kennings formed in the Viking Age, ensuring later poets could decode allusions to ships, swords, and gods that originated among settlers and their descendants, such as the families traced in Landnámabók.

The Althing, founded in 930 at Þingvellir, created a unified legal and political forum for Icelanders. Its key official, the lawspeaker (lögsögumaðr), recited laws and steered legislative consensus. This legalistic, performative culture prized exact verbal formulae and mnemonic artistry. Snorri’s role as lawspeaker honed his sensitivity to structured discourse, mirrored in the Edda’s clear divisions—Prologue, Gylfaginning, Skáldskaparmál, and Háttatal—and in its taxonomy of meters and kennings. The book thus reflects the discipline of a society that transmitted complex knowledge orally in public settings before writing consolidated it.

The conversion of Iceland (999/1000), decided at the Althing by Þorgeir Ljósvetningagoði, integrated the island into Latin Christendom. The bishopric of Skálholt was founded in 1056 and Hólar in 1106, anchoring ecclesiastical authority. The Edda’s Prologue adopts a Christianizing, euhemerist strategy: the Æsir are recast as human migrants from Asia (Troy), aligning ancestral lore with a universal Christian history. This device reflects the need, after conversion, to preserve traditional poetry without endorsing pagan worship. It legitimizes teaching pre-Christian myth as cultural heritage and rhetorical toolkit for poets, not as competing theology.

Twelfth-century Iceland saw a surge in learning and book production. Þingeyrar Abbey (founded 1119) became a center for historiography; the farm Oddi, associated with Sæmundr fróði and later Jón Loftsson, fostered elite education and manuscript culture. Snorri was fostered at Oddi in his youth, acquiring Latin-inflected chronographic habits and access to royal and ecclesiastical networks. The Edda’s method—quoting verses, organizing definitions, and exemplifying meters—belongs to this scholastic milieu. The transition from oral to written culture made it feasible to codify skaldic technique, arresting the loss of traditional allusions and enabling instruction across generations.

Norwegian royal consolidation under Hákon Hákonarson (r. 1217–1263) changed the ecology of patronage. Courts at Bergen, Nidaros (Trondheim), and Oslo prized encomiastic skaldic verse. Snorri traveled to Norway in 1218–1220 and again in 1237–1239, forging ties with Hákon and his powerful kinsman, Jarl (later Duke) Skúli Bárðarson. Háttatal, the Edda’s final part, praises Hákon and Skúli while demonstrating over one hundred metrical variations. This intersection of technical poetics and royal ideology shows how the book functioned both as a manual for poets serving kings and as a vehicle negotiating delicate political relationships.

The Sturlung Age (c. 1220–1264) was a period of civil strife among Icelandic chieftain families, culminating in the island’s submission to Norway. The main blocs included the Sturlungar (to whom Snorri belonged), the Haukdælir led by Gissur Þorvaldsson, and the Ásbirningar under Kolbeinn ungi. In 1218 Snorri swore fealty to King Hákon in Norway, accepting a role as royal agent; yet his loyalties and ambition remained complex. Major clashes escalated through the 1230s. The battle of Örlygsstaðir on 21 August 1238 near Sauðárkrókur saw the defeat and deaths of Sighvatr Sturluson and his son Sturla Sighvatsson at the hands of Gissur and Kolbeinn, dramatically weakening the Sturlung position. In 1239 Snorri returned to Iceland without the king’s leave amid Hákon’s struggle with Skúli, who rebelled in 1239 and was killed in Oslo in 1240. King Hákon ordered Gissur to bring Snorri to Norway or kill him. On 23 September 1241, at Reykholt, Snorri was assassinated by a party including Árni beiskr, acting under Gissur. The violence continued after Snorri’s death—such as the burning at Flugumýri (1253)—until the Old Covenant (Gamli sáttmáli) of 1262–1264 placed Iceland under Norwegian sovereignty. The Edda reflects this era’s pressures: by codifying kennings and mythic narratives, Snorri preserved the cultural capital of skaldic art while patronage networks and the political independence that had sustained that art were collapsing. Its careful, school-like structure looks like an act of cultural salvage in conditions of factional warfare and royal encroachment.

The Viking Age (c. 793–1066) established Scandinavian maritime networks from the British Isles to the Volga. Norse settlements in the North Atlantic—Orkney, Shetland, the Faroes, Iceland, Greenland—formed a cultural archipelago. After Christianization, these routes carried clergy, laws, and books as well as goods. The Edda mirrors this horizon with its geographic gestures: the Prologue invents an east-to-north migration from Troy; Gylfaginning locates legendary Sweden (Svíþjóð) within a known world. Such framings reflect an Icelandic consciousness of being peripheral yet connected, translating pan-Norse myth for audiences engaged with European geography and history.

Norwegian attempts to assert control over Iceland intensified in the early thirteenth century. Royal policy cultivated Icelandic elites with gifts, titles, and hostages, aiming to replace fragmented goðar authority with royal officers. Snorri’s 1218–1220 stay in Norway, his oath to Hákon IV, and later breach of orders reveal this tightening orbit. The Old Covenant of 1262–1264, concluded two decades after Snorri’s death, formalized subordination. The Edda’s courtly orientation—especially in Háttatal—demonstrates adaptation to a patronage system centered on Norwegian kings, while its encyclopedic preservation of older lore archives a heritage endangered by political realignment.

Medieval Europe widely embraced Trojan-origin myths to reconcile local histories with Christian universal chronologies. Geoffrey of Monmouth (c. 1136) traced British kings to Troy; Saxo Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum (c. 1208) rationalized Danish legends. The Edda’s Prologue similarly euhemerizes the Æsir as noble refugees from Trója in Asia (Ásaland), using etymology and migration to domesticate pagan divinities as human ancestors. This strategy situates Norse tradition within a respected antiquity while denying divine status to the old gods. It enabled the teaching of myth and poetic diction within a Christian society and signaled intellectual dialogue with contemporary Latin historiography.

Skaldic poetry, flourishing from the ninth to twelfth centuries, prized intricate diction and meters such as dróttkvætt. Court poets like Bragi Boddason, Egill Skallagrímsson, and Sigvatr Þórðarson commemorated rulers and battles with dense kennings. These verses are historical sources, naming kings, places, and campaigns. Skáldskaparmál reproduces and glosses many such stanzas, systematizing heiti and kenning-bases (e.g., calling gold “Ægir’s fire,” or the sea “whale-road”). The Edda thus crystallizes centuries of political memory carried in verse, ensuring that later poets—performing in Icelandic halls or Norwegian courts—could decode and reproduce the traditional language of power.

Manuscript transmission anchors the Edda in specific codices: Codex Upsaliensis (DG 11 4to, c. 1300), Codex Regius of the Prose Edda (GKS 2367 4to, early fourteenth century), Codex Wormianus (AM 242 fol., mid-fourteenth century), and Codex Trajectinus (MS 1374, a seventeenth-century copy of a medieval exemplar). The Wormianus also preserves grammatical treatises, indicating scholarly use. These manuscripts, copied in Iceland, attest to sustained pedagogical demand long after composition. Their variants reveal evolving interests—marginal glosses, rearrangements, and local exempla—showing how communities curated the Edda as a living handbook for training poets and preserving mythic-historical knowledge.

Church–chieftain conflicts, notably the struggle over church property (Staðamál, c. 1170s–1270s), reshaped Icelandic authority. Bishops like Þorlákr Þórhallsson of Skálholt (canonized 1198) asserted clerical rights against lay control of benefices, invoking canon law reinforced by the 1153 creation of the Nidaros archbishopric overseeing Iceland. These disputes promoted legal sophistication and moral discourse in Icelandic society. The Edda’s Prologue, insisting that the Æsir were merely men, echoes a clerical imperative to frame pagan lore as harmless antiquarian learning; its careful disclaimers align with a culture negotiating jurisdiction between sacred and secular power.

The establishment of the Nidaros archbishopric in 1153 integrated Iceland more tightly into Norwegian ecclesiastical structures. Clerics moved between Icelandic sees (Skálholt, Hólar) and Norwegian centers, carrying books, curricula, and rhetorical models. Historical writing such as Sverris saga (c. 1206–1213, by Karl Jónsson of Þingeyrar) shows how Icelandic authors engaged royal politics through Latin-informed narrative. The Edda participates in this clerical-intellectual exchange: its definitions, exempla, and methodical organization mirror contemporary scholastic pedagogy. By systematizing myth and meter, Snorri aligned Icelandic poetic expertise with trans-Nordic educational standards that underpinned both church and court.

The Edda functions as a discreet social and political critique through selection and framing. Gylfaginning emphasizes the fragility of cosmic order, the dangers of hubris, and the inexorability of fate, themes legible to thirteenth-century audiences facing factional chaos and royal assertion. Loki’s betrayals, Óðinn’s ambiguous bargains, and the twilight of the gods can be read as reflections on treacherous counsel, overreaching leaders, and the costs of violence. By embedding admonitory narratives in a didactic structure, Snorri offers a mirror for rulers and chieftains while preserving a veneer of antiquarian neutrality.

The book also critiques social hierarchies and the gift economy that bound poets to patrons. Skáldskaparmál exposes how wealth, reputation, and reciprocal obligation shape speech: a misused kenning or ill-timed praise could imperil status. Háttatal’s careful calibration of laudatory rhetoric implicitly comments on the politics of favor at Norwegian courts. The Prologue’s insistence on human, not divine, origins of ancestral gods echoes a Christian critique of false sacrality attached to worldly power. In codifying the tools of praise, the Edda both legitimizes authority and equips audiences to recognize its artifices amid class divides and contested sovereignty.
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    Snorri Sturluson was an Icelandic writer, chieftain, and lawspeaker active in the late 12th and early 13th centuries, renowned for shaping the written record of Norse myth and medieval Scandinavian history. His name is closely associated with two foundational works: the Prose Edda, a handbook and compendium on skaldic poetry and mythology, and Heimskringla, a sweeping narrative of Norwegian kings. Operating amid the turbulent Sturlung Age in Iceland, he combined political experience with literary ambition. His prose style, careful use of verse citations, and interest in genealogy and precedent made him a key mediator between oral tradition and learned historiography in the North Atlantic world.

Raised within a powerful chieftain milieu, Snorri received his formative education at Oddi under Jón Loftsson, a center famous for learning that blended clerical Latin culture with native poetic training. There he encountered the skaldic tradition and the intellectual habits of annalistic and genealogical writing. His literary practice reflects both Icelandic precedents and broader European historiographical models, including attention to authority, source evaluation, and rhetorical form. Earlier Icelandic historians such as Ari Þorgilsson supplied material and methods he would adapt in prose that sought clarity without abandoning the texture of oral performance, especially in the embedding of skaldic verse as corroborating evidence.

Snorri pursued a prominent public career alongside writing. He served as lawspeaker at the Althing for two terms in the early 13th century, a role that demanded legal expertise and persuasive oratory. As a chieftain, he navigated alliances within Iceland’s factional politics and traveled to Norway, where contact with the royal court informed his understanding of kingship, patronage, and Scandinavian statecraft. These experiences deepened his interest in the dynamics of power and legality that pervade his narratives. The political tensions of the Sturlung Era constantly intersected with his literary goals, giving his works a distinctive awareness of negotiation, legitimacy, and the uses of memory.

The Prose Edda, also known as the Younger or Snorra Edda, was composed to preserve and teach the difficult art of skaldic poetry at a time when its mythic references risked obscurity. Organized into sections commonly identified as Prologue, Gylfaginning, Skáldskaparmál, and Háttatal, it systematizes Norse cosmology, explicates kennings and poetic diction, and catalogs verse forms. Snorri presents myth in a learned, often euhemerizing frame, making the gods intelligible within a Christian, historical worldview while safeguarding traditional imagery. The work remains indispensable for understanding Old Norse myth and metre, and it reveals a pedagogical impulse aligned with an emergent literary culture.

Heimskringla assembles sagas of Norwegian kings from legendary origins to the high medieval period, with Snorri carefully interweaving prose narration and skaldic stanzas. He treats verse as testimony, using it to anchor episodes and to check narrative flow against named poets and specific occasions. The compilation shows his command of chronology, genealogy, and political causation, while retaining the drama and dialogue characteristic of saga style. Although modern historians debate individual judgments and source choices, Heimskringla remains a principal gateway to medieval Norwegian history and royal ideology, as well as a landmark of Icelandic prose artistry whose narrative coherence helped standardize the kings’ saga form.

Across genres, Snorri’s outlook is that of a Christian intellectual preserving pre-Christian poetry and legend without endorsing pagan belief. His method reconciles antiquarian curiosity with rhetorical control: myth is explained, not merely retold; verse is parsed and contextualized; political events are staged to examine counsel, law, and reputation. He writes with an eye to performance, shaping speeches and scenes that illustrate prudent governance and the fragile balance of honor and power. His works thus serve both as repositories of cultural memory and as reflections on authority, language, and tradition. The pedagogical and analytical aims of the Edda complement the political and historical concerns of Heimskringla.

In his later years Snorri became entangled in intensified Icelandic conflicts and shifting Norwegian royal policy, circumstances that ended with his killing at his Reykholt estate in the early 1240s. After his death, his writings circulated widely in manuscript, sustaining interest among Icelandic scribes and, later, European scholars of language, mythology, and medieval law and kingship. Modern editions and translations have secured his place as a cornerstone of Old Norse studies. The Prose Edda remains the primary guide to skaldic poetics and mythic lore, and Heimskringla stands as a central historical narrative. Together they continue to inform scholarship and inspire readers far beyond Scandinavia.



The Younger Edda; Also called Snorre's Edda, or The Prose Edda
Main Table of Contents








THE YOUNGER EDDA.



THE FOOLING OF GYLFE.



BRAGE’S TALK.



VOCABULARY.



INDEX.













PREFACE.



In the beginning, before the heaven and the earth and the sea were created, the great abyss Ginungagap[1] was without form and void, and the spirit of Fimbultyr moved upon the face of the deep, until the ice-cold rivers, the Elivogs, flowing from Niflheim, came in contact with the dazzling flames from Muspelheim. This was before Chaos.

And Fimbultyr said: Let the melted drops of vapor quicken into life, and the giant Ymer[2] was born in the midst of Ginungagap. He was not a god, but the father of all the race of evil giants. This was Chaos.

And Fimbultyr said: Let Ymer be slain and let order be established. And straightway Odin and his brothers—the bright sons of Bure—gave Ymer a mortal wound, and from his body made they the universe[1q]; from his flesh, the earth; from his blood, the sea; from his bones, the rocks; from his hair, the trees; from his skull, the vaulted heavens; from his eye-brows, the bulwark called Midgard. And the gods formed man and woman in their own image of two trees, and breathed into them the breath of life. Ask and Embla became living souls, and they received a garden in Midgard as a dwelling-place for themselves and their children until the end of time. This was Cosmos.

  The world’s last day approaches[2q]. All bonds and fetters that bound the forces of heaven and earth together are severed, and the powers of good and of evil are brought together in an internecine feud. Loke advances with the Fenris-wolf and the Midgard-serpent, his own children, with all the hosts of the giants, and with Surt, who flings fire and flame over the world. Odin advances with all the asas and all the blessed einherjes[5]. They meet, contend, and fall. The wolf swallows Odin, but Vidar, the Silent, sets his foot upon the monster’s lower jaw, he seizes the other with his hand, and thus rends him till he dies. Frey encounters Surt, and terrible blows are given ere Frey falls. Heimdal and Loke fight and kill each other, and so do Tyr and the dog Garm from the Gnipa Cave. Asa-Thor fells the Midgard-serpent with his Mjolner[3], but he retreats only nine paces when he himself falls dead, suffocated by the serpent’s venom. Then smoke wreathes up around the ash Ygdrasil, the high flames play against the heavens, the graves of the gods, of the giants and of men are swallowed up by the sea, and the end has come. This is Ragnarok[4], the twilight of the gods.

But the radiant dawn follows the night. The earth, completely green, rises again from the sea, and where the mews have but just been rocking on restless waves, rich fields unplowed and unsown, now wave their golden harvests before the gentle breezes. The asas awake to a new life, Balder is with them again. Then comes the mighty Fimbultyr, the god who is from everlasting to   everlasting; the god whom the Edda skald dared not name. The god of gods comes to the asas. He comes to the great judgment and gathers all the good into Gimle to dwell there forever, and evermore delights enjoy; but the perjurers and murderers and adulterers he sends to Nastrand, that terrible hall, to be torn by Nidhug until they are purged from their wickedness. This is Regeneration.

These are the outlines of the Teutonic religion. Such were the doctrines established by Odin among our ancestors. Thus do we find it recorded in the Eddas of Iceland.

The present volume contains all of the Younger Edda that can possibly be of any importance to English readers. In fact, it gives more than has ever before been presented in any translation into English, German or any of the modern Scandinavian tongues.

We would recommend our readers to omit the Forewords and Afterwords until they have perused the Fooling of Gylfe and Brage’s Speech. The Forewords and Afterwords, it will readily be seen, are written by a later and less skillful hand, and we should be sorry to have anyone lay the book aside and lose the pleasure of reading Snorre’s and Olaf’s charming work, because he became disgusted with what seemed to him mere silly twaddle. And yet these Forewords and Afterwords become interesting enough when taken up in connection with a study of the historical anthropomorphized Odin. With a view of giving a pretty complete outline   of the founder of the Teutonic race we have in our notes given all the Heimskringla sketch of the Black Sea Odin. We have done this, not only on account of the material it furnishes as the groundwork of a Teutonic epic, which we trust the muses will ere long direct some one to write, but also on account of the vivid picture it gives of Teutonic life as shaped and controlled by the Odinic faith.

All the poems quoted in the Younger Edda have in this edition been traced back to their sources in the Elder Edda and elsewhere.

Where the notes seem to the reader insufficient, we must refer him to our Norse Mythology, where he will, we trust, find much of the additional information he may desire.

Well aware that our work has many imperfections, and begging our readers to deal generously with our shortcomings, we send the book out into the world with the hope that it may aid some young son or daughter of Odin to find his way to the fountains of Urd and Mimer and to Idun’s rejuvenating apples. The son must not squander, but husband wisely, what his father has accumulated. The race must cherish and hold fast and add to the thought that the past has bequeathed to it. Thus does it grow greater and richer with each new generation. The past is the mirror that reflects the future[3q].

R. B. ANDERSON.

University of Wisconsin,

Madison, Wis., September, 1879.
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INTRODUCTION.

The records of our Teutonic past have hitherto received but slight attention from the English-speaking branch of the great world-ash Ygdrasil. This indifference is the more deplorable, since a knowledge of our heroic forefathers would naturally operate as a most powerful means of keeping alive among us, and our posterity, that spirit of courage, enterprise and independence for which the old Teutons were so distinguished.

The religion of our ancestors forms an important chapter in the history of the childhood of our race, and this fact has induced us to offer the public an English translation of the Eddas. The purely mythological portion of the Elder Edda was translated and published by A.S. Cottle, in Bristol, in 1797, and the whole work was translated by Benjamin Thorpe, and published in London in 1866. Both these works are now out of print. Of the Younger Edda we have likewise had two translations into English,—the first by Dasent in 1842, the second by Blackwell, in his   edition of Mallet’s Northern Antiquities, in 1847. The former has long been out of print, the latter is a poor imitation of Dasent’s. Both of them are very incomplete. These four books constitute all the Edda literature we have had in the English language, excepting, of course, single lays and chapters translated by Gray, Henderson, W. Taylor, Herbert, Jamieson, Pigott, William and Mary Howitt, and others.

The Younger Edda (also called Snorre’s Edda, or the Prose Edda), of which we now have the pleasure of presenting our readers an English version, contains, as usually published in the original, the following divisions:

1. The Foreword.

2. Gylfaginning (The Fooling of Gylfe).

3. The Afterword to Gylfaginning.

4. Brage’s Speech.

5. The Afterword.

6. Skaldskaparmal (a collection of poetic paraphrases, and denominations in Skaldic language without paraphrases).

7. Hattatal (an enumeration of metres; a sort of Clavis Metrica).

In some editions there are also found six additional chapters on the alphabet, grammar, figures of speech, etc.

There are three important parchment manuscripts of the Younger Edda, viz:

  1. Codex Regius, the so-called King’s Book. This was presented to the Royal Library in Copenhagen, by Bishop Brynjulf Sveinsson, in the year 1640, where it is still kept.

2. Codex Wormianus. This is found in the University Library in Copenhagen, in the Arne Magnæan collection. It takes its name from Professor Ole Worm [died 1654], to whom it was presented by the learned Arngrim Jonsson. Christian Worm, the grandson of Ole Worm, and Bishop of Seeland [died 1737], afterward presented it to Arne Magnusson.

3. Codex Upsaliensis. This is preserved in the Upsala University Library. Like the other two, it was found in Iceland, where it was given to Jon Rugmann. Later it fell into the hands of Count Magnus Gabriel de la Gardie, who in the year 1669 presented it to the Upsala University. Besides these three chief documents, there exist four fragmentary parchments, and a large number of paper manuscripts.

The first printed edition of the Younger Edda, in the original, is the celebrated “Edda Islandorum,” published by Peter Johannes Resen, in Copenhagen, in the year 1665. It contains a translation into Latin, made partly by Resen himself, and partly also by Magnus Olafsson, Stephan Olafsson and Thormod Torfason.

Not until eighty years later, that is in 1746, did   the second edition of the Younger Edda appear in Upsala under the auspices of Johannes Goransson. This was printed from the Codex Upsaliensis.

In the present century we find a third edition by Rasmus Rask, published in Stockholm in 1818. This is very complete and critical. The fourth edition was issued by Sveinbjorn Egilsson, in Reykjavik, 1849; the fifth by the Arne-Magnæan Commission in Copenhagen, 1852.1 All these five editions have long been out of print, and in place of them we have a sixth edition by Thorleif Jonsson (Copenhagen, 1875), and a seventh by Ernst Wilkin (Paderborn, 1877). Both of these, and especially the latter, are thoroughly critical and reliable.

Of translations, we must mention in addition to those into English by Dasent and Blackwell, R.Nyerup’s translation into Danish (Copenhagen, 1808); Karl Simrock’s into German (Stuttgart and Tübingen, 1851); and Fr. Bergmann’s into French (Paris, 1871). Among the chief authorities to be consulted in the study of the Younger Edda may be named, in addition to those already mentioned, Fr. Dietrich, Th. Mobius, Fr. Pfeiffer, Ludw. Ettmuller, K.Hildebrand, Ludw. Uhland, P.E. Muller, Adolf Holzmann, Sophus Bugge, P.A. Munch and Rudolph Keyser. For the material in our introduction and notes, we are chiefly   indebted to Simrock, Wilkin and Keyser. While we have had no opportunity of making original researches, the published works have been carefully studied, and all we claim for our work is, that it shall contain the results of the latest and most thorough investigations by scholars who live nearer the fountains of Urd and Mimer than do we. Our translations are made from Egilsson’s, Jonsson’s and Wilkins’ editions of the original. We have not translated any of the Hattatal, and only the narrative part of Skaldskaparmal, and yet our version contains more of the Younger Edda than any English, German, French or Danish translation that has hitherto been published. The parts omitted cannot possibly be of any interest to any one who cannot read them in the original. All the paraphrases of the asas and asynjes, of the world, the earth, the sea, the sun, the wind, fire, summer, man, woman, gold, of war, arms, of a ship, emperor, king, ruler, etc., are of interest only as they help to explain passages of Old Norse poems. The same is true of the enumeration of metres, which contains a number of epithets and metaphors used by the scalds, illustrated by specimens of their poetry, and also by a poem of Snorre Sturleson, written in one hundred different metres.

There has been a great deal of learned discussion in regard to the authorship of the Younger   Edda. Readers specially interested in this knotty subject we must refer to Wilkins’ elaborate treatise, Untersuchungen zur Snorra Edda (Paderborn, 1878), and to P.E. Muller’s, Die Æchtheit der Asalehre (Copenhagen, 1811).

Two celebrated names that without doubt are intimately connected with the work are Snorre Sturleson and Olaf Thordsson Hvitaskald. Both of these are conspicuous, not only in the literary, but also in the political history of Iceland.

Snorre Sturleson2 was born in Iceland in the year 1178. Three years old, he came to the house of the distinguished chief, Jon Loptsson, at Odde, a grandson of Sæmund the Wise, the reputed collector of the Elder Edda, where he appears to have remained until Jon Loptsson’s death, in the year 1197. Soon afterward Snorre married into a wealthy family, and in a short time he became one of the most distinguished leaders in Iceland, He was several times elected chief magistrate, and no man in the land was his equal in riches and prominence. He and his two elder brothers, Thord and Sighvat, who were but little inferior to him in wealth and power, were at one time well-nigh supreme in Iceland, and Snorre sometimes appeared at the Althing at Thingvols accompanied by from eight hundred to nine hundred armedmen.

  Snorre and his brothers did not only have bitter feuds with other families, but a deadly hatred also arose between themselves, making their lives a perpetual warfare. Snorre was shrewd as a politician and magistrate, and eminent as an orator and skald, but his passions were mean, and many of his ways were crooked. He was both ambitious and avaricious. He is said to have been the first Icelander who laid plans to subjugate his fatherland to Norway, and in this connection is supposed to have expected to become a jarl under the king of Norway. In this effort he found himself outwitted by his brother’s son, Sturle Thordsson, and thus he came into hostile relations with the latter. In this feud Snorre was defeated, but when Sturle shortly after fell in a battle against his foes, Snorre’s star of hope rose again, and he began to occupy himself with far-reaching, ambitious plans. He had been for the first time in Norway during the years 1218-1220, and had been well received by King Hakon, and especially by Jarl Skule, who was then the most influential man in the country. In the year 1237 Snorre visited Norway again, and entered, as it is believed, into treasonable conspiracies with Jarl Skule. In 1239 he left Norway against the wishes of King Hakon, whom he owed obedience, and thereby incurred the king’s greatest displeasure. When King Hakon, in   1240, had crushed Skule’s rebellion and annihilated this dangerous opponent, it became Snorre’s turn to feel the effects of the king’s wrath. At the instigation of King Hakon, several chiefs of Iceland united themselves against Snorre and murdered him at Reykholt, where ruins of his splendid mansion are still to be seen. This event took place on the 22d of September, 1241, and Snorre Sturleson was then sixty-three years old. Snorre was Iceland’s most distinguished skald and
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