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Abstract 

There is a great deal of long-neglected late- or post-medieval Icelandic literature which 

has only recently begun to receive scholarly attention. This includes the genre of poems 

known as sagnakvæði, eight long, narrative poems written in Eddic metre which were 

written down in the seventeenth century and onwards. However, there is much evidence 

to suggest that they were composed centuries previously and had circulated in oral 

transmission for some time. This thesis will outline the preservation and transmission of 

the sagnakvæði and provide an overview of the existing scholarly research into the poems. 

The thesis will then focus on one of the sagnakvæði, Þóruljóð, which tells of a young 

Danish leader named Þorkell and a giantess named Þóra who appears suddenly at his 

farmstead at Christmas and asks for lodgings. I have produced the first English 

translation and in-depth of Þóruljóð, as well as a discussion of possible sources and 

analogues for the poem and its titular character Þóra. This includes a discussion of the 

medieval Icelandic vikivaki games, group entertainments played at dance-gatherings at 

Icelandic farmsteads involving costumed figures, such as Háu-Þóruleikur, the central 

figure in which bears a distinct similarity to the character of Þóra. Relevant figures in 

folklore, Eddic poetry and sagas are also discussed. In doing so, I hope to place the poem 

into its wider literary and cultural context and demonstrate the interplay between 

different types of literature and folk-tales in medieval Iceland. 

Til er fjöldinn allur af íslenskum bókmenntum frá síðmiðöldum og frá því eftir 

siðaskipti, sem hingað til hafa fengið litla sem enga fræðilega umfjöllun. Þetta á meðal 

annars við um kvæði sem nefnast sagnakvæði, sem eru átta löng frásagnarkvæði með 

fornyrðislagi sem voru skráð á 17. öld og síðar. Ýmislegt bendir þó til þess að kvæðin 

hafi verið samin vel fyrir þann tíma og varðveist í munnlegri geymd þar til þau voru 

skráð í núverandi formi. Í ritgerðinni er gerð grein fyrir varðveislu og útbreiðslu 

sagnakvæða, ásamt yfirliti um fyrri rannsóknir. Þar næst er áherslunni beint að einu 

kvæðanna, Þóruljóðum, sem segja frá danska höfðingjanum Þorkatli og tröllkonunni 

Þóru, sem birtist óvænt á bæ hans um jól og biður um vist. Ég hef nú þýtt kvæðið yfir á 

ensku í fyrsta skipti, auk þess sem ég leitast við að varpa ljósi á efni þess út frá 

mögulegum áhrifavöldum og hliðstæðum við söguhetjuna Þóru. Í þessari umræðu er 

söguþráðurinn borinn saman við hina íslensku vikivakaleiki, sem fóru fram á 

danssamkomum fyrri alda og einkenndust af dulbúnum leikurum, svo sem í Háu-
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Þóruleik, þar sem aðalfígúrunni ber saman við Þóru, söguhetju Þóruljóða. Þá er einnig 

rætt um hliðstæður úr þjóðsögum, eddukvæðum og miðaldabókmenntum. Með 

samanburðinum vonast ég til að hafa sett kvæðið í vítt bókmennta- og menningarlegt 

samhengi og sýnt fram á samspil milli ólíkra þátta bókmennta og þjóðfræða úr íslenskri 

miðaldahefð. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 The aims of this thesis 

The purpose of this thesis is to shed light on the indigenous medieval Icelandic poetic 

genre of sagnakvæði, narrative ‘fairy-tale poems’ in the Eddic metre of fornyrðislag. After 

giving a brief overview of the characteristics of the genre as a whole and previous 

scholarship undertaken on the topic, this thesis will focus on one particular poem, 

Þóruljóð, presenting, for the first time, a translation of the poem into English. To my 

knowledge none of the sagnakvæði have heretofore been translated from their original 

Icelandic into any other modern languages, discounting a translation into Latin of 

Snjáskvæði made around 1700.1 I hope that by providing an – albeit rudimentary –  

translation of this individual sagnakvæði, the genre will become more accessible to and 

possibly garner more attention from international scholars, perhaps forming the basis 

for a translation and critical edition of the entire poetic corpus.  

Like the late medieval Icelandic ballads or sagnadansar, sagnakvæði have a great deal to 

tell us about the circulation of folklore material and beliefs in Iceland, about the literary 

tastes of the unlearned, unlettered people in whose memories they lived, and about the 

poetic metres that were in use in late- and post-medieval Iceland. Nevertheless, they 

have been largely critically neglected in the centuries since they were first written down, 

receiving some slight redress in the last two decades largely from Icelandic scholars. If 

nothing else, it seems a pity that these poems, which were once surely so vital and lively, 

speaking to the vast strangeness of folk belief on this island and, as will be discussed 

below, likely favoured by uneducated people, women and children rather than learned 

menfolk, should be locked up in dusty decades-old editions which, with their somewhat 

outdated and opaque editorial conventions, do more to obscure than to showcase the 

odd, humorous and touching material they contain.  

This thesis will then suggest a number of possible sources or analogues for Þóruljóð, 

beginning with the late medieval dramatic folk-games discussed in great detail by Terry 

Gunnell in his The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia. The titular Þóra of Þóruljóð bears 

certain distinct similarities to the central figure in the Háu-Þóruleikur, the ‘Game of Tall-

                                                           
1 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, ‘Old French lais and Icelandic sagnakvæði’, in Francia et Germania 
(Oslo: Novus, 2012a), p. 270. 
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Þóra’, likely performed at Christmas gatherings in Icelandic farmsteads during the late 

medieval period.2 I will enumerate the similarities between these two phenomena and 

suggest ways in which one could have informed or inspired the other, with a particular 

focus on the significance of liminality as outlined by the anthropologist Victor Turner. 

Both game and poem are linked to Christmastime and entail an upending of the status 

quo, a period of carnival during which the world is turned topsy-turvy. As such I will 

also utilise Mikhail Bakhtin’s theories of the carnivalesque and the grotesque, originally 

applied to the works of Rabelais, as a way to understand the relationship between the 

liminal period of Christmastime, repulsive female bodies and the curious inversion of 

normal power structures found in both game and poem. Finally, I will suggest possible 

analogues to the figure of Þóra in other types of medieval Icelandic literature and 

folklore. In this way I hope to provide an answer to the question of what kind of pre-

existing cultural, mythological and literary materials were drawn upon in the 

composition of the sagnakvæði, helping to anchor them somewhat in the overall corpus 

of ‘medieval Icelandic literature’. 

1.2 Previous scholarship on sagnakvæði  

Until recently, sagnakvæði have sparked relatively little critical interest. They cropped up 

from time to time in nineteenth century scholarly overviews of Old Norse-Icelandic 

literature, for example in Guðbrandur Vigfússon’s introduction to Jón Árnason’s 1862 

collection Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og æfintýri and Guðbrandur Vigfússon and Frederick York 

Powell’s 1883 survey of ‘the Poetry of the Old Northern Tongue’, Corpus Poeticum Boreale. 

Jón Þorkelson also discusses the sagnakvæði in his 1888 doctoral dissertation Om 

digtningen på Island i det 15. og 16. århundrede. They were printed for the first – and in 

many cases, thus far, only – time in 1898, in the final volume of Jón Árnason and Ólafur 

Davíðsson’s four-volume collection Íslenzkar gátur, skemtanir, vikivakar og þulur, titled 

Íslenzkar þulur og þjóðkvæði.  

Moving into the twentieth century, Einar Ól. Sveinsson discusses the genre in relation to 

Icelandic folklore in his The Folk-Stories of Iceland, first published in Icelandic in 1940 as 

Um íslenzkar þjóðsögur, and Jón Helgason made mention of them in a 1953 article in 

Nordisk kultur, ‘Norges og Islands Digtning’. These discussions are, however, on the 

                                                           
2 Gunnell, Terry, The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia (Cambridge, UK: Rochester, 1995), p. 149. 
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whole rather perfunctory, describing the genre in broad strokes and making little effort 

to analyse the poems themselves in detail.  

It was not until the last decade of the twentieth century that the poems began to be 

examined with any kind of depth and specificity. Thus in 1995 Gísli Sigurðsson 

published an in-depth study of the potential social reality behind the sagnakvæði named 

Kötludraumur, ‘Kötludraumur: Flökkuminni eða þjóðfélagsumræða?’, paving the way for 

further discussion on the origins and functions of individual poems of the genre. In 2002 

Shaun Hughes briefly discussed the sagnakvæði in relation to late medieval Icelandic 

female poets and rímur in his contribution to Karen Swenson and Sarah M Anderson’s 

Cold Counsel: Women of Old Norse Literature and Myth. Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir and 

Haukur Þorgeirsson have, however, been the champions of the genre in the last ten 

years. Haukur published articles on the sagnakvæði Gullkársljóð and, most pertinent to 

my current study, Þóruljóð in 2010 and 2011 respectively. Aðalheiður wrote in 2012 on 

the possible links between the sagnakvæði and the thirteenth-century Norwegian 

translations of the Breton lais, while the same year bore witness to a brief flurry of heated 

scholarly debate between Haukur and Frog over formulaicity in the sagnakvæði in the 

Retrospective Methods Network Newsletter. In 2015, scholar Einar G. Pétursson published 

two articles on Kötludraumur in Gripla XXVI, the first presenting an edition of Ljúflingur, 

a poem by Benedikt Magnússon Bech (1674 – 1719), composed as a response to the belief 

in huldufólk (‘hidden people’) seen in Kötludramur, and the second discussing Gísli 

Sigurðsson’s aforementioned study of the poem. I also wish to mention a 2012 Háskóli 

Íslands BA thesis on Vambarljóð written by Nanna Halldóra Imsland under the 

supervision of Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir.  

I will draw on all of the abovementioned works in the thesis that follows, both in my 

overview of the genre as a whole and in my specific study of Þóruljóð; I am particularly 

indebted to the work of Haukur on the possible relationship between Þóruljóð and Háu-

Þóruleikur. I hope, however, to tread fresh ground in my application of critical 

frameworks such as Bakhtin’s carnivalesque to Þóruljóð and in my relation of the poem 

to wider trends and common motifs in Old Norse-Icelandic literature.  

All translations of primary and secondary material are my own, unless otherwise 

specified. 
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2. The sagnakvæði 

The term sagnakvæði is generally taken to encompass eight poems printed in the 

aforementioned 1898 edition of Ólafur Davíðsson, Íslenzkar þulur og þjóðkvæði. These are 

long, narrative, stanzaic poems in the Eddic metre of fornyrðislag, as will be discussed 

below, and those generally reckoned as sagnakvæði are Kötludraumur, Snjáskvæði, 

Kringilnefjukvæði, Vambarljóð, Hyndluljóð, Gullkársljóð, Bryngerðarljóð and Þóruljóð. They 

range in length from 26 to 97 stanzas in the versions printed by Ólafur. It should be 

noted, however, that previous generations of scholars were less stringent in their 

policing of the genre’s borders. Thus Guðbrandur Vigfússon includes the poem which 

he calls Liúflings-Odr – otherwise known as Ljúflingsljóð – in his list of sagnakvæði, a 

lullaby sung by an elvish father to his half-human son.3 Guðbrandur also names one 

Mærdallarkvæði4 among the sagnakvæði, which Jón Þorkelson relates to a verse in one 

Mærþallarsaga.5 Jón moreover widens the sagnakvæði corpus further to include two poems 

which he believes can scarcely be younger than the thirteenth century, Grettisfærsla and 

Völsafærsla (more commonly known as Völsaþáttr).6 Although Jón is undoubtedly correct 

in his belief that many more sagnakvæði must have existed than have survived to us,7 

these poems which he names probably ought not to be counted among them; Aðalheiður 

Guðmundsdóttir has provided a useful summary of scholarly opinion as to why this is.8 

I will thus confine my study to the eight poems named above and printed by Ólafur 

Davíðsson as sagnakvæði. 

2.1 Metre and characteristics 

As noted above, the sagnakvæði are written in the Eddic metre of fornyrðislag, ‘old story 

metre’. By ‘Eddic’ is here meant the metre of the poems of the so-called Poetic Edda, a 

collection of twenty-nine poems on mythological and heroic subjects. These poems are 

most notably found in the Codex Regius, which is dated to around 1270, although likely 

made up of several smaller collections which are now lost; the majority of the poems 

                                                           
3 Guðbrandur Vigfússon, Corpus Poeticum Boreale (Oxford: The Clarendon Press, 1883), p. 384; 
Guðbrandur refers to the poem as Mardallar-kvædi. 
4 Ibid. 
5 Jón Þorkelson, Om digtningen på Island i det 15. og 16. århundrede (Copenhagen: Høst, 1888), p. 
209. 
6 Op. Cit. p. 201. 
7 Op. Cit. p. 209. 
8 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir (2012a), p. 269, note 6.  
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themselves were doubtless composed much earlier.9 Fornyrðislag is essentially the Old 

Norse-Icelandic variant of the common Germanic alliterative metre found in Old and 

Middle English, Old and Middle High German and Old Saxon.10 In a Germanic 

alliterative ‘long line’ there are a variable number of unstressed syllables and two pairs 

of two stressed syllables, separated by a caesura. Either of the stressed syllables in the 

first half of the line alliterates with the first stressed syllable in the second half of the line; 

the fourth stressed syllable does not take part in the alliteration. Fornyrðislag has 

customarily been printed so that the ‘long line’ is separated into two ‘half-lines’, thus 

making a stanza of four lines into a stanza of eight lines, as in Ólafur Davíðsson’s edition. 

There are other, minor metrical forms used in the Poetic Edda, such as kviðuháttr, 

galdralag, málaháttr and ljóðaháttr. Ljóðaháttr was used primarily for direct speech in Eddic 

poetry, whereas fornyrðislag was common for narrative poetry. These earlier metrical 

distinctions were lost in later centuries, and fornyrðislag proved to be the most productive 

of the Eddic metres outside the pages of the Codex Regius, being used by poets well into 

the eighteenth and even nineteenth centuries.11 The metre thus features heavily in the 

fornaldarsögur, with much Eddic fornaldarsögur verse believed to be rather early, in the 

folk-poetry of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, and in the poetry of learned 

antiquarian Icelanders following the Reformation and the ‘rediscovery’ of Codex Regius 

in 1643. 

Eddic and skaldic verse are often positioned as the two opposite poles of Old Norse-

Icelandic poetry; thus, for example, Gísli Sigurðsson, in an article arguing for a gender-

and-class based grouping of the Eddic poems rather than a chronological one, comments 

that ‘scaldic poetry is generally believed to have been popular in courtly surroundings, 

whereas Eddic poetry is to a greater extent likely to have lived among ordinary people’.12 

Nevertheless we should bear in mind that there is a great deal of metrical overlap 

between the two poetic forms, the dominant skaldic form dróttkvætt having most likely 

developed out of fornyrðislag and fornyrðislag itself being the second most common metre 

                                                           
9 Gunnell, Terry (1995), p. 184. 
10 Clunies Ross, Margaret, ‘The Eddica minora: a lesser poetic Edda?’, in Revisiting the Poetic Edda, 
eds. Paul Acker and Carolyne Larrington (London: Routledge, 2013), p. 188. 
11 One notable example of a poem outside of the Poetic Edda written in an Eddic metre other than 
fornyrðislag is the Christian Sólarljóð, which is in ljóðaháttr. 
12 Gísli Sigurðsson, ‘On the classification of Eddic heroic poetry in view of the oral theory’, in 
Poetry of the Scandinavian Middle Ages (Italy: Spoleto, 1988), p. 247. 
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used in the skaldic corpus.13 More pertinent for my purposes is Clunies Ross’s 

assessment, in her study of the so-called Eddica minora,14 that skaldic verse was used by 

Icelandic poets as the ‘mainstream “here and now” kind of poetry’ whereas fornyrðislag 

and other Eddic metres ‘were probably felt to belong to an older age and an older subject 

matter’.15 Certainly this is the case with the majority of the poetry in the fornaldarsögur 

corpus, but is applicable also to the sagnakvæði, many of which take place either in the 

temporally indeterminate world of fairy-tale or folk-lore or, like the fornaldarsögur, in 

pagan Scandinavia before the settlement of Iceland.  

This association with fairy-tales, and in particular elves, caused fornyrðislag to be known 

by many as ljúflingslag from at least the sixteenth century onwards. Guðbrandur 

Vigfússon, writing in 1883, claims the metre had been thus known ‘for the last three 

centuries’, ‘ljúflingur’ being a by-name for a male elf or fairy who falls in love with a 

human woman.16 Einar Ól. Sveinsson similarly claims that it was the great popularity 

throughout Iceland of the abovementioned Ljúflingsljóð which caused the metre to be 

renamed.17 Haukur Þorgeirsson, in his article on the dating of Gullkársljóð, suggests that 

as early as the thirteenth century poetry in fornyrðislag may have been considered 

unimpressive compared to skaldic verse, and that by the end of the middle ages the 

metre had come primarily to be associated with poetry intended for women and 

children.18 He also points to a stanza in some redactions of Snjáskvæði which indicates 

that at least some of the sagnakvæði may have been intended primarily for children.19  

In this way we begin to get a sense of the kinds of people who may have created and 

enjoyed such poetry. Gísli Sigurðsson, in the 1988 article cited above, argues among 

other things that we should think not of ‘older’ and ‘younger’ poems in the Poetic Edda, 

but of ‘male-oriented’ and ‘female-oriented’ poems, the latter displaying a marked 

interest in women’s emotions and concerns and produced for – and perhaps by – 

                                                           
13 Clunies Ross (2013), p. 189. 
14 The Eddica Minora is a selection of Eddic poems taken from fornaldarsögur published by the 
scholars Andreas Heusler and Wilhelm Ranisch in 1903 under the title Eddica Minora. Dichtungen 
Eddischer Art aus den Fornaldarsögur und anderen Prosawerken. ‘Minora’ indicates that these poems 
were thought to be of lesser value than the ‘true’ Eddic poems found in the Poetic Edda. 
15 Clunies Ross (2013), p. 189.  
16 Guðbrandur Vigfússon (1883), p. 383. 
17 Einar Ól. Sveinsson, The Folk-Stories of Iceland (London: VSNR, 2003), p. 88. 
18 Haukur Þorgeirsson, ‘Gullkársljóð og Hrafnagaldur’, Gripla XXI (2010), p. 303.  
19 Op. Cit. p. 302. 
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different genders.20 Although the sagnakvæði are – as will be discussed below – 

undoubtedly younger than the first swell of Eddic poems preserved in the Poetic Edda, 

many of them share with the ‘female-oriented’ Eddic poems a concern with ‘women’s 

issues’.21 This indicates that, both before and long after the introduction of literacy to 

Iceland, fornyrðislag poetry was being composed and retained in oral transmission and, 

in the latter centuries at least, was particularly enjoyed by women. Thus Haukur, in a 

2012 examination of formulae in Vambarljóð, concludes that the sagnakvæði were not a 

sudden innovation at the close of the middle ages, nor were they self-conscious 

throwbacks to the Poetic Edda, but rather the natural continuation of a national 

proclivity for the composition of narrative poetry in fornyrðislag.22  

2.2 Preservation and age 

Although the form and materials that make up the sagnakvæði clearly existed in Iceland 

from the earliest period, they were not written down until the seventeenth century. This 

has naturally led to some scholarly debate over their age. The earliest written record of 

any of the sagnakvæði is a few stanzas of Gullkársljóð in a manuscript from 1644, with the 

full poem not being written down until 1660.23 All other manuscripts of sagnakvæði are 

similarly dated to the latter half of the seventeenth century.24 Of particular importance 

for my study – and likely representative of the circumstances in and methods by which 

all the sagnakvæði were eventually preserved in written form – is the ‘Kvæðabók’ of one 

Gissur Sveinsson, a paper manuscript now housed in the Árni Magnússon Institute for 

Icelandic Studies in Reykjavík with the shelf-mark AM 147 8vo. Gissur was a reverend 

in Álftamýri, north west Iceland, who, along with his cousins in Vatnsfjörður, collected 

a great deal of folk poetry, including many Icelandic ballads and four sagnakvæði, 

contained in AM 147 8vo: Kötludraumur, Snjáskvæði, Þóruljóð and Kringilnefjukvæði. Jón 

Helgason, in his introduction to the 1960 facsimile version of AM 147 8vo, argues that 

Gissur was inspired by the work of the Danish scholar A S Vedel, who in 1591 published 

a collection of one hundred Danish ballads, to begin collecting the folk poetry of his own 

                                                           
20 Gísli Sigurðsson (1988), p. 252. 
21 Haukur Þorgeirsson (2010), p. 302. 
22 Haukur Þorgeirsson, ‘Poetic Formulas in Late Medieval Icelandic Folk Poetry: The Case of 
Vambarljóð’, RMN Newsletter, No. 4 (May 2012), p. 194.  
23 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir (2012a), p. 270. 
24 Ibid. 
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countrymen.25 Regardless of the reasoning behind this enterprise, Gissur’s collection is, 

according to Jón, the oldest poetry collection of its kind to have survived in Iceland, and 

it was certainly influential, being copied numerous times and preserving the earliest 

version of several poems, including Þóruljóð.26 It is not fully clear who Gissur’s 

informants were, whether he was writing the poems down from his own memory or 

from that of others; it was likely a mixture of both. While it is not possible to fully rule 

out the existence of the poems found in AM 147 8vo in written form copied by Gissur 

and subsequently lost, there are certain indications in the manuscript itself that at least 

some of the poems were recorded from oral recitation or performance, suggesting that 

they had not been written down previously but had been kept alive in the memories of 

Icelanders. Thus Jón Helgason points to two pages inserted into the manuscript but not 

originally belonging there, 58v and 59r-v, on which can be found written in Gissur’s 

handwriting the first words of each stanza of two ballads, Magna dans and Ásu dans. Jón 

extrapolates that this represents ‘fyrsta upphafið að ritun kvæðanna’,27 and that 

therefore Gissur was recording them from an oral recitation.28 Vésteinn Ólason, in his 

work The Traditional Ballads of Iceland, states that this hypothesis is ‘no doubt correct’.29  

We can therefore assume that the other, non-ballad texts in this collection – including 

the sagnakvæði – were taken from the recollections and oral recitations of Gissur’s 

informants, if not from Gissur’s own memory. This assumption is bolstered by the scant 

information concerning the sources of the sagnakvæði found in other collections. Thus 

Ólafur Davíðsson writes of one section of Vambarljóð: ‘það var ritað upp fyrir Árna eptir 

afgamalli kellingu, móður Guðmundar Bergþórssonar’.30 Similarly, on Snjáskvæði: 

‘skrifað eptir fyrirsögu óskýrrar kellingar, er það hafði numið af móður sinni’.31 A 

pattern emerges here: it would appear that the sagnakvæði were composed and preserved 

                                                           
25 Jón Helgason, Kvæðabók séra Gissurar Sveinssonar (Copenhagen: Hið íslenzka fræðafélag, 1960), 
p. 53.  
26 Op. Cit. p. 7. 
27 ‘the first attempt at recording the poems’ 
28 Jón Helgason (1960), p. 52. 
29 Vésteinn Ólason, The Traditional Ballads of Iceland: Historical Studies (Reykjavík: Stofnun Árna 
Magnússonar á Íslandi, 1982), p. 21. 
30 Ólafur Davíðsson, Íslenzkar þulur og þjóðkvæði (Copenhagen: Hið íslenzka bókmentafélag, 1898), 
p. 54: ‘that was written up for Árni [Árni Magnússon] according to [the recitation of] a very old 
woman, the mother of Guðmundur Bergþórsson.’ 
31 Op. Cit. p. 38: ‘written according to the dictation of a vague old woman, who had learnt it from 
her mother.’ 
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orally, passed on by mothers to their children and surviving with a particular tenacity 

in the memories of little old ladies. This is in keeping with the fate of much later medieval 

Icelandic poetry in fornyrðislag, as described above. Jón Helgason summarises that the 

poems collected by Gissur had existed for a long time and must have been known by 

many people, but it was not deemed ‘fashionable’ to set them in writing: ‘slíkt var ekki 

tízka’.32 The ‘title’ Gissur wrote on the second leaf of his manuscript – ‘Nøckur fornkvædi 

til gamans’, that is, ‘some old poems for fun’ – can thus be read both as an indication of 

the frivolous esteem such poems were held in, and as a pre-emptive attempt by Gissur 

to defend his decision to waste paper on such fancies, demonstrating that he is well 

aware of their frivolous nature and, nevertheless, found them worthy of record.33 

 

But what of their actual age? Certainly, the fact that old women in the seventeenth 

century knew the sagnakvæði well would imply that they existed in a recognisable form 

in at least the sixteenth century. Moreover, as the title Gissur gave his manuscript would 

imply, those who knew and recorded the poems in the seventeenth century thought of 

them as ‘fornkvæði’, that is, ‘old poems’. It is worth noting that the ballads which Gissur 

deemed, along with the sagnakvæði, ‘old’, are thought by Vésteinn to have arrived in 

Iceland in the fifteenth century at the earliest.34 Some remarks made by Jón Guðmundson 

lærði are also illuminating. Jón lærði (1574 – 1658) was an Icelandic scholar and writer 

who, despite being unlearned in Latin, Greek and the other subjects taught at the schools 

of his period, had a voracious appetite for literature in his native tongue and possessed 

a broad knowledge of Icelandic folklore. In his 1641 treatise on the Prose Edda, 

Samantektir um skilning á Eddu, Jón mentions Kötludraumur: 

‘Menn kalla Lioð eitt gamallt Kotludraum sem menn viðkannaz at ec meina i ollum 

Islandz fiorðungum, oc er þat æfinntyr ecki at skrifa, at þat er Islandz monnum 

næsta alkunnigt…’.35 

                                                           
32 Jón Helgason (1960), p. 53. 
33 Ibid. 
34 Vésteinn Ólason (1982), p. 109. 
35 Cited in Gísli Sigurðsson (1995), p. 205: ‘people call one old poem Kötludraumur, which in my 
estimation people in all quarters of Iceland are familiar with, and that ævintýri need not be written 
down, because it is very well known by all Icelanders…’  
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He comments similarly that ‘old poets’ wrote such poems as Gullkársljóð and 

Snjáskvæði.36 Again, if such poems were reckoned ‘old’ in Jón’s estimation, we can 

assume they had been around since at least the sixteenth and possibly fifteenth century. 

That the narrative material, at least, of Kötludramur was considered so widely known 

that it did not need to be written down suggests the story (or stories) it was based on, if 

not the poem itself, could be dated centuries earlier. Guðbrandur Vigfússon dates the 

sagnakvæði somewhat nebulously to ‘the last years of the Middle Ages’;37 Gísli 

Sigurðsson contents that Kötludraumur, at least, could not have been written later than 

the sixteenth century.38 Haukur Þorgeirsson is, to my knowledge, the first to have 

attempted a more precise dating of the poems. While he places the genre as a whole in 

the period 1450 – 1550 in his discussion of the history of fornyrðislag, he dates Gullkársljóð 

somewhat earlier. Based on metrical analysis and comparisons with other definitively 

‘medieval’ Eddic poems, Haukur argues that Gullkársljóð was likely composed before 

1400.39 He comes to a similar conclusion in his discussion of the dating of Þóruljóð, which 

will be explored further below (section 3.2). Certainly, the sagnakvæði, like the poems of 

the Poetic Edda, were not composed all at once, and the written form(s) in which they 

have survived to us likely differ somewhat from the form(s) in which they circulated 

orally throughout the centuries. Much of the material in the sagnakvæði likely also 

circulated in the form of prose stories as well as poetry (see below, section 2.3). 

Nevertheless, there is little reason for us to believe that they should not be counted as 

‘medieval’ poetry, despite being recorded only in post-Reformation manuscripts. It 

should also be noted that the sagnakvæði differ quite radically in subject matter and style 

from the fornyrðislag poetry which was written after the Reformation and the re-

discovery of the Codex Regius, again supporting an earlier, medieval dating.40 

2.3 Subject matter 

The sagnakvæði take their materials from a diverse range of sources, as will be discussed 

in the following section, but a short summary of the plot of each of the poems in question 

should be enough to give a sense of their tone and timbre. They are, on the whole, happy 

                                                           
36 In Jón Þorkelson (1888), p. 202. 
37 Guðbrandur Vigfússon (1883), p. 383. 
38 Gísli Sigurðsson (1995), p. 209. 
39 Haukur Þorgeirsson (2010), p. 313. 
40 Haukur Þorgeirsson (2012), p. 194. 
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stories, ending, as Haukur Þorgeirsson points out, on a positive note, while the poems 

of the Poetic Edda tend to end in disaster.41 

Kötludraumur, which was possibly the most popular of the sagnakvæði, surviving in over 

eighty copies from the seventeenth to the nineteenth centuries,42 utilises the common 

folkloristic motif of a relationship between a human woman and a supernatural creature. 

The poem tells of a woman named Katla who travels to the land of ‘hidden people’ in a 

dream and becomes pregnant by an elf named Kár, all while her husband is away at the 

Alþing. The poem describes Katla’s dream and the reaction of her husband and brothers 

to the news of her pregnancy, as well as of the grief of Kár at the loss of his beloved 

Katla.43  

Snjáskvæði similarly focuses on interactions between the human and the supernatural, 

and features the equally common folklore motif of the wicked stepmother. An elf-

woman has a spell cast on her by her stepmother which forces her to leave behind her 

elf husband and child and travel to the world of humans disguised as a human man. She 

is allowed to return at night to the world of the elves, but after ten years of this she will 

be transformed into a wolf unless someone can tell her what is the matter with her and 

where she goes during the night.44  

Kringilnefjukvæði tells of a poor man and woman who have a very beautiful daughter, 

Gullinhöfða. After her mother dies, her father finds a woman in the forest named 

Kringilnefja, and takes her as an instructor for Gullinhöfða. She reluctantly teaches 

Gullinhöfða feminine arts and skills, until one day a prince Ásmundur comes riding by 

and falls in love with Gullinhöfða. The spell on Kringilnefja is thereby broken, and she 

is revealed to actually be Gullinhöfða’s beautiful maternal aunt, Hildifríður. The poem 

ends with a double marriage, as Ásmundur weds Gullinhöfða and his father, the king, 

marries Hildifríður. 

                                                           
41 Haukur Þorgeirsson (2010), p. 302. 
42 Gísli Sigurðsson (1995), p. 189. 
43 The same legend is found in prose form in Jón Árnason’s collection Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og 
ævintýri, vol I (Reykjavík: Þjóðsaga, 1954), pp. 59 – 63.  
44 This belongs to a legend type discussed by Terry Gunnell under the name ‘The Elf Queen 
Legend’ in his article ‘The coming of the Christmas Visitors’, Northern Studies 38 (2004), pp. 53 – 
55.  
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Vambarljóð, like many of the other sagnakvæði, also features a spell of transformation and 

a wicked stepmother. Its heroine, the princess Ingibjörg, loses her mother; the wicked 

stepmother who replaces her subsequently casts a spell on the princess which transforms 

her into a cow’s stomach. She will only be set free from this spell if she can make a prince 

agree to marry her or sleep by her, a task in which she eventually succeeds.45  

Hyndluljóð, not to be confused with the Eddic poem also named Hyndluljóð, tells of Signý, 

the daughter of king Logi and his queen Álfhildur. After Álfhildur dies, Logi sends his 

men to ask for the hand of the daughter of the Geatish king Gunnar. However they are 

tricked by a woman named Hildur, whom they meet on the way, and who tells them 

that Gunnar’s daughter is already married. Logi subsequently marries Hildur instead, 

who proves to be a harsh stepmother to Signý, casting a spell on her which turns her into 

a dog. Signý is only free of this spell every ninth night, and it will not be broken until 

she can convince a prince to marry her. She is eventually saved by Ásmundur, the new 

Geatish king, who happens to see her and fall in love with her during one of the nights 

that she is free of her canine form. 

Gullkársljóð also tells of a relationship between a human princess, Æsa or Ása, and one 

of the ‘hidden people’, a fairy named Gullkár. Æsa is locked in her chamber by her 

mother and forced to learn such skills as are befitting a princess, such as needlework, 

which Gullkár teaches her, having been spotted by Æsa through the window of her 

chamber. After a week the two are betrayed by a deceitful woman who mortally wounds 

Gullkár; Æsa, following the bloody trail of Gullkár as he flees, comes across an 

unfamiliar village where she is told by a sobbing fairy woman that Gullkár will die 

unless Æsa agrees to join him in the fairy kingdom.46 

Bryngerðarljóð tells of the love between a prince named Hálfdán and a commoner’s 

daughter, Bryngerður. Continuing with the motif of wicked (step) mothers, Hálfdán is 

given a drink of forgetfulness by his mother which causes him to forget his love for 

Bryngerður and go in search of a new bride. 

                                                           
45 This belongs to a known fairy-tale type, AT 706/404*, discussed by Nanna Halldóra Imsland 
in her unpublished 2012 Háskoli Íslands BA thesis ‘Fann eg í einni fornri syrpu …“ Samanburður 
á Vambarljóðum og íslenskum ævintýrum af gerðunum AT 706 og 404’. 
46 For more on Gullkársljóð, see Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir (2012a). 
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Finally, Þóruljóð, the shortest of the sagnakvæði, is set in pagan times and tells of Þorkell, 

son of a Danish ruler named Þorleifr. An annual Christmas feast is held at their farm, 

and one year a giantess named Þóra knocks on the door, demanding lodgings for the 

winter and inspiring fear in the hearts of all but Þorkell. In return for Þorkell’s 

hospitality, Þóra makes him a magical golden sail which will protect him in battle. The 

curious relationship between Þorkell and Þóra will be discussed in greater detail below.  

As can be seen from these short summaries, many of the sagnakvæði employ common 

fairy-tale motifs such as the wicked step-mother, spells of shape-shifting and magical 

disguises, and love between humans and fairies or other supernatural creatures. The 

same basic plots also circulated in prose form as fairy-tales or legends. 

2.4 Connections to other literature  

As has been discussed above, the sagnakvæði appear to have been a direct continuation 

of the native Icelandic tradition of composing epic, narrative poetry in fornyrðislag most 

notably represented by the Poetic Edda. Perhaps the most natural point of comparison 

for the sagnakvæði, however, given their likely relatively late composition, would be with 

the rímur, and we can consider them as the late medieval continuations of the pre-

existing Eddic and skaldic traditions respectively. As Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir 

points out, the sagnakvæði are far fewer in number than the rímur, rímur being the most 

common form of Icelandic epic poetry between the fourteenth and nineteenth centuries. 

Nevertheless, they must have coexisted for some time, with some later authors 

reworking sagnakvæði material into rímur.47 Guðbrandur Vigfússon also compares the 

sagnakvæði and the rímur, stating that they ‘stand in the same relation to popular stories 

and folk-lore as the Rímur do to the Book-stories and romances’, a useful summation of 

the ways the two types of poetry interacted with pre-existing Icelandic literature, 

although perhaps somewhat of a generalisation.48 

Einar Ól. Sveinsson makes the distinction between stories which have some basis in folk-

legend, such as a belief in nature spirits, the divinatory quality of dreams, and the 

existence of ghosts, and ‘sheer fiction of the fantastic and wonder-tale kind’ which 

                                                           
47 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir (2012a), p. 268. 
48 Guðbrandur Vigfússon (1883), p. 385.  
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features in the sagnakvæði.49 The former category of stories are found in early texts such 

as Landnámabók and many of the Íslendingasögur, whereas there is scant evidence for the 

existence of the latter type of story in early medieval Icelandic sources; Einar contends 

that this is simply because nobody thought it worthwhile to expend precious vellum on 

writing down such things. An interesting exception is found in Sverris saga, in which the 

travails of the young King Sverrir in Värmland are compared to ‘what we are told in 

ancient stories happened when royal children had spells put on them by stepmothers’.50 

This comment bears obvious similarities to the material of several of the sagnakvæði as 

outlined above, indicating that such tales were commonplace around the twelfth - 

thirteenth centuries when the saga was written.  

Such wonder-tales thus appear to have had a relatively long pedigree in Iceland despite 

being found mainly in post-medieval sources.51 Einar claims that it was a peculiarity of 

the sixteenth century that only then, for the first time, did Icelandic writers see fit to 

begin composing poetry from such wonder-tale material, although, as discussed above 

(section 2.2) many of the sagnakvæði were probably composed earlier.52 Indeed, 

Guðbrandur Vigfússon credits the sagnakvæði with keeping such folk-knowledge alive 

during a period of official oppression of folk-tales and ancient belief by the church in 

Iceland from the fourteenth century onwards.53 It is evident from the word ævintýri, 

which is derived from the Old French aventure, that such wonder-tales are not primarily 

Icelandic or Scandinavian in origin but are found in various forms the world over. 

Common motifs include the aforementioned wicked stepmother, spells of shape-

shifting, and relationships between humans and supernatural creatures, all of which 

crop up repeatedly in the sagnakvæði. Thus, Einar writes that the story of Snjáskvæði is 

undoubtedly related to a nineteenth-century folk-story of Una or Úlfhildur the Elf-

queen, itself related to the Indo-European wonder-tale ATU 306, ‘The Danced-Out 

                                                           
49 Einar Ól. Sveinsson (2003), p. 79. 
50 Ibid. 
51 See Einar Ól. Sveinsson (2003) for a detailed study of the types of folk- and fairy-tales which 
existed in Iceland; see also Antti Aarne’s The Types of the Folktale (Helsinki: Suomalainen 
tiedeakatemia, 1981) for an overview of international folktale types and contents.  
52 Einar Ól. Sveinsson (2003), p. 87. 
53 Guðbrandur Vigfússon, introduction to Íslenzkar þjóðsögur og ævintýri (Reykjavík: Þjóðsaga, 
1954), p. xviii.  
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Shoes’.54 He argues similarly that Vambarljóð seems to have been based on a wonder-tale 

that was common at the time although has since been lost, as all subsequent versions of 

the tale are based on the sagnakvæði.55  

Several of the sagnakvæði also bear distinct similarities to a number of Breton lais, twenty-

one of which were translated in the thirteenth century in Norway under the collective 

title Strengleikar. They were translated into prose from the original verse form. 

Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir discusses the similarities between Gullkársljóð and the lai of 

Yonec (Jónet) by Marie de France. Although the two do not share any verbal similarities, 

their plots are strikingly similar, leading Aðalheiður to question whether the two may 

be derived from a common, perhaps Celtic, source, whether the tale of Yonec influenced 

Gullkársljóð in some roundabout fashion, perhaps via some other, lost, translated 

intermediary, or whether Jónet in Strengleikar itself had made its way into Icelandic oral 

tradition and thence to Gullkársljóð.56 This has interesting implications both for the 

possible circulation of the Strengleikar in Iceland and also for the kinds of materials which 

were drawn upon in the composition of the sagnakvæði, with distinctly ‘foreign’, chivalric 

materials possibly circulating orally in prose form being reconfigured into the more 

familiar indigenous fornyrðislag. If Gullkársljóð was somehow inspired by the version of 

Jónet found in the Strengleikar translations, moreover, we may quite safely date the poem 

to some time after the thirteenth century. It should be noted, however, that several of the 

sagnakvæði also bear similarities to the fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda as well as to the 

Strengleikar; some of them are set in a shadowy, pagan, Scandinavian past, rather than 

the never-never land of fairy-tale, while others mirror these fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda 

more directly in terms of plot. Aðalheiður comments that Hyndluljóð and Bryngerðarljóð 

are particularly reminiscent of certain fornaldarsögur Norðurlanda, while Snjáskvæði is 

similar to the Eddic poem Helgakviða Hundingsbana in fyrri.57  

Aðalheiður also points out similarities between Kötludraumur and several of the 

Strengleikar, including Tídorel, Grelents strengleikr, Dún and Míluns strengleikr.58 

                                                           
54 Einar Ól. Sveinsson (2003), p. 87; Hans-Jörg Uther, The Types of International Folktales, Part I 
(Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 2004), p. 188.  
55 Op. Cit. p. 88.  
56 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir (2012a), p. 287. 
57 Op. Cit. p. 268, note 3. 
58 Op. Cit. p. 274.  
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Kötludraumur is an interesting case, in that as well as these chivalric influences from the 

Strengleikar, it could also have some basis in historical reality. Jón lærði, discussed above, 

believed that the central figures in the poem were real people, Katla being Þórkatla, 

daughter of one Hergill hnapprass, ‘sem Kötludraumur er af’,59 and her husband Már 

being one Már of Reykjahólar. The son of Katla/Þórkatla and Már – or indeed, of Katla 

and the elf Kár – was named Ari. As Gísli Sigurðsson notes, these figures are indeed 

named as settlers in Landnámabók; nothing is mentioned in this source, however, of the 

dreams and subsequent pregnancy of Katla.60 It is unclear why this fictional story 

became attached to these historical figures. Gísli suggests, however, that the 

circumstance described in the poem – that of an extramarital pregnancy as a result of 

supernatural intervention – could be read as a fictionalised version of a pressing social 

issue in Iceland in the seventeenth century. At this time, the punishment for such a 

pregnancy was death, and so the desire of Katla’s husband and brothers to hide the truth 

behind the pregnancy and accept the child as one of their own could reflect what was 

likely to have been a common occurrence in late medieval and early modern Iceland.61 

As such the poem both reflects the value system held by the common people, as opposed 

to that promulgated by the Icelandic church and law, and indicates that such literature 

was not used merely ‘til gamans’ but also as an outlet for the desires, opinions and 

worries of those who composed and listened to it. 

In this way, as in several others, the sagnakvæði are similar to the Icelandic ballads. 

Vésteinn Ólason has commented on the gender dynamics of the ballads, noting that ‘in 

no other type of poetry from the late Middle Ages or the subsequent centuries do women 

play such a decisive role. Nor is their fate elsewhere described with as much 

sympathy’.62 Many of the ballads can be read as an attempt to work through and subvert 

the gendered violence which was doubtless prevalent in medieval Icelandic society, as 

Kötludraumur can be read as a similar ‘grappling with’ of societal norms. Elves and other 

supernatural creatures also feature quite heavily in the ballads. As has been discussed 

above, the preservation of the sagnakvæði and the ballads appears to have been strikingly 

similar; just as many of the sagnakvæði were apparently written down from the recitation 

                                                           
59 Cited in Gísli Sigurðsson (1995), p. 205, ‘about whom Kötludraumur is written’ 
60 Op. Cit. pp. 208 – 209.  
61 Op. Cit. p. 217. 
62 Vésteinn Ólason (1982), p. 24. 
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of little old women, so the majority of the ballad informants were female.63 As noted 

above, moreover, ballads and sagnakvæði were preserved together in the collection of 

Gissur Sveinsson, meaning both types of poetry were probably enjoyed and 

remembered by the same kinds of people. Vésteinn infers from the fact that it was mostly 

women who remembered and recited the ballads that they were likely held in relatively 

little esteem, probably sung while working or to put children asleep. In this they differ 

from the prestige genres such as rímur and sagas which were read aloud by men during 

the mixed-gender kvöldvaka.64  

Certainly it is likely that the sagnakvæði were particularly enjoyed by women and 

children (see the above discussion of ljúflingslag, section 2.1). There was, however, a 

certain amount of interplay between the sagnakvæði and the more prestigious rímur, most 

notably through the work of the female rímnaskáld Steinunn Finnsdóttir (c. 1641 – 1710). 

One of very few female rímur poets whose work survives to us, Steinunn wrote rímur 

based on Hyndluljóð and Snjáskvæði, as well as a kappakvæði containing only Icelandic 

heroes and several lausavísur.65 Shaun Hughes notes that Steinunn’s decision to create 

rímur out of such ‘folklore’ material was quite a radical departure from literary tradition, 

as rímur were normally based on riddarasögur and fornaldarsögur.66 It would perhaps be 

pushing the envelope to make a connection between Steinunn’s gender and her use of 

the sagnakvæði, but it is nevertheless an interesting point to consider. Aðalheiður 

Guðmundsdóttir points to two other rímur poets who utilised the sagnakvæði in this way, 

Guðrún Jónsdóttir who also composed a rímur based on Snjáskvæði, and Sigmundur 

Helgason who apparently composed rímur based on Vambarljóð.67 Although Hughes 

concludes that the sagnakvæði were ultimately ‘usurped’ by the rímur, this brief moment 

of interaction between the two genres – at the hands of a female poet, no less – testifies 

to the great range of literature being composed and enjoyed in late- and post-medieval 

Iceland, where literacy was apparently being practiced ‘much further down the social 

                                                           
63 Op. Cit. p. 23. 
64 Op. Cit. p. 24, note 24.  
65 Hughes, Shaun, ‘The Re-emergence of Women’s Voices in Icelandic Literature, 1500 – 1800’, in 
Cold Counsel: Women of Old Norse Literature and Myth, eds. Sarah M Anderson and Karen Swenson 
(New York: Garland, 2002), p. 94. 
66 Op. Cit. p. 101. 
67 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir (2012a), p. 272. 
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scale than was the case in the neighbouring countries of Scandinavia and Great Britain’.68 

Hughes moreover underscores the significant role that women played, if not always in 

the composition of such literature, then in its preservation and performance, as was the 

case with the ballads, the sagnakvæði and, in some cases, rímur.69 

  

                                                           
68 Hughes (2002), pp. 101 – 102.  
69 Op. Cit. p. 102. 
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3. Þóruljóð 

In this section I will discuss the manuscript preservation of Þóruljóð, previous scholarly 

research on the poem and its connections to other literary and folklore material. The 

Icelandic original of the poem, as well as my idiomatic English translation and a 

discussion of my translation methods, will be provided in the appendix. 

3.1 Manuscript preservation of the poem 

I am heavily indebted to Haukur Þorgeirsson’s research on Þóruljóð, as put forward in 

his 2011 article on the poem, ‘Þóruljóð og Háu-Þóruleikur’, in the sections that follow. 

The poem is preserved in full in ten manuscripts; a single stanza is also quoted in the 

dictionary of Jón Ólafsson from Grunnavík (1705 – 1779) under the entry for the word 

‘bera’ (AM 433 fol II). The oldest of these manuscripts is the poetry collection of Gissur 

Sveinsson, discussed in section 2.2 (AM 147 8vo). Haukur made a comparison of all ten 

of these manuscripts and concluded that the following seven are significant for study of 

the poem, given the abbreviations G, B, V₁, V₂, T, and I: 

G = AM 147 8vo (the poetry collection of Gissur Sveinsson) 

B = Add. 11.177 

V₁ = NKS 1141 fol 

V₂ = JS 405 4to 

T = Thott 489 8vo III 

I = JS 80 8vo  

 

The other three manuscripts which preserve the poem are JS 126 fol (a copy of B), JS 406 

4to (a transcription made by Jón Sigurðsson of V₁ with variants from G) and JS 581 4to 

(a poor copy of G).  

The manuscript G contains by far the oldest extant version of Þóruljóð; Haukur believes 

that G itself was based on a lost collection, *X, also written by Gissur some time prior to 

1665.70 Haukur further concludes that all of the abovenamed manuscript versions of the 

poem are based ultimately on a lost sister manuscript to G, named *Y. Thus it is clear 

that G is the extant manuscript which is closest to the ‘source’ of Þóruljóð – likely found 

                                                           
70 Haukur Þorgeirsson, ‘Þóruljóð og Háu-Þóruleikur’, Gripla XXII (2011), p. 212. 
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in the lost *X, itself most probably based on an oral recitation or performance of the 

poem, as has been discussed above. The version of Þóruljóð printed by Ólafur Davíðsson 

in his edition is taken from the manuscript T, with variants from V₁ and G. Haukur 

comments that as T contains by no means the most original version of the poem, there is 

good reason to print the poem again, using the version G as his main text.71 Ólafur’s 

editorial practice has also been called into question, with Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir 

concluding in a 1997 article on the subject that many of the poems printed by Ólafur 

never existed in the form that he gives them, and that new editions of these poems are 

therefore required.72 Significant variants from B, V₁, V₂, T and I are also provided by 

Haukur in his critical apparatus, although I have not included them. 

I have used Haukur’s edition of Þóruljóð as the basis for my translation, and have 

followed Haukur’s example in providing the non-normalised Old Icelandic orthography 

taken from G for the sake of transparency.  

3.2 Previous scholarship on Þóruljóð 

As mentioned above, Haukur Þorgeirsson is the only scholar who, to my knowledge, 

has undertaken any significant research on the poem. Nevertheless, his study is 

comprehensive, offering a dating of the poem based on its metrical features and 

similarities to other medieval texts as well a tentative comparison to the Icelandic folk-

game Háu-Þóruleikur, which will be discussed in greater detail in section 4.1.  

Haukur opens his article on Þóruljóð with the assertion that despite only being preserved 

in manuscripts from the seventeenth century onwards, the sagnakvæði are in fact much 

older.73 He goes on to demonstrate convincingly that Þóruljóð was likely composed 

before 1400, using the same set of criteria which he applies to Gullkársljóð in his 2010 

article.  

Firstly, Haukur notes that Þóruljóð is clearly composed according to the old quantity 

rules, that is, before the ‘great quantity shift’ of the sixteenth century in which the 

distinction between long and short syllables was lost. This supports a dating of the poem 

                                                           
71 Op. Cit. p. 213. 
72 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, ‘(Ó)Traustar heimildir: Um söfnun og útgáfu þjóðkvæða’, 
Skáldskaparmál 4 (1997), p. 226. 
73 Haukur Þorgeirsson (2011), p. 211. 
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earlier than the sixteenth century. Similarly, the syllabic patterning of the poem only 

works if word-final -r is read as non-syllabic. Haukur argues that in most poems written 

after the fourteenth century word-final -r is treated as syllabic, as is also the case in 

modern Icelandic in which word-final -ur is treated as a separate syllable. Thus, given 

that in the version of Þóruljóð that survives to us, word-final -r is not treated as a separate 

syllable, the likelihood is that it was written at some point in the fourteenth century at 

the earliest. Moreover, there are a number of instances in the poem of word-initial ‘sn’ 

or ‘sl’ alliterating with plain ‘s’, which is no longer possible in modern Icelandic. Haukur 

argues, using the research of scholar Ragnar Ingi Aðalsteinsson, that such alliteration 

was common in Icelandic poetry until the fourteenth century but very seldom found 

thereafter, again supporting an earlier dating of Þóruljóð. Finally, Haukur points out that 

the poem uses syntactic patterns which are characteristic of medieval poetry.74 

As well as this metrical analysis, Haukur points out several similarities between Þóruljóð 

and other, more demonstrably ‘medieval’ poems written in fornyrðislag. His reasoning is 

that poems which were composed in roughly the same period are more likely to share 

verbal similarities than poems composed centuries apart.75 The texts with which Haukur 

compares Þóruljóð include Hervararkviða from the fornaldarsaga Hervarar saga ok Heiðreks, 

Grípisspá, which Haukur notes is often counted among one of the younger poems of the 

Poetic Edda, and Örvar-odds saga. The similarities which Haukur enumerates are as 

follows: 

1. The ship-kenning ‘gjálfrmara’ is used in both Hervararkviða (stanza 27.2) and 

Þóruljóð (stanza 24.2). Although the notion of a boat as a steed of the sea is quite 

a common kenning concept, this particular configuration is, according to 

Haukur, quite rare, and not found anywhere else outside of these two poems.76 

2. The seventh stanza of Þóruljóð is very similar to the fourth stanza of Grípisspá. 

Both stanzas narrate a servant or slave answering the door to an unexpected 

guest and relaying the news of the arrival to their master; the final two half-lines 

                                                           
74 Op. Cit. pp. 217 – 219. 
75 Op. Cit. p. 219.  
76 Op. Cit. p. 220. 
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of the fourth stanza of Grípisspá – ‘sá vill, fylkir, / fund þinn hafa’77 – mirror 

almost exactly the corresponding two half-lines in the seventh stanza of Þóruljóð. 

3. Finally, stanza 19 of Þóruljóð, in which Þorkell invites Þóra to eat and drink at the 

high table with him after Þorkell’s mother refuses to associate with their giantess 

visitor, echoes a similar scene in Örvar-Odds saga in which Oddr is also invited to 

dine at the high table. Although the scene in the saga is written in prose, rather 

than verse, Haukur suggests that this was the result of the saga author’s 

reworking of an older line of poetry into his verse saga.78  

Haukur concludes, based on the above research, that Þóruljóð is relatively old, certainly 

composed before the reformation and likely no younger than the fourteenth century. He 

does, however, note that the poem which survives to us now is undoubtedly different to 

the ‘original’ Þóruljóð, whatever form that may have taken, with the alliteration having 

most likely suffered during centuries of oral transmission.79  

  

                                                           
77 Cited ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid. 
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4. Possible sources and analogues of Þóruljóð 

In this section I will discuss possible sources for the material of Þóruljóð, and parallels 

between the poem and other types of medieval Icelandic literature, folklore and ritual. 

These include the role played by giantesses in Icelandic literature and mythology more 

generally, in an attempt to clarify somewhat the strange relationship between Þorkell 

and Þóra in the poem, and the aforementioned Háu-Þóruleikur, as discussed by Terry 

Gunnell and Haukur Þorgeirsson.  

4.1 Háu-Þóruleikur 

This section will draw on the work of folklorist Terry Gunnell on drama and ritual in 

Scandinavia from the Viking Age onwards, which finds its fullest expression in his 1995 

text The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia. This work is somewhat of an attempt to 

rehabilitate the thesis put forward in 1920 by Bertha Phillpott in her The Elder Edda and 

ancient Scandinavian drama. Phillpott’s essential argument was that the poems of the 

Poetic Edda represent the last traces of ancient religious dramatic rituals carried out in 

pre-Viking Age Scandinavia; for decades, however, her work was largely dismissed 

because there was thought to be very little evidence of any kind of drama carried out 

either in Scandinavia or Iceland. Gunnell demonstrates to the contrary that there is 

definite evidence of dramatic activity in Scandinavia from the earliest period onwards, 

from archaeological remains of costumes and masks in pre-Christian Scandinavia 

through to late-medieval dramatic folk-games. The most significant and original element 

of Gunnell’s work is his study of the ‘dialogic’ Eddic poems written in ljóðaháttr, such as 

Skírnismál and Lokasenna. He concludes that it would have been difficult for a single 

person to recite these poems in such a way that the audience would have been able to 

understand what was happening and who was speaking. As such, it is more likely that 

they were performed by more than one person, wearing costumes and masks and 

making such gestures as would conform to a modern understanding of dramatic 

performance. This implies that we should perhaps think of such dialogic texts as plays 

rather than poems, although a contemporary viewer of such performances may have 

made no distinction between poetry and theatre.80 Gunnell’s argument is supported by 

his study of the various manuscripts of these dialogic Eddic poems, some of which 

                                                           
80 Gunnell, Terry (1995), p. 281. 
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contain marginal notes indicating that the scribes thought themselves to be dealing with 

a kind of ‘popular vernacular drama, designed for performance by more than one 

speaker’.81 

One of the stops Gunnell makes along the way to this conclusion is at the so-called 

vikivaki games, including Háu-Þóruleikur. The phrase vikivaki has been used in sources 

to refer to either a nocturnal dance and entertainment gathering, which were common 

at least in early modern Iceland, or to a specific type of dance performed at such 

gatherings involving paired participants who did not alter their positions on the floor - 

differentiating it from other types of dance such as the ring-dance - but ‘wiggle-waggled’ 

their bodies to and fro. The word itself is of uncertain etymology, although Michael 

Chesnutt argued in a 1978 article that it is ultimately of Dutch origin.82 Games involving 

costumes and play-acting are mentioned alongside this vikivaki in the mid-seventeenth 

century translation of Arngrímur Jónsson’s Crymogæa, a Latin history of Iceland 

published in 1609. This anonymous translation expands on the Latin original, providing 

a fuller description of Icelandic dance-parties, the vikivaki dance, and ‘fleiri dansleika … 

so sem að er hringbrot, frantzensleikur, Þórhildarleikur, hindarleikur, Háu-Þóru leikur’, 

amongst others.83 Such games would have been interspersed with dancing at the 

Icelandic vökunætur (wakes) which were, according to Gunnell, held in farmhouses in 

the Christmas and New Year period.84 Gunnell is particularly interested in four games, 

hestleikur, hjartarleikur, kerlingarleikur and Háu-Þóruleikur, as they involve costumed 

representation and appear to have roots in mainland Scandinavian practices. Thus, for 

Gunnell, they form part of a continuum of Scandinavian and, later, Icelandic, dramatic 

practice, beginning with the archaeological evidence for the use of costumed disguises 

in ritual activity in pre-Christian Scandinavia through to his proposed dramatic 

performances of the dialogic Eddic poems. These later-and post-medieval vikivaki games 

are thus the natural continuation of Scandinavian drama, although lacking, post-

                                                           
81 Op. Cit. p. 329. 
82 See Chesnutt, Michael, ‘On the Origin of Icelandic vikivaki’, ARV 1978, Vol. 34, pp. 142 – 151.  
83 ‘other dance-games, such as hringbrot, frantzensleikur, Þórhildarleikur, hindarleikur, Háu-
Þóru leikur’, printed in Jón Samsonarson, Kvæði og dansleikir vol. I (Reykjavik: Almenna 
bókafélagið, 1964), p. xxxi. 
84 Gunnell (1995), p. 149. 
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Conversion, a cult or ritualistic significance. Later sources give us a clearer picture of 

what exactly these games entailed. 

Háu-Þóruleikur is described in detail in a number of sources, all of which are printed by 

Jón Samsonarson in the first volume of his collection Kvæði og dansleikir. The earliest of 

these sources is known as Niðurraðan og undirvísan hvurninn gleði og dansleikir voru tíðkaðir 

og um hönd hafðir í fyrri tíð. This text, a description of dance-gatherings and various 

games, is of uncertain authorship and age, although Jón argues that the first draft, at 

least, was likely written pre-1750.85 Gunnell, in his discussion of the vikivaki dance-

gatherings, notes that the Niðurraðan is ‘surprisingly objective’, probably an attempt to 

‘record an old tradition that was beginning to fade’ written by a ‘self-educated farmer 

interested in historical material’ rather than an irate clergyman.86 According to the 

author of Niðurraðan, Háu-Þóruleikur was played at dance-gatherings when a different 

costumed character, the þingálp – a man dressed in a monstrous costume, crawling into 

the room on all fours and harassing the women in attendance, until the menfolk 

‘attacked’ it and forced it out of the room87 – was not available.88 Háa-Þóra is made out 

of a pole two ‘ells’ in length, topped with a woman’s head-dress, with another pole tied 

across the front of it to form a cross-shape. The pole is then covered with a woman’s coat, 

an apron, and a decorative belt, with a bunch of keys hung off it. A man goes underneath 

the coat and carries the whole guise, entering the room, running round and bothering 

everybody, including the man singing verses for the guests to dance along to. Þóra is 

accompanied by two men dressed as skjaldmeyjar, that is ‘shield-maidens’. The author 

also cites a mocking verse which was apparently sung at the monstrous ‘guest’: 

                                                           
85 Jón Samsonarson (1964), p. lii.  
8686 Gunnell, Terry, ‘Waking the ‘Wiggle-Waggle’ Monsters (Animal figures and Cross-Dressing 
in the Icelandic Vikivaki Games)’, in Folk Drama Studies Today: The International Traditional Drama 
Conference 2002, eds. Eddie Cass and Peter Millington (Sheffield, 2003), p. 209. 
87 Gunnell (1995), pp. 146 – 148. 
88 The name of this creature appears in various forms in different sources, such as þingálpn and 
finngálkn; see further Einar Sigmarsson, ‘Hamskipti eða endaskipti? Um nykur og nykrað, 
finngálkn og finngálknað’, Gripla XVI (2005), pp. 287 – 298.   
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‘Eg sá eina falda fokku, 

So fallega hún spann. 

Óþokkinn lyfti sér upp aftan’.89 

The game is next described in a treatise on Icelandic games and folk-customs written by 

Brynjólfur Jónsson at the request of Jón Árnason around the year 1862. Brynjólfur writes 

that: 

‘Háva-Þóra hafi verið stærsti karlmaðurinn færður í hempu og með hávan 

skautafald og lék svo fyrir hinum. Ekki þótti óskemmtilegt að vera Háva-Þóra’.90 

By contrast, the shortest man in the room would be roped in to playing the main 

character in the hjartarleikur.   

Finally, Háu-Þóruleikur is grouped with the hjartarleikur and the þingálp in a letter 

written by Magnús Andrésson from Langholt to the painter Sigurður Guðmundsson 

around 1864. Magnús writes:  

‘Háva-Þóra var faðms langt vefskaft. Upp á það var settur stór og mikill faldur sem 

slútti fram, eins og bent er til í Skautaljóðum. Þessu var verið að veifa upp um 

rjáfur baðstofunnar áhorfendum til augnagamans’.91 

I am far from the first to suggest a connection between Þóruljóð and Háu-Þóruleikur. A 

discussion of this connection forms the bulk of Haukur Þorgeirsson’s 2011 article on the 

                                                           
89 ‘I saw a [woman with a] headdress/ she span so beautifully/ the bad guy raised himself up in 
the back.’ Printed in Jón Samsonarson (1964), p. lxiv. The verse is difficult to understand, though 
given the descriptions of how the game was played provided in the Niðurraðan we can perhaps 
assume that the ‘woman’ wearing the headdress is the figure of Háa-Þóra, made of wooden poles 
dressed in women’s clothing and moving around the room, while the ‘bad guy’ is the man 
underneath the figure, holding it and moving it around, disrupting the party and possibly 
making obscene movements and gestures.  
90 ‘Háva-Þóra was the tallest man arrayed in a woman’s coat with a tall headdress and played 
around for the others. It was considered quite fun to be Háva-Þóra.’, printed in Jón Samsonarson 
(1964), p. xcvi.  
91 ‘Háva-Þóra was a fathom-long weaving pole. On top of that was placed a great big headdress 
which projected forwards, just as is mentioned in Skautaljóð. This was made to wave up among 
the rafters of the sitting room to amuse the audience.’ Printed in Jón Samsonarson (1964), p. lxxiii. 
Skautaljóð refers to some verses written by Guðmundar Bergþórssonar (d. 1705) which discuss 
women’s fashion. The verse which refers to Háa-Þóra is printed in Jón Samsonarson (1964), pp. 
clxxxiv; it mentions Háa-Þóra and her headdress, suggesting that the messily folded or clumsily 
worn headdress of this giantess figure was a well-known trope. Other verses from Skautaljóð are 
printed by Ólafur Davíðsson in Íslenzkir vikivakar og vikivakakvæði (Copenhagen: Hið íslenzka 
bókmentafélag, 1894), pp. 138 – 139. 
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poem, discussed above. Haukur in turn refers to a letter sent by the aforementioned 

Sigurður Guðmundsson to Jón Sigurðsson in 1865, in which Sigurður mentions the 

vikivaki games and suggests a connection between game and poem: 

‘Um vikivaka hefi eg ekkert séð, enda væri það orðið of seint. Mér 

dettur að eins í hug Þórhildar- eða Háu-Þóru-leikurinn, að hann 

kynni að hafa sinn uppruna frá Þóru-ljóðum, sem þér eflaust þekkið, 

og sem eru gjörð í líkum anda og Kötlu-draumur; þar er talað um 

háa konu eða tröllkonu, er hét Þóra’.92 

Haukur goes on to enumerate the similarities between Háu-Þóruleikur and Þóruljóð as 

he sees them. The first is, of course, the name shared by the two central female characters. 

Secondly, the tallness of both ‘women’ appears to be an integral part of their 

characterisation. The name of the game invariably refers directly to the great height of 

the central figure; either the tallest man at the party was chosen to dress up as the 

giantess (in Brynjólfur’s account), or a tall pole was arrayed with women’s clothing. 

Similarly, repeated references are made to Þóra’s great height and size in Þóruljóð; 

Þorkell himself remarks directly on it (stanza 11); she needs three seats to accommodate 

her in the hall (stanza 21); the cloak belonging to Þorkell – not a short man himself, as he 

acknowledges – which she dons is far too short on her (stanza 22). The slave who 

answers the door to her refers to her as a giantess, as does Þorkell’s mother Þorgerðr. 

Both Þóra and Háa-Þóra inspire fear in those who see them, as Þóra herself 

acknowledges in 13; the slave who answers her knock is terrified of her appearance. 

Similarly, in his discussion of the vikivaki games, Jón Ólafsson of Grunnavík identifies 

the disguised figure in Háu-Þóruleikur as a ‘monstra’.93 Þóra appears at a Christmas 

feast held at Þorkell’s farm, as is made clear in stanza 5; as is noted above, the vikivaki 

games were played at dance gatherings primarily held in the Christmas and New Year 

period. Doubtless a visit from Háa-Þóra would thus have been a seasonal affair. The 

significance of this seasonal aspect of the game and the poem will be discussed below. 

                                                           
92 ‘I have not seen anything [written] about vikivaki, in any case it would have been too late. It 
occurs to me that the Þórhildur- or Háu-Þóruleikur might have its origin in Þóruljóð, which you 
are doubtless familiar with, and which is written in the same style as Kötludramur; a tall woman 
or troll-woman who is called Þóra is mentioned [in Þóruljóð]’, quoted in Haukur Þorgeirsson 
(2011), p. 222. 
93 Cited in Jón Samsonarson (1964), p. clxxxvi. 
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Haukur further notes that people flee from both Þóra and Háa-Þóra. In the poem it is 

mentioned that eight men run away from the high-table when Þóra goes to sit down 

(stanza 21). In Ólafur Davíðsson’s description of the game, found in the third volume of 

his and Jón Árnason’s collection Íslenzkar gátur, skemtanir, vikivakar og þulur, Íslenzkir 

vikivakar og vikivakakvæði, he notes: ‘verða menn að flýja, annaðhvort út eða upp á palla, 

ef í baðstofu er leikið’.94 Finally, Haukur points out that both figures are dressed in a 

cloak or coat and a head-dress; the head-dress is repeatedly mentioned as part of the 

costume of Háa-Þóra in the descriptions of the game – whether worn by a man dressing 

as the character or placed on a pole representing her – while Þóra, arriving at the 

Christmas party presumably clad shabbily (although the clothes she is wearing are not 

explicitly mentioned), is dressed up while in the hall, receiving a fine head-dress from 

Þorkell (stanza 20) and his own cloak to wear (stanza 22).95  

The similarities between the game – as it is described in the various sources – and the 

poem – as it has survived to us in manuscript form – are apparent. The exact nature of 

the relationship between the two, however, is less clear. Sigurður Guðmundsson, cited 

above, suggested that Háu-Þóruleikur originated from Þóruljóð, and it is not 

inconceivable that a Christmas game could have been made out of the central, monstrous 

figure of a presumably well-known poem and her sudden, frightening appearance at a 

Christmas feast. As outlined above, Gunnell argues that the dialogic poems of the Poetic 

Edda can be seen as quasi-‘scripts’ for theatrical performances, or at least the offspring 

of such scripts; perhaps Háu-Þóruleikur is a somewhat more rudimentary relative of the 

kind of performance which may have accompanied, say, Skírnismál. It is significant, 

moreover, that the majority of the descriptions we have of the game postdate the earliest 

manuscript of Þóruljóð, the poem itself, as argued in the previous chapter, likely having 

existed in popular culture for several centuries.96 However, Haukur believes that the 

relationship between the two is somewhat more complicated. It is possible, for example, 

                                                           
94 ‘people have to run away, either out [of the room] or up onto the platform at the end of the 
room, if the game was being played in the sitting room’, Ólafur Davíðsson (1894), p. 138.  
95 See Haukur Þorgeirsson (2011), pp. 222 – 223.  
96 The possible exception to this is the mid-seventeenth century translation of the Crymogæa, 
which mentions Háu-Þóruleikur by name where its 1609 Latin original does not. The translation 
was copied down by Jón Erlendsson, who died in 1672, but its author is unknown. Conceivably 
the translation was written before Þóruljóð was copied down. Nevertheless, the overwhelmingly 
likelihood is that Þóruljóð came before Háu-Þóruleikur, although certainly the game itself could 
also have existed in some form for a number of centuries. 
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that rather than the game being derived directly from the poem, the two are both derived 

from a common root, ‘til dæmis þjóðsögu eða ævintýri’.97 What sort of figure or practice 

could have inspired both Háu-Þóruleikur and Þóruljóð? The vikivaki games, as may be 

expected given they are described in post-medieval sources, have until recently been 

considered non-Icelandic in origin. Vésteinn Ólason summarised the prevailing 

academic view of the games thus: ‘it must be considered most likely that they were 

brought to Iceland in Christian times, probably sometime during the late Middle Ages’.98 

Previous scholars such as Dag Strömback have argued that the game-figures, such as the 

horse and hart of hestleikur and hjartarleikur, are of English or even Basque origin.  

Terry Gunnell, however, sought to repudiate this view, arguing that we need not look 

as far afield as England or Southern Europe for the origin of these games. He points 

particularly to the figure of Grýla, a monstrous troll-woman still known in modern 

Iceland as the mother of the jólasveinar (‘Jule lads’). She was known in Icelandic folk-

legend at least as early as the thirteenth century; in the mid-thirteenth century Íslendinga 

saga, we find the names Steingrímur Skinngrýluson and Grýlu-Brandr, as well as an 

ominous verse allegedly spoken by Loftr Pálsson as he rode to attack the farm 

Breiðabólstaðr, in which he apparently compares himself to Grýla, riding down into the 

field with fifteen tails.99 Gunnell argues, based on several recorded Grýla-verses and folk 

practices found still in the Faroe Islands and the Shetland Islands, that there must have 

been a well-established tradition from at least the thirteenth century in Iceland of men 

dressed in animal skins acting as this monstrous, female Grýla figure, likely appearing 

at households in the winter to terrify and amuse their inhabitants.100 Pointing out the 

terrifying appearance shared by Grýla and the central characters of the vikivaki games 

such as the þingálp and Háa-Þóra herself, as well as their tendency to appear and cause 

havoc at winter gatherings, Gunnell argues that these Grýla performances must have 

eventually developed into the vikivaki games.101 This threatening female monster, 

coming out of the wilderness and encroaching upon civilised society at Christmastime, 

could be seen as a suitable ancestress for both Háa-Þóra and Þóra of Þóruljóð, perhaps 

                                                           
97 ‘for example a folk-tale or a wonder-tale’, Haukur Þorgeirsson (2011), p. 224. 
98 Vésteinn Ólason (1982), p. 41. 
99 See Gunnell (1995), p. 161.  
100 Op. Cit. p. 177. 
101 Op. Cit. p. 178. 
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the common root which inspired them both. Verses about Grýla were incredibly popular 

in medieval Iceland, and interestingly one such ‘Grylu kvæde’ is preserved along with 

Þóruljóð in the poetry collection of Gissur Sveinsson (fol. 118v – 121r of AM 147 8vo), 

indicating that the figure of Grýla and this tale of Þóra were known by the same kinds 

of people. 

This does not explain, however, the curious relationship between Þóra and Þorkell. Háa-

Þóra as a figure was apparently mocked and reviled, deservedly so as she harassed 

party-goers and generally caused mayhem, according to the account in Niðurraðan. By 

contrast, Þóra of Þóruljóð is welcomed by Þorkell, taken into his custody and treated as 

a guest of honour, despite the protestations of the other guests at the feast. It is very 

strange that Þorkell, apparently the master of his father’s farmstead, should accept the 

request of this monstrous woman for lodgings all winter, and further peculiar that he 

treats her as she does against the advice of all those around him, going to far as to wait 

on her hand and foot when his mother refuses and to give him his cloak which, he points 

out, is made of fine, costly material. Haukur notes that there is no explanation for the 

kindness and respect with which Þorkell treats Þóra in the poem, nor for the ease with 

which he dismisses the advice of his mother and the members of his household.102 Nor 

is there seemingly any attempt to replicate this element of respect for the monstrous 

visitor from the head of the household in Háu-Þóruleikur, where Háa-Þóra is merely a 

figure of fun and fear. Haukur believes that these elements of the poem gesture back to 

older games.103 He refers to the pagan Roman winter festival Saturnalia, during which it 

was customary for the head of the household to wait hand and foot on the slaves.104  

Such seasonal games involving status inversion were not unknown in medieval 

Scandinavia. Terry Gunnell discusses the prevalence of seasonal mock-marriages in 

Scandinavian folkloristic material, attached to both the winter and summer periods. 

These include the Norwegian Hindeleik, which involved an ‘old woman’ pairing men 

and women together at dance-gatherings.105 This is not dissimilar to the Icelandic vikivaki 

game Kerlingarleikur, or ‘Old Hag-game’, in which a man dressed as a hideous old crone 

                                                           
102 Haukur Þorgeirsson (2011), p. 224. 
103 Ibid. 
104 Ibid. 
105 Gunnell (1995), p. 134.  
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and another man dressed as the crone’s young, more visually pleasing daughter, enter 

the party and seek a suitable mate for the hag among the men in attendance, all the while 

discussing in verse the merits of a thirty-year old man as a partner as opposed to a 

twenty or sixty year old one.106 Gunnell also mentions the Norwegian Giftarleik which 

involved a more formalised mock-marriage officiated by a ‘priest’ and a ‘sexton’.107 It is 

this profane structural inversion – a layman dressing up and acting as a member of the 

clergy as part of a ribald, seasonal game – which speaks most closely to the kind of 

structural inversion found in Þóruljóð. Gunnell argues that the Giftarleik is likely related 

to the Danish julebisp, a Christmas custom in which a young boy was dressed up as a 

bishop, treated suitably respectfully, offered treats such as nuts and apples and was 

‘ordained’, sometimes even leading to the ‘consecration’ of mock marriages. The julebisp 

tradition itself was part of the larger European Boy Bishop tradition which was likely 

developed in Denmark in the Latin schools.108 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, in her 

discussion of the drawings in the Icelandic Codex Upsaliensis, De la Gardie 11, argues for 

the existence of this Boy Bishop game in Iceland. Many of the drawings appear to depict 

people dancing and engaging in games. Folio 1v of the manuscript contains an odd and 

rather out of proportion drawing of a bishop holding a mitre; although this could be a 

reference to the role Icelandic bishops played in condemning and supressing the dance-

gatherings depicted in the other drawings of the manuscript, the bishop could be 

intended to be a Boy Bishop of the type described above.109 Moreover, Aðalheiður points 

out that the Icelandic Bishop Guðmundr Arason (1161 – 1237) appears to have engaged 

in this game as a youth, it being relayed in the saga written about his life that he ‘should 

always be the bishop in the children’s games’.110 A young hero waiting hand and foot on 

an hideous giantess who has barged into his farm during his Christmas feast and 

demanded lodgings, leading her to the high seat and dressing her in finery; a child 

dressed up and treated as a bishop who presides over mock-religious ceremonies during 

a Christmas gathering.  
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109 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, ‘The Dancers of De la Gardie 11’, Mediæval Studies 74 (2012b), p. 
22. 
110 Op. Cit. p. 23. 



37 
 

Although overtly dissimilar, the two share the key element of status-reversal during the 

liminal period of Christmastime. The work of the anthropologist Victor Turner is helpful 

in illuminating this concept of liminality. The term ‘liminality’ was coined by the 

folklorist Arnold van Gennep in his 1909 discussion of the ‘liminal phase’ in what he 

called rites de passage – rites accompanying any change in social status, position or age, 

as when a teenage boy becomes a ‘man’ or a woman is transformed into a ‘wife’ from a 

‘bride’. Van Gennep defined the three phases of rites de passage thus: separation, margin 

(the ‘liminal’) phase, and aggregation. In the first phase the subject is separated from 

their original place in the social structure through a serious of symbolic actions and rites; 

in the final phase, aggregation, the subject is reabsorbed back into the social structure 

and is once again obliged to abide by societal rules and ties. The intervening, liminal 

phase is of most interest here. As Turner notes in his explication of van Gennep’s theory, 

part of his study of the Zambian Ndembu culture, The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-

Structure, during the liminal phase ‘the characteristics of the ritual subject (the 

“passenger”) are ambiguous; he passes through a cultural realm that has few or none of 

the attributes of the past or coming state’.111  

Turner further makes the crucial distinction between individual rites of passage – ‘life-

crisis rites’, which occur at significant points in an individual subject’s life, such as 

attainment of adolescence, elderhood, and death – and collective rites of passage, which 

involve the entire society or social group and usually take place ‘at well-delineated 

points in the annual productive cycle, and attest to the passage from scarcity to plenty 

(as at first fruits or harvest festivals) or from plenty to scarcity (as when the hardships of 

winter are anticipated and magically warded against)’.112 These latter, collective rites of 

passage are by and large rituals of status reversal. In such rituals, groups or categories of 

people who ‘habitually occupy low status positions in the social structure are positively 

enjoined to exercise ritual authority over their superiors’.113 Their superiors, in turn, 

‘must accept with good will their ritual degradation’; often ‘inferiors revile and even 

physically maltreat superiors’.114 In such rituals the socially inferior – while in the 
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intermediary, liminal phase of these rites – affect the habit and style of their superiors, 

perhaps even creating a hierarchy which mimics that of the ‘real’ hierarchy of their 

betters. The proper order is, of course, quickly restored once the rite has come to an end. 

Although Turner is studying specifically the Ndembu culture here, he notes that his 

framework applies to many cultures across the globe and throughout history. The 

modern Western celebration of Halloween, for example, utilises elements of these rituals 

of status reversal; every year at a fixed calendrical point, children roam the streets 

demanding sweets and gifts from their elders, their anonymising masks and costumes 

adding to the sense of chaos and lawlessness.115 Unlike life-crisis rites, in which an 

individual is actually elevated or moved from one status to another, nothing, 

fundamentally, changes in these calendrical rites of passage. The ridiculousness of the 

structurally inferior individual being allowed to behave like one of their superiors serves 

precisely to reaffirm the reasonableness and necessity of the ‘usual’ societal order. Hence 

the placement of such collective rites of passage at fixed, calendrical points in the year: 

‘structural regularity is here reflected in temporal order’.116 Society is turned 

unpredictable and topsy-turvy, but only at fixed, predictable times of year, which 

inevitably pass and turn society back to its proper order. Moreover, participants play-

act the possibility of societal breakdown and chaos as a way of warding off the real chaos 

which could occur as a result of such dangerous periods as a long, cold winter with 

dwindling food reserves: societal order is restored just as, hopefully, spring will come 

once again. 

The ways in which Turner’s theories of liminality and collective rites of passage apply 

to the narrative told in Þóruljóð should be obvious. Þóra, a structurally ‘low’ or ‘inferior’ 

individual, bound by her hideousness, monstrosity and lack of family, wealth or status 

to the lowest ranks of society – of which she is barely a part – appears at a Christmas 

feast, a calendrically significant ritual involving a great deal of gaiety. Her initial demand 

is to be given lodgings for the winter, the verb ‘løgleiddir’ or lǫgleiða (stanza 14.3) 

meaning literally to ‘lead’ a freed slave to the privileges of the law, to recognise him as 

a legitimate member of society rather than the subhuman outcast he was previously. 

Þorkell, her superior – indeed, perhaps the superior of everyone at the feast, given the 
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way he dismisses his mother’s advice – goes beyond this, gladly, promising her safe 

passage throughout his farmstead, insisting she sit at the high-table, waiting on her hand 

and foot like a slave and dressing her in finery, including a dignifying headdress and his 

own costly cloak, a symbol of his high status. She almost becomes a queen, while he is 

demoted to the very position of abject lowliness which she initially sought to escape by 

knocking on the door of his farmhouse. The social order is upended only that it may be 

once again righted when Christmastime has passed and the party is over. This upending 

is what appears to have been at play in the European Boy Bishop tradition, as well as in 

the pagan Roman Saturnalia rites, and many other historical examples besides; Þóruljóð 

narrativizes this apparently ancient and universal custom. Turner speaks of the 

importance of these collective, calendrical rites in creating, briefly, a non-segregated, 

hierarchical society, a picture of ‘society as an unstructured or rudimentarily structured 

and relatively undifferentiated comitatus, community, or even communion of equal 

individuals’.117 Just this sort of comitatus is envisioned by Terry Gunnell in his 

description of the vökunætur at which dances were held and vikivaki games played: such 

events ‘involved singing songs with a beat, taking hands, touching in a circle, and 

breaking down moral rules and regulations’.118 At such points of quasi-societal 

breakdown, monstrous figures such as Háa-Þóra could appear, if only to be laughingly 

repelled and for the essential safety and security of the normal order to be reaffirmed, 

just as, despite Þorgerðr’s warnings of the ‘strange omens’ trolls can bring (stanza 18), 

Christmas passes and summer returns once more.  

Complementing Turner’s theories of collective rites of passage and liminality is Mikhail 

Bakhtin’s discussion of the carnivalesque, most famously in his 1965 study of the French 

Renaissance author Rabelais. Bakhtin stresses the significance of carnival festivities and 

comic spectacles in the life of medieval man: carnivals, feasts and games ‘built a second 

world and a second life outside officialdom, a world in which all medieval people 

participated more or less, in which they lived during a given time of the year’.119 

Understanding this two-world condition – on the one hand, the world of the church and 

the ruling powers, and on the other, the world of the common people and their carnival 
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– is key to understanding medieval cultural consciousness. Feast and carnival were 

always linked to moments of crisis and death, change and renewal, ‘of breaking points 

in the cycle of nature or in the life and society of man’.120 During the period of carnival – 

which could be any kind of unofficial, joyous gathering, as opposed to the official feasts 

celebrated by the church, such as the Icelandic vökunætur – as during the liminal 

intermediary period of one of Turner’s collective rites of passage, society was turned 

topsy-turvy: ‘carnival celebrated temporary liberation from the prevailing truth and 

from the established order’.121  

A key aspect of medieval carnival was, according to Bakhtin, grotesque imagery. The 

primary and most fundamental ‘order’ which could be disturbed in carnivalesque 

reverie was the body itself; if all social norms were suspended, so, too, the body should 

be twisted and warped beyond recognition, the line between self and not-self eroded. 

Thus, ‘the grotesque body is not separated from the rest of the world. It is not a closed, 

completed unit; it is unfinished, outgrows itself, transgresses its own limits’.122 Such 

grotesque imagery features heavily in the works of Rabelais, but was also prevalent in 

the popular culture of the European Middle Ages: ‘in the feast of the fool, in charivari 

and carnival, in the popular side show of Corpus Christi, in the diableries of the mystery 

plays, the soties, and farces’.123 In depictions of the grotesque body, emphasis is laid on 

the places where the inside meets the outside: gluttonous eating, exposed genitalia, 

pregnant bodies, all holding the promise of rebirth and renewal associated with 

calendrical feasts. Most of all grotesque bodies represent a ‘bodily participation in the 

potentiality of another world’,124 another way of being. Wondrous creatures read about 

in reports of foreign lands, such as pygmies or cyclopes, were common expressions of 

the grotesque, as were, unfortunately, depictions of people of different races and 

ethnicities. Interestingly, Bakhtin points particularly to giants as an ‘essentially 

grotesque image of the body’.125 They represent the kind of bodily excess and 

overabundance essential to the conception of the grotesque body, something always 

‘transgressing its own limits’. Equally important to the carnivalesque proceedings of a 
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folk festival was the reversal of hierarchic levels; ‘the jester was proclaimed king, a 

clownish abbot, bishop or archbishop was elected’.126 

Similar themes emerge which could help to explain the odd relationship between Þóra 

and Þorkell, the former’s ability to make demands of the latter and the latter’s seeming 

eagerness to acquiesce. Þóra’s ascension to the top of the social hierarchy and Þorkell’s 

tumbling down it conforms perfectly to Bakhtin’s conception of the carnivalesque in 

medieval culture. Thus, the Christmas party described in Þóruljóð becomes the Icelandic 

equivalent to the carnival and charivari of southern Europe, the strangely dignified 

treatment received by Þóra the equivalent of appointing a clown or a young boy as 

bishop. Þóra herself, moreover, can be read as doubly grotesque; as a giant, her huge 

stature threatens the accepted order of mankind, the size to which a body can grow 

before it ceases growing, threatening to literally and metaphorically overwhelm Þorkell, 

the protective patriarch of the farmstead. The fact that Þorkell’s cloak is too short for her 

– something the narrator is careful to stress (stanza 22) – both emphasises how much 

taller and mightier she is than the man and helps to align the character of Þóra more 

closely with other depictions of giantesses in medieval Icelandic literature. Frequently 

such figures are described in fornaldarsögur as wearing crude cloaks or dresses made of 

skin, which are often too short on them, causing them to expose their buttocks and 

genitalia.127 There is no description of what, if anything, Þóra is wearing on her arrival 

to Þorkell’s farm. Perhaps she is, indeed, naked, as would befit someone born far away 

from any settlements, without any family, who has spent their whole life wandering the 

roads in search of companionship (stanzas 12 – 13). She seems to be at least poorly clad 

for the winter weather, lacking an overcoat. Nevertheless the insistence on the cloak’s 

shortness on her body arguably recalls the indecency of the fornaldarsögur giantesses, yet 

another element in the poem which stresses how unfitting – or carnivalesque – it is for 

the giantess Þóra to be dwelling amongst humans and taking on their accoutrements. As 

noted above, grotesque imagery often focused on genitalia, on ‘the material bodily lower 

stratum’,128 as a means of sublimating the sacred and exalting the profane, literally 
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turning the world upside down, as well as stressing the possibility of renewal and 

increase via reproduction and childbirth. The grotesque element is accepted into the very 

centre of ordinary society, elevated even, only for it to be carefully expelled in a timely 

fashion. All good things must come to an end. 

4.2 Giantesses in Old Icelandic literature 

Whatever the exact nature of the connection between Þóruljóð and Háu-Þóruleikur, there 

are many elements of the poem which are not referenced in the game, for example the 

magical golden sail with which Þóra presents Þorkell in the final stanzas as payment for 

her lodgings. The poem thus appears to either rely on a more complex version of the 

narrative surrounding whatever figure, event or myth forms the common ancestor of 

both poem and game, or represents a literary elaboration of it. Nevertheless, there is 

something slightly stunted about the narrative which has survived to us in Þóruljóð. In 

practical terms, the poem is the shortest of all the sagnakvæði and, as my brief summaries 

of each of the poems in section 2.3 ought to demonstrate, rather mono-episodic in 

comparison to the others. While the others tend to contain a broad cast of characters and 

movement from one setting to another, Þóruljóð is terse and almost claustrophobic in its 

unity of place. I am not the first to remark on this: in his edition of the poem, Ólafur 

Davíðsson comments authoritatively that ‘kvæðið er hvergi til heilt’.129 Finnur Jónsson 

goes so far as to speculate what might have happened had the poem continued, 

concluding that Þorkell and Þóra would probably have been wed: ‘meningen er vist, at 

bondens sön Torkel skal ægte hende. I hvert fald må der have været et eller andet forhold 

mellem de to’.130  

Although it is largely fruitless to speculate on what could have happened in the ‘rest’ of 

the poem – if, indeed, there ever was any ‘rest’ of the poem – it is still interesting, and 

there are many threads left hanging by the poem’s close. The gift of the magical sail feels 

as if it ought to herald the next section of the narrative, perhaps describing Þorkell’s 

adulthood and martial deeds; indeed the words with which Þóra delivers the sail to 

Þorkell include a tantalising built-in caveat which easily lends itself to narrative 
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exploitation: ‘you will never be short of fortune/ while the bright sail endures’ (stanza 26, 

italics mine). The reader anticipates witnessing Þorkell using his sail in battle and 

perhaps temporarily losing his fortune if it is destroyed or lost. We receive no resolution 

to Þóra’s plot-line: will she remain in the world of humans, becoming one of Þorkell’s 

neighbours, or will she wander back to the wilderness from whence she came? Most 

intriguing, perhaps, given the oddly kind and respectful way in which Þorkell treats 

Þóra, is the question of what might have become of the relationship between the two. 

Sex and marriage – and even romance (!) – between giantesses and human (or divine) 

men were not uncommon in Old Icelandic literature, as I will explore below. My purpose 

in doing so is not to create an ‘alternative ending’ to Þóruljóð, but to suggest ways in 

which the strangenesses of the poem’s narrative may be somewhat reconciled with the 

broader scope of Old Icelandic literature, underscoring common motifs and plot 

elements which may also be at play in Þóruljóð. 

It is first worthwhile considering what, exactly, constitutes a ‘giantess’ in medieval 

Icelandic literature. The mind first leaps to images of hugeness, which is certainly a 

property of all Icelandic giants, although their actual size may vary, and perhaps 

hideousness, which is applicable to many, but not all, giants in Icelandic literature. 

‘Giant’ indeed appears to have been an unstable category, changing in meaning over 

time from the earliest Icelandic literature to the late- and post-medieval period. Thus, 

Einar Ól. Sveinsson points out that the Eddic giants and the giants of folklore and 

fornaldarsögur are described rather differently. Eddic giants have complex societies 

comparable to those of the gods, ruled by kings with fair daughters, and own beautiful 

dwellings and clothes; giants of folk-legend are ugly and live in solitude in caves or other 

savage locations.131 Ármann Jakobsson, in an essay on giants in the legendary sagas, 

similarly notes that, ‘good or evil, it is impossible to deny that the Eddic giants are 

impressive. It is much harder to be impressed by the legendary saga giants.’132 The 

former are worthy adversaries of the gods, and feature prominently in myth; the latter 

tend to be relegated to the side-lines of saga plots, ‘unfamiliar and somewhat 
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inscrutinable [sic] creatures of the wilderness.’133 Given Þóra’s isolation, and the hostility 

with which she is initially treated by Þorkell’s household, she would seem to have more 

in common with fornaldarsaga giants than Eddic ones. Ármann further points out that 

this uncertainty surrounding what, exactly, fornaldarsaga giants ‘are’ begins even at the 

level of nomenclature. Terms including tröll, jötunn, risi, flagð, skálabúi and gýgr are 

used almost interchangeably for the same creatures in fornaldarsögur, and although some 

scholars have attempted to distinguish differences between these categories – one type 

denoting a creature especially large, another especially violent, and so on – Ármann 

concludes that ‘it is very hard to discern any logic in the disarray.’134 He comments 

further that what we might term ‘trolldom’ is not necessarily inherent to an individual, 

but one can become a troll via one’s actions; by fighting particularly vigorously, or 

committing such acts as drinking blood or eating uncooked flesh, a human may be 

considered a troll. A particularly interesting case is found in Hrólfs saga Gautrekssonar, in 

which an individual appears at the Irish court and threatens its inhabitants:  

‘Þetta tröll var svá grimligt ok ógurligt, at engi þorði til útgöngu at leita’.135 

‘The giant … looked so savage and frightening that no-one dared go outside’.136 

This ‘tröll’ is eventually revealed, however, to be the human Þórir járnskjöldr, an 

otherwise positive character in the saga who admittedly fights with almost inhuman 

strength. Following this revelation, the Irish princess questions whether Þórir can really 

be considered a ‘tröll’, stating:  

‘eigi mun tröll vera, þóat tröllzliga láti’.137 

‘this isn’t a giant, though he may behave like one’.138 

The implication is that once a being is known and familiar, it ceases to be a ‘tröll’; 

familiarity actively ameliorates some of the attributes of trolldom, rehabilitating the 
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subject in question back into humanity. As Ármann comments, ‘Otherness and terror go 

hand in hand’.139  

There is something similar at play in the descriptions of Þóra and the reactions of those 

around her in Þóruljóð. We do not really get an ‘objective’ description of Þóra in the 

poem, that is, a description of the character given to us by the narrator as opposed to via 

the reported speech of the other characters. Certainly she is tall, taller than most men: 

Þorkell remarks on this in stanza 11, and this is ratified by narratorial comments in 

stanza 10 as well the narrator’s repeated insistence on the shortness of Þorkell’s cloak on 

Þóra’s giant body in stanza 22. Here the conventional phrase ‘I heard’, likely employed 

to fill the metrical requirements of the line, has the effect of turning the shortness of said 

cloak into the stuff of legends, passed on via word of mouth by awed listeners. Moreover, 

the less discerning characters in the poem treat Þóra as a terrifying monster, something 

to be shunned and feared, apparently without reason. Thus the slave who first answers 

the door to her announces, terrified, to the room that she has arrived with ‘grim 

intentions’ (stanza 7) – although her only intention appears to be to meet with the master 

of the house, certainly a normal request from any weary traveller arriving at a strange 

farmstead. The slave projects his own expectations of monstrousness onto this outsider. 

The people who flee from Þóra as she sits down at the high-seat in stanza 21 do so 

without provocation; while her giant body proves an awkward fit in the hall built for 

humans, her only crime is requiring three seats where humans need one. A closer look 

at the language used about Þóra in the descriptive sections of the poem, as opposed to 

that used in the direct speech of the characters, proves illuminating. As mentioned in my 

discussion of my translation (see appendix), the poem features several kennings and 

many heiti, quite commonplace in both Eddic and skaldic verse. The variation in words 

used to express a single concept or object is usually essentially ‘meaningless’ in these 

poems, employed instead to fit the requirements of the metre or as literary flourish. Thus 

a poet may describe a single female character as both a ‘wife’, a ‘bride’ and a ‘maiden’ in 

a single stanza without intending to alter the character’s actual marital status but merely 

to avoid repeating the word ‘woman’ three times. Thus in Þóruljóð the narrator refers to 

the titular character with the terms ‘dros’ (stanza 10.1, 16.2, drós), ‘mey’ (stanza 10.7, 20.3, 

mær), ‘brude’ (stanza 20.1, brúðr), ‘snot’ (stanza 20.7, 21.3, snót) and ‘mane’ (stanza 22.6, 
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man), all poetic terms for ‘woman’. Þorkell follows the narrator’s example, even before 

he sees Þóra and has only the slave’s report of her monstrosity to go off: he refers to her 

as ‘menngrund’ (stanza 9.4, mengrund), a kenning meaning ‘ground of the necklace’ i.e. 

‘necklace-wearer’; he categorises her alongside the other women, tall and short, that he 

knew in his youth (stanza 9); he calls her ‘mær’ (stanza 11.1, 22.1), ‘fliod’ (stanza 15.5, 

fljóð) and ‘brude’ (stanza 17.3) and addresses her kindly as ‘vng’ (stanza 19.7, ung) i.e. 

‘young one’ when he invites her to eat with him at the high-table. Of the three woman-

kennings in the poem, ‘lijngjerdur’ i.e. ‘Gerðr of linen’ (stanza 2.5, língerðr), ‘menngrund’ 

(stanza 9.4) and ‘hladgrund’ i.e. ‘ground of the head-band’ (stanza 10.6, hlaðgrund), the 

first is applied to Þorkell’s mother Þorgerðr, a well-bred and beautiful woman, and the 

second and third to Þóra herself.  

We may contrast this with the language used by the slave and Þorgerðr to describe Þóra. 

This reflects both the taxonomic uncertainty surrounding the difference – or lack thereof 

– between giants, trolls, ogres and so on in Old Icelandic literature, as well as the defiance 

Þóra presents to easy categorisation. The slave who first sees her refers to her as a ‘gÿgur’ 

(stanza 7.5, gýgr), ‘þussa möder’ and ‘flagd kona’ (stanza 8.4, 8.6, þursa móðir, flagðkona), 

all in the same breath. She is not only a ‘þurs’ – meaning giant, ogre, monster – but a 

‘þurs-mother’, the terrible and abject source of monsters, continually threatening to 

reduplicate. Þorgerðr similarly treats her with disdain and suspicion, refusing to share 

a sleeping space with ‘vrdbuum’ and claiming that ‘flỏgd’ such as Þóra bring strange 

omens and should not be trusted (stanza 18.6, 18.7, flögð, urðbúar). Thus Þóra is described 

using the same language and terms as ‘normal’ human women by Þorkell – and, 

significantly, the narrator – whereas the more guarded and suspicious characters treat 

her a monster, even as they seem uncertain exactly what type of monster she is. One 

man’s ‘drös’ is another man’s ‘gÿgur’. It could of course be the case that Þorkell is merely 

trying to be polite, appeasing or perhaps even underhandedly mocking his monstrous 

guest by treating her like a normal woman, fitting considering the carnivalesque setting 

discussed in section 4.1. That the narrator – ostensibly, the objective mouthpiece through 

which the story is relayed to us – never refers to Þóra as a giant or a troll makes 

categorising Þóra in this way far less straightforward. 

What is it about Þóra that so terrifies Þorgerðr and the slave, but which Þorkell is 

apparently able to overlook – or indeed, does not see in the first place? I believe the key 
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word to consider is ‘vrdbuum’ (stanza 18.6), the insult which Þorgerðr levels against 

Þóra (urðbúar in the normalised, nominative singular). The first element is the feminine 

noun ‘urð’, of uncertain origin but generally referring to piles of stones that have fallen 

from hills. An outlaw may thus be referred to as an ‘urðarmaðr’. Þorgerðr refuses to 

sleep alongside Þóra, a ‘rock-dweller’. Indeed, as we learn from Þóra’s own account of 

her sorry life-story (stanzas 12 – 13), she was born far away from any dwellings, does 

not know who her family are and has wandered her whole life attempting to forge 

connections but despised by all those she comes across. All other characters are defined 

in terms of their relation to their kin-groups or place in the social structure: the slave is, 

of course, a slave; a poem which focuses on Þorkell opens with a description of his father, 

who does not feature in the poem; Þorgerðr’s noble lineage is mentioned in stanza 2, ‘a 

woman from landowners’ stock’; Þorkell himself is thought to be a ‘boon to his lineage’ 

(stanza 4). Þóra is a dangerously loose element, with no clear lineage and nobody to 

whom she can be traced back, her tragic lonely life both emphasising the necessity for a 

caring – albeit hierarchical – society and hinting, tantalisingly, at the possibility of its 

destruction.  

The figure of the lonely wandering woman may have been a social reality in medieval 

Iceland. Marijane Osborn and Gillian Overing co-authored a chapter on women in the 

medieval wilderness for Paul Adams’ 2001 collection Textures of Place, discussing real-

world examples of wandering women as well as comparable literary figures. Gillian 

Overing focuses on beinakerlingar, which she translates as ‘bone-crones’: stone cairns 

found in the Icelandic countryside usually built in memoriam for a ‘førukona’, travelling 

women or vagrants who did not belong to any one community but travelled between 

different settlements providing gossip and news in exchange for lodgings.140 Such 

women existed well into the twentieth century, with the death of one such gossip-

women named Trippa-Sigga being recorded as recently as 1964.141 Overing argues that, 

in contrast with much of the rest of medieval Europe, Iceland did not conceive of women 

as inherently ‘wild’ and linked to nature and men as the civilising force, but rather the 

                                                           
140 Frequently male travellers would write obscene verses, put them inside hollow bones and then 
hide the bones inside these ‘bone-crones’ for fellow (male) travellers to find and laugh over, a 
further objectification and sublimation of the travelling women whom these cairns memorialised. 
141 Osborn, Marijane and Overing, Gillian, ‘Bone-Crones Have No Hearth’, in Textures of Place, ed. 
Paul Adams (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota, 2001), p. 344. 
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other way round; women were expected to stay inside, by the hearth, for social 

protection, whereas men could roam in the wilderness and remain relatively 

undisturbed.142 Travelling women, and the bone-crones who would become their 

representatives in death, represent a dangerous perversion of this paradigm: ‘she 

disturbs our boundaries’.143 She is at once a welcome visitor – bringing news from and 

forging connections with other isolated communities – and an unwelcome one, making 

the community’s stable borders porous.  

Marijane Osborn, in contrast, discusses women in medieval literature who do not travel 

through the wilderness to reach human habitations but who make the conscious decision 

to travel into the wilderness, perhaps to remain there. Such women who dwell in the 

wilderness, Osborn argues, ‘do not have medieval culture’s permission to be there’144 

and are thus turned monstrous in a way that human men who dwell in the wilderness 

do not. For Osborn, it is not the wilderness itself that turns women into trolls, but their 

lack of attachments, of a literal and metaphorical hearth, and of the kinds of bonds that 

force one to remain a social creature. No longer required to look beautiful for a man, a 

woman stranded in the wilderness becomes hideous in appearance. Moreover, familial 

bonds help situate a woman in space and time; without them, she becomes unknown, 

unknowable, and thus terrifying. Osborn points in particular to the examples provided 

by Helga Bárðardóttir and Jóra of Jórukleif in Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss. While Helga has 

giant blood, perhaps helping explain the ease with which she takes to living in caves and 

mounds after she is separated from the man she loves, Jóra is a human girl, the daughter 

of a farmer, who loses a horse-race and flees in rage to a cave in a cliff, becoming a terrible 

troll and wreaking havoc on the communities around her.145  

Þóra, of course, embodies just this lack of attachment and subsequent monstrousness, 

and perhaps this is what Þorgerðr, a woman defined by her father, her husband and her 

son, is reacting to when she refuses to associate with her. Whilst I do not wish to argue 

that Þóra is, necessarily, fully human – certainly she is of supernatural size, as is verified 

by the ‘objective’ narrator – her monstrousness is certainly magnified by her outsider 

                                                           
142 Ibid. 
143 Ibid. 
144 Op. Cit. p. 347. 
145 Op. Cit. p. 349.  
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status, her lack of familial bonds and social ties. Moreover, as Ármann notes of Þórir 

járnskjöldr, she becomes more rehabilitated the more ‘known’ she becomes, the longer 

she remains in Þorkell’s hall and the more she blends into her surroundings. As 

discussed above, Þóra is referred to using the quite typical and unimaginative woman-

kennings ‘menngrund’ (‘ground of the necklace’) and ‘hladgrund’ (‘ground of the 

headband’). As with the heiti, such kennings are usually deployed for metrical reasons 

and do not necessarily convey specific meaning with their elements. It is nevertheless 

interesting that, as well as waiting on her hand and foot, inviting her to sit at the high-

table and giving her his own cloak to wear, Þorkell provides Þóra with a fine silk 

headdress (stanza 20). Head-dresses (or head-bands) and jewellery are common woman-

kenning elements: they function metonymically, distilling the very essence of 

‘womanhood’ into these ‘feminine’ accoutrements. By providing Þóra with a head-dress, 

Þorkell arguably turns her into the very picture of a ‘normal’ woman, bestowing upon 

her an object which was so closely allied with femininity that it became poetic shorthand 

(or longhand, as the case may be) for the gender as a whole. Jóhanna Katrín 

Friðríksdóttir, in her book Women in Old Norse Literature, notes that while the physicality 

and ugliness of giantesses is often described in grotesque detail in the sagas, the beauty 

of human women is rarely remarked upon; ‘instead, it is beautiful garments and 

headdresses that typically indicate sexual desirability in women’.146 Most fornaldarsaga 

troll-women wear base and uncivilised skin cloaks, signifying their distance from 

humanity; it is very rare that they wear something solely for decorative purposes.147 In 

her process of humanisation, Þóra is allowed to escape the reality of her giant physicality 

and even comes to resemble what might pass for human attractiveness.  

It is fitting, then, that at the close of the poem the community as a whole seems to have 

rallied around Þóra, which is subtly indicated in their language. In the final stanzas of 

the poem, the Christmas guests are leaving for their own homes; those who stay behind 

– presumably Þorkell’s family, or perhaps other guests, but it is specifically not Þorkell 

alone who questions Þóra – ask Þóra what work she can do, addressing her as ‘vijf vngtt’ 

                                                           
146 Jóhanna Katrín Friðríksdóttir, Women in Old Norse Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2001), p. 64. 
147 The exception to this rule is Gríður of Illuga saga Gríðarfóstra, who wears a strange headdress, 
as well as the more usual cloak which reveals her buttocks, as discussed in Aðalheiður 
Guðmundsdóttir (forthcoming). 
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(stanza 23.7, víf ungt), a polite address that could equally be made to a human woman. 

Finally Þóra has been rehabilitated in the eyes not only of the narrator and of Þorkell, 

but also in the collective eye of the community. It is, of course, at this point that Þóra 

performs her strangest deed of all, producing for Þorkell a magic, exotic sail; 

nevertheless, as she hands over this payment for her winter-lodgings, she comments that 

Þorkell would certainly make a ‘worthy neighbour’ (stanza 24). No longer cut off from 

all human society, Þóra has even begun to imagine herself as a permanent member of 

the community.  

But what precedent has been set in medieval Icelandic literature that Finnur Jónsson 

could declare confidently that Þóra and Þorkell would be wed? Perhaps the most well-

known example of a relationship between a giantess and a ‘man’ – here, a male god – in 

Old Icelandic literature is found in the Eddic poem Skírnismál. In this poem the god 

Freyr, sitting illicitly on Óðinn’s high-seat, looking out over all the realms, spies the 

beautiful giantess Gerðr and is immediately struck with longing for her. Unable to woo 

the maiden himself, he sends his servant, Skírnir (literally ‘shiner’ or ‘the shining one’), 

who visits her house while her father is not home and attempts to bribe, cajole and, 

eventually, blackmail Gerðr into agreeing to meet with Freyr. She only acquiesces when 

Skírnir begins carving a magical rune stick which will apparently condemn her to a life 

of loneliness and unfulfillment. This poem has been the catalyst for some rather heated 

critical discussion over the past century, with earlier scholars such as Magnus Olsen 

seeking in its plot and characters a Nordic example of the ‘hieros gamos’, or ‘holy 

wedding’ motif. Thus Freyr, the sky god, sends his shining sunbeam, Skírnir, down to 

‘penetrate’ the initially cold and reluctant earth, represented by Gerðr whose name is 

argued to be related to the noun ‘garðr’, ‘enclosed field’ or ‘yard’. This union of sun and 

earth thus heralds the coming of spring, the poem itself being a record of some kind of 

fertility ritual.148 This theme was treated in depth by Gro Steinsland in her 1991 work Det 

hellige bryllup og norrøn kongeideologi, in which she argues that the union between god 

and giantess in Norse myth produces the ‘proto-king’. Else Mundal, in a study of the 

interaction between Saami and Old Norse culture in myth and literature, argues that the 

union of a human hero and a giant’s daughter, while not quite as impressive as the 

                                                           
148 See Bibire, Paul, ‘Freyr and Gerðr: the story and its myths’, in Sagnaskemmtun, eds. Rudolf 
Simek, Jónas Kristjánsson and Hans Bekker-Nielsen (Vienna: Böhlau, 1986), p. 22. 
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ancient union between god and giantess, has the same basic meaning. Thus ‘the idea 

seems to be that the giantess, who in the world of men may be replaced by a Saami 

woman, infuses new blood which makes their offspring born leaders in society’.149 A 

marriage between Þóra and Þorkell would establish Þorkell and his offspring among the 

many Norse literary, mythological or historical lineages containing giant blood, 

including the Ynglingar and the Háleygjarjarlar or Hlaðajarlar.  

There are other forms of interaction between man and giantess in medieval Icelandic 

literature which do not follow this marriage pattern. John McKinnell, in his book Meeting 

the Other in Norse Myth and Legend, outlines many examples of interactions between men 

and giantesses. He separates them into narratives in which the male hero either seduces 

or is seduced by a giantess – usually such heroes are Odinic figures – and those in which 

the giantess aids a male hero, usually a Þórr-type, although there is some overlap 

between the two. McKinnell breaks the first type of narrative – in which the hero is 

seduced by an ogress – into the following basic elements: the protagonist is associated 

somehow with Óðinn; he goes on an adventure or into the wilderness, gets into trouble 

and is rescued by a giant; the relationship between hero and giant may have some 

tension but is basically friendly; the hero is invited to spend the winter with the giant, 

whereupon he is seduced by the giant’s daughter (it tends to be the daughter who 

initiates the relationship) and she falls pregnant. In spring the hero leaves, and the 

giantess’s father is not aggrieved by this departure but rather presents the hero with a 

valuable gift. They agree that if the child is a son, he will live with his father; if it is a 

daughter, she will stay with her mother. The child is usually male and is eventually sent 

to his father. They have an uneasy relationship. The relationship the hero shares with 

the giantess is usually merely a passing phase in his life; he goes on to have a more 

‘normal’ marriage with a human woman, and does not have any grandchildren via the 

child he birthed with the giantess. This basic plot can be found in Örvar-Odds saga, Ketils 

saga hængs, Kjalnesinga saga, Bárðar saga Snæfellsáss and in Saxo’s Gesta Danorum.150  

                                                           
149 Mundal, Else, ‘Coexistence of Saami and Norse culture – reflected in and interpreted by Old 
Norse myths’, in Old Norse Myths, Literature and Society: Proceedings of the 11th International Saga 
Conference, 2 – 7 July, 2000, eds. Geraldine Barnes and Margaret Clunies Ross (Sydney: University 
of Sydney, 2000), p. 350. 
150 McKinnell, John, Meeting the Other in Norse Myth and Legend (Suffolk: DS Brewer, 2005), pp. 172 
– 176. 
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For Lotte Motz, a romance with a giantess is essentially an initiatory rite for the young 

hero: he ventures out into the wilderness, experiences hardship, is comforted by the 

giantess and returns to the world of men: ‘the encounter with the woman in the cave, in 

all her forms … has added a new dimension to his life’.151 The ‘new dimension’ in some 

cases is represented by a magical tool or object given to him by the giantess or her father 

which will serve him well later in life, as the magical sail Þóra gives to Þorkell 

presumably will. McKinnell similarly suggests that the giantesses are to be equated with 

wild nature, something powerful and non-rational; although they possess this power, 

they do not know how to tap and use it, something for which they in turn require the 

rational forces of gods and men. The young heroes subsequently impregnate the 

giantesses, endowing them with fertility, but must ultimately abandon them rather than 

remain in the wilderness they inhabit: ‘using the powers of irrational nature is 

acceptable, but being controlled by them is not’.152 His affair with the giantess is a way 

of temporarily harnessing the powers of wild, uncontrollable nature without allowing 

them to overcome him. Thus this time spent in the realm of the giants can be seen as a 

‘rite of passage’ for the young hero, of the type discussed by Arnold van Gennep and 

Victor Turner (see section 4.1). He emerges from his time in the wilderness as a man. 

Þorkell certainly benefits from his interactions with Þóra – gaining a magical sail and, 

with it, good fortune – and perhaps we could see their interactions as reciprocal and 

mutually beneficial: Þóra is granted temporarily the accoutrements of rational society, 

accepted into the fold of Þorkell’s party guests and treated with respect, while in turn 

Þorkell receives a small piece of the wild magic which only non-rational nature and the 

beings who inhabit it can create. 

4.3 Parallels in folklore 

The basic plot of Þóruljóð is almost an inversion of the ‘seduced by giantess’ story-pattern 

described in section 4.2: rather than a young hero striking out on his own into uncertain 

territory, becoming a man and returning home to great honour, the story centres on a 

wretched female wanderer. Rather than being plunged, along with the protagonist, into 

the world of the giants, here a lonely giantess barges her way into the cosy world of 

humans, shattering momentarily the illusion of unity and communitas created by such 

                                                           
151 Motz, Lotte, The Beauty and the Hag (Vienna: Fassbänder, 1993), p. 63. 
152 McKinnell (2005), pp. 179 – 180. 
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gatherings as the Christmas feast upon which Þóra intrudes, and at which games such 

as Háu-Þóruleikur were played. In this way, the plot of the poem parallels more directly 

various Icelandic folk-tales which treat the sudden appearance at human feasts or 

celebrations of monstrous figures at liminal periods in the year than it does fornaldarsögur 

which focus on a questing male hero. 

In section 4.1, I discussed the importance of the liminal period of Christmas or, more 

generally, mid-winter when considering Þóruljóð. We may recall Victor Turner’s 

discussion of collective rites of passage involving elements of status reversal (the slave 

venerated, the king mocked) which take place at specifically delineated points in the 

annual cycle, such as harvest festivals – celebrating the return of plenty from scarcity – 

or during the winter – when impending scarcity is warded against via ritual.153 It is 

significant, then, that Þóra is associated with precisely these two liminal points in the 

year: winter and the beginning of summer. Just as she arrives at a Christmas feast, so she 

concludes her business with Þorkell just before summer (stanza 25), giving him the 

magic golden sail.154 In the aforementioned 2004 article ‘The coming of the Christmas 

Visitors…’, Terry Gunnell discusses the way that migratory folk legends shift in form 

and substance when they are transferred to new surroundings. The central legends he 

examines are those which tell of a man or woman left alone in the farmstead on 

Christmas night when a group of huldufólk (‘hidden people’) break in and make merry. 

Gunnell suggests that such legends originated in the ancient belief of the first Icelandic 

settlers that the island was already populated by land spirits who allowed the humans 

to take up residence:  

‘it seems also that from the start people believed that at least once a year, at 

midwinter and sometimes around midsummer, these spirits would reassert their power 

                                                           
153 Turner, Victor (1969), p. 169.  
154 It is interesting to note that in Iceland, spinning and weaving were ‘winter work’, done in 
farmhouses during the long winters. When it came to sumarmál – the week before summer began 
– workers would turn in all the spinning and weaving they had done and begin outdoor work 
again in the summer. This parallels Þóra’s weaving of the golden sail over winter, which she 
delivers to Þorkell just before summer (stanza 25), suggesting this element of the poem could be 
a reflection of actual folk practice. For more on this see Jónas Jónasson, Íslenzkir þjóðhættir 
(Reykjavík: Ísafoldarprentsmiðja, 1961), pp. 99 – 114.  
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over their territory by … literally moving in with their tenants for a few days’ 

(italics mine).155 

Such legends appear first in sagas such as Eyrbyggja saga and Grettis saga, in which 

individuals return from the dead to attack farmhouses at Christmastime, indicating that 

the earliest ‘Christmas visitors’ were envisaged as ghosts and trolls who gradually 

morphed into elves and huldufólk in later Icelandic folk tales along the same lines which 

had come into contact with similar Norwegian, Swedish, Danish and Faroese folk tales. 

Such later folk tales include ‘Elf Queen Legends’, legends about ‘The Girl and the Dance 

of the Elves’ and ‘The Man With No Name and the Christmas Spirits’. The appearance 

of Þóra at Christmastime – as well as the ‘appearance’ of Háa-Þóra and other malevolent 

characters from vikivaki games at Christmas gatherings when such games were played – 

thus makes sense in the context of these folk legends and beliefs about marauding spirits 

invading farmhouses in the winter, which apparently had quite an ancient pedigree in 

Iceland.156  

It should be noted, however, that Þóra appears alone at Þorkell’s farm – indeed, her 

extreme isolation is one of the most significant elements of her characterisation – in 

contrast with the invading spirits in the legends discussed by Gunnell, who arrive as a 

group.157 In this she resembles more closely individual mysterious visitors who appear 

at human habitations in a number of folk-legends, most notably folktale type ATU 500, 

‘The Name of the Supernatural Helper’. This figure is perhaps best known in its German 

incarnation as Rumpelstiltzchen (Rumpelstiltskin in English-speaking countries) or, in 

Iceland, as the female figure Gilitrutt. The tale of Gilitrutt was first recorded by Magnús 

                                                           
155 Gunnell (2004), p. 51. 
156 We may also consider the European myth of the Wild Hunt, known in Norway as the ‘julereid’ 
or ‘oskoreia’, during which famous figures from Norse legend such as Guðrún Gjúkadóttir rode 
down from the mountains on horseback at Christmas to steal food and drink from households. 
See Gunnell (2004), p. 66. 
157 For a terrorising figure who breaks into a feast alone, we may look to Andri of Andra rímur, a 
very long set of rímur from the fifteenth or sixteenth century which are as of yet unpublished. 
Andri is both a berserkr and a half-troll who breaks into a king’s hall, wreaks havoc and is 
eventually killed. The king’s son Helgi and his companions Högni and Marbrín track down 
Andri’s mother in her cave lair and kill her. The parallels with Grendel and his mother in the Old 
English poem Beowulf should be obvious; see Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, ‘Um mæðgin hér og 
þar’, in Wawnarstræti (alla leið til Íslands), eds. Robert Cooke et. al. (Reykavík: Menningar- og 
minningarsjóður Mette Magnussen, 2009), pp. 7–9, where the similarities between the two are 
discussed. 
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Grímsson in the mid-nineteenth century from the recollection of an old woman from 

Rangárþing, and is printed by Jón Árnason in the first volume of his collection Íslenzkar 

þjóðsögur og ævintýri.158  

The story tells of a young farmer and his wife who live near Eyjafjall; the young wife is 

lazy, and dislikes carrying out the work required of a farmer’s wife. In the autumn the 

farmer gives his wife a great deal of wool to weave into ‘vaðmál’, a task which she 

resents. One day a large, rugged woman appears at the farm and offers to complete the 

task for the young wife, on the condition that the young woman is able to guess the large, 

mysterious woman’s name (which is, of course, Gilitrutt). By chance, the young farmer 

overhears Gilitrutt singing her own name in the mountains where she lives, and tells his 

wife. Gilitrutt returns, as promised, on the first day of summer with the vaðmál, 

expecting the young wife to be unable to guess her name; when the young woman is 

able to name her as Gilitrutt, she first faints from shock and then disappears, never to be 

seen again. Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir in a 2003 paper discusses the tale of Gilitrutt in 

connection to other female mythological figures who help teach young girls the feminine 

arts and skills required for them to be ‘proper’ women, particularly spinning and 

weaving.159 Hilda Ellis Davidson similarly discusses goddesses and female supernatural 

creatures connected with women and textile-making, whose echoes remain, she 

suggests, in such fairy-tale figures as the German Frau Holle, the Scottish Habetrot and, 

as Aðalheiður adds, the Icelandic Gilitrutt.160 Þóra does not teach anything to any young 

woman at Þorkell’s farmstead, though she does produce the ‘gold-woven sail’ (stanza 

25) just before summer, as Gilitrutt delivers her weaving on the first day of summer. The 

parallel is inexact, but the connection in both tales between a lone (and large) female 

figure and completed (textile) work being delivered during or around the liminal period 

of the season change from winter to summer is interesting and perhaps forms some of 

the background to Þóruljóð. 

 

                                                           
158 Jón Árnason (1954), pp. 172 – 173. 
159 Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir, ‘Gilitrutt, hin forna gyðja’, in Rannsóknir í félagsvísindum: 
Félagsvísindadeild, ed. Friðrik H. Jónsson (Reykjavík: Félagsvísindadeild Háskóla Íslands and 
Háskólaútgáfan: 2003), pp. 451– 462. 
160 See Davidson, Hilda Ellis, Roles of the Northern Goddesses (London: Routledge, 1998), pp. 104 – 
106. 
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4.4 The material of Þóruljóð 

It should be evident from the discussion in this chapter that there are a great number of 

traditions, beliefs and tropes from which the poem Þóruljóð could have eventually 

sprung. Perhaps the most obvious connection is between Þóruljóð and the vikivaki game 

Háu-Þóruleikur; previous scholars such as Sigurður Guðmundsson and Haukur 

Þorgeirsson have suggested that the two are somehow linked, and the similarities 

between the central figures in both game and poem are undeniable. In this way, both 

Þóruljóð and Háu-Þóruleikur appear to draw on some pre-existing folk tradition or belief 

in a marauding giantess who was wont to appear uninvited at Christmas festivities held 

at Icelandic farmhouses. Whether they are both referring back to some specific – but 

now, largely forgotten – folk or mythological figure named Þóra is impossible to tell, but 

certainly folktales such as those discussed by Gunnell or the tale of Gilitrutt provide 

parallels for the sudden appearance at a farm of a strange outsider.  

Moreover, both game and poem resonate with the broader scope of Icelandic literature 

and myth, as well as with more universal practices such as those described by Victor 

Turner and Mikhail Bakhtin. In the first instance, the teasing possibility of a (romantic) 

relationship between Þóra and Þorkell suggested by the warmth of their interactions fits 

in with the larger pattern in both Old Norse myth and later Icelandic literature of the 

sexual or romantic liaison between a hero and a giantess, resulting either (in mythology) 

in the proto-king or, more bathetically in the fornaldarsögur, a rite of passage for the male 

hero as he is able to test his sexual prowess on, and eventually abandon, the giantess. 

Thus, although Þorkell’s kind treatment of the apparently monstrous Þóra may seem 

strange to modern readers, the fact that young princely heroes like him were wont to 

indulge in dalliances with giantesses in the fornaldarsögur may mean this was a piece of 

intertextuality which would have been immediately apparent to medieval Icelandic 

audiences, but which is harder to reconstruct today. The gradual humanisation of Þóra 

as she becomes more ‘known’ to the group of partygoers moreover parallels the 

tendency elsewhere in Icelandic literature for trolls and giants to become more or less 

human depending on how well they conform to societal norms. More broadly, the 

significance of Christmastime as a liminal point in the year (and, less prominently, the 

beginning of summer) informs the poem’s setting and, most likely, any folk belief or 

practice on which the poem is based: society is turned topsy-turvy, the grotesque 
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stranger welcomed into the bosom of the Christmas party, if only to affirm the rightness 

and necessity of the usual rigid societal order once the dangerous period of midwinter 

has passed. In this way the relatively sophisticated poem Þóruljóð, replete with intricate 

diction and alliteration and drawing upon centuries of poetic tradition, is but the 

seemingly smooth and calm surface of an ocean churning with half-forgotten folk-

figures, Bacchanalian dance-parties, legends of a race of beings bigger and fiercer than 

men and, at its core, a fundamental human fear of, and fascination with, what lurks 

beyond the boundaries of the known world and how we would react if said boundaries 

were suddenly penetrated.  

  



58 
 

5. Conclusion 

My aim in writing this thesis was to cast further light on the late medieval Icelandic 

sagnakvæði, specifically Þóruljóð, to demonstrate that the genre represents a rich seam of 

largely untapped potential running through and underneath the more widely studied 

sagas and Eddic and skaldic verse. It is a genre which draws upon various aspects of 

medieval Icelandic literature, folklore and tradition and which allows us insight into the 

‘pop culture’ of late medieval Iceland: the kind of literature which may have been 

beloved of children and women, beyond the more canonical works which have, at this 

point, been studied to death.  

In translating Þóruljóð, I aimed to provide a clear and accurate, but still enjoyable, version 

of the poem which would be more immediately accessible to non-Icelandic readers. The 

original does not, in my opinion, employ deliberate obscurity or overly flowery 

language, and I have attempted to convey this in my English version. As Aðalheiður 

Guðmundsdóttir has discussed, Ólafur Davíðsson, although an invaluable resource and 

prodigiuous in his output, did not always strive for complete accuracy in his editions.161 

Ólafur remains the first and only editor of much Icelandic folk-poetry and, after over a 

century, it seems fitting that his editions should be re-examined and, where necessary, 

revised. I felt that I owed it to any future readers, as well as to Gissur Sveinsson himself 

who first recorded the poem, to trace Þóruljóð back to its original source, in the edition 

provided by Haukur Þorgeirsson (2011). I hope that any future scholars of the sagnakvæði 

will also attempt to give as clear a possible a picture of how the poems appear in their 

manuscript context(s), in line with the swing towards ‘new philology’ in medieval 

studies in recent decades. These poems deserve to be accurately represented.  

Þóruljóð stands out as somewhat peculiar among the other sagnakvæði. While the others 

can be linked more directly to pre-existing types of fairy- or wonder-tales – such as, for 

example, Vambarljóð, as discussed by Nanna Halldóra Imsland – or historical legend – 

such as Kötludraumur, with its curious connection to figures recorded in Landnámabók – 

Þóruljóð appears to be much more related to actual folk tradition as it was practised in 

medieval Iceland. The Christmas party held at Þorkell’s farm – albeit set by the author 

in ancient, pagan Denmark – has much in common with the Christmas gatherings or 

                                                           
161 See Aðalheiður Guðmundsdóttir (1997). 
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vökunætur discussed by Terry Gunnell,162 at which games were played involving the 

sudden appearance of a monstrous female figure who strongly resembles Þóra. Into the 

framework provided by the dance-gathering setting are drawn stock motifs and tropes 

taken from folk-tales and literature; the mysterious visitor who terrorises households at 

Christmastime; the otherworldly woman who weaves something of great value for the 

householders; the repulsive female giantess who is still somehow attractive to the male 

hero; the lonely, inhuman outcast who just wants to be a part of society. Thus, the poem 

itself is like an actual Icelandic dance gathering made fictional, the host transformed 

from an Icelandic farmer into a valiant Danish hero and the intruder changed from a 

cross made of wooden poles draped in women’s clothes into a flesh-and-blood giantess. 

Indeed, given the poor lighting, imbibing of alcohol and spooky wintertime atmosphere 

which must have all been present at an Icelandic dance-gathering, the costumed figure 

of Háa-Þóra may, for an instant, have seemed just as real and terrifying to a real-life 

party guest as Þóra is to Þorgerðr and the other attendants at Þorkell’s feast. The liminal 

place inhabited by winter rituals such as the celebration of Christmas allows for such 

breaks in reality and moments of societal inversion, as the author of Þóruljóð – or indeed 

anyone who has experienced the fear of a harsh winter and the uncertainity of spring on 

the other side – seems to know. 

The earliest generations of scholars have dated the sagnakvæði as particularly late in the 

overall canon of medieval Icelandic literature, often as late as the sixteenth century. A 

later date does not, of course, make a piece of medieval literature unworthy of study. 

Texts produced at the close of the medieval period in Iceland are just as valid as those 

recorded in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, for they all speak to the myriad and 

changing tastes and influences at play on this small and isolated island. Nevertheless 

there is much to support an earlier dating for these poems, and for Þóruljóð in particular, 

which, as outlined above, appears to draw on folk-tales, customs and beliefs that can be 

traced back to the earliest period of human settlement in Iceland. That it was not set to 

paper until several centuries after its likely composition was apparently a result of 

contemporary academic snobbery around what poetry did and didn’t warrant being 

                                                           
162 See Gunnell (2003). 
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written down: modern scholars would do well to avoid replicating these value 

judgements with continued dismissal of ‘late’ medieval Icelandic folk poetry. 
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Appendix: Þóruljóð and translation 

A note on my translation of Þóruljóð 

My aim in translating Þóruljóð was not to create a piece of literature which could stand 

on its own merit but to provide an idiomatic, comprehensible translation for English 

speakers. I have not attempted to retain the alliteration of the original fornyrðislag; while 

it would not have been impossible to do so, it may have resulted in too ‘poetic’ a 

translation which might have done more to obfuscate than make clear the general 

meaning of the original. 

The poem features a number of kennings and heiti, poetic circumlocutions common in 

both Eddic and skaldic poetry. For ease of understanding I have given the kennings’ 

most simple meaning in the main text of the translation itself, underlining the word in 

question and giving a literal translation in the margin. The heiti are numerous and rather 

confusing if translated literally – for example, ‘brúðr’ bride and ‘snót’ gentlewoman, both 

used repeatedly to mean woman – and so I have translated them using their figurative, 

rather than literal, meanings. This results unfortunately in an occasionally somewhat 

repetitive diction which does not reflect the poetic richness of the original. 

Þóruljóð, like much other Old Icelandic poetry, appears without line-divisions in Gissur 

Sveinsson’s version, although it is divided into stanzas. Undoubtedly its original and 

subsequent listeners or readers would have a great deal of experience in consuming 

fornyrðislag and would have noticed the metrical line divisions without visual cues; 

modern editors imposed these line-divisions where there were usually none in the 

original manuscripts. I have elected to translate the eight-line fornyrðislag stanzas into 

four lines. This is not unusual in modern editions of other types of medieval poetry 

written in the common Germanic alliterative metre, for example, Old English poetry, 

and I am taking a leaf out of the scholar Carolyne Larrington’s book – more specifically, 

her 1996 translation of the Poetic Edda – in choosing to ‘straighten out’ the Old Icelandic 

short lines into long lines in my English translation.163 This makes for a much more 

natural syntactic flow in English.  

                                                           
163 See Larrington, Carolyne, The Poetic Edda (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. xxvii – 
xxx for a discussion of her translation methods. 
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Although the Old Icelandic version given is non-normalised, I have normalised the 

names in my translation, for example using ‘Þorkell’ rather than ‘Þorkiell’ or ‘Þorkjell’. I 

have also added punctuation to both the original and my translation, in order to guide 

the reader’s understanding of who is speaking and what is happening.  

The Icelandic original164 

 

1. Heyrtt hafa þiöder 

Þolleifs gieted;   

sa hefur dreingur buid  

j dana velldi.   

Hann var manna  

mestur j heime,   

þö eg auke þad ei   

wt j hauga.  

 

2. Ätt hafde sier   

enn fyrer løngu   

bwmadur konu,  

brÿgdu vænne.   

Su var lijngjerdur   

lendra manna;   

nefnnd var hin þyda  

Þorgierdur fyrer mjer.  

 

3. Vpp gatu þau     

eirnn ad fæda, 

son sælgietinn   

sier til yndis.   

Þotti þiodum   

Þorkjell vera    

j fornnum sid  

                                                           
164 This edition of the poem is taken from Haukur Þorgeirsson (2011), pp. 213 – 216. 
1.7 þad] + ei in Ólafur Davíðsson’s edition (1898, pp. 92 – 94). Ólafur uses the MS T (Thott 489 8vo 
III) as the main text for his edition of Þóruljóð. The negative particle ‘ei’ does not appear in the G 
text, nor in any of the versions from which Haukur provides variants for his edition (2011). It is 
possible that Ólafur is here using the kind of creative license discussed above (section 3.1). 
However I have chosen to add Ólafur’s ‘ei’ to the G-text given by Haukur for my purposes, as I 
believe it makes more sense for the narrator to claim he is not exaggerating Þorleifr’s greatness 
than to announce that he is exaggerating.  
1.8 hauga] heima in Haukur’s edition (2011), taken from the G-text. However ‘hauga’ appears 
instead of ‘heima’ in MSS B, V₁, V₂ and T of Þóruljóð and I have thus chosen to replace ‘heima’ 
with ‘hauga’ in 1.8 to avoid the clumsy repetition of ‘heime’ from 1.6. I am informed that ‘út í 
hauga’ is an idiomatic Icelandic expression roughly corresponding to the English ‘out of 
proportion’ or ‘beyond all measure’, as I have chosen to translate it. 
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frægur snimmendis   

4. Tolf vetra var   

tijgenn gløggvadur    

þä hann herskipenn 

hafdi vte. 

Fylgde ad vetre  

føður sijns bue,   

þotte allmikell  

ættar bæter. 

5. Þar var halldinn   

Jola veisla,     

var þar boded  

almenne til.     

Gieck j skala    

skrautmanna lid;   

þar var glæselegur    

golfhiỏrttur skipadur. 

 

6. Heyrdu høldar   

ä hurd bared;  

þä var bragnna lid   

under bord genged.   

Kvadde Þorkiell   

þræl til hurdar:   

‘biodttu sijdkomnum  

og set hann til drykkiu’.  

7. Þræll ried ad hlaupa  

þegar frä hurdu,  

bar med öpe    

jnn þä sỏgu:    

‘komenn er gÿgur   

med grimmann hug.  

Sü vill, Þorkjell,   

þinn fund hafa.   

8. Skallttu vmm greipur  

ganga hvỏrge,   

þä räde hun þvi   

þussa möder.    

Enn ef ad arkar   

jnn flagd kona,   

skulum vijg hvatann 

verja aller.’  
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9. ‘Wt mun eg ganga   

frä ydur hiedann,  

vita hvad mier hefur  

menngrund hugað.   

Hræddist eg ecki,   

þa eg yngre var,   

häfar bruder   

helldur enn lägar’. 

10. Drös leit hann standa  

fyrer dyrum skala,   

su var ad øllu    

hærre enn karlmenn;  

fyrr nam hann häfa  

hladgrund ad kvedja  

enn nyta mey   

nafnns ad spyrja   

11. ‘Mær munttu vera  

manna störra.  

Þu hefur driugmikid  

ä deigi vaxid.   

Mig hafa hỏldar    

hafann kallad,  

enn eg traudlega þier  

tek under linda’   

12. ‘Ætt mijna kann eg þier  

øngva ad seigja,   

því eg fundenn var 

fiærre bygdum.  

Hef eg vijf vered   

ä vegum leinge,   

fyrst ad eg husa   

leitade þinna.    

13. Hefe eg vijde   

med vesỏlld geingid,  

og hvỏmleid verid  

hvỏrjum manne;  

hrædast mig marger  

þeir ed mig lyta,  

og er mijn ecke   

þraut ad minne.  

14. Villda eg Þorkjell  

þiggja þad af þier,   
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þu løgleiddir mig   

leingra hote. 

Þä munde Þöru    

þjod vel lytast,   

ef ad vist j vetur  

veita giỏrðer.’   

15. ‘Vist skal þier verda  

veitt til sumars,  

af því myklu    

mäle vardar;    

fliod skal fara   

j fride manna,   

hier eru allmikel   

mijn räd j bæ’.   

16. Gieck digur og hä  

dros j skäla,  

þeirre fylgde   

Þorkiell konu;   

su fieck ecke af brỏgnum  

blijdar kvedjur,    

henne giỏrde eingenn  

ad heilsa af meinge.  

17. Þorkiell beidde    

mödur sijna:    

‘þü skalltt brude   

beina vinna,   

skallttu hiä þier snöt  

sitja läta,    

hun er þurfinn mjỏg  

þinnar hylle’.   

18. Ried af färe    

fullvitug svara   

strijdfeingleg   

arfa sijnum:    

‘sef eg alldrei   

med vrdbuum,  

sem furdu mjỏg   

flỏgd heill hafa.’   

 

19. ‘Þad skal ecke Þöra  

þitt gialld vera,   

þö ad hun late sier   
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lijtt vel takast.  

Gackttu j ønduge  

og ædra sæte,  

eigdu vng vid mig  

ät og dryckiu’.   

20. Sialfur vill hann brude 

beina vinna,   

og hoskre mey   

handlaug bera.   

Høfudbuning fieck  

henne gödann;   

situr snot j sal   

med silke fallde.  

21. Rwm þurftte hun   

recka þriggia,  

þar ed snot j sal   

sitia skyllde;  

fludu atta  

vr ønduge,  

segger sæte,  

fyrer saker Þoru. 

22. ‘Mær takttu yfer þig  

mijna skickiu,   

þann tel eg gödann  

gudvef soma.’  

Leid af øxlum    

allskammtt mane,  

skyrtt var þad fyrer mjer  

hann skamt ofann tæke.  

23. Lijtt sem lidu   

Jöl af høndum,   

hvỏr för sinna  

heimkynna til; 

enn þeir spurdu,  

sem eptter voru:  

‘hvad munttu, vijf vngtt,  

vinna kunna?’   

24. ‘Segl kann eg ad giỏra  

yfer gjalfur mara,  

myklu frægra    

enn þier ädur hafed.  

Vijst værer þu  
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verdugur granne,  

vistar launa   

verdur störlegra’.  

25. Ried hun Þöra   

Þorkiele ad selja  

segl gullofid  

fyrer sumar litlu.  

Eingenn þottest  

af yta kindum  

slykar hnosser  

sied nie att hafa.   

26. ‘Þu munt sigla   

framm j romu,  

vera fremstur j før  

allra manna;  

skal þig alldrei  

hamingjuna skortta,   

ä medann su hin bjartta  

byrvod þoler’.    

 

Idiomatic English translation 

1. Folk have heard of Þorleifr; 

that man lived in the Danish kingdom. 

He was one of the greatest men in the world, 

even if I do not exaggerate beyond all measure.  

 

2. That farmer had taken, a long time ago, 

a wife less than fickle; 

she was a woman from landowners’ stock.                 Gerðr of linen 

This gentle one’s name was Þorgerðr, so have I been told. 

 

3. To their delight they birthed a son, 

joy-begotten, for them to bring up. 

Þorkell was, among those people of ancient custom, 

renowned from an early age. 

 

4. The high-born one was twelve winters old 

when he commanded warships out at sea. 

During the winter he dwelled on his father’s farm 

and was thought to be a great boon to his lineage. 

 



72 
 

5. A Christmas feast was held there, 

and many people were invited. 

A host of showy people went into the hall, 

the hall was splendidly decorated.                stag of the floor 

 

6. They heard a knock at the door, 

when the crowd of guests had sat down at the table. 

Þorkell ordered his slave to answer it: 

‘invite the late-comer in, and give him a drink.’ 

 

7. The slave immediately leapt from the door, 

rushed back in, shouting the news: 

‘a hag has come, with grim intentions; 

she wants to meet with you, Þorkell. 

 

8. You shall by no means go into her grasp, 

no matter what this giant-mother demands; 

and if the troll-wife trudges inside, 

we shall all defend our hero.’ 

 

9. ‘Hence shall I go out from all of you, 

and find out what the woman has in store for me.  ground of the necklace 

When I was younger I was never more afraid 

of the taller women than the shorter ones.’ 

 

10. He saw a girl standing outside the doors of the hall; 

she was taller than men in every way. 

First he greeted the woman,                ground of the headband 

and then asked the able maid her name. 

 

11. ‘You must be descended from very big men; 

you have grown a great deal with each day. 

People have called me tall, 

but I scarcely come up to your waist.’ 

 

12. ‘I can tell you nothing about my lineage, 

because I was found far from dwellings.  

I have been on the road for a long time, 

before I came to your house. 

 

13. I have travelled widely, wretchedly, 

and every man has found me loathsome.  

Many are afraid of me, those who look at me, 

and my burden is not lessened.  

 



73 
 

14. I want, Þorkell, to receive this from you, 

that you take me into your custody for some time.  

Then Þóra would look on the people kindly, 

if you were to offer winter-lodgings.’  

 

15. ‘Lodgings shall be offered to you until summer, 

because this is a pressing matter.  

This woman shall go in the peace of men;  

my authority in this farmstead is very powerful.’  

 

16. The stout and tall maid went into the hall; 

Þorkell followed the woman.  

She did not receive a kind welcome from the people; 

none of the crowd made to greet her.  

 

17. Þorkell bade his mother:  

‘you shall wait on the woman. 

She shall be seated beside you; 

she is greatly in need of your favour.’ 

 

18. The wise woman replied harshly, 

giving a severe answer to her heir: 

‘I will never sleep amongst vagabonds, 

as trolls bring very strange omens.’ 

 

19. ‘You, Þóra, shall not suffer, 

even if my mother doesn’t behave herself.  

Go to the high-table, and the premier seats; 

eat and drink with me, young one.’ 

 

20. He wants to wait on the woman himself, 

and give the wise maid a finger bowl. 

He gave her a fine head-dress; 

the woman sits in the hall with a silk head-dress.  

 

21. She needed the space of three men, 

wheresoever in the hall the woman should sit;  

Eight fled from the high-table,  

men fled out of their seats, all because of Þóra. 

 

22. ‘Maiden, put on my cloak, 

the one which I consider fittingly costly’. 

It glided down from her shoulders; it was very short on the maiden; 

I heard how short it was on her.  
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23. Shortly after Christmas had passed, 

each went back to his own homestead, 

and those who remained asked: 

‘young wife, what work are you able to do?’ 

 

24. ‘I know how to make a sail, over the ship,               horse of the sea 

far more magnificent than you have previously owned. 

You would certainly make a worthy neighbour; 

your payment for the lodgings will be great.’  

 

25. Þóra did deliver to Þorkell, 

a little before summer, a gold-woven sail, 

and nobody had ever seen or owned 

such a precious thing.  

 

26. ‘You will sail forth in battle, 

and be the foremost of all men; 

you will never be short of fortune 

while the bright sail endures.’              cloth of the wind 

 


