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Abstract 

The present thesis is a literary analysis of humour and irony in the Icelandic text 

‘Gylfaginning’, a section of Snorri Sturluson’s Edda, as it is preserved in the Codex 

Regius manuscript (GKS 2367 4°). It is a complementary interpretation to what 

Christopher Abram (2009) has described before. The main objective is to explain how 

and why Gylfaginning is ironic. Gylfaginning is compared to Platonic dialogues 

(Euthyphro, Symposium, and Apology), where Socrates is portrayed as a curious 

examiner, as he participates in ironic and humorous conversations. A literary comparison 

is made of the characters in these texts, who engage with their interlocutors in an almost 

identical fashion. Furthermore, the way events unfold, as well as their conclusion, show 

close resemblances between the texts. Irony is characterised as the result of contradiction 

and an unexpected outcome. The arguments presented are largely based on Søren 

Kierkegaard’s (1841) writings on irony. After analysis of Gylfaginning, the conclusion is 

that it bears a strong resemblance to some aspects of the Socratic dialogues. It is, 

therefore, essentially ironic.  
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Ágrip 

Ritgerðin fjallar um kímni og háð í Gylfaginningu, einum hluta Eddu Snorra Sturlusonar 

eins og hún er varðveitt í handritinu Konungsbók (GKS 2367 4°). Ritgerðin byggist á 

túlkun Christopher Abram (2009) á frásögninni. Meginmarkmiðið er að skýra háð eða 

íróníu í Gylfaginningu, m.a. með samanburði við samræður Sóklratesar (Euþyfró, 

Samdrykkjuna og Síðustu daga Sókratesar). Þar er heimspekingnum lýst sem forvitnum 

greinanda, þar sem hann tekur þátt í kímnum og írónískum samræðum. Bókmenntalegur 

samanburður er gerður á persónum þessara frásagna, en samskipti þeirra við viðmælendur 

sína eru keimlík. Enn fremur eru sterk líkindi milli textana hvað varðar framvindu atburða 

og niðurstöðu þeirra. Íroníu er lýst sem samspili mótsagna og óvæntrar niðurstöðu. 

Röksemdafærslan byggist að verulegu leyti á skrifum Søren Kierkegaard (1841) um 

íroníu. Athugun á Gylfaginning leiðir til þeirrar niðurstöðu að henni svipar að mörgu leyti 

til samræðna Sókratesar og er því fyrst og fremst íronísk.  
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Introduction 

It first came to my attention that Gylfaginning has a lot of potential for literary analysis 

and examination of its written style as well as interpretation of its content. The text retells 

the story of King Gylfi visiting the Æsir kings in order to understand where their power 

stems from. In doing so, illusions and deceptions are set forth by both parties while 

humorous scenes play all throughout the text. It is this subtle humour and tone which I 

intend to analyse and deconstruct, setting forth a complementary thesis to what Rory 

McTurk (1994), Anne Holtsmark (1964), and especially Christopher Abram (2009) have 

written. These authors argue that Gylfaginning conveys at its base a Christian message, 

given the context of its composition with relation to its content.1 Abram compares the 

rhetoric employed by the characters in Gylfaginning to those methods used in antiquity 

by missionaries in order to achieve conversion and ultimate freedom from the delusion 

that is paganism. The primary concern of the present paper is to understand the ironic 

rhetoric in which Gylfaginning is immersed and operates. In the following pages, I will 

analyse and explain why this text is ironic through what Kierkegaard views as Socratic 

Irony, as I compare Gylfaginning to Platonic dialogues.  

The resemblance of my hypothesis to Abram´s thesis is noticeable, however, he argues 

for a theological purpose, whilst my thesis will remain ‘atheistic’ at its core. 2 In contrast 

to replacing beliefs, the argument I set forth here is that of extreme doubt [scepticism], 

one which does not necessarily result in an ideological shift, rather it leads to the negation 

of knowledge. The characters who play the ironist in these texts seem to desire that their 

adversaries realise their own ignorance as he himself does. The ironist does not seek to 

convert or replace one idea for another, he only wishes to negate it. The ironist questions 

belief to its most basic premises, surpassing faith and theology in themselves, therefore I 

                                                           
1 ‘An interesting and hitherto unrecognised parallel to Snorri’s strategy as it manifests itself in 

Gylfaginning, in particular, is found in the theories of the eighth-century English bishop, Daniel of 

Winchester […] In about 723, he wrote to Boniface with advice about how best to wean the pagans away 

from idolatry. Daniel was an advocate of what we might call inter-faith dialogue: he argued that the role of 

the missionary was to convince the pagan through reasoned argument of the truth of Christianity’s claims 

and the benefits of conversion, and that this should be accomplished through peaceable conversation rather 

than by harangues, threats or entreaties.’ (Abram, 2009, p. 10).  
2 ‘The idea that paganism is a delusion (or a set of delusions) is, I shall argue, one of the ideological 

foundations of the Edda’s attitude towards religion. In the section that we know as Gylfaginning, moreover, 

deception is used as a narrative device that serves to focus an audience’s attention upon the grander deceit 

at the heart of pagan religion. This strategy is of course a Christian one, and I will show that it is not unique 

to Snorri: other medieval Christian commentators also interpreted paganism primarily as a delusion’ 

(Abram, 2009, bls. 7) 
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argue that these texts exceed the idea of Christianity. As we will see, the whole text and 

its context are ironic, given that meaning remains equivocal for the characters (and the 

reader) and the conclusion of their encounters is nothingness, the abolition of knowledge. 

I approach this task with a broader scope, discussing the style, mood, and personality of 

characters and the way they interact with each other. The theme I wish to explore is that 

of irony as described by Kierkegaard and exemplified by Socrates, explaining how 

Gylfaginning’s identity and its characters are ironic and therefore delicately humorous. 

Some of the words that we find in scholarly articles refer to Gylfaginning and its content 

as sardonic, ironic (Abram, 2009, pp. 13, 15), and ludic (McTurk, 1994, pp. 15, 16), these 

adjectives make the text a good candidate for further inspection of why some may choose 

to characterise it as such. 

In my opinion, Gylfaginning has unsaid [implicit] wisdom, which implies that we may 

learn something from it and find similarities with real life. It is a perplexing tale which in 

many ways surprises the reader, it makes him think critically and make him understand 

that there are various layers of meaning at play. The play on words which occurs in 

Gylfaginning’s dialogues is an experience which I praise highly, it speaks of ingenious 

minds and divergent ways of thinking, which instigate the reader to find hidden (or 

double) meanings and relationships in the wordplay. Like the ironic style, some of the 

details of the universe within Þór’s travels to Útgarðr (a story within Gylfaginning) are 

reminiscent of author’s like Julio Cortázar and Lewis Carroll (as McTurk notes for the 

latter3).  

My intention is not guesswork nor working out the intent of the author or the society at 

the time, it is rather a way of observing the text, as it may be observed from vastly 

different points of view. In this paper I utilize philosophy and its discourse to propose a 

deeper meaning to this text. This new point of view will hopefully be complementary to 

an interpretation of the story and help understand the text through different perspectives 

with an interdisciplinary approach in a way that has not yet been addressed before. This 

topic will still require further critical examination and research, for this ancient tale 

                                                           
3 After the final chaotic scene in wonderland, Alice wakes up to realise that she was only dreaming, sleeping 

on her sister’s lap, and finally retells her dreams to her sibling. Gylfaginning ends in a similar fashion, 

where Gangleri hears great noises from every direction, as the illusions disappear, afterwards, he goes back 

to his kingdom and tells the events that occurred. 
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remains relevant to this date, a source of inspiration for many, and a cause for wonder 

and speculation for laypeople, scholars, and students alike. 

In the following paragraphs I will argue that Gylfaginning is, in its essence, ironic i.e. that 

the characters’ engagement with one another strongly resembles those dialogues written 

by Xenophon, Aristophanes, and above all, Plato. For example, the question-answer 

format that takes place in Gylfaginning, as well as in the Platonic, are very similar and 

ultimately convey the same message. Moreover, an exposition and analysis of Socrates, 

as he is presented by these authors, will aid us in concluding that they fit the same modus 

operandi, arriving at the conclusion that Gylfaginning is indeed ironic [in a Socratic 

fashion] and deserves a more detailed philosophical scholarly approach as such.  

In summary, this paper will deal with Kierkegaard’s conception of Socratic irony in 

relation to Gylfaginning, as we find similarities between Platonic dialogues where 

Socrates plays an important role, specifically Symposium, Apology, and Euthyphro, and 

Gylfaginning. In the end, it will become apparent that Gangleri and Socrates are very 

similar and treat their interlocutor in an extremely similar fashion with an almost identical 

outcome.  

Moreover, there is much more in a text than that which is explicit. What is written in the 

lines is often scrutinised, but what is between or beyond the lines is not always considered. 

The layers of meaning of a text such as Gylfaginning require conscientiously reading 

between the lines and beyond the lines. Keeping in mind the different levels of meaning, 

we may be able to understand further implications of medieval Icelandic literature, its 

author, and culture.  

 

Gylfaginning 

This paper considers the prose Edda translated by Anthony Faulkes, the Old Icelandic 

version of the Edda edited by Þorleifur Jónsson, and the Old Icelandic version of Þór ok 

Útgarða-Loki in E.V. Gordon´s Introduction to Old Norse. The 13th century Prose Edda 

was composed by the Icelandic Christian lawspeaker, historian and poet Snorri Sturluson 

(1179-1241) during the first quarter of the century. The oldest versions of the Prose Edda 

are preserved in the medieval manuscripts Codex Upsaliensis (DG 11), Codex Regius 

(GKS 2367 4°), and Codex Wormianus (AM 242 fol) dating back to the fourteenth 
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century (Gordon, 1927). The contents of the compilation are divided into Formáli, 

Gylfaginning, Skaldskaparmál, and Háttatal.  Concerning the Edda’s composition, it is 

widely accepted, that the order in which it is preserved to this date, was not the original 

order in which it was most likely composed. It was most likely generated inversely; 

Háttatal being the first text, followed by Skaldskaparmál, and finally Formáli and 

Gylfaginning. The Edda bases its content from ancient Scandinavian oral tradition such 

as skaldic and eddic poetry as its main sources of information, and to a lesser degree, 

according to Wanner, from folk tradition.4 

It is a mystery why Snorri would write such treatise, but scholars have often pondered 

and proposed hypotheses; it may have been mere curiosity and genuine interest in a 

Scandinavian ‘Golden Age’ attempting to salvage its oral tradition by popularizing, 

explaining and producing skaldic poetry during this ‘Icelandic Renaissance’. Or, most 

likely, a way to achieve different forms of interchangeable capital, as explained by 

Tulinius (2014) and Wanner (2008). Using Bourdieu’s sociological theory, they agree 

that Snorri was a master of producing and investing in different varieties of capital in 

order to climb the social ladder and achieve higher political, cultural, and economic 

positions.5  

Háttatal is a treatise on skaldic verse which discusses metre and rhyme with a running 

commentary in which Snorri praises his two patrons, King Hákon and Jarl Skúli. The text 

is mainly a manual for understanding and composing skaldic verse. The poem’s 

interpretation and real intentions are disputed by scholars. Whether the praise put forth is 

one which mocks the King and praises the jarl, or if, in fact, it is authentic praise for both 

these figures, is still debated. Even though Abram rejects the hypothesis that the King is 

set up for mockery with the high-level education needed to understand the poems, he also 

                                                           
4 ‘In writing this text, Snorri seems to have relied on two main sets of material: poetry, eddic and skaldic, 

and ‘folk’ traditions, i.e., stories about the gods that continued to circulate, mainly orally, at various levels 

of society. Of these sources, eddic poetry had the greatest influence on Gylfaginning. Skaldic poems had 

less for a number of reasons, the most important of which was that, since they were usually ascribed to 

named poets, they ill fit the frame conceit of a conversation between the gods’ pre-historic doppelgangers 

and a legendary king. The extent to which folk tradition is reflected in Gylfaginning is harder to judge, but 

I suspect that it contributed much to this text; at any rate, many think that Snorri used oral prose tales to 

craft its livelier episodes, such as those of the giant-builder or Thor’s journey to Utgarðr.’ (Abram, 2009, 

bls. 143). 
5 ‘There is reason to believe that Snorri’s attempt to reawaken interest in the composition and understanding 

of the old dróttkvætt was not solely rooted in his antiquarian curiosity … it is possible that Snorri, fuelled 

by political ambition, was prompted to compose his poetic exegeses by the desire to credit his own poetic 

production, that is, the tool by which he, in the spirit of ancient Icelandic court poets, hoped to gain allies 

and reward at the Norwegian court.’ (Gade, 1995) 
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states: ‘as my discussion of Hákon’s education and cultural background in chapter 5 

suggests, there is reason to doubt that he would have been able to decipher this verse 

unaided. Indeed, it is easy to imagine the king reading or listening to Snorri’s poem in the 

mid-1220s, reaching stanza 3 with its dense mythological allusions, throwing up his 

hands, and turning to something more accessible – like, say, his translated copy of 

Tristams saga.’ And later he insists: ‘I doubt that this stanza was designed to bewilder or 

alienate the king’ (Abram, 2009, p. 108). Whether the poem was meant to ridicule 

someone or not, the King would clearly not have understood it as easily as the Jarl. Firstly, 

this would indeed have manifested the king´s ignorance and thus made a fool out of him, 

and secondly, the poem could be taken as mockery of the king considering that Jarl Skúli 

seems to have been able to understand kennings and obscure references, in contrast to 

King Hákon. Besides, the number of stanzas dedicated to each of the patrons differ in 

favour to the jarl. Be it intentional or not, the outcome is that the text would have bluntly 

exposed the king´s inability to comprehend its content.  

Next in line is Skáldskaparmál, a dialogue between Ægir and Bragi where poetic speech, 

i.e. the specific vocabulary of skaldic verse, as well as kennings and their use in poetry, 

are discussed in a systematic fashion.6 Skáldskaparmál is the ‘longest and most 

heterogeneous portion of the Edda’, a text which seems to be intended specifically for 

producers of the same artform, attempting to salvage, regain, and maintain its previous 

value.  

Finally, Gylfaginning is a dialogue in which the highly-engaged characters converse 

about the cosmos, gods, and their future. The content and intention of the author, like the 

rest of the compilation, is pedagogical and illustrative, its content epistemological, 

recalling ancient pagan culture and beliefs. Most of the text consists of long lists of names, 

gods, nature, celestial bodies, other beings, and the advent of Ragnarök (Abram, 2009, p. 

140). ‘Nevertheless, it is true that many of the stories in Gylfaginning have little to do 

                                                           
6 ‘Skáldskaparmál’s narratives are part of a third stage in the Edda’s evolution, one tied more closely to 

Gylfaginning and its Formáli than to Háttatal. What had begun as a praise-poem and grown into a technical 

treatise on metre and diction now became, in the words of the Eptirmáli, fróðleikr ok skemtun, ‘knowledge 

and entertainment.’ Narratives were not worked in just for amusement, however – these too had a pragmatic 

purpose. […] The only thing that could provide Snorri’s audience with enough mythological knowledge to 

admire the allusive vocabulary employed in his and other’s poetry probably did not exist at this time, and 

he therefore had to manufacture it himself – written, prose retellings of pagan mythological and legendary 

narratives’ (Wanner, 2008, pp. 132-133). 
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with poetry and must have been included mainly for the sake of completeness, or even 

just to provide entertainment.’7  

The title ‘Gylfaginning’ [the tricking of Gylfi] holds ambiguity, and in recent years, the 

proposition of its reverse meaning has increased in popularity.8 Classically, the title 

suggests Gylfi being tricked, while more recently, authors have argued for the possibility 

of its opposite meaning, Gylfi as the perpetrator of deception.9 As we will see in the below 

paragraphs, ‘nothing is True’, many things in Gylfaginning remain ambiguous or 

paradoxical e.g. its title, its author and context, its character’s names and behaviour, and 

its conclusion. It is in this liminal space where irony becomes apparent, and humour 

makes itself evident. The fact that the true meaning is unclear, is the first part of a series 

of humorous elements that occur throughout the story.  

As for the author, dealing with Snorri is always a controversial matter. He is often 

portrayed as having two personalities which do not seem to match each other: on one 

hand a ruthless conniving politician with an undying thirst for power, and on the other, a 

sensitive artist which regarded ancient poetry as a worthy object of admiration and 

preservation. Scholars usually accept one of these premises and remain sceptic about the 

other, or in more recent years, attempt to reconcile both sides of his personality. One thing 

seems clear: he could very easily manoeuvre within society, increasing his own value 

exponentially and might have had this in mind when compiling the Edda. 

It is curious that Snorri should attempt to gain any type of capital through the means of a 

compilation such as the Edda, given that the references in skaldic poetry are pagan and 

adhere to a different set of principles from which thirteenth century Christian 

Scandinavians were used to. This makes us question the author’s real intentions, which 

may be ironic because the text is anachronistic and paradoxical, given that he composed 

                                                           
7 Faulkes, introduction to Edda: Prologue and Gylfaginning, XX. 
8 ‘I would suggest, then, that the first element in the noun Gylfaginning, Gylfa-, is not only an objective 

genitive, implying (as it has traditionally been thought to do) that Gylfi is the object, or victim, of the 

tricking; but also a subjective genitive, implying that Gylfi is its subject, or perpetrator. […] I would further 

suggest that both ways of interpreting the expression Gylfaginning may have been intended by Snorri. […] 

the Æsir seem to be as much deceived by Gylfi as they deceive him, which might suggest an interpretation 

of the title Gylfaginning in terms of the subjective as opposed to the objective genitive. Is it possible that 

Snorri recognized this and introduced the story of Gefjun and Gylfi, in which Gylfi is well and truly tricked, 

in order to give due weight to the objective genitive interpretation of the title?’ (McTurk, 1994, p. 10). 
9 ‘The title Gylfaginning itself (which is given to this part of the work only in the Uppsala manuscript (U)) 

suggests that trickery is afoot in its narratives. Old Norse ginning, glossed as ‘tricking, fooling, or 

deceiving’ and deriving from the verb ginna ‘to dupe’ or ‘to fool’ (Cleasby-Vigfusson, s.v.), leads the reader 

to expect and look out for deception in the narrative, and deception is not difficult to find’ (Abram, 2009, 

p. 8). 
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a text of which its content was no longer popular nor highly valued at that time. 

Furthermore, the poetic verses meant to express praise for royalty might have, in practice, 

gone the inverse way; offending instead of praising the King. The whole text as well as 

the concept of irony, are founded upon the idea of a situation being equivocal, therefore, 

masked and potentially misinterpreted by the audience or interlocutors. 

With regards to  Þór´s visit to Útgarða-Loki, one of the longest portions of Gylfaginning, 

many things have been said and scholars have dealt with it in various ways; some have 

proposed parallels to the Irish folktales (von der Leyen, 1908, von Sydow, 1910, 

Chesnutt, 1989), the Russian folktale of Svyatogor (Chadwick, 1964), and parallels to 

other folktale traditions (Jan de Vries, 1970, Kaarle Krohn, 1922). Ancient Germanic 

culture cosmology has been a theme which Gudmund Schütte (1932) has examined and 

philological works have been developed by Olsen (1949) and Kuhn (1978). These 

precedents have contributed towards a somewhat unified view and interpretation of the 

story, its features, their meaning, and what they might represent. Most of the scholarship 

has focused on comparing Gylfaginning to myths and oral traditions from other cultures, 

but scholarship has somewhat refrained from taking a hermeneutic approach outside of 

the classical mythological and folkloristic system.   

 

Socrates and the concept of irony 

Given that Socrates did not write a single thing, we must rely on accounts of him, an 

important detail worth keeping in mind. For this reason, we will take Socrates as a literary 

character. Even though we will speak of Socrates as a literary character, we will use 

material which Kierkegaard regards as the historically accurate representation of 

Socrates. However, we know not in reality what and who Socrates was from first-hand 

accounts, but only know Socrates through what is written about him. What we usually 

think of Socrates is the result of an, as Kierkegaard says, ‘alloyed historical man-myth’, 

a figure which has a historical, as well as a ‘mythical’ aspect where a theoretical 

distinction may be drawn from the historic Socrates and the mythical one. By mythical 

we mean that which is unverifiable in the accounts of him which might appear to be too 

grandiose, idealized, or contradictory. This results in the difficulty of us being historically 

accurate and objective, as the historical and ‘mythical’ Socrates are, to certain extent, 
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indistinguishable.10 Kierkegaard makes a strong case to discriminate the historical from 

the mythical Socrates (as he calls them), as well as the author’s voice (e.g. Plato) and 

Socrates’ own voice. This results in an extensive analysis of the authors’ style, closeness 

to the historical Socrates, and the authors’ style developing through time by the way each 

of them present this emblematic philosophical figure. It appears to be a difficult task to 

discriminate between both, and yet, it is Kierkegaard’s educated opinion that the historical 

Socrates may be found in the first dialogues of Plato and the first book of the Republic. 

For this reason, the main sources I will cite, are these which Kierkegaard believes are 

closer to reality than others. We need not worry or delve in excess in these details for the 

purposes of this thesis, we will henceforth simply refer to Socrates as such, ignoring the 

nuances experts on the subject may point to, or as Enrique Hulsz has put it: ‘En adelante, 

con el nombre de ‘Sócrates’ aludiré primordialmente al personaje platónico, sin renunciar 

ala posibilidad de que tras la máscara de éste aún sea posible encontrar el rostro verdadero 

de Sócrates’11 (Hülsz Piccone, 2003, p. 76). Moreover, Enrique Hulsz argues in his paper 

that Socrates is already reminiscent of other philosophers, in particular the pre-socratic 

philosopher known as Heraclitus (Idem, p. 86). But, to recapitulate, this matter will not 

                                                           
10 ‘Resulta estéril, pues, trazar una frontera nítida entre el Sócrates histórico y su otro yo (su contraparte: 

en griego, su σύμβολον), el personaje literario que vive en las páginas de Platón. Y aunque no fuera 

imposible, sería indeseable separar la filosofía del uno de la del otro, pues no hay filosofía de Sócrates sin 

Platón ni hay filosofía de Platón sin Sócrates —lo cual no obliga a sostener la tesis extrema de que todo lo 

que Platón pone en boca de su personaje puede o debe ser atribuido al Sócrates “real” o “histórico”, ni lo 

opuesto (que nada de lo que el Sócrates platónico dice corresponde en verdad al Sócrates histórico). El 

Sócrates platónico es un símbolo complejo, en el que se reúnen la persona “de carne y hueso” y el personaje 

literario, el ideal humano y su realización concreta; en breve, la síntesis de la fidelidad filosófica y la 

creatividad literaria platónicas. La oposición de un Sócrates “real” (= “histórico”) a uno “ficticio” (= 

“literario”) es una simplificación y representa un falso dilema, pues (1) no disponemos de suficiente 

información confiable antes de Platón, (2) la “Idealización” platónica es una “esencialización”, y (3) hay 

más de un Sócrates en Platón.’ (Hülsz Piccone, 2003, p. 72) [It is thus unproductive to trace a clear frontier 

between the historic Socrates and his other ‘ego’ (his counterpart: in Greek, his σύμβολον), the literary 

character that lives in Plato’s pages. And, although it would not be impossible, it would be undesirable to 

separate one and the other’s philosophy, given that there is no Socratic philosophy without Plato, nor 

Platonic philosophy without Socrates – which forces us to sustain the extreme thesis that everything that 

Plato places in his characters’ mouth could or should be attributed to the ‘real’ or ‘historic’ Socrates, nor 

the opposite (nothing that the Platonic Socrates says corresponds in fact to the historic Socrates). The 

Platonic Socrates is a complex symbol, in which the ‘flesh and bones’ person unites with the literary 

character, the human ideal, and his concrete realisation; in brief, the synthesis of the philosophic fidelity 

and the Platonic literary creativity , the opposition of a ‘real’ Socrates (= ’historic’) to a ‘fictitious one (= 

‘literary’) is a simplification which represents a false dilemma, given that (1) we do not possess enough 

trustworthy information before Plato, (2) the platonic ‘idealization’ is an ‘essentialisation’, and (3) there is 

more than one Socrates in Plato.] [My translation]  
11 Hence forward with the name ‘Socrates’, I will allude primordially to the Platonic character, without 

renouncing to the possibility that behind the mask it is still possible to find Socrates’ real face. [My 

translation] 
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concern us much, and we will be treating Socrates as literary character, as we will also 

deal with the characters in Gylfaginning as such. 

For the Platonic dialogues, not much context is needed, given that the analysis will mostly 

be on rhetoric. Socrates usually presses on people to defend their statements by means of 

Trivium (Grammar, Logic, and Rhetoric), ultimately failing to respond in a satisfactory 

manner by making a convincing defence for their statements and actions. The details of 

the conversations or the exact contexts matters not for our purposes, given that they are 

deep metaphysical debates. I will only mention that the text Euthyphro deals with 

Socrates attempting to understand the reasoning behind young Euthyphro’s accusation of 

his own father of murder before the court. Given that he accuses his own father, he must 

demonstrate to Socrates appropriate reasoning behind his actions and asks him to defend 

and teach him [Socrates] his line of reasoning. Symposium takes place at a banquet where 

the invitees are to give a eulogy of Love, to which Socrates inquires and asks certain 

people to defend their statements. In the end, all become inebriated and unfit to continue 

the dialogue or to give valid reasoning (except for Socrates). Lastly, Apology deals with 

Socrates’ condemnation [on charges of blasphemy and corruption of the youth] in front 

of the state tribunal, eventually ending in Socrates accepting his punishment. This last 

text is the only one I mention that is closer in form to a monologue, rather than a dialogue, 

but we see the same structure and elements that compose Socrates’ identity. 

Throughout the interactions in which Socrates engages, we find certain patterns and 

constant use (and abuse some would think) of logic to prove his point; that man knows 

nothing. The manner in which he engages with his contenders is at times ridiculous and 

absurd, but one of the key elements is that he is already engaging with an absurd, vain, 

and over-confident person which does not acknowledge himself as such.12 The way in 

which the dialogue usually unravels is humorous to the reader, one being able to observe 

the increasingly preposterous arguments set forth by both. As a third party, it is easier to 

note the total awareness of the whole scene of one, and the total state of oblivion of the 

                                                           
12 ‘When it comes to a silly, inflated, know-it-all knowledge, it is ironically proper to go along, to be 

enraptured by all this wisdom, to spur it on with jubilating applause to ever greater lunacy, although the 

ironist is aware that the whole thing underneath is empty and void of substance. Over against an insipid and 

inept enthusiasm, it is ironically proper to outdo this with scandalous praise and plaudits, although the 

ironist is himself aware that this enthusiasm is the most ludicrous thing in the world. Indeed, the more 

successful the ironist is in beguiling, the further the fakery proceeds, the more joy he has in it. But he 

relishes this joy in private, and the source of his joy is that no one realizes his deception. - this is a form of 

irony that appears only rarely, although it is just as profound as the irony that appears under the form of 

opposition and is easier to carry through.’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 249) 
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other. The ironist often takes the sophist’s word to such an extreme, that he is no longer 

able to defend or give reason for his initial statement(s). The initial (absurd) claim 

escalates to such a degree of seriousness that it becomes illogical, in this, the ironist is 

aware, while his interlocutor does not realise and proceeds to answer in all earnestness, 

until his store of knowledge is empty. Another aspect relevant to irony, which might 

delight the reader or an observer, is that each of the parties perceives the other one as 

ignorant, thus creating an atmosphere in which each attempt to demonstrate and teach the 

other something that he ignores. The sophist attempts to teach the ironist something which 

the ironist ignores, and at the same time, something which he himself is unable to teach 

because of his lack of true knowledge. The fool eventually becomes apparent and a 

winner (wiser) is often clearly visible as the conversation comes to its end. 

 

The story 

Now that a general idea about Gylfaginning, Socrates, and irony has been framed, we 

may proceed with the actual story and its analysis. First, we will summarise the story and 

understand the setting in which Gylfaginning takes place, so we can later outline how 

irony plays a role in it from its beginning. 

King Gylfi was the ruler of Sweden, he ‘var maðr vitr ok fjölkunnigr. Hann undraðisk 

þat mjök, er ásafólk var svá kunnigt, at allir hlutir gengu at vilja þeira. Þat hugsaði hann, 

hvárt þat myndi vera af eðli sjálfra þeira eða myndi því valda goðmögn þau, er þeir 

blótuðu. Hann byrjaði ferð sína til Ásgarðs ok fór með leynd ok brá á sik gamals manns 

líki ok dulðisk svá. En Æsir váru því vísari, at þeir höfðu spádóm, ok sá þeir ferð hans, 

fyrr enn hann kom, ok gerðu í móti honum sjónhverfingar. Ok er hann kom inn í borgina, 

þá sá hann þar hþava höll, svá at varla mátti hann sjá yfir hana.‘13 (Sturluson, Edda, 

Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 13) 

At first, the reader of Gylfaginning encounters mischief when it is stated that the 

characters are well versed in magic and are ready to incur in deceptive practices when 

                                                           
13 ‘was clever and skilled in magic […] he was quite amazed that the Æsir-people had the ability to make 

everything go in accordance with their will. He wondered whether this could be a result of their own nature, 

or whether the divine powers they worshipped could be responsible. He set out to Asgard and travelled in 

secret and assumed the form of an old man and so disguised himself. But the Æsir were the wiser in that 

they had the gift of prophecy, and they saw his movements before he arrived, and prepared deceptive 

appearances for him. When he got into the city he saw there a high hall, so that he could scarcely see over 

it.’ (Sturluson, Edda, Translation by Anthony Faulkes, 1987, p. 7) 
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encountering their so-called foes. This is the first instance which might make us believe 

that deception and cheating will be important for the story’s climax. Just by these opening 

words in the first paragraphs, we know Gylfi will go and test the Æsir-people in some 

way and attempt to find out the origin of their prowess and powers. A game has begun 

before it officially begins, and apparently, both parties are aware of this, given the 

prophetic nature of the Æsir and the fact that Gylfi has decided to disguise himself and 

change his name. Gylfi, it would appear, will innocently show up masked and without 

expectations, trying to find out anything and everything about these mysterious beings.  

When Gylfi first steps into the castle, the reader gets the sense that it is a comical place, 

a reign where things appear to be not-so-serious and a place where incredible things occur. 

Gylfi has disguised himself as an old man and adopted the name ‘Gangleri’, as he walks 

into the deceptive appearances the Æsir-people had prepared for him. Moreover, the name 

‘Gangleri’ means ‘wanderer’ or ‘way-weary’, it refers to someone tired from walking. To 

some, the meaning would immediately be associated with Christianity, specifically to 

pilgrims, a strong addition to Abram and McTurk’s theses. Especially McTurk, who sees 

Gylfaginning as a ‘pagan inversion of a Christian pilgrimage’ and Gylfi’s interlocutors as 

the Holy Trinity. For our purposes, we could take Gangleri’s name to have a meaning 

beyond the physical aspect of wandering and being tiresome. We could interpret the name 

and character as one who travels the roads of Truth. Someone tired of searching for 

meaning and veracity and never finding it, someone who has not yet found Truth and has 

grown weary and cynic of this through life’s experience. 14 

‘Gylfi sá mann í hallardurum, ok lék at handsöoxum ok hafði vii senn á lopti. 

S´suprði hann fyrr at nafni. Hann nefndisk Gangleri ok kominn af refilsstígum ok 

beiddisk at sækja til næattstaðar ok spurði, hverr höllina átti. ... þar sá hann mörg 

                                                           
14 ‘Diogenes, as is well known, has been compared to Socrates and called a “furious Socrates” 

Schleiermacher believed that he should rather be called a caricatured Socrates but tried to find a similarity 

between them in the independence from sensual pleasure that they both sought to acquire. But this is surely 

too little. If one bears in mind, however, that Cynicism is negative enjoyment (in relation to Epicureanism), 

that Cynicism enjoys the absence, the lack of desire, is not unacquainted with it but seeks satisfaction in 

not giving in to it, and therefore instead of ending in desire always turns back into itself and enjoys the lack 

of enjoyment, an enjoyment strongly reminiscent of what ironic satisfaction is in the intellectual sense.’ 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 182). In the following pages we will see how the ironist takes great pleasure in 

absence or nothingness. 
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gól ok margt fólk, sumt með leikum, sumir drukku, sumir með vápnum ok börðusk. 

Þá litaðisk hann umb ok þótti margir hlutir ótrúligir, þeir hann sá.‘ 15 

‘Hann sá iii  hásæti ok hvert upp frá öðru, ok sátu iii menn sinn í hverju. Þá 

supurði hann, hvert nafn höfðingja þeira væri. Sá svarar, er hann leiddi inn, at 

sá, er í nezta hásæti sat, var konungr ‘ok heitir Hárr, en þar næsta sá, er heitir 

Jafnhárr, en sá er ofarst, er Þriði heitir.‘‘16 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 

1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 13)  

The man whom has escorted Gylfi in has not given a straight-forward answer when asked 

the direct question of who the ruler is. Typically, there is but one ruler per kingdom, but 

here, he names three characters without any clarification. The ludic element in this scene 

is so rich, that the reader is unavoidably amused. We are told of the names of the seated 

men which are increasingly ludicrous, each more so than the previous one. The first name, 

Hár [High], sets a base (literally) and, ironically, is the lowest seated of them all (he is 

not high in relation to his companions). By logic or sequential association, this first name 

is also a clue to what the others could possibly be named. Next, we find out that the 

character above Hár is called Jafnhár [Just-as-High], which is nonsense. Given that he is 

one seat above Hár, this is paradoxical and, even though he is allowed to be named as 

such, he is in fact NOT Just-as-High(ly seated). Now, the reader is expecting a third and 

final humorous name. The author delivers quite sumptuously remarking that the third one 

is called Þriði [Third], breaking with the brief sequential logic of the previous names 

regarding height, this time, the name agrees with his position in a sequence and is an 

ordinal number. It seems like an arbitrary and odd nomenclature for the seated men; the 

first two names are inconsistent if thought to be associated with their seating positions. 

They are paradoxical to say the least, but the last name is simplicity in its purest 

expression, it adds a deeper level of wit to the scene for the reader’s pleasure. For the 

reader, it appears that sequence and logic are moving around or suspended at times, 

creating a silly mood and slight confusion. This mood kickstarts the playfulness for the 

                                                           
15 ‘In the doorway of the hall Gylfi saw a man juggling with knives, keeping seven in the air at a time. This 

man spoke first and asked him his name. He said it was Gangleri and that he had travelled trackless ways 

[…] he saw there many apartments and many people, some engaged in games, some were drinking, some 

were armed and were fighting. He looked around and thought many of the things he saw were incredible.’ 

(Sturluson, 1987, p. 8) 
16 ‘He saw three thrones one above the other, and there were three men, one sitting in each. Then he asked 

what the name of their ruler was. The man who had brought him in replied that the one that sat in the lowest 

throne was king and was called High, next to him the one called Just-as-High, and the one sitting at the top 

was called Third.’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 8) 
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reader after we are told that fantastic things are occurring in the hall as quoted above. It 

is my opinion that the beginning of this ludic mood is when we are first told that king 

Gylfi disguises himself and sets forth to find out more about the Æsir-people. The 

presence of a juggler holding seven knives in the air at the same time underlines the ludic 

aspect of the text, in addition to this, the names of the ruler(s) help to further escalate a 

comical and incredible atmosphere. Ambiguity plays an important role all throughout the 

story and is part of irony and the comedic texture this tale makes us feel. As will be noted 

later, the text constantly oscillates between seriousness (heaviness) and frivolity 

(lightness), ambivalent moods which juxtapose and help to maintain irony and humour 

alive. 

Likewise, irony and cynicism appear when we realise that both contestants seem to know 

what the other one knows. This is to say that Gangleri already knows the answers to what 

he inquires, and the kings know he is in disguise and prepare illusions upon his arrival. 

And, although we see in the following quotation that someone should get harmed if he 

knows not enough, this turns out to be untrue.  

 

‘Hárr segir, at hann komi eigi heill út, nema hann sé fróðari,  

‘ok stattu fram,  

meðan þú fregn;  

sitja skal sá, er segir‘‘17  

(Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 14) 

 

After this, the reader expects that a physical confrontation could take place if the kings 

are unsatisfied. This threat is either a lie, or an overestimation of the consequences of 

what should happen.  

 

 

                                                           
17  ‘High said he would not get out unscathed unless he was more learned, and ‘stand out in front while you 

ask: he who tells shall sit.’’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 8) 
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The sophist vs the Socratic figure 

In the following section we will juxtapose excerpts from Platonic dialogues (Euthyphro, 

Symposium, and Apology) and Gylfaginning, where Socrates plays himself with his 

typical ironic identity, as does Gylfi/Gangleri. On the other hand, we see that the seated 

ruler(s) play the part of the Sophists and other Socratic intellectual adversaries. We 

perceive a key difference in attitude from each side; one claims to know, the other claims 

to be free from knowledge. At the end of this first section, it will become apparent that 

there are in both sets of texts a theoretical wiseman and an empirical wiseman. The 

ignorant inquires, while the so-called-wise, or the pseudointellectual, answers. We will 

see how the dialogues are comparable as the same qualities across the texts surface and 

ultimately conclude in a quasi-identical manner. For now, we will mention the explicit 

similarities (we will inspect the lines), which will be the setup for a further in-depth 

discussion afterwards, focusing on what is written between the lines and beyond the lines. 

With this line of reasoning, we will attempt to understand what the implications and 

consequences of character’s actions and words are. We will especially notice irony 

manifesting itself when there is contradiction between what the characters say, how they 

act, or what they mean.18 For example, it is easy to see that when Gangleri or Socrates 

express praise to their adversaries, they are not being at all truthful, even though the 

adversaries themselves do not seem to notice this fact. As mentioned before, the initial 

threat from the previous quote is an example of something said, but not meant or carried 

through.  

I may refer to Gangleri and Socrates as ‘the Socratic role/figure’, ‘the ironist’, or ‘the 

protagonist’, and will generally refer to Socrates’ adversaries and the seated kings as 

‘sophists’. When talking about Socrates or Gylfi, it is understood that, because I am 

drawing significant similarities between these two, the same applies for both, unless 

specified otherwise (even in footnotes which usually only refer to Socrates). From this 

point on, what applies to Socrates, applies to Gylfi, what applies to the dialogues, applies 

                                                           
18 ‘If I next consider the speaking subject, I once again have a qualification that permeates all irony - namely 

the subject is negatively free. When I am aware as I speak that what I am saying is what I mean that what I 

have said adequately expresses my meaning, and I assume that the person to whom I am talking grasps my 

meaning, and I assume that the person to whom I am talking grasps my meaning completely, then I am 

bound in what has been said - that is, I am positively free therein. Here the old verse is appropriate: semel 

emissum volat urrevocabile verbum [the word once let slip flies beyond recall]. I am also bound with respect 

to myself and cannot free myself any time I wish. If, however, what I said is not my meaning or the opposite 

of my meaning, then I am free in relation to others and to myself’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 247).  
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for Gylfaginning, and what applies for the sophists and wisemen, applies to the seated 

kings. In this manner, Socrates and Gangleri (or whoever appears to be fulfilling the 

Socratic role), will be used interchangeably and the same will apply for the opposing role. 

When talking about Þór’s journey to Útgarða-Loki, the roles will be mirrored, meaning 

that the characters will appear to be playing inverse roles, the protagonist [Þór] shall be 

playing the role of the sophist, while Útgarða-Loki, the role of Socrates, although strictly 

speaking, Þór is the literary protagonist, but more on that below. Furthermore, it will 

become apparent in these stories that the Æsir are the ones often being beguiled.  

First in the series of similarities between the texts and characters, is the maieutic method 

employed all throughout Gylfaginning. The protagonists extract knowledge and converse 

mostly in a questioning fashion.19 Gangleri asks specific questions and at times asks for 

further elaboration, intending to test the sophists until he is satisfied. The answers the 

Æsir give mostly come from ancient oral tradition, i.e. skaldic and eddic poetry. I shall 

spare needless quotations to show how the question-answer dialogue appears in both sets 

of texts, but the dialogue mostly occurs in only this fashion, except for brief monologues 

where there are retellings of Þór. One noticeable aspect of the dialogue is that Gangleri 

never stops to correct the answers, nor does he often inquire for more specific details, he 

often takes answers as they come, only to praise the eloquence of the kings or to reply 

with a loaded question. Gangleri’s words of praise work in his favour, presumably making 

the kings think highly of themselves and further indulge in answering a tediously long set 

of questions. 

Second, Gangleri uses friendly terms, eulogy, and adulation, in order to appear 

welcoming, incredulous, oblivious, blissfully ignorant and naïve, instead of menacing. 

We may speculate that this seduction trick is for the purposes of luring the adversary, 

meant to not frighten him in such a way that the conversation ends abruptly because of 

direct and overwhelming confrontation. It is a twofold process: first, the ironist praises 

the target, and second, he puts himself down, depreciating his own self, while admiring 

the grandeur of the other.20 This is a conscious under-estimation of oneself, to try and fool 

                                                           
19 ‘The main thrust of Daniel’s advice is that the pagans must be allowed to discover the folly and 

uselessness of their false beliefs for themselves. The missionary’s role is simply to guide conversation along 

the right lines and, above all, to ask questions. To begin with, he advises Boniface not even to dispute the 

divinity of the old gods’ (Abram, 2009, bls. 10). 
20 ‘For what is it except oratorical self-exaltation when a person disparages himself, yet at the same time 

debases all others? If granted a serious intent, this self-exaltation appears as vain prattling, and if taken as 

artless and aimless boldness, it exhibits a naivite that, through unintentional contrast of self-abasement and 
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the adversary with child-like innocence and naiveté, or at least make him doubt the nature 

his identity. 21 Once this has been done, hierarchy is established, the ironist places himself 

beneath, while the sophist is placed above. This newly established hierarchy based on 

wisdom is a false one, as is demonstrated at the end of the dialogues. For the ironist, the 

sophist´s sudden realisation that the hierarchy was artificial is one of the intended 

outcomes. After appearing to be defenceless and ignorant, the ironist takes pleasure in 

this deceptive tactic of appearing more foolish than he truly is, for when the conclusion 

arrives, the sophist will not know how to deal with the sudden realisation and breach of 

hierarchy. In this case there is not only an [artificially-constructed] intellectual hierarchy, 

but also an [artificially-constructed] socio-political one, for Gangleri appears as a meagre 

old wanderer in a court of kings, while he is in reality king of Sweden. The ironist finds 

great joy proportional to hierarchy, following the adage ‘the bigger they are, the harder 

they fall’. 22   

There may be at least two kinds of hierarchy from which the ironist may draw pleasure, 

artificial hierarchies and real hierarchies, which are for his purposes, equal in outcome. 

The first one is granted when the ironist consciously places himself below his opponent, 

while the contender without giving much thought, accepts this as his rightful place. We 

may for example, imagine a strong man acting weak, an intellectual acting foolish, or 

royalty disguised as second-class citizen, in order to deceive a rival. As we see in 

Gylfaginning, this type of hierarchy is generated artificially with hyperbolic praise by 

exaggerating someone’s virtues or by the sophist creating grand illusions (appearing to 

be something they are not). The second type of hierarchy is a ‘real’ hierarchy, one which 

is never intellectual, given that for the outcome to be humorous and the process ironic, 

the hierarchically superior needs to be outsmarted. This ‘real’ hierarchy might be socio-

                                                           
self-exaltation, nearly slips into the comical (for example, when, Socrates declares himself to be ignorant 

yet at the same time wiser than all others, and hence exalts himself, the ignorant, as the wisest). Thus, if the 

author of the Apology intended to portray Socrates as an ironist, he has transformed into a boastful Sophist, 

the reverse of the Platonic Socrates…’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 94). 
21 ‘He does not cast doubt on the information that Hár, Jafnhár and Þriði give him about the gods, 

arrangement of the cosmos, although one might detect an ironical tone in his repeated use of the adjective 

mikill to describe their achievements.’ (Abram, 2009, bls. 15) 
22 ‘In all these cases, it is the ironist’s joy to seem to be caught in the same noose I which the other person 

is trapped. It is one of the ironist’s chief joys to find weak sides such as this everywhere, and the more 

distinguished the person in whom it is found, the more joy he has in being able to take him in unaware of 

it. This at times even a distinguished person is like a puppet on a string for the ironist, a jumping-jack he 

can get to make the motions he wants it to make by pulling the string. Strangely enough, it is the weaker 

sides of the human being more than the good sides that come close to being Chladni figures that continually 

become visible when made to vibrate properly; they seem to have an intrinsic, natural necessity, whereas 

the good sides, to our dismay, so often suffer from inconsistencies’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 250).  
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political, socio-economic, familial, etc. for the ironist, this hierarchy masquerades as an 

illusion by distracting his opponent from the real content and essence of the conversation, 

making him feel comfortable and safe (intellectually untouchable). In Gylfaginning, we 

are told that the Æsir are supposedly much more powerful, have the ability of foresight, 

and ‘had the ability to make everything go in accordance with their will.’ This makes the 

reader have high expectations of the kings as the hierarchy is set. At the same time, but 

unseen by the interlocutor, we get the sense of overconfident protagonists, fearless in their 

enterprises, and challenging without constraint. The protagonist wears the mask of a fool, 

but behind the mask, appears to be an empirical and courageous wiseman. In the end, the 

masks come off and the real faces are manifest.  

On the other hand, Socrates often confronts those who are deemed to be in a high position 

in society (although he does not deal exclusively with them). We may recall the 

potentially ironic poem composed to King Hákon in Skaldskaparmál, the satisfaction an 

ironist could derive from such a scene is colossal. An important element for irony to take 

place then, is this overestimation and underestimation of identities, where the unexpected 

winner gets the better of the vain and overly-confident adversary.23  

‘Þá mælti Gangleri: Mikil tíðendi kannt þú at segja af himninum. Hvat er þar 

fleira höfuðstaða en at Urðarbrunni’ 24 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-

1911 ed., 1875, bls. 27) 

‘Þá mælti Gangleri: Geysimörg heiti hafið þér gefit honum, ok þat veit trúa mín, 

at þat mun vera mikill fróðleikr, sá er hér kann skyn ok dœmi, hverir atburðir hafa 

orðit sér til hvers þessa nafns.‘ 25 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 

ed., 1875, bls. 30) 

                                                           
23 ‘Just as kings and princes speak French, the higher circles (this, of course, must be understood according 

to an intellectual ordering of rank) speak ironically so that lay people will not be able to understand them, 

and to that extent, irony does not cancel itself here. Moreover, it is only a secondary form of the ironic 

vanity that desires witnesses in order to assure and reassure itself of itself, just as it also is only in 

inconsistency irony has in common with every negative position that irony, which is isolation according to 

its concept, seeks to form a society and, when it cannot elevate itself to the idea of community, tries to 

actualize in conventicles. This is why there is real honesty in a band of thieves’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 

248). Ironically, the inverse is what occurs here, the King, who’s hierarchy is at the top with respect to 

Snorri, does not seem to have been able to grasp what was intended in the poem. 
24 ‘Then spoke Gangleri: ‘You are able to give a great deal of information about the heavens. What other 

chief centres are there besides the one at the Weird’s well?’’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 19) 
25 ‘Then spoke Gangleri: ‘What a terrible lot of names you have given him! By my faith, one would need a 

great deal of learning to be able to give details and explanations of what events given rise to each of these 

names.’’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 22) 
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And in this line, we see that, indeed, he has managed to fool the Æsir kings: 

‘Þá mælti Gangleri: Hver er leið til himins af jörðu? 

Þá svarar Hárr ok hló við: Eigi er nú fróðliga spurt.er þér eigi sagt þat, er goðin 

gerðu brú af jörðu til himins, er heitir Bitfröst.‘ 26 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur 

Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 21) 

Compare to: 

‘I shall prove it absolutely, Socrates, if they will listen to me. [said Euthyphro] 

Then come, dear Euthyphro, teach me as well, and let me grow more wise.’ 

 (Plato, Euthyphro, 399-395 BC, bls. 177) 

‘[…] and yet you surpass me in your wisdom not less than by your youth. I repeat, 

you are languid through your affluence in wisdom. Come, lucky friend, exert 

yourself!’ (Plato, Euthyphro, 399-395 BC, p. 180) 

And:  

‘I won’t have anything to do with your eulogy, and what is more, I couldn’t even 

if I tried. But I don’t mind telling you the truth about Love, if you are interested; 

only, if I do, I must tell it in my own way, for I’m not going to make a fool of 

myself, at my age, trying to imitate the grand manner that sits so well on the rest 

of you.’ (Plato, Symposium, 385-370 BC, bls. 551) 

‘My dear Agathon, Socrates replied as he too his seat beside him, I only wish that 

wisdom were the kind of thing one could share by sitting next to someone – if it 

flowed, for instance, from the one that was full to the one that was empty, like the 

water in two cups finding its level through a piece of worsted. If that were how it 

worked, I’m sure I’d congratulate myself on sitting next to you, for you’d soon 

have me brimming over the most exquisite kind of wisdom. My own 

                                                           
26 ‘Then spoke Gangleri: ‘What way is there to heaven from earth?’ 

Then High replied, laughing: ‘That is not an intelligent question. Has no one ever told you that the gods 

built a bridge to heaven from earth called Bitfrost?’ (Sturluson, 1987, bls. 15) 
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understanding is a shadowy thing at best, as equivocal as a dream, but yours, 

Agathon, glitters and dilates – as which of us forget that saw you the other day, 

resplendent in your youth, visibly kindled before the eyes of more than thirty 

thousand of your fellow Greeks.’ (Plato, Symposium, 385-370 BC, p. 530) 

It is then true to say that Socrates, as it seems our Scandinavian counterpart, uses naïveté 

as a means of relating and being intellectually underneath the contender, making it seem 

as if the examiner, knows nothing, which was what Socrates often declared as the only 

knowledge he possessed.27 The most comical part of this is how each party considers the 

other one to be an ignorant fool, but, alas, both cannot be right.28 Otherwise, the remaining 

explanation, which is in itself ironic and humorous, is that they are not playing the same 

game, nor speaking in the same tongue (nor engaging in the same conversation), and thus, 

misunderstanding one another. This could explain the prompt exits in which the Sophists 

usually take flight after they realize that their opponent is not indeed as ignorant as he 

claimed to be, nor as they themselves perceived him to be. The ironist appears to realize 

that they are not talking about the same subject on the same level, but the sophist does 

not realize this until the very end. What is the game? What is the game for each of the 

contestants? And how humorous is it to think that they do not seem to really understand 

each other, as if they were operating in different realities, at differing wavelengths and in 

mathematical terms, only meeting tangentially for a split-second, one of them tending 

                                                           
27 ‘In other words, Socrates’ ignorance was by no means an empirical ignorance; on the contrary, he was a 

very well-informed person, was well read in the poets and philosophers, had much experience in life, and 

consequently was not ignorant in the empirical sense. In the philosophic sense, however, he was ignorant. 

He was ignorant of the ground of all being, the eternal, the divine – that is, he knew that it was, but he did 

not know what it was. He was conscious of it, and yet he was not conscious of it, inasmuch as the only 

thing he could say about it was that he did not know anything about it, but this says in other words the same 

thing that we previously designated as follows: Socrates had the idea as boundary. Thus, he must have 

found it very easy to refute the accusers’ allegation that he did not accept the gods the state accepted. His 

responses, Socratically appropriate, to this had to be: how can I be accused of this? Since I know nothing 

at all, I also, of course, do not know whether I accept the gods the state accepts. Here it becomes apparent 

how this relates to the question whether a positive knowledge has established itself behind this ignorance.’ 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 169). 
28 ‘But, on the other hand, it is just as characteristic of irony to emerge in an antithetical situation. Faced 

with a superfluity of wisdom and to be so ignorant, so stupid, such a complete Simple Simon as is possible, 

and yet always so good-natured and teachable that the tenant farmers of wisdom are really happy to let 

someone slip into their luxuriant pastures; faced with a  sentimental, soulful enthusiasm, and then to be too 

dull to grasp this sublime that inspires others, yet always manifesting an eager willingness to grasp and 

understand what up until now was a riddle – these are altogether normal expressions of irony. And the more 

naïve the ironist’s stupidity appears to be, the more genuine his honest and upright striving seems, the 

greater his joy. Thus we perceive that it can be just as ironic to pretend to know when one knows that one 

does not know as to pretend not to know, when one knows that one knows. - indeed, irony can manifest 

itself in a more indirect way through an antithetical situation id the irony chooses the simplest and dullest 

of persons, not in order to mock them but in order to mock the wise.’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 250). 
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towards metaphysical empirical non-linear infinite negative nihilism, while the other is 

in pursuit of theoretical pragmatic linear positive absolutism. The language of one is 

epistemological, while the other’s is scepticism. 29 

Thirdly, the ironist´s style of pleading ignorance and playing the fool is based on drawing 

conclusions out of what the wiseman says, calling upon syllogisms and declaring a ‘false 

dilemma’. 30 False insofar that he does not believe it to actually be true and the ironist is 

merely playing the devil’s advocate for his own pleasure, testing the shaky foundation of 

the wiseman´s knowledge and reasoning. In this way, Socrates makes the other give up 

ambiguity and its equivocal nature for a clear unambiguous and unequivocal positive 

answer; he forces to choose either/or after an if/then declaration. Socrates and Gangleri 

hand over loaded questions as bait for the sophists, ultimately leading to their contender’s 

waning. The implicit mistake of Socrates’ rivals is the claim of positive knowledge, while 

Socrates remains an ignoramus and negative sceptic. He never proposes ideas, but merely 

deconstructs them, and in the process, ridicules certainty and positivism. In Gylfaginning 

we see how Gangleri gives loaded questions to the sophists many times, but I will refrain 

from quoting many excerpts and one should suffice for the moment. 

‘Hárr segir ... þar stendr salr einn fagr undir askinym við brunninn, ok ór þeim 

sal koma iii meyjar, þær er svá heita: Urðr, Verðandi, Skuld. Þessar meyjar skapa 

mönnum aldr. Þær köllum v´ér nornir. Enn eru fleiri nornir, skapa aldr, ok eru 

                                                           
29 ‘The ironic figure of speech cancels itself, however, inasmuch as the one who is speaking assumes that 

his hearers understand him, and thus, through a negation of the immediate phenomenon, the essence 

becomes identical with the phenomenon. If it sometimes happens that an ironic figure of speech such as 

this is misunderstood, this is not the fault of the one who is speaking, except insofar as he has come to grips 

with such a crafty fellow as irony, who likes to play tricks just as much on friends as on foes. In fact, we 

say of such an ironic turn of speech: its earnestness is not in earnest. The remark is so earnest that it is 

shocking, but the hearer in the know shares the secret of lying behind it. But precisely hereby the irony is 

once again cancelled. It is the most common form of irony to say something earnestly that is not meant in 

earnest. The second form of irony, to say a jest, jestingly, something that is meant in earnest, is more rare. 

But, as was mentioned, the ironic figure of speech cancels itself; it is like a riddle to which one at the same 

time has the solution. The ironic figure of speech has still another property that characterizes all irony, a 

certain superiority deriving from its not wanting to be understood immediately, even though it wants to be 

understood, with the result that this figure looks down, as it were, on plain and simple talk that everyone 

can promptly understand; it travels around, so to speak, in an exclusive incognito and looks down pitying 

from this high position on ordinary, prosaic talk. In everyday affairs, the ironic figure of speech appears 

especially in the higher circles as a prerogative belonging to the same category as the bon ton [good form] 

that requires smiling at innocent and looking upon virtue as narrow-mindedness, although one still believes 

in it up to a point’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 248) 
30 ‘[…] Socrates, in order to secure a footing, argues e concessis [on the basis of the opponent’s premises] 

[…]’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 61) 
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þessar goökunningar, en aðrar álfaættar, en hinar þrjár dvergaættar ... 31‚ 

(Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 27) 

‘Þá mælti Gangleri: ef nornir raðá ølögum manna, þá skipta þær geysiójafnt, er 

sumir hafa gott líf of ríkuligt, en sumir hafa lítit lén eða lof, sumir langt líf, summir 

skammt. 32 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 26) 

 

Compare to Socrates: 

‘[…] surely the only reasonable answer would be that a father must be the father 

of a son or a daughter. Am I right? 

Why yes, said Agathon. 

And could we say the same thing about a mother? 

Yes.’ (Plato, Symposium, 385-370 BC, p. 551) 

Fourth important point which comprises irony is the juxtaposition of lightness and 

seriousness. The protagonist is not interested in the conversation at all. For him, it is only 

a means to reach the end-result. While the sophist´s ‘teachings’ with its epistemic content 

are what he [the sophist] finds praise-worthy, for Socrates and Gangleri the teaching lies 

at the end of the conversation, in silence and ignorance. In this way, the ironist´s concern 

is a teleological one and does not worry because of the content of the conversation, he is 

rather interested in the reaction and realization of ignorance, and how his contender deals 

with it.33 The protagonist is simply preoccupied about jumping from one question to the 

                                                           
31 ‘High said […] ‘There stands there one beautiful hall under the ash by the well, and out of this hall come 

three maidens whose names are Weird, Verdandi, Skuld. These maidens shape men’s lives. We call them 

norns. There are also other norns who visit everyone when they are born to shape their lives, and these are 

of divine origin, though others are of the race of elves, and a third group are of the race of dwarves […]’ 
32 ‘Then spoke Gangleri: ‘If norns determine the fates of men, they allot terribly unfairly, when some have 

a good and prosperous life, and some have little success or glory, some a long life, some short.’’ (Sturluson, 

1987, p. 18) 
33 ‘If what has been said so far is accurate, then it is manifest that the intention in asking questions can be 

twofold. That is, one can ask with the intention of receiving an answer containing the desired fullness, and 

hence the more one asks, the deeper and more significant the answer; or one can ask without any interest 

in the answer to suck out the apparent content by means of the question and thereby to leave an emptiness 

behind. The first method presupposes, of course, that there is a plenitude; the second that there is an 

emptiness. The first is the speculative method; the second the ironic. Socrates in particular practiced the 

latter method.’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 36) 
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next, without even considering the response, or trying to prove ignorance through further 

questioning.34 This point is associated to the first one I made, as Socrates’ dialectic is 

merely an extreme teleological questioning and scrutinization. This is more of an ‘in-

between the lines’ aspect of the conversation, it is something to be read through and may 

not be apparent at first. Gangleri´s goal seems to be to exhaust all the available 

information, squeezing the life out of the wiseman through intellectual discourse. 

Socrates’ style is a negative one in the sense that his pure intention is to falsify the 

sophist’s thesis, not replace an idea with a counter-thesis or antithesis, it is rather an anti-

thesis in its purest form, its negating form. Socrates simply looks for a black swan in order 

to nullify the sophist´s statements. The ironist praises nothing, he seems to be always in 

search of it and is eager to share it with the rest of the world. Because of the ironist’s 

attitude, we may induce that he treats the conversation and its content casually and lightly, 

not earnestly like his interlocutor. 35 

The way in which Gylfaginning unfolds is ironic, because of the manner the characters 

conduct themselves. We see deception as part of their schemes to fool the other, only for 

reality to set in and the apparently ‘stronger’ and ‘wiser’ being beaten. In Gylfaginning, 

we are expecting High, Just-as-High, and Third to be more powerful and wise than 

Gangleri, after all, Gangleri is the one who disguises himself and plays the part of the 

meek ignorant old fool. In the end, this is just a game for Gangleri and is as casual as 

taking a bath. We may draw this conclusion after the Æsir disappear, as he continues his 

life as usual, unbothered and with all the ease he came with at first. The outcome the 

ironist intended is reached; he proves that the Æsir are not as powerful nor as wise as they 

are thought to be and he uncovers their illusions. As a matter of fact, Gangleri appears to 

be at least as wise as they are, as he appears to already know all the answers to his 

                                                           
34 This does not hold true for Socrates, given that this is his usual approach to dialogue, he questions 

meaning and reasoning to the extreme, focusing on details and what their implications, while Gangleri does 

not entertain this method much. 
35 ‘Irony for Kierkegaard rests on double, apparently opposite movements of consciousness, and Socrates 

was judged to be at once playful and serious, deep and superficial, lucid and ambiguous, truthful and 

fanciful. Socrates understood the art of using paradox and contradiction, and subtlety in his 

communications, for his discourse contained many levels of meaning, and he never expresses his ideas and 

values directly, for the nature of irony is to leave something unsaid or ‘merely to hint at it elusively.’ 

Kierkegaard perceived the ironist as always enigmatic and unfathomable because his discourse rests on a 

deliberate split between the esoteric levels of language. If Kierkegaard’s Socrates ‘was… the unity of the 

comic and the tragic,’ and if ‘his seriousness was hidden in jest,’ then he might be a complete fool, babbling 

nonsense and treating serious matters with a grain of salt, but only to reverse himself at the next moment, 

projecting the image of being gravely earnest about apparently simple and settled questions.’ (Sarf, 1983, 

p. 265) 
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questions because of two facts: 1) the very nature and precision of his questions suggests 

that there is previous knowledge required in order to ask such questions, and 2) he accepts 

the answers as they are. If he would not have known the answers, or had genuine curiosity, 

more questions and in-depth inquiries would have probably been his plan of action. 

Instead, he only engages at a superficial level, testing their knowledge with only one 

objective in mind; leaving them speechless. As such, the unbearable lightness of being 

sets into the Sophist’s reality and cannot deal appropriately with it, thus they have reached 

the depths of nihilism, and in angst, run from it, while the ironist takes great pleasure and 

rejoices in the same vacuum of nothingness.   

The nature of the conversation is ironic because of the juxtaposition of lightness and 

earnestness, logic and lunacy. At first, it appears that the story will deal with heavy, 

serious issues, for Gylfi is king of Sweden and he goes to visit those who are supposed to 

be powerful and wise, even more so than him. When royalty meets royalty, it could be 

assumed that something serious will be the main concern. Apart from this, there is a 

section where Gylfi is threatened to not leave unscathed if he is not the wiser, which 

presupposes imminent danger and further augments the atmosphere of seriousness to the 

conversation. Moreover, the statement is ambiguous and may be interpreted in different 

ways. ‘[…] High said he would not get unscathed unless he was more learned’36, and 

‘Stand out in front while you ask: he who tells shall sit.’ (p. 8). Who is the Æsir talking 

about when he says ‘he’? Is he referring to Gangleri, or is he using the pronoun to refer 

to himself? Is he referring to a hypothetical individual, as in “he who is the least wise 

would get harmed’? Or is he simply referring to Gangleri? If he is either referring directly 

to Gangleri or the loser, it is indeed a threat, if he is referring to himself, he is 

acknowledging the possibility that he may not know as much as Gangleri. This statement, 

                                                           
36 To this, Abram has a different perspective: ‘The events of Gylfi’s visit, and by implication the content of 

the Æsir’s speeches, are finally passed around as sögur ‘stories’. Although the word saga is unprejudicial 

with regard to the truthfulness of a narrative, it might be noted that doctrine, lore or wisdom, including 

Christian learning, is usually denoted in Old Norse by the term (kristni- or helgi-) fróði (Lönnroth 1964, 

12.15), which occurs nowhere in Gylfaginning. But as Hár indicates at the start of the dialogue, it will be 

the protagonist who is fróðari ‘wiser’ or ‘more learned’ who will prevail in the exchange of stories: he tells 

Gylfi that hann komi eigi heill út nema hann sé fróðari (Gylf 8/23) ‘he would not get out unscathed unless 

he was more learned’. There is a subtle ambiguity in this phrase: Gylfi may need to prove himself wiser or 

more knowledgeable than his antagonist in order to escape alive, but it might also be interpreted as ‘he 

would not get out unscathed unless he was wiser [than he is now]’. In other words, Gylfi must learn 

something, or come to a better understanding of the world, over the course of the knowledge exchange. In 

either case, the pseudo-Christian Gylfi is clearly revealed to be fróðari at the end of the narrative. Old Norse 

mythological wisdom-contests are sometimes settled in a similar manner: when one participant runs out of 

answers to his antagonist‘s questions, as at the end of Vafþrúðnismál, he is defeated’ (Abram, 2009, bls. 

17). 
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like the title, remains ambiguous and subject to multiple interpretations. As it remains an 

amphibology, it is for the reader to decide how he treats and interprets this statement, the 

final scene, and the title. It is also strange that Gangleri does not get a chance to prove his 

own wisdom, as he is not cross-examined by the Æsir. The assessment of knowledge 

seems to be one-sided, an odd occurrence for what would seem to be a two-sided 

competition.  

‘McTurk’s assertion that the title Gylfaginning may contain this ambiguity 

between who is the deceiver and who the deceived does, I think, add a valuable 

dimension to our understanding of Snorra Edda’s representation of paganism, its 

origins and its relationship to truth as it might have been perceived by 

Scandinavian Christians. His suggestion that Gylfi is in some sense an agent of, 

or precursor to, Scandinavia’s conversion to Christianity is particularly relevant 

to the present study. I propose here that the form of Gylfaginning, as well as its 

purpose and rhetorical strategies, finds close parallels in at least one example of 

early medieval conversion theory’ (Abram, 2009, bls. 9) 

 

Furthermore, the content of the dialogue in Gylfaginning is about the creation of the world 

and future events, themes which usually deserve to be treated seriously given that it is 

sacred information. In contrast to treating this information earnestly, we see that it is 

treated lightly (at least by Gylfi), as if the whole conversation were artificial or superficial. 

For Gangleri, the questions during the conversation are a means to the end. 37 It is ironic 

that the kings which had the gift of prophecy, could not foresee the encounter with Gylfi 

going the way it did.  

While reading Gylfaginning, one gets the impression that seriousness is not a main 

concern of the characters, they are deceptive, cunning, and attempt to trick each other 

with magic and deceit. It is, after all, a battle of wits, one which should logically conclude 

in a victor and a loser. The way the characters engage and deal with each other seems 

                                                           
37 ‘These and similar questions, and many others that it would be tedious to mention now, should be put to 

them, not in an offensive and irritating way but calmly and with great moderation. From time to time their 

superstitions should be compared with our Christian dogmas and touched upon indirectly, so that the 

heathens, more out of confusion than exasperation, may be ashamed of their absurd opinions and may 

recognise that their disgusting rites and legends have not escaped our notice’ (Hillgarth 1986, 173). As can 

be seen here, this is one of the most crucial aspects of the rhetoric. We may clearly see it in Gylfaginning 

and in the Socratic dialogues written by Plato. Unlike Daniel’s aim of theistic conversion, Socrates’ aim 

was to convince people that they did not know, specifically about metaphysics and its nature. 



29 
 

disingenuous, at least from Gangleri’s side. Gangleri does not seem too concerned with 

the answers the kings provide him, rather he is interested in winning by means of asking 

a question which the kings cannot answer. This makes the story seem casual and ludic. 

Gangleri accepts most of the answers as they are given, with few exceptions, where he 

demands a more complete answer or an explanation of what they have just declared, but 

this interest appears to be, again, disingenuous and superficial. In general, we may say 

that Gangleri approaches his encounter in a ludic and casual way, even his deception 

tactics seem innocent, compared to the seated kings’ elaborate illusions and earnestness 

during conversation.  

Next, at various stages of the conversation, the protagonist attempts to deliver a final blow 

in order to reach aporia, only for the sophist to prolong the conversation and his sudden 

realisation of ignorance.38 

‘Þá mælti Gangleri: svá lízk mér sem þess hlutar myna ek yðr spurt hafa, er engi 

er til fœrr at segja. 

Þá mælti Gangleri: hér munn ek standa ok hlýða, ef nökkur órlausn fæsk þessa 

máls. En at öðrum kosti kall ek yðr vera yfir komna, ef þér kunnuð eigi at segja 

þat, er ek spyr. 

Þá mælti Þriði: Auðsýnt er nú, at hann vill þessi tíðendi vita, þótt oss þykki eigi 

fagrt at segja.‘ 39 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 

48) 

 

Compare to: 

I shouldn’t wonder. You shall tell me all about them when we have the leisure at 

some other time. At present try to tell me more clearly what I asked you a little 

while ago, for, my friend, you were not explicit enough before when I put the 

                                                           
38 From aporos impassable, from a- + poros passage e.i. impasse, Cul-de-sac (https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/aporia). 
39 ‘Then spoke Gangleri: ‘It looks to me as though I must have asked you something none of you is capable 

of telling me.’’ 

‘Then Spoke Gangleri: ‘Here I shall stand and listen whether anyone offers a solution to this matter, and if 

not I declare you are overcome if you are not able to tell me what I ask’’ 

‘Then spoke Third: ‘It is clear now that he is determined to know this story even though it does not seem 

to us nice to tell. But you are not to interrupt.’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 37) 
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question. What is holiness? You merely said that what you are now doing is a holy 

deed – namely, prosecuting your father on a charge of murder. (Plato, Euthyphro, 

399-395 BC, p. 174) 

 

In Apology, Socrates gives valid reasoning numerous times as to why he is innocent. 

Nevertheless, the tribunal does not seem to listen to reason, and Socrates by means of his 

monologue convinces himself to ingest the hemlock and accept his punishment. In the 

Apology, we see Socrates’ innocence and peaceful death as he reluctantly accepts the 

calumny and penalty.   

Finally, the story begins its conclusion with the following40:  

‘En nú kannt lengra fram at spyrja, þá veit ek eigi, hvaðan þér kemr þat, fyrir því 

at engan mann heyrða ek lengra segja fram aldafarit. Ok njóttu nú sem þú namt.‘41 

(Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 69) 

Compare to: 

‘[…] to which Agathon could only reply, I begin to be afraid, my dear Socrates, 

that I didn’t know what I was talking about […] ‘ (Plato, Symposium, 385-370 

BC, bls. 551) 

 

Gangleri accomplishes what seems to have been his main objective of proving the king’s 

inferiority by default when the kings refuse to answer anything else and disappear.42 On 

the other hand, on Þór’s travels to Útgarða-Loki, I will argue the opposite, where Þór 

                                                           
40 ‘Calmly, and with great moderation, Gylfi - who is not a Christian, but is certainly not a coreligionist of 

the Æsir - touches upon the superstitions and absurd opinions that underlie the pagans. creation story and 

account of the origins of the old gods. And at the conclusion of Gylfaginning, the whole edifice of paganism, 

metaphorically made up of the delusions with which the Æsir have attempted to beguile or befuddle Gylfi, 

famously crumbles away’ (Abram, 2009, bls. 16). 
41 ‘And now if you know any more questions to ask further into the future, I do not know where you will 

find answers, for I have heard no one relate this history of the world any further in time. And may the 

knowledge you have gained do you good.’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 57) 
42 ‘Hár’s final speech shows that he and his colleagues have been defeated by Gylfi’s questions: they have 

reached the limits of the knowledge available to pagans. The pagan world will come to an end, and they are 

incapable of looking forward to the next world, to a religion predicated upon the idea of an eternal kingdom. 

It is left to Christian readers to compare ‘their superstitions with our Christian dogmas’ for themselves, but 

Gylfi’s questions, read in the light of Daniel’s advice to missionaries, provide signposts in this direction.’ 

(Abram, 2009, bls. 16-17) 
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will be the one fooled by means of riddles, but this particular story comes with a twist 

which is not as evident as might seem.  

‘Því næst heyrði Gangleri, dyni mikla hvern veg frá sér ok leit út á hlíð sér. Ok þá 

er hann sésk meir um, þá enga höll ok enga borg. Gengr hann þá leið sína braut 

ok kemr heim í ríki sitt ok segir þau tíðendi, er hann hefir sét ok heyrt, ok eptir 

honum sagði hverr maðr öðrum þessar sögur.‘ 43 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur 

Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 69) 

 

Compare to: 

‘But as he clinched the argument, which the other two were scarcely in a state to 

follow, they began to nod, and first Aristophanes fell off to sleep and the Agathon, 

as day was breaking. Whereupon Socrates tucked them up comfortably and went 

away, followed, of course, by Aristodemus. And after calling at the Lyceum for a 

bath, he spent the rest of the day as usual, and then, toward evening, made his way 

to rest.’ (Plato, Symposium, 385-370 BC, p. 574) 

And: 

Euthyphro: ‘Another time, then Socrates, for I am in a hurry, and must be off this 

minute.’ 

Socrates: ‘What are you doing, my friend? Will you leave, and dash me down 

from the mighty expectation I had of learning from you what is holy and what is 

not, and so escaping from Meletus’ indictment? I counted upon showing him that 

now I had gained wisdom about things divine from Euthyphro, and no longer out 

of ignorance made rash assertions and forged innovations with regard to them, but 

would lead a better life in future.’ (Plato, Euthyphro, 399-395 BC, p. 185) 

It appears that for the ironist, losing all hope was freedom, that by accepting the unknown, 

the uncertain, and the evidence-based ignorance, the ironist is liberated from worldly and 

metaphysical constraints. He appears to be free in soul and body in such a way that it 

                                                           
43 ‘Next Gangleri heard great noises in every direction from him, and he looked out to one side. And when 

he looked around further he found he was standing out on open ground, could see no hall and no castle. 

Then he went off on his way and came back to his kingdom and told of the events he had seen and heard 

about. And from his account these stories passed from one person to another.’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 57) 
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becomes menacing to others, a threat is perceived coming from this freeman and his 

apparent lack of chains and his strong devotion to Truth.44  

In the Apology, Socrates seems to be debating with himself, convincing himself that he 

knows not about the ultimate question of life (i.e. death). In the end, the ultimate aporia 

presents itself in his final concluding sentence and the ingestion of hemlock, providing us 

the definite aporia, decisive silence, and the ultimate demonstration of empirical 

philosophic existence and the embodiment of his beliefs. Here too, the protagonist 

appears to be free in practice, not enslaved nor concerned by thought or knowledge. This 

is also the feeling one gets when Gylfaginning arrives at its conclusion, the reader gets a 

sense of pride, freedom, and peace from the outcome of the encounter and the demeanour 

of Gylfi who calmly returns to his kingdom. At the end of the story, one has learned the 

theoretical teachings of Scandinavian medieval belief but is philosophically left wanting 

and yearning for answers. In the Apology, the auditorium is sure that the death penalty is 

indeed a punishment. Meanwhile, Socrates entertains the possibility that it might not be 

punishment, and that furthermore, it might be good. It is ironic how the same act might 

be seen from opposing viewpoints. 

It seems ironic too, that the characters, or rather the protagonists, end up with the same 

amount of information as they had before the challenge had begun. The protagonist seems 

at peace with this nothingness, while this vacuum is unleashed and overwhelms their 

adversaries in such a way that they implode and flee.45 What’s more, the protagonists 

enjoy and take great pleasure in this nihilistic negative ending. 

Gangleri, like Socrates, plays the fool, only to turn out victorious when aporia is reached; 

the vessel of knowledge is emptied out and the wiseman admits he knows not any more, 

proving for the protagonists that the sophist did indeed not know to begin with.46 

                                                           
44 ‘The ironist, however, is obviously very casual even with the idea; he is completely free under it, for the 

absolute to him is nothing.’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 145)  
45 ‘Thus at the end of the dialogue Socrates and the Sophist are left -as the Frenchman actually says of only 

one person: vis-à-vis au rien [facing nothing]. They stand face-to-face like the two bald men, who after a 

long, drawn -out quarrel, finally found a comb.’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, p. 55) 
46 ‘Gylfi, I believe, has tricked the human Æsir, if not altogether consciously, in a number of ways: by 

exhausting their store of knowledge in the question and-answer sequence; by returning to his own kingdom 

before they have recovered from their discomfiture or had a chance to convince him by deception that they 

are identical with the divine Æsir; and by passing on their stories about the latter in such a way as to give 

no hint that the two groups of Æsir are identical […] and by his tricking of them Gylfi not only reduces the 

extent to which he is tricked himself, but also prevents them from carrying out their plan of tricking the 

people of Scandinavia, through him, into believing that they, the human Æsir, are gods’ (McTurk, 1994, p. 

9). 
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The final scenes are notoriously casual [light], in contrast to the earnest content of the 

dialogues. As we saw in the last quotes, the protagonists peacefully leave without a 

worthy answer or valuable information.47 The opposite is true in Þór’s visit to Útgarðr, 

the Odinic figure that is Útgarða-Loki plays the Socratic role, as he plays the role of the 

fool. On that occasion, Þór is outwitted, he makes many attempts to understand the reality 

surrounding him, but alas, he is too self-centred and vain to even entertain the possibility 

of mightier forces than him. His frustration does not let him think clearly, and we can see 

he loses his temper quite easily in these scenes. Ultimately, the truth is revealed to him 

and because of this, the Socratic lesson is ruined. Because the midwife (Útgarða-Loki) 

did all the work in delivering the metaphorical baby, Þór misses a possibility for 

enlightenment and discovering Truth for himself. In Þór’s passage, the dispute, rather 

than wisdom vs ignorance, is might vs weakness. If Socrates’ opponent’s mistake is 

believing in their own knowledge, Þór’s mistake is believing too much in his own might 

and willpower.  

The whole retelling of Gylfaginning seems to be a joke (for the reader), an elaborate hoax 

where there is no conclusion at all, or rather a negative conclusion. The reader, as well as 

the Socratic figure is left wanting and craving for a satisfactory answer, one which never 

comes and is impossible in terms of philosophical Truth. The lack of proper closure and 

an appropriate ending to the dialogues are in themselves ironic. Typically, in a 

conversation or a debate, there is a conclusion reached, but these dialogues are a zero-

sum game and the conversation gets interrupted when one of the parties flees the scene. 

As Kierkegaard states, ‘[Irony] is like a riddle to which one at the same time has the 

solution’ i.e. irony cancels itself out. It could be said that irony is setting forth a 

proposition only to negate it afterwards, thus conveying two opposing messages which 

invalidate each other. 

On a side note, diverting somewhat from the central topic, but staying within the philo-

sophical confines, the way time is dealt with in Gylfaginning is at times convoluted and 

                                                           
47  ‘In irony, however, since everything is shown to be vanity, the subject becomes free. The more vain the 

very thing becomes, all the lighter, emptier, and volatilized the subject becomes. And while everything is 

in the process of becoming vanity, the ironic subject does not become vain in his own eyes but rescues his 

own vanity. For irony, everything becomes nothing, but nothing can be taken in several ways. The 

speculative nothing is vanishing at every moment with regard to the concretion, since it is itself the craving 

of the concrete, its nisus formativus [formative impulse]; the mystic nothing is a nothing with regard to the 

representation, a nothing that nevertheless is just as full of content as the silence of the night is full of 

sounds for someone who has ears to hear. Finally, the ironic nothing is the dead silence in which irony 

walks again and haunts (the latter word taken altogether ambiguously)’ (Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 258) 
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entangled, it is also philosophically intense and confusing. In the last passages the kings 

retell what will happen in the future, as if these events have already happened before and 

are part of a cycle which happens every so often. As with a great deal of myths, time in 

Gylfaginning is not linear, the Æsir explain the coming to be of things, and their 

forthcoming in a never-ending loop. On this level, it gives the reader the impression that 

this encounter is some kind of reincarnation or shape-shifting trickery and a replay of 

something that has already occurred in this mythical time-space. It seems like a game 

within a larger set of games which they have been at for some time back and forth in a 

mythical cycle, where the Æsir seem to always get fooled. This is the impression the 

reader might get by the way they treat each other and the words they exchange. Gangleri 

(which is not as oblivious as he makes us believe) says the following as in taunting them 

and seducing them to keep flaunting their tongues: 

‘Þá mælti Gangleri: Allmikill er fyrir sér Útgarða-Loki. En með vélum ok 

fjölkynngi ferr hann mjök. En þat má sjá, at hann er mikill fyrir sér, at hann átti 

hirðmenn þá, er mikinn mátt hafa, - eða hvárt hefir Þórr ekki þessa hefnt?‘ 48 

(Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 56) 

The question ‘But did Þór never get his own back for this?’ appears to be reminiscent of 

older times which he is familiar with and might suggest that only their appearances have 

changed, in an attempt to outsmart the other. I set this idea forth because of their words 

and attitude, and the Æsir mentioning that Þór’s travels to Útgarða-Loki are not a nice 

story to tell. It seems that Gangleri has been tricked by them before or vice versa, it seems 

that Gangleri could have been present on Þór’s visit to Útgarðr. The embedded story is 

evocative of this animosity and rivalry, the tale is ominous, eerie, and strangely familiar. 

This retelling is also a foreshadowing of what will occur later in Gylfaginning. 

The Æsir kings know things others don’t and have the ability of prophecy (as we are told), 

but there is something that is not quite right about the logic of this. If they are prophets 

and may manipulate things at will, why do they seem to get fooled in the end?49  The 

reader is also deceived, because some things do not seem to be true at all e.g. what is said 

                                                           
48  ‘Then spoke Gangleri: ‘Very powerful is Útgarða-Loki, and he uses a great deal of trickery and magic. 

It is clear that he is powerful when he had men in his following who have great might. But did Þór never 

get his own back for this?’’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 46) 
49 ‘[…] the human Æsir had intended to trick him into believing that they and the divine Æsir, the gods they 

worship and about whom they had been telling him, were identical; but that his departure, precipitated by 

their disappearance, which was in turn prompted by his exhausting their store of knowledge with his 

questions, has prevented them from carrying out this deception’ (McTurk, 1994, p. 6). 
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about their might and prophetic nature does not seem to stand the test. This piece of work 

operates ironically at many levels, 1) within the literary universe with its characters, 2) 

towards the reader, whom is also fooled and deceived, making him believe he is 

omniscient when he is not, and 3) because of its composition and context. The Edda’s 

reception was most likely not what the author expected or intended, for whom the poems 

concern, might have been insulting and not full of praise. Finally, for the author, the Edda 

did not seem to achieve what he intended with his contemporaries, thus having a tragic 

end and, apparently, poor reception at the time.  

 

Þór and Útgarða-Loki 

In his paper, Þór´s visit to Útgarðaloki (2000), Lindow proposes a tripartite division of 

the story: Prologue, Þór´s encounter with Skrýmir (the actual journey), and the Útgarðr 

Contests. I will follow the same sectioning because these are the three suitable major 

events that occur, giving the story a fair division, which seems to be an efficient and 

convenient way of examination.  

The prologue begins with Þór accompanied by Loki arriving at a farm where they are 

invited hospitably for pernoctation. When dinner-time is upon them, tók Þór hafra sína 

ok skar báða [Þór took his goats and slaughtered both] the same goats which he employed 

as a means of transportation. The next morning, he resurrects the goats and finds out that 

the night before, while eating, Þjálfi (the peasant´s son) broke one of the goat´s hind bones 

to suck on the marrow, which has caused a resurrected goat to become limp. For this, Þór 

gets a strong grip of his hammer Mjöllnir prepared to avenge his cherished caprine 

companion, to which the frightened farmer pleas forgiveness and compensates with his 

son and daughter, Þjálfi and Röskva, thus making them Þór´s servants and companions. 

Here, we may mark the end of the first scene of the story.  

The next day, Þór embarks on his journey through Jötunheim towards Útgarðr with his 

new companions and Loki, they cross an ocean and come into a forest. Once more, night 

falls, for which a place to sleep is required. They stumble upon a hall within the woods 

but are quickly woken up by an earthquake and loud roaring. Disconcerted, they search 

for the source of these terrible noises. They encounter a mysterious napping being which 

presents himself as Skrýmir and var sá eigi lítill [was he not little]. As the story unfolds 

and things are cleared up, they find out that the hall they found to spend the night was 
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actually the thumb of Skrýmir´s glove and the roars were produced by the soundwaves of 

Skrýmir´s snoring. Þór does not seem to like this new character. Next, they all pool their 

food and Skrýmir ties the provision-bag up and they all continue on their journey during 

the day. Later on, when supper is at hand, Þór is unable to unbind the bag, experience 

which frustrates Þór. For this, he strikes Skrýmir´s head three times with his hammer 

Mjölnir while he is sleeping under an oak tree, but the sleeping ‘man’ has only woken up 

confused, pondering first if a leaf has fallen on his head, followed by an acorn, and maybe 

‘bird droppings’. The next morning, they part ways, each to their own direction with 

Skrýmir´s declaration that Útgarða-Loki´s men will not put up with kögursveina 

köpuryrði [child banter] when the gang arrives to the castle at Útgarðr. (Probably an 

allusion to Þór´s behaviour during their journey together. Here the second scene 

concludes.) 

The last and final scene contains much more detail, mystery, and further frustration (for 

Þór). In many ways, it is a repetition of what has already happened, but has yet to be lived 

once more. Finally, the gang arrives to the castle at midday, they struggle to find a way 

in, but eventually succeed in doing so. It is said that the castle was so high that the back 

of their heads touched their backs when looking up at it. Once in, Útgarða-Loki presents 

himself proclaiming that in his kingdom only worthy people are allowed to dwell, for this, 

they must show their worth by proving themselves in some skilful contest with his 

retainers. Loki is the first to do so in an eating competition against Logi. They finish at 

the same time and meet each other at the middle of the table, but Logi has even devoured 

the bones and the trough in which the meat was served. Second, Þjálfi races against Hugi 

thrice, only to come in second place at every single attempt. Finally, Þór steps in, he first 

attempts to drink from a horn in as few gulps as possible (three or less) and fails. 

Unsatisfied, Útgarða-Loki proposes two more successive events, lifting his cat off the 

ground, in which Þór is able only to lift one paw off the floor, and lastly, he is to wrestle 

with Elli, an old woman, whom makes Þór struggle and fall to one of his knees, ultimately 

being defeated in each contest. The end result is they may not remain in Útgarðr given 

that they have not proven themselves worthy. On their way out, at the gate, the king 

reveals all to Þór; he himself was Skrýmir, the provision bag was tied up with gresjárni 

[iron wire] and when striking the giant on the head with deadly blows while sleeping, Þór 

actually created three valleys, the same that he saw when arriving at the fields where the 

castle was set upon. Logi is wildfire and Hugi his thought: at the opposite end of the horn 
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was the sea, and during this endeavour he has created fjörur [lowtides]. The cat was 

Miðgarðrsormur in reality and has raised it so that it nearly touches the heavens and head 

with tail, and lastly, Elli was but old age itself.50 Looking back in anger, Þór attempts to 

vanquish Útgarða-Loki with Mjölnir just to realize that he has vanished, and with him, 

the castle. Everything has just been an illusion. Here end the three major events of the 

tale of Þór´s journey. In the final lines it is said that Þór turned back and continued his 

way to Þruðvangur, anxious for his next meeting with the Miðgarðsormur. 

 

Þór, Útgarða-Loki, and Socrates 

This story is exceptional and has much material for an analysis, which could be conducted 

in many different ways, but I will stay on the topic of irony, as we see the same scheme 

playing out here. Nearing the end, Þór is shown struggling to understand language. As 

Gangleri, he appears before a king’s court where he is expected to prove himself, but in 

this story, it is also physical prowess which is put to the test. As before, deception is at 

play here too, Skrýmir has created an environment where he is situated at the bottom of 

the hierarchy, as has Útgarða-Loki, appearing to be weaker and more foolish than he 

really is. Let us remember that in these stories, it is the Æsir that seem to get fooled, so 

this would mean that Þór gets fooled. Likewise, there is one being that appears to be weak 

ever since his introduction to the story. This being is Skrýmir, whom without hesitation 

acknowledges Þór’s might ‘en eigi þarf ek’, sagði hann, ‘at spyrja þik at nafni; kenni ek 

at þú ert Ása-Þórr.’  But he immediately adds ‘En hvárt hefir þú dregit hanzka sinn; sér 

Þórr þá at þat hafði hann haft fyrir skála um nóttina, en afhúsit, þat var þumlungrinn 

hanzkans’ 51 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 49) The irony 

in this situation is the compliment Skrýmir gives to Þór immediately succeeded by a 

statement that would make him appear inferior by calling Þór little and innocently asking 

what he was doing sleeping inside his glove. The previous statements cancel each other 

out. From Þór´s later actions, we get the impression that he does not care for this belittling 

attitude. A similar situation is replicated afterwards when Skrýmir ties the provision bag 

and Þór is unable to open it, as well as when he strikes his head, inflicting no damage at 

                                                           
37 Logi, Hugi, and Elli are the literal meanings of the words respectively. 
51 ‘But I do not need, he said, to ask you your name. I can tell that you are Thor of the Æsir. But have you 

been making off with my glove? [...] Then Thor realized that this was what he had been using during the 

night as a building, and the side-chamber, that was the thumb of the glove.’ (Sturluson, Edda, Translation 

by Anthony Faulkes, 1987, bls. 39) 
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all, rather getting insulted by Skrýmir’s suggestions that it might have been leaves, acorns 

or bird-droppings which woke him up from his slumber. As we´ve seen before, there is a 

conscious underestimation of oneself in tandem with an overestimation of the other. 

Skrýmir presents himself as a great, mighty, well-intentioned and innocent being who will 

accompany Þór in his journey and seems disposed to provide help, but only creates 

frustration for Þór.  

Útgarða-Loki, like Socrates, plays the role of the fool, a trickster and cunning linguist, 

given that they both focus on language in order to reach aporia. The whole storyline 

seems very similar to the one Socrates engages with in the Platonic dialogues, but one of 

the most apparent differences is the ambiguous ending and that here, it is not only an 

intellectual exercise, but also involves physical tests. 

The way this seems to be also Socratic and Ironic is how Þór, especially in the last scenes, 

is unable to understand the double meaning in the competitions. His failure to recognize 

the nuances of language and equivocal meaning, places him as the empirical fool. Þór is 

only able to see an ´unequivocal´ meaning, which is myopic at best, but also vain and 

ironic. Þór is only able to ‘see the lines‘, and not to read between them or beyond them. 

He (and his companions) only see a cat, a horn, and retainers, while these are in reality 

different from what they appear to be.  

Irony again lies in the fact that there is a true ignorant and a false ignorant which play the 

opposite role only to reveal themselves in the end, and ultimately, ‘el pez por su boca 

muere’52, as we have seen in the previous examples of sophists perpetrating their own 

downfall. The sophist’s initial statement sets a noose around his own neck, and as the 

conversation unfolds, his vanity and lunacy augment, the noose gets tighter and tighter, 

until they no longer have the option to escape from their own metaphorical demise. 53   

Útgarða-Loki’s attempt has failed to teach Þór a lesson in humility and self-awareness 

given that he has stated what should have been more obvious to the Þór. It is Þór who 

gets fooled and loses in theory, but in practice, there is also the fact that Þór and his 

                                                           
52 The fish, by its mouth dies, i.e. the arrogant and vain demonstrates his ignorance by flaunting his mouth, 

and as the fish, it is its own downfall. 
53 ‘Irony is the competition for higher lunacy, often with one of the implicated without realizing it; the 

ironist plays at this level, while the sophist speaks from and to a concrete worldly view. At the same time, 

the ironist perceives everything as vanity and is at war with it, this sentiment is what propels him to act in 

this way, while acknowledging and regarding his own motivations as the most vain and wretched of all.’ 

(Kierkegaard, 1989, bls. 256). 
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companions have done the impossible. This story differs from the rest I have presented 

given that the conclusion is quite ambiguous; on one level, Þór has lost, but at the same 

time, he has won. On the other hand, as we saw before, this story concludes in the same 

manner when one of the parties flees and the remaining character continues his life as if 

nothing ever happened: 

‘[...] ‘Nu skal segja þér it sanna, er nú ert út kominn ór borginni, at ef ek lifi ok 

mega ek ráða, þá skaltu aldri optar í hana koma. Ok þat veit trúa mín, at aldri 

hefðir þú í hana komit, ef ek hefða vitat áðr, at þú hefðir svá mikinn krapt með þér 

ok þú hefðir svá nær haft oss mikilli ófœru.‘ 54 (Sturluson, Edda, Þorleifur Jónsson 

1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 55) 

‘En er Þórr heyrði þessa tölu, greip hann til hamarsins ok bregðr á lopt. En er 

hann skal fram reiða, þá sér hann þar hvergi Útgarða-Loka. Ok þá snýsk hann 

aptr til borgarinnar ok ætlask þá fyrir at brjóta borgina. Þá sér hann þar völlu 

víða ok fagra, en enga borg. Snýsk hann þá aptr ok ferr leið sína, til þess er hann 

kom aptr í Þruðvanga. En þat er satt at segja, at þá hafði hann ráðit fyrir sér at 

leita, ef saman mætti bera fundi þeira Miðgarðsorms, sem síðan varð. Nú ætla ek 

engan kunna þér sannara at segja frá þessi ferð Þórs.‘ 55 (Sturluson, Edda, 

Þorleifur Jónsson 1845-1911 ed., 1875, bls. 56) 

In this story, we see some similarities, but also some dissimilarities to what I have 

presented before. The clear similarity is that the conversation/examination phase ends in 

a similar way, although the lesson is a failed one and was ruined by Þór’s own 

misinterpretation of the world. The lesson is ruined because the answers did not come 

from Þór himself, rather from the examiner. In this, the story differs from the rest, where 

Þór receives clarification in the end and is told the truth, the rest end their squabble 

abruptly without any conclusion or explanation of what has occurred. The other awkward 

                                                           
54  ‘[…] And the truth I must tell you now is that we must part, and it will now be netter on both sides that 

you do not come to see me again. I shall next time defend my castle with similar tricks or with others so 

that you will not get any power over me.’ (Sturluson, 1987, bls. 44) 
55 ‘And when Þór heard this speech he snatched up his hammer and swung it in the air, but when he was 

about to bring it down then he found he could nowhere see Útgarða-Loki. And then he turned back towards 

the castle, intending to smash the castle. Then all he saw there was a wide and beautiful open landscape, 

but no castle. Then he turned back and went on his way until he got back to Thrudvangar. But he fact is 

that he had then made up his mind to seek an opportunity for a meeting to take place between him and the 

Midgard serpent, as later occurred. Now I think there is no one that can give you a truer account of this 

expedition of Þór’s.’’ (Sturluson, 1987, p. 46) 
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situation here is to decide who has won. And, if there is even a winner, which game has 

he won? (Supposing that there are various games to play and layers to be understood).  

In a theoretical sense, Þór has lost and failed to succeed in the tasks set upon him. This 

makes him an explicit loser in the games of cat-lifting, wrestling and horn-drinking. This 

is a technical loss for him, but on the other hand, this has frightened Útgarða-Loki so, 

who disappears into thin air. This scene would make us think that the loser is the one 

doing the fleeing, i.e. Útgarða-Loki, who has been made aware of Þór’s great strength by 

the fact that he has done the impossible. Þór has defied reality and bent it, although not 

necessarily overturned nor changed reality itself in a significant and practical way. I 

suggest that in this set of games, Þór has won the bigger game (i.e. the war), while 

Útgarða-Loki has won but a lesser game (i.e. a battle). Útgarða-Loki recognises Þór’s 

power but attempts to teach him a lesson. In this empirical sense, it is different from 

Socrates’ usual conclusions. If we take Útgarða-Loki as Socrates, ‘Socrates’ here has 

ALSO lost and has been proven different, and as such, has to admit defeat by fleeing and 

threatening Þór. This ending is different from classical Socratic endings because it 

remains ambiguous; both have lost and won at the same time, unlike Socrates and 

Gangleri´s finales where an unequivocal victor is apparent. Quantitatively, each have one 

categoric victory and one categoric loss, which cancel themselves out, either by 

subtracting their own loss from their triumph, or by making an equivalence with their 

adversary’s score. Quantitatively, the product is zero, it is absolutely nothing, the usual 

product of irony. This zero-sum game is ironic for two reasons: 1) The whole point of a 

contest is to judge who performed better, but here, judgement becomes blurry and a clear 

winner is not defined. 2) Irony’s existence consists in nullifying itself, cancelling any 

positive outcomes. This further suggests that irony is immanent, it exists for itself, begins 

and ends with itself, and exists for no other reason than for irony’s sake. If we were to 

take this equation and add value to each of the victories or losses, making an argument 

for qualitative victories/losses, maybe we would end up with a different result, but it is 

here where subjectivity makes its way and interpretation is a matter of opinion, falling 

victim to multivocal interpretation.  

Again, if we compare this particular excerpt to Socrates, it is not he who flees, but the 

sophist who is dumbfounded and, submerged in ignorance, does not wish to accept 

intellectual defeat as he escapes. I have stated that Útgarða-Loki appears to be playing 

the Socratic role all throughout the story, but in the platonic dialogues, Socrates is not the 



41 
 

one who escapes. Another important thing to mention is that Socrates never reaches a 

positive conclusion, he leaves the pupil/adversary to reach it for himself. When Útgarða-

Loki reveals everything, he breaches what the Socratic method is, and in doing so, he 

differs from Socrates and Gangleri. 

Likewise, we would agree that this tale of Þór mostly resembles the Apology, because the 

ending has a twofold victory on two different levels. Socrates’ accusers have gotten what 

they asked for; Socrates’ punishment, and even though the tribunal and the annoyed 

Athenians have gotten what they asked for, it is Socrates who is ultimately the historical 

victor. Socrates, keeping true to his philosophy and putting it into practice, achieved 

immortality, being considered one of the greatest philosophers of all time. The Greek 

society lost a valuable asset which could never be recovered and by doing so, marked an 

important date in history. Þór and Útgarða-Loki’s encounter is most similar to the 

Apology, given that both parties are, to a certain extent, winners. The same happens to 

Socrates, the tribunal appears to be a theoretical victor, while in practice, Socrates 

ultimately won the metaphorical war by his extremely sceptical and cynical actions. We 

must be aware that this argument implies that we are no longer speaking of Socrates as a 

literary figure, but as a historical one, infringing on the premises outlined beforehand. 

Still, it is a concern which should be pointed out and further analysed outside the context 

of this thesis. 

This story (Þór ok Útgarða-Loki) is different from the rest of Gylfaginning and deserves 

its own analysis, perhaps with a different perspective. It might also be examined with 

psychoanalysis as a tool for understanding its logic and structure because it has elements 

which remind us of dream-like states and their features, but that would also exceed the 

limits of the present thesis. Though examining the irony in this text is useful, as I hope to 

have shown, it is only scratching the surface of what this rich story offers in terms of 

research and interpretation.  
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Conclusion  

What I have declared previously about irony, I have exemplified with passages from 

Gylfaginning and Socrates’s encounters. Furthermore, the points I have outlined, help 

construct the ironic and humorous identity and undertone in the stories.  

To conclude, I have listed what I believe are the reasons for considering Gylfaginning 

ironic. Although I have tried to arrange them in such a manner that we begin from the 

most obvious to the least, and in order of appearance, some appear simultaneously or have 

no specific order:  

1) The dialogue has a question-and-answer scheme, where the examiner wears the mask 

of an innocent student, desiring to gain knowledge from the sophist-teacher.  

2) The ironist insists in the use of hyperbolic adulation and self-depreciation all 

throughout the dialogue. The adulatory tone in which Gangleri speaks (as does Socrates, 

and later on Útgarða-Loki) serves the purpose of consciously over-estimating his 

opponent while at the same time belittling himself. The use of such praise and 

exaggeration is borderline-offensive, given that not many would believe such hyperbolic 

statements, only one who is completely overconfident and vainly enamoured with 

himself, i.e. a narcissist. Instead of direct confrontation, the joins him in his delusion to 

reach his desired outcome. The sophist has a false sense of control, only realising its 

falsehood at the end. The one-sided hyperbolic interaction is a part of the delusion and a 

role which the hierarchically inferior often plays. The ‘lunacy’ in Gylfaginning, and 

matching Abram’s thesis, is that the Æsir know much and are too confident in their might. 

The whole process and rhetoric found in Gylfaginning and Daniel´s writings are ‘textbook 

conversion techniques’. What does not fully convince me of Abram´s thesis is the 

conclusion of Gylfaginning, where the pagan in Gylfaginning remains unconverted, 

though the Æsir do at least seem to reconsider their own might as they flee. As I said 

before, here the competition is one which revolves around epistemology (and its 

negation), and not necessarily about faith. What Abram sees as parallels to Christian 

missionaries and conversion is an excellent correspondence, but I still maintain that this 

rhetoric is subject to itself, which would eventually disprove and annul Christianity itself. 

Secondly, the rhetoric employed is first and foremost ironic and Socratic, and therefore 

philosophical rather than theological.  
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3) There is constant use of loaded questions and syllogisms, using the foe´s own premises 

to prove him wrong, while avoiding direct confrontation. The main point in engaging with 

the deluded lunacy of the sophist, is only to demonstrate pragmatically that his belief 

system is flawed and Untruthful. The ironist´s goal is to break down what the interlocutor 

believes to be True into its smallest elements, so he realises the argument´s fundamental 

faults. It is not only the role of Socrates to demonstrate what he already knows by putting 

it in practice, it is in the opponent’s perception that the real battle takes place. It is the 

sophist himself which needs to gain awareness and accept his weaknesses or ignorance. 

There is rarely any direct confrontation, on the other hand, there are many questions that 

may be asked which lead the to the same goal. Abram notes that ‘Gylfi does not attempt 

to refute the pagans’ arguments, but his subsequent questions seem designed to elicit 

similar information’ (p.14). It is not enough for one to show the righteous path, because 

it is only by one’s own means that one decides to walk it. This means that we are unable 

to change the sophist´s mind by our own rationale and rhetoric, it takes self-realization 

and that the sophist himself admits his faults. Like in therapy, it does not matter how 

many interventions and the quality of these the analyst makes, it is up to the patient to be 

willing to change [his mind and behaviour]. ‘A la fuerza, ni los zapatos entran’.56 

4) Within the conversation, there are opposing ideas battling at different levels, of which 

the sophist is only able to acknowledge one. The typical opposing instances are: Lightness 

vs heaviness, earnestness vs playfulness, epistemology vs scepticism, physical vs 

metaphysical, although not limited to these. Within these instances, it is observable that 

the ironist´s earnestness is not in earnest, his words masquerade as sincere without his 

adversary noticing, ultimately succeeding in deceiving the sophist.   

5) All throughout, the conversation maintains equivocal meaning and misunderstandings 

for the characters and the reader. This point is what makes the dialogues ludic and 

humorous. Irony works when the ironist appears to remove himself from the conversation 

and acts like a third party or an outside observer, even though he is implicated in the 

dialogue. Irony does not wish to be understood immediately, and therefore is not 

concerned with achieving a unique interpretation.  

                                                           
56 By force, not even the shoes fit. 
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6) The underdog succeeds in fooling the pseudointellectual and proves his ignorance. In 

the end, the masks come off as the true ignorant and the false ignorant reveal themselves. 

7) The conclusion of the dialogues is that ignorance prevails, and no new information or 

Truth is really attained. This is the same to say that the dispute is a zero-sum game in 

which the final product is zero i.e. nothing. 

8) After the intellectual dispute, the characters go about their life as if nothing happened, 

because indeed, they deem that nothing valuable transpired and nothing new was learned. 

What had appeared to be an earnest and intense conversation, is let go without a second 

thought and lightness sets in. 

Like Abram specifies for his own text, it is not my intention to say that Gylfaginning was 

inspired by Socrates and his life, rather it is a comparison in which we identify the same 

characteristics in both sets of characters and dialogic undertone.57 Although Christianity 

seemed to be an important part of the artist’s [Snorri’s] life, it seems to me, that what 

steers the Edda and what motivates the writing is scepticism and man’s quest for Truth. 

Where Abram explains Gylfaginning through ‘Daniel of Winchester’s particular brand of 

conversion theory casting a new light on the process by which Snorri guides his audiences 

towards a particular ideological position relative to their ancestors’ religion’, I believe 

that the conversion theory he sets forth may be just taken as the disintegration of an old 

system in order to set the foundation for a newer, sturdier one. Stripped to its essence, 

what we see at play in Socrates and Gylfaginning is the maieutic method and its exercise 

of confronting fallacies in a humorous and ironic way.  These texts are a grand expression 

of individuality, where the characters and the reader are forced to think critically and 

appreciate the value of subjectivity, motivating the individual to better himself by his own 

means and doubting his beliefs.  

 

 

 

                                                           
57 ‘The similarities between Gylfaginning and Daniel’s theories probably do not arise on account of direct 

textual influence. My purpose in comparing Gylfaginning with Daniel’s letter to Boniface is not to suggest 

that the latter was a source for the former: while the Bonifacian correspondence continued to be copied en 

bloc in continental Europe for several centuries after the saint’s death (see Briefe, vi.xxvii; Orchard 2002, 

17.18), there is no evidence that it was transmitted to Iceland. I moreover do not wish to revisit the 

longstanding controversy over Snorri’s Latinity, or lack thereof. A comparison between Daniel’s theories 

and Snorri’s narratives, however, reveals a remarkable degree of continuity in attitudes towards paganism 

in Northern Europe’ (Abram, 2009, bls. 19). 
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