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Abstract 

The purpose of the following thesis is to examine the use and meaning of kennings 

related to ravens in Old Norse poetry. The importance of the raven in the literary corpus 

of Old Norse poetry is still not properly understood, and this thesis is an attempt to get 

a little closer to the significance the bird may have had during the Viking Age.  

The first part of the thesis focuses on the different ways in which the raven was 

used within skaldic poetry. We begin by examining the kennings which have ravens as 

their referents – that is, the kennings which can be interpreted to directly mean raven. 

Links between the raven and other birds through the invocation of common traits are 

examined, as are connections with the warrior archetype. Thereafter, the kennings which 

use the word ‘hrafn’ as a base word are studied, and the connection between Old Norse 

and Old English skaldic tradition considered. 

Lastly, the thesis will analyse three poems all given the same title: Hrafnsmál. 

The purpose of this will be to answer the following: how is the raven used in these 

poems, and are the uses different? Does the title Hrafnsmál have any significance as to 

the content of the poems? It is argued on the basis of this comparison that Hrafnsmál did 

not constitute a medieval genre of raven-based poetry, although there are notable 

similarities between two of the three poems examined. Concluding the thesis will be 

the author’s ideas as to what could be looked at as further research into the fascinating 

world of the raven.  
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Ágrip 

Tilgangur þessarar ritgerðar er að skoða notkun og merkingu kenninga sem tengjast 

ímynd hrafnsins í fornnorrænum kveðskap. Mikilvægi hrafnsins í fornnorrænum 

kveðskap hefur ekki verið rannsakað til hlítar og er markmið ritgerðarinnar að komast 

nær þeirri þýðingu sem fuglinn hafði á tímum víkinga. 

Fyrri hluti ritgerðarinnar fjallar um mismunandi birtingarmyndir hrafnsins í 

dróttkvæðum. Fyrst verður fjallað um kenningar sem hægt er að túlka á þann hátt að 

bein merking þeirra sé hrafn. Í þeim kafla verður tenging hrafna við aðra sambærilega 

fugla og við erkitýpu stríðsmannsins skoðuð sérstaklega. Þar á eftir verður áhersla lögð 

á kenningar þar sem orðið „hrafn“ er grunnorð, ásamt því að fjallað verður í stuttu máli 

um tenginguna á milli fornnorræns kveðskapar og engilsaxnesks kveðskapar. 

Í síðari hluta ritgerðarinnar verða borin saman þrjú kvæði sem öll bera sama 

titil: Hrafnsmál. Tilgangurinn er að skoða hvernig hrafninn er notaður í þessum ljóðum 

og hvort merkja megi mun á kvæðunum. Er titillinn mikilvægur til skilnings á innihaldi 

þeirra? Á þessum grundvelli er lagt til að "hrafnsmál" teljist ekki heiti á sérstakri tegund 

kvæð, þó það séu eftirtektaverð líkindi milli tveggja af þeim þrem kvæðum sem skoðuð 

voru. Ritgerðinni lýkur síðan með hugmyndum höfundar um frekari rannsóknir á 

hinum heillandi heimi hrafnsins í fornum kveðskap. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1.1. The structure of the thesis 

A caw rings out over the desolate landscape; a shadow passes high above your head; the 

flutter of wings disappears in the distance; a single yellow eye stares at you intently. 

Wise bird, trickster, harbinger of death, omen. These are just some of the ways the raven 

or crow has been depicted in different literary cannons over time, showing an overall 

fascination with this mysterious bird. That same fascination is part of what prompted 

me to choose the raven as a motif to be the topic of this thesis. The Old Norse raven 

appears to have more to it than what may be seen in other poetic discourses, such as the 

Old English sources, where the raven seems to only have a single association: the 

coming of death.1 Within Old Norse poetry, however, the raven seems to be a more 

diverse animal that is viewed, not as an ill omen, but rather as a respected and 

knowledgeable bird, which the listener should favour. In the following I hope to shed 

some light upon the significance of this striking bird within the corpus of Old Norse 

skaldic poetry through its associations and the literary discourse with which it is spoken 

of.  

Until now, research on the significance of the raven has been sparse within the 

realm of Icelandic literary studies. With the exception of Timothy Bourns’ MA from 

2012 “The Language of Birds in Old Norse Tradition”, the main analysis of birds within 

this field has been archaeological – with such scholars as Katie Haley-Halinski and 

Klaudia Karpińska paving the way to name a few2 – or within religion studies (see for 

                                                           
1 Bromhall (1658); D’acouto (2016). 
2 Gotfredsen (2013). 
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example Christopher Moreman3). However, even in these examples, the raven does not 

seem to have a focal role in the analysis, but rather to be included in a collective look 

upon the role of “birds” overall. In my opinion, a more thorough examination of the 

raven alone is needed, given the fact that the raven, as this thesis intends to demonstrate, 

is a quintessential bird both within the lore and the literature of Old Norse poetry.   

This thesis will begin with a short overlook of the basic research and academic 

work on kennings. The subchapter concerning the kennings will focus specifically on 

establishing what is meant by this concept in the chapters that follow. After this short 

summary on kennings, I will delve into those in which the raven plays a significant part, 

focusing first on the kennings with ravens as referents, followed by the kennings with 

ravens as base words. Through this overview, the associations of the raven will emerge, 

as the kennings must be used in a specific way to fit within the pattern of skaldic poetic 

composition. Following this overview of the usage of the raven kenning, I will go into 

an analysis of three poems which, according to their common title, Hrafnsmál, should 

contain at least a mentioning of ravens. In this analysis I will be looking into the use of 

the ravens both through kennings and other ways of depicting the bird to see if all three 

poems follow some kind of lexicalised, set discourse in their depiction of ravens: do 

they treat the same topics? Do they use the same tropes and kennings? Are the ravens 

represented similarly? And finally, I will look into the suggestion made by Margaret 

Clunies Ross that the title Hrafnsmál might be a generic title.4 I expect to find that 

certain aspects of the three poems are similar – such as topic and actors – but I also 

expect them to use ravens differently from poet to poet. Ideally, I hope to show that the 

                                                           
3 Moreman (2014). 
4 Clunies Ross (2005), p. 33.  



MA-thesis  Kristine Mærsk Werner 

Viking and Medieval Norse Studies  Spring 2019 

3 

 

raven is not merely a literary motif, but rather that the significance of the bird shows 

through the discourse and the associations that it is depicted with.  

 

1.2. What is a kenning? 

The ways in which a kenning can be used in the Old Norse poetic language are many, 

but what is really the makeup of the kenning? And what can kennings tell of the poets 

that composed and used them? In the following I will provide a quick overview of what 

is meant by the word kenning in the context of this thesis, as well as what the 

significance of the makeup of kennings can tell about the society they were concocted 

within. Firstly, however, we must understand the background for the society which used 

these kennings, and what Old Norse poetry meant within such a society. 

Old Norse poetry is a development of the old Germanic poetic tradition, 

which can be dated back as far as the 5th century AD.5 The earliest Old Norse poetry to 

be found is from runestones, although these are not “especially interesting as poetry”, 

as these verse are usually very short, memorial snippets.6 This, on the other hand, means 

that we do not have much with regard to Viking Age contemporary verse, as most of 

the poetry from the pre-Christian period is thought to have been oral, as a written 

culture was yet to arrive within Scandinavia.7 Therefore most of the poetry we have in 

writing, stems from early medieval manuscripts from Norway or Iceland, usually written 

down during the 12th century and onwards.8 The oral tradition relied heavily on poets 

                                                           
5 Jesch (2012), p. 291. 
6 Jesch (2012), p. 292. An example of an early Viking Age runestone including these poetic snippets the 

Rökstenen, which is located in Östergötland in Sweden, dated to the early 9th century, Bugge (1910), p. 

220. 
7 Jesch (2012), p. 292. 
8 Jesch (2012), p. 293. 
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who could remember long poems without the help of writing them down, a skill which 

earned them a lot of respect within the community. Poets were not only useful for 

reciting poems at court, but would also be asked to be lögsögumaður (lawspeaker), as 

they would already have the ability to remember the intricate laws.9 Poetry was a 

commodity in Old Norse Society, as poets were held in high regard by kings and 

chieftains, and were even able to “confer or destroy honour” with their poetry.10 

Old Norse poetry is usually divided into two main categories poetry: skaldic 

and eddic.11 It is important, however, to consider that these terms were likely not used 

by the original composer, but is rather a modern term used to better differentiate 

between the two.12 Skaldic poetry is characterised by being composed by named authors 

in intricate metres, such as dróttkvætt, as well as commonly being used when praising a 

king or speaking of a warrior’s prowess in battle.13 Eddic poetry, however, is usually 

anonymous, mythological poems with a moving narrative as opposed to a descriptive 

praising.14 This division has lately been the subject to some dispute, as it is considered 

to be “an oversimplification of a large, diverse and chronologically extensive corpus”,15 

as the characteristics of skaldic verse, can sometimes be seen within eddic verse and vice 

versa. This is evident within poems like Eiríksmál, which is classified as skaldic, although 

it is an anonymous poem written in the fornyrðislag rather than the usual dróttkvætt used 

for skaldic poetry.16 This merely shows that the sharp distinction between skaldic and 

                                                           
9 Karlson (2007), p. 511; Helgi Þorláksson (2007) p. 142. 
10 Whaley (2007), p. 480. 
11 Jesch (2012), p. 293; Clunies Ross (2005), p. 6. 
12 Whaley (2007), p. 479; Jesch (2012), p. 293 + 295. 
13 Whaley (2007), pp. 480-1; Jesch (2012), p. 295. 
14 Gunnell (2007), p. 96; Jesch (2012), p. 293. 
15 Jesch (2012), p. 293. 
16 Fulk (2012), p. 1003. 
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eddic poetry is not always possible, as will also be demonstrated later in this thesis in 

my analysis of one of the three poems in chapter 3 (see below). As long as the two terms, 

skaldic and eddic, are used with awareness of their flaws, they can, however, still be 

useful when speaking of poetry analysis. 

Now having established the background for Old Norse poetry, we will look at 

the use of the kenning within skaldic poetry in more detail. Firstly, let us look at Snorri 

Sturluson distinctions between the different kennings: 

“Svá: at nefna hvern hlut sem heitir; ǫnnur grein er sú er heitir 

fornǫfn; in þriðja málsgrein er kǫlluð kenning, ok <er> sú grein 

svá sett at vér kǫllum Óðin eða Þór eða Tý eða einhvern af 

Ásum eða álfum, at hverr þeira er ek nefni ti, þá tek ek með 

heiti a feign annars Ássins eða get ek hans verka nokkvorra. Þá 

eignask hann nafnit en eigi hinn er nefndr er…”17 

 

[“Such: to name everything by its name; another is called 

fornǫfn (replacement names); the third language type is called 

kenning and it works like this that we name Óðinn or Þór or 

Týr or another of the gods or elves, and for each of those I 

name I add a characteristic or possession of another god. Then 

it becomes a naming of the latter god, and not of the one which 

is mentioned by name…”] 

The importance of kennings in skaldic poetry comes from a need to have ways of 

exchanging words within the poem to make them fit into a strict set of rules concerning 

the metre and the syllabic composition of the poems.18 Within the Old Norse poetics, 

long lists of heiti are given to show the many different ways in which one can make 

reference to a specific noun.19 Viðkenningar, sannkenningar and heiti are all considered 

to be on par with what we would call metonyms (e.g. English: ‘china’  meaning Chinese 

                                                           
17 Faulkes (1998), p. 5. All translations are my own. 
18 Clunies Ross (2005), p. 24; Holland (2005). 
19 Guðrún Nordal (2001), p. 5. 
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porcelain; Old Norse: ‘Ymis hold’ (flesh of Ymir) meaning earth)  or synonyms.20 The 

more complex kenning described above by Snorri is closer related to metaphors, which 

use metonyms in their makeup.21 The kenning can be divided into three types: heiti 

(simple), where the kenning is composed of one metonym or synonym (‘orrostu’ (spear-

noise) meaning battle); tvíkent (double) where the kenning is composed of two heiti or 

viðkenningar (‘menstríður njót móður’ (the enemy of the troll woman (Þór)’s mother) 

meaning earth); and rekit (extended)22, where the kenning adds on multiple heiti or 

viðkenningar.  

Kennings are thus a form of compounds of established heiti, which means that 

kennings must rely on a certain amount of generalisation, as an already established 

knowledge of the associations between certain heiti had to be present before the making 

of kennings was possible. A theory as to where this already-established knowledge of 

association may have come from is that kennings may be viewed as “periphrastic figures 

of speech.”23 This would suggest that the kennings have a background as being part of 

the spoken language, which correlates with the idea that the skaldic poetry was written 

down after having been part of an extensive oral tradition.24 This would also suggest 

them as lexicalised compounds, which Amory expands on thusly: 

Once frozen in the lexicon of a language, compounds 

sometimes become virtually unparaphrasable […] but in their 

lexical rigidity they can still always inspire analogical 

formations of new compounds like themselves.25 

                                                           
20 Amory (1988), p. 90. 
21 Amory (1982), p. 78. 
22 Faulkes (2007), p. 5.  
23 Amory (1982), p. 78. 
24 Jesch (2012), p. 292. 
25 Amory (1982), p. 73. 
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In regard to kennings, this means that there can be no completely new kennings made, 

but the ones already established can be expanded upon, as long as the new kennings 

remain within the frame of the established kennings. New kennings (called nygjǫrvingar) 

thus emerge from other, already fixed kennings through the use of the same associations 

and metonyms. Amory mentions how this rigidity of the established frames of the fixed 

kennings makes subjectivity close to impossible, as the skald must work inside the same 

frame within the metrical system, the syllabic system, and the kenning system.26 This 

will be demonstrated in the following chapters, as the raven kennings seem to be part 

of one of these established frameworks for kennings, where the use is fixed (see chapter 

2).  

Deciphering the kennings may be a task doomed to fail, as “every 

communication is faulty, every comparison lame, every interpretation imperfect” as 

philologist Roberta Frank says,27 but still we must try to make sense of the texts that lie 

before us. Frank describes the reading of an old poem, as having a visitor from a foreign 

land, and how it is up to us to work together with this visitor (or poems) to make out 

what they are trying to tell us. Through poetry, we may be able to get a glimpse of the 

world which it describes, and even some of the world views which have not survived 

otherwise. This also applies to skaldic poetry: despite being written down long after their 

initial creation, these poems may still contain remnants of the world view of the early 

people of the Viking Age. Thus, by looking at the kennings concerning ravens within 

Old Norse skaldic poetry, we may be able to get an idea of what this bird meant at the 

time, and how prominent its role was.  

 

                                                           
26 Amory (1988), p. 94. 
27 Frank (1997), p. 492. 
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Chapter 2: Raven Kennings from Skaldic Poetry 

Having gone over the main points in the background of kennings, we now move on to 

examine a specific type of kenning: kennings with ravens as their main focus. The 

striking image of the raven is not only seen in abundance in Old Norse poetry and prose, 

but in everything from religion and folklore to comic books and movies across the 

world28. However, the raven has a special place within Icelandic society, possibly because 

they are a common sight in Iceland, which makes them part of the Icelanders’ everyday 

lives. This has led to Icelanders associating many different things with this bird – 

everything from it being an “evil spirit” if it is heard or seen at night29 to the saying 

“Gúð launar fyrir hrafninn” (God rewards for the raven)30. Ever since that fateful day 

when Flóki Vilgerðason decided to travel to Iceland solely relying on three ravens to 

help him find the way – as recorded in the 13th century Landnámabók – the raven has 

had a place in the hearts of many Icelanders31 in an altogether more positive way than 

most other places.  

Contrary to what many seem to think, ravens in Icelandic tradition are not 

viewed as “harbingers of death” or “omens of evil”32. They may be associated with 

things that have inherently to do with death, battle, and slaying, but they seldom figure 

in a negative way, the same way we see it represented in Old English poetry, such as 

the raven signifying the coming death and downfall of the hero in Beowulf33. In the 

following chapter, I will go over the main uses of raven kennings and their associations, 

                                                           
28 Angell & Marzluff (1969).   
29 Hjálmar Bárðarson (1986), pp. 235. 
30 Hjálmar Bárðarson (1986), pp. 238. 
31 Osbourn (2015); Hjálmur Barðarson (1986). 
32 Angell & Marzluff (1969); Moreman (2014).  
33 Lacey (2015). 
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how they are used by different skalds, and how these connect to the image of the raven 

in accordance to the society of that time. First, the kennings that have ravens as 

referents, thus, kennings that either mean raven, crow, or corvid, or are closely 

associated with ravens, without naming the raven directly. Next, the kennings in which 

the raven (or crow) is named as part of a kenning, and not as the meaning of a kenning. 

In this part, I will also take into consideration the association and connection to the Old 

English, poetic trope, beasts of battle.  

 

2.1. Ravens as Referents 

2.1.1. Snorri Sturluson on Ravens 

When speaking of kennings, someone who is almost impossible not to consider is Snorri 

Sturluson. Without his work Snorra Edda it would have been difficult to decipher the 

kennings that are scattered throughout both skaldic and eddic poetry34. In his work 

“Skáldskaparmál” he introduces the kennings of ravens as follows: 

Tveir eru fuglar þeir, er eigi þarf at kenna annan veg, en kalla 

blóð eða hræ drykk þeirra eða verð, þat er hrafn ok örn. Alla 

aðra fuglar karlkennda má kenna við blóð eða hræ, ok er þat þá 

örn eða hrafn…35 

[There are two birds, which cannot be recognised in another 

way, than to name them in association with blood or their 

corpse drinking or reward. Those are raven and eagle. All other 

birds in the masculine one can be characterised with blood or 

corpses, and that is then the name of eagle or raven…] 

                                                           
34 Although there is some debate as to the actual division of the two types (see above). 
35 Faulkes (1998), pp. 99. 
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Here, what Snorri presents is that whenever any bird is mentioned in skaldic poetry 

alongside blood, gore, corpses, or death, this should inherently be taken to mean either 

‘raven’ or ‘eagle’. Since there seems to be no guideline as to when the kennings will 

mean one or the other, we often see differences in translations. One author may take 

the kenning ‘hergammr’ (army-vulture) to mean eagle, whereas another will translate it 

to raven, and a third may choose a safer route and simply translate it into ‘bird of prey’36. 

The author of the Old Norse poetic dictionary Lexicon Poeticum (1931), Finnur Jónsson, 

also seems to have a hard time settling on one or the other, as can be seen when that 

same word, ‘hergammr’, is followed thusly: “m, ‘hær-grib’, ‘kamp-grib’, örn (eller ravn?), 

Yt 19” (masculine, ‘war-vulture-, ‘battle-vulture’, eagle (or raven?), Ynglingatal 19)37. 

However, if you look closer to the different words being translated in Jónsson’s 

dictionary under the prefix ‘blóð-‘38 (blood) or ‘ben-‘39 (wound) , you can see that the 

majority of these words are being interpreted as ‘raven’, as opposed to ‘eagle’. This 

seems to show a tendency to interpret the main bird of blood and gore to be a raven 

and not an eagle, which in turn makes sense if one considers the abundance of ravens 

in the Icelandic landscape. It is necessary, however, to consider how much we as modern 

translators and editors, project onto the poems. It is more than likely that the poets were 

more interested in great birds like eagles than they were in the common raven. It simply 

goes to show that the raven is a more common sight.  

Considering the connection between the Germanic poetic tradition and Old 

Norse poetry, the fact that the raven and the eagle are so closely related is no surprise. 

Kennings will have developed similarly within the Germanic poetic tradition, which 

                                                           
36 Marold (2012), pp. 34. 
37 Finnur Jónsson (1931), pp. 245. 
38 Finnur Jónsson (1931), pp. 54. 
39 Finnur Jónsson (1931), pp. 42. 
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means that the connection between the imagery used within Old English poetry, 

although scarce, would also be found within the related Old Norse poetry,40 as the two 

stems from a common ancestral poetic tradition. However, one thing that does not seem 

to have developed within the Old Norse tradition is the negative way in which these 

animals are looked upon. The Old English poetic tradition usually depicts these carrion 

animals as decrepit and vile creatures, sometimes presenting them as ill omens for 

anyone who sees them,41 as it can be seen in the Battle of Brunanburh poem, where the 

beasts are used to describe “…the morbid melancholy in the aftermath of doom”.42 The 

raven in particular is looked upon with a fair amount of animosity. According to Eric 

Lacey, the reason the raven is regarded as such a bad sign, is that “… in Old English, as 

today, ‘black’ colour terms hold associations with evil and wickedness…”43. This idea of 

black being negative, is not all too uncommon even in Old Norse context. The use of 

black to mean something negative can be seen in many formulaic sentences such as 

‘svartr ok ljótr’ (black and ugly).44 However, ravens are seldomly described as ‘svartr’: 

usually the word ‘blár’ (blue) is used about them (i.e. ‘bláfjallaðr’ (black-feather, black-

skinned)). Whereas ‘svartr’ has some negative connotation, ‘blár’ seems to have no such 

implication.45 Thus, this negative representation of the raven does not seem to be as 

pronounced in the Old Icelandic tradition, where the raven is mainly viewed as a part 

of the battle scene. The only omen they seem to convey is the coming of freshly 

                                                           
40 Lacey (2015), pp. 114. 
41 Jesch (2002), p. 254. 
42 Honegger (1998), p. 291; Herring (2008). 
43 Lacey (2015), p. 114. 
44 Wolf (2006), p. 72; Crawford (2014), p. 43. 
45 It is seen in a formulae once in Lilja st. 77 as ‘blár ok ljótr’ (blue and ugly), as well as in Snorra Edda, 

where Hel’s face is described as ‘blá half’ (half-blue/black). Chase (2007), p. 649-50; Faulkes (2005), p. 

27. 
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butchered corpses for them to feast upon, which is something I will examine further 

later in this chapter (see below).  

 

2.1.2. Other Birds as Ravens 

We will now look at some of the many different kinds of birds that can mean ‘raven’ in 

the kennings, as described above by Snorri Sturluson. This overview will be focused on 

the most commonly used substitute birds (seagull, goose, vulture) as well as some of the 

more interesting ones (swan, crow, eagle).  

The first examples of birds used as substitutes for ‘hrafn’ are the birds that are 

closely related to the raven, such as other carrion birds or carnivorous birds. One of the 

most common of these are ‘gammr’, which will usually be translated into ‘vulture’ or 

simply as ‘carrion eater’. One of the examples of the use of ‘gammr’ can be seen in the 

poem Sexstefja (dated to 106546) written by Þjóðólfr Arnórsson. It was written to 

commemorate the reign of Haraldr harðráði from his first battle in 1030 to his death in 

1066 at Hastings, and is therefore a typical casa of a praise poem ripe with battle 

kennings: 

Geirs oddum lætr greddir 

grunn hvert stika sunnar 

hirð, þats hann skal varða, 

hrægamms ara sævar47 

 

[The feeder of the corpse-vulture of the sea of 

the eagle has his retinue barricade with spear 

points, further south, every shallow that he has 

to defend] 

 

                                                           
46 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 369. However, there are scenes described in the poem that takes place during 

the battle of Hastings in 1066, which puts this dating into question. 
47 Whaley (2009), pp. 145-6. 
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A second example is cited here from Ynglingatal (dated c. 900) written by Þjóðólfr ór 

Hvíni for Haraldr hárfagri as a lineage of the old Swedish kings. The following example 

stems from stanza 15 about the fall of Óttar against the Danes, although in a shortened 

version: 

[…] 

Þann hergammr 

hægum fæti 

viðs borinn á Vendli sparn. 

[…] 

 

[The battle-vulture, came from afar, trod him 

with flesh-hung foot at Vendill.]48 

Both of the poets use prefixes to denote an association to the raven. Where Þjóðólfr ór 

Hvíni uses ‘her-gammr’ (battle-vulture), Arnórsson uses ‘hræ-gammr’ (corpse-vulture), 

one setting the scene in which this particular bird image is seen (battle), while the other 

uses the reason this bird is found at this scene (corpses). Þjóðólfr ór Hvíni does not only 

associate the word ‘gammr’ with ‘her’ (army), but continues his poem describing the 

feet of the bird as ‘hrægum fæti’ (lit. corpsed foot), further using associations commonly 

known to be connected to the raven, whose feet trudge through corpses while it peruses 

the battlefield. Both poems Furthermore, being a carrion bird itself, ‘gammr’ is possibly 

the bird that most closely relates to the raven. Using a bird that so closely resembles the 

image for which it is used as a kenning makes the deciphering of the association that 

much easier, as the jump from vulture to raven is not too far. As mentioned above, the 

use of vulture is cause for some confusion on the side of translators, but whether this 

image means ‘hrafn’ or ‘örn’, it certainly has to do with the scene that both these birds 

can be associated with, so maybe there is room for interpretation. 

                                                           
48 Marold (2012), p. 34. 
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The next few birds, albeit not carrion birds, still have the common 

characteristic with the raven that they are carnivorous, but contrary to the mainly 

carrion-eating raven, they hunt larger animals on their own. First is ‘haukr’ (hawk) 

which is not seen very often in the poems, although it is used once by Gísli Súrsson in 

one of his lausavísa from the Gislí saga Súrsonar after he has had a dream of a fight 

against many enemies: 

Ste ek yfir einn aþr ynni 

árflognis mik saran, 

hræ lækiar gaf ek hauki 

huggendr munins tuggu 

[…]49 

 

[(I) killed one, before the comforters of the 

morning flyer wounded me, (then) I have the 

food of Muninn to the hawk of the corpse-

stream] 

In this poem several interesting things can be said about kennings connected to ravens, 

the first being one connected to the current topic of this chapter: ‘hrælækjar hauki’ (the 

hawk of the stream of the corpse). Here, the stream of the corpse is to be understood as 

blood, whereas the kenning for raven in turn is a typical kenning for the raven being a 

‘hawk of blood’. Once more this only serves to further connect the raven to blood. 

Furthermore, Gisli uses two other heiti mentioned by Snorri in his paragraph on raven 

kennings; ‘árflogni’ (morning flyer) and ‘Munin’50. These are not directly kennings in 

and of themselves, but rather heiti for the raven; ‘Munin’ being the name of one of 

Oðinn’s ravens, and ‘arflogni’ having to do with the characteristic of the raven that it 

always flies back to its nest in the morning51. In Gísli’s lausavísa they are both part of 

                                                           
49 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 107. 
50 Faulkes (1998), p. 91. 
51 Hjálmur Barðarson (1986), p. 235. 
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their own kennings: ‘árflognis huggendr’ (the comforter of the morning flyer) relates to 

the relationship between the raven, ‘arflogni’, and the warrior, ‘huggendr’, which is a 

type of kenning to be examined more closely in the next part of the chapter (see below), 

whereas ‘Munins tuggu’ (the food of Munin) is interpreted as corpse, once again adding 

to the already established notion that ‘hawk of blood’ means raven. 

The next bird of prey is ‘valr’ meaning a falcon, which is used for example by 

Eyjólfr dáðaskáld in his fragmented poem Bandadrápa (dated c. 1010) written as a praise 

of Eiríkr jarl Hákonarson who was king of Norway from c. 1000 to c. 1014. The example 

given is from stanza 1, where it is told of Eiríkr’s killing of Tiðendi-Skopti: 

[…] 

Þás riðloga reiðir 

randvallar lét falla 

-- ulfteitir gaf ôtu 

opt blóðvǫlum – Skopta. 52  

 

[(…) when the brandisher of the swinging flame 

of the rim-plain caused Skopti to fall; the wolf-

gladdener often gave the blood-falcons food.] 

This example shows the typical use of ‘blóð’ as a prefix and some type of bird to denote 

the meaning of raven as suggested by Snorri. Additionally, the use of the kenning ‘wolf-

gladdener’ to mean warrior further makes the association to ravens clear, as warriors also 

are known to be gladdeners or feeders of ravens in other kennings (see below, 2.1.3). 

The ‘ôtu’ (food) described above can be taken to mean corpses, as the line before this 

speaks of an event where the protagonist of the skald (Eirikr Hákonarson) ‘lét falla’ (let 

fall) Skopti, and so Eirikr gives up body to the ravens to feed on. Another instance 

where ‘valr’ (falcon) is used for raven is a lausavísa, possibly from the last half of the 10th 

century, by the skald Glúmr Geirason seen in Heimskringla amongst others. It is a single 

                                                           
52 Poole (2012), p. 456. 
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lausavísa which seems to address king Haraldr gráfeldr speaking of the fall of king Hákon 

góði at the battle of Fitjar in c. 96153: 

[…] 

Es dǫkkvalir drekka 

dolgbands fyr ver handan 

-- roðin frák rauðra benja 

reyr – Hôkunar dreyra. 54 

 

[(…) when the dark falcons of the battle-god 

drink Hákon’s blood across the sea; I have heard 

that reeds of red wounds were reddened.] 

There is a slight difference from the former examples, as the kenning this time makes 

no use of neither the prefix ‘blóð’ nor ‘ben’. The scene is still a battle scene, where 

someone has been killed, but the compound used to denote the raven here is ‘dǫkkvalir’ 

(dark falcons). This is possibly the closest to negative representations of ravens within 

the Old Norse poetics we get. The implications of something being ‘dǫkk’, relates 

something more sinister or foreboding. Taking into the consideration that Hákon góði 

was an English king, who had been baptised before coming to Norway to claim the 

throne, could indicate that the skald used some of the imagery commonly seen in Old 

English poetry, and therefore this more sinister look upon the raven is seen in this 

particular poem. Although this is not mentioned as part of Snorri’s way of denoting the 

meaning of raven, one of the main characteristics of the raven is its dark complexion. If 

this was not enough, the line goes on to describe how these birds “drekka dolgbands 

[Hôkunar]” (drink (the) blood (of Hákon)), which once again returns us to the common 

associations of the raven.  

                                                           
53 Whaley (2012), p. 266. 
54 Whaley (2012), p. 266. 
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The last one of the birds of prey is the eagle itself. Although Snorri makes it 

clear that there are two birds of which a kenning can speak when using blood, battle, or 

corpses, there are still examples where an eagle has been used to mean raven. One of 

these may be seen in a stanza spoken by Skallagrímr Kveldúlfsson in Egils saga (dated 

c. 1230). Skallagrímr says this stanza after he and his father, Kveld-Úlfur Bjálfason, have 

killed Hallverð and his men and taken their ships: 

[…] 

flugu haugguin hræ 

halluarz a sæ 

grár slitr vnder 

ari snarfara. 55 

 

[The hacked body of Hallvarðr flew into the sea; 

a grey eagle tears into Snarfara] 

This use of ’ari’ (eagle) connects to the lausavísur by Glúmr Geirason mentioned above, 

where once again the direct characteristic linked to ‘ari’ is it being ‘grár’ (grey), rather 

than the usual association to blood or corpses. The earlier lines speaking of ‘hǫggvin 

hræ’ (hewed corpse) alongside the image painted of grey eagles tearing at flesh become 

the assembling factor of the kenning. If ‘grár ari’ had not been linked to the tearing of 

corpses, it may not have been a raven kenning at all.  

Now we move on to the less obvious picks to make a raven kenning. These are 

all birds that are not commonly associated with the tearing of flesh or drinking of blood 

but are still seen in kennings for the raven. The first example comes from Höfuðlausn 

(dated c. 93656) by Egill Skallagrímsson: 

  

                                                           
55 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 30. 
56 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 35. 
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Flugu hjalldrs tranar 

of hrǽs lanir; 

orv bloðs vanar  

ben m s granar 

[…]57 

 

[Flew battle-cranes over heaps of bodies; 

wound-seagulls’ beaks did not want for blood] 

Here we see not only one, but two different birds used to mean the same. First the term 

‘hjaldrs tranar’ (cranes of noise [battle]) is described to fly over heaps of corpses. Secondly 

is the use of ‘benmǫs’ (seagulls of wounds) once again used in connection with blood 

and reward for the birds. The main characteristic of the poem Höfuðlausn is the context 

in which Egill is composing it. The title has a double entendre within it. Not only does 

it link itself to Egill having to compose this poem about Eirikr blóðǫx in exchange for 

Egill not losing his head, the poem is also known for being a “headless” praise poem 

full of the most common kennings for battle and fighting but without having any real 

substance. As opposed to many other praise poems, Höfuðlausn has no moving narrative 

which tells of the exploits and battles of the ruler who is also the target audience but is 

more a superficial telling of the overall prowess of a ruler. Simply put, the poem could 

be about whichever ruler, as there are no defining battles or deeds that connects it 

directly to Eiríkr blóðǫx. The poem is an obvious showing of the beauty of skaldic 

poetry, since it follows the skaldic verse guidelines slavishly58. Höfuðlausn may be 

without much substance, but none the less the poem is perfect to show the usages for 

kennings connected to battles and killing, since the quote above is only one of 21 stanzas 

which all tell of Eiríkr being well-versed in battle. The use of the raven in this particular 

                                                           
57 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 37. 
58 It is also one poem out of two (the other poem being a lausavísur by Egill’s father, Skallagrímr, thought 

to be composed by Egill) to use end rhyme as well as alliterations. 
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poem, lends to this being a walkthrough of the ways of describing battle. Considering 

the circumstances in which Egill is composing the poem, he would have had to pull on 

all his knowledge of skaldic poetry to compose the perfect praise poem to appease Eiríkr 

blóðǫx, indicating that the use of raven kennings to describe the many dead on the 

battlefield really was one of the best ways of describing the battle scene.  

The raven in the guise of the seagull, is often seen around battles fought at sea. 

Ravens are commonly seen flying towards battle and therefore, in the case of battles at 

sea, a sea-dwelling bird is used.59 They are also often described flying towards a harbour 

in search for food, as in Sigurðrbálkr60 where the skald Ívarr Ingimundarson describes 

how king Sigurðr slembidjákn feeds the ravens in the fjords in Scotland, as well as in a 

lausavísur by Sighvatr Þórðarson, which describes how the ravens “sék sinna til hafnar”61 

(seek towards the harbour). Furthermore, there are a few examples of the word ‘hrafnar’ 

being used in kennings for ships. However, these examples may not be speaking of 

ravens, but rather of horses. The horse is a common kenning used for a ship, as ships 

are the horses of the sea,62 and in Snorri Sturluson’s Skáldskaparmál one of the heiti 

mentioned to have the meaning of a horse, is the name ‘Hrafn’.63 This means that in 

some kennings where a ship is meant, the use of ‘hrafn’ may occur. Since these examples 

                                                           
59 This is seen in the examples of seagulls being used as heiti for ravens in poems such as Eysteinsdrápa 

and a lausavísa by Viga-Glúmr (see below) to name a few. 
60 The stanza from which the example stems from speaks of the king’s exploits in Scotland. The poem 

itself is dated to c. 1140, around a year after the king’s supposed death in 1139, which the poem also 

describes later on. 
61 This example stems from a lausavísur written, presumably after the death of Ólaf inn helgi in 1030 after 

the battle of Stiklestad, since it mentions the king in a past tense. According to Finnur Jónsson, this 

lausavísur is composed around 1035. Fulk (2012), p. 698. 
62 Faulkes (1998), p. 74.  
63 This is a connection to king Aðil’s horse, which was called Hrafn because of its black colour. Faulkes 

(1998), p. 58. 
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of the use of the word ‘hrafn’ or ‘hrafnar’ is not an actual mention of the raven, it will 

not be considered further. 

In poetry, it is not uncommon to see opposites attract, and the same goes for 

the uses of kennings. With the raven being known for its dark plumage, these last 

examples could not be less similar to the look of the raven. These are swans, which can 

be seen used in the following examples from one of the best-preserved praise poems, 

Vellekla (dated to later part of 10th century), by Einarr skálaglamm Helgason written 

about Hákon jarl Sigurðarson (st. 7), as well as the aforementioned Sexstefja (st. 29): 

Vasat ofbyrjar ǫva 

odda vífs né drífu 

sverða sverrifjarðar 

svanglýjaði at frýja. 64 

 

[One did not have to taunt the delighter of the 

swan of the seething fjord of swords, [into 

joining] the strong wind of arrows, nor the snow-

storm of the woman of weapon-points.] 

---------- 

[…] 

gauts berr sigð á sveita 

svans orð konungr Hǫrða65 

 

[(…) the king of the Hǫrðar wields the sickle of 

Gautr on the corn of the swan of blood]. 

In the first example, the word ‘svanglýjaði’ (swan-gladdener) is connected to ‘sverða 

sverrifjarðar’ (rushing stream of the sword), meaning blood. With this connection, the 

white plumage of the swan is connected to the drinking of blood, and it is thereby 

turned into a raven. Similarly, the ‘sveita svans’ (swan of sweat/blood) kenning follows 

the same way of “painting” the image of the blood-darkened swan. In other 

                                                           
64 Marold (2012), p. 291. 
65 Whaley (2009), pp. 144-5. This stanza also contains the raven kenning ‘blóðorra’, which I have omitted 

for the sake of space and repetition. 
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circumstances, swans are usually referred to by their colour, so by using the white swan 

to actually mean a black raven, the poet uses our expectations against us in a deliberate 

reversal of expectations.66 Although, the swan seems to be an unlikely comparison to 

that of the raven, swans are not altogether unfamiliar with the scene of battle, as they 

are closely connected to another regular on the battlefield: Valkyries. Ravens and 

Valkyries have some connection through association, which I will look closer at later in 

this paper (see 2.2).  

To conclude this part of the paper, one last bird must be mentioned in 

connection to ravens and raven kennings: ‘krákr’ (crow). Although there are not many 

examples of uses of ‘krákr’ to mean ‘hrafn’, Snorri still mentions it in his Skáldskaparmál 

as one of the raven’s other heiti.67 Furthermore, it is once again used as an example for 

names for ravens in the anonymous þulur Hrafns heiti.68 The þulur are important to 

consider within the research of skaldic poetry, as they are considered to have roots back 

to the oral tradition, although they were most likely written down at the same time as 

the skaldic poetics.69 However, they help to support the lists of heiti made by Snorri, as 

their supposed age indicates that some of Snorri’s heiti have roots in older traditions. 

The reason behind the connection of the two birds can stem from the great similarity 

between the two, since they are both part of the same family of birds (corvids). In their 

research Angell & Marzluff explain the reason behind abundant mentions of raven over 

crow in earlier texts: 

  

                                                           
66 The contrast of black/white is also the most common colour contrast to be seen in Old Norse poetry. 

Crawford (2014), p. 123. 
67 Faulkes (1998), p. 91. 
68 Gurevich (2017), p. 945. 
69 Guðrún Nordal (2001), p. 5. 
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The influence of ravens rather than crows on our cultural roots 

are more pronounced because many early peoples lived on 

coasts, on tundra, and in northern forests where these birds 

were common […] Linking early human cultures unequivocally 

to crows is hard because early ethnographs may have mistaken 

“crow” for “raven”.70 

From this perspective, the fact that ‘hrafn’ equals ‘krákr’ makes sense given the 

geographical difference between the countries that the skaldic poetry will have spread 

to. The number of ravens in coastal Iceland will, presumably, have been vastly different 

from the mainland Scandinavian countries, but as Angell & Marzluff mention this is 

impossible to definitively say anything about.  

 

2.1.3. Ravens as Warrior Companions 

As mentioned above, the raven is connected with battles. In Old English poetry seeing 

ravens before a battle meant that blood would be shed, and usually not in the favour of 

the people who saw the ravens,71 such as it is seen in Beowulf when the raven is used to 

denote the horrible fate of the Geats after Beowulf’s death: 

… ac se wonna hrefn 

Fus ofer fægum   fela reordian 

Earne secgan   hu him æt æte speow 

Þenden he wið wulf   wæl reafode.
72

 

 

[… but the dark raven winging 

over the doomed will bear news, 

telling the eagle how he ate at the feast, 

how he and the wolf plundered well the slain.] 

                                                           
70Angell & Marzluff (1969), p. 120. 
71 Jesch (2002), p. 254. 
72 Beowulf (1953), p. 93. 
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In terms of Icelandic skaldic poetry, ravens are usually seen to follow the warriors they 

know will give them plenty to eat. Instead of focusing on the raven eating the warrior, 

Old Norse skaldic poetry focusses on showing how well a warrior can kill his enemy, 

and thereby make the raven his friend. This makes the relationship between the raven 

and the warrior go both ways, since the warrior to the raven is a conveyor of food, while 

the raven to the warrior is an omen of what is to come.  

Let us first examine what the warrior is to the raven. One of the most common 

kennings for the warrior concerning ravens is ‘mágrennir’, using the words ‘már’ 

(seagull) and ‘grennir’ (feeder/comforter). It is seen prominently throughout skaldic 

poetry, with one example being a lausavísa by Víga-Glúmr which is spoken by him in 

relation to his becoming older: 

[…] 

Þa er fleinmarar fiora  

fullkatir ver satum.  

Nu er mogrennir minna 

mitt sex tigv vetra.73 

 

[When we were sorrowless through forty winters, 

now is my seat smaller, feeder of the seagulls of 

the blood lake] 

Here is given the kenning ’fleinmarar môgrennir’ (the feeder of the seagulls of the lake of 

spears), which combines the use of ‘már’ with another kenning for blood and ‘grennir’, 

so the person the feeder of the raven, which in turn gives us the meaning warrior. 

Warrior here is to be seen as former warrior, and therefore plainly as ‘man’. Just as the 

examples in the chapter above, the most common way of associating these warrior 

kennings with the image of the raven, is by linking them with blood. Another example 

                                                           
73 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 119. In the original transcription by Finnur Jónsson, he uses ‘fleymarar’, 

which has later been changed to fleinmarar, which is the one I have chosen to use here.  
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of this may be seen in Eysteinsdrápa (dated c. 1157) consisting of 2 stanzas written by 

Einarr Skúlason to commemorate the exploits of king Eysteinn Haraldsson: 

Vôru sogns með sára 

syni Maddaðar staddir 

mágrenni (fekksk) manna 

(máttigr) tigi átta 

[…]74 

 

[Eighty men were stationed with the feeder of 

seagulls of the fjord of wounds; the mighty one 

was captured]. 

There are, however, other ways in which the feeder of ravens kenning has been used. 

This example uses the same type of kenning twice, thereby following Snorri’s advice of 

not mixing the kennings together75. The first of these kennings is similar to the ones 

mentioned above, namely “bræðir blágjóða bengjalfrs” (feeder of the dark ospreys of the 

wound sea)76, but the second kenning makes no connection to corpses or blood, but 

rather with battle through a prominent figure also linked to ravens; Óðinn: 

Ungr sótti þú, Þróttar 

þings mágrennir, hingat, 

(máttit jarl) þaus ôttuð  

áttlǫnd (fyr því standa)77 

 

[Feeder of the gull of the assembly of Þróttar 

(Óðinn), you sought (when) young your 

ancestral lands here, which you owned; the jarl 

could not stand in the way of that]. 

The first part of this kenning, ‘Þróttar þings’ (assembly of Þróttar) is interpreted to mean 

battle, whereas the kenning itself would be ‘battle-gull feeder’. However, this particular 

kenning might have a deeper connection to the meaning of raven than just the usual 

                                                           
74 Gade (2009), pp. 559-60. 
75 Faulkes (2007), p. 7. 
76 Townsend (2012), p. 761. 
77 Townsend (2012), p. 761. 
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connection of battle. As it is known, Óðinn has more than 200 names to his name, some 

of which connect him to ravens (Hrafnagúð/Hrafnaáss78, hrafnfreistuðr79), as well of the 

well-known fact that he owns two ravens, Huginn and Muninn, who fly all over the 

world to bring him back knowledge80. It may then be theorised that merely mentioning 

a well-known heiti for Óðinn (i.e. ‘Þróttar’) in connection to a masculine word for bird 

(i.e. ‘már’) should have be enough to link the two together. However, in the current 

example, this seems not to be the case, since Óðinn’s heiti is only used to denote the 

meaning of battle to connect with ‘már’. Still, there are examples where the only 

connection to anything that has to do with ravens is Óðinn’s name alone (see 2.2).  

Now we move on to the other side of the relationship and what the raven is to 

the warrior. A consensus between researchers of literary ravens is that the raven is a 

death omen. Christopher Moreman attributes this association to its prominence on the 

battlefield and thereby association with corpses81. In Old Norse skaldic poetry, the raven 

is also viewed as an omen, but it does not always have to do with death. Some ravens 

in Old Norse poetry are attributed to being bad omens, as is the case in this anonymous 

poem from Haralds saga Sigurðarsonar from the work attributed to Snorri Sturluson, 

Heimskringla. The exact dating of the saga is up for debate, but it would have been 

written sometime after Haraldr Sigurðarson’s death in 1066. In the poem, king Haraldr 

is having a dream of seeing a troll woman named Gyrða out at sea. When he looks 

around, he notices that there is a “ernir ok hrafnar”82 on each of his ships, to which 

Gyrða says a verse: 

                                                           
78 Faulkes (2005), p. 32. 
79 Húsdrápa 8 by Ulfr Uggason. Marold (2017) p. 418. 
80 Faulkes (2005), p. 32.  
81 Moreman (2014), p. 484.  
82 Haralds saga Sigurðarsonar (1951), p. 176. 
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[…] 

Kná valþiðurr velja 

-- veit ærna sér beitu –  

steik af stillis haukum 

stafns; fylgik því jafnan.83 

 

[The carnage grouse can choose steak from the 

hawk of the leader’s prow; it knows it has ample 

food; I always support that.] 

He takes the image of the ravens waiting for their fill of his men as an omen of the 

imminent defeat of his army and his own death. Here the ravens are seen as a bad sign 

for the people seeing them, although the omen is not just seeing the ravens, but rather 

the way they are seen as being in favour of Haraldr’s enemy (the troll woman, Gyrða). 

As is known, Haraldr Sigurðarson was a Christian, so the attribution of the image of the 

raven being connected to the pagan Gyrða against the Christian ruler may be a factor in 

the negative representation of the bird in this case.  

In other cases, the birds are reminders to the warriors of their own prominence 

and skill, and mainly serve to excite them about what is to come. Such is the case when 

warriors see ravens following them to a fight or battle, but it is also seen during the 

battle, as is the case in this example from the aforementioned Vellekla (stanza 29): 

Flótta gekk til fréttar 

felli-Njǫrðr á velli; 

draugr gat dolga Sôgu 

dagráð Heðins váða.  

Ok haldboði hildar 

hrægamma sá ramma; 

Týr vildi þá týna 

teinlautur fjǫr Gauta.84 

 

  

                                                           
83 Gade (2009), pp. 819-20. 
84 Marold (2012), p. 319. 
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[The slaying-Njǫrðr of the fleeing ones sought an 

augury on the field; the log of the clothes of 

Heðinn got advice on a favourable day battle. 

And the provider of battle saw powerful corpse-

birds; the Týr of the sword-dale wanted to 

destroy the life of the Gautur then]. 

Here we see how the spotting of ‘hrægamma ramma’ (powerful corpse-birds) is not an 

omen of the death of the one who saw them, but rather an unspoken promise between 

the bird and the warrior. The bird stays close to the warrior, not because it expects the 

warrior himself to die, but rather because it expects him to slay many enemies and 

therefore feed the birds well.  

 

2.2. Ravens as Base Words 

So far, the raven kennings considered in this thesis have only included examples where 

the kennings have attempted to denote the word ‘raven’. However, ravens are also used 

as parts of kennings to mean something that is somehow associated with the bird. One 

example is the way the warrior kennings used the raven to link together the prowess of 

a warrior with the well-fed raven. In the following chapter, I will more closely examine 

such instances of kennings being made by associating other words with ravens, this time 

exclusively looking at kennings in which ravens are used as base words within a kenning. 

This will, hopefully, give us a better idea of what the raven may have been associated 

with and how.  

 

2.2.2. Blood and Battle 

As demonstrated in the former part of this chapter, the main associations in raven 

kennings are blood and battle. We have seen how the most used way of making a 
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kenning meaning raven is to insert the words her- (battle), blóð- (blood), hræ- (corpse), 

or the like as prefix to a bird word. This will continue to be a common theme in the 

following examples as well, albeit, with a few exceptions. Some of the usages of the 

raven as a base word is seen in association with the so-called beasts of battle mentioned 

briefly above, which will now be described in further detail. 

The beasts of battle are a trope used in Old English and Old Norse poetry. The 

term was first used by Francis Peabody Magoun in 1955,85 but the three animals were 

already considered to be associated by Maurice Bowra in 1952.86 The term covers the 

uses of the three main animals of carrion seen on or around a battle field: wolf, eagle, 

and raven. The use of this trope differs according to the poetic tradition in which it is 

used. In Old English poetry the beasts are usually seen as a forewarning of the death 

and destruction that are soon to happen to the protagonist of the poem.87 One of the 

most interesting examples of the beasts of battle in Old English poetry can be seen in 

the poem The Wanderer dated to the end of the 9th century. The poem follows a 

wandering man in search of a new lord to follow after the death of his former master. 

[…] sume wig fornom, 

ferede in forðwege,   sumne fugel oþbær 

ofer heanne holm,   sumne se hara wulf 

deaðe gedælde […]88 

 

[… some war took away, carried into death; some 

birds bore away over the deep sea; with some the 

grey wolf shared death…] 

                                                           
85 “The Theme of the Beasts of Battle in Anglo-Saxon Poetry” in Neuphilologische Mitteilungen no. 56, 

1955. 

86 Heroic Poetry, London, 1952 
87 Jesch (2002), p. 254. 
88 The Wanderer (1936), p. 136. 
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This passage has been the cause of some discussion as it is debated, whether or not it 

can be counted as a beasts of battle type scene.89 However, the linking of both birds and 

a wolf with the death and carnage of war, cannot be disregarded. This example shows 

the definitive connection between the coming of death through battle with the beasts 

that are used in the type scene. Old English poetry furthermore uses the beasts as a type 

scene, making the beasts of battle a staple in the description of battle scenes – no battle 

is complete without the mentioning of the three beasts.90  In Old English poetic research, 

the common notion is that the trope stems from a connection to early Germanic 

paganism, and this lived on in the poetics of Old Norse where the beasts were connected 

to Óðinn and his wolves, Freki and Geri, and ravens, Huginn and Muninn.91 According 

to Thomas Honegger this is not the case in Old English literature: 

The connection thus established between the sphere of the 

divine and that of the ‘Beasts of Battle’ is not present in such 

an explicit form in the Anglo-Saxon tradition, even though we 

do have the ‘Beasts of Battle’ theme to strengthen the 

atmosphere of impending doom to focus on…92 

This way of splitting the uses of the trope between Old Norse and Old English poetry, 

i.e. Old Norse using them in a semi-divine trope, and Old English as a mainly literary 

trope, falls short when one considers the fact that most of the poetry (as well as the 

poetics which the poetry is based on, Snorra Edda) is supposedly written after the 

coming of Christianity. Contrary to what Honegger suggests, the connection to Óðinn 

and his animals may have lived on in the poetry, but not in a divine sense. Since Snorri 

is writing his Skálskaparmál a few hundred years after the coming of Christianity, it is 

                                                           
89 Honegger (1998), p. 296. 
90 Griffith (1993), p. 183. 
91 Honegger (1998), p. 290. 
92 Honegger (1998), p. 290. 
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highly unlikely that he would have purposefully added a divine connotation to the rules 

he was setting forth to prospective skalds, and Snorri Sturluson even mentions not to 

take the stories to be true: 

En þetta er nú at segja ungum skáldum þeim er girnask at nema 

mál skáldkapar ok heyja sér orðfjǫlða með fornum heitrum eða 

girnask þeir at kunna skilja þat er hulit er kveðit: þá skili hann 

þessa bók til fróðleiks ok skemtunar […] En eigi skulu kristnir 

men trúa á heiðin goð ok eigi á sannyndi þessar sagnar annan 

veg en svá sem hér finnsk í upphafi bókar er sagt…93 

[But this shall now be mentioned to young skalds, those who 

want to pick up the words of poets and expand their vocabulary 

with old words, or wish to understand that which is obscurely 

written: they should consider this book for education and 

entertainment […] But not should Christian men believe in 

heathen gods and that these stories are true in any other way 

than how it is mentioned in the beginning of this book…] 

With a warning like this from the distributor of the language of poetry himself, it is not 

likely that any form of divine connotation to the different kennings was meant to survive 

in the poetry written after the Christianisation.  

Furthermore, even though Óðinn is connected to battles and dead warriors, he 

is not the main connector of the beasts themselves to battle, and very seldom do we see 

wolves and ravens being connected with Óðinn himself.94 One instance where Óðinn is 

directly connected to ravens outside of his two named birds, Huginn and Muninn, is in 

a kenning from the saga Hallfreðar saga, where Hallfreð is denouncing (not very 

convincingly) the old gods and naming Óðinn as ‘hrafnsblóts góða’95 (the god of the raven 

sacfrifice). Here, the raven is connected to some sort of ritual, heathen sacrifice, but in 

                                                           
93 Faulkes (1998), p. 5. 
94 One instance is the example from Eysteinsdrápa mentioned above (2.1), where Óðinn’s name is merely 

mentioned as a part of a kenning for battle.  
95 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 168. Here it is written as ‘hrafn bloðz goða’. 
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no other place is this ever mentioned, and so far, it has not been satisfactorily concluded, 

what exactly ‘hrafnsblót’ is. Hallfreðar saga is a younger saga, dealing with the 

conversion from paganism to Christianity. The lausavísa where the kenning is seen is 

spoken by Hallfreð when he tries to convince the Christian priests that he is not a pagan 

man. It may be that the writer of the saga is referring to a ritual that has been lost to 

time, but it could also simply have been used as “pagan flavour” by the author. Even if 

the latter is correct, this would still indicate that the raven is connected somehow to 

paganism in some divine sense, as the author would not have used the image of the 

raven in connection to an old ritual, if the raven was not thought to already have some 

significance to the former religion.  

However, this divine sense is not seen when it comes to the use of the raven in 

Old Norse poetry. More commonly they are used to show the prowess and glory of the 

chieftain or warrior who is the focus of the poem. Seldom do we see the raven with both 

the wolf and the eagle, however, in some instances it can be seen together with the wolf. 

Usually these examples are from poems written for English kings, or kings connected 

somehow to England. Such an example can be seen in the poem Bandadrápa (st. 1) by 

Eyjólfr dáðaskáld, a skald at the court of Eiríkr jarl Hákonarson, who ruled Norway until 

his death between 1023 and 1024. Bandadrápa is suggested to have been composed 

around 1010, during the rule of Eiríkr jarl, which corresponds to the events that are 

described in the poem. In the following example, Eiríkr jarl’s battle against Tíðenda-

Skopti is described: 
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Meita fór at móti 

mjǫk síð of dag skíði  

ungr með jǫfnu gengi 

útvers frǫmum hersi 

þás riðloga reiðir 

randvallar lét falla 

– ulfteitir gaf tu oft 

blóðvǫlum – Skopta.96 

 

[(When) he was young he went to an encounter 

of Meiti very late in the day on the ski of the 

fishing ground with a strength equal to the hersir, 

when the brandisher of the swinging flame of the 

rim-plain let Skopti fall; the feeder of the wolf 

often gave food to the blood-falcons.] 

As mentioned previously, it is impossible to be certain whether the kenning 

‘blóðvǫllum’ should be taken to mean raven or eagle, but as discussed above, there is a 

tendency to translate into raven more than eagle. Jesch seems to believe that whenever 

we see two kennings about birds connected with blood, one should be taken to mean 

raven, and the other should be taken to mean eagle.97 However, since we see a tendency 

to translate Old Norse poetry into raven more commonly than eagle, this cannot be said 

to always be the case. The use of both the wolf and the raven may have to do with who 

the poem is being written for, since Eiríkr jarl was not only the king of Norway but also 

the king of Northumbria. Taking this into consideration it could be possible that the 

skalds at Eiríkr jarl’s court would have been influenced by their Old English colleagues. 

It is seen in other examples (such as the lausavísa by Glúmr Geirason about the fall of 

Hákon góði, see above), how the skalds could have been influenced to formulate their 

poems according to the practise the listener would have been accustomed to.   

                                                           
96 Poole (2012), p. 456. 
97 Jesch (2002), p. 256. 
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The way the ravens are spoken of also demonstrates this tendency to focus on 

a more positive depiction of them than is found in Old English poetry. Instead of 

describing the feeding on the corpses as a carnage, words are used to describe it as a 

feast. One example of this can be seen in Eiríksdrápa (st. 17) by Þórðr Kolbeinsson, 

who, like Eyjólfr dáðaskáld was a skald for king Eiríkr jarl Hákonarson. The events being 

described in the poem takes place around the turn of the millienium, and so the poem 

has been dated to around 1014,98 similar in date to the Bandadrápa, which has some of 

the same source material: 

Óð, en ærnu náði 

íms sveit Freka hveiti 

– gera ǫlðra naut gylðir – 

gjalpar stóð í blóði.99 

 

[The stud-horses of Gjǫlp stood in blood, and the 

company of the dusky one gained plenty of 

Freki’s wheat (=meal); the wolf enjoyed the 

drink of Geri] 

Just as in Bandadrápa we see the use of both the wolf and the raven as a nod towards 

the beasts of battle tradition of England. Here is depicted an almost gleeful way of 

describing the feast of the carrion eaters. In the Old Norse tradition, the focus is on the 

warrior as the feeder of these beasts100, and therefore the feeding plays a great part in the 

use of the beasts of battle trope. This shows a tendency in Old Norse poetry to be more 

interested in the individual actors that take part in the events described; a tendency that 

seems to show in the fact that most Old Norse skaldic poetry focuses on specific figures 

of history, as opposed to Old English poetry which is more interested in the events 

being described. The beasts of battle in Old English poetry have a certain air of finality 

                                                           
98 Caroll (2012), p. 487. 
99 Carroll (2012), p. 513. 
100 Jesch (2002), p. 254. 
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about them, which shows in the way they are used as a foreboding warning to the armies 

or warriors that see them. On the other hand, in Old Norse poetry, the armies and 

warriors seem to influence the outcome of whatever omen the beasts indicate.  

 

2.2.3. “Feeding the Raven” 

Although the raven is a staple in the beasts of battle trope, the image of feeding the raven 

can also be seen outside of the Germanic tradition. The raven was an actor of its own 

accord, and not just a member of the beasts of battle trio. What we have seen so far is 

that the main drink and food of ravens are blood and corpses, but where does this 

connection stem from? Ravens are seen on the battle field eating corpses, however, the 

raven may also have something else to thank for this connection with the battlefield and 

the slain. It has already been established that the raven is connected to the god Óðinn, 

who owned two ravens, Huginn and Muninn. They are described in Snorra Edda to be 

sent out by Óðinn to gather knowledge in the human world to bring back to him in the 

evening. In one example of an eddic poem, it is even mentioned that they are not only 

sent to the living to gather knowledge, but are also sent to the dead: 

Flugo hrafnar tveir 

af Hnicars ǫxlom,  

Huginn til hanga, 

en á hræ Muninn.101 

 

[Two ravens flew from Hníkar’s shoulders; 

Huginn to the hanged, but Muninn to corpses]. 

Here, we have an instance where Óðinn sends his ravens to the dead. Although there is 

a distinction between the dead they are sent to – the hanged and corpses – there is no 

real explanation as to why the hanged are different from the other corpses, other than 

                                                           
101 “Bruchstücke und einzelstrophen – Odins raben” (1983), p. 321. 
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this distinction being useful for the specific skald to differentiate between the 

destinations of the two ravens. It may have something to do with Óðinn also being 

known as the hanged one,102 but there is no clear indication as to why they are being 

distinguished from all other corpses. This may be a simple, poetic trope being used to 

speak of the dead over all, and have no further significance in regard to Muninn being 

the raven of the dead, and Huginn the raven of the hanged. Still, what is certain is that 

the poem shows the ravens of Óðinn being sent to the battle field in some way or 

another.  

Being sent out by Óðinn is something the ravens share with another staple of 

the battlefield: the valkyrja. Like ravens, the valkyrjur, are sent to both the living and to 

the dead. When they go to the living, they tend to follow a great warrior or chieftain, to 

ensure that this man goes to Óðinn once he dies in battle, where it is the valkyrja’s job 

to choose the slain.103 The poem Hákonardrápa written by Tindr Hallkelsson concerning 

the battle at Hjǫrungavágr around the end of the 10th century, uses a lot of the already 

established connections with Óðinn, when speaking of ravens. For example, it is written 

about Hákon Sigurðarson that he “vann Hanga vals hungri hrafni”104 (overcame the 

hunger of the raven of Hanga (= Óðinn)), as well as him being “verðbjóðr Hugins 

ferðar”105 (meal-giver of the flock of Huginn). Both examples focus heavily on the raven’s 

connection to feeding on the corpses of the battlefield, one even hinting that the corpses 

are given to the birds as an offering (‘verðbjóðr’ (worth-giver)). This idea of the ravens 

being offered the corpses in connection with Óðinn once more connects them to the 

valkyrja. Some speculation as to the connection of the two followers of Óðinn has been 

                                                           
102 Hávamál (1983), p. 40.  
103 The word ’valkyrja’ (chooser of the slain) stems from the words ‘valr’ (slain) and ‘kyrja’ (to choose).  
104 Poole (2012), p. 350. 
105 Poole (2012), p. 345. 
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done, indicating a greater connection between the ravens and the valkyrja. In the same 

poem (st. 7) as mentioned above, the raven is even called ‘Mistar mávi’106 (the seagull of 

Mist (the name of a valkyrja)). Here we see the raven being directly connected not only 

to Óðinn, but also to a valkyrja. Although there is the possibility of the kenning meaning 

eagle instead of raven, the already well-established connection with Óðinn, may indicate 

that the valkyrja (who are also linked with Óðinn) would have favoured the raven over 

the eagle. The valkyrja are able to don a ‘hamr’ (cloak/skin) of a crow to gain the ability 

to fly. In Völsunga saga, it is described how Óðinn sends an ‘óskmey’ (wish maiden) to 

king Sigi’s wife.107 In the story, it is told that she puts on a ‘krákuhamr’ (crow’s skin) to 

fly, and since we already know that Snorri mentions ‘krákr’ as a heiti for raven (see 

above), the connection between ravens and valkyrjur may not be far off. However, the 

word ‘óskmey’, although interpreted by Finnur Jónsson as a word for valkyrja, 108 is 

commonly used to mean an adoptive daughter in later medieval times, and given the 

assumed later creation of the saga, the word may be referring to her as the daughter of 

Óðinn. However, this may be connected to Óðinn being known as ‘Alfǫðr’109; the usage 

of a word commonly meaning daughter may simply mean ‘Óðinn’s girl’. The word itself 

has been interpreted to directly mean ‘a girl who does as you wish’, and since it is 

mentioned in Gylfaginning how Óðinn is the commander of the valkyrjur, the girl 

described in Völsungasaga may still be interpreted to be a valkyrja.  

Through the above, it has been established that the origin of the food of the 

raven has to do with what it is fed on the battlefield, which includes the flesh of the 

fallen and their blood to drink. We now move on to look at some of the ways in which 

                                                           
106 Poole (2012), p. 350. 
107 Völsunga saga (1829), p. 118. 
108 Finnur Jónsson (1931), p. 448. 
109 Faulkes (2005), p. 6. 
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the trope of ‘feeding the raven’ can be seen in skaldic poetry. In the following examples 

the focus is on the food itself, which links them more with the way in which Old English 

poetry usually uses the beasts, than to how Old Norse poetry usually uses the ravens. 

One of these examples are from Höfuðlausn (st. 10) by Egill Skallagrimsson: 

Rauð hilmir hjǫr, 

þar vas hrafna gǫr 

Fleinn sótti fjǫr; 

Flugu dreyrug spjǫr, 

[…]110 

 

[Red (was) the king’s sword, there was raven’s 

food, arrows sought life, flew blood-thirsty 

spears] 

As seen in the examples from Höfuðlausn before, there is no real narrative in the stanzas 

of this poem: they focus more on the use of beautifully crafted kennings and ways of 

depicting the battle scene than on a continuous storyline. As mentioned before, this 

poem is an example of what could be considered the “perfect praise poem”, as Egill is 

composing this under pressure of either making every effort to impress or losing his 

head. Therefore, the use of kennings in this poem can be considered to be the 

quintessential way of using kennings, and when speaking of depicting a battle scene, no 

battle scene is complete without the beasts of battle. The example uses ‘hrafna gǫr’ 

(raven’s meal) to speak of the corpses strewn on the battlefield, but the stanza goes on 

further to mention both ‘náttverð ara’ (meal of the eagle) and ‘fárbjóðr Skota’ (steed of 

Skota (a jotun)) meaning the wolf. Here, we see a simple statement as opposed to an in-

depth description of the meal of the raven, however, the focus is on the warrior being 

the feeder of the raven and its companions. The direct use of the beasts of battle in this 

poem, is quite unusual for Old Norse skaldic poetry, as it has been shown how Old 

                                                           
110 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 37. 
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Norse usually sticks to one or two of them, and seldom all three. Having spent time at 

the court in England, it could be argued that Egill may have picked up a few ideas for 

the composition of Höfuðlausn.  

Similarly, the focus of the warrior feeding the raven can be seen in the poem 

Geisli written in 1153111 by Einarr Skúlason on commission from king Eysteinn, one of 

the three ruling sons of Haraldr gili. In the following stanza (st. 29), Magnus inn góði 

is described during a battle: 

Lét jarplitan ôtu 

(arnar jóðs) inn góði 

(munn rauð malmþings kennir) 

Magnús Hugins fagna. 

[…]112 

 

[Magnus the Good let the brown-coloured one 

rejoice with the food of Hugin; the tester of the 

weapon-meeting reddened the mouth of the 

eagle’s offspring.] 

Once more we see a beautiful use of the beasts of battle, and although still subdued, 

Geisli has more moving narrative than Höfuðlausn. Here we are not only presented with 

‘Hugins ôtu’ (Huginn’s food), but also with how the warrior (Magnús) is delivering food 

to – and delighting – a bird, in this case most likely the eagle, considering its being 

mentioned as ‘jarplitan’ (brown-coloured). Thus, in this case we see a use of one of the 

raven’s heiti (‘Huginn’), not to denote the raven itself, but something that the raven is 

associated with: corpses.  

These two examples are less active than is usually seen when speaking of 

‘feeding the raven’, which relates to the fact that the raven here is not an active player, 

                                                           
111 This dating is the most likely, as all three brothers are mentioned in the poem, and since Ingi killed 

his brother Sigurðr in 1155, the poem must have been composed before that. Since the brothers started 

feuding in 1154, 1153 is deemed to be the most likely date.  
112 Chase (2007), pp. 30-1. 
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but mainly used to mean ‘corpse’ or ‘food’. This can have something to do with the fact 

that Höfuðlausn was composed for a king in an English court, where the raven in poetry 

was not as active as it would have been in Old Norse poetry; and the author of Geisli, 

Einarr Skúlason, was relying heavily on his knowledge of Latin Christian sources,113 and 

therefore would have shied away from explicitly showing the carnage of the battlefield. 

When we turn to look at instances where the raven once again becomes the focal point, 

we see a more explicit sense of ‘feeding the raven’. First is a lausavísur from the skald 

Þormóðr Kolbrunarskáld, who was a skald at the court of Ólafr Haraldsson (also known 

as Ólafr hinn helgi), who was king of Norway between 1015 and 1028. It is believed 

that Þormóðr spent his last days at the court of Ólafr before they both died at the battle 

of Stiklestad in 1030. In the example below, Þormóðr is inticing king Ólafr before that 

same battle: 

[…] 

Braut komumk vér, þótt veitim 

valtafn frekum hrafni 

– víksk egi þat, vága 

viggruðr – eða hér liggjum.114 

 

[We shall get away or we must stay here, but first 

the greedy raven must be provided with corpse-

prey; that will not fail steed-bush of the waves.] 

Here, we see how the raven is part of the furthering of the narrative; the king must 

provide the raven with a well-served meal before he can go any further from where he 

is. This ties back to the relationship between the warrior and the raven, and how the 

warrior must favour the raven. As was seen before, with the word ‘verðbjóðr’ (worth-

giver) from Hákonardrápa, the idea of giving an offering to the raven can be understood 

                                                           
113 Chase (2007), p. 5. 
114 Fulk (2012), p. 833. 
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as a link to the offering of the slain to Óðinn.115 However, this can also be viewed as a 

way of saying that the king must first slay his enemies before he can leave the battle 

scene. A similar example of the warrior being the giver of the raven’s food is seen in a 

lausavísa created by Björn Arngeirsson Hítdælakappi shortly after he has killed the two 

brothers Óttar and Eyvindr.116 In this poem Björn says how ‘jókk tafn í dag hrafni’117 (I 

increased today the bounty of the raven) indicating that his killing of the two brothers 

meant more food for the ravens.  

In this chapter, I have demonstrated that raven kennings have been used largely 

to establish the atmosphere of the battlefield. Much as in the way that Old English 

skaldic poetry uses the beasts of battle to set the mood of the poems, so does the Old 

Norse poetry in its use of this same trope. However, as is now evident, the use of the 

trope is vastly different between the two poetic traditions. The raven in Old Norse poetry 

is an omen of the coming slaughter, much like it is in the Old English tradition, but in 

Old Norse poetry the omen is not a bad one. On the contrary, the raven is used to show 

that the warrior is favoured by the blackened bird as opposed to him being the next 

meal. The raven follows the most prominent and strongest warrior in the hope of a great 

feast at the end of the battle. The raven’s place on the battlefield is undeniable, its 

connection to this scene seemingly stemming both from the real world, where warriors 

would have been able to see the ravens perusing the corpses of the slain, as well as from 

a possible leftover divine connection. This divine connection that is leftover in the 

                                                           
115 Völuspá (1983), p. 6. The ritual act of hurling a spear over the head of the enemies to give them all to 

Óðinn is seen in Völuspá when Óðinn himself throws a spear over the head of his enemies.  
116 According to the saga, the killing of Óttar and Eyvindr happens a few years before Björn himself is 

killed by Þórðr Kolbeinsson, which happens around 1024, but given the inconsistent timeline of the saga, 

it is not possible to say exactly how long before.  
117 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 303. 
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skaldic poetry, as discussed briefly above, did not ring as divine for the skalds of the 12th 

and 13th century, as whatever was leftover of the old religion was merely seen and used 

as literary motifs. The connection between ravens, valkyrja, and Óðinn seems to be 

leftover in the description of the ravens being fed. Words such as ‘bjóðr’ (to bid), ‘valtafn’ 

(sacrifice of slain), and ‘’veita’ (to give) can be interpreted as being offering-words, much 

like the discourse used to speak of valkyrja and Óðinn when they are given their bounty. 

This may indicate that the ravens held a more significant role on the battlefield than 

simply being carrion eaters.   
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Chapter 3: Analysis of Three Poems Called 

Hrafnsmál  

3.1. The Three Hrafnsmál  

In the above chapters, the raven as a literary motif has been examined superficially, 

giving examples from different skaldic poems. In the following I will delve into a more 

thorough analysis of three poems that – according to the titles – should have everything 

to do with ravens, namely three poems entitled Hrafnsmál (raven’s speech/meal – more 

on this later in the chapter). Though the poems, a connection between the three may 

surface through this analysis. Furthermore, I will consider whether the title Hrafnsmál 

shared by all three poems may be a generic title given to a specific form of poem, or if 

the poems are so distinctive from one another that this is not a possibility.  

 

3.1.1. Þorbjörn hornklofi 

The first Hrafnsmál to be analysed is attributed to Þorbjörn hornklofi, a royal skald 

under the rule of king Haraldr hárfagri who ruled in Norway between 860 and 932. 

Known as the unifier of Norway, King Haraldr was the son of Hálfdan svarti, and one 

of the most important rulers of Norway. Haraldr was known to have many skalds at his 

court one of these being Þorbjörn hornklofi. Þorbjörn in Egils saga is mentioned as a 

favourite skald alongside Haraldr’s father’s skald Auðun illskælda and Ölvir hnúfa.118  

The poem Hrafnsmál (also known as Haraldskvæði) is one of the most famous 

of Þorbjörn hornklofi’s creations about Haraldr hárfagri. It consists of 23 stanzas written 

in málaháttr and ljóðaháttr, and is found in Fagrskinna, Heimskringla, Haralds saga 

                                                           
118 Egils saga (1933), p. 19. 
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hárfagra, Flateyjarbók, and several other texts, although mostly fragmented. All 23 

stanzas were first assembled as one poem was by Munch and Unger in their Oldnorsk 

læsebog from 1847, where it was given its name Haraldskvæði for the first time.119 

Hrafnsmál is quite unlike any of Þorbjörn hornklofi’s other poems, as it is more like 

eddic poetry than any of the other poems he has written. Both in context, syntax, use 

of non-obscure kennings, and dialogic form, the poem seems to have more in common 

with eddic poems such as Hárbarðsljóð and Atlakvíða.120 Although the scholastic 

tradition is to differentiate between the two types of poetry in Old Norse tradition, 

skaldic and eddic, it is almost impossible to define any poem as either skaldic or eddic, 

as none of them fit under all criteria of each type.121 This is especially prominent in the 

case of the Hrafnsmál since one of the defining features of an eddic poem is that it is 

without an author, a criteria which Hrafnsmál obviously does not live up to. The 

authorship of the poem has been debated, particularly as to whether the author may 

have been Þjóðólfr ór Hvíni, who is mentioned as the speaker of some of the stanzas 

that make up what is considered to be Hrafnsmál, but a notion is that Þjóðólfr at the 

time of the supposed composition would have been too old.122 The idea that the age of 

a skald should have deterred him from composing is, however, not seen elsewhere, and 

does not necessarily mean that Þjóðólfr is not the author of this poem. Nevertheless, 

something that has never been doubted is that the poem has an author, so it should be 

quite simple defining the poem to be skaldic rather than eddic based on this fact. 

However, many other characteristics points towards an eddic categorisation. For the 

purpose of this paper, the suggestion given by Margaret Clunies Ross “to abandon these 

                                                           
119 Fulk (2012), p. 91. 
120 Fulk (2012), p. 91; Genzmer (1920). 
121 Clunies Ross (2005), p. 14. 
122 Kempf (1866), p. 6.  
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two words (i.e. skaldic and eddic, red.)  as contrastive and exclusive”123 seems advisable 

in relation to Þorbjörn hornklofi’s Hrafnsmál.  

As mentioned, Hrafnsmál is dialogic with two identified speakers, one being a 

raven and another being a valkyrja.124 The stanzas of the poem have been divided into 

three groups, depending on what they describe:125 the people at Haraldr’s court (st. 1-6 

and 15-23); the battle at Hafrsfjörður (st. 7-12); and his marriage to Ragnhildr (st. 13-

14). The connection between the 23 stanzas has been the subject of some debate, as it 

has never been found in one collective form and was first assembled in the 19th century. 

The common notion today is that all stanzas are part of the same poem. This 

interpretation is, among other things, due to connections between context, characters 

being the same, and the dialogic form being repeated throughout all of the stanzas.126 

However, let us now consider the use of the raven in the poem, and on how it is used 

by Þorbjörn hornklofi in this poem.  

The main role of the raven in this poem is that of an acting character, which 

distinguishes it from other skaldic poetry. The role of the raven character in this poem 

is to help move along the narrative which is being told. Therefore, the kennings which 

are used about ravens are used in a context of addressing the raven. Such is the case in 

both of these examples from stanzas 2 and 20:  

                                                           
123 Clunies Ross (2005), p. 14. 
124 Murphy (2013), p. 129. 
125 Fulk (2012), p. 91. 
126 Vogt (1920); Finnur Jónsson (1920-4); Fidjestøl (1993). 



MA-thesis  Kristine Mærsk Werner 

Viking and Medieval Norse Studies  Spring 2019 

45 

 

Vitr þottisk valkyrja; 

feimu inni framsóttu 

kvaddi inn kverkhvíta 

Hymis hausreyti; 

verar né óru þekkir 

es fugls rǫdd kunni. 

ok in glæhvarma  

es sat á horni of bjarga.127 

 

[Wise thought herself the valkyrja; spoke the 

white-throated and the bright-eyed (one to) the 

skull-picker of Hymir who sat on the corner of a 

cliff; men’s strife (were) not pleasing (to her) who 

understood the language of birds.] 

---------- 

At berserkja reiðu vil ek þik spyrja, 

bergir hræsævar: 

hversu es fengit,  

þeim es í folk vaða,  

vígdjǫrfum verum.128 

 

[About berserker equipment I want to ask you, 

taster of the corpse-sea: How are they prepared, 

those who into battle surge, who are battle-

eager.] 

Here we see the common use of ‘hræ’ in a kenning to mean raven. In the first instance 

the raven is addressed as being ‘Hymis hausreyti’ (Hymir’s skull-picker), referencing that 

Hymir was killed by Þór on their fishing trip,129 and would therefore be a corpse for the 

raven to pick at. Similarly,in the second example, the raven is linked to the eating or 

drinking from corpses through the word ‘hræsævar’ (corpse-sea). Furthermore, the 

colouring of the raven is contrasted against the ‘kverkhvíta’ (white-throated) and 

‘glæhvarma’ (bright-eyed) woman, in much the same way that the swan’s whiteness 

                                                           
127 Fulk (2012), p. 95. 
128 Fulk (2012), p. 114. 
129 Faulkes (2005), p. 45.  
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contrasts the raven’s blackness in the kennings used in Vellekla130 as well as Sexstefja131 

as mentioned above (see chapter 2.1.2). This contrast might be attributed to the linking 

of swans and valkyrjur, given that one of the valkyrjur is known as Svanhvítr,132 as well 

as the prose part of Völundarkvíða which mentions the swan-maidens as valkyrjur.133 

This identification may however have been a later addition, as it is mentioned not in 

the poem itself, but rather in the prose introduction which is not part of the original 

Völundarkvíða. Still, the connection between swans and valkyrjur is not uncommon, and 

the mention from Völundarkvïða is therefore worth noting. 

Although the discourse used to describe both valkyrjur and ravens is very 

similar, this seem to be contrasted in the following stanza, where the valkyrja voices her 

distaste of the ravens pillaging of the battlefield: 

Hvat es yðr, hrafnar? 

hvað eruð ér komnir  

med dreyrgu nefi 

at degi ǫndverðum? 

Hold loðir yðr í klóum;  

hræs þefr gengr ór munni; 

nær hygg ek yðr í nótt bjoggu 

því es vissuð nái liggja134 

 

[What is it with you, ravens? From where have 

you come with gory beaks at day’s break? (You) 

Hold flesh in your claws; the smell of corpses 

from out (of) your mouth; this night I think you 

slept close (to) where you knew corpses would 

lie.] 

                                                           
130 Marold (2012), p. 291. 
131 Whaley (2009), pp. 144-5. 
132 Finnur Jonsson (1931), p. 548. 
133 Völundarkvíða (1983), p. 116. 
134 Fulk (2012), p. 97. 



MA-thesis  Kristine Mærsk Werner 

Viking and Medieval Norse Studies  Spring 2019 

47 

 

The attitude of this stanza is very uncommon compared to the traditional discourse 

about ravens, since, as mentioned before, they are seldom viewed in a negative way. 

Despite the negative connotations from the valkyrja, two of the main characteristics 

about the raven known from eddic poetry is clear in this example: the connection to it 

being a staple on the battlefield and its cunning knowledge, shown by it knowing where 

to stay to get its fill of the corpses. The close connection to eddic poetry the poem has, 

may have to do with the fact that some of the raven’s other characteristics shine through, 

as opposed to it only being a bird of carnage. Furthermore, this is is the only instance 

in the poem, where negativity is linked to the raven, whom the valkyrja otherwise seems 

to respect, as she comes to it for knowledge. The fact that the raven is here used as a 

harbinger of knowledge, links back to the religious motif of the raven’s being sent out 

by Óðinn every morning to gather news from the mortal world (as discussed in ch. 2.2), 

and may have to do with Hrafnsmál’s earlier composition, as the skaldic poetic tradition 

was still not lexicalised, which may also account for the poem being hard to categorise 

as either skaldic or eddic. In Hrafnsmál, the raven says it has been following king Haraldr 

hárfagri since it came out of the egg,135 and therefore it can tell of his deeds to the 

woman. Here, we once more how valkyrjur and ravens share a common trait, namely 

following kings through their lives, possibly to lead them to Óðinn when their time 

comes. A connection between what the ravens are given by the warriors and what Óðinn 

is given in dedication, is shown in stanza 12, where the raven comments on the number 

of slain that are left for the taking after the battle of Hafrsfjǫrðr: 

  

                                                           
135 Fulk (2012), p. 97. 
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Valr lá þar á sandi 

vitinn inum eineygja 

Friggjar faðmbyggvi;  

fǫgnuðum dôð slíkri.136  

 

[Slain lay there on the sand bound for the one-

eyed embrace-dweller of Frigg; we rejoiced (at) 

such deeds.] 

Once again, the words used to describe the corpses are ones of offering and dedication. 

It may only be a way to indicate that there is plenty of carrion, since the birds are 

rejoicing at the sight of this, but the description of the corpses as ‘vitinn’ (intended 

for/bound for/dedicated to) Óðinn, suggests a connection between the amount given to 

Óðinn and the amount given to the birds. Through the connection already established 

between the valkyrjur and the ravens, the idea that the slain that are dedicated to Óðinn 

are somehow also connected to the ravens, could indicate that the ravens have a say in 

getting the choice of the battlefield.  

The use of the raven in Þorbjörn hornklofi’s poems Hrafnsmál is both very 

typical to the use seen so far, as well as being very unusual. Through the interaction of 

the bird and the maiden, the choice of using the raven as an active character in the 

poem, provides an insight into the perception of the raven. The description of the bird 

lends an almost ambivalent air to the associations the bird invokes, being the wading in 

corpses and dripping with blood on the one hand, while at the same time showing 

wisdom and knowledge, and apparently being sought after for this trait in particular. 

  

                                                           
136 Fulk (2012), p. 107. 
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3.1.2. Þormóðr Trefilsson 

The next Hrafnsmál poem is written around the 11th century by the poet Þormóðr 

Trefilsson of whom not much else is known. He is mentioned as a poet in Eyrbyggja 

saga, and it may be induced that he must have been a skald to Snorri góði, since the 

poems that are attributed to him are in favour of this man and speaks of his deeds. Snorri 

góði lived between 963 and 1031, and since it is stated in Eyrbyggja saga that Snorri 

lived in Tungu for 20 years after the fight mentioned in the last stanza of Þormóðr’s 

Hrafnsmál,137 Hrafnsmál will have been penned around 1012.138  

The poem is found only in Eyrbyggja saga and is one of the lesser known poems 

of the name Hrafnsmál, both due to the anonymity of the skald, as well as the scarce 

transmission. The poem consists of five stanzas, all written in Haðarlag (Hǫðr’s metre), 

a variant of fornyðislag closely related to málaháttr with five metrical positions per 

halfline as well as internal rhyme.139 It is unclear whether the stanzas that have survived 

until today are part of a larger version of the poem, and whether all five stanzas are part 

of what would be considered Hrafnsmál. Although Finnur Jónsson does transmit all five 

stanzas collectively to be part of one Hrafnsmál, only the last three are specifically named 

to be part of that particular poem in the saga. The other two stanzas are introduced as 

lausavísur earlier in the saga, both in relation to the killing of someone.140 Both stanzas 

contain raven kennings that have already been mentioned, such as ‘sáár ora’141 (blood-

grouse) relating to how well Snorri feeds the raven, as well as the kenning ‘Leifa 

                                                           
137 Eyrbyggja saga (1935), p. 180. 
138 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 206. 
139 Málaháttr also consists of five metrical positions per halfline, however without the internal rhyming.  
140 Eyrbyggja saga (1935), p. 67; Eyrbyggja saga (1935), p. 102. Snorri góði first kills Vigfús followed by 

his nemesis, Arnkell.  
141 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 206. 
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máreifir’142 (the gladdener of Leifa’s seagull) used to signify the warrior by connecting 

him to the happiness of the raven. Both are fairly common uses of the raven kenning to 

denote a great warrior, and since they are by the same skald, who is mentioned to be 

the composer of all five stanzas, Finnur Jónsson has opted to view them as part of the 

same poem. However, there is no indication that these two initial stanzas are intended 

as be part of Hrafnsmál; the other stanzas show themselves as part of Hrafnsmál through 

the use of phrases like “Svá segir Þormóðr Trefilsson í Hrafnsmálum” (so says Þormóðr 

Trefilsson in Hrafnsmál)143 or “orti Þórmóðr Trefilsson í Hrafnsmálum vísu þessa” (spoke 

Þormóðr Trefilsson in Hrafnsmál this stanza).144  

Therefore, it makes sense to only look at the significance of the usage of ravens 

in the last three stanzas which are definitely part of the same poem, regardless of whether 

Hrafnsmál once included stanzas that have been lost to time. In the last three stanzas, 

there are two instances where the raven is used in some way. The first example can be 

seen in the first stanza that is specifically mentioned to be from Hrafnsmál: 

Saddi svangrædir 

sara dyn baru 

orns a ulfs virdi 

i alfta firdi145 

[…] 

 

[The wounds’ feeder of the swan satisfied the 

hunger of the eagle, with the bounty of the wolf 

at Álftafjörðr…] 

                                                           
142 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 206. In Finnur Jónsson’s edition, he uses ‘ma veifar’, but here I have used a 

variant noted by himself.  
143 Eyrbyggja saga (1935), p. 124. 
144 Eyrbyggja saga (1935), p. 156. 
145 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 206. 
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On the surface level this is another typical usage of another bird to denote raven, but in 

the following lines a complete beasts of battle trope is used to set the atmosphere of the 

battlefield. In the trope the raven is mentioned, in the guise of a swan (‘svangrædir’), as 

part of a kenning for a warrior, as are the eagle and the wolf, which are described as 

being fed by this same warrior. The raven is not only mentioned by the means of a 

kenning but is also the animal that is most directly associated with the warrior in this 

stanza. On the other hand, both the eagle and wolf are mentioned by name, rather than 

through kennings, which follows the common way of making beasts of battle tropes from 

Old English poetry, since they did not rely so heavily upon kennings to make the 

syllables fit within the form of the poem. In this example, using the kenning rather than 

simply naming the raven directly, is most likely done because the skald needed more 

syllables than there are in the word ‘hrafn’.  

The last mention of ravens in this version of Hrafnsmál connects with another 

aforementioned associate of the raven, namely the valkyrja. In the very last stanza of 

Hrafnsmál the fight at Bitra is described as follows: 

Baud vard I bitro 

brad hygg  

ar feingu 

giorvi gnogs stinnar 

giodum sigr flioda 

lagu lifs Vanir 

leidendr hafreidar 

þrir fyri þrek stæri 

þar feck rafn væri.146 

 

  

                                                           
146 Finnur Jónsson (1967), p. 207. 
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[(A) fight happened in Bitra; It seemed (to me 

that) the bidder of plentiful wat gave spoils to the 

eagle of the battle-woman; three sea-riders laid 

life-void before the doer of great deeds. There 

the raven got its worth.] 

The raven is here connected with the valkyrja through the kenning ‘gjoðum sigfljóða’ 

(the eagle of the battle-woman). The translation of this specific kenning is debatable, since 

the word ‘gjóðr’ does not have a satisfactory translation. Finnur Jónsson is not certain 

how to describe the word, opting to simply translate it to “örneart” (species of eagle), and 

then mentioning how the word is used in kennings for ravens as well as eagles.147 

Furthermore, in some translations the word that is used for ‘gjóðr’ is ‘chough’, removing 

the word from Finnur Jónsson’s notion of its being related to eagles, and instead 

connecting it more to corvids, although the idea of the skald using ‘gjóðr’ in the 

meaning of ‘chough’, which is not a native bird to Iceland, but rather to the British Isles, 

may not be plausible. Even more confusing, is the mix-up of the word ‘sigfljóðr’ with 

that of ‘sigfljótr’ as seen in the Danish translation by Rolf Stavnem, where the line is 

translated as “… byderen af kraftfuld krig beredte | kamp-flodens ørne bytte (the bidder 

of vigorous war prepared | the bounty of the eagles of the battle-flood).”148 Given that the 

word transcribed by Finnur Jónsson is spelled with a ‘d’ and not a ‘t’, this could indicate 

a simple misunderstanding from Stavnem’s side. I will therefore opt for interpreting the 

word as ‘fljóðr’ instead of ‘fljótr’. Although there is some discrepancy as to whether the 

word ‘gjóðr’ means eagle or corvid, considering the aforementioned connection 

between valkyrjur and ravens (see 2.2), the most plausible interpretation of ‘gjóðum 

sigfljóða’ is that the bird is a raven.  

                                                           
147 Finnur Jónsson (1931), p. 186. 
148 Stavnem (2014), p. 246. 
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Unlike Þorbjörn hornklofi, Þormóðr Trefilsson seems to be using the raven in 

a much more generic, formulaic way, which does not differ greatly from most other 

usages of ravens in kennings. Here he simply uses the ravens to refer to the greatness of 

his retainer, Snorri góði, and his skills as a warrior – just as we examined in a range of 

poems in chapter 2. 

 

3.1.3. Sturla Þorðarson 

The last poem is by the Icelandic poet Sturla Þorðarson. A lot more is known of this 

skald, as the story of his life has been recorded in Sturlunga saga, attributed, for the 

most part, to his own writing. He was born as the second son to Þórðr Sturluson in 1214 

in Iceland, making him the nephew of Snorri Sturluson. From 1251-1252 he was 

lögsögumaður in Iceland and was connected to the Norwegian court through his family 

ties. After having been appointed lögmaður by the Norwegian king from 1272-82, Sturla 

went to Norway to the court of king Magnús lagabætir.149 He was commissioned to 

compose poems about Magnús’ father, Hákon Hákonarson (also known as Hákon 

gamli), who was king of Norway from 1217 until his death on the Orkney Islands in 

1263, as well as poems about the current king himself, whereof only fragments of 

Magnusdrápa survives.  

The poem Hrafnsmál was one of several praise poems that Sturla Þorðarson 

wrote about Hákon Hákonarson while he was at the court of Magnús lagabætir150. It is 

presumably written around 1264, based on its speaking of battles fought in 1263 and of 

Hákon’s death that same year. The poem consists of 20 stanzas found interspersed with 

                                                           
149 Gade (2012), p. 727. 
150 Other such poems include Hákonarkvíða, Hákonarflokkr, and Hrynhenda. 
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the prose of Hákonar saga Hákonarsonar in for example Flateyjarbók. It retells the story 

of the campaigns which Hákon gamli went on to the Western and Northern Isles in 1263 

shortly before his death.151 It is written in Haðarlag (Hǫðr’s metre), and shares many 

similarities with the aforementioned poem by Þormóðr Trefilsson, leading to the notion 

that Sturla Þórðarson may have used Þormóðr Trefilsson’s Hrafnsmál as inspiration for 

his own poem as suggested by Kari Ellen Gade.152 However, Haðarlag, although an 

uncommon metre to use, is seen used by Sturla in other poems than Hrafnsmál, as some 

of the poetry of Sturlunga saga is written in this metre. This could indicate that Sturla 

was already well-versed in the metre, and therefore simply stuck with something he 

already knew, as opposed to him necessarily having copied Þormóðr Trefilsson’s work. 

Although using the same title as Þormóðr about his poem may suggest that Sturla knew 

of the other Hrafnsmál, it does not necessarily mean that he outright copied Þormóðr’s 

work. The name Hrafnsmál is given in Flateyjarbók whenever the stanzas are used in 

Hákonar saga Hákonarsaga by using phrases such as ‘… sem hér segir í Hrafnsmálum ok 

Sturla kvað’ (as is said in Hrafnsmál and Sturla spoke) and “Sva segir í Hrafnsmálum” 

(Such [it] is said in Hrafnsmál).153 This is once again similar to the way Þormóðr 

Trefilsson’s poem is interspersed in Eyrbyggja saga (see 3.1.2).  

Ravens in this poem are scarce, but they are used in a similar way to how they 

have been used in the other two poems regarding kennings. The first mention of a raven 

is in stanza nine, when Sturla is describing Hákon’s warriors on their way across Kintyre, 

and how they slew many men in Scotland, on their campaigning in 1263 before Hákon’s 

death: 

  

                                                           
151 Andersson (1922). 
152 Gade (2009), p. 727. 
153 Flatyjarbók (1945), pp. 579 + 586. 



MA-thesis  Kristine Mærsk Werner 

Viking and Medieval Norse Studies  Spring 2019 

55 

 

[…] 

Söddu svartklædda 

sóknar dynhróka 

bragnar byrgegnir 

brands á Skotlandi.154 

 

[… the men, (who were) reliable in the fair wind 

of the sword, satisfied the black-clad din-rooks of 

battle in Scotland.] 

As mentioned, this is another typical use of the raven in relation to the killings done by 

the warriors that travel across Scotland, and how these killings keep the ravens satisfied. 

Furthermore, we see another corvid being used to denote raven, namely ‘hróka’ (rook). 

The use of the word ‘dynhróka’ as opposed to simply saying ‘dynhrafna’ cannot be due 

to syllables, since both ‘dynhróka’ and ‘dynhrafna’ have the same number of syllables. 

However, it may be connected to the alliteration possibilities between ‘sóknar’ and 

‘hróka’, which ‘hrafna’ would have excluded. The use of ‘hróka’ may also have 

something to do with the distinctive noise which comes from a rookery, which is also 

the reasoning behind the English name.155 The noise of the battle was connected to the 

cawing and croaking of the corvids over the corpses,156 and the fact that ‘hróka’ is 

connected to the word ‘dyn’ (din), and thereby used to indicate this noise in a poem 

about a campaign in the British Isles, makes sense, as the rook was a common sight in 

those areas.  

                                                           
154 Gade (2009), pp. 734-5. 
155 The word ‘rook’ comes from the latin ‘crōcīere’ which means to croak. "rook, n.1". OED Online. 

March 2019. Oxford University Press. 

http://www.oed.com.ep.fjernadgang.kb.dk/view/Entry/167278?rskey=I4Xn6z&result=1&isAdvanced

=false (accessed April 02, 2019).  
156 Jorgensen (2009), p. 322. 
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In the following stanza, the image of a raven flying above Hákon’s men is 

presented. Here the raven is presented as ‘hreyfðis hrafn’157 (gloating raven), using a word 

that is interpreted as ‘moving in a gloating manner’, and which is only seen used about 

ravens in poetry.158 Once again, unlike in Old English poetry, the raven here is viewed 

as a good omen, gloating because of the number of bodies it is being presented with 

from Hákon’s men, as opposed to gloating over the imminent death of Hákon’s army. 

Another raven in a later stanza of the poem, is used in a more sinister way, as it is 

described to feed of off the body of the fallen Perus, who mistakenly depended on 

warriors that turned out not to live up to their reputation: 

Fylduz fjörseldum  

frammi valgammar 

– hverr man hringþverris 

hefna – auðstefni.159 

 

[The battle-vultures filled themselves with the 

lifeless generous man; who will avenge the ring-

giver?]. 

Here, the role of the raven is to show what happens to those who put their faith in the 

wrong people. The fact that Perus trusted a group of warriors that did not live up to 

their reputation means that the raven has to find his fill elsewhere, which in this case 

means the fall of both himself and his warriors. 

 

                                                           
157 Gade (2009), pp. 735-6. 
158 Finnur Jónsson (1931), p. 281. 
159 Gade (2009), p. 743. 
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3.2. Hrafnsmálar: A Generic Title? 

It has been suggested that the name Hrafnsmál could be a common name for a generic 

type of poem,160 and I will therefore examine the strength of this claim. Clunies Ross 

only mentions the two Hrafnsmál by Þormóðr Trefilsson and Sturla Þórðarson, since 

these have the title mentioned already in the manuscripts in which they are transmitted. 

Haraldskvæði or Hrafnsmál by Þorbjörn hornklofi, is not named thusly in any of the 

transmitted occurrences of the poem, which means that the name has been given to the 

poem in later years, most likely when Munch and Unger first assembled it in the 19th 

century. It cannot be justified to consider the three poems to all be part of a common 

tradition, since only two of them are known under the name Hrafnsmál (presumably) 

from the composition onwards, whereas the one by Þorbjörn hornklofi has been given 

that name later on. However, there is a possibility that the two later poems by Þormóðr 

and Sturla be inspired by the older poem by Þorbjörn hornklofi, if not on a syntactic 

level perhaps in terms of content. Therefore, it may be interesting to further examine 

the way the raven is used, as well as the similarities between the three poems, to 

determine if there is some connection between them. 

The primary common denominator between the three poems is the focus on 

the praising of kings or jarls. Þormóðr Trefilsson uses the poem to tell of the deeds of 

his retainer, jarl Snorri góði, and Þorbjörn hornklofi and Sturla Þórðarson are both 

skalds at the royal court of Norway under the rule of king Haraldr hárfagri and Magnús 

lagabætir, son of Hákon Hákonarson, respectively. This is a common use of skaldic 

poetry, similar to the Germanic Preislied tradition.161 In all three poems the raven is used 

to relate the greatness of each of the people that are described, by using the connection 

                                                           
160 Clunies Ross (2005), p. 33. 
161 Kuhn (1939). 
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between the prowess of a warrior and how well he favours the raven. Especially in 

Þorbjörn hornklofi’s poem, the ravens are described to follow the king, because they 

know that he will keep them fed.162 The notion of birds following kings is not a new 

one, as the relationship between kings and birds has been researched in depth by 

Timothy Bourns, who looks specifically at the connection between kingship and 

understanding the language of birds.163 It has been noted above that ravens are 

considered to be messengers of knowledge, at least in the case of Huginn and Muninn 

who each day fly out from Valhöll to bring back news for Óðinn.164 In the case of 

Hrafnsmál by Þorbjörn hornklofi, it seemS that the raven character is also a collector of 

knowledge, if only specifically concerning king Haraldr hárfagri. Furthermore, Bourns 

starts his paper by pointing to the fact that birds overall are known to be a link between 

the human world and the next world (i.e. the afterlife) in religions across the globe, 

especially the Native Americans and Saami.165 In the case of ravens, it seems that they 

are not only collectors of knowledge, but also companions to the warriors about whom 

they collect knowledge, as is the case in Hrafnsmál by Þorbjörn hornklofi.  

As has been seen in the walkthrough of the raven kennings, the raven seems to 

have a close relationship with warriors overall, whether this is a specific warrior or not. 

Wherever there is battle, the raven will be found. Therefore, it makes sense that the 

raven developed a relationship with these warriors, in the same way that they have 

developed relationships with humans throughout history, as in the example of farm 

ravens in Iceland.166 The raven grew to be a supportive companion to the warrior 

                                                           
162 Fulk (2012), p. 97. 
163 Bourns (2013).  
164 Faulkes (2005), p. 32. 
165 Bourns (2013), pp. 8-9. 
166 Hjálmar Bárðarson (1986), p. 234. 
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whenever a battle or fight would be imminent, which would boost the moral and give 

the hopes of a positive outcome. The idea of the raven being the trusty companion of 

the warrior, could suggest the reasoning behind the naming of these three poems. 

Although the Hrafnsmál by Þorbjörn hornklofi should not be considered as part of the 

collective Hrafnsmálar, it is still interesting to examine the name, for the sake of the 

two other poems. The name itself has been discussed to some length, and it is 

continuously not established whether the word ‘mál’ should be taken to mean ‘speech’ 

or ‘meal’. Although the common interpretation is that of ‘raven’s speech’,167 the fact of 

the matter is that only in one of the Hrafnsmál-named poems does a raven speak: the 

one by Þorbjörn hornklofi. Therefore, it might be necessary to consider the other 

possible meaning of the name, which is that the ‘mál’ part of the title is better translated 

to ‘meal’. This is rationalised by Kari Ellen Gade because of the “birds of prey taking 

pleasure in the carnage” as well as the imagery of ravens and eagles feasting,168 which is 

also mentioned as a rationale by Margaret Clunies Ross.169 The idea that the original 

meaning of the title, Hrafnsmál, should be that of ‘raven’s feast’ as opposed to ‘raven’s 

speech’ makes the addition of the title onto Þorbjörn hornklofi’s poem a possible 

misinterpretation, as early scholarship on the matter seems to have favoured the 

translation of ‘speech’.170 However, there is one interpretation that does not emerge in 

debates about how to translate the poems’ title: ‘mál’ as ‘matter/subject’.171 The 

interpretation would then not be related to what the raven says, or what the raven eats, 

but rather to what concerns or interests the raven. This interpretation would then also 

                                                           
167 Gade (2012), p. 727. 
168 Gade (2012), p. 727. 
169 Clunies Ross (2005), p. 33. 
170 Finnur Jónsson (1894-1901), vol. I, p. 480. 
171 Finnur Jónsson (1931), p. 396. 
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lend to the idea that the ravens are collectors of knowledge as well as followers of kings. 

Therefore, praise poems of kings and their exploits – especially their battle exploits – 

would be ‘in the interest of the raven’. 

Whereas the poem written by Sturla Þórðarson has taken obvious inspiration 

from Þormóðr Trefilsson’s Hrafnsmál, the case of Þorbjörn hornklofi’s poem seems to 

be a little more convoluted. It cannot be said for certain whether Þorbjörn hornklofi’s 

poem would have been considered on par with the two other Hrafnsmálar, for if the 

three would even have been considered part of the same genre in the Middle Ages. All 

three poems, however, are considered praise poems, though it has been argued that 

Þorbjörn hornklofi’s version is more influenced by the West Germanic verse, and that 

it may therefore be a new version of the tradition Old Norse version of the praise 

poem.172 However, this still places the poem alongside other praise poems such as the 

two other Hrafnsmálar, which may be more traditional in execution, but nevertheless 

still uses the raven kenning in a similar manner to Þorbjörn hornklofi. Whether there is 

cause to believe that Hrafnsmál is a general title for a specific subgenre of  praise poems, 

is not possible to say, since only two of the three were thusly named at their supposed 

composition. However, it is safe to say that all three poems show a common trait in 

connecting the raven to the king, and if we are to interpret the word ‘hrafnsmál’ as ‘the 

matter of the raven’, this sheds an interesting light on the idea of ravens being connected 

to kings in a similar way that valkyrjur are. Looking at ravens as collectors of knowledge 

and followers of kings lends the presence of them at the battlefield a whole new 

meaning, since they are then not only there as gluttonous carrion eaters, but possibly 

there to follow their chosen kings. 

                                                           
172 Kuhn (1939), p. 220; Beck (1986). 
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Chapter 4: Conclusion 

What does the raven kenning mean? Is it purely a literary motif? In many ways, that the 

raven kenning seems to concur with most other raven imagery used within the Germanic 

tradition. As seen in both Old English and Old Norse poetry the raven is a staple of the 

battlefield, commonly found with its beak full of blood and gore or flying gloatingly 

above the clashing of swords and breaking of shields waiting to get its fill. Where the 

two traditions differ is in the tone of the discourse used about ravens, which appears 

more positive within the Old Norse poetic tradition. Here ravens are looked upon with 

respect and admiration, and their coming is even anticipated by warriors before battle. 

In this paper, I have demonstrated how the raven kenning seems part of the established 

idea that those who favours the raven will gain reward, which can be seen in the way 

that the ravens are ‘offered’ the slain, as opposed to greedily taking them (see chapter 

2.2.3). The raven as a kenning is seen almost exclusively within the context of battle or 

blood as moral boosts for the armies going into the fray. However, it has also been noted 

how the warriors seem to give a certain amount of respect to the birds, as they find it 

an honour to be able to feed them. It has been suggested that this way of describing the 

birds within a literary discourse of sacrifice and offering could be leftover semi-divine 

associations to the god Óðinn and his valkyrjur.  

Further, this thesis sought to delve deeper into the possibility of Hrafnsmál 

being part of a generic title, as suggested by Margaret Clunies Ross.173 Through the 

analysis of the three poems of this name, the idea of them all being part of a generic 

title form becomes implausible, since not all of them were given the title of Hrafnsmál 

at the composition. This, however, does not exclude the possibility of a generic 

                                                           
173 Clunies Ross (2005), p. 33.  
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framework for the use of raven kennings, as suggested by Frederic Amory.174 As 

established, raven kennings are used in a very specific setting, as they are only seen in 

the vicinity of battle and corpses. In all three of the poems, however, the raven does 

seem to favour the kings or jarls. As mentioned above, the idea that Hrafnsmál may be 

taken to mean “the matter of the raven” sheds light on the possibility of the raven as a 

collector of knowledge and interests. Thus, rather than merely being a literary motif at 

the scene of a battle, the raven also plays an active role in being at the battle. 

The matter of the raven within Old Norse tradition, both literary and otherwise, 

is by no means completed with this thesis. One thing that could be delved into much 

further is the later development of the raven within Scandinavia, as there seems to be a 

difference in the development in Iceland as opposed to the mainland countries, such as 

Denmark.175 Here, I refer to the later development within the other Scandinavian 

countries, where the crow and raven became associated with witchcraft as well as death. 

In Iceland it seems that this development was much more subdued, with corvids still 

earning a lot of respect and favouritism within both folklore and literature in general.176 

This could also further a look into the connection or disconnection between the words 

‘hrafn’ and ‘kráka’ and whether or not the two are interchangeable. In the above, I have 

suggested the possibility of the word ‘kráka’ being a heiti for ‘hrafn’, based on the 

mention of this within Snorra Edda, although later development may have made this 

impossible in some cases.  

The raven has fascinated people all over the world for centuries, and as 

mentioned, this thesis only examines a single aspect of this complex bird. However, I 

                                                           
174 Amory (1988), p. 94. 
175 It can be seen in the Danish language that they developed a more negative association with the corvids. 

As an example, the word ‘uvejrskrage’ (bad weather crow) about a person that brings bad news.  
176 See for example the aforementioned Krummasaga.  
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believe it is safe to say that the raven within Old Norse skaldic poetry seems to have a 

different aspect to it compared to other birds - particularly since it seems that all other 

birds mentioned in skaldic poetry, are actually a heiti for raven (see chapter 2.1.2). No 

matter what, this intriguing bird appears to have developed a positive reputation within 

Icelandic folklore, which may or may not have emerged from the skaldic poetry that 

used it, and which lives on to this day. Whether following a king, or settling at a 

farmstead in rural Iceland, the raven seems to know that “Guð launar fyrir hrafninn”. 
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