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Utdrattur

| Gesta Danorum eftir Saxo Grammaticus asamt Snorra-Eddu og Heimskringlu, premur af
mikilvaegustu sagnaritum Nordurlanda fra upphafi 13. aldar, er notast vid evhemerisma til ad
skyra traarbrégd hinna heidnu forfedra. Grundvallarhugmynd evhemerismans er st ad gudir
séu menn sem hafi post vera eda verid endurttlkadir sem gudir og petta var eitt af helstu
hugmyndum sem héfundar midalda notudu til ad skilgerina heidna trd. 1 ritgerdinni er synt fram
a serkenni hins norreena evhemerisma sem er birtingarmynd hugmyndarinnar fra midéldum sem
snyr ekki ad grisk-romverskum gudum. Samanburdur & verkum Saxo og ritum Snorra syna ad
pratt fyrir augljés likindi vid fyrstu syn pjona evhemerismar frasagnir peirra gjorolikum
hugmyndafraedilegum tilgangi: Saxo leggur arherslu & sérstodu danska konungsrikisins sem
hann vill syna sem sjalfsteett riki en hja Snorra er evhemerisminn hluti ordredu um edli
konungsvalds, takmarkanir pess og utbreidslu. Ennfremur er rokstutt med hlidsjon af
fjoImdrgum midaldatextum ad evhemerisk adferdarfraedi felur ekki einungis i sér ad manngera

gudi heldur felur hun einnig i sér algjéra endurgerd godsagnakenndrar heimsfraedi.
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1. Introduction: whose mythology?

1.1. The Scope of the Study

pessi eru nofn langfegda Ynglinga ok Breidfirdinga:

I. Yngvi Tyrkjakonungr. Il. Njordr Sviakonungr. Ill. Freyr. Il Fjolnir, s& es do at
Friofroda. [...] XXXVI. Gellir, fadir peira borkels, fodur Brands, ok borgils, foour mins,
en ek heitik Ari.!

(These are the names of the male ancestors of the Ynglings and the people of Breidafjordor

L. Yngvi king of the Turks. II. Njordr king of the Swedes. II1. Freyr. IIII. Fjolnir, who died
at Frid-Frodi’s. [...] XXXVI. Gellir, father of borkell — father of Brandr — and of porgill,
my father, and | am called Ari.)?

islendingabok (c. 1130), one of the earliest known Icelandic works of literature written in the
vernacular closes on this genealogy. Here, the author, Ari borgilsson, also known as Ari inn
frodi (the Wise), connects himself with the Norwegian dynasty of the Ynglingar, and, at the
same time, with two figures otherwise known to be Old Norse gods in sources such as Snorri’s
Edda and the Poetic Edda,® Njordr and Freyr. If Ari also knew these two figures as gods of the
pre-Christian Scandinavian pantheon, then this genealogy would be one of the earliest, and
simplest expressions of the euhemeristic theory in Scandinavia. This theory, named after the
ancient Greek author of the third century BCE, Euhemerus of Messene, could be summarized as
the idea according to which the pagan gods were, in fact, wrongfully deified mortal kings. Or,
as summarized by Syrithe Pugh in her introduction to one of the most recent monographs on

Euhemerism:

L Ari borgilsson, Islendingabok. Landnamabok, ed. Jakob Benediktsson, islenzk fornrit 1 (Reykjavik: Hid islenzka
fornritafélag, 1986), 27-28.

2 Ari borgilsson, islendingabok, Kristni Saga: The Book of the Icelanders, the Story of the Conversion, trans. Sian
Granlie (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2006), 14.

3 Unless specified otherwise, all quotations from the Poetic Edda are from Ursula Dronke, ed. and trans., The
Poetic Edda, vol. 2, Mythological Poems, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997). All quotations from Snorri’s Edda are
from Snorri Sturluson, Edda: prologue and Gylfaginning, ed. Anthony Faulkes, Viking Society for Northern
Research (London: Oxford university press, 1982); Snorri Sturluson, Edda: Skaldskaparmal. 1. Introduction, Text
and Notes, ed. Anthony Faulkes, vol. 1, (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 1998); Snorri Sturluson,
Edda: Hattatal, ed. Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern Research, 2007); Snorri Sturluson,
The Uppsala Edda, ed. Heimir Palsson, trans. Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for Northern Research,
2012) depending on the section of the work quoted and the manuscript discussed. Snorri’s quotations of Eddic
stanzas are quoted from Snorri’s Edda itself and not from Dronke’s edition.
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the idea that the Greek gods were actually men and women, who lived their lives among
other men and women at some point in the past, and who ultimately died, as men and

women always do, and were buried.*

These definitions are simplifications. They only roughly summarize Euhemerus” work and do
not account for the different versions of the theory produced throughout antiquity and the
medieval period. They are nonetheless convenient generalizations, and I will use them before |
produce a more developed definition of the theory.® In this quote, Pugh specifically links
euhemerism with Greek gods. She nevertheless recognizes in the same chapter that a similar
theory applied to the gods from another religious tradition could also be labelled as
euhemerism.® Significantly Pugh mentions Saxo Grammaticus and Snorri Sturluson as
examples for non-Greco-Roman versions of the theories. To Pugh, applying euhemerism to a
non-Greco-Roman mythology is reasonable but also an extension of the primary meaning of
the word. Indeed, from its origin in ancient Greece and throughout its history in Rome and
medieval Europe, euhemerism has been essentially used in relation to Greco-Roman religion
which was, along with biblical depiction of polytheism, the main pagan tradition known in
ancient Europe. In that regard the occurrence of this theory in 13" century Scandinavia is an
original development of the theory. For the first time in medieval Christian Europe the theory
was applied to gods which were neither Greek, Roman, nor from the Old Testament. As we will
see this change of perspective was not only superficial. The medieval Scandinavian authors did
not merely replace the names of classical deities by Old Norse theonyms but also used their

own mythological tradition to produce original euhemeristic narratives.

This thesis is about these original Old Norse euhemeristic narratives. As we shall see, several
euhemeristic narratives had been translated from Latin or European vernacular languages into
Old Norse during the Middle Ages. These texts are important witnesses of the transmission and
reception of the euhemeristic theory in Scandinavia. I will not study these translations for
themselves but for their influence on the original Scandinavian works. Jacob Hobson remarked
that the form of many Old Norse euhemeristic narratives remains relatively stable during the

Middle Ages and did not significantly differ from the traditional medieval and biblical model.’

4 Syrithe Pugh, “Introduction,” in Euhemerism and Its Uses. The Mortal Gods, ed. Syrithe Pugh, Routledge Studies
in Renaissance and Early Modern Worlds of Knowledge (London: Routledge, 20021), 1.
5 See section 1.4.
8 Pugh, “Introduction,” 14.
7 Jacob Hobson, “Euhemerism and the Veiling of History in Early Scandinavian Literature,” The Journal of
English and Germanic Philology 116, no. 1 (January 2017): 43.
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| agree with this statement in regard to the corpus he studied. Hobson, however, did not touch
on the prologue to the Edda nor on the Gesta Danorum in his study, which, as | shall
demonstrate, challenge the notion of an unoriginal Old Norse euhemerism which would merely

reproduce its models with little modifications.

The identification of several Old Norse narratives as euhemeristic has been remarked of long,
and generally came from Old Norse scholars themselves rather than from classicists. Many Old
Norse scholars have used the term ‘euhemerism’ or related terms to characterize some passages
found in medieval Scandinavian sources, mostly, the prose Edda, Heimskringla, and the Gesta
Danorum.® Most often, modern scholars use the term to conveniently refer to the medieval
description of the Old Norse gods as human beings. Yet, the notion that the concept of
euhemerism may pertinently be applied to these passages is not unanimously accepted and
while it was defended by some scholars as Jonas Wellendorf and Jacob Hobson,® others, such
as Heinrich Beck and Jan Alexander VVan Nahl, argued that the concept of analogy was better
suited to speak of Snorri’s relation to Old Norse mythology.!® However, in the absence of a
clear specific definition of what is euhemerism, these discussions over the pertinence of this
concept in Old Norse scholarship may be nothing else than semantical misunderstandings. In
fact, the word euhemerism is used in Old Norse scholarship to define rather different types of

narratives and, as | will show, not all of them relate in the same manner to the theory.

In this introduction, I will first identify the passages in the medieval Scandinavian sources
which have been commonly labeled as euhemeristic. | will proceed in chronological order and
summarize the scholarly discussion regarding the euhemeristic nature of these texts. | will then
proceed to defend the idea that euhemerism is a relevant concept to characterize and study those
passages. My defense of the concept of euhemerism will be divided into two parts. At first, |

will use the word “euhemerism” in its simplest and most common definition, that is the idea

8 See for instance John Lindow, Norse Mythology, a Guide to the Gods, Heroes, Rituals, and Beliefs (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2001), 22; Snorri Sturluson, Heimskringla I, ed. Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, islenzk fornrit
26 (Reykjavik: Hid islenzka fornritafélag, 1941), xxxii; Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum, The History of the
Danes, ed. Karsten Friis-Jensen, trans. Peter Fisher, Oxford Medieval Texts (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2015), L:xlii-xliii; John Lindow, “Some Thoughts on Saxo’s Euhemerism,” in Writing down the Myths (Turnhout:
Brepols, 2012), 241-254; Hobson, “Euhemerism and the Veiling of History,” 24-44.

® Jonas Wellendorf, “Middelalderlige perspektiver pa norrgn mytologi - allegorier og typologier,” Edda: Nordisk
Tidsskrift for Litteraturforskning 113 (2011): 289-312; Hobson, “Euhemerism and the Veiling of History,” 24-44.
10 See Heinrich Beck, “Snorri Sturlusons Mythologie: Euhemerismus oder Analogie,” in Snorri Sturluson -
Historiker, Dichter, Politiker, ed. Heinrich Beck, Wilhelm Heizmann, and Jan Alexander Van Nahl,
Ergénzungsbénde zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 85 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), 1-21; and
Jan Alexander Van Nahl, Snorri Sturlusons Mythologie und die Mittelalterliche Theologie, Ergadnzungsbénde zum
Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 81 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2013), 84-88.
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that the Old Norse gods were humans impersonating gods. | will show that the passages
traditionally labelled as euhemeristic in the Old Norse sources do share common characteristics
distinct from other types of discourse on Old Norse myths. For this purpose, | will in this
introduction discuss how these narratives may be approached as myths and explain the different
advantages provided by myth theory in their study. In this I will show how myth theory helps
us to identify objective characteristics which allow us to classify Christian discourses on Old
Norse myths into different sub-categories, euhemerism being one of them. I will then
summarize the essential research questions addressed in this thesis. Then, I will discuss the
different scholarly definitions of euhemerism, and the history of the concept from antiquity to
the medieval period. | will end by evaluating how the different medieval Scandinavian sources
relate to this concept.

1.2.The Sources
1.2.1. The Gesta Danorum

1.2.1.1. Manuscript History

No complete medieval manuscript of the Gesta Danorum (The Deeds of the Danes) has
survived to this day. Saxo’s work is thus known through a modern edition from 1514, the editio
princeps (A), three medieval fragments, a 17" century copy of a medieval fragment, a 14"
century abbreviation known as the Compendium Saxonis, and quotations from the Vetus
chronica Sialandie (c. 1300) as well as by the German humanist Albert Krantz. | will now list

and describe these textual testimonies, starting with the medieval fragments:

An  Copenhagen, Det Konglige Bibliotek, NKS 869 g 4°, parchment, four folios, c.
1200. Known as the Angers fragment, An was previously held in Angers and
was first identified as a fragment of the Gesta Danorum in 1878. The text from
An extends from 1.3.1 to 1.4.8.1

BD  Copenhagen, Det Konglige Bibliotek, NKS 570 2°, parchment, two fragments
from one folio and one folio, c. 1300. BD refers to three fragments from the
same manuscript. NKS 570 2° I, A and B (B) are known as the Kall Rasmussen’s

fragment. They are two pieces from the same leaf. NKS 570 2° 1l (D) is known

11 Gesta Danorum, lii.



as the Lassen’s fragment and is a complete leaf from the same manuscript as B.
The two fragments are collectively referred to as BD. These fragments
respectively extend from VI1.5.5 to V1.5.17 and V11.1.2 to V11.2.3.1?

E Copenhagen, Det Konglige Bibliotek NKS 570 2°, parchment, fragment from
one folio, ¢. 1300. Known as the Plesner fragment (E) is part of the same
collection as BD and thus has the same shelf mark but is from a different
manuscript. The text from E extends from XIV.35.4 to X1V.36.4%3

C Copenhagen, Det Konglige Bibliotek, GKS 2358, 1V, 4°. Pages 3015 to 3017. C
is the description and collation of the now lost Laverentzen’s fragment (C*)
copied c. 1690 by Otto Sperling in his Commentarius de nummo Runico
Rosencrantzii aliisqve antiqvitatibus Septentr. The text from C extends from
V1.8.8 to VI1.9.4 and from V1.9.19 to VI1.1.7.%

The relation between the medieval fragments and the indirect textual tradition has been the
subject of scholarly discussions. Ellen Jargensen thought BD to be a fragment of the manuscript
on which A was based. Her argumentation relied on the presence of two words corrections from
the 15" century on the manuscript which were indeed corresponding to the choices of words of
A.1> As Friis-Jensen noted, the fragment is too small for the comparison to be conclusive.
According to Friis-Jensen, BD also presents too many individual errors to be likely a fragment
of the manuscript of A.1® As Friis-Jensen noted, An contains sections of text which are not
present in other versions of the Gesta Danorum but which nevertheless contain quotations from
Valerius Maximus, Saxo’s most important literary model. This fact makes it likely that the

author at the origin of An is also the one at the origin of A.Y

Beside these direct textual testimonies, the Gesta Danorum is also known through quotations
and abbreviations in other texts. The oldest of these indirect testimonies is the Vetus chronica

Sialandie'® from the early 14™ century. This chronicle quotes the Gesta Danorum XI1.3.1 to

12 Gesta Danorum, liii-liv.

13 Gesta Danorum, liv.

14 Gesta Danorum, liv-Iv.

5 Ellen Jorgensen, “Chr. Pedersens Saxocodex,” in Et Saxoproblem. Angers-Fragmenterne og Christiern
Pedersen, ed. Victor Madsen (Copenhagen: C.A. Reitzels Forlag, 1930), 35-43.

16 Gesta Danorum, liv.

17 Gesta Danorum, liii.

18 Martin Clarentius Gertz, ed., Scriptores Minores Historiee Danicee Medii Z&vi, Selskabet for udgivelse af kilder
til Dansk historie (G. E. C. Gad, 1918), 2:20-72.

5



X11.3.3,% X11.6.6,° XIV.40.12,% and XIV.40.1.22 The author of the Vetus chronica Sialandie
explicitly calls the work Gesta Danorum in all these quotations and even calls the author Saxo
longus (Saxo the tall) in his second quotation of the work, thus making the Vetus chronica
Sialandie the oldest medieval work to unquestionably connect the text of the Gesta Danorum

with the name Saxo.

The Gesta Danorum was also known in the late Middle Ages through the Compendium
Saxonis,? an abbreviation of Saxo’s text from the first half of the 14" century which itself
serves as an introduction for the Chronica Jutensis which starts when the Gesta Danorum starts
and ends during the reign of Valdemar IV. The Compendium Saxonis is important for this
discussion in regard to its relationship with Saxo’s final work. Emil Rathsach argued in 1920
that the base version of the Gesta Danorum used for the Compendium was the manuscripts to
which belonged An and that some of the margin additions in An were in fact from the author
of the compendium himself.?* The identification of the third hand’s additions has been
contradicted by Anders Leegaard Knudsen® and Karsten Friis-Jensen.?® However, as lvan
Boserup argued, only the identification of the third hand as the author of the Compendium has
been disproved, not the hypothesis of the Compendium deriving from the Angers Fragment’s
manuscript.?” As Boserup showed, the reference marks of the margin additions in An display a
sequence of clauses for Scioldus’ life which is also found in the Compendium. This sequence
seems to have been later disregarded by Saxo himself as it is found in a different order in A. If
Friis-Jensen’s stemma was exact, which he maintained in his 2015 edition without mentioning
Boserup’s contradiction, this similitude could only be explained as a coincidence for there is,
in his conception, no direct link between An and the Compendium Saxonis. Hence, the author
of the Compendium Saxonis would have disregarded the sequence of clauses of x and

fortuitously recreated the same one which is also displayed in An. As Boserup noted, this

19 Gertz, Scriptores minores historie danicz, 2:25-26.
20 Gertz, Scriptores minores historiz danice, 2:27.
2L Gertz, Scriptores minores historiz danice, 2:41.
22 Gertz, Scriptores minores historiz danice, 2:47-48. On my use of the Gesta Danorum’s book division in my
quotation see next section, 1.2.1.2.
2 Gertz, Scriptores minores historiz danicae, 1:216-439.
24 Emil Rathsach, “Om den saakaldte 3. haand i Angersfragmentet af saxos Danmarkshistorie,” Aarbgger for
Nordisk oldkyndighed og historie 3, no. 10 (1920): 112-124.
% Anders Leegaard Knudsen, “Another Look at the so-Called Third Hand in the Angers Fragment of Saxo
Grammaticus,” Cahier de L institut du Moyen-Age grec et latin, no. 59 (1989): 359-365.
% Gesta Danorum, lix.
27 [van Boserup, “The Angers Fragment and the Archetype of the Compendium Saxonis,” Renassanceforum, no.
3(2007): 10-11.
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similitude is unlikely to be a coincidence and is far more easily explained by a direct
relationship between the Compendium Saxonis and An. Consequently, the Compendium
Saxonis must be a summary based on an early stage of development of the work such as is
visible in An. Thus, this text should be considered with great prudence in a discussion
concerning the medieval reception of Saxo’s work. I will thus treat the editio princeps as a

faithful version of the Gesta Danorum.

Even though the editio princeps and the Compendium Saxonis are based on two distinct textual
traditions, nearly all of the euhemeristic passages found in the editio princeps are also found in
a shortened form in the Compendium Saxonis. Both the Compendium Saxonis and the editio
princeps contain Saxo’s first euhemeristic digression on the pseudo-gods and places it in the
first book after the death of Gram.?® Both of them also contain Saxo’s second euhemeristic
digression which they both place in book one after Hadingus’ expedition in Gotland? as well
as the narrative regarding Balderus and Hatherus in book three.®® Only Saxo’s third and shortest
euhemeristic digression is not found in the Compendium Saxonis, which must not necessarily
mean that this passage did not exist in the manuscript used by the author of the Compendium
Saxonis as it could merely have been judged unimportant to the abbreviator. The Compendium
Saxonis is also important as it also refers to the author of the Gesta Danorum as Saxo, whom
he calls a “grammaticus”, and a native of Sjelland.®! Finally, the Gesta Danorum has also been
quoted extensively by the German humanist from Hamburg, Albert Krantz (1450-1517) who
claimed to quote the work verbatim in his Chronica regnorum aquilonarium?® which had been
published in Strasbourg in 1546 after Krantz’s death. As did the author of the Vetus chronica
Sialandie and the Compendium Saxonis, Krantz also referred to the author of the work as a
certain Sax0.3® As Friis-Jensen remarks, Krantz wrote this work between 1500 and 1504 and

could not have been influenced by the Christiern Pedersen editio princeps.®*

Beside these quotations and abbreviation, the original work of Saxo could have been easily
wiped out of history if not for the modern Danish humanist, Christiern Pedersen (1480-1554).

28 Gertz, Scriptores minores historiz Danice, 1: 222-223.

2 Gertz, Scriptores minores historize Danicee,1: 224-225.

30 Gertz, Scriptores minores historize Danicee, 1: 239-245.

31 Gertz, Scriptores Minores Historiee Danice, 1: 216. | discuss the question of Saxo’s identity in section 3.1.4.
32 Albert Krantz, Chronica Regnorum Aqvilonarium. Daniz, Sveti, Norvagiz. (Strasbourg: loannis Schottus,
1546).

3 Krantz, Chronica Regnorum Agvilonarium, 29. More on Krantz in Daniel Gotzen, “Krantz, Albert,” in
Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, Brill, (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 979-980.

34 Gesta Danorum, 2: lix-Ix.



In 1512, Lage Urne, the bishop of Roskilde sent a letter to Christiern Pedersen, canon of Lund,
and urged him to produce an edition of Saxo’s Gesta Danorum. According to Pedersen, a
complete manuscript of the Gesta Danorum was such a precious rarity that no one in Denmark
accepted to lend him one. Fortunately, the archbishop of Lund, Birger Gunnersen, agreed to
lend him a manuscript he had found in his own district. Pedersen then edited the text and
brought it to the Parisian printer Jodocus Badius Ascensius who printed the editio princeps,
also referred to as the Paris edition (A), of the Gesta Danorum in 1514. The Paris edition
remains to this day the only complete source for the Gesta Danorum. The lack of complete
medieval manuscripts makes the study of the Gesta Danorum a rather uncertain subject

regarding philological evidence to determine with exactitude the form of Saxo’s final work (x).

1.2.1.2. Presentation of the Text

Saxo Grammaticus completed the Gesta Danorum, his only known work, c. 1208.%° This
massive work, divided in sixteen books and a preface, is self-described as an account of
Denmark’s history®® and is written in Latin prosimetrum. The division of the Gesta Danorum
into sixteen books is most likely original, and both the editio princeps and the Compendium
Saxonis are divided into sixteen books. However, as lvan Boserup and Thomas Riis note, the
book division is not identical between these two versions of the works. As they argue, the two
book divisions reflect two ideologies which correspond to two stages of development of the
Gesta Danorum. The first book division, as attested in the Compendium Saxonis and in the
Angers fragment, conveys a royal ideology and results from the influence of Saxo’s first patron,
Absalon. The second book division, as it is attested in the editio princeps, conveys an
ecclesiastical ideology which would be the result of a revision of the work under the influence
of Saxo’s second patron, Anders Sunesen.®’ My object of study is Saxo’s final work, which is
the only version of the work known in its entirety, and which was the most well-known version

of the work as is attested by the medieval fragments which all agree with the editio princeps

3 As Saxo states, his first patron, Absalon, died before he could finish the Gesta Danorum. As such Saxo dedicated
his work to his second patron, Anders Sunesen. Hence, Saxo must have achieved the Gesta Danorum between
1201 and 1223 when Anders Sunesen was archbishop of Lund. Friis-Jensen narrowed this datation by noting that
Saxo does not mentions the Danish conquest of Estonia in 1219 but speak about Valdemar’s expedition in northern
Germany which could either refer to an expedition from 1208 or one from 1216. As Saxo is emphasizing
Valdemar’s dominance over the Elbe River it is plausible that he is referring specifically to the expedition of 1208
when Valdemar had a bridge built over the river. We may thus pinpoint the Gesta Danorum as being finished after
1208 and before 1219. See Gesta Danorum, Xxxiii-xXxxiv.
3 Gesta Danorum, Pr.1.1-Pr.1.6.
37 Tvan Boserup and Thomas Riis, “Saxos boginddelinger og deres ideologier,” Det Kongelige Biblioteks Samliger
51 (2012): 41-46.
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with the exception of the Angers fragment. | will consider the book division of the editio
princeps — which Friis-Jensen reproduced in his 2015 edition — as original and | will refer to
every quotation from the Gesta Danorum according to this book, chapter, and paragraph
division.

Saxo uses twenty-four different meters in his poetry which puts the Gesta Danorum in second
place in term of verse variety among medieval authors, just behind Dudo’s Historia
Normannorum.®® These sixteen books recount the history of Denmark through its kings from
the legendary past of the kingdom to king Knut VI’s expedition in Pomerania c. 1185. The
Gesta Danorum is not the first Danish historiographical work. Saxo was preceded by the
Chronicon Roskildense (The Roskilde Chronicle),®® the Chronicon Lethrense (The Lejre
Chronicle),*° and Sven Aggesen’s Brevis Historia Regum Dacie (Short History on the Kings of
Denmark) (c. 1190).** But, with approximatively six hundred pages retelling the history of
Denmark from its mythical past during the reign of Dan | and to the end of the 12" century, the
scope and length of the Gesta Danorum exceed by far those of the early works. The Gesta
Danorum is by far the lengthiest work of medieval Danish history. The Gesta Danorum did not
achieve wide popularity in the medieval era but the humanist Christiern Pedersen in 1514
offered a new life to the text. Because of its uniqueness compared to the shorter Danish
histories, the Gesta Danorum became the unchallenged vulgate for the history of Denmark. In
addition to being one of the only sources available, the Gesta Danorum proved to be suited for
the tastes of the early modern period. Saxo’s patriotic description of Danish history was
appealing to the historians and humanists in the time of European states formation and of the
birth of modern nationalism, especially Danish ones.*? And even Erasmus, who did not

generally look favorably upon medieval Latin,*® praised the work in his Ciceronianus (1528),

3 Karsten Friis-Jensen, Saxo Grammaticus as Latin Poet, Analecta Romana Insituti Danici. Supplementum 14
(Rome: L’erma di Bretschneider, 1987), 53.

39 Gertz, Scriptores minores historiz Danice, 1:14-33.

40 Gertz, Scriptores minores historiz Danice, 1:43-53.

41 Gertz, Scriptores minores historize Danicee, 1:94-141. For brief descriptions of these early works see Lars Boje
Mortensen, “Chronicon Lethrense (Chronicle of Lejre),” in Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, ed. Graeme
Dunphy, (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 1: 361-362; Lars Boje Mortensen, “Chronicon Roskildense (Chronicle of
Roskilde),” in Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, ed. Graeme Dunphy, (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 1:413; Lars
Boje Mortensen, “Sven Aggesen [Sueno Aggonis],” in Encyclopedia of the Medieval Chronicle, ed. Graeme
Dunphy, (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 2:1403.

42 Thomas Mohnike, “Danemark: Un Européen Danois, Saxo Grammaticus,” La Revue de La BNU, no. 16
(November 1, 2017): 32-35; Karsten Friis-Jensen, “Humanism and Politics: The Paris Edition of Saxo
Grammaticus’s Gesta Danorum, 1514,” Analecta Romana Instituti Danici, no. 17-18 (1989): 149-162.

3 Terrence Tunberg, “The Latinity of Erasmus and Medieval Latin: Continuities and Discontinuities,” The Journal
of Medieval Latin 14 (2004): 147-148.
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a dialogue which criticizes what the author considered to be excessive use of Cicero’s Latin by

humanists:

In Daniam malo qua nobis dedit Saxonem Grammaticum qui suz gentis historiam

splendide magnificeque contexuit.

Nos: Probo vividum et ardens ingenium, orationem nusquam remissam aut dormitantem,
tum miram verborum copiam, sententias crebras, et figurarum admirabilem varietatem; ut
satis admirari non queam, unde illa aetate homini Dano tanta vis loquendi suppetierit, sed

vix ulla in illo Ciceronis lineamenta reperias.**

(I’d rather go to Denmark for she has given to us Saxo Grammaticus who wrote a splendid
history of that people.

No: | admire so much his lively and burning genius, his rapid, flowing speech, his
wonderful wealth of words, his numerous aphorisms, his wonderful variety of figures that
I cannot wonder enough where a Dane of that age got so great power of eloquence; yet you

will find scarcely a trace of Cicero in him.)*

In terms of structure, the fourteenth book of the Gesta Danorum is significantly lengthier than
the others and represents a little more than a quarter of the entire work alone. This book largely
relates the deeds of Saxo’s first patron, Archbishop Absalon of Lund, and his role in the Danish
military expeditions against the pagan Wends in the southern Baltic. While Saxo is extremely
praiseful toward Absalon, some scholars read his laudatory portrayal as excessive and willingly
ironical.* 1 do not subscribe to this view but whether Saxo was a faithful admirer of Absalon,
the fourteenth book of the Gesta Danorum undeniably remains the core of the work and was
probably written first. Indeed, the first books, set in the remote past, portray ancient Danish
heroes partaking in expeditions in the east Baltic area, and for this reason may have been
influenced by Saxo’s second patron, Anders Sunesen, who took part in the Baltic crusades in
Estonia in 1219 during which he is even credited in patriotic legends as receiving the Danish
flag, the Dannebrog, from God himself.*” The influence of both Absalon and Anders Sunesen

44 Erasmus of Rotterdam, Dialogus Ciceronianus: Sive de optimo genere dicendi (Leyde: Joannis Maire, 1528),
175-176.

45 Erasmus of Rotterdam, Ciceronianus or a Dialogue on the Best Style of Speaking, trans. Scott I1zora, Columbia
University Contributions to Education. Teachers College Series 21 (New York: Teachers college, Columbia
University, 1908), 104.

46 Birgit Sawyer, “Valdemar, Absalon and Saxo: Historiography and Politics in Medieval Denmark,” Revue belge
de Philologie et d’Histoire 63, no. 4 (1895): 702-703.

47 On this myth see Inga Adriansen, “The Danish National Flag as a Gift from God: A National-Religious Myth,”
Kirchliche Zeitgeschichte 27, no. 2 (December 1, 2014): 277-298.
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are certainly one of the main reasons why the text is largely about the conflict between Danes
and pagan Balts. The Slavs, however, are not the sole enemies of the Danes in the Gesta
Danorum and the work consistently represents the Holy Roman Empire as a threat to Danish

independence, and more generally the influence of Germany as noxious to Danish society.*®

1.2.1.3. The Place of Euhemerism in the Gesta Danorum

Karsten Friis-Jensen identified three “euhemeristic digressions” in the Gesta Danorum: 1.5.2 to
1.5.6,1.7.1t0 1.7.3, and V1.5.3 to V1.5.5. In the first digression, the author establishes a typology
of pseudo-gods. As he explains, three races of magicians deluded human beings into thinking
they were gods. Those three kinds of magicians were giants, soothsayers, and the offspring of
the first two categories, who although not as gifted in the arts of magic, conveyed the idea that
the first two categories were gods. In the second digression, Saxo recounts how Othinus —
Saxo’s Latinization of the Old Norse Odinn — was revered by the kings of the northern part of
the world but tricked by his wife and exiled from the company of the pseudo-gods. Finally, in
the third digression, Saxo expresses more clearly the notion that magicians such as Othinus,
Thoro and “a number of others™*° are at the origin of pagan religion in Scandinavia. The author
then pursues in explaining how their influence may be seen in the names of the days of the week
and that these gods are different from the one of the Romans.*® This is in these three passages
that Saxo is the most interested in the nature of the pseudo-gods and their role in the birth of
pagan religions. These pseudo-gods nonetheless appear in other parts of the Gesta Danorum,
most notably in the third book where Saxo describes the struggles between Balderus — his
Latinization of Baldr — which he understands as being a pseudo-god, and Hgatherus, the

Latinization of Hodr, which Saxo describes as a human prince.

The euhemeristic passages from the Gesta Danorum received less attention than those of Snorri.
Most commentators nevertheless saw the connection between Saxo’s mythological passages
and the euhemeristic theory. This subject has received the attention of Georges Dumézil who
read the euhemeristic passages from Saxo through the lens of the study of Indo-European
mythology.>* Dumézil spoke very little of euhemerism per se but treated these narratives about

48 See for instance Gesta Danorum V1.8.7 where Saxo makes a parallel between German influence on Denmark
and unmanliness. On this topic see also Lars Hermanson, “Friendship and Politics in Saxo Grammaticus’ Gesta
Danorum,” Revue belge de Philologie et d’histoire 83, no. 2 (2005): 276.
49 Gesta Danorum, V1.5.3.
%0 Gesta Danorum, V1.5.4.
51 See for instance Georges Dumézil, From Myth to Fiction. The Saga of Hadingus, trans. Derek Coltman
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1973), 77-92.
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the Norse gods as altered myths, and as such, as a mean to study Old Norse and Indo-European
mythology. More recently, Saxo’s euhemerism received particular attention from John
Lindow,>? André Muceniecks,> and Jonas Wellendorf.>* Lindow, in the line of Dumézil, treated
Saxo’s euhemerism from the perspective of a scholar of myths, and studied it for the
information the texts could provide regarding Scandinavian pre-Christian mythology.>® In other
words, his aim was to undo the euhemeristic method which Saxo applied to the myths and to
retrieve their original mythological form. Unlike Dumézil and Lindow, Muceniecks and
Wellendorf studied Saxo’s euhemeristic passages in their relation to the whole of the Gesta
Danorum. These authors are less interested in reconstructing Old Norse mythology than they

are in comprehending how Saxo’s euhemerism may fit his literary and ideological agenda.

Because of its subject, the Gesta Danorum shares similarities with many Old Norse sagas. Its
emphasis on the life of the Danish kings makes it similar to the genre of the konungasoégur
(kings’ sagas). Similar to Old Norse compilations of kings’ lives such as Heimskringla or
Morkinskinna, the Gesta Danorum is divided into books, which may correspond to the reign of
specific kings. This division, however, is not systematic, and some books of the Gesta Danorum
recount the reign of several kings, while the lives of some kings may be split between several
books.>® The books retelling the mythical past of Denmark, display several similarities with the
fornaldarsogur (sagas of the past ages, or legendary sagas) as they contain many mentions of
magic, paranormal phenomena, fantastic creatures, and reference to the pagan religions. These
books are also characterized by their main figures who behave more like traditional heroes,
fighting monsters and rescuing princesses, than kings ruling over their kingdom. As Armann
Jakobsson remarked, the legendary sagas may have not been considered to be their own
subgenre of saga literature before the 15" century. Manuscripts from the 14" century do not

group the legendary sagas together but associate them with kings’ sagas and ancient history.>’

%2 Lindow, “Some Thoughts on Saxo’s,” 241-254.

%3 André Muceniecks, Saxo Grammaticus, Hierocratical: Conceptions and Danish Hegemony in the Thirteenth
Century, Carmen Monographs and Studies (Croydon: Arc humanities press, 2017), 53-66.

5 Jonas Wellendorf, Gods and Humans in Medieval Scandinavia: Retying the Bonds, (Cambridge University
Press, 2018), 71-83.

% John Lindow, “Myth Read as History: Odin in Snorri Sturluson’s Ynglinga Saga,” in Myth a New Symposium,
ed. Gregory Allen Schrempp and William F Hansen (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2002), 107-123;
Lindow, “Some Thoughts on Saxo’s,” 241-254.

% See for instance the story the reign of king Rerik which is spread between book three and four or the transition
between books thirteen and fourteen which takes place during the life of king Eric Emune (Eric I1).

57 Armann Jakobsson, “The Earliest Legendary Saga Manuscripts,” in The Legendary Sagas. Origins and
Development, ed. Annette Lassen, Agneta Ney, and Armann Jakobsson (Reykjavik: University of Iceland Press,
2012), 21-32.
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Saxo’s composition follows a similar model where the stories from the legendary past are not

a distinct class of narratives but belong to the category of historiographical writings.

Despite these similarities, and even if the use of Latin cannot alone exclude the Gesta Danorum
from the saga genre,® Saxo’s work can hardly be considered as a “Latin saga”. One of the main
differences between Saxo’s work and a saga is its style of narration. The narrator of the sagas
is generally supposed to be a neutral observer of the events unfolding in front of his eyes and
rarely provides comments on what is happening.®® Subjective comments from the narrator are
rare enough to be noticed and are the subject of scholarly discussions when they do happen.®
On the contrary, the narrator of the Gesta Danorum does not refrain from commenting on the
action and often provides moralizing comments about the events and characters he is describing.

More than its relation to saga literature, it is certainly Saxo’s depiction of Scandinavian
mythology which has aroused most interest of Old Norse scholars. In that regard, many
narratives from the Gesta Danorum have been viewed in older scholarship as particularly
corrupted versions of Old Norse myths whose original forms could be partially retrieved
through comparison with Old Norse and Indo-European myths. As Inge Skovgaard-Petersen
noted: “Most of the [scholars] have been more interested in the history of Nordic heathendom
than in Saxo’s work”.®! In that respect, Saxo, even more than Snorri, has been read with great
caution by scholars of myth. His use of Latin language, and its openly moralizing Christian
perspective certainly raise suspicions regarding the faithfulness of his rendition of Old Norse
myths. Despite the relatively more cautious attitude of scholars toward Saxo than toward Snorri,
recent scholarship tends to emphasize that Saxo’s as well as Snorri’s, writings are learned

58 Armann Jakobsson remarks that the kings’ sagas are not all written in the same language in “Royal Biographies,”
in A Companion to Old-Norse Icelandic Literature and Culture, ed. Rory McTurk (Oxford: Blackwell publishing,
2005), 388.

% [ insist here on the words “supposed to be”. The saga authors had various technics to influence the audience’s
judgement. For a discussion on this topic see Daniel Sévborg, “Style,” in The Routledge Research Companion to
the Medieval Icelandic Sagas, ed. Armann Jakobsson and Sverrir Jakobsson (London: Routledge, 2017), 112-115.
80 See for instance the scholarly discussion related to the narrator of Gisla saga’s personal comment on Gisli’s
confession: Emily Lethbridge, “Gisla Saga Surssonar: Textual Variation, Editorial Constructions, and Critical
Interpretations,” in Creating the Medieval Saga: Versions, Variability, and Editorial Interpretations of Old Norse
Saga Literature, ed. Emily Lethbridge and Judy Quinn (Odense: Syddansk University Press, 2010), 142-143,;
Jeffrey Turco, “Gender, Violence, and the ‘Enigma’ of Gisla Saga,” The Journal of English and Germanic
Philology 115, no. 3 (2016): 295-296.

61 Inge Skovgaard-Petersen, “The Way to Byzantium. A Study in the First Three Books of Saxo’s History of
Denmark,” in Saxo Grammaticus, A Medieval Author Between Norse and Latin Culture, ed. Karsten Friis-Jensen,
(Danish Medieval History & Saxo Grammaticus, A symposium held in celebration of the 500th anniversary of the
University of Copenhagen, Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 1981), 121.
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Christian appropriations of pagan motives.®? Despite these recent efforts to compare Saxo to
the Old Norse sources, the Gesta Danorum is still often overlooked within Old Norse
scholarship. For instance, Jacob Hobson, in his recent article on euhemerism in early
Scandinavian sources, did not mention Saxo despite the Gesta Danorum displaying some of the

earliest examples of Scandinavian euhemerism.®3

1.2.2. Snorri’s Edda

1.2.2.1. Manuscript History

The prose Edda, or Snorra Edda, is preserved in eight manuscripts, all of them fragmentary to

a certain degree. The four main manuscripts are:

U Uppsala, University Library Carolina Rediviva, DG 11 4to, parchment 56 leaves,
first quarter of the 14" century, known as the Codex Upsaliensis. In addition to
the Edda, U contains a genealogy of the Icelandic family of the Sturlungar to
which belonged Snorri, a list of the Icelandic law speakers, including Snorri, and

the second Icelandic grammatical treatise.

R Reykjavik, Stofnun Arna Magnussonar, GKS 2367 4to, parchment, 55 leaves,
first half the 14" century, known as the Codex Regius. In addition to the Edda
the Codex Regius also contains the poems Jomsvikinga drapa and
Malshattakvaedi.

W Copenhagen, Den Arnamagnaanske Samling, AM 242 fol, parchment and
paper, 63 parchment leaves and 26 paper leaves, middle of the 14™ century,
“Codex Wormianus”. In addition to the Edda the Codex Wormianus also

contains the four Icelandic grammatical treatises and the eddic poem Rigspula.

T Utrecht, Universiteitsbibliotheek, Traj 1374, paper, c. 1595, known as Codex
Trajectinus. Codex Trajectinus is believed to be the copy of a now lost

manuscript.

Along with these four main manuscripts, three medieval fragments of the Edda survive:

62 See for instance Annette Lassen, “Saxo 0og Snorre som mytografer: Hedenskaben i Gesta Danorum og
Heimskringla,” in Saxo og Snorre, ed. Jon Gunnar Jorgensen, Karsten Friis-Jensen, and Else Mundal
(Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2010), 209-230.
8 Hobson, “Euhemerism and the Veiling of History,” 24-44.

14



H Reykjavik, Stofnun Arna Magnussonar, AM 756 4to, parchment, 18 leaves, 15™

century.

B Reykjavik, Stofnun Arna Magnutssonar, AM 757 a 4to, parchment, 14 leaves, c.

1400. AM 757 a to also contains poetry, mostly poems about saints.

C Reykjavik, Stofnun Arna Magnussonar, AM 748 |1 4to, parchment, 13 leaves, c.
1400. In addition to a fragment of the Edda AM 748 Il 4to also contains

genealogies.

R is the most complete of these manuscripts and only misses one leaf from the beginning of the
prologue. W presents a text close to R but has a longer prologue and misses the first chapter of
Gylfaginning. U is the oldest of the manuscripts. Its version of the Edda is significantly shorter
than the one found in R and W. T presents a text close to R and is believed to be the copy of a

13" century manuscript now lost.

Haukur borgeirsson recently compared the different stemmas proposed for the Edda.%* He
compared the stemmas from Willem van Eeden,® Richard Constant Boer,%® and Finnur

Jonsson.®” | have reproduced the three of them here:

Arch. (Snorre)

|
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Figure 1: Willem van Eeden’s stemma

64 Haukur Porgeirsson, “A Stemmatic Analysis of the Prose Edda,” Saga-Book 41 (2017): 49-70.

8 Snorri Sturluson, De Codex Trajectinus van de Snorra Edda, ed. Willem van Eeden (Leiden: E. Ijdo, 1913),
CXXVi.

8 Richard Constant Boer, “Studier over Snorra Edda,” Aarbgger for Nordisk oldkyndighed og Historie 3, no. 14
(1924): 263.

87 Snorri Sturluson, Edda Snorra Sturlusonar, ed. Finnur Jonsson (Copenhague: Gyldendal, 1931), xxxviii.
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W chart

Figure 2: Richard Constant Boer’s stemma

Archetypus

Figure 3: Finnur Jonsson’s stemma

Eeden’s stemma sorted the Edda manuscripts into two main groups, U and RTW. Boer included
A, B and C to his stemma. According to his conclusions, the manuscripts may be divided into
three main groups, C, UAB and RTW. Both Eeden and Boer identified RT as a subgroup within
RTW. On the other hand, Finnur Jonsson identified two main groups, RTWC and UAB. In his
stemma RW, rather than RT, is a subgroup of RTW. As Haukur remarked, Finnur’s assumption
regarding this subgroup is not supported by his own argumentation. On the contrary, Haukur,
along with van Eeden and Boer, noted that R and T share several numerous errors and hence

may be considered to be a subgroup within RTW.

One of the other major differences between Finnur Jonsson’s and Boer’s stemma is their
placement of C. Finnur considered C to be part of the RTW group, but Boer placed it higher
in the stemma as a group distinct from RTW and UAB. Haukur discussed this placement and

came to the same conclusion as Boer. As he noted, in W the first chapter of Gylfaginning starts
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with an introduction of King Gylfi, while it is not the case in RT. In W this introduction is out
of place, as Gylfi has already been introduced in chapter one. This may be explained easily by
the absence of chapter one in U. RTW must have had a common source which added chapter
one. The scribe of W copied it faithfully while the common ancestor of RT revised the text by
removing the superfluous second introduction. Haukur produced a simplified version of Boer’s

stemma, showing only the primary sources of each manuscript reproduced here:

Archetype
/\
C X
/\ /\
U b . %
N PN
A B R T

Figure 4: Haukur porgeirsson’s stemma

Haukur’s stemma, largely similar to Boer’s is functioning. I agree with him that the

classification of the manuscripts into the three main groups C, UAB and RTW is correct.

Naturally, the question regarding which of these groups is closest to the archetype has been
debated among philologists. The idea that the version of U is older than the version of RTW
has been defended by Eugen Mogk®® as well as Friedrich Miiller who believed that both U and
R reflected the authorial version of the Edda.®® Conversely, Finnur Jonsson argued for the
originality of RTW.”® Recently, Heimir Palsson argued in the line of Miiller that both versions
of the Edda originated from Snorri, U likely being older. Heimir explained some divergences
between the narrative part of the two versions as stemming from different oral retellings of the

same myths.”* These assertions have been contradicted by Daniel Savborg who defended the

% Eugen Mogk, “Untersuchungen ueber die Gylfaginning,” Beitrage zur Geschichte der Deutschen Sprache und
Literatur 6 (1879): 477-537.

8 Friedrich Mller, Untersuchungen zur Uppsala-Edda (Dresden: Dietert, 1941), 146.

0 Finnur Jénsson, “Edda Snorra Surlusonar: dens oprindelige form og sammensatning,” Aarbgger for nordisk
oldkyndighed og historie 13 (1898): 283-357.

"L Snorri Sturluson, The Uppsala Edda, ed. Heimir Pélsson, trans. Anthony Faulkes (London: Viking Society for
Northern Research, 2012), cxvii.
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priority of RTW and argued that the U version of the Edda was an abbreviation from a

manuscript which belonged to the RTW family.’?

As Savborg noted, previous discussions on the topic often relied on subjective arguments such
as the literary quality of the work. For instance, Finnur Jonsson argued that RTW was better
and hence original, while Mogk thought that U was best, and therefore closer to the archetype.
Miiller thought that RTW was the best version, but that it was actually a proof for the originality
of U. Miiller’s argument may be summarized as such “U hat den Fehler wohl aus der Urschrift
der Gylfg Gbernommen; nur da ist seine Entstehung zu verstehen.” (U has probably inherited
the errors from the original of Gylfaginning, its origin can only be understood as such.)”® As
Savborg notes: “To sum up: the Snorra Edda scholars do not agree which version was the best,

and they anyway do not agree if that indicates it is older or younger.”’*

In order to address this question more objectively, Savborg applied to the Edda a method which
has been previously used by Sven B.F. Jansson on Eiriks saga rauda.” Janson compared the
version of the saga from Skalholtsbdk and the one from Hauksbdk. The Hauksbok version was
known to be the work of three different hands. Janson noted that in the Hauksbok version, two
of the hands wrote a text which was similar to the Skalholtsbok version, while the third one
wrote in a more concise style. His conclusion was that the differences between the Skalholtsbok

and Hauksbok versions were due to Haukr’s shortening of his source.

Savborg observed that the U version of the Edda was also written in two distinctive styles, one
of them was particularly concise while the other was more descriptive. He also found that these
two distinctive styles were distributed between several blocks of texts. The blocks of text
written in the descriptive style closely resembled R, while the parts written in the more concise
style were significantly shorter than it. As the descriptive style is common to the two versions
of the Edda, Sévborg concluded that it is the style of the archetype. The two distinctive styles

show that U must be the copy of a manuscript which has been written by two different hands,

2 Daniel Sivborg, “Blockbildningen i Codex Upsaliensis. En ny metod att lésa frdgan om Snorra Eddas
ursprungsversion,” Maal og Minne 104, no. 1 (2012): 12-53; Daniel Savborg, “Snorra Edda and the Uppsala
Edda,” in Snorri Surluson - Historiker, Dichter, Politiker, ed. Heinrich Beck, Heizmann Wilhelm, and Jan
Alexander Van Nahl, Ergdnzungsbande zum Reallexikon der Germanischen Altertumskunde 85 (Berlin: De
Gruyter, 2013), 247-266; Daniel Savborg, “The U Version of Snorra Edda,” The Retrospective Methods Network
Newsletter, no. 8 (2014): 29-32.

3 Maller, Untersuchungen zur Uppsala-Edda, 27

4 Sivborg, “Snorra Edda and,” 252.

5 Sven B.F. Jansson, Sagorna om Vinland 1. Handskrifterna till Erik den Rodes Saga, Stockholm Studies in
Scandinavian Philology 5 (Lund: Hakan Ohlssons boktryckeri, 1944).
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as Hauksbok. One of these hands reduced its model in order to gain time and space while the
other one was faithful to the original. | find S&vborg’s method and conclusion particularly
convincing. His explanation contradicts Heimir Palsson’s claim that U was Snorri’s older

authorial version.

The Edda prologue is one of the parts of the text which differs the most from manuscript to
manuscript. It is also the part of the Edda where euhemerism is discussed the most extensively.
R T U and W contain the prologue to the Edda but only U and W preserved the beginning of
the text. The prologue of U is partly abridged as other parts of this manuscript, but the prologue
of W contains passages not present in R, U and T. These passages are most often considered to
be interpolations as they are peculiar to W and their references to biblical and learned classical
culture are unlike the rest of the prologue. I agree with Faulkes’ reconstruction of the prologue
to the Edda which excludes the long passages unique to W."® This is not to say that the prologue
of W should be excluded from this study, on the contrary, it is a precious witness of the
evolution of euhemeristic thought in Iceland during the 13" and 14" centuries.

1.2.2.2. Presentation of the Text

The prose Edda is divided into a prologue, Gylfaginning (the beguiling of Gylfi),
Skaldskaparmal (the language of poetry) and Hattatal (the list of verse forms). The prose Edda
is without doubt the work of Old Norse literature which received the most scholarly attention
next to the poetic Edda. The narrator of the prose Edda claims to retell ancient Scandinavian
stories and as such the Edda earned the reputation to be a sort of Old Norse equivalent to the
works of Homer, Hesiod, and Ovid. The main difference between the prose Edda and those
ancient Greek and Latin works is that the Edda is not the work of a pagan who believed in the
myth he recounted, but of a Christian whose reading of these stories is not literal but relies on
different Christian methods of interpretation of pagan myths, amongst which comes

euhemerism.

Snorri presents the retelling of Old Norse myths only as a means to an end, the teaching of Old
Norse court poetry which indeed relies heavily on reference to the native Scandinavian
mythology. The narrator explains the Norse myths in Gylfaginning by means of a dialogue

between the Swedish king Gylfi and the disguised pseudo-gods. He then continues to discuss

8 Anthony Faulkes, “The Prologue to Snorra Edda. An Attempt at Reconstruction,” Gripla, no. 3 (1979): 204-
213.
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myths in the Skaldskaparmal which takes the form of a dialogue between Agir, god of the sea,
and Bragi, god of poetry, who explains many kenningar (periphrases), and heiti (poetic
synonyms), essential to compose skaldic poetry. The final section, Hattatal, is a poem in praise
of both King Hakon Hakonarson and his coregent, Jarl Skuli, in which Snorri uses many

different verse forms in order to illustrate their use.

The title Edda is enigmatic. This word could mean great grandmother and seems to be used
with this meaning in the Edda itself: “Snor heitir sonar kvan. Sveera heitir vers modir. <Heitir
ok m&dir,» amma, pridja edda”’’ (A son’s wife is called snor. A husband’s mother is called
svaera. There are also the terms mother, grandmother, thirdly edda.)’® This appellation could
indeed be suitable for a compilation of old stories. Other theories are the connections with the
words odr (song) or Oddi, where Snorri was brought up.”® Another popular theory is the
connection the Latin edo the first-person present indicative of the verb edo meaning among
other things “to publish”. It is indeed very possible that an Old Norse speaker could construct
the Old Norse word edda from the Latin edo as the Old Norse kredda (belief, superstition) does
derive from the Latin credo (creed, literally “I believe”) through the Old English creda. It is
thus perfectly plausible that edda is a learned neologism meaning “I publish”. Andrea de Leeuw
van Weenen proposed another interpretation based on the similarity between kredda and credo.
As he puts it:

If we create the equation kredda = kristin trd, or with an abbreviation kredda = kr. trq,
removal of the letters kr produces edda = tru. In this way edda signifies a summary of non-
Christian belief, a definition that accords well with the mythological part of the Snorra-
Edda.®

| find this explanation unnecessarily convoluted compared to the simple and effective
hypothesis of edda being modeled from edo on the model of kredda. Regardless of its meaning,
the word edda is associated to this work from early on and is most likely the o