
Poetic Edda And Prose Edda

Poetic Edda and Prose Edda are two of the most significant sources of Norse mythology and early
Scandinavian literature. They provide a comprehensive insight into the beliefs, traditions, and stories
of the Norse people, serving as essential texts for scholars, historians, and literature enthusiasts alike.
These two works, while interconnected, differ significantly in form, structure, and purpose. This article
aims to explore the Poetic Edda and Prose Edda in detail, examining their content, historical context,
and literary significance.



Overview of Eddas

The term "Edda" refers to a body of Old Norse literature, particularly associated with the mythology
and poetry of the Norse culture. The two primary texts known as the Eddas are the Poetic Edda and
the Prose Edda. Together, they form the backbone of our understanding of the Norse mythological
framework.

Historical Context

The Poetic Edda is believed to have been composed in the 13th century, although many of the poems
contained within it may be much older, dating back to the 9th or 10th centuries. It is a collection of
Old Norse poems, some of which are thought to preserve pre-Christian myths and heroic legends.

The Prose Edda, written by the Icelandic scholar Snorri Sturluson around the same time, serves as a
manual for poets and a retelling of the stories found in the Poetic Edda. Snorri's work aimed to
preserve the mythological and poetic traditions of his ancestors while providing a framework for
understanding the poetic language of the time.

Significance of the Eddas

1. Cultural Heritage: Both Eddas provide invaluable insight into the values, beliefs, and traditions of
the Norse people. They are critical resources for understanding Viking culture, their pantheon of gods,
and their worldview.

2. Literary Influence: The Eddas have influenced countless works of literature, art, and popular
culture. From J.R.R. Tolkien's "The Lord of the Rings" to modern films and television series, the themes
and characters of the Eddas resonate through the ages.

3. Language and Poetics: The Eddas are fundamental in the study of Old Norse language and poetics.
They offer examples of skaldic and eddic poetry, including meter and alliterative verse, which are
crucial for understanding Scandinavian literary traditions.

Poetic Edda

The Poetic Edda is a collection of poems divided into two main sections: the mythological poems and
the heroic poems. Each section presents a different aspect of the Norse tradition.

Mythological Poems

1. Völuspá: Known as "The Prophecy of the Seeress," this poem recounts the creation of the world, the
coming of the gods, and the eventual destruction of the cosmos during Ragnarök. It is one of the most
important mythological poems, providing a narrative of the Norse cosmology.



2. Hávamál: Translated as "The Sayings of the High One," this poem is attributed to Odin and contains
a series of proverbs and wisdom sayings. It emphasizes the importance of knowledge, hospitality, and
the nature of friendship.

3. Grímnismál: This poem presents Odin in disguise and provides insight into the various realms of the
cosmos, including descriptions of gods, giants, and the world tree Yggdrasill.

Heroic Poems

1. Þjóðólfr's "Hervarar Saga": A tale of heroism and tragedy, this poem recounts the story of Hervör, a
warrior woman who seeks her father's sword and battles with supernatural forces.

2. Skírnismál: This poem tells the story of the god Freyr and his desire for the giantess, Gerðr. It
explores themes of love, longing, and the interplay between gods and giants.

3. Fáfnismál: This narrative focuses on the hero Sigurd and his encounter with the dragon Fáfnir. It is
significant for its themes of heroism and the pursuit of treasure.

Prose Edda

The Prose Edda is structured in a more systematic way and serves as a guide to understanding the
complexities of Norse mythology and poetic forms. It is divided into several parts, each with its own
function.

Gylfaginning (The Tricking of Gylfi)

This section tells the story of Gylfi, a Swedish king who seeks knowledge about the gods. Disguised as
an old man, he encounters three figures—High, Just-as-High, and Third—who narrate the myths of the
gods and the creation of the world.

- Creation of the World: Gylfaginning describes the creation of the world from the body of the slain
giant Ymir and outlines the various realms of existence.
- The Aesir and Vanir: The poem details the two tribes of gods, the Aesir and the Vanir, highlighting
their conflicts and eventual reconciliation.
- Ragnarök: The impending doom of the gods is foreshadowed, providing a narrative thread that
connects the Eddas.

Skáldskaparmál (The Language of Poetry)

This section serves as a manual for poets, discussing the various kennings (figurative expressions)
and poetic devices used in skaldic poetry. It includes:

- Kennings: Creative metaphors used to describe common objects or concepts, such as referring to a



sword as "battle-light."
- Metaphorical Language: Discussion on the importance of metaphorical language in Norse poetry and
its role in conveying complex ideas.

Háttatal (The Enumeration of Meters)

This final section of the Prose Edda outlines various forms of poetic meter, showcasing Snorri's deep
understanding of Old Norse poetry. It serves as a reference for poets and scholars alike.

Comparative Analysis

Though both the Poetic Edda and the Prose Edda serve to preserve and convey Norse mythology, they
differ significantly in style and purpose.

Form and Structure

- Poetic Edda: Composed primarily of verse, it showcases the oral tradition of storytelling and the
fluidity of mythic narratives. The poems are often fragmented, leaving room for interpretation and
variation.
- Prose Edda: Written in prose, it provides a more systematic retelling of the myths. It aims to educate
readers about the poetic tradition while preserving the myths in a more structured format.

Purpose and Audience

- Poetic Edda: Intended for an audience familiar with oral traditions, the Poetic Edda reflects the
spontaneous nature of storytelling and relies heavily on the audience's engagement and familiarity
with the myths.
- Prose Edda: Aimed at a scholarly audience, the Prose Edda serves as a reference work that codifies
and explains the myths for future generations, making it more accessible to those less familiar with
the cultural context.

Conclusion

The Poetic Edda and Prose Edda are indispensable texts that provide a window into the rich tapestry
of Norse mythology and literary tradition. They not only preserve the myths and legends of the past
but also continue to inspire modern literature, art, and culture. Together, these Eddas encapsulate the
complexities of the Norse worldview, highlighting themes of heroism, fate, and the cyclical nature of
existence. As we delve into these ancient texts, we gain not only knowledge of a bygone era but also
a deeper understanding of the human experience as reflected in the timeless narratives woven
throughout the Eddas.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main differences between the Poetic Edda and
the Prose Edda?
The Poetic Edda is a collection of Old Norse poems that contain mythological and heroic stories, while
the Prose Edda, written by Snorri Sturluson, is a narrative work that explains the myths and serves as
a guide to the poetic forms used in the Poetic Edda.

Who is the author of the Prose Edda, and what was his
purpose in writing it?
The Prose Edda was written by Snorri Sturluson in the early 13th century. His purpose was to preserve
Norse mythology and poetry and to provide a comprehensive guide for poets.

How does the Poetic Edda influence modern literature and
popular culture?
The Poetic Edda has significantly influenced modern literature, inspiring authors like J.R.R. Tolkien and
Neil Gaiman, and has permeated popular culture through adaptations in films, games, and music,
often depicting Norse mythology.

What themes are commonly found in the poems of the Poetic
Edda?
Common themes in the Poetic Edda include heroism, fate, the nature of the gods, the inevitability of
death, and the interplay between order and chaos in the cosmos.

Can you name a few key figures or gods mentioned in the
Poetic Edda?
Key figures in the Poetic Edda include Odin, the Allfather and chief of the gods; Thor, the god of
thunder; and Loki, the trickster god, along with various other deities and mythical heroes.

What role does the concept of fate play in the narratives of
both the Poetic Edda and Prose Edda?
In both the Poetic Edda and Prose Edda, fate is portrayed as a powerful and inescapable force that
dictates the lives of gods and humans alike, emphasizing the Norse belief in destiny and the
inevitability of Ragnarok, the end of the world.
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