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Essential Narrative Motifs?

Gender Power Structures, Categorization of Traditional Ballads
and the Stubbornness of Paradigms

Ingrid Akesson

Abstract

This article discusses the problem of established categorization systems for folklore and
other cultural heritage items as preservers of conservative paradigms. Focusing on tra-
ditional ballads as a genre, it also proposes a method for highlighting narrative content,
which is obscured in the structure of types and categories created by generations of earlier
scholars. On the basis of a cross-category rereading of a number of ballads containing
gender power issues, aspects of the different levels of categorization are problematized
and the idea of motif clusters is put forward as a way in which feminine and subordinate
experiences in the ballad universe can be brought to light.

Keywords: categorization, cultural heritage, gender, male gaze, motif cluster, narrative
motif, paradigm, power structures, traditional ballad, type

The framework for this article is the ongoing discussion on problematizing
and rethinking knowledge regimes, or established thought patterns, which
for a long time have shaped our understanding and presentation of cultural
heritage items.! Old systems for ordering and categorization — in this case of
traditional ballads — tend to be built upon underlying, non-verbalized con-
cepts and world views, unchanged for generations. The ordering principles,
accordingly, tend to obscure or conceal narrative content characterized by
features that were not considered central for the construction of categories.
In this article, these problems are exemplified by the incongruity between,
on the one hand, themes of masculine domination and female subordina-
tion, which stand out in the ballad narratives told by multitudes of singers,
and on the other, the categorization and typology applied to Scandinavian
ballads. The categorization was codified by Bengt R. Jonsson and others in
The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad (1978), and the type struc-
ture constitutes the primary foundation for Sveriges Medeltida Ballader in
five volumes (1983-2001) as well as the Danish ballad edition, commenced
in the nineteenth century, and the twenty-first-century Norwegian digital
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publication. The article also sheds light on cross-category content concern-
ing gender power structures that appears through a rereading of ballads,
focusing on clusters of narrative motifs across the ballad types. The project
Whose Voice, Whose Gaze, to which the article is connected, has been pre-
sented and discussed at a number of seminars and conferences, and with
some colleagues.’

Why Are Ballads Important?

Traditional ballads — in a nutshell — are narrative songs about encounters
and conflicts, love and lust, marriage, abduction, rape, pregnancy and child-
birth, cheating and charity, violence and death. They are set in a fictive,
mostly hierarchical, family-centred and paternalistic universe, with certain
similarities to pre- or early modern historical European societies. This uni-
verse contains, among other things, elements of extreme violence — some
of it strongly misogynous. The ballads have been transmitted through a
combination of the literary (represented by chapbooks and songbooks) and
oral (person-to-person) elements. As the latter kind of transmission plays a
prominent role and is clearly discernible as a shaping force when we study
the very rich documentation of ballads, I use the term “oral-derived” about
this kind of cultural expressions (cf. Akesson 2012), indicating the roots in
oral tradition as well as the varying alternative channels for mediation.
Ballads are included in the repertoire of many singers today; editions
of ballad texts and tunes are digitally and physically published in twenty-
first-century Scandinavia; research projects produce studies from new per-
spectives.> Among Scandinavian scholars, the medieval roots of the ballad
genre have been strongly emphasized, but as the Scandinavian corpora
share several main characteristics of the ballads and their universe with
other European corpora, and many parallels are found in e.g. the English
and Scottish ballads, I here use the term “traditional ballads” instead of
“medieval ballads”. These songs have been involved in the construction
of national as well as Scandinavian cultural identity from the seventeenth
century onwards, with a heyday among nineteenth-century collectors and
editors.* Several scholars have commented on the strong impact of early
Romanticism on ballad categorizing and the unifying, nation-building inter-
pretations of the “Volk™ concept. In his thesis, Jason Schroeder argues that
nineteenth-century Swedish intellectuals and ballad editors “misrepresented
their sources and ignored contexts from which the songs emerged in order
to create an image of a unitary ancient literary history for Sweden” (2016:
6). James Massengale (2019) discusses the stubborn adherence to ancient
origin among Scandinavian ballad editors in general, from Vedel and Syv
onwards, as well as the rigid criteria deciding the definition of “ballad”,
leaving out so many ballad-like songs, in Jonsson’s Svensk Balladtradition
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(1967), The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad and Sveriges
Medeltida Ballader. In twentieth-century song books and school antholo-
gies, small selections of ballads were presented as heroic, or decorous and
romantic, old songs (cf. the term “romance” used as a synonym for ballads,
e.g. in Geijer & Afzelius’ Svenska folkvisor 1814—1818). However, a closer
present-day study of the narratives illuminates several non-romantic aspects
of the ballad universe, such as gender related violence and male supremacy.

One reason why ballads recurrently attract notice among singers as well
as scholars seems to be that this medium has so many interrelated qualities
— what has been called intermediality, or four different modalities: mate-
rial, sensorial, spatiotemporal and semiotic (Ellestrom & Kvaerndrup 2011:
18ff). Ballads may include narrative, poetry, imagery, dramatic tableaux,
melodies, pulse and rhythm, dance, and spatial qualities. Another reason
for their popularity is probably that many of the stories told in the ballads
are well suited to reinterpretation; it is easy to perceive a nuclear content in
the stylized, yet linguistically varied narrative of a ballad, that has as much
current interest today as two or three hundred years ago, and reflect upon it
from a present-day point of view.’ For instance, plots and motifs bear resem-
blances to those found in the constantly reinterpreted Renaissance drama, or
ancient myths. Over recent years, | have met and talked to several singers
in Scandinavia and the British Isles, who have given thought to stories of
issues such as out-of-wedlock pregnancy, complicated or fatal childbirth,
and sexual as well as other kinds of gender-based violence in the ballads
they perform, and how these narratives seem to affect their listeners. One
Scottish singer introduced her performance of a version of “Lady Maisry”
with the words “now I will sing another of those honour-killing ballads”.
In that ballad, the woman protagonist is killed by her family for loving the
wrong man — a theme that occurs also in the Scandinavian corpus.®

Rethinking Categorization — a Current Discussion

One of the roots of the European urge for ordering and hierarchic system-
atization of the surrounding world, nature as well as culture, goes back to
the early days of colonizing other continents and peoples.” Other aspects of
collection and systematization are class and gender. Since the 1990s there
has been an ongoing discussion of how cultural heritage is categorized,
described and presented in, for example, catalogues, publications, and exhi-
bitions of museums and other cultural institutions (cf. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
1998; Aronsson & Meurling (ed.) 2005; Arv 2009; Brenna & Hauan (ed.)
2018). The visibility of the history, work and cultural expressions of women
and LGBTI groups is one issue under debate; analysing categorization and
general narratives, often characterized by non-questioned male supremacy,
is another.® Different kinds of bias and blindness in the systems, categories
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and public presentations of cultural heritage are problematized within sev-
eral disciplines. Details and fragments, perceived as deviations and incon-
sistencies, have often been overlooked or relegated to the margins but are
being reconsidered (cf. Constantine & Porter 2003). In addition, folklor-
istics as a discipline has long been criticized for being gender-blind from
Herder onwards, e.g. by Young & Turner (1993). Cultural institutions have
updated their public databases to highlight female agency and introduce
gender categories such as “other”.” Research projects have been initiated,
tracing objects in collections and finding other origins and gender codes
than the established ones, and these issues are brought up at conferences
problematizing established knowledge regimes.'” In accordance with this
work, categorization in the form of type catalogues is another structure
which needs rethinking.

Songs, tunes, dances, tales, legends — different kinds of what is generally
termed immaterial cultural heritage — tend to appear among performers as
arich, motley and unstructured multitude characterized by great variability.
Entities of cultural expression, and the elements of which they consist, over
time often cross regional, national, and linguistic borders as well as class
boundaries; musical, verbal and rhythmical elements and motifs may occur
in many different songs, tunes, dances etc. Verbal and musical versions
may be individual or local. Traditional ballads, like all oral-derived cul-
tural expressions, appear in a great amount of interpretations and versions,
some of them fragmentary, which tend to overlap and criss-cross. Mary-
Ann Constantine and Gerald Porter emphasize in their book on fragments
and meaning in traditional song “the countless individual narratives that
make up the haphazard, polyphonic discourse of oral cultures” (2003: 54).
This motley, multivoiced entity has, however, been the object of continuous
collection, selection, cleaning, and categorization. To editors and scholars
the material has often appeared unstructured and inconsistent. Accordingly,
they have applied an ordering gaze and striven to create vertical hierarchies
and types out of the horizontal multitude of linguistic, regional, local and
individual expressions.

The ordering of the Scandinavian ballads into types, as well as into an
intricate structure of categories, is a long process, started by Svend Grundtvig
and other early collectors in the nineteenth century. It is manifested and
codified in the catalogue The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad
(hereafter sometimes abbreviated 7SB) by Bengt R. Jonsson, Svale Solheim
and Eva Danielson (1978) with Jonsson as the prime initiator. (The cata-
logue as well as the whole edition Sveriges Medeltida Ballader in five vol-
umes are now available online with free access!! and an index to the Swedish
ballads is available on the website of Svenskt visarkiv.'?) The overarching
structure consists of the main groups: Ballads of the supernatural, Ballads
of chivalry, Jocular ballads etc. Within these groups a detailed structure of
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categories and sub-categories has been created, containing up to four lev-
els, on the basis of what the authors define as the essential narrative motifs
(see fig. 1). One example: among the Ballads of chivalry (main group D),
category Courtship, we find the subcategory Violent or unwanted court-
ship (containing the types D 145-193) with the under-category Rape and
intended rape (containing the types D 168—187). One of the ballad types in
that under-category is TSB D 185 “Geade and Hillelille”'* with the heading
Rejected suitor rapes girl and returns to find her dead. 1 will return to and
discuss these categories and the somewhat problematic use of the concept
of courtship. The catalogue also provides a summary for each one of the
listed 838 ballad types, or plot types.

However, many ballad versions, collected from individual singers, devi-
ate from the type they are expected to belong to. Alternatively, certain
narrative motifs, that is, parts of the content, are found in ballads catego-
rized as other types. What is presented in headings and summaries as the
main narrative of a type often excludes several of the narrative motifs that
occur in individual interpretations. These incongruities or contradictions
are especially conspicuous regarding the hierarchical and violent character
of male-female relationships in the ballads, where for example, the con-
sequences of rape for a woman, and the power structures that sometimes
include rape in natural masculine behaviour, are obscured. We might say
that the categorization of traditional ballads is an example of the result of a
hierarchical male gaze.'

The Type-Motif Concept — an Excursus

Before I continue discussing the ordering of ballads, I will refer briefly to
former discussion among folklorists of the central concepts motif and type.
This discussion mostly refers to verbal/spoken traditions but has a bear-
ing on narrative singing as well. Among the most well-known tools within
folkloristics is Stith Thompson’s Motif-Index of Folk Literature (1932),
including earlier work by Antti Aarne. Thompson stresses the importance of
the single motifs as the basis for classification and systematic arrangement
(Thompson 1955: 10) and states that “When the term motif is employed,
it is always in a very loose sense, and is made to include any of the ele-
ments of narrative structure” (p. 19) —a very practical approach which I will
make use of in my analysis. His reasoning concerning types is illuminating
but contains a paradox: you need to be able to envision a structure before
you can see it. Stith Thompson writes further, in Standard Dictionary of
Folklore, Mythology, and Legend:

The only way in which a tale-type can be formulated is to study the variants of the
type. This process is somewhat circular because in order to tell what is the variant



12 Ingrid Akesson

of a type, it is necessary to have some idea of the type. In practice this means that
the investigator finds many tales containing so many striking resemblances that he
places them in a single category. He then studies these resemblances and notes the
common characteristics. Later he brings together as many variations of tales having
these characteristics as possible, and eventually he is able to make a satisfactory
statement as to the contents of the tale he is studying. His investigation implies a
basic assumption, namely that the tale he is studying is an entity, that it has had a
history with a beginning in time and place and has suffered certain changes in the
course of its life.

(Entry “type” in Funk & Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology, and
Legend, ed. Maria Leach, p. 1137)

Thompson’s use of the pronoun “he” is probably not a conscious choice,
but indicates nonetheless that he imagines a male scholar who decides what
kind of resemblances to study, and what kinds of “common characteristics”
make up the entity. But when a scholar studies the items that (s)he considers
to be variants of a preconceived type, is (s)he then aware that the selection
of narrative elements leads in a certain direction? Other selected elements
and another perspective on, for example, masculinity, femininity and power
structures might constitute other categories, or at least problematize the cat-
egories created. The folklorist Alan Dundes remarks that a tale type “is a
composite plot synopsis corresponding in exact verbatim detail to no one
individual version but at the same time encompassing to some extent a// of
the extant versions of that folktale” (Dundes 1997: 196, italics in original).
That is, of course, the intention of creating types, whether the type concept
is applied to tales or to narrative songs. One problem concerning the — often
not only composite but complicated — plots of ballads is that the appointed
type may be irrelevant when variants mix with each other and include ele-
ments not belonging to the type.

The motif-type concept and relationship have been discussed and crit-
icized by numerous authors — I will just mention a few examples of rel-
evance for my analysis. Vladimir Propp pointed out that types (he called
them “themes”) are often closely related to each other and that one scholar
may detect a type where another sees a variant (Propp 1968: 9).'5 Further, he
observes that “[t]he proximity of plots, one to another, and the impossibility
of a completely objective delimitation leads to the fact that, when assign-
ing a text to one or another type, one often does not know what number to
choose” (p. 11) and continues: “since types are defined according to the
presence of one or another striking incident in them [...] and since one tale
is capable of containing several such incidents, then one tale can sometimes
be related to several types at once” (ibid.). Of course, the creators of The
Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad were conscious of this, but they
do not comment on the fact.
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Interesting for my discussion is also the criticism by two Scandinavian
scholars, mentioned by Dundes (1997). Anna Birgitta Rooth argued in 1951
that individual motifs tend to be interdependent upon other motifs in a given
tale — she proposed the idea of “motif-complex” for this phenomenon. Also
Bengt Holbek discussed, among other things, how types are often combined
in the collected material.'® One recent and interesting example of the motif-
type discussion is Egil Bakka’s article on typology and dance in Ar»v 2019,
where he stresses the fact that “the folklorists to such a limited extent dis-
cuss their primary classification concepts, motifs, types and genres, when
presenting their major typologies and indexes. It seems as if the terms are
taken for granted and rather described than discussed if someone writes
something in general about them” (Bakka 2019: 162-163). Bakka, like
other writers, has noticed the fact that definitions are lacking also in The
Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad.

Perspective and Method

The examples mentioned above show that the weakness of, especially, the
type concept has been discussed for a long time, and likewise that the prob-
lem of cross-category content has been noticed. An additional basis for my
problematization is that categories tend to be created within a certain cul-
tural framework, which is usually not verbalized. In the case of The Tipes of
the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad — and the work of preceding scholars —
the cultural framework, or the underlying scholarly paradigm, firstly, seems
not to be conscious or articulated, and, secondly, takes for granted the male
supremacy which dominates the ballad universe as a basis for structuring. A
male gaze on ballads, folk tales, literature etc., is representative of the patriar-
chal idiom that permeates Herder’s thinking and Romantic nationalism (Fox
1993: 34). That gaze has played a crucial role in shaping approaches to gen-
der when dealing with cultural heritage, and having been established among
generations of European intellectuals it became an invisible, basic structure.

One fruitful theory for analysing gender power relations in the ballad
universe — as a fictive structure with similarities to historical societies — is
Yvonne Hirdman’s double-sided pattern of separation between male and
female and the subordination of the female (2001: 26fY). In later years, sev-
eral scholars have developed theories of plural masculinities, distinguishing
between a dominating, hegemonic masculinity, characterized by violence
and control, and more nuanced and varying patterns of behaviour in subor-
dinate masculinities (e.g. Connell & Messerschmidt 2005: 8321f.) In addi-
tion, a continued discussion of how old paradigms manifest themselves, and
likewise continued analysis of the ballad universe from new perspectives,
might increase the interest in the genre of ballads among future performers,
listeners, and scholars. Traditional songs telling in fictional form of e.g.
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abductions and honour-related and sexual violence, but also of self-defence
and empowerment, have global relevance in the twenty-first century — and,
as [ mentioned at the beginning of this text, some singers are aware of that.
I hope that such a discussion also might connect to a more extensive dis-
course on the rethinking of scholarly paradigms.

My method for shedding light on gender issues as cross-category con-
tent is rereading of a great number of ballad versions'” in search of a way to
single out feminine and subordinate experiences in the ballad universe in a
systematic fashion. In my study I focus on narrative motifs, or elements of
content, such as honour-related conflicts, forced marriages, pregnancy and
childbirth, and — as the examples in this article will show — sexual and other
gender-based violence against women. All of these themes are central in
gender power relationships, and all of them are common in the ballad narra-
tives. I trace these narrative motifs horizontally, across the vertical concept
of ballad types. Thus, ballad content may be analysed as clusters of motifs,
and simultaneously, the cross-category content, often illustrating separation
combined with subordination as well as the occurrence of different mascu-
linities, can be used as a backdrop for analysing the 7SB categories. During
my empirical rereading and cross-reading of ballads, the concept of motif
clusters presented itself as a fitting tool; it was also used simultaneously by
another ballad scholar, Michelle Simonsen (2010). In addition, it connects
well to the discussion of the motif-type model mentioned above.'®

I want to emphasize that the idea of motif clusters functions at a different
level from the established typology and is intended for shedding light on
ballad content with strong present-day relevance, not to be a comprehensive
model for ballad categorizing. My aim is not to substitute types with motif
clusters but to analyse and emphasize gender related cross-category con-
tent, which is obscured in the 7.SB categories and headings — and to propose
one possible method for the rethinking of categorization.

In the next section of this article, I present and discuss examples of the
hierarchical structure of The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad
in more detail: what kinds of narrative motifs have been used as building
material for the construction of categories and ballad types; what kinds of
narratives have been regarded as secondary or not even perceived; how the
structure of categories, types and headings constructs a perspective obscur-
ing feminine experience and agency. The last section of the article provides
an example of my analysis. I focus on cross-category clusters of narrative
motifs connected to sexual violence and its consequences, appearing in a
group of ballads which share motifs, episodes and situations, disregarding
ballad types and category headings.

My thoughts have grown out of many years of engagement with ballads
and other traditional music as a scholar and lecturer in ethnomusicology, as
a research archivist at Svenskt visarkiv/The Centre for Swedish Folk Music
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and Jazz Research, as a participant in Nordic and international networks on
traditional music, and as a singer and listener.

The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad — Categories
and Problems

The matrix for ballad editions in the Scandinavian countries was Grundtvig’s
ordering of the Danish ballads, Danmarks gamle Folkeviser (1853—1976),
with its established system of ballad types, its settling of a majority of the
main groups (that is, the overarching category) of ballads, and its extensive
comments on the published songs. In the English-speaking world, the work
of Frances James Child (The English and Scottish Popular Ballads 1883—
1898) played a similar role, inspired by Grundtvig. The respective editors
(as well as earlier ballad publishers, e.g. Percy and Jamieson for the English
and Scottish ballads and Geijer and Afzelius for the Swedish corpus) were
well aware of parallels, or similarities, between types collected in the
English and Scandinavian language areas.'® Accordingly, the main groups as
well as several types of ballads in The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval
Ballad are built upon the work of earlier scholars, though Jonsson extended
and partly redefined Grundtvig’s groups. In 7SB they are A. Ballads of the
supernatural, B. Legendary ballads, C. Historical ballads, D. Ballads of
chivalry, E. Heroic ballads, and F. Jocular ballads. These are, according to
the Introduction (pp. 16ff), created on the basis of a combination of literary
style, geographical origin (West or East Scandinavian), content, and con-
vention practised by earlier scholars.

The catalogue with its different levels of categories and types provides a
link between the Danish, Swedish and Norwegian ballad editions (though
also including Faroese and Icelandic ballads). The Types of the Scandinavian
Medieval Ballad was a forerunner to the five-volume publication Sveriges
Medeltida Ballader (1983-2001),% and later also for the Norwegian digi-
tal ballad edition Norske Mellomalderballadar published in the 2010s at
Bokselskap.no as well as the four-volume Norske Middelalderballader —
Melodier (2011-2016).%! The TSB catalogue is also the structuring principle
for a Finland-Swedish project on making accessible a number of unpub-
lished Swedish-language ballad variants collected in Finland.??

In the Introduction to 7SB, Bengt R. Jonsson presents the catalogue as “a
practical guide” (p. 13) to all Scandinavian ballad editions. He points out
the authors’ awareness of problems concerning the structure, e.g. other pos-
sible ways of distribution of types between groups. He admits that the con-
cept type “presents some very serious problems” (p. 15) and is quite aware
that the same story may be treated in many different ballads and that “the
dividing line between types dealing with the same subject matter is often
rather vague” (ibid.). This conundrum the authors have chosen to solve by
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Mutual love and erotic attraction D 1-144 7 Champion kill relative s prophesied E 33-37 217
Courtship leads to marriage D 1-20 77 Manslaughter leads to revenge E 38-58 218
Obstacis to marriage overcome D 21-72 81 Manslaughter E 59-63 225
e R Erotic complications lead to conflict E 64112 .................. 21
Deserted lovers and rivalry D 97-108 102 tship to hostile maiden E 64-65 227
‘marries mistress, voluntarily or not D 109-123 106 Suitor solves difficult tasks to get maiden E 66-74
Auempted seduction leads to marriage D 124-128 110 Conflict or fight between suitor and maiden’s family E 7581 21
Seduction does not lead to marrisge D 129-135 111 Rescue of captured suitor E 82-84 233
Proposals and weddings D 136-139 113 Bride rescued from unwanted marriage E 85-86 235
Advice for courtship and good behaviour D 140-144 114 Combat between rivals E 87-91 235
Blood revenge E 92-99 237
Violent or unwanted courtship D 145-193 .................... 115 Desertion leads to revenge E 100-102 241
Rejected proposals, unsuccessful attempts at seduction D 145-159. 115 Rival's false accusation believed E 103-105 242
Abduction D 160-167 119 Types including miscellaneous motifs E 106-112 243
e T e NI Ballads of champions and supernatural beings E 113-167 248
Man and giant ply dice E 113-114 248
Developments and events within an erotic relationship D 194-258 .. 129 Man and fight E 115-127 249
Faitful love, loyalty towards the loved one D 194-203 129 Man is killed by giant and revenged by brother E 128-130 253
Un’aithful love, adultery D 204-225 131 Man and giant in rivalry over woman E 131-139 254
Jealousy D 226-232 137 ‘Woman abducted by giant is saved E 140-148 258
Crimes of passion D 233-258 140 Friendly relations between man and supernatural female E 149-154 262
Man and supernatural animal E 155-158 264
Miscellancous erotic morifs D 259-268 148 Women s gom 165 206
Other ballads of chivalry D 269-379 .. 151 s 5
Eocape from deth by sccdent o marde D 260576 191 Miscellancous ballads of champions and supernatural women E 164-167 267
Death by illness, accident or suicide D 277-298 153 F. Jocular ballads
D 299507 199
FrerSisad by Relationship between man and woman F 142 .................. m
Revenge and punishment D 330-357 167 Choice of partner, proposal, wedding F 1-11 271
Exccution and human sacrifice D 358-361 175 Seduction and intercourse F 12-26 274
Sieges, bravery at war D 362-366 177 Man raped by woman F 27-29 278
Miscellancous motifs D 367-379 178 Young versus old partner F 30-32 279
Fight for supremacy in marriage F 33-36 280
Novellstic ballads D 380440 ... 182 Unhappy marrage, husband dies F 37-38 281
Ballads based upon internatonsl epic mrifs D 380-393 182 Wite, lover and husbend F 3542 281
Ballads with folktale morifs and other novelitic ballads D 394-440 186 Stupid bebaviour F 4349 ... 282
Drinking and fighting F 50-54 . 284
E. Heroic ballads Tremendous man or animal F 55-61 285
Ballads of champions E 1-112 o Animals as chief characters F 62-69 287
Pursuit of championship and adventures of tllnmpumr E163. 205 Miscellaneous jocular belleds F 70-77 289
Competition in athletic or warlike exercises E 1- Indexes and references
Champions in fight or war E 5-22 206 Index of ballad titles 295
Fight against heathens E 23-30 212 Index of numbers in Dgl 314
Rescue of champion in distress E 31-34 215 Index of numbers in 318
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stressing the practical intention of the catalogue and by characterizing the
catalogue as “consciously conservative”, connecting to the work of earlier
scholars and editorial custom.

Jonsson also comments on the summaries of the 838 ballad types that
are “developed from a reading of all the variant texts. They give the prin-
cipal narrative content of each type. We have aimed at including all of the
important traits and motifs without burdening the summaries with a pleth-
ora of details” (p. 18). Thompson’s circular reasoning concerning types and
variants is evident here — the characteristics of the types are decided by
the variants which in their turn are defined on the basis of the ascribed
types. The “principal narrative” is further commented on: “it should be
pointed out that the summaries are of necessity based upon the main motifs
of the ballads, and that the way the types are grouped, as well as the numer-
ous cross-references, may to a certain extent serve as a rudimentary key to
the essential motifs, those carrying the story” (p. 13).

As the paradigm underlying categorization is absent and not verbal-
ized in the catalogue, there is no definition or declaration of what kind
of motifs are considered “main”, “important” and “essential” or who has
decided, on what grounds, what is essential. The summaries (which I will
comment on further below) also provide the basis for the short heading for
each ballad type. Summaries, type headings and the different levels of cat-
egory headings taken together constitute the structure of The Types of the
Scandinavian Medieval Ballad. Although many narrative motifs, carrying
the story as Jonsson says, are included in the summaries, other conspicuous
motifs are sometimes completely left out or at least seldom present in the
headings, especially those concerning structural gender and power issues
or exclusively female experiences. For example, a male gaze seems to have
been at work when narrative motifs that abound in many ballad versions,
such as forced marriage or pregnancy and childbirth, may be mentioned in
the summaries but never occur in the type headings. Assuredly, the under-
category Abduction (TSB D 160—167) appears in the subcategory Violent or
unwanted courtship, in the category Courtship among the ballads of chiv-
alry (see fig. 1), but contains only eight ballad types. Different forms of
abduction, bride stealing and forced marriage occur in many more ballads,
but this is not visible in the hierarchy of the catalogue. The most detailed
story of death in childbirth, “Dronning Dagmars dgd”* (TSB C 6), is found
among the historical ballads, and we must go to the ballad itself to discover
the cause of her death, as the childbirth is not mentioned in the heading.

I will discuss further the large category Courtship, including the bal-
lad types TSB D 1-193, as an example of how subordinate femininity and
dominant or hegemonic masculinity, including violence, are present in bal-
lad plots but to a great extent invisible in the structure of the catalogue.
The creation and treatment of this category seems to represent quite well
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the underlying world view or non-verbalized paradigm in 7SB. The first
subcategory, Mutual love and erotic attraction D1-144, contains several
under-categories?*, some of which show clear traces of an unreflecting male
gaze. One such under-category is Man marries mistress, voluntarily or not
(TSB D 109-123) including some plots telling of rape, or of seduction, fol-
lowed by the woman becoming pregnant, thereafter abandoned and derided
— in either case hardly a question of mutual love. The events are viewed
through the eyes of the male protagonist; marrying or not is his choice, not
the choice of the raped or pregnant woman. She has no choice if she is to
avoid becoming an outcast, but her perspective is not visible in the cata-
logue headings.

The placing of yet another under-category among the ballads purportedly
focusing on mutual love also seems incongruent, namely, the ballads with
sibling incest motifs, TSB D 88-96. Only one of the plots about sibling
incest seems to depict mutual attraction (TSB D 88); in other ballad plots
a sister tries to seduce her unwilling brother (TSB D 91, 92), or a brother
rapes his sister and kills either her or their children (TSB D 95, 96). Some
Swedish versions of one of the ballads (TSB D 90) tell instead of a brother
testing his sister’s virtue by pretending to try to seduce her (with the inten-
tion of killing her if she should show signs of succumbing), a plot that
seems to stress (honour-related) control of female family members rather
than incest as the main theme. In all these cases, mutual love or attraction
is absent in the summaries of the ballads. The categorizing gaze seems to
have rested on a conviction that sibling incest, firstly, must be regarded as
an essential motif disregarding the circumstances, and secondly, must be
regarded as connected to “mutual love and erotic attraction”, whatever story
is really told in the ballad plots.

The inclusion of numerous ballads about sexual violence, such as forced
abduction and rape, in the category Courtship is also problematic. In gen-
eral discourse the concept of courtship is usually interpreted in two different
ways. Either it refers to falling in love and courting as individual initia-
tives between the parties, or it refers to the historically common, formal
procedure where a man (or a representative of his family) seeks a wife, or
parents seek a husband for their daughter, through negotiations between
the two families. In the latter case, the main issues have been suitability
and property — more seldom love or infatuation (Sawyer 1992; Lennartsson
2009). Marriage has seldom been a voluntary affair (and is still not today
in many parts of the world), but a question of either bride price or dowry.
In historical and present-day reality as well as in ballads, different violent
actions also lead to marriage, such as abduction and bride-stealing, includ-
ing rape. Such marriage customs, however, are usually not associated with
the historical notion of courtship. Yet, in 7SB numerous ballads of rape and
other kinds of violence are included in the main category Courtship and,
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besides, an extensive subcategory is named Violent and unwanted courtship
(TSB D 145-193), thus purporting that violence is an unquestioned part of
courtship, not only of abduction and bride-stealing.

In several ballad plots the raped woman has to marry the rapist as she can
no longer be married to a man who expects a virgin — e.g. in the ballad types
included in the under-category Rape leads to marriage (TSB D 188-193).
Is it because sexual violence sometimes leads to marriage that it is included
in the category courtship in 7.SB? Obviously not; in most ballads in the
under-category Rape and attempted rape (TSB D 168—187) the violent act
is not connected to any situation of courtship or planned marriage, but is the
act of a man convinced that he has the right to a woman’s body if he meets
her in a place where she is unprotected and accordingly can be accused of
putting herself at risk — such as the green wood. In some of these ballads,
however, the woman defends herself by killing the man who attacks her, or
a rapist is punished with death by the woman’s relatives.” Further, in both
these under-categories several plots include the motif of rape as punishment
for pride (in a woman) or rape as revenge for rejection of a suitor (by a
woman or by her family). The rapist may come back later and marry the
woman, if she has survived, but still, these plots, along with many others in
both under-categories, are distant from the notion of courtship.

Motifs of sexual violence also occur in a great number of ballads placed
in categories where these motifs are not mentioned at all in headings, sub-
headings or summaries. Accordingly, sexual violence, or any kind of gender-
based violence, is seldom considered a main or category-building motif,
however common it is in ballad plots within different groups and categories.
The inconsistencies and bias in the handling of this motif seem to depend on
an unacknowledged male gaze, on what categories the authors have wanted
to create, and on earlier practice. Another interesting example of how one
principal motif might exclude another in categorizing is the well-known
Swedish ballad “Liten Karin” (TSB B 14), set among the legendary ballads,
subcategory Generally acknowledged saints, because the female protago-
nist has been identified by scholars as Saint Catherine. However, in none
of the twenty-five variants printed in Sveriges Medeltida Ballader (all of
them collected from singers) is there any mention of Karin being anything
but a young serving-girl at the local court — that is, the singers do not seem
to have thought of her as a saint, just a devout young woman. Karin is
accosted by the king, or the king’s son, who wants her as his mistress, and
when she declines, she is tortured to death. So far, the plot occurs in similar
form in other ballads (e.g. the aforementioned Ggde og Hillelille, TSB D
185 as well as Adelbrand och lilla Lena, D 255) where rejected suitors take
revenge through torture and/or rape, placed among the ballads of chivalry.
In the last stanzas of most variants, however, Karin is taken to heaven and
the king to hell. In this case, the inclusion of a miraculous motif in the plot
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and the presumed identification of Karin with the saint are the factors that
decided the categorizing in 7SB; thus, the motif of gender-based violence
has become obscured.

The examples that | have discussed here show that as women (with some
exceptions) are subordinate in the ballad universe, their experiences are
mostly not considered “essential”; the extremely common motif of gender-
based violence is only treated as a category-building motif when the crea-
tors of 7SB have not found another motif which they have considered more
important, or which represents what is considered earlier practice. This way
of selecting purported essential motifs represents a gaze that seems to be
both biased and blind concerning gender power relations. What seems to be
exposed here are the traces of an unacknowledged underlying paradigm that
gives prominence to already existing categories and earlier practice without
much reflection or analysis of incongruities.

Summaries as a Key to Variability

A positive and useful asset, however, in The Types of the Scandinavian
Medieval Ballad is that the summaries to some extent indicate the exist-
ence of different versions and alternative outcomes of the respective ballad
plot; mainly differences between variants in the different Scandinavian lan-
guages. The 7SB Introduction states: “Our aim has been to cover the essen-
tial deviations (alternatives, exclusions, and additions) from the ‘normal’
or usual chain of events. Unlike the editors of some other catalogues, we
have generally tried to incorporate these variations — duly marked out — in
the main summaries; the very number of types and variants has made this
manner of presentation necessary” (Jonsson 1978: 19).

One example is the summary of a ballad that I will come back to in the next
section, “Brud i vanda” (TSB D 182). The letters 7, D, S in the summary
stand for variants in the Icelandic, Danish, and Swedish languages; the “c”
that is sometimes inserted (cD, ¢S below) “stands for ‘certain variants’ and
may refer to any number of texts from only one to the majority” (ibid.).

A bride and a bridegroom are on the way to their wedding. The bride must stop, and
she gives birth to twins (/: three children). She has been raped (/: by another man, D,
S: by a man unknown to her, ¢D, ¢S: by a man who turns out to be the bridegroom).
The bride is prepared to bury the children in the wood, but the bridegroom offers to
take them to a foster-mother. D, S: When they arrive at the wedding in his home his
mother is suspicious of the bride’s weak condition, but the bridegroom finds excuses
for her. Asked why he does not sleep by his bride he says that in her country it is
customary for a bride to sleep alone for the first six weeks. (TSB D 182, p. 125)

In this way, it is implied that a certain ballad type may include rather different
versions of the narrative. For example, we can see that in several Danish and
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Swedish variants, the bridegroom turns out to be the rapist (in a few cases
the seducer), a fact that complicates those versions of the plot (and, as I will
show, means that this ballad turns out to be one in a group of ballads which
seem to have been perceived by singers as one narrative). The authors have
regarded the alternatives as deviations from the “normal or usual chain of
events”. Who has decided what plot versions are “normal” or “usual” is not
discussed — probably the authors have chosen the most common versions of
the chain of events in the text versions that were accessible to them. However,
the content of all collected versions may be read and understood in more than
one way, depending on the reader’s perspective and underlying values, just
as folktales or classical dramas may be — and are — interpreted in many ways.
Several ballad types documented only in the sixteenth to seventeenth centu-
ries in Denmark and Sweden, and many early variants of other ballads soon
seem to have gone out of the living repertoire —and later variants, if any, quite
often stress other aspects of the content.?” Then, the most “usual” may not at
all be related to the singers’ practice in later centuries; it becomes a historical
judgement. It is also unclear if the numerous twentieth-century sound record-
ings have been taken into account, and if and how these late interpretations of
the ballads’ content might have shifted the emphasis.

But the messages of 7SB are somewhat mixed. We are also told by
Jonsson et al. that the alternatives marked “certain” may be very important,
they may refer to the majority of the texts in one of the languages. If one,
fairly coherent plot version, differing from those of other languages, domi-
nates in one language, this is a very interesting example of the multivoiced
character of the ballads, and it is a pity that such large-scale alternative
plots are not clearly perceptible. Still, the indicated variability opens a way
to further study of different possible interpretations of a ballad by different
singers. We should also remember that a “normal” chain of events is con-
structed by scholars who have had access to a very large amount of written
material, including discontinued versions. That chain of events has not nec-
essarily existed in the living singing milieu, where one or maybe a couple
of variants of a ballad were known by a singer, in a family, or among the
neighbours. I want to point out, again, that ballads as collected items and
ballads as performed everyday culture are not identical.

Considering the enormous amount of work that was laid down in 7SB —
and the even greater simultaneous effort of completing the five volumes of
Sveriges Medeltida Ballader — it is understandable that an older paradigm
was taken over from earlier scholars without much analysis. The result of
all this work is immensely useful and a true treasure trove. Still, more than
forty years after the publication of The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval
Ballad, we need to review and rethink the construction of categories as well
as the underlying, unreflected conceptions and views on which it was built.
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Gender-based Violence in Cross-category Motif Clusters

In this section, I focus on a cluster of narrative motifs occurring in a group
of ballads of chivalry which share parts of their content but are defined
as different types and placed in different categories in The Tipes of the
Scandinavian Medieval Ballad. 1 use the ballad type titles to identify the
different examples, but I do not discuss any separate ballad as a whole. In
addition (as stated earlier in the text), I use the term version for the indi-
vidual documentations, not variant, as that term is closely connected to the
concept type. The examples are selected to illustrate how ballad content
exposing gender power structures emanates when we focus on motifs. The
following small selection of stanzas from a couple of these ballads high-
lights these motifs in concentrated form:

Min fader han var en sd underlig Man/han byggde min bur sé néra intill strann.
Han byggde min bur s nira utmed strann/Der Herrar och Grefvar reste fram.

Elva voro de som min bur brét/men inte mer in en som min #ra njot.?®

(From: Brud i vanda (TSB D 182, SMB 106 C) in Wallman s and Grevilli's recording
of Greta Naterberg, Slaka, Ostergétland, Sweden 1810s)*’

Lill K[jersti] ho dansa so lengje/ho trota ut adde kungens drengjer.

L[ill] K[jersti] ho dansa ti hd va md/ti bae hennes skone st6 fudde av blo.
So breidde ho ut si kapa bla/en liten son fedde ho derpa.

Gullsméen talar til datteren sin/hvem er fader til barnen din.

Sant hjelpe meg Gud av all min ne/jeg vet ingen fader anten livande hell do.
Dei va vl 15 mi dynna uppbrout/men en riddar va de som mi @re nout.*

(From: Liti Kjerstis dans (TSB D 416), in Sophus Bugge's recording of Gunhild
Kjetilsdotter Sundsli, Moland, Fyresdal, Telemark, Norway 1864)*!

In the catalogue, one of the connected ballads, “Brud i vanda” (Bride in
labour, TSB D 182), is placed in the category Courtship, subcategory
Violent or unwanted courtship, under-category Rape and attempted rape.
The heading for the type is Man cares for his violated bride (although the
bride stands out as the main character just as much as the groom). The other
three ballads are all placed in the category Ballads with folktale motifs and
other novellistic ballads — a formal category which quite excludes the con-
tent. One is “Dankungen och guldsmedens dotter” (The Danish king and the
goldsmith’s daughter, TSB D 415), another “Riddar Olle” (Sir Olof, TSB
D 421) and a third, with principal elements of the plot in common with the
others, “Liden Kirstins dans (The dance of young Kirstin, TSB D 416).%
The latter three share the heading Woman must reveal having been raped,
and her bridegroom turns out to be the violator. This heading also describes
a great part of the plot in “Brud i vanda”, and the previously mentioned
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categories Rape and attempted rape and Rape leads to marriage would also
include many variants of all four ballads. They were all performed in the
living tradition of the nineteenth century and are richly documented.

All these versions taken together tell an ambiguous and many-layered
story with a common core consisting of a number of rather complex nar-
rative motifs: 1) A woman has been raped (in some versions seduced), by
a man breaking into her bower, and become pregnant; 2) she has just been
married, or is going to marry, when she gives birth to her child, or two
children (twins were believed to be extramarital), which usually 3) leads
to a dialogue concerning who the father is. In most cases this dialogue tells
of 4) certain gifts that the bride has received as compensation for her loss
of virginity. And, as the heading intimates, 5) in most cases it turns out that
she has been raped by the bridegroom. In all the three ballads placed in the
novellistic category, she is also 6) forced to dance at the court as a test of
virginity, or honour — if she has just given birth or is in the late months of
pregnancy she will not be able to dance for hours (we must suppose that,
like several other women ballad protagonists, she is tightly laced, trying to
conceal the pregnancy) — and the physical exertion triggers the process of
childbirth.

In a number of variants of “Riddar Olle” and “Dankungen och guld-
smedens dotter”, the bride’s pregnancy, or non-virgin state, is disclosed by
a musician or a magical bedcover; “Riddar Olle” also includes an Iseult/
Brangaine motif** — the bride asks one of her handmaidens, who is a virgin,
to sleep with the bridegroom the first night. These elements can be regarded
as “sub-motifs” or variations that enhance the main narrative. The dance
test motif occurs in a number of other ballads in different categories, as
do the compensating gifts. On the whole, narrative motifs pointing out the
importance of marrying a virgin, and the honour-related control of women,
abound in the ballad universe. The control motif recurs and is further var-
ied in “Brud i vanda”, as the couple arrive at the groom’s home where his
mother is suspicious of the bride’s paleness and tries to test and even poi-
son her — the groom, however, manages to ward off the threat by cunning
explanations.

This structure of varied but essentially constant elements, which are com-
bined in different ways by singers, and which cross the borders between the
ballad types created by scholars, might be regarded as a cluster of shorter
narrative motifs (some of them interdependent on each other). Such a clus-
ter might indicate a web of stories with another emphasis than the 7SB type
headings imply, and it may let us perceive the narrative of gender and power
as the principal story. What is told in the many singers’ versions of the four
ballads as one loosely-knit narrative of rape, pregnancy, disclosure, child-
birth and marriage has later been organized by collectors and scholars into
the ballad types occurring in 7SB, and sorted according to other elements
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than the ones that the singers seemingly perceived as principal.

In the singers’ variants, several motif details, stanzas, and personal names
cross the boundaries between the four different ballads — for example, the
name “Riddar Olle” recurs as a refrain in several variants of the other bal-
lads. In variants of all of them, a number of stanzas focus on the broken-into
bower where the young woman obviously was insufficiently guarded by
her family. In some variants the woman is explicitly raped by the stranger
(or by one among several men who broke in), in a few cases she describes
him as very handsome and the text intimates seduction; in others again, it is
uncertain what happened.

The dialogue between bride and bridegroom about the gifts may be
regarded as an extensive formula that occurs in all four ballads. The ques-
tion “what did you get for your virginity/honour” is reiterated by the bride-
groom several times, and the bride answers: a harp to play on, a silken skirt,
a golden ring etc. ending the list with “he gave me a silver knife and I wish
I had stuck it into his body”. The groom recognizes the gifts he once gave
to a woman whom he then left, and the mention of the knife is the cue that
makes him confess “it is I who am the father of your child”. In the ballads,
this leads to a happy ending without shame for the bride — that she probably
has to marry her rapist is not problematized in the ballad universe.

The disclosure of fatherhood in these differing versions implies either
that a penitent rapist/seducer thinks that he ought to check what happened
to the woman and gets back, or that he marries by chance the woman he
impregnated nine months ago without realizing who she is — or, he turns
out to be an unusually tender husband who takes care of his bride and her
children whoever the father is. Today, we perceive many ballad narratives
as lacking in logic, but on the other hand, this cluster of gender-power-
related narrative motifs — shaped by a large number of singers — may be
said to negotiate masculinity in interesting ways, depicting different possi-
ble roles, from rapist (representing dominant, hegemonic masculinity and
what is today often termed male entitlement, cf. Manne 2020) to caring
husband and father (representing an alternative, non-dominant masculin-
ity). The sometimes blurred boundaries between seduction and rape also are
negotiated and rendered in quite different ways by singers; however, in the
ballad narratives as in history, legally and morally those actions have been
regarded as identical as regards the outcome for the woman in question.

After having shown the likeness between the narratives in these four
ballads, and how they might be perceived as a cluster of motifs, I want
to return to the question why they are placed as they are in The Types of
the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad. 1 have no information on how Jonsson
et al. reasoned when placing three of them in the category Ballads with
folktale motifs and other novellistic ballads, but one reason might be that
“Dankungen och guldsmedens dotter” is considered by Grundtvig to have
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a (long-lost) connection with the Danish king Valdemar Atterdag and his
occupation of the Swedish island of Gotland in the fourteenth century,* a
king and an event that have been surrounded by legends. Maybe also the
implied Iseult/Brangaine motif of “Riddar Olle” is associated with the
Tristan texts. However, although in 7SB “Brud i vanda” is separated from
the other three ballads, Grundtvig in Danmarks gamle Folkeviser made the
connection between “Brud i vanda” and a couple of narratives containing
the Iseult/Brangaine motif, or the disclosure of the bride’s pregnancy by
a musician, and considered these narratives as closely related (DgF vol.
5: 304ff). Obviously, Jonsson was not aware of, or did not agree on, these
connections.

To sum up this example: if we regard the narratives categorized into the
four ballads as I have done above, the story tends to appear instead as a
cluster of related narrative motifs dealing with a young woman’s experience
in a milieu characterized by separation between the sexes and subordination
of the female as in Hirdman’s theory, and by a contrast between (at least)
two kinds of masculinity. She may be a lord’s or a rich merchant’s daugh-
ter, but she is the powerless party in the hands of fathers, husbands, and
mothers-in-law. In the twenty-first century, it is likely that singers as well as
scholars will look for such latent elements of content in the Scandinavian
ballad corpora; it is my hope that they will have some use for the concept
of motif clusters.

Several other narrative motifs tend to appear as cross-category clusters,
disseminated in different ballad types; some of these motifs are discussed
in my published or ongoing research. Accusations (often unfounded) of
women for extramarital sexual relationships, pregnancy, and child murder
(“hor och mord”), also lead to violent punishment and often death, a topic
that occurs in ballads with quite different headings. I have discussed this
motif of what might be termed honour-related violence in Akesson 2014
and Akesson 2020 (cf. also Herrera-Sobek 1991; Mariscal Hay 2004;
Johansson 2005). At the beginning of this article, I mentioned torture of a
woman as punishment for rejecting a man as the subject of “Liten Karin”
(categorized as a legendary ballad) — the motif occurs in many other ballads
in different categories, especially if we include rape perpetrated as punish-
ment (this motif is discussed in a fortcoming article, Akesson 2022). Again,
cross-category re-reading of what the singers actually sang throws light on
narratives that are not visible in the structure of 7SB.

A less sinister cross-category motif is cross-dressing as a method for hid-
ing from violence, or for gaining access to a space reserved for another
gender. A woman can dress as a man to escape a rapist, to fight the captor of
her brother or fiancé, or become a stable-hand at the court and get close to
the prince.*® A man can dress as a woman to gain access to his love’s bower
or to be present at his wife’s lying in (which may prove fatal), or to help a
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woman get away from a would-be rapist.>® Gender and sexuality even some-
times seem somewhat ambiguous. This cross-dressing and gender-bending
motif, in its varying guises, is, again, invisible in the catalogue but appears
in ballad versions.*’

Concluding Reflections

In this article, I have discussed two interrelated themes. One is the need to
rethink paradigms and knowledge regimes within the humanities, with the
categorization of traditional ballads as an example. The other theme is how
to shed light on gender issues as cross-category content in Scandinavian
ballads, proposing a method and an alternative perspective on narrative
content.

I have discussed the categorization of traditional ballads in Scandinavia
as an example of the way that old scholarly, yet non-verbalized, paradigms
shape the way in which we perceive such items of immaterial cultural herit-
age. I have given examples of how a system of categorization, resting upon
a hierarchical male gaze, may create a structure where much of the narra-
tive content is concealed. The Types of the Scandinavian Medieval Ballad,
founded upon the thought patterns of older generations of scholars, is at once
a great and useful work, providing a structure for several Scandinavian bal-
lad editions, and an endeavour that is unconsciously as well as consciously
conservative. The intricate system of categories, subcategories, types and
headings creates a hierarchy where issues such as the structural violence
against and subordination of women — that characterize a large amount of
the ballad narratives — become invisible or are just glimpsed behind other
narrative motifs which have been considered the essential ones. The selec-
tion of narrative elements that are considered essential has been made on
the basis of that unacknowledged underlying paradigm that gives prom-
inence to already existing categories and a gaze that is blind to issues of
gender and power.

It is important to remember that vertical categories represent one kind
of structure, which has been superimposed upon the horizontal, motley and
unstructured multitude of criss-crossing tales taken down from the singers.
And in that multitude it is possible to perceive non-hierarchical patterns of
narratives, perceived as trodden paths, or woven threads — a kind of hori-
zontal landscape. In my rereading of traditional ballads I look out for hori-
zontal, cross-category narrative motifs; I focus on those that may be con-
sidered essential from a perspective based on gender power relationships
— but also counteraction. In this article, some examples of such horizontal
narratives have been traced across the vertical ballad types and catalogue
categories. These narratives represent one kind of subordinate or subaltern
perspective on the ballad universe, recognizing the present-day relevance of
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many of these traditional songs. There may be still other narratives carrying
other possible new interpretations which also concern us in the twenty-first
century. It is my belief that singers as well as scholars will benefit from
visualizing two structures simultaneously, shifting our gaze between cate-
gories and clusters, vertical and horizontal.

Dr Ingrid Akesson

Independent scholar
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Sweden
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committed against a male member of the woman’s family, as the father or husband was the
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26 In English: Bride in Labour.
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they were fifteen who broke into my bower but only one who had his will of me.”

31 The whole ballad is accessible at https://www.bokselskap.no/boker/riddarballadar2/
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topic has been studied by e.g. Dugaw 1989 and Greenhill 1995.
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From Oral Prosimetrum to Viking Metal

Katarzyna Anna Kapitan

Abstract

The present study examines the longue durée of a medieval literary work through the lens
of its transmission, adaptation, and reception, deeply anchored in these processes’ histor-
ical contexts. It focuses on three stages in the transmission history of a single Old Norse
saga, Hromundur saga Gripssonar, and examines them in their historical, socio-political
contexts. First, the article discusses the seventeenth-century prose adaptation of the story
in the context of antiquarian interest in Old Norse narratives. Then it turns to the nine-
teenth-century prose adaptation of the story and analyses it from the perspective of the
formation of Icelandic identity. Finally, it closes with the interpretation of the most recent
performance of the story by the Faroese metal band Tyr, and views it in the context of
contemporary developments within the Faroese independence movement.

Keywords: Old Norse literature, reception history, adaptation history, medievalism, Vi-
king Metal

Introduction

A number of Nordic legendary heroes have their deeds described in multi-
ple adaptations, in various media and languages. One of the better-known
stories that circulated widely through time and space, freely moving across
generic, linguistic, and cultural boundaries, is the story of Sigurd the dragon
slayer (Ice. Sigurdur Fafnisbani), which has an especially rich tradition
stretching from the Middle Ages to today (see for example, Adalheidur
Gudmundsdéttir 2012). It is known from Old Norse works such as the Poetic
Edda and Volsunga saga, younger Icelandic poetry, various Scandinavian
ballads, and multiple modern adaptations, the most famous being Wagner’s
opera cycle Der Ring des Nibelungen. Among the lesser-known stories
that circulated exclusively in Scandinavia throughout centuries is the story
of Hrémundur, son of Gripur, which is the subject of the present study.
Hromundur, who is a native of Telemark in Norway and is responsible for,
among other things, slaying the berserk Hrongvid and the mound-dweller
Prainn, as well as assisting King Olafur in defeating Swedish kings, is a
relatively obscure character from Old Norse literature. Not many know
or realize that the story of Hromundur in its multiple iterations has been
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performed in Scandinavia for almost a thousand years. It was performed at
the famous wedding feast at Reykholar in 1119 described in Porgils saga ok
Haflioa (PsH), part of the thirteenth-century Sturlunga compilation, as well
as today: in February 2020, shortly before the start of global lockdowns due
to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Faroese Viking Metal band Tyr performed
a musical adaptation of the story together with the Symphony Orchestra of
the Faroe Islands.

In light of the growing interest in the reception of Old Norse literature
and its reuses in contemporary culture, which have been the subject of a
number of recent publications, such as the collection of essays The Vikings
Reimagined (Birkett & Dale 2020), there is a clear need for a closer inves-
tigation of the circumstances in which certain types of historical and/or lit-
erary references are rediscovered and utilized. Arguably, the rediscovery
and reuse of historical references can be connected to the ideological and
political agendas which they are supposed to serve and reinforce. While
many Old Norse sagas exist in multiple adaptations in various media and
languages, these adaptations are usually explored from the perspective of
intertextual connections, rather than from the perspective of the historical
context in which they have appeared.! However, analysis of their artistic
production from a socio-political perspective can benefit our understanding
of the process of adaptation and shed light on the roles these adaptations
played in the cultural landscapes of past centuries. Following the paths laid
down for Old Norse studies by, among others, Andrew Wawn (1994, 2000),
Jon Karl Helgason (1998, 1999, 2001), and Heather O’Donoghue (2005,
2014), the present study examines the longue durée of a medieval literary
work through the lens of its rewriting, transmission, adaptation, and recep-
tion, deeply anchored in these processes’ historical contexts. This approach
allows us not only to analyse the past processes of cultural production, but
also to reflect on the use of Norse motifs in contemporary culture, and to
engage critically with the presentation of these historical narratives today.

This study throws a spotlight on three moments in the transmission his-
tory of a single Old Norse saga, Hromundur saga Gr(e)ipssonar (HsG),
and their socio-political circumstances. The history of the adaptation of
Hrémundur-related materials includes multiple manifestations in prose and
verse, most of which were examined over a century ago by Albert LeRoy
Andrews (1911, 1912, 1913). The more recent adaptations have, however,
so far escaped scholarly attention. HsG, as known from all modern editions
and translations, is a seventeenth-century narrative, but due to its presumed
medieval origins it gained a unique position in the history of Icelandic
literature as the earliest legendary saga to be mentioned by name (Stefan
Einarsson 1957:157-58, 1961:195-96). In his history of Icelandic litera-
ture Finnur Jonsson wrote the following about Hromundar saga: “Alt i alt
herer denne saga til de interessanteste og mest betydende” (Finnur Jonsson
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1907:334) (All in all this saga belongs to the interesting and most important
sagas). Even though Finnur Jonsson himself in his Den oldnorske og oldis-
landske litteraturs historie (Finnur Jonsson 1923:11, 802—803) revised his
opinion by omitting the “mest betydende” part of the statement, Hromundar
saga remained one of the “most important” legendary sagas. It is listed in
major reference works on medieval literature and culture such as Medieval
Scandinavia: An Encyclopedia (Jesch 1993) and the Dictionary of the
Middle Ages (Foote 1982-1989), and it has been frequently referenced in
the discussion of the origins of the legendary sagas, oral and written forms
of the sagas’ transmission, and, indirectly, in discussion of the credibility of
the legendary sagas, making it probably the best-known example of a lost
Old Norse-Icelandic saga (see for example, Heusler 1914; Liestal 1945;
Einar Ol. Sveinsson 1952; Jon Helgason 1953; Foote 1953-1957; Sverrir
Témasson 1988; Mitchell 1991; Tulinius 1993, 2005; Ulfar Bragason 1994,
2005; O’Connor 2005; Driscoll 2009; Kapitan 2018).

As previously introduced, the saga of Hromundur is mentioned in the
famous description of the wedding feast in Reykholar from 1119, presented
in Porgils saga og Haflioa (Kélund 1906-1911; Brown 1952; Halldor
Hermannsson 1945), but the literary form of the lost saga of Hrémundur
is a matter of speculation. No other contemporary account of that story has
survived, but based on references in PsH to the many verses that the story
of Hromundur contained, we can assume that saga existed in the form of
an oral prosimetrum, that is, a literary composition consisting of alternat-
ing segments of prose and verse.? The frequently quoted passage from PsH
reads as follows:

Hrolfr af Skalmarnesi sagdi sogu fra Hro[n]g[vi]di vikingi ok fra Olafi lidmanna-
konungi ok haugbroti Prains berserks ok Hrémundi Gripssyni, ok margar visur
med. En pessarri sogu var skemt Sverri konungi, ok kalladi hann slikar lygisogur
skemtiligastar. Ok p6 kunnu menn at telja settir sinar til Hrémundar Gripssonar.
bessa sogu hafdi Hrolfr sjalfr samansetta. (Brown 1952:17-18, my emphases)

Hrolf from Skélmarnes told a story about Hrongvid the viking and Olaf lidmanna-
konungr and the mound-breaking of Prain the berserk and Hromund Gripsson, with
many verses in it. This story was used to entertain King Sverrir and he declared that
such lying sagas were most amusing; men can however trace their genealogies to
Hrémund Gripsson. Hrolf himself had composed this saga. (Foote 1953-57:226,
my emphases)

The suggestion that the lost saga of Hromundur contained verses is con-
firmed by the account of the medieval poem of Hromundur in the form of
rimur (sg. rima, pl. rimur, Eng. thymes). Hromundar rimur, also known
as Griplur, are believed to be derived from the lost *Hromundar saga and
in various places they also refer to stanzas (Ice. visur). Following Finnur
Jonsson’s (1905-1922) edition of the poem in Rimnsafn, Griplur stanzas
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1:30, I:39, and I'V:7 include references to visur, but none of them is quoted
directly. This speaks in favour of the hypothesis that * Hromundar saga was
initially composed and performed in the form of a prosimetrum.

In addition to the information about the many verses that the lost saga
of Hromundur contained, PsH also states that many Icelanders could trace
their genealogies back to Hromundur Gripsson. Indeed, Hromundur is men-
tioned in The Book of Settlements (Ice. Landndamabok), where he is pre-
sented as the great-grandfather of the first settlers of Iceland Ingoélfur and
Hjorleifur (Finnur Jonsson 1900:6). Here, he is presented as a native of
Telemark, an inland region of southern Norway, whose sons Bjornoélfur and
Hroéaldur settled in Dalsfjord in the western part of the country. Their sons,
Orn and Hroaldur, were apparently the fathers of Ingélfur and Leifur, who,
according to tradition, arrived in Iceland in the second half of the ninth cen-
tury.® This genealogical connection of Hromundur to many contemporary
Icelanders might have played a significant role in the saga’s transmission
history and its adaptations in Iceland, as the story has appeared in various
artistic forms throughout centuries.

While not all of the turning points in the complicated transmission history
of this story can be placed in time and space with high certainty, some of
them can be easily identified, and this allows for the analysis of the cultural
processes that appear to have led to the creation of subsequent adaptations.
The present article analyses three snapshots from the transmission history
of the story of Hromundur in the context of different socio-political circum-
stances. First, it discusses the seventeenth-century prose adaptation of the
story (/7HsG) in the context of antiquarian interest in Old Norse narratives,
which could serve the interests of early modern Scandinavian monarchies.
The article then turns to the nineteenth-century prose adaptation of the story
(19HsG) and analyses it from the perspective of the formation of Icelandic
identity, which led to a growing interest in regaining independence from
Denmark. Finally, it closes with the interpretation of the most recent per-
formance of the story by the metal band Tyr, and views it in the context of
contemporary developments within the Faroese independence movement.
The study concludes that in each case, political or ideological agendas seem
to have worked as a catalyst for interest in Old Norse material in the Nordic
countries. The article aims to show that regardless of the time period in
which the Old Norse motifs were used, their uses can, to a certain extent, be
related to the formation or cultivation of national identities through refer-
ences to national(ized) cultural heritage and/or genealogies.

Royal Genealogies and Danish Historiography

The first early modern prose adaptation of the story of Hromundur origi-
nated in Copenhagen at the end of the seventeenth century (thus henceforth
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17HsG). Its appearance was associated with the burgeoning antiquarian
movement in Scandinavia, which brought Old Norse literature to the atten-
tion of continental Europe.* This increased interest in Old Norse material
coincided with the period of intense wars between Denmark and Sweden
over the dominium maris baltici (Baltic Sea dominion) (Kirby 1990; Lisk
1967), when both countries attempted to prove their supremacy by means
of military and ideological battles. Old Norse literature played a significant
role in this process, providing “ancient sources” for politically motivated
scholars on both sides of the Oresund (Skovgaard-Petersen 1993; Lavender
2014; Gottskalk Jensson 2019; Kapitan 2022). As the early transmission
history of /7HsG shows, the circumstances of the saga’s appearance lie
precisely on the border of Swedish and Danish interests.

One of the antiquarians who was interested in the story of Hromundur
was an Icelander employed at the Dano-Norwegian court, Thormod
Torfeeus (1636—-1719). Torfzeus first served as a royal translator tasked
with translating Old Norse-Icelandic sagas into Danish. He later worked
as a royal antiquarian and was sent to Iceland to collect manuscripts, and,
finally, as a royal historiographer, he was tasked with writing a history of
Norway in Latin (Pall Eggert Olason 1948-1952:V, 190-91).° Around the
same time that Torfaeus became royal historiographer, he wrote a letter to
his acquaintance in Iceland, Rev. Torfi Jonsson (1617-1689), a nephew of
bishop Brynjoélfur Sveinsson and the pastor of Gaulverjaber (Pall Eggert
Olason 1948-1952:V, 27-8). In the letter, he asked for help to acquire var-
ious sagas that he suspected to be potentially useful for his study of royal
genealogies. One of the sagas he mentioned is that of Hromundur, which
Torfaeus claims in the letter never to have seen.®

The antiquarian interest of people like Torfaeus in the story of Hromundur
most likely gave an immediate motivation for the creation of /7HsG. All the
earliest manuscripts of the saga are contemporary with the aforementioned
letter from Torfzeus to Torfi Jonsson, while textual analysis reveals that all the
extant texts can be traced back to a single manuscript — Reykjavik, Stofnun
Arna Magnussonar, AM 601 b 4to — written by Jon Eggertsson, an Icelandic
collaborator of the Swedish Society of Antiquities (Antikvitetskollegium). 1t
has been argued that Jon Eggertsson probably wrote AM 601 b 4to while
imprisoned in Copenhagen in the years 1684-87 (Kapitan & Stegmann
2019). His role nonetheless extends beyond that of a scribe, as he is also
believed to be responsible for converting the rimur of Hromundur into
prose.” Jon Eggertsson’s authorship of /7HsG seems likely given the cir-
cumstances, since, as a poet, he had all the necessary skills to complete such
an undertaking. Moreover, he had access to a manuscript that he acquired
in Iceland in the early 1680s, which contained Griplur, among other sets of
rimur.® Therefore, the seventeenth-century saga can be seen as a summary of
the contents of the rimur, prepared with a scholarly audience in mind.
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Textual analysis of the oldest manuscripts of /7HsG indicates that politi-
cal agendas played a larger role in the creation of this saga than might other-
wise be anticipated. In the manuscripts written by Jon Eggertsson, the name
“Denmark” is consistently removed from the text of the saga. A comparison
with the saga text preserved in the three oldest manuscripts (AM 601 b
to, Reykjavik, Stofnun Arna Magnuissonar, AM 587 b 4to, and Stockholm,
Kungliga biblioteket, Papp. fol. nr 67) exemplifies this perfectly. In AM
601 b 4to, the text reads, “King Olafur sailed from there and goes north to
Denmark” (“Sigldi olafr kongr sua padann, oc norpr til danmerkr”, AM 601
b 4to, f. 3r.), but the scribe deleted “Denmark” and replaced it with “his
kingdom” (“sinz rijkis”, AM 601 b 4to, f. 3r). This emended reading made
its way into a transcript of Hromundar saga preserved in AM 587 b 4to,
f. 5r—5v, and from there to the modern editions of the saga, starting with
Fornaldar sogur Nordrlanda eptir gémlum handritum (Rafn 1829—-1830:11,
371).° Papp. fol. nr 67, which preserves another text of the saga written by
Jon Eggertsson, also omits Denmark and reads, “King Olafur sailed from
there and home” (“Siglde Olafur kongr sua padan og heim”, Papp. Fol. nr
67, f. 108r), with the vague and non-specific “home” replacing the more
politically fraught “Denmark”. This intentional omission of Denmark may
suggest that the saga’s Swedish audience, and in particular Jon Eggertsson’s
employer, the Swedish Society of Antiquities, had little taste for stories
about Danish heroes, favouring instead stories of general relevance to main-
land Scandinavia.'® Indeed, /7HsG describes a battle between King Olafur
and the Swedish kings, both named Hadding, making it relevant to legend-
ary Swedish history. This version of the story made its way to the Swedish
edition of the saga in Nordiska kimpa dater i en sagoflock samlade om
forna kongar och hjdltar (Bjorner 1737).

Even though there is no evidence that /7HsG was ever directly used as
a historical source in any of Torfaeus’ historical works, and Torfzeus himself
eventually dismissed it as “worthless”,!" the marginal annotations in Torfaeus’
hand that appear in the manuscripts preserving the saga reveal his historical
interest in the story. His main interest was evidently the saga’s presentation of
royal genealogies; because of this, Torfaeus paid great attention to the inter-
textual connections between various Old Norse texts and the inaccuracies that
appear in them. This is clear from his comments in two manuscripts preserving
17HsG, AM 587 b 4to and AM 193 e fol. In both, Torfaeeus comments that
the accounts of /7HsG should be compared to the accounts of other sagas:
to Gongu-Hrolfs saga in the case of AM 587 b 4to and to Halfs saga og
Halfsrekka in AM 193 e fol. Neither of these texts would be seen as a historical
source today, but in Torfeeus’ time both were the basis of historical research.'?

The evidence presented here demonstrates the close relationship between
the rewriting of Hromundar saga and the political and ideological world
through which it moved. The political interests seem to have not only given
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an impulse for writing of the saga, but they also significantly shaped its
contents, at least with regard to certain geographical references. Moreover,
the marginalia found in some of the oldest manuscripts attests to scholarly
interest in the royal genealogies preserved in the legendary sagas, thus also
bearing witness to the use of these types of sagas as historical sources at this
time. Even though /7HsG never played any significant role in providing
evidence for Danish or Swedish supremacy, its early transmission shows
that even historically irrelevant texts could not avoid ideological influence.
The saga in its extant form came into being as a result of the politically ori-
ented scholarship of the seventeenth century.

Common Men’s Genealogies and Icelandic Nationalism

While the oldest manuscripts of / 7HsG bear witness to the historiographical
interest in its royal genealogies and the geography of its action, the younger
prose adaptation highlights the genealogical importance of its protagonist,
the eponymous Hromundur, by supplying a genealogy of his descendants at
the end of the saga. Moreover, when King Olafur is introduced at the begin-
ning of the saga, he is not immediately attached to any specific geograph-
ical location, as he is in /7HsG and Griplur. Scholarship has thus far been
completely silent about this younger prose adaptation, and little is known
about its origins, dating, and authorship. What is known, however, is that all
four manuscripts that preserve this saga can be dated to the first half of the
nineteenth century (therefore henceforth /9HsG).!

While much may be said about the stylistic modifications and amplifica-
tions that characterize /9HsG compared to the seventeenth-century saga,
the saga’s ending is especially interesting from the perspective of the pres-
ent study. The ending of the nineteenth-century saga has been expanded
with the addition of genealogical information concerning the descendants
of Hromundur, thus linking modern Icelanders to this legendary hero. Three
out of four manuscripts explicitly name Bjornolfur and Hroéalfur (mostly
likely corrupted from Hroaldur) as sons of Hromundur.' Furthermore, one
of them, Lbs 2404 8vo, goes even further and supplies additional informa-
tion about Hromundur’s grandchildren and great-grandchildren. There, the
ending of the story reads as follows:

Tokoz brapt mep Rémundi oc Svanhvit gépar astir, pau atto bepi Sono oc Detr po
hér sé fra atgjorpom peira ritat, oc voru pau in mestu mikil menni oc storar ¢ttir
fra peim komnar peira Synir voru peir Birondlfur oc Hroéalfr Biorndlfr var fapir
Arnar fapir Ingo6lfs landndmamans, enn son Hréalfs var Harpmar fapir Hidrleifs er
Hiorleifs hofpi er vit kendur. (Lbs 2404 8vo, f. 100v)

Soon deep love arose between Hromundur and Svanhvit. They had both sons and
daughters, even though there is [no] account of their deeds provided here. From
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them descended greatest men and great dynasties. Their sons were Bjornolf and
Hroalf. Bjornolf was the father of Orn, father of Ingolf the settler, and the son of
Hroalf was Hardmar, father of Hjorleif, after whom Hjorleifshofoi is named.

This information tracing a genealogy from Hromundur to Ingoélfur must
originate in Landnamabok where, as previously mentioned, both Ingélfur
Arnason and Hjorleifur Hroédmarson are listed as Hromundur’s descend-
ants and where Hjorleifsh6foi is mentioned as the location where Hjorleifur
settled.

There is good reason to assume that the political situation in Iceland
at the beginning of the nineteenth century may well have influenced the
shape of the younger adaptation of the story. The Alpingi was disbanded by
the royal decree in the year 1800, and in 1809 Jergen Jorgensen declared
Iceland independent from Denmark and pronounced himself its ruler
(Sigurour Lindal 1974-2016:1X, 5-86). Jergensen’s coup d’état was ulti-
mately unsuccessful and can be seen as putting Icelanders’ urge for inde-
pendence from Denmark in question. Nevertheless, it seems quite possible
that the Icelandic turn towards medieval sagas may have had something to
do with the awakening of an Icelandic national identity. As the Napoleonic
wars rolled across Europe and the socio-political conflicts leading to the
Springtime of Nations started to appear across the continent, the growing
importance of Iceland’s past as a nation and of its genealogies for the forma-
tion of a distinct national identity may also be rooted in the sagas.

Appending genealogies to saga narratives is not an uncommon practice in
the scribal culture of early modern Iceland, as it has been observed in manu-
script transmissions of other sagas, for example, the recently discussed case
of llluga saga (Lavender 2020:73-76). What is intriguing in this attempt to
connect the legendary saga hero to the history of Iceland is the intellectual
milieu from which this younger Hromundar saga most likely originates.

Until the beginning of the nineteenth century, there had been no sus-
tained separatist movement in Iceland, with some Icelandic intellectuals
advocating for even closer cultural assimilation with Denmark. However,
by the middle of the nineteenth century, nationalism dominated Icelandic
discourse (see, for example, Gudmundur Halfdanarson 2006; Halink 2017).
The awakening of the nationalistic ideology is often associated with the
Fj6lnismenn, a group of Icelandic intellectuals in Copenhagen who had
founded the journal Fjélnir: Arrit handa Islendingum. The journal was pub-
lished in Copenhagen between 1835 and 1847 and is considered the first
Icelandic journal to be dedicated to literature, although it also published on
history, politics, and natural sciences (Périr Oskarsson 2006; Sveinn Yngvi
Egilsson 1999). One of the Fjolnismenn was Konrad Gislason, later pro-
fessor at the University of Copenhagen and son of the Icelandic lay histo-
rian Gisli Konrddsson. Gisli Konradsson in turn happens to be the scribe
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responsible for one of the four manuscripts preserving /9HsG: Lbs 2404
8vo, the very manuscript that expands the genealogies from Hromundur to
Ingo6lfur and Hjorleifur.

The emphasis on the descendants of Hromundur in Lbs 2404 8vo reflects
Gisli Konradsson’s clear interest in genealogy. As he stated in one of his
letters to the folklorist Jon Arnason: “I have complied so many geneal-
ogies that I cannot count them [...] all back to Sturlunga, the sagas, and
Landnamabok” (“Attartdlur hefi eg svo margar saman tekid, ad eg man
ekki a0 telja peer, [...] allt fram ad Sturlungu, S6gunum og Landnamu”,
Finnur Sigmundsson 1951:80). In this context, it is not surprising that the
information from Landnamabok regarding the descendants of Hrémundur
was added to the saga in a manuscript written by Gisli Konradsson.

Gisli Konradsson’s interest in Icelandic history and genealogies was
formed under the influence of Jon Espolin, for whom Gisli Konradsson
worked as a secretary (Stefan Einarsson 1948). Jon Espoélin was a dis-
trict administrator and lay historian with strong nationalistic sentiments.
As Ingi Sigurdsson (1972:100-101) puts it, he “saw history as a means
of establishing people’s identity” and considered that “it would benefit
the nation if people identified themselves with their ancestors, which was
impossible without knowledge of history and genealogy.” Because of his
emphasis on history and genealogy in the formation of Icelandic identity,
Stefan Einarsson considers Jon Espolin as an ideological forerunner of
the Fjolnismenn, and emphasizes the direct link between Jon Espolin and
Konrad Gislason through Gisli Konradsson (Stefan Einarsson 1948:18).

The actual extent of Jon Espoélin and Gisli Konradsson’s influence on
Konrad Gislason and the Fjolnismenn is a matter for future investigation,
but this genealogical addition in Lbs 2404 8vo gives us an insight into the
ideological atmosphere in Iceland before the nationalistic Icelandic agenda
gained full speed in Copenhagen in the middle of the century. It illustrates
the role that medieval genealogies reaching into the settlement period played
in the formation of Icelandic identity, which in turn led to the creation of the
Icelandic independence movement.

The modification of the ending of the saga becomes even more intrigu-
ing when analysed in the context of other modifications that appear in the
younger saga, compared to the seventeenth-century saga and the medieval
rimur of Hrémundur. Table 1 presents a comparison of the opening lines of
17HsG and 19HsG, together with the corresponding passages of the rimur.
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17HsG

19HsG

Griplur

Sa kongr riepe fyrir Gor-
dom /i danmorc/ er Olafr
hiet

Sva hefr Sego pessa, at &
peim timum sem margir
Stolkongar voro i Norvegi,
Danmorco oc Svipjop,
gorpost margir Hofpingjar oc
stormektugir Herrar, Greifar
oc Jarlar, sem bruto sic til
ricja oc landa, herjupo sva
vel &4 vetrom sem sumrom, oc
6blupo sér sva fjar oc fregpa.

Olaf nefni eg itran gram,

er atti ad styra Horoum,
Lofdung helt med landi fram
Lagis dyrum vordum.

Gnoédar-Asmundr grams var
feor,

Gumna fara liki,

Sa baud jafnan sverda vedr
Og svipti af kongum riki

A medal pessara oc pvilikra
var einn micils verpr Kongr,
sem Olafr hiet

Table 1. A comparison of the ways in which King Olafur is introduced in 17HsG, 19HsG, and
Griplur.

As discussed elsewhere, King Olafur is presented as a king of Hordaland
in Norway in the medieval rimur of Hromundur, while in the seventeenth-
century saga he is made into a Danish king (Kapitan 2022). The nine-
teenth-century saga does not specify Olafur’s domain in the opening of the
text, introducing him instead as one of many petty kings that ruled over
Norway, Denmark, and Sweden in the distant past. The geographical vague-
ness of Olafur’s introduction can be seen as an intentional intervention in the
saga’s text, with the purpose of detaching it from a mainland Scandinavian
context. At a time when not only Scandinavian but also German scholars
increasingly started to consider Old Norse-Icelandic literature as part of
their national heritage, detaching Olafur from Denmark (or Norway) and
explicitly linking Hromundur to the first settlers of Iceland can be seen as
an early attempt to (re)claim Old Norse-Icelandic literature for Iceland. By
emphasizing that modern Icelanders are descendants of legendary heroes
such as Hromundur, the writer of the saga and its later copyists seem to be
highlighting their cultural superiority over other Scandinavians.'

Viking Metal and Faroese Nationalism

The most recent performance of the story of Hrémundur was done by
the Faroese Viking Metal band Tyr. During their recent concert with
the Symphony Orchestra of the Faroe Islands on 8 February 2020 at the
Nordurlandahusid in Térshavn, Tyr performed their track “Ramund hin
unge”, which is directly related to the lost Hromundar saga. This provides
us with valuable insight into the modern reception or reappropriation of Old
Norse materials in contemporary popular culture.'®
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“Ramund hin unge” is a Viking Metal adaptation of the Danish traditional
ballad Ramund (Nyerup & Rahbek 1813:1V, 334—40). This Danish ballad is
itself most likely a translation of the Swedish ballad Ramunder (Arwidsson
1834:114-120), one of many Scandinavian ballads narrating the deeds of a
hero named Ramund, who is also called Ramunder, Rambold, or Ranild in
various Danish, Norwegian, and Swedish versions. These are in turn related
to the story of Hrémundur and the Icelandic set of rimur (Andrews 1912).
The relationships between the seventeenth-century Hromundar saga and
the Scandinavian ballads was already noted by Erik Julius Bjorner in his
Nordiska kimpa dater (1737), but it was Svend Grundtvig (1853:359-372)
in his Danmarks gamle Folkeviser who first presented convincing argu-
mentation for these relationships and identified corresponding characters in
various versions. According to Albert LeRoy Andrews, of the four ballad
versions that he analysed (two Danish, one Norwegian, and one Swedish),
the oldest and the most original is the Danish ballad Rigen Rambolt og Aller
hin steerke, preserved in Karen Brahe’s folio manuscript from 1550-60. He
concluded that this version is independent of the Icelandic rimur and that
its sources may even go back to the lost saga mentioned in the Sturlunga
compilation. No Faroese variant of this ballad is known to me.

The lyrics of the metal song “Ramund hin unge”, detached from its long
adaptation history, do not clearly resonate with Hromundar saga in the form
we know it today. Only three independent episodes establish the core of
the song: the sewing of Ramund’s cloths, the killing of seven giants, and
the killing of a certain emperor. Out of the 24 stanzas of the traditional
Ramund, as published in Nyerup and Rahbek’s edition, Tyr selected only
five stanzas for the lyrics of “Ramund hin unge”, which were accompanied
by a metal adaptation of a traditional Danish melody. It is worth emphasiz-
ing that Tyr’s performances of material based on Norse or Scandinavian
motifs are not limited to the single aforementioned local event in the Faroe
Islands. Among other Norse-inspired songs, “Ramund hin unge” has been
performed throughout Europe and North America: for example, it was
included in the setlist of the band’s international tour in 2019, during which
this song could be heard in venues from the United States, through Europe,
to Turkey.

The song was first released in 2003 on the Eric the Red album together
with one other adaptation of an Old Norse legendary saga, the Faroese
ballad “Regin Smidur”, which is related to the Sigurour the dragon slayer
tradition mentioned in the introduction to this article. Eric the Red takes
its title from the last song on this album, inspired by the story of Eirikur
borvaldsson (known as raudi, “the Red”), the first settler of Greenland, an
outlaw from Iceland of Norwegian origin, and known for his persistence in
following paganism. One of the contributors to the Encyclopaedia Metallum
described the album the following way:
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the authentic Faroese viking metal band Tyr follows up with an album about the leg-
endary Eric The Red, along with other famous figures and events in viking history
[...] These guys don’t just talk about vikings, they sing it in the right language, are
inspired by actual historical events, and rehash some famous folk melodies and texts
on this release as well."”

The “authenticity” of the band, “rightness” of the language, and references
to “actual historical events” seem to play a significant role in the band’s
perception and reception by their fans. Comments in a similar vein can be
found on various internet forums where metal fans express their opinions
about the album. Coming from the Faroe Islands and singing in Faroese
about “famous” figures of the Norse past, such as Sigurdur and Eirikur (or
the not so famous Hromundur), gives Tyr additional credibility that seems
to be valued highly among their fans.

Tyr is one of many representatives of the genre known as Viking Metal,
in which Old Norse motifs play a significant role. It is a relatively new
music genre with its roots in the 1990s when, under the influences of the
Swedish black metal band Bathory, Nordic heavy metal musicians started to
engage with Old Norse material (Heesch 2010; Helden 2010).'® The release
of Bathory’s album Blood Fire Death in 1988 marks the symbolic begin-
ning of the genre, with its introductory song “Odens Ride Over Nordland”
and the album’s cover featuring Peter Nicolai Arbo’s painting Asgdrdsreien
from 1872 (Heesch & Kopanski 2018; Trafford & Pluskowski 2007). The
painting, inspired by the poem of the same name by the Norwegian author
Johan Sebastian Welhaven, depicts the horde of warriors riding out of the
dark clouds with a crowned Por above them, portrayed in his goat-driven
chariot and holding his hammer, highlighted by the sun (Huvaere 2018).
Nordic metal bands have subsequently drawn on a similar stock of viking
imagery and clichés, from depictions of viking warriors to the expansive
use of runes and reproductions of actual medieval artefacts, most frequently
the Thor’s hammer. Tyr is not any different in this regard, with their album
covers drawing strongly on Norse imagery and promotional photos featur-
ing band members wearing chain mail and carrying swords and axes."

Imke von Helden recently observed that, broadly understood, national
identity plays an important role in the Viking Metal scene, where pagan
beliefs and viking ancestry are frequently emphasized by various means:

Nationality and a deep interest in the own country’s history are deeply embedded in
Viking metal [...] The link between Scandinavian musicians and their Viking roots
is often stressed in promotion material and in interviews. Many Viking metal musi-
cians turned away from the black metal-linked Satanism of the early 1990s — when
young Norwegian musicians burned down medieval stave churches — to Viking
motifs and more indistinct allusions to “old gods” and the subject of the Christian
oppression of their heathen ancestors. (Helden 2010:258)
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Similarly, Trafford and Pluskowski (2007:64—70) pointed out that not only
the artists performing within the Viking Metal scene, but also their fans,
frequently emphasize their connection to the “Vikings” by ancestry and take
pride in their national heritage. While there is sometimes a fine line between
the more benign expression of pride in national heritage and the jingoistic
expression of white Scandinavian supremacy, one may consider whether
turning to Norse motifs in Scandinavia cannot be interpreted as an expres-
sion of cultural racism, which is inherently based on history and culture.?

While Tyr have definitely rejected any accusations of right-wing senti-
ments,?! and throughout the years have made a shift from describing them-
selves as Viking Metal to Folk Metal,”? they are known for taking pride
in the heritage of the Faroe Islands and being in favour of Faroese inde-
pendence.” This is expressed, for example, in their band merchandise.
One of the band’s T-shirt designs features the Faroese flag together with
a quotation from the Faroese national anthem: “at bera tad merkid, sum
eyOkennir verkid.” Moreover, it is worth noting that one of the band’s great-
est hits, “Ormurin Langi” (from their first full-length album How Far to
Asgaard), is a Viking Metal adaptation of a ballad of the same title written
by the Faroese poet Jens Christian Djurhuus (1773—1853) who, according
to Deeks (2016:104), was known for “expressing views against the ruling
Danish authorities in the Faroe Islands”.

The Faroe Islands, which have been a part of the Danish kingdom for the
past six centuries,?* have experienced growing interest in self-determination
since the Christmas Meeting of 1888, but only after the Second World War
did the separatist movement gain momentum (Ackrén 2006; Jacobsen 2012;
Hoft2012; Adler-Nissen 2014). Currently, a number of parties in the Faroese
parliament (Logting) are proponents of Faroese independence, but they do not
hold a majority (Krog 2019; Coogan 2019). In this context, it is not surprising
that a band originating in a country where “a considerable part of the popula-
tion [...] still feels that they have unresolved national issues within the current
constitutional framework with Denmark”? — as can be read on the official
website of the Faroese government faroeislands.fo — seeks inspiration in the
local ballad tradition and Norse cultural heritage to build their own national
identity. The use of Norse imagery for this same purpose has also taken place
in other Nordic countries, especially since the heyday of Romanticism.?
Even today, as Annika Olsson (2015) recently observed, all the Nordic coun-
tries claim the Old Norse-Icelandic sagas to be part of their cultural heritage.?’
When the Danish state does not recognize the Faroe Islands as a separate
nation, but rather sees its people as a “community within the Danish nation”
(Adler-Nissen 2014:9—10), it is not surprising that this very same community
seeks ways of separating themselves from Danish culture.

During the February 2020 performance with the Symphony Orchestra
of the Faroe Islands various traditional Faroese and Old Norse motifs
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featured strongly throughout the evening. The setlist of this show included,
for instance, “Ragnars Kvadi”, based on a Faroese ballad about Ragnar
Lodbrok; “The Lay of Thrym”, alluding to the events described in
brymskvida, one of the most popular of the Eddic poems; and the aforemen-
tioned “Ormurin Langi”, based on a Faroese ballad about the Norwegian
king Olafur Tryggvason and his famous ship during the battle of Svolder.

The performance of Tyr’s repertoire with the Symphony Orchestra of
the Faroe Islands was a major commercial success, with all shows selling
out. A show of this scale, taking place in one of the major cultural institu-
tions of the Faroe Islands,”® might be interpreted as lending official sanc-
tion to nationalistic sentiments among the population of the Faroe Islands.”
However, the paradox of this appropriation of Norse material to serve polit-
ical and ideological interests lies in the practice of reaching to a common
Nordic heritage to empower local separatisms.*® The choice of the Danish
ballad Ramund — believed to be a translation of a Swedish ballad, which
in turn has its roots in a medieval Danish ballad — by a band that supports
Faroese independence from Denmark, exemplifies this intriguing combina-
tion of common heritage and separatist discourses.

Conclusion

The aim of this article was to demonstrate how over the course of many
centuries, political and ideological agendas have catalysed interest in Old
Norse material. This material has been used to legitimize first dynastic
claims and later national pride through references to cultural heritage and/
or genealogies. By analysing three adaptations of the story of Hrémundur
in various media and in different historical contexts, the present study has
shown the ways in which socio-political circumstances can influence the
cultural production of a narrative, from providing a direct impulse to writ-
ing an early modern saga, through modifications and amplifications of the
narrative, to serving as inspiration for contemporary artists.

Although not all adaptations of the story can be clearly and precisely
associated with particular historical events, the selected cases suggest that
the reception of stories about the Scandinavian past is inflected by the ideo-
logical atmospheres that characterize certain regions and periods.

The creation of /7HsG was a response to antiquarian interest in Old
Norse literature as historical sources, which could serve the Danish absolute
monarchy in its ideological contest with its neighbours across the Jresund
and vice versa. This generated scholarly interest in royal genealogy and the
geography of the events described in the legendary sagas. This interest is
attested in the oldest manuscripts preserving /7HsG, in the form of mar-
ginal notes supplied by the Dano-Norwegian royal antiquarian and histori-
ographer Torfaeus.
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The reshaping of the saga of Hromundur in the nineteenth century gives
insight into the ideological atmosphere in Iceland in the years shortly
before Icelandic nationalistic sentiments were clearly articulated or defined
by Icelandic intellectuals in Copenhagen. The vague introduction of King
Olafur as one of many Scandinavian kings at the beginning of the saga shifts
the geographical relevance of the saga from Denmark (as in /7HsG) to an
unspecified Nordic region. The genealogical additions at the end of /9HsG,
linking Hromundur to the first settlers of Iceland, illustrate the importance
of medieval genealogies reaching back to the settlement period for the cre-
ation of Icelandic national identity and provide a means of accumulating
cultural capital for Icelanders, as direct descendants of famous legendary
heroes.

The most recent adaptation of the story of Hromundur into the Viking
Metal genre acquires deeper contemporary relevance when viewed from
the perspective of the Faroese independence movement. At a time when the
Danish state does not recognize the Faroese people as a nation, the harness-
ing of Norse imagery to foster the national identity of the Faroese popula-
tion seems to tread the same paths as those laid out in other Nordic countries
in earlier centuries.

The present study does not claim that Hromundar saga Gr(e)ipssonar
played a special role in the creation of national identities in Denmark,
Iceland, or the Faroe Islands in particular, but rather illustrates how histor-
ical circumstances can influence the transmission of such an unassuming
story. Such a diachronic perspective on the history of its adaptations gives
us valuable insight into the mechanisms of cultural production across cen-
turies and sheds light on the role that political and ideological agendas,
consciously articulated or not, have played and still play in the creation,
dissemination and preservation of cultural artefacts. The value of analysing
historical literary transmission in close relation to political history and the
history of ideas lies in its potential for expanding our understanding of con-
temporary modes of cultural production, and in revealing the interests and
agendas that underlie comparable artistic expressions today.
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