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Two of porr's Great Fights according to HymiskviSa 

Margaret Clunies Ross 

Both in his writings, notably in 'Beowulf s Three Great Fights' (1955)1, and in his 

teaching over the years, Leslie Rogers has always promoted a view of Beowulf as 

an Anglo-Saxon poem in which the structural seams show, even though its 

Christian poet was guided by a moral purpose in reworking older heroic material. 

He has also consistently advocated the possibility of a relatively late date for 

Beowulf, in his 1955 article following Schucking's dating of about 900, long 

before the present decade in which it has become fashionable to propose a date in 

the Viking Age, possibly as late as the reign of Cnut.2 Palaeographical studies of 

the Beowulf manuscript3 have strengthened the hand of those who suggest that the 

poem as we have it is contemporary with the manuscript itself, which Neil Ker 

assigned to the late tenth or the beginning of the eleventh century.4 

Perhaps it was Leslie's knowledge of things Norse that gave him a nose for 

the nature of Beowulf's composition and for the possibility of its Viking Age date. 

At any rate, the hypotheses he espoused are of considerable interest to students of 

medieval Scandinavian literature, both of the Viking Age and of the twelfth and 

thirteenth centuries. As most of the extant literature comes to us in Icelandic 

manuscripts from the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, even though it may have 

had older antecedents, we look with renewed interest on an eleventh-century 

Beowulf composed in a Viking context, or even, as Roberta Frank argues, in an 

Alfredian or post-Alfredian Viking context.5 Both a relatively late date and a 

Scandinavian context allow us to compare Beowulf s reinterpretation of 

pre-Christian literature in the light of a Christian view of history with the way in 

which Icelandic poets and story-tellers of the Middle Ages reinterpreted their 

inherited traditions. On both the syntagmatic and paradigmatic levels one can see 

similarities between the Beowulf poet's handling of his disparate material and the 

changes wrought by Icelandic poets on their traditional myths in response to shifts 
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in ideology and mentality that had occurred in the conversion period and the two 

hundred years that followed (c. 1000-1200). 

The corpus of Icelandic poems known as the Elder or Poetic Edda offers us a 

group of mythological and heroic texts of uncertain age whose subject matter is 

traditional and Germanic, like Beowulf's. Like Beowulf also, these poems are in 

the common Germanic alliterative verse-form. Most are extant in a single 

manuscript from c. 1270, the Codex Regius (GkS 2365 4t0) which used to be in the 

Royal Library, Copenhagen, until its return to Iceland in 1971. The text of the 

Prose Edda of Snorri Sturluson (composed c. 1225) also contains poetry in eddic 

verse-forms, and one of the manuscripts of Snorra Edda (AM 748 1 4t0), which 

dates from the early fourteenth century, contains part of a collection of eddic poems, 

most of which are also in the Codex Regius. 

One of the eddic poems in both the Codex Regius and AM 748 1 4 t 0 is 

Hymiskvida. It is not possible to date the work, except in the context of the two 

manuscripts that contain it, but most scholars have been inclined to view it as the 

literary product of the latest period of composition in the eddic mode in Iceland, 

without being able to define this period precisely.6 However, the poet of 

Hymiskvi5a has worked together several myths which are probably quite a lot older 

than the text as we now have it and, like the Beowulf poet, has created a new 

synthesis and therefore a new interpretation of earlier narratives. 

Just as Beowulf juxtaposes three great fights of its hero and suggests their 

interrelationship on the paradigmatic level, so Hymiskvida joins two major exploits 

of the god porr, his acquisition of a brewing cauldron from the giant Hymir on 

behalf of the gods and his fight with the World Serpent, MiSgar&sormr. We have 

no other example of the myth of porr's fetching of the brewing cauldron, so cannot 

judge the extent of the Hymiskvida poet's innovation, but there are a number of 

extant versions of the god's struggle with Mi8gar5sormr, both from the Viking Age 

and from the thirteenth century, in verbal and visual media. Meulengracht S0rensen 

has recently undertaken a comparative analysis of all these variants and has made 

suggestions about the development of the myth in the Viking Age, which this article 

takes up.7 However, it is only in Hymiskvida, as far as we know, that the myth of 

porr's fishing for the World Serpent has become part of the cauldron-fetching 

narrative, in which it functions as one of several tests of the questing deity, with 

significantly altered meaning from that which it has in independent narration. 

A poem like Hymiskvida, whose composite nature comes apart relatively 

easily under analysis, provides an interesting test of the extent to which earlier 

mythic meanings might be subverted by literary artists of the thirteenth century in 
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the interests of a different semiotic code. In the case of the MiSgar5sormr myth, 

other variants give us a reasonable idea of the range of meanings it had for 

Scandinavian people of the Viking Age and the following centuries and some 

indication of changed interpretations of the myth in response to changes in 

mentalite, mainly occasioned by the ideological challenge of Christianity to native 

modes of thought. If we assume, as is usually done, that mentalite is relatively 

resistant to rapid change to the extent that it is an unreflective mental phenomenon,8 

then the degree to which the meaning of an established myth may be changed or 

downgraded may give us some measure of general changes in people's ways of 

thinking that must have been necessary to allow such a subversion of myth to take 

place. In the field of early Norse studies, where most texts in their extant form date 

from the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries, composite texts like Hymiskvida offer a 

cautiously useful guide to changes in mentaliti which are not otherwise recoverable. 

Old Norse eddic poetry presupposes a pagan world, even though some of the 

compilatory prose link passages of the Codex Regius indicate both compiler's and 

audience's distance from its beliefs and imagined activities.9 The group of 

mythological poems in the codex, of which Hymiskvida is one, projects a society in 

which deities and other supernatural beings such as giants, dwarves, and elves, 

together with a group of monsters that includes the World Serpent, are the normal 

inhabitants of the world. These texts do not exclude the human race from their 

consideration, but the status and fate of humanity is peripheral to and contingent on 

the supernatural beings' activities. Some of the poems deal with the early period of 

the world's history, in which supernatural beings performed acts of creation and 

instituted a social and intellectual order. Another focus of these poems is upon the 

disintegration of divine society and its destruction by a group of monsters and fire-

giants at Ragnarok. Other poems again narrate or allude to hostilities between the 

gods and the giant race, and Hymiskvida presupposes such a situation. 

Meletinskij has described how the Old Norse mythological world-picture 

comprises two spatial codes, the horizontal and the vertical, and two corresponding 

temporal sub-systems of cosmology, which he called the 'cosmogonic' and the 

'eschatological'.10 It was the vertical model of the world that incorporated explicit 

reference to chronology, for it concerned the relationship between life and death 

both for the individual and for society. The horizontal model, on the other hand, 

concerned itself with oppositions between the two major social and intellectual 

forces in the cosmos, the gods and the giants and monsters. It assumed a state of 

constancy rather than change; although one side might temporarily gain the upper 
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hand, the model inscribes a steady state in which both exchange and exploitation 

between the two parties continue to occur. 

The vertical model of Norse cosmology, as it incorporated a notion of the 

world's creation and destruction, was much closer than the horizontal model to 

Christian concepts of world history. A study of the variant versions of the story of 

porr's struggle with Mi5gar8sormr indicates how a myth whose primary location lay 

in the horizontal model could be reinterpreted as if it were more concerned with the 

vertical dimension, in particular with concepts of eschatology and the destruction of 

the world in a final holocaust. Many scholars have pointed out the relationship 

between this myth and Christian notions of Satan's rivalry with Christ at the 

Harrowing of Hell, a relationship facilitated by the positional equivalences between 

Christ and porr and Satan and Mi5gar5sormr in the two systems.11 Meulengracht 

S0rensen has proposed that the earliest versions of the myth, in skaldic poetry of the 

Viking Age and picture stones of the same period or possibly earlier, express a 

balance between two mighty cosmic forces, represented by the hammer-wielding 

porr on one hand and by the World Serpent in the ocean on the other.12 

Arguably, then, the early Scandinavian versions of this myth, which certainly 

have Indo-European cognates,13 belong firmly on the horizontal plane. In versions 

of the myth from the conversion period (c. 1000), however, a vertical orientation 

becomes evident, for in them porr actually kills the World Serpent, who is 

represented as a negative force. In Snorri Sturluson's Edda, a synthesizing 

mythology from the early thirteenth century, the fishing expedition may be read in 

the context of that whole work as porr's attempt to avert Ragnarok. Hymiskvida 

also shows a familiarity with the eschatological dimension of the story, which the 

poet alludes to by means of kennings for his protagonists, but, as we shall see, his 

recasting of porr's struggle with Mi5garSsormr in the form of a test of the god's 

worthiness to gain a magic object necessarily requires him to downplay the cosmic 

implications of the myth. 

porr's fishing for MiSgarSsormr belongs to a group of myths in which the god 

enters into conflicts with giants or monsters, usually travelling away from the divine 

home, AsgarSr, to meet his rivals.14 All these encounters take place upon the 

horizontal plane of the cosmos. Another group of Norse myths which are also 

predicated on the horizontal model are myths that take the form of quests, 

undertaken by the gods to appropriate a desired object. An example of this type is 

OSinn's quest for the mead of poetry. It is probably not possible to make a 

watertight distinction between myths of the quest type and those in which p6rr is 

involved as policeman of divine society, because he frequently acts to recover what 
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the giants have stolen from the gods. Thus the element of questing is built into most 

of these myths, though the direction of desire is variable, sometimes emanating 

from the gods to the giants' world and sometimes coming from the reverse 

direction. In a few cases, for example porr's visit to the giant Geirr06r, it is not 

clear from existing variants why porr undertakes a journey to giantland, though even 

here there is a strong possibility that a quest for his hammer is involved.15 

The main narrative of HymiskviSa belongs to the quest group. The gods 

recognize that they lack an important necessity of social life, ale, and a vessel in 

which to brew it, and so they put pressure on the sea-giant, JEgvc, to prepare ale for 

their feasts. jEgir declines on the ground that he does not have a big enough 

cauldron, and so porr, accompanied by Tyr, travels to the home of Tyr's father, the 

giant Hymir, to obtain an appropriately sized brewing vessel. In order to secure the 

cauldron, porr must pass a series of tests which form the main body of the poem. 

This narrative is not known from any other Norse source, but £sgir's 

association with the gods' feasting is acknowledged in both the eddic poem 

Lokasenna and in Snorra Edda (Skdldskaparmdl, 42).16 In the Codex Regius of the 

Elder Edda, Lokasenna forms a sequel to Hymiskvida, and Klingenberg has argued 

that the two poems are linked quite fundamentally through the transcendent idea of 

Ragnarok and especially through the notion of Loki and his brood as the ultimate 

cause of the gods' destruction.17 I believe, and I think the argument of this paper 

will clarify the matter, that Klingenberg has placed on centre stage concepts that the 

Hymiskvida poet had relegated to the wings. Yet he is on firmer ground with 

respect to the compiler of the Regius manuscript and, in all probability, with 

Lokasenna, where Ragnarok is an overt leitmotif. In this context it is also worth 

noting that whoever assembled the eddic poems in AM 748 1 placed the Prose 

Introduction to Volundarkvi&a immediately after Hymiskvida. Hence, for at least 

one medieval Icelandic compiler, there was no compelling link between Hymiskvida 

and Lokasenna. 

Comparative and structural studies of Indo-European mythology indicate that 

the story of the gods' acquisition of Hymir's ale-cauldron belongs to a complex of 

myths often referred to as 'the cycle of the mead'18 or 'the ambrosial cycle'.19 The 

best known manifestations of the mead myth are in Indian, Iranian, Greek, and 

Scandinavian sources, which, with variations, all deal with the origin of the 

precious, intoxicating liquid and with how, after conflict, it becomes the exclusive 

possession of the gods. In many cases the gods' representative wins the mead from 

members of distant social groups who inhabit an 'other world'. The custodians of 

the divine fluid in the Norse tradition are dwarves and giants; those who wrest it 
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from them are gods, and in the best-known mead story in Norse, it is 65inn who 

acquires it from a giant. The mead itself is symbolically polyvalent in the corpus of 

Norse myths,20 but its central values have to do with immortality and with the 

intellectual gifts of wisdom and the capacity to compose poetry. 

Female figures play an important mediating role in the mead myths, whether 

they are victims like the giant Suttungr's daughter, GunnlcxS (Hdvamdl, 104-10; 

Snorra Edda, Skdldskaparmdl, 5-6), or willing helpers, like Tyr's mother in 

HymiskviSa. Indeed, maternal relatives of the gods generally assist them to acquire 

the mead, while paternal relatives are unhelpful or hostile. In one version of the 

Norse mead myth, 05inn received a draught of mead from his mother's brother, 

named as Bolfjorn's son (Hdvamdl, 140; Snorra Edda, Gylfaginning, 5). We may 

contrast the suspicious and hostile behaviour of Hymir towards his son Tyr and the 

latter's companion J)6rr in Hymiskvi6a. 

Although female figures and maternal relatives of the gods play an important 

part in assisting them to acquire the mead, they do not play any part in its production 

or use. That remains a largely male affair (Oosten, p. 64). Indeed, as Schj0dt has 

suggested (pp. 92-93), the most detailed mead myth in Old Norse, Snorri 

Sturluson's narrative of the transformation of Kvasir in Skdldskaparmdl, represents 

OSinn's winning of the mead as a kind of pseudo-procreation. But, instead of 

bringing forth physical life as women characteristically do, the questing male gods 

bring forth and repotentiate the life of the intellect from the giant world where it lies 

unused. So Ooinn, by spewing out the mead he has drunk in giantland, makes it 

available as an active, creative power to gods and men. 

The story of Hymir's ale-cauldron conforms to the 'cycle of the mead myth-

type in many respects. The usual dichotomy between the worlds of gods and giants 

obtains; the object of the gods' desire is an alcoholic liquid and the container in 

which it is to be brewed. The cauldron in Hymiskvida is owned by Hymir, the skill 

of ale brewing apparently commanded by /Egir. Though we deal here with two 

giants rather than one, each is marked as 'other' and hostile, each resists the gods' 

plan to capitalize on his skills or possessions, and each ultimately fails to outsmart 

the gods and their representatives, porr and Tyr. 

Tyr, like Loki, is the product of a union between a giant and a female who, 

while her family ties are unstated, may reasonably be assumed to be at least 

sympathetic to the gods if not a member of their group. Most unions between gods 

and giants in Norse mythology operate in the reverse direction, with a divine male 

cohabiting with a giantess. Meulengracht S0rensen has shown how a 'wrong way 

marriage' and its offspring is often symbolically associated with ideas of 
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disharmony and the anti-social.21 In Loki's case his ambivalent status in the gods' 

world is reflected in the roles he often plays in myths, as go-between, scapegoat, or 

feminized shape-shifter. In HymiskviSa, Tyr also mediates between the world of 

the gods and giantland, for it is he who discloses the cauldron's whereabouts and 

capacities to porr (strs 4-6). However, he sides firmly with his father's enemies 

and himself has to undergo the final test of strength Hymir sets for the two gods 

(str. 33). Indeed, unlike porr, he fails to carry the giant cauldron out of Hymir's 

hall. Tyr's mother also plays a significant role in helping the gods; she intervenes to 

save them from Hymir's shattering glance (strs 9-12) and later provides porr with 

the information he needs to smash the magic cup against the giant's skull (strs 30-

31). 

HymiskviSa does not clarify the symbolic power of the cauldron nor of the ale 

it brews, except to indicate that it is implicated in the establishment of complete 

cultural conviviality (str. 1) and the celebration of an orderly annual round of 

festivals (str. 39). Apparently the gods do not themselves possess the skills 

necessary to brew their own ale. As a group of hunters they need to exploit the 

resources of the other world peopled by giants to gain access to alcoholic liquor and 

its social advantages. The giants are represented as practising a mixed economy of 

hunting, fishing, and pastoralism. As with several symbolic values of this narrative 

poem, its paradigmatic dimension focuses some of the concepts developed by its 

somewhat ersatz syntagm. The symbolic values associated with the brewing 

cauldron and its product are among Hymiskvi6a's central paradigms. 

The syntagm of HymiskviSa 

The Hymiskvida poet incorporated two important Norse myths into his text, 

which are not linked in any other known work, and he united them within an overall 

structure that can best be described as a quest for a magic object, in this case the 

brewing cauldron. The porr-MiSgarSsormr encounter functions as only one, and 

arguably not the most important, of a series of tests of porr's strength, a quality for 

which he was globally renowned in Old Norse myth. Klingenberg has 

characterized Hymiskvida as 'an episodic series of porr's exploits — the 

enumeration of arduous feats',22 but has paid no attention to the sequencing of these 

episodes which, as a schema, conform to the structure of the European wondertale, 

as it has been analyzed by Vladimir Propp.23 Earlier scholars, such as von der 

Leyen24 and von Sydow,25 observed the close connexions between Hymiskvida 
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and folktales on the level of individual motifs, but were not concerned with the 

coherence of the poem's wondertale structure with respect to its observance of the 

correct sequence of functions, the expected relationships between its protagonists, 

and the themes it develops. 

The wondertale form seems to have emerged at some time during the early 

Middle Ages in Europe as a transformation of pre-existing mythic structures. The 

process of transformation ensured both the continued life of old myths and their 

incorporation into literary structures which came to be regarded as not incompatible 

with Christian ideology. Beowulf is again a case in point; here several tales about a 

monster-fighting hero were brought together in such a way as to fit a Proppian 

wondertale syntagm without straining or major omissions.26 Within early Norse 

literature, Lindow has demonstrated the presence of international folktale structures 

in an early pdttr,21 while Harris has done the same for two sagas and a story in 

Snorra Edda.2S A number of Snorri Sturluson's mythic narratives in his Edda can 

be shown to conform to a wondertale format.29 

Unlike Beowulf, which fits neatly into the wondertale syntagm, Hymiskvi5a 

uses it as a kind of walking stick. Although the poem's burlesque qualities help it 

along, it is easy to see that it contains material extraneous to the wondertale syntagm 

(strs 4—5, 37-38) and offers a number of instances in which characters perform 

functions not accounted for in a Proppian structure. An example is Tyr's mediating 

role at the beginning of the poem, when he supplies porr with information on the 

cauldron's whereabouts (strs 4-5), and later when he mediates in a more general 

way between the societies of gods and giants by virtue of his kinship with both. 

Again, some functions are displaced (e.g., G, str. 7), one pair (M and N) is 

repeated many times, and others are passed over but must be assumed (e.g., D2-E, 

str. 8). Table 1 displays Hymiskvida's wondertale structure in schematic form, and 

the comments in the right-hand column direct the reader to apparent anomalies. 
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Table 1 — HymiskviSa's Wondertale Syntagm 

Strophes Summary Description Function Comments 

1-2 

[4-5] 

4-6 

10-14 

[The Initial Situation in AsgarSr.] 

Lack of a Brewing Cauldron. 

JEgti despatches porr to fetch 
Cauldron. 

[Gods are ignorant of whereabouts 
of cauldron. Tyr supplies 
information that Hymir owns it.] 

p<5rr and Tyr accept their mission to 
obtain cauldron from Hymir. 

porr and Tyr depart from AsgarSr 
[leaving their goats with farmer 
Egill]. 

The heroes journey to gianUand. 

The heroes are presumably 
interrogated by the two women at 
Hymir's house. 

The beautiful woman offers help to 
the heroes and hides them from 
Hymir's shattering glance. 

Hymir returns home from hunting 
and discovers his natural enemy, 
p6rr, there, together with his own 
son, Tyr. 

Aa-VniLack. 

B2-JX The Hero is 
despatched. 

C-X Beginning of 
counter-action. 

t-XI Departure. 

G-XV Journey. 

D2-XU First 
Function of the 
Provider. 

[E-XHI The Hero's 
Reaction.] 

F^-XIV Help 
Received. 

[The Preparatory Part 
of the syntagm is 
missing.] 

jEgir's motive is 
given as vengeance 
(3/3) , not a 
wondertale motive, 
but nevertheless he 
func t ions as 
Mandateur. 

[Not part of 
wondertale syntagm.] 

[Egill material is not 
part of wondertale 
syntagm.] 

This function is out 
of its normal place 
in the syntagm. 

Hymir's beautiful 
lover, who is also 
Tyr's mother (8/8), 
acts as Provider. 

c.f. strophe 30. 

D i f f i cu l t to 
accommodate to 
syntagm; at some 
point, heroes should 
state their request for 
cauldron before 
Hymir subjects them 
to tests. 
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Strophes Summary Description Function Comments 

14-16 

16-18 

18-19 

20 

21-24 

26-27 

28-29 

30 

31 

32 

Ordeal by food and drink. 

p6rr eats two oxen supplied from 
Hymir's herd. 

porr must find suitable bait for 
fishing expedition. 

porr gets a bull's head from Hymir's 
herd. 

Hymir tests p6rr's strength at 
rowing far out to sea. 

p6rr outrows Hymir. 

Fishing competition: Hymir 
catches two whales but pdrr hooks 
MiSgarSsormr. 

Hymir subjects porr to the test of 
carrying the boat and its contents 
home. 

porr does so. 

p6rr subjected to apparent test of 
strength: break glass goblet. 

He fails to break it. 

Hymir's mistress tells p(3rr to break 
the goblet against Hymir's skull. 

p6rr breaks the goblet against 
Hymir's skull. 

Hymir agrees to surrender cauldron, 

M-XXV Difficult 
Task. 

N-XXVITask 
accomplished. 

M 

N 

M 

N 

M 
N 

M 

N 

M 

N-

Here follows the 
paired functions M-
N, 7 times repeated. 

This contest could 
also be classed as 
H - X V I Combat 
between the Hero and 
his Antagonist, but 
here functions as an 
M-N pairing. 

This test is unlike 
the others, in that 
goblet cannot be 
shattered by strength 
alone, hence return 
to F^ and Function 
of Provider, who 
advises that Hymir's 
head is only thing 
that will break it. 

F^-XIV Help received. 

N+ 

[Request and promise 
are nowhere stated.] 
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Strophes Summary Description Function Comments 

33-34 

35-36 

[37-38] 

39 

on condition that heroes pass final 
test of strength: carry cauldron out 
of hall. Tyr fails to move it twice, 
porr carries it away on his head. 

p6rr and Tyr travel back to Asgar8r. 
They are pursued by a troop of 
giants, including Hymir. 
porr kills all the giants with his 
hammer, MjQllnir. 

Reference to laming of p6rr's goat, 
Loki's role in this, and the price 
Egill had to pay p6rr (hand over 
both his children). 

The gods obtain the ale-cauldron. 

M 

N- (x2) 
N+ 

4-XX Return. 
Pr-XXI Pursuit 

Rs-XXTI 
Rescue/Escape 
assimilated to H 
Combat. 

[Presumed to be an 
allusion to material 
otherwise known 
from prefatory part 
of pdrr's journey to 
Utgar5a-Loki, as told 
in Snorra Edda, 
Gylfaginning 26-
31.] 

K-XIX Reparation 
assimilated to F, 
Magic Object 
Received. 
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Themes and Paradigms in HymiskviSa — towards a reinterpretation 
of myth 

If the syntagm of Hymiskvida is something of a patchwork, the poem's 

dominant paradigms offer us a key to the way in which its thirteenth-century 

audience may have understood this composite narrative. On a stylistic level, some 

of the main paradigms are marked by the consistent use of kennings. In an eddic 

poem, kennings constitute a marked discourse register, as they are usually found as 

consistently used elements only in skaldic verse. Peter Hallberg has contrasted the 

Hymiskvida poet's use of kennings 'to refer to the narrative itself in a rather narrow 

sense' with the way in which kennings are used in Voluspd to deepen that poem's 

central eschatological theme.30 

This difference between the use of kennings in two eddic poems with respect 

to eschatology is to be explained in terms of their respective development along the 

horizontal and vertical mythological planes. We have seen how Hymiskvida's 

horizontal wondertale syntagm degrades the cosmogonic and eschatological 

dimensions of its components. With reference to the myth of porr's struggle with 

the World Serpent, we find that the cluster of periphrases in strophes 22-24 inscribe 

MiSgarSsormr's position in the cosmos (22/7-8) and the hostility that exists between 

him and the gods (22/6; 23/3), especially porr (22/3), as well as his kinship with 

another of Loki's monstrous offspring, the wolf Fenrir (23/8). Yet these kennings, 

with their clearly eschatological implications, work in Hymiskvida not by 

contributing to its main narrative but by providing a kind of shorthand reference to 

other versions of the myth. Further, the poem's terms of reference to MiSgarSsormr 

simultaneously vilify and degrade him: he is the being that all the gods hate (22/6) 

and a mere fish (sdfiscr, 'that fish1, 24/6). 

The chronological placement of Hymiskvida''s narrative is also perfunctorily 

indicated. The opening scene in which the gods begin their search for a brewing 

cauldron happens in early times (dr, 1/1); Hymir, like many giants, is old and grey 

(13/6; 16/1-2); the ancient earth (in forna fold, 24/3-4) shudders at porr's and 

MiSgarSsormr's cosmic struggle. But these adverbials and epithets are quite 

conventional and play no vital part in the narrative as a whole, which has no specific 

chronological entailment. Like the allusions to the narrative of porr's lame goat and 

its sequel in strophes 7 and 37-38, these semantic elements demonstrate the self-

conscious poet's knowledge of other stories which have some relevance to the one 

he has chosen to tell. Hymiskvida is unlike Voluspd, in which a set of allusive 

narratives, cast as visions, are directly related in a chronologically conceived 
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framework of world history and bear fundamentally upon its eschatological 

denouement. 

Yet, although the chronological and eschatological references in HymiskviSa 

are shallow, not all the poem's imagery is similarly lacking in complexity and depth. 

Its head-kennings, for example, as Hallberg noted (pp. 63-64), are grotesque but 

also central to one of the poem's main paradigms. They utilize the resources of 

skaldic diction to define a head in terms of something that grows or sprouts from 

it.31 In this poem heads are both prominent, signifying power and intellectual 

capacity in line with one of the dominant themes of the 'cycle of mead' myths, and 

also potentially vulnerable. In the various tests of strength porr undergoes he is 

obliged to hit heads and hunt with heads. He eats two of Hymir's oxen after they 

have been decapitated (15/1-4), goes fishing for Mi5gar5sormr with an ox's 

'stronghold of two horns' for bait (19/3-4), and hits MiSgarSsormr's 'high 

mountain of head hair' (23/5-8) with his hammer. After he has received helpful 

advice from Hymir's mistress, he shatters a glass goblet by throwing it against the 

giant's skull. Finally, having succeeded in lifting up the great cauldron he has come 

to acquire for the gods, he makes off with it on top of his head (34/5-6). 

In many of the Old Norse myths in which porr fights with giants he kills them 

by smashing their skulls with his hammer, Mjollnir. The HymiskviSa poet alludes 

to one of his victims when he refers to Hymir as Hrungnis spialli, 'Hrungnir's 

friend' (16/2), and endorses porr's generally destructive attitude to giants when 

Hymir is made to call him briotr berg-Dana, 'smasher of rock-Danes' (17/7). porr 

also acts in character towards the end of the poem, when he kills 'all the lava-

whales' (hraunhvala alia, 36/5-6) with Mjollnir after they have pursued him and Tyr 

as they make their way back to Asgar6r with the cauldron. The poet does not say so 

explicitly, but we infer from the fact that Hymir is said to be one of this many-

headed crew (35/5-8) that porr killed him too, even though he was unable to injure 

him physically within his own hall. 

Within the hall porr is not concerned to kill the giant but to obtain his most 

precious possession, the ale-cauldron. Nevertheless, the poet's consistent use of 

head-imagery and certain details of the storyline suggest that porr's winning of the 

cauldron is equivalent to his capture of Hymir's head and its intellectual powers. 

The events inside the hall propose an equivalence between the cauldron and Hymir's 

head, both of which have to be kept intact during porr's visit. The giant's mistress, 

in her role as Provider, protects porr and Tyr from her lover's shattering glance but 

cannot prevent him destroying seven out of eight cauldrons hanging at the end of the 

hall and a hall-beam and pillar into the bargain. Later, when porr tries to break the 
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giant's goblet in the penultimate test of his strength, he also causes considerable 

damage to the hall, but is only able to break the goblet against Hymir's skull, which 

itself remains intact: 

heill var karli hialmstofn ofan, 
enn vinferill, valr, rifnaSi. (31/5-8) 

The fellow's helmet-stem stayed whole above, but the round 

wine vessel shattered. 

Thus the two things in the hall that remain whole are the cauldron and Hymir's 

head. The inherently fragile goblet is magically safe unless it meets an object of 

greater power, the giant's head. Breaking the goblet allows release of the cauldron, 

for Hymir is thereby compromised. Hence porr's quest for Hymir's cauldron is a 

kind of head-hunting expedition, in terms of the poem's paradigms, and the way in 

which porr removes it from the hall, up on top of his own head with the rings that 

suspend it jangling at his heels, reinforces the symbolic value of his trophy. 

The paradigm that equates Hymir's cauldron with his head is consonant with 

the values of supernatural power and knowledge accorded to giant sources of 

numinous wisdom in other versions of the 'cycle of the mead'. As in the myth of 

OSinn's theft of the mead of poetry, the gods do not possess this source of 

knowledge but must steal or otherwise obtain it from the giant world. In the giant 

world the power of the supernatural knowledge remains latent; it takes a male agent 

from the world of the gods to bring it out into 'this world' where it becomes 

intellectually productive (Schj0dt, pp. 91-92). 

Several other paradigms in Hymiskvida support the notion of the brewing 

cauldron as a source of cultural sophistication for the gods. One of these has to do 

with food and drink, their provision and preparation. Here we find a Levi-

Straussian opposition between the raw and the cooked, which in this poem includes 

the brewed. A cauldron is, as the poem reminds us, a 'liquid boiler' (logvellir, 

6/2). According to Hymiskvida both gods and giants live in a society in which most 

of their food is obtained by hunting and fishing. The gods live by hunting (1/1-2), 

and Hymir, in a memorable description, comes home at night from hunting with his 

beard hung with icicles (10/4). One of the tests pdrr undergoes is a fishing contest 

with Hymir. Yet Hymir and perhaps the shadowy Egill, to whom porr entrusts his 

goats, are also herdsmen. Hymir keeps a herd of oxen and supplies from it both a 

meal for the travelling gods and also the bait for porr's fishing expedition. His 
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possession of eight cauldrons indicates his household's concern with the tasks of 

cooking and brewing. lEgix also has a range of cauldrons at home (1/8), though he 

claims none of them is big enough to satisfy the gods' gargantuan appetites. 

The poem establishes a contrast between Hymir's world, in which both 

hunting and herding supply the necessities of life, and the world of the gods, in 

which the gods, who live by hunting alone, are great consumers of food and drink 

(1/3) but appear not to have mastered the skills of herding and brewing. They form, 

in terms of the poem, a hunter-gatherer aristocracy exploiting the resources of a 

subordinate group of pastoralists. They desire the products of a more elaborate 

economy which they are unable or unwilling to produce for themselves. They are 

opportunists, living by their wits (6/3-4), their physical strength, and their mobility. 

Numerous periphrases for \>6rv reinforce the last two qualities (c.f. 1/1; 3/2; 19/2; 

19/5-8; 20/2; 31/1-2; 33/2). Even the gods' resort to divination, as a means of 

discovering the whereabouts of a suitable cauldron, is another manifestation of their 

capacity to exploit alternatives.32 

The divine qualities of quickwittedness, strength, and mobility are further 

expressed through the well-known travel pattern of Norse mythology,33 in which 

divine protagonists journey away from Asgar5r, over some kind of limen (here the 

dwelling of Egill) and beyond to the other world where their giant antagonists and 

the objects they seek are to be found. Hymiskvida repeats the travel pattern within 

the narrative of the fishing expedition. Here a land-sea dichotomy is heavily 

underlined by the diversity of kennings for Hymir's ship, where the base-words are 

terms for land animals (e.g., 20/1; 26/5; 27/4), and played on in the main narrative 

as well (e.g., 27/8; 33/4; 36/5). Such grotesqueries depend on the conventional 

skaldic pairing of opposed terms, such as sea and land, water transport and land 

transport as the basis for many kenning types. 

A final point concerns Hymiskvi8a's excursus on the visit to Egill (str. 7), the 

reference to porr's half-dead goat, and the recompense porr extracted from him for 

letting the animal go lame, even though Loki is said to have been the cause of it. It 

is generally acknowledged that the poet has alluded to a story which is otherwise 

known only as the preparatory part to Snorri Sturluson's narrative of pdrr's visit to 

UtgarSa-Loki in Gylfaginning, 26-31. Here porr and Loki visit a farmer on the first 

night of a long journey, porr slaughters his goats to provide dinner for the 

household but is later able to revive them, having first instructed the family to 

preserve the skins and bones. Disregarding instruction, the farmer's son breaks a 

bone to get at the marrow, and the result is that one of the goats becomes lame in a 

hind leg. porr then takes the farmer's two children, pjalfi and Roskva, as his 
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servants in recompense for the son's misdemeanour, but Loki is not implicated in it 

as far as we can judge from Snorri's narrative. 

The Hymiskvida poet's direct appeal to his audience's knowledge of this story 

(38/1—4), which, as a rhetorical device, is unparalleled in eddic verse, suggests not 

only their familiarity with its broad outlines but also their ability to recognize 

deviations from its standard form. The question is, why did the poet include this 

material along with the reference to Loki? Klingenberg has argued (p. 140) that it 

was because he wanted to place Hymiskvida, like Lokasenna, in the larger, 

eschatological context of the enmity between Loki and porr. While this suggestion 

may have some plausibility in the context of the Codex Regius, the strophe occurs 

in the same place in Hymiskvida in AM 748 1, where there is no connexion with 

Lokasenna. It is more plausible that the reference to Loki is a reflex of the poet's 

awareness of the structural and thematic similarities between his version of the 

cauldron quest and the story of porr's visit to Utgar5a-Loki. 

Loki has a role to play in that myth, and it follows a similar structural pattern 

to the cauldron quest, porr and Loki go on a journey and leave their goats with a 

farmer; they then proceed to giantland where they are subjected to a series of tests of 

strength. This myth attributes to porr no obvious reason for his journey; he is 

unaware of the nature of the tests and of the chthonic power of his opponent. It 

turns out that Loki vies with the power of wildfire, pjalfi with the swiftness of 

Thought, while porr attempts to drink the sea, lift up the World Serpent, and wrestle 

with Old Age. The Utgar5a-Loki contest shows a thematic relationship with the 

other main Hymiskvida myth, porr's struggle with Mi6gar6sormr, in that both 

represent the god's encounter with a natural force in which the outcome is the 

reinforcement of a sense of checks and balances rather than the successful passing 

of tests and the acquisition of a numinous object. In fact, one could regard the 

Utgar5a-Loki myth as an elaboration of the idea at the centre of the story of porr's 

fishing expedition. 

Thirteenth-century evidence that Icelanders saw it that way comes not only 

from Hymiskvida but from the fact that the £ssir from Troy in Gylfaginning are 

made to perceive the links between the two by having the fishing expedition follow 

the UtgarSa-Loki story as a kind of sequel to it. The discussants of Gylfaginning 

present the fishing expedition as porr's attempt to redress the humiliation he suffered 

at the hands of Utgar6a-Loki, but this interpretation is somewhat compromised by 

the Ass narrator's endorsement of the version of the myth that allows the World 

Serpent to survive and live still in the ocean. It is possible that Snorri got the idea of 

juxtaposing porr's visit to Utgar6a-Loki with the god's fishing expedition from his 
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knowledge of a version of Hymiskvi5a in which there was already an allusion to the 
episode of the laming of the goat. If so, in his usual manner he has built upon 
inherent similarities of theme and structure between the two myths to produce a 
discourse about porr's relationship to chthonic beings that suggests a coherent pagan 
counterpart to Christian eschatology. 

Hymiskvida, on the other hand, veers away from the vertical model of Norse 
myth with its chronological dimension that could be aligned with Christian concepts 
of mutability and impairment of the world. Its reinforcement of the horizontal 
model by its adoption of the wondertale syntagm, so that porr's fishing expedition 
could be incorporated into the ale-cauldron myth, strengthens and gives renewed life 
to a fundamentally atemporal view of human concerns for order and the social and 
intellectual control of numinous forces. The poet's decision to adopt a comic, if not 
burlesque, presentation of his material reminds one of other eddic poems such as 
prymskviSa and the modality of many modern Scandinavian folktales which have 
preserved some of the concerns of the horizontal model of Old Norse mythology 
largely untouched by the doctrines of Christianity. 
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