
the prose edda

the prose edda is a cornerstone of medieval Icelandic literature, offering an
essential source for Norse mythology and ancient Scandinavian culture.
Compiled in the 13th century, this collection of Old Norse poems and stories
provides invaluable insights into the beliefs, gods, and heroic legends of
the Viking Age. Often contrasted with the Poetic Edda, the prose edda serves
as a manual for understanding skaldic poetry and the mythological framework
behind it. This article explores the origins, content, structure, and
historical significance of the prose edda, highlighting its role in
preserving Norse traditions. Readers will gain a comprehensive overview of
this seminal work, its author, and its enduring influence on literature and
popular culture. The following sections will cover the historical context,
main themes, literary style, and the legacy of the prose edda.

Historical Background and Authorship

Structure and Content of the Prose Edda

Main Themes and Mythological Elements

Literary Style and Purpose

Impact and Legacy of the Prose Edda

Historical Background and Authorship

The prose edda, also known as the Younger Edda or Snorri's Edda, was composed
in the early 13th century during a period of significant cultural transition
in Iceland. Its authorship is attributed to Snorri Sturluson, a prominent
Icelandic historian, poet, and politician. Snorri lived in a time when
Christianity had largely replaced the old Norse pagan faith, making the prose
edda a vital preservation of pre-Christian mythology and poetic tradition.
The work was intended to educate poets and scholars about the mythological
references and kennings used in skaldic poetry, which was highly complex and
allusive.

Snorri Sturluson’s Role

Snorri Sturluson, born in 1179, was a key figure in Icelandic history, known
for his literary and political influence. His compilation of the prose edda
was designed as a guidebook for aspiring poets, explaining the gods, heroes,



and myths that formed the foundation of Norse poetic language. Snorri’s
background as a poet and historian uniquely positioned him to preserve and
systematize these ancient stories at a time when oral traditions were fading.

Historical Context

The creation of the prose edda occurred during the Christianization of
Iceland, which began in the 10th century and continued to influence cultural
shifts into the 13th century. This context explains why the prose edda often
presents Norse mythology in a way that is both scholarly and somewhat
sanitized, aiming to document rather than promote pagan beliefs. It also
reflects a broader medieval European interest in compiling and preserving
national histories and legends.

Structure and Content of the Prose Edda

The prose edda is divided into several distinct parts, each serving a
specific function in the explanation and preservation of Norse mythological
and poetic traditions. These sections collectively offer a comprehensive
guide to the myths, gods, and poetic devices that define Norse literature.

Gylfaginning (The Tricking of Gylfi)

Gylfaginning is the first and most mythologically rich section of the prose
edda. It narrates the story of King Gylfi, who travels to Asgard disguised as
an old man to learn about the gods and their deeds. This section serves as a
systematic introduction to Norse cosmology, describing the creation of the
world, the major gods such as Odin, Thor, and Loki, and key mythological
events including Ragnarok, the apocalyptic battle.

Skáldskaparmál (The Language of Poetry)

Skáldskaparmál functions as a manual for poets, explaining the complex
metaphors and kennings used in skaldic poetry. It includes numerous
mythological anecdotes that serve as references for poetic expressions,
making it an indispensable resource for understanding Norse poetic tradition.
This section bridges mythology and poetics by illustrating how ancient tales
were woven into verse.



Háttatal (List of Meters)

Háttatal is a technical treatise that catalogs and exemplifies various Old
Norse poetic meters. Snorri provides examples of each meter, often through
his own compositions, demonstrating the formal aspects of skaldic poetry.
This section emphasizes the prose edda's dual role as both mythological
compendium and poetic handbook.

Other Additions and Manuscripts

While the core of the prose edda is usually attributed to Snorri, variations
and expansions exist in different medieval manuscripts. Some versions include
additional poems or explanatory notes, reflecting the text’s transmission and
adaptation over time.

Main Themes and Mythological Elements

The prose edda encapsulates several central themes and motifs that are
foundational to Norse mythology. Its narrative weaves together cosmology,
divine genealogy, heroic exploits, and eschatology, presenting a rich
tapestry of ancient Scandinavian worldview.

The Norse Pantheon

The gods featured in the prose edda belong primarily to the Aesir and Vanir
tribes, each embodying distinct aspects of life and nature. Odin, the all-
father, represents wisdom and war; Thor is the god of thunder and protection;
Loki is the trickster whose actions drive much of the mythological drama.

Creation and Cosmogony

The prose edda describes the Norse creation myth, beginning with the void
Ginnungagap and the primordial beings Ymir and Audhumla. It details the
formation of the world, the realms of gods, humans, and giants, and the
creation of the first humans, Ask and Embla.

Ragnarok and the End of the World



One of the most dramatic themes in the prose edda is Ragnarok, the foretold
apocalypse where gods and monsters engage in a final battle. This cataclysm
results in the death of many gods and the destruction of the world, followed
by its eventual rebirth, highlighting themes of cyclical renewal and fate.

Heroic Legends and Moral Lessons

Beyond gods and cosmology, the prose edda includes heroic stories that convey
cultural values such as bravery, loyalty, and honor. These narratives
contribute to understanding the ethical framework of Norse society.

Literary Style and Purpose

The prose edda stands out for its unique literary style, blending prose with
poetry and employing a scholarly tone aimed at instruction. It serves both as
a mythological encyclopedia and a technical guide to Norse poetic forms.

Combination of Prose and Poetry

The text alternates between narrative prose and embedded poetic stanzas,
demonstrating the traditional oral culture of Iceland. This interplay allows
the prose edda to preserve original poetic fragments while providing
explanatory context.

Didactic Intent

Snorri’s prose edda was designed to educate poets and intellectuals,
explaining obscure mythological references and poetic conventions. This
instructional purpose shapes its clear, systematic presentation of material.

Use of Kennings and Skaldic Language

The prose edda extensively explains kennings—compound metaphors
characteristic of Old Norse poetry. Understanding these poetic devices is
essential for interpreting skaldic verses, and the prose edda remains the
primary source for their study.



Impact and Legacy of the Prose Edda

The prose edda has had a profound and lasting influence on the study of Norse
mythology, medieval literature, and modern popular culture. Its preservation
of ancient myths and poetic techniques has shaped scholarly and artistic
interpretations for centuries.

Influence on Norse Mythology Studies

As one of the most comprehensive sources on Norse mythology, the prose edda
is indispensable for historians, philologists, and mythologists. It provides
much of the framework upon which modern understanding of Viking Age beliefs
is built.

Role in Literary and Cultural Revival

The prose edda inspired the Romantic and nationalist movements in the 19th
century, fueling renewed interest in Nordic heritage. Its stories influenced
writers, artists, and composers who sought to revive and celebrate
Scandinavian traditions.

Presence in Modern Media

The myths and characters from the prose edda continue to appear prominently
in contemporary literature, films, video games, and other forms of
entertainment. This ongoing relevance underscores the text’s role as a
foundational source of Norse mythological themes.

Summary of Key Contributions

Preservation of Norse mythology and legends

Documentation of Old Norse poetic forms and kennings

Educational resource for medieval poets and scholars

Influence on cultural and literary movements

Enduring impact on modern popular culture and media



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Prose Edda?
The Prose Edda is a 13th-century Icelandic work of literature written by
Snorri Sturluson, serving as a manual for aspiring poets and a guide to Norse
mythology.

Who authored the Prose Edda?
The Prose Edda was authored by Snorri Sturluson, an Icelandic historian,
poet, and politician, around the early 13th century.

What are the main sections of the Prose Edda?
The Prose Edda consists of four main sections: the Prologue, Gylfaginning
(the story of the creation and destruction of the world), Skáldskaparmál (a
treatise on poetic language), and Háttatal (a list of verse forms).

How does the Prose Edda contribute to our
understanding of Norse mythology?
The Prose Edda preserves numerous Norse myths and legends, providing detailed
accounts of gods, cosmology, and heroic tales that are crucial for
understanding ancient Scandinavian beliefs.

What is the difference between the Prose Edda and
the Poetic Edda?
The Prose Edda is a prose work primarily focused on explaining poetic
language and mythology, while the Poetic Edda is a collection of Old Norse
poems that directly narrate mythological and heroic stories.

Why was the Prose Edda written?
Snorri Sturluson wrote the Prose Edda to preserve traditional Norse mythology
and to provide a guide for skaldic poets on the use of kennings and other
poetic devices.

In what language was the Prose Edda originally
written?
The Prose Edda was originally written in Old Norse, the language spoken in
medieval Iceland and Scandinavia.



How has the Prose Edda influenced modern literature
and culture?
The Prose Edda has greatly influenced modern literature, fantasy genres, and
popular culture by providing foundational stories and characters from Norse
mythology that inspire authors, filmmakers, and artists.

Where can one find reliable translations of the
Prose Edda?
Reliable translations of the Prose Edda can be found through academic
publishers, such as the translations by Jesse Byock or Anthony Faulkes,
available in print and online.

Additional Resources
1. The Prose Edda by Snorri Sturluson
This foundational text of Norse mythology was written in the 13th century by
Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson. It serves as both a handbook for
skaldic poetry and a rich collection of mythological stories, including tales
of the gods Odin, Thor, and Loki. The Prose Edda is essential for
understanding the cosmology and legends of the Norse tradition.

2. Norse Mythology by Neil Gaiman
In this modern retelling, Neil Gaiman brings the gods and heroes of the Norse
myths to life with a fresh and engaging narrative style. Drawing heavily on
the Prose Edda, Gaiman’s work makes these ancient stories accessible to
contemporary readers. His version highlights the humor, tragedy, and epic
scale of the original myths.

3. The Poetic Edda: Stories of the Norse Gods and Heroes translated by
Carolyne Larrington
While distinct from the Prose Edda, the Poetic Edda is a complementary
collection of Old Norse poems that together with the Prose Edda forms the
backbone of Norse mythology. This translation offers a poetic and lyrical
counterpart to Snorri’s prose, providing deeper insight into the myths and
heroic legends of the Norse world.

4. The Viking Spirit: An Introduction to Norse Mythology and Religion by
Daniel McCoy
This book provides a comprehensive overview of Norse mythology and its
religious context, with frequent references to the Prose Edda as a primary
source. It explores the worldview, gods, cosmology, and cultural practices of
the Vikings. McCoy’s work is both scholarly and accessible, ideal for readers
new to Norse myths.

5. Gods and Myths of Northern Europe by H.R. Ellis Davidson
Davidson’s classic study delves into the myths, rituals, and religious



beliefs of the Norse and other northern European cultures. Drawing on the
Prose Edda and archaeological findings, the book provides a detailed and
informative exploration of the mythological figures and themes. It is a
valuable resource for understanding the historical context of Norse
mythology.

6. The Norse Myths by Kevin Crossley-Holland
This book retells the major Norse myths in a clear and engaging style,
heavily based on the Prose Edda and other Old Norse sources. Crossley-
Holland’s work is praised for its faithful yet accessible approach, making
the ancient stories vivid and relatable. The book includes tales of creation,
the exploits of gods and giants, and Ragnarok.

7. Myths of the Norsemen: From the Eddas and Sagas by H.A. Guerber
Guerber’s collection presents the principal Norse myths as derived from the
Prose Edda and other traditional sources. Written in the early 20th century,
it offers a straightforward narrative style that has introduced many readers
to Norse mythology. The book covers the pantheon, heroic legends, and the end
of the world in Ragnarok.

8. Snorri Sturluson: The Prose Edda translated by Jesse L. Byock
This modern translation of the Prose Edda by scholar Jesse Byock provides
both accuracy and readability. Byock includes helpful introductions and notes
that place the text in historical and literary context. This edition is
widely used in academic settings and by enthusiasts seeking a reliable
version of Snorri’s work.

9. The Road to Hel: A Study of the Conception of the Dead in Old Norse
Literature by Hilda R. Ellis Davidson
Focusing on Norse beliefs about death and the afterlife, this book draws on
the Prose Edda and other Old Norse texts to explore how the dead were viewed
and where they were believed to go. Davidson examines the figures of Hel and
other underworld concepts, offering insights into Norse eschatology and
funerary customs. It is an important companion work for understanding the
spiritual dimensions of Norse mythology.
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