The Ballad of Eðvarth

Eðvarth Eðvarthson was a great warrior struck with a terrible illness.  He lived in a foreign land, far from his shield-friends, but an old man in a dark blue cloak came to tend to him. To the Eðvarth the old man gave his name as Hár
.  For nine days,
 Hár tended to Eðvarth and never left his side.  As the moon rose on the ninth night, the goddess Hel
 came to that hall.

Hel spoke:

1. The warrior lies,

weary and ill,

Hel has now come
to claim his soul

All men do know

mine are those lives

Not reaped by swords
and slain in war

2. Old man, be gone!
Move ye aside

Stay not my steps

nor stand in my way

A mortal man

must mind his place 

And fain not thwart
affairs of gods

Hár spoke:

3. Blocked by mortal
man you are not

Though to stay your steps
I stand in your way

Here in this hall

Hár am I called

But single name

I never had:

Óski
, Ómi



Ygg
, and Hárbarð

Grímnir
, Gondlir


Gaut
 are a few 

4. Here ends my list
Odin I’m named
This mortal’s life

is mine alone

Get ye now gone,

giantess’
 daughter

Empty-handed,

hie ye away!
Hel spoke:

5. I shall not yield

though Odin you be

This man is mine by right

What claim have you
oh carrion-god?

On this sorry wight’s soul?

Odin spoke:
6. A skilled poet he:
a powerful skald

and sang he songs as well

Worth of a man

he’d weigh with ease

he knew the secret names

His kith and kin

he counseled well

speaking words so wise

Hel spoke:

7. No place doth each
earn in Vallhall

by skaldic skill alone

Just men who feed
your fell ravens,

What part played he in war?

Odin spoke:

8. By cunning craft
he came to war

Though known sword-Tyr
 he was not

He loaned spear-arm
to splendid kings

And earned arm-fire
 with kin

With skill he struck

the steel-clad foes

he proved his warrior’s will

Hel spoke:

9. Though strong with steel
he stayed his blade

And ne’er did fight his friends.

Not e’en for sport

would spar with folk
Nor with kin to island cross

Odin spoke:

10. Not fear moved him

but faithful heart
He would not battle his brothers

This oath he took

to all his kith
Well did he keep his word 

Though foes would he fight
with fearsome strength
He’d not risk rending his folk

Hel spoke:

11. May that well be
he met his fate

Far from storms of steel

The weapon-slain

warriors are yours

But slain by sickness are mine

Odin spoke:

12. E’er this warrior

did wage battle

‘gainst all ills he met

E’en his sickness

he sought to fight

With will not matched by men
13. Eðvarth did swear
to serve me well

Thus he lived his life

Learned he my sayings,

and led my rites,
bringing his brothers my words
14. This is my claim,
Queen of decay
Always this man was mine

He served me in life
his soul in death

Shall e’er sit by my side

Hel spoke:

15. The gods are doomed
to die anon

A lone warrior

shall not win the fight

Though rob me of

my rightful claim

I’ll take vengeance at 
Twilight’s coming



Odin spoke:
16. Away with you

wolf of the damned!

Gods’ final day

is far off still
17. Come now, warrior
my worthy one
A blazing boat

shall bear you home

In Vallhall’s seats

sit you with kings

Fight in the day 

feast in the night,
‘till fate decrees

we fall at last

Documentation


This poem was written in honor of Ethvarth Ethvarthson, a member of Norseland who passed away around ten years ago.  I was loaned Ethvarth’s helm to wear for a time, and to repay his spirit I composed this poem.  My persona is a late 11th Century Icelander, and as such is a Christian, but the Icelanders did have a strong respect for their old religions and would not consider a poem like this heresy.  Ethvarth himself was a believer, so my persona would consider this poem a tribute to his faith to have Odin carry him away, even if Grim did not himself believe.  Grim then took a fairly common Christian theme (the Devil and some Saint battling over a mortal soul,) and put a Norse twist upon it.  An in-period example of a similar treatment can be found in Gúðrunarkviða hin Þridja (“The Third Lay of Guthrun,”) where a distinctly pagan figure, Guthrun, is vindicated through a very Christian trial by ordeal.


This poem is written in “Eddic” verse, and uses the two main verse forms found in the Poetic Edda. Though Skaldic verse is more common for praise poetry, there are some well-documented examples of Eddic verse that are used in this fashion.  The main difference is that while Skaldic verse generally speaks directly to or of the praised individual, Eddic usually composes some situation where the person’s virtues will be spoken of.  Two good examples of this are Hákonarmál (“The Ballad of Hakon”) and Haraldskvaethi (“The Lay of Harald.”) In the first Odin makes ready his hall for the fallen King Hakon the Good, the latter the poet claims to overhear a conversation between a Valkyrie and a raven.  In either case, the subjects virtues are elaborated by the figures in the poem over the course of the conversation.

I used two verse forms in this poem.  The beginning and end portions of the poem is written in fornyrðislag, the mainstay of Eddic poetry.  Each stanza is made up of four lines, which in turn are divided into half lines.  Each half-line is contains two stressed syllables and two or three unstressed syllables.  The first stressed beat of the second half-line (i.e. the third stressed syllable in the line) alliterates with either or both of the stresses in the first half-line.  Rhythm tends to fall into distinct patterns, classified (though not without controversy) by the German phonetician Eduard Seivers, and the same pattern is not repeated throughout the poem.


The middle portion of the poem is written in ljóðaháttr.  The meter is made up of paired lines.  The odd lines are made up of two half lines of two stresses each; the first stressed syllable in the second half alliterates with either or both the stressed beats of the first half. The even lines, called “full lines,” contain three stressed syllables, two of which alliterate with each other, and a variable number of unstressed syllables.  Typically, two pairs of lines, four lines total, make up a stanza.  This style is used for gnomic poetry, generally a question and answer session.  I decided a shift in style was appropriate, as it emphasizes the verbal duel Odin and Hel have.
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Performance Notes
Original Introduction

When I first picked up the sword, I was loaned a helmet that once belonged to a great warrior, a Norselander, who is no longer with us.  That gave me a debt.  A Norseman repays his debts.  This is the Lay of Ethvarth

Revised Introduction (K&Qs Bardic)

When I first picked up the sword, I was loaned a helmet that once belonged to a great warrior, a Norselander, who is no longer with us.  To repay the debt to his memory, I wrote a Lay.


This last year has been a hard one, many of us have lost or nearly lost people dear to us.  For those we have lost, and those left behind, this is the Lay of Ethvarth.

� “One Eyed.” 


� This is a deliberate echo of Odin’s suffering on the tree Yggdrasil


� Hel (Sometimes referred to as “Hella”) is the Norse Ruler of the land of the dead, Nifelheim.  All those who are not slain in battle go there, and at Ragnarok she will lead them as an army against the gods.


� See verse 48 of Grímnismál


� “God of Wishes”


� “The Shouter”


� “The Terrible”


� “Grey Beard,” an alias he went by in the poem Hárbarzljóð


� “The Masked One”


� “Wand Bearer”


� “Father.”  All of these aliases are listed in the Eddic poem Grímnismál; I am deliberately echoing those lines as the circumstance is similar.


� Hell is the daughter of Loki and the Giantess Angorboda.


� I am changing verse forms at this stage, ljóðaháttr, this particular form, is generally used for dialogue or gnomic poetry.  Since Odin and Hel are speaking about the warrior’s attributes, this is appropriate.


� Odin is associated with battle and death, as he chooses the slain for his army.  Hel is insulting him.


� Odin’s hall, where the slain warriors feast each night.  Also called “Valhalla.”


� Ravens are strongly associated with Odin for various reasons.


� A kenning for “warrior.”  In Norse Poetry, any god’s name in a kenning means “man.”


� Eðvarth fought in his first battle after authorizing at that very Pennsic, this was still possible at the time.


� A kenning for “gold,” as gleaming gold rings were worn on a warrior’s arm.


� Eðvarth fought with Norseland, who could be hired as mercenaries.


� The Norse equivalent of a duel was holmganga, which literally means “going to the island.”  Traditionally they were fought on islands in a river, though they came to be fought on any confined space.  Hel is implying Eðvarth was a coward as he refused to duel other Norsemen.


� This is a Kenning for “battle.”


� Odin’s advice on how to live one’s life is contained in the Eddic poem “Hávamál,” which translates to “The Sayings of Hár.”


� Since I’ve done with the “question and answer” session, I’ve gone back to my original meter.


� An older translation for Ragnarok is “Twilight of the Gods.”  It may well be spurious, but regardless “twilight” is a good kenning for the end of all things.


� Wolves are associated with giants.





