Guðrúnarkviða hin Þriðja


The most famous Queen in the Ancient world was Guðrún Gjukisdotter.  Though once married to the greatest of heroes, when her husband was murdered, she was then married to Atli,
 king of the Huns.  Atli had a serving-maid named Herkja
, who was also his mistress.  One day, while attending her husband in court, Guðrún spoke:

1. "You are pale, Atli
what pains you now?
Is your heart heavy? 
You hardly have mirth.

You speak not to men
nor me look upon.

Sulking seems most
unsightly in kings."

2. Then quoth Atli

King of the Huns:

“I grieve, Guðrún, 

Gjuki's daughter,

O’er what Herkja 

in the hall hath said,

That with thee in bed
Thjoðrek
 did lay,

Lain ye in love

‘neath linen sheets."

3. Then quoth Guðrun
golden-haired Queen:3
"All sacred oaths  

I swear to you

Hallowed by the white
and holy stone: 

Naught in that chamber

chanced to be done


Forbidden by bond
of bright marriage.
4. "No kiss gave I

to Gothic King
Nor arms embraced
the bold warrior;

Far other were

our earnest words

We sat and shared

sorrows together

5. "Thjoðrek came hither

with thirty men,

War-men banished
by the wolfish king

By your side he fought 
that foul ruler

Of Thjothrek’s  men
no more live still.

6. “Harkened you here
Hogni and Gunnar



Deadly you betrayed
the duties of hosts

You murdered my

mail-clad brothers

You murdered all

men of my kin.

7. "Summon a Saxon

a Southern-born man

Bid him to bless

the boiling vat."
 

Seven hundred men
met there to see

The queen’s honor
by cauldron prove
8. "Hogni and Gunnar, 
are gone to me now

Never shall I see

my sweet brothers

This slur Hogni would
with sword avenge
Now to prove this false
falls on me alone”

9. She reached her hand
in the hot water

Forth did she fetch 
the flashing stones:

"Warriors behold,

my honor is proved

The water that boils
burns not the sinless."

10. Then laughed the Hun’s 
heart in his breast

When Guðrún's hand 
unhurt saw he;

"Herkja shall now come
this cauldron to test,

Who ‘gainst Guthrun
this grudge did bear

11. No sadder sight
was seen than this:

Herkja’s own hand

was wholly burned

In a bog so foul

flung was the maid,

Hence was Guðrún
all guiltless shown.

Documentation

This is a “performance version” of an Old Norse poem that appears in the so-called Poetic Edda, entitled Guðrúnarkviða hin Þriðja or The Third Lay of Guðrún.  I would not call this a translation of that poem, but rather it is a modern reconstruction following the period poetic rules.  To create this poem, I have taken various translations of the Lay to create the above interpretation in the actual period poetic style.  I’ve added a few lines to make this clearer to modern audiences, and have substantially changed others to make for a better story.  This is not a scholarly project, but a performance piece, much as the original would be used to entertain listeners in Icelandic long halls, so is mine intended to entertain listeners in ours.

The collection of poems we now call the Poetic Edda was first discovered in 1643 by Bishop Brynjolf of Iceland, a manuscript now referred to as the Codex Regius.  The collection is referred as the Elder or Poetic Edda because of Snorri Sturlason’s famous work Edda, which was written in the 13th century.  Snorri quoted a large portions of these poems, and so scholars supposed that the Codex Regius was a collection of poems that Snorri used to write his book.  The poems themselves are all anonymous, but most sources place them at various points between the 9th and 13th centuries.  The Third Lay of Guðrún is extremely difficult to place, time wise, as neither verse-form nor content provide a strong clue, but likely it was composed in the late 11th century at the earliest, the late 13th at the latest.

The Third Lay of Guðrún is one of the many poems that are a part of the story of the Volsungs, many of which were referred to in the Volsunga Saga, which is essentially a prose version of the same story.  It is essentially a German story seen through a Norse lens, and no other poems illustrate this better than the Third Lay of Guðrún, as it has a pagan figure, Guðrún, vindicating herself through a Christian trial by ordeal.

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.  I have strived to make every particular half-line to have a different stress pattern, this is considered skillful in both Old English and Old Norse poetry.
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� Atli is in fact the Norse name for Atilla.


� Hekja corresponds to the historical Kreke, and is named Helche in the Niebelungenlied.  In the latter he’s Etzel’s (Atli’s) first wife.


� I added both of these “spoke” lines.  In the original transcriptions there is nothing to indicate the speaker, but all the translators add a prose line.  As I found the prose line a bit distracting here, I put it in verse.  In other Eddic poems, there are occasional lines indicating a speaker in verse (e.g. Brot af SigurÞarkviðu Stanza 6)


� Thjoðrek corresponds to the historical Theoderich, King of the Ostrogoths in the 5th century, who is famed in story as Deitrich von Bern.


� An interesting juxtaposition.  The trail by ordeal is a very Christian concept, but this is almost certainly a pagan image.


� This refers, in fact, to The Second Lay of Guðrún.


� This and the following line are added by me, to elaborate a bit more on Thjoðrek’s travails.  Thjoðrek is mentioned in the Old English Poem Deor’s Lament as having been banshed by the “Wolf-minded Jormurek”  My line is a deliberate reference to that poem.


� Similarly, this and the following line are additions to elaborate on the fate of Guðrún’s brothers.


� The original text indicates a King named “Saxi,” but I chose to take a more generic interperetation.  Saxi does in fact mean “Saxon.”


� This refers to a trial by ordeal, a very Christian concept.  It is a common device in German Folklore, and probably hence the “Saxon” required.


� To fetch the gem from the bottom of a boiling kettle was the ordeal, if she is unburned then she is not guilty.  In the original Norse, the gem is a jarknasteina, which is sometimes rendered as “arkenstone,” a milk-white opal.


� This is a common way of executing women in Germanic folklore





