The Song of Spears

The Irish and the Norse have always had a turbulent history.  A few centuries ago, the Norse settlers were driven out of all of Ireland save for a few small islands off the coast near Dublin.  But ten years later, the great King Sigtrygg landed with his army at Waterford and began a five year campaign to retake those lost lands.


In the end, he met the army of the Irish High King Niall Glundubh near Dublin.  The Valkyries hovered over the battlefield in anticipation, and they chanted this song:

1. Far and wide

with fall of the dead

The warp
 is stretched
and streams down blood

A spear-grey fabric
forms on the loom

Woof of warriors

we valkyries
 fill

Binding and crossing
with blood-red weft

2. The web is woven
with warrior’s guts

Heads of the slain

serve as its weights

Heddle-rods are spears,
spattered with blood

The shed-rod is iron,
arrows its pegs;

With swords we beat
our battle web.

3. Hild
 goes to weave,
and Hjorðrimul

Sanngrid and Svipul,
with swords brandished

Shields will shatter 

and shafts will break

Biter of helmets


harms the breastplates.

4. We wind, we wind
the web of spears

As young war-king

has waged before

Forth shall we fare

where fray lies thick

And friend and foe
fix sword ’gainst sword

5. We wind, we wind
the web of spears,

Follow our king

to fierce battle

Men will see shields
shattered and bloody

Where Gondul and Gunn
guarded the thane

6. We wind, we wind
the web of spears,

Where the banners fly
of boldest men;

Our liege’s life

lost shall not be

Valkyries decide

who dies or lives

7. The driven out ones
to islands caged

Have now returned
to take their halls,
and claim this field,
a kingdom make:
Seafarers will hold

sway o’er the land
8. Brave Irish will see
an evil time

As fate decrees

they fall to strife

Doomed to die is

their doughty king

Folk leader will fall

in face of spears

9. Woven is the web,
war-place reddened

Finish did we

our weaving here
Still is the loom

all stained and scarred

The skein garish

with gore of men

10. Now it is gruesome
to gaze around

As blood-red clouds
cover the sky

Clamor wardens


keen their war-songs

Far lands will hear

of fall of men

11. Chanted we well
the weird of the king
Anon we will sing

songs of victory

They who listen

may learn our words:
Speak this song to

spear-men after
Documentation


This poem is heavily based upon an Old Norse poem, entitled “Darroðarljóð.” The sole surviving source of this poem is Njal’s Saga, where it is ostensibly a sign accompanying the battle of Clontarf which occurred in 1014 in Ireland.  Njal’s Saga is the longest, and probably the best-known of the Icelandic Family Sagas, which were written in the 13th and 14th Centuries.  Njal’s Saga was composed some time around 1280 by an anonymous writer.  Much of it is ostensibly true; it chronicles a wide range of events from 961 to 1014. As for the poem, it is unlikely that it was written by the chronicler of the saga – probably it was written much earlier in the 10th or 11th centuries, and was included by the saga writer.

According to Njal’s Saga, the poem is a vision suffered by a certain Dorruðr, who sees the Valkyries in the poem enter a small house, and work at a monstrous loom.  Their song is therefore about the battle of Clontarf, which took place between the Irish Norse and the Irish.  Sigtrygg Silkbeard, the Norse King of Dublin, instigated an insurrection against the Irish High King Brian Borumha.  In the Saga, Sigtrygg is put to rout, his two main allies are killed, but Brian dies as well.  This jibes badly with the poem itself, where the Irish are portrayed as losing, and Sigtrygg as a victorious King.  Worse, reliable accounts of the historical circumstances have Sigtrygg not participating in the battle, but rather simply defending the walls of Dublin.

R. G. Poole advances a theory, originally proposed by Nora Kershaw, that the poem was in fact about a battle that took place in 919.  This earlier battle was between a Norse leader, who also happened to be named Sigtrygg, and Niall Glundubh, the High King of Ireland.  It seems to fit the poem much better, so I deliberately crated my adaptation with that in mind.  The very name of the poem is also questionable, Darroðarljóð should mean “The Song of Dorruðr,” but Dorruðr is a name that appears nowhere but those few lines in Njal’s Saga.  Its unlikely it was a real name.  Hollander believes the name was a corruption of the “Song of Darraðar,” a repeated word in verses 4,5, and 6 of uncertain meaning (see footnote 5 on the first page.)  From that interpretation, I gave this poem the name “The Song of Spears.”

The poem is written in a fairly regular fornyrðislag, the mainstay of Norse 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.  Norse poetry is a dynamic form – the same pattern is not repeated throughout the poem, preferably it differs even on the same line. 


To write the above poem, I used many different translations, particularly a very literal translation by R. G. Poole. I then heavily edited the poem to fit it into the meter, so it may be used as an example of the meter and rhythm of Norse Eddic Poetry.  I have also added a few lines to more closely fit the interpretation of events I went with.  All in all, I would caution the reader that this poem is definitely more of a reinterpretation of the original poem, rather than a translation. If anyone interested in the process of how I composed this poem, I have it drafted in a different document, including two additional versions of this poem.
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� This poem is likening the battle to a loom. Woof, warp, weft, web, rods, etc, are all parts of a loom and are used as metaphors.  The battle took place near Dublin in 919


� I simplified this line quite a bit.  The original translated to “The women friends of Randver’s slayer.” Randver was killed indirectly by Odin, and his “women friends” are Valkyries.


� All the proper names in this poem are the valkyries. 


� A kenning for “axe.”  There seems to be some disagreement on how this line should be translated, a few of my translations had “hound of helmets,” while others just indicated a weapon.  


� The latter part of this line vefr darraðar  is apparently difficult to translate.  I went with one common to Hollander and Cook, as it fits my version best.  Poole, who is the most rigorous translator, indicates “spear” as a possibility, but he favors “pennant” as the most likely.


� This would be Sigtrygg, whom is referred to as Sitric ceach in the Irish Annals.


� Sigtrygg had landed at Waterford in 914


� I did some emendations and additions to this and the next stanza to make them more clear.  This stanza basically means that the Norse, who were confined to a few islands, will carve out their own kingdom and rule it.


� The Irish kingdoms were nearly constantly at war in this period.


� This is a reference to the Irish High King, Niall Glundubh, who died in the battle.


� In the original, this half line reads “the Jarl has fallen.”  I changed it to fit more closely with the interpretation of which battle the poem is about.  See notes 


� These two lines are added for clarity, and I moved the one beneath it from an earlier verse.


� A kenning for valkyries.  Clamor is a heiti for battle.


� This is a very troublesome line, apparently it is quite corrupt.  I decided to go with Hollander’s translation, taking a few hints from a transcription of the Old Norse.





