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The world is being taken over by Hollywood blockbusters, Superman stopped being cool almost a decade ago and there is at least one geeky kid in every high school class. That is the truth these days. But where did Marvel, D.C. or Warner Bros. get all the inspiration? Let me take you to the 11th century, when fishing and hunting was the primary source of food, having a warm bed to sleep in was luxury and Christianity was just a rumour brought in by the southern traders. Welcome to Viking Scandinavia.
What is now known as Scandinavia used to be a divided land of endlessly warring clans. Every clan was composed of a city or village with a jarl(a chieftain of sorts), a number of families with their own heads (usually the eldest male or the one that could still fight with a sword) and a seer, an old woman whose job was to cure sicknesses, read the future and communicate with the gods. These clans were mostly enemies and guarded their hunting/fishing territory well. A life in the world of almost eternal winter was hard and losing a source of water or food could mean a slow and painful death for everyone. There was no time for fun, no time to just stop working and relax. The only thing brightening the people’s dark days was the bonfire.
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A bonfire was usually either a family meeting or a way to amuse a drakkar crew after a successful raid when home was still far away. After building the fire and eating a share of the day’s catch, the eldest man present was asked to tell stories, mostly either from the clan history or from the tales belonging to the Norse mythology. If they were lucky, they didn’t have just any old man with them. They had a real skald.
Skalds were poets, masters of the spoken word and the song. A skald trained with a master first and then went on a journey to study different ballads at other clans. Nobody in their right mind would kill or harm a skald, so the travelling was mostly safe. Training normally included hours and hours of memorizing stories (they did not write them down, everything was passed down orally), learning how to play at least two musical instruments and studying the literary theory of Norwegian tales, which is one of the most difficult poetry styles in the world.
A typical Norwegian ballad is categorized either as a lausavísa, flokkr or drápa and the metrum – way of writing and reciting of the ballad -  can be eddical or that of court (dróttkvaett) – the second is more used although it is harder to create. A common sight in a Norse poem is a kenning – a fixed metaphor the purpose of which is to alliterate a simple object to meet the standards of a dróttkvaett. In the case of multiple kennings combined we speak of a tvíkent. For example “mög-fellandi mellu”, “son-slayer of giantess” = “slayer of sons of giantess” = “slayer of giants” = the god Thor. It sounds difficult and it is, but only to make. Most kennings and tvíkents were composed so that any listener would understand the meaning. The biggest difference between normal and Nordic poetry is that the latter does not really rhyme. That causes problems both while translating and reading them even in modern times.
The poems varied in topic, but most were composed to celebrate a warrior’s successful return from battle or the deeds of men that have died fighting. One such example is the Beówulf, a tale from pagan Germania. In this story, a brave man named Beówulf kills a monster and marries the king’s daughter, only to later die in a struggle against a dragon.Slaying an evil creature is the quickest way to ensure your name will be remembered through the works of skalds. But it were not only heroes who inspired them. Many ballads describe the lives of Norse gods, the Aesir and the Vanir. These are a bit more humorous and serve both entertaining and educational purpose. Probably the most famous is The Ballad of Thiassi, in which a mountain troll steals Thor’s hammer. The god then has to dress as a woman in order to reclaim his weapon (which shows that even the gods had a sense of humour, as opposed to f. ex. Greek pantheon).
As the skald poetry was passed down from master to student via oral, there is little to none evidence of its real form. After the acceptance of Christianity, skalds were persecuted and their art has lost its purpose. Most of the original poems were lost during this period.
In the 13th century, an Icelandic nobleman called SnorriSturluson decided to change that. He had accumulated the most famous ballads of his age and written the Poetic Edda. It is a thick book that is divided into Heroic and Mythological parts. The Heroic part speaks of the beginning of the Norwegian and Icelandic kingdoms and also of Siegfried the Dragonslayer. An important chapter in this part is the Yngling Saga, which practically explains the reality behind Norse mythology. The Mythological part contains the Volüspá (The Sorceress’ Song), the prophecy that foretells the end of the world. On the other hand, there is also the Lokasenna, which is a poem practically made out of insults. In it, the trickster god Loki exposes all the secrets the other gods wanted to keep hidden (adultery, theft, cowardice...). Needless to say, Loki gets punished and Ragnarök nears. No wonder it used to be very popular at bonfires.
Skaldic poetry is the only source of Norse mythology that exists in modern age. It is an extremely difficult, but interesting read. The Poetic Edda has been translated into almost a hundred world languages and is even now the source of inspiration for many artists and writers.
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