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On the principles of Nordic rhyme 
and alliteration

i Introduction and some theoretical preliminaries

T he m ost im p o rtan t innovations in N ordic po e try  relative to  W est 
G erm anic w ere th e  in troduction  of stanzaic s tru c tu re  into th e  eddic 
form s and th e  creation o f skaldic form s like th e  dróttkvætt. (See 
K ristján Á rnason 2006; For studies of d ró ttk v æ tt, see e.g.: K uhn 1983, 
G ade 1995, K ristján Á rnason 1991/2000.) A m ong th e  characteristics
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of th e  dróttkvœ tt w ere th e  so-called hendingar or in-rhym e, w hich are 
used along w ith  alliteration and o ther very elaborate poetic  m eans to 
create an in tricate  s tru c tu re  o f rhy thm  and rhym e. T he d ró ttk v æ tt 
form  is illustra ted  in th e  following half stanza, ascribed to th e  poet 
Þorm óðr K olbrúnarskáld at th e  battle  o f Stiklastaðir, w here he and his 
king Ó lafr H araldsson w ere killed:

(1) iW r a s k  pglis landa  

eik  hví vér’rum  blei&ir; 

fá r  verðr fagr a f sçrum , 

fann k  çrvadrif, svanni.

T he lady w onders w hy w e are pale; few  p eop le  b eco m e  m ore handsom e  

from  being  w ounded; I foun d  a show er o f  arrows, m y lady.

(Þ orm óðr Kolbrúnarskáld, lausavísa 25)

T he hem istich  is fu rth e r  divided into couplets, bound  together by 
alliteration. T here are tw o alliterating  staves (the studlar ‘supports’) in 
th e  first line and one (the hçfudstafr ‘the  head stave’) in th e  second of 
the  couplet. T he staves are p resen ted  in boldface in our exam ple. The 
inrhym e (w ritten  in italics) involves tw o stressed syllables in each line; 
in the  first line th e  consonants are th e  same b u t th e  vowels different, 
form ing a sort of consonance (und- : land-) fà r  : sç>r-), called skothend- 
ingar 'skewed rhym e’ b u t in th e  second line, bo th  th e  vowel and the  
following consonants m atch (eik : b l e i k f a n n  : svann), and these are 
called adalhendingar ‘m ain rhym e’. T he hendingar (henceforth  called 
hendings) th en  form  line in ternal rhym ing constructions, and thus 
em phasise th e  line as a un it. A nd they  also contribu te  to  th e  definition 
of the  line couplet, creating a connection b etw een  the  first and th e  
second line by th e  ru le of alternation  betw een  assonance or ha lf rhym e 
(the skothendingar) and th e  full rhym e (the adalhendingar).

T he question of th e  origin of th e  inhrym e and its historical and for
mal relation to  alliteration  has been m uch discussed by linguists and 
philologists. Two lines of though t can be said to have been m ost p rom i
nent in th e  discussion o f th e  problem  of origin. O ne theory  is th a t the 
rhym e developed under foreign (in particu lar Irish) influence, and the 
o ther is th a t th e  hendings w ere a dom estic invention and developed 
inherently  in th e  O ld N orse literatu re . (See discussion and references 
to earlier work in M ackenzie 1981 and K ristján Á rnason 1987.)

T he purpose of th is  paper is to  look at th e  sim ilarities and differences 
betw een  alliteration and th e  hendings and to  study th e  coexistence of
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these rhym ing schem es in th e  O ld Icelandic poetic  trad ition . W e will 
try  to  m ake th is  coexistence understandable in th e  con tex t o f Nordic, 
and in particu la r skaldic, poetry. It w ill be proposed  th a t the  hendings 
are an innovation w hich could well have developed inherently, no t as 
some learned im ita tion  of foreign forms, b u t as a natural ou tg row th  (as 
things go in  m etrical developm ent) of th e  inherited  alliterative p rin 
ciples. T h is involved an elaboration o f th e  rules for alliteration  in th e  
setting  of a new  ty p e  of rhy thm , w hich was one of th e  basic character
istics of skaldic poetry.

2 Linguistic and metrical units and relations

Before we s ta rt ou r analysis of N ordic alliteration and rhyme, it is nec
essary to  m ake som e poin ts of clarification concerning th e  character of 
m etrical form s and th e ir  relation to  linguistic form s. W e w ill also in 
th is section m ake some general rem arks on th e  function  of rhym e and 
alliteration  in m etrical s truc tu re .

2.1 L an g u ag e  a n d  m e tre

It is im p o rtan t to  distinguish  clearly betw een  m etrical pa tte rn s  and 
linguistic p a tte rn s  in a poetic  tex t. M etrical system s are w hat have 
been  called ‘overlay system s’, they  are m eta-linguistic, involving some 
analysis’ of language, and have features in com m on w ith  phenom ena 

like w ord play, secret languages and w riting  system s (see Zwicky 1986). 
M etrical s tru c tu re  (com prising things like strong or w eak positions, 
lines and stanzas) and linguistic s tru c tu re  (com prising phonological or 
syntactic un its  like segm ent, syllable, sentence and phrase) thus ex ist 
on separate levels. But they are obviously related, and th e  linguistic 
and m etrical constrain ts apply sim ultaneously to  th e  poetic  texts.

T he double-existence of poetic tex ts  has been stud ied  for decades by 
linguists in th e  trad ition  of generative m etrics. (See e.g. H alle and Key- 
ser 1971, Hayes 1983, Keyser 1969, Kiparskyi977, Fabb 2002, D resher 
and Friedberg (eds.) 2006.) M uch of th e  work w ith in  th is fram ew ork 
has been concerned w ith  rhy thm , and how  the  rhy thm ical or prosodic 
characteristics of language correlate w ith  those o f poetry, bu t less 
a tten tion  has been  paid  to  rhym e and  alliteration. (For notable excep
tions, see Fabb 1999 and M inkova 2003.) However, questions relating 
to  th e  na tu re  of th e  m apping betw een  m etre  and language are no less
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in teresting w hen it comes to  rhym e and alliteration. In th e  same way 
as the  rhy thm ic characteristics o f poetic tex ts  have to  be accounted for 
by reference to bo th  linguistic en tities (syllables and stresses, words 
and phrases), and m etrical en tities (lifts and lows, lines and stanzas), 
th e  rules for alliteration and rhym e involve b o th  linguistic and m e tri
cal entities. T hey are defined w ith  respect to  linguistic p roperties of 
segm ents and positions (onsets or rhymes) in phonological words, and 
th e  relevant poetic criteria  are set in term s of un its and positions in 
lines and stanzas o f m etres like the eddic fornyrdislag  or the  skaldic 
dróttkvœtt.

2.2 R h y th m  a n d  c o n s titu e n c y  in  m e tre

T he basic s tru c tu ra l characteristics of poetic  form s are defined in term s 
of rhy thm  and constituency. T hus a m etrical line can be described as a 
constituen t, w hich has a predefined num ber of syllables and a p a rticu 
lar p a tte rn  of rhy thm ic alternation. This sort of s tru c tu re  can be ana
lysed by generative m eans. In syllable counting, w hen a certa in  num ber 
o f syllables is reached (say 10 w ith  some allowance for variation), the  
line ends, and if  th e  alternation of strong and w eak syllables corre
sponds to  a right strong (iambic) scansion or m etrical m apping, th e  line 
satisfies th e  form  o f iam bic pen tam ete r (cf. e.g. Fabb 2002: 34-56 for 
a recent trea tm en t of English m etres). Sm aller un its like feet and cola 
may form  sub-constituen ts of lines, and lines may com bine to  form  
larger constituents, such as couplets and quatrains or o ther types of 
stanza. A typical description of a m etre  is thus in te rm s of th e  num ber 
of constituen ts (feet and lines), and th e  type  of rhy thm  (iambic or tro 
chaic, quantita tive  or stress based).

G enres vary w ith  respect to  constituen t struc tu re ; for exam ple, a 
significant difference b etw een  th e  eddic poem s and old W est G er
m anic poetry  lies, as m entioned above, in th e  fact th a t the  form er has 
clear stanzaic s truc tu re , m ost clearly m arked in the  Ijóðaháttr, and the 
la tte r is “stich ic” in th a t th e  n ex t lower constituen t of s tru c tu re  (after 
“poem ”) is th e  line. T he co n stituen t s tru c tu re  of m etrical form s is 
identified or com m unicated  in several ways, for exam ple by repetition  
and truncation . In th e  Ijóðaháttr form, w hich is basically a quatrain 
of tw o couplets, th e  end of each couplet is m arked by truncation , i.e. 
skipping th e  last foot o f th e  long line (see H eusler 1889/1969, Kristján 
Á rnason 2006). But rhym e is also im p o rtan t in defining th e  m etrical 
constituents, as e.g. show n by th e  com m on use of end-rhym e.
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2.3 U n its  a n d  p o s itio n s  in  a ll i te ra tio n  a n d  rh y m e

M etrical s tru c tu re  thus involves repetition  of sim ilar or equivalent 
form s (lifts  and dips, lines and cola) according to  principles or m etrical 
conventions defined w ith  reference to  linguistic units. These principles 
call for som e so rt of m eans of identifying th e  relevant form s b o th  lin 
guistically (as regards e.g. stress) and m etrically  (as regards strong or 
w eak positions).

In th e  case of alliteration and rhyme, th e  m etrical analysis involves 
identifying th e  rhym ing units (w hat rhymes?), and th e  rules for w here 
these form s should occur in th e  tex t, th e  positions (where do th e  rhym 
ing and alliterating  form s occur?). A nd  because o f th e  double existence 
of m etrical tex ts, these un its and positions are defined on tw o levels, 
on one hand  as m etrical un its and positions and on th e  o ther as linguis
tic  un its and positions. For G erm anic alliteration we can say roughly 
th a t th e  linguistic  position of alliteration  is in th e  onset of th e  stressed 
syllable of a word, and th e  linguistic un its referred  to  are the  sounds or 
phonem es, w hich occur in th a t position.

For th e  m etrical side of alliteration, trad itional Icelandic te rm ino l
ogy defines m etrical positions as th e  hçfuâstafr 'th e  head stave', w hich 
occurs (typically) at th e  beginning of th e  first lift o f th e  second colon 
(which is th e  p enu ltim ate  strong position in th e  line) in th e  fornyrdis- 
lag and m ust be m atched  by an equivalent (or non-d istinct, cf. below) 
onset in at least one o f th e  lifts of th e  first colon (the a-verse), called 
the  studlar ‘su pports’, as in (2). T his is th e  m ost im p o rtan t feature of 
poetic  m etre  according to  m edieval scholarship in Iceland, cf. Snorri 
S turluson. Edda. H àttata l 1999: 4; Ó láfr Þórðarson. Málhljóða og mál- 
skrúdsrit 1927: 96.

(2) H ljóðs b iö  ek  allar /  helgar kindir;

M eiri ok m inni /  m ögu H em dallar

I ask for atten tion  all holy creatures, greater and lesser descendants o f

H eim dall.

(V öluspá  1,1-4)

H ere th e  / h /  o f helgar and th e  /m /  of mögu function  as head staves in 
th e  b-verse of each line, m atched  respectively by one and tw o  supports 
in the  a-verse.

T he  m etrical un its active in alliteration  are th e  equivalence classes, 
w hich define w hat alliterates w ith  w hat. A  sim plistic s ta tem en t is th a t 
each sound alliterates w ith  itself, b u t th e re  are well know n complica-
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tions, e.g. so th a t all vowels alliterate, and clusters o f s+stop (sp, st, sk) 
only alliterate w ith  them selves.

T he hendings, w hich only occur in th e  dróttkvœtt, are also defined in 
term s of un its and positions, w hich have a m etrical side and a linguistic 
side. T he un its  on th e  m etrical side of th e  inrhym e are, like in allitera
tion, th e  equivalence classes, w hich define th e  classes of sounds th a t 
serve as equivalent (or non-distinct) for th e  purposes o f rhyme, and 
we shall see again th a t although th e  general principle is th a t th e  m e t
rical classes correspond to  natu ra l linguistic units, i.e. phonem es and  
sequences of phonem es, th ere  are in teresting com plications in those  
relations also in th e  case of th e  hendings. T here  are also rules govern
ing th e  positions (bo th  linguistic and m etrical) relevant for the  h en d 
ings, w hich we w ill investigate as we move along.

2.4 T h e  fu n c t io n  o f  rh y m e  a n d  a llite ra tio n : 
rh y m in g  c o n s tru c tio n s

But w hat is th e  function  of rhym e and alliteration as p a rt of the  poetic  
form; w hat “p u rp o se” (poetic  or other) do they  serve in th e  tex t, re la
tive to o ther form al characteristics? W e w ill assum e th a t alliteration 
serves th e  purpose  of com m unicating (in a special sense) constituency 
in m etre. (According to  Fabb (1999), all tex ts  can have ‘com m unica ted ’ 
form  on top  of th e ir  ‘in h e ren t’ form. T he com m unicated  form  of a te x t 
is expressed by signals, w hich th e  te x t itself uses explicitly to  give th e  
reader or listener inform ation about itself.) T h a t is to  say, alliteration 
and rhym e are used as additional signals to  show w hich parts  of th e  te x t 
belong together in lines or stanzas. U nderstood in th is way, a feature  
like alliteration is no t essential to  th e  rhy thm  of th e  te x t as expressed 
in term s of weak and strong positions. Its function  is, rather, to  m ark or 
com m unicate th e  constituency, i.e. th e  line and colon s tru c tu re  of th e  
tex t. T he function  is fulfilled by in terdependen t and m atching units, 
w hich form  w hat we may call rhym ing constructions.

O ne feature  of the  constructions form ed by alliteration and rhym e, 
w hich tallies w ith  th is in terp reta tion , is th e  fact th a t they seem  to be 
right-headed in a sense sim ilar to  th e  conception used in linguistics to  
describe phonological or syntactic constructions. (A right-headed lin 
guistic constituen t has a s tru c tu re  w hich centres around th e  last p a r
tic ipan t in th e  relation.) W e saw that, in trad itional Icelandic m etrical 
term inology, th e  last o f th e  tw o or th ree  alliterating staves is called th e
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head stave (hgfuðstafr), and the  ones th a t precede are called th e  su p 
ports. T h is term inology im plies th a t th e  m ost im p o rtan t of th e  staves 
is the  last one, w hich closes th e  construction , i.e. tells us th a t the  end is 
near. In th is  way th e  supports w hich precede are in a way governed or 
licensed by th e  following head stave som ew hat like syntactic or phono
logical form s may be governed by th e ir  following stronger sisters. T he 
end o f the  co n stituen t is staked out, so to  speak, by th e  final stave, and 
th e  preceding staves identify  its dom ain to  th e  left.

W e w ill argue below  (Section 5), th a t th e  hending constructions had 
the  sam e so rt of right-headed stru c tu re . Practically w ith o u t exception, 
the fixed position  for th e  second m em ber of th e  hending relation is th e  
penu ltim ate  position in th e  dróttkvæ tt line. W e w ill refer to  th is posi
tion as th e  head o f th e  rhym e construction, echoing th e  definition of 
the last p artic ipan t in th e  alliterating  relation as th e  head stave. T he 
rhyme, w hich m atches th e  head rhym e earlier in th e  line, may then  
be called a supporting  rhyme, like th e  alliterating supports m atch th e  
head-stave. T h is term inology involves a slight contradiction  against 
Snorri S turluson’s usage in the  com m entary  to  h is H átta ta l. Snorri 
calls th e  first m em ber o f th e  hending relation th e  frum hending  ‘th e  
first hend ing’, b u t th e  second is called th e  virdrhending ‘th e  a ttached  
hending'. But it seem s th a t th is is harm less; referring to th e  sequential 
order to  iden tify  th e  tw o m em bers by such term inology does not con
trad ic t th e  po in t m ade here about th e  functional relation betw een  th e  
head (which m ight have been  called höfuðhending in Icelandic) and the  
support (which m ig th  be called stoðhending in Icelandic).

Seen in th is  way, alliteration  and rhym e help to  define w hich parts 
of th e  te x t belong together as constituents. T he alliterating staves 
define the  long line of eddic p o e try  as a un it, and at th e  same tim e, 
by th e  rules o f d istribu tion , serve to identify  th e ir  com ponent ha lf 
lines or short lines. Sim ilarly the  hendings help to  com m unicate th e  
d ró ttk v æ tt line as a un it, and th e  alternation  betw een  half rhym e 
(skothendingar) and full rhym e (adalhendingar) establishes a so rt of 
relation (gravitating tow ard  the  end) betw een  the  odd and even n u m 
bered  lines. In th e  sam e vein it can be said th a t end-rhym e, w hich 
is perhaps th e  best know n sort o f rhyme, has th e  function  of m ark
ing line ends, b u t at th e  sam e tim e binding together th e  lines w hich 
rhyme.

In th e  ligh t of th is in terp re ta tion , it is unnecessary to  assume, as 
is som etim es done, th a t th e  positions w here alliteration  or rhym e 
occur are necessarily stronger or have to  be em phasised m ore heavily
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in perform ance th an  corresponding positions, w hich do no t take part 
in these relations. T hese phenom ena are as such not essential to  the  
poetic rhy thm , since m etrical alternation betw een  strong and weak 
positions is defined independently  in term s of o ther param eters.

But we will see below  th a t although th e  rhym ing characteristics as 
such are not essential to  th e  alternation  betw een  strong and weak posi
tions, th e  rhym ing and alliterating  un its are typically placed in rh y th 
mically strong (not weak) position in th e  tex t. It can thus be said th a t 
a lliteration and rhym e depend  on th e  rhy thm , b u t th a t the  rhy thm  
does no t depend  on rhym e and alliteration. A nd  it can also be said th a t 
th e  rhym ing positions are in som e sense m ore p rom inen t in th e  te x t by 
v irtu e  of th e ir  rhymes, w ith o u t being rhythm ically  stronger.

2.5 N a ïv e  m e tr ic s  a n d  le a rn e d  m e tr ic s

T he preceding sections show th a t m etrical and linguistic constraints 
have to be k ep t apart and th a t m etrical p roperties m ay serve m ore 
th an  one type  of function. T his m eans th a t in th e  study of th e  relation 
betw een  language and m etre  it is necessary to keep in m ind  th e  ind i
rec t nature  of the  m apping betw een  language and m etre. But there  is 
an additional com plication in th e  relation betw een  language and m etre 
in th a t m etrical com petence (bo th  th e  skill o f th e  p oe t and th e  appre
ciation by th e  audience), being m eta-linguistic, can vary on a scale 
w hich we m ay call learning.

M any of th e  features of poe try  are practised  and appreciated  uncon
sciously w ith o u t th e  p oe t or audience necessarily being able to  explain 
or explicate why one p articu lar line is m etrical and another one is not. 
But often  th e  skill becom es conscious and learned. In particular, w hen 
th e  m etrist and th e  p o e t are one and th e  same person, as was th e  case 
w hen Snorri S turluson com posed his H áttatal or clavis metrica, w ith  
com m entaries and explanations of th e  workings of th e  m etres. W e may 
thus have to  distinguish  betw een  Snorri’s m etrical learning (“m eta- 
m etrical perform ance”) and th e  actual com position of tex ts  (or “m etri
cal perform ance”).

To illustra te  th is po in t we note th a t among Snorri’s learned sta te 
m ents is the  com m ent in H á tta ta l th a t in th e  hendings all consonants 
following th e  vowel are th e  same. T his is tru e  of a clear m ajority of 
instances of th e  rhym e, as e.g. th e  following line from  th e  first stanza 
of his H âtta ta l:
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(3) friðro/s konungr of sa 

p eace-b reach -G E N , king, rage

(Snorri Sturluson. Edda. H áttata l 1999: 4)

But in th e  light of exam ples like (4), w here some consonants follow
ing th e  vowel are ignored in th e  rhym ing relation, we have to  take th is 
d ic tum  w ith  a grain of salt.

(4) Ó lafs m ágr  svá ’t  øgdi (Sighvatr, Flokkr um  Erling Skjålgsson 9,3)

Ó la f’s relative, so th at frigh tened

Similarly, Snorri's com m ent, th a t vowel alliteration is m ore beautifu l 
w hen th e  vowels partic ipating  have d ifferent qualities, m ust be seen 
as m eta-m etrical. In fact m any of his learned sta tem ents can only be 
taken  as ind irec t evidence for our analysis, if  only for th e  fact th a t 
his theore tica l tools and linguistic term inology w ere d ifferent and (we 
hope) m ore prim itive th an  w hat we now  have.

It w ill no t be assum ed in th e  discussion below th a t such “learned” 
or conscious m etrics was a driving factor in th e  invention of the  hend- 
ings as a form al characteristic  in N ordic poetry. W e should preferably 
see th e  conditions under w hich th e  hendings developed as natural, 
ra ther th an  in an atm osphere of academ ic learning and highly con
scious analysis, although we cannot exclude th e  possibility th a t some 
such “lea rn ed ” effects had  an influence on th e  developm ent and on th e  
practice of som e poets.

3 The linguistic and metrical conditions 
for alliteration

In th is section, a unified account of th e  linguistic and m etrical con
ditions of alliteration (including vowel alliteration and alliteration of 
clusters of s+stop) will be proposed. It will be m ain ta ined  th a t th e  
linguistic place of relevance for alliteration was th e  sonority  m inim um  
o f th e  onset o f th e  alliterating  w ord. Sonority m in im um  is defined as 
th e  w eakest or least syllabic place in the  onset.

3.1 C lu s te rs  a n d  e m p ty  o n se ts

A first approxim ation  o f th e  linguistic u n it of relevance in  alliteration 
is, as we have seen, th e  “onset o f th e  first syllable of a phonological
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w ord”. In m any cases it looks like th e  onset as a whole participates, as
in  (5):

(5) sins o f  freista  fram a  

to  try ones fortu ne

(H ávam ál 2,6)

But th is is clearly optional, since som etim es only th e  first consonant 
alliterates, as in (6):

(6) Sungu ok slungu  /  snúðga ste in i

[T hey] sang and sw u n g  th e  turn ing ston e [the m ill]

(G róttasöngr, 4 ,1-2) 

gráðugr hair /  nem a geös viti 

a greedy m an, un less he has som e sense  

(H ávam ál 20,1-2)

A t th e  same tim e  it is w ell know n th a t clusters o f sp, st, and sk only 
alliterate w ith  them selves, as in (7):

(7) (G áttir  allar áðr gangi fram ) 

urn skoðask skyli

um  skyggnask skyli

A ll doors, before proceed ing , should  be in sp ec ted  and looked  through  

(H ávam ál 1,1-4)

There are no exam ples of / s /  in such clusters alliterating w ith  / s /  in 
different clusters or w ith  a single /s/. T he  same principles apply in o ther 
old G erm anic poetry, including O ld  English and to  a large ex ten t in 
M iddle English (see M inkova 2003: 199-202). A nd basically th e  same 
rules apply in m odern Icelandic versification, w hich defines th e  allite r
ating clusters /sp-, st-, sk-/ as gnýstudlar rum bling staves'.

A nother w ell-know n peculiarity  in G erm anic alliteration is vowel 
alliteration, as in:

(8) O rm r knýr unnir /  en  ari hlakkar;

T h e w orm  beats th e  w aves, but th e  eagle rejoices;

(V öluspá 47, 5 -6 )

In th is line, d ifferent vowels alliterate: ormr, ‘w orm ’, unnir ‘waves’ 
and ari eagle’. T his is also regular in o ther old G erm anic alliterative 
poetry, as well as later Icelandic poetry. T he vowel alliteration is all the  
m ore in teresting  in view o f th e  fact th a t alliteration seem s to  be funda
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m entally a consonantal rhym e or a so rt o f consonance, and yet in these 
exam ples th e  alliteration  is based on th e  absence of a consonant.

3.2 E x p la in in g  th e  vow el a llite ra tio n

Several proposals have been p u t fo rth  to explain vowel alliteration. 
O ne th eo ry  is th a t it goes back to  P ro to-G erm anic  tim es w hen there  
were few er vowel qualities in th e  system . T he  idea is th a t at th a t stage, 
only identical vowels alliterated, b u t th a t th e  u m lau t developm ents, 
leading to  large-scale phonem ic splits, caused different phonem es to  
form  equivalence classes on th e  basis o f th e ir  origin. T his then  caused 
some sort o f chaos, w ith  th e  final resu lt th a t all vowels becam e one 
equivalence class.

A n o th er th eo ry  is th a t a g lottal stop (‘Scharfer Vokaleinsatz’ ‘spiri
tus lenis’ (as opposed to  ‘spiritus asper’, i.e. [h]) at th e  beginning of 
stressed syllables carried  th e  relation. T he occurrence of a glottal 
onset in stressed syllables w hich (phonotactically) s ta rt w ith  a vowel 
(in o ther w ords have an em pty  onset) is a w ell know n phenom enon, 
occurring e.g. in M odern  G erm an and M odern  Icelandic, and it is qu ite  
conceivable th a t th is  occurred  at earlier stages in G erm anic and Nordic. 
M inkova (2003: 145-165) argues th a t phenom ena in O ld English, such 
as th e  absence o f elision before stressed vowel in itial syllables and ‘inor
ganic <h> supplies ind irec t evidence of the  presence o f a glottal onset 
in O ld  English. However, th ere  is no independen t evidence for th e  pres
ence of th is  phenom enon in O ld Icelandic. A nd fu rtherm ore , using th e  
glottal stop  to  explain m etricality  is no t as sim ple as it seems.

If we look at M odern  Icelandic, we find th a t, like in G erm an  (and 
some o th er languages, such as O ld English), th e  g lottal stop appears 
optionally  (depending on stress) at th e  beginning of a stressed syllable 
w ith  an otherw ise em pty  onset. T he same m etrical rules apply in the  
m odern as in th e  older poetry, so th a t all vowels alliterate. But if  the  
presence of a g lottal stop was a necessary condition for alliteration, th is 
w ould m ean th a t lines like (9) from  th e  well know n Icelandic quatrain  
by th e  19th cen tu ry  p o e t K ristján Jónsson are unm etrica l w ith o u t con
sistently inserting  a glottal stop in each position of alliteration:

(9) Yfir kaldan eyðisand  /  e in n  u m  n ó tt ég sveim a  

O ver th e  desert sand I stray alone at night

T he fact is, however, th a t th e  lines are m etrical irrespective o f th e  
way they  are perform ed, and they  are o ften  recited  w ith o u t th e  glot-
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tal onset. W e see, then , th a t th e  m etricality  of th e  alliteration does 
not hinge on th e  phonetic realisation of th e  g lottal closure. (T his is 
no t denying th a t a glottal onset, if  it was presen t in the  language (O ld 
Icelandic or O ld G erm anic in general), m ight have helped to identify  
th e  alliterating onsets in perform ance.)

A th ird  proposal for an explanation of vowel alliteration is th a t w hat 
rhym ed was th e  em pty  onset as such or th e  stru c tu ra l position, w hich 
can optionally be realised by a g lo ttal stop. In th is  in terp re ta tion  the  
rhym ing correspondence in poetic  tex ts  is established at a m ore abstract 
level than  th e  phonetic one or actual pronunciation. T he rhym ing rela
tion  is th en  not based on phonetic identity, b u t on non-distinctness in 
th e  relevant position. In o ther words, th e  rhym e is secured, as long as 
th e  m atching positions are not occupied by a u n it belonging to different 
equivalence classes. T his is a very im p o rtan t point.

3.3 T h e  s+ sto p  a llite ra tio n : th e  so n o rity  m in im u m

Turning back to  consonantal alliteration, we saw th a t th e  whole onset, 
defined as a position including all consonants preceding th e  vowel, can
not be taken  as th e  linguistic position o f alliteration, since parts of it 
can be ignored, nam ely a m ore sonorous segm ent closer to  th e  nucleus, 
as illustrated  by th e  exam ples in (6). In these cases th e  alliteration 
seems to  be based on individual segments. But still th e  s+stop clusters 
a lliterate as a whole, and in vowel alliteration (em pty onsets), allitera
tion  also seems to  involve th e  onset as such, and not to  be based on the 
p roperties of individual segm ents. T here seem s to  be a contradiction 
here. Som etim es it is th e  onset as a whole w hich is relevant, and at 
o ther tim es, it looks like we are dealing w ith  single segments.

The obvious pecu liarity  of th e  s+stop clusters com pared to  o ther 
word initial clusters in O ld Icelandic is th a t th e  form er do not begin 
w ith  a phonetic sonority m in im um . (See m ost recently M inkova 2003 
for an elaborate discussion o f th is type  of alliteration.) From the  point 
of view of segm ental s tru c tu re , the  /s/, being a fricative, is m ore sono
rous than  th e  stop  / t / .  But there  is bo th  a relational and a segm ental 
side to  sonority, since it can either be m easured in term s of th e  featural 
com position o f th e  segm ents, referring to  features like [continuant] or 
[sonorant], or by th e  s treng th  relations of nodes of labelled trees (see 
K iparsky 1980). T hus th e  (less sonorous) onsets and codas are, as posi
tions, w eaker than  the  (more sonorous) nuclei. In the  la tte r in te rp re ta 
tion, “sonority”, is “.. .sim ply th e  intrasyllabic co u n terp art o f stress,”
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(op. cit.: 249), and th e  nucleus is th e  m ost p rom inen t p a r t of the  syl
lable. By th is  m easure th e  /s/, being fa rth er away from  th e  nucleus 
th an  th e  stops / p /  / t /  and / k /  is weaker, even though  as a segm ent it is 
m ore sonorous and by v irtue  of th is  has greater syllabic po ten tia l than  
the  stop. Since th e  less sonorous stops of th e  clusters /sp , st, sk / can
not be ignored in alliteration, w hereas o ther m ore sonorous ones can, 
like / 1/  and / n /  in Sungu ok slungu /  snúdga steini and th e  / r /  in gráðugr 
hair nema geds viti (see 6), it is possible to  say th a t th e  linguistic locus 
of alliteration  is th e  first sonority  m inim um  relative to  a w ord stress. 
W hen  only th e  first segm ent of a w ord alliterates, it is th e  m ore sono
rous p a rt o f th e  onset, w hich is ignored or optional in th e  relation.

Using th is  to  explain th e  s+stop alliteration  does, however, not tell 
the  w hole story, since if w e say th a t th e  stop is th e  sonority  m in im um  
of th e  onset o f w ords like skyggnask, and th is is w hat alliterates, we 
m ight ex p ec t th e  sk  to  a lliterate w ith  k, w hich is obviously not th e  
case.

Before addressing th is problem  we should note once again th a t th e  
special sta tus o f th e  s+stop clusters has b o th  a linguistic side and a 
m etrical side. So we could in principle look for an explanation of th e  
s+stop alliteration e ith e r in some peculiarity  of th e  m etrical con
stra in ts or in  th e  linguistic p roperties of th e  clusters them selves. In 
fact th e  trea tm en t o f th e  s+stop clusters as un its in alliteration is no t 
an absolute necessity in G erm anic poetry ; o ther ways o f treating  them  
are possible. T h e  group-alliteration  of the  /sp-, st-, sk-/ was not con
sistent in England in th e  11th cen tu ry  w ith o u t any obvious linguistic 
cause (see M inkova 2003: 244-245). Furtherm ore th e  Icelandic defini
tion  of rum bling staves is not constant. It seem s for exam ple th a t th e  
cluster / s m /  although it does no t form  a u n it in th e  older poetry, was 
trea ted  as such by som e late m edieval Icelandic poets; and some am bi
guity  is to  be found in th e  trea tm en t of th e  clusters / s n /  and /s l /  in 
later poetry. Some poets and m etrists trea t these clusters as ‘rum bling 
staves’, w hereas o thers trea t th em  in th e  trad itional m anner (Ragnar 
Ingi A ðalsteinsson 2004: 61). It is thus clear th a t th e  linguistic condi
tions only supplied  necessary (b u t not sufficient) conditions for the  
s+stop clusters to  form  separate equivalence classes. T he  definition 
of “rum bling  staves”, in o ther words, is param etrical. (According to  
M inkova 2003, th e  special behaviour o f th e  /s /+ sto p  clusters was th e ir  
phonetic  cohesiveness in term s of g lottal features and voicing.)

If we say th a t th e  linguistic place of relevance for alliteration is th e  
(relational) place of m in im um  sonority before th e  vowel o f th e  alliter-
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ating syllable, w hat was, then , th e  m etrical condition responsible for 
th e  fact th a t / s /  had to  be included? T he suggestion m ade here is th a t 
th e  metrical place of relevance was defined w ith  reference to  th e  first 
segm ent in th e  alliterating position. T h a t is to  say, th e  alliterating posi
tions had to  have th e  sam e beginning. T his m ean t th a t any distinctions 
in w hat preceded  the  sonority m in im um  up to  th e  beginning o f the  
w ord taking p a rt in th e  rhym e could not be ignored. Thus, w hen / s /  
preceded th e  stop, it had to  be included in th e  rhym ing relation.

(10) um  (s.koðask (s.kyli 

u m  (s.kyggnask (s.kyli

T he bracket m arks th e  m etrical place of correspondence and the  7 
denotes (the beginning of) th e  linguistic sonority m in im um .

3.3 T h e  so n o rity  m in im u m  a n d  vow el a ll i te ra tio n

A n in teresting question now arises as to  how sonority is defined for 
em pty  onsets. Obviously an em pty  onset cannot be classified as a seg
m ental sonority m in im um  in th e  sam e (acoustic or articulatory) te rm s 
as e.g. voiceless obstruents. Still, th e  beginning of a syllable (its onset) 
m ust be in som e sense w eaker or less syllabic or sonorous th an  its peak. 
A nd similarly, we m ust assum e th a t w ord in ternal hiatus, i.e. a place 
w here th e  following syllable s ta rts  w ithou t an onset, as in words like 
búa  'to  live’, th ere  is some sort o f m in im um  of syllabicity, even though 
no consonant is present. Based on our previous discussion, and th e  
distinction betw een  segm ental sonority and syllabic sonority, we can 
give th e  following definition of a relational sonority m in im um , based 
on syllabic weakness relative to  a syllabic peak:

Sonority minimum
A  sonority m in im u m  is th e  least syllabic p lace relative to  surrounding  

vow els.

In th is in terp retation , low sonority is absence of syllabicity relative to  
a m ore (articulatorily) sonorous and (rhythm ically) syllabic position. 
In ta t sense the  em pty  onsets in (8) and (9) can be seen as sonority 
m inim a and thus applied to vowel alliteration.

The linguistic place of relevance in alliteration  is th en  th e  sonority 
m inim um  at th e  beginning of words, and if these positions are empty, 
they  are trivially non-d istinct. T he function  of vowel alliteration is 
shown in (11):



O n the principles o f Nordic rhyme and alliteration 9 3

(11) (.O rm r knýr (.unnir /  en (.ari hlakkar.

H ere ‘( ’ again represents the  m etrical position and the  7 th e  linguistic 
sonority m in im um .

4 Skaldic and eddic rhythm

Before m oving on to  investigate th e  linguistic and m etrical principles 
active in th e  hendings, it is necessary to have a look at th e  rhythm ic 
conditions under w hich they  developed. T he rhy thm ic innovation o f 
d ró ttk v æ tt was th e  in troduction  of syllable counting. T his called for 
greater rhy thm ic cohesion in th e  te x t and, so to  speak, opened the 
access of m etrical scem atisation in to  th e  offset o f syllables.

4.1 W o rd  c o u n tin g  a n d  sy llab le  c o u n tin g

T he rh y th m  o f th e  eddic m etres is a w ord counting rhy th m  (see H an 
son and Kiparsky 1996, K ristján Á rnason 2006). T his m eans, roughly, 
th a t w hat is coun ted  is th e  num ber of w ords in a line. Since word 
stresses are th e  com ponents o f sentence rhy thm , th is  in tu rn  m eans 
th a t phrasal stress, as a p a rt of intonation, is th e  streng th  relation, 
w hich is appealed to  in th e  rhy thm ic definition o f th e  m etre. A com 
plete line in th e  fornyrdislag is form ed by four phrasal stresses w ith  
w eaker syllables intervening, some of w hich can belong to  separate 
(phonologically weak) words. T he following is a typical h a lf stanza in 
the  fornyrdislag, repeated  from  (2) above:

(12) iH ljóðs b ið ek  lallar Ihelgar Ikindir 

Imeiri ok  Im inni Im ögu IH em dallar

T he hem istich  consists of tw o lines, each w ith  four strong positions, 
indicated by T. W ords belonging to phonologically strong categories 
typically supply th e  te x t for the  strong positions, and words belonging 
to  w eaker syntactic categories are likely to  occupy w eaker positions. 
This is show n in (12), w here the  finite verb form  bid ‘ask’, followed by 
a pronom inal form  ek ‘I’ form  th e  dip in th e  first line. A consequence 
o f th e  w ord counting is th a t the  num ber of actual syllables in th e  line 
is qu ite  variable. T hus th e  trisyllabic Heim dallar ‘H eim dall G E N ’ fills 
th e  last poetic  position w ith  its th ree  syllables.

W h a t is relevant to  th e  d ró ttk v æ tt rhy thm  on th e  o ther hand is
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th e  relation betw een  strong and w eak syllables; th e  rhy thm  is syllable 
counting in th e  sense th a t each m etrical position corresponds (roughly) 
to a syllable. Accordingly, th e  rhy thm  paid  less a tten tion  to  phrasal 
stress, and w eaker syntactic categories could occur in m etrically  strong 
positions, as in (13):

(13) a. ek bar sauð, a f nauðum  (E gill, lausavísa 33,8)

I carried sheep , from  necessity

b. en þvíat ilia  reynðisk (Þ jóðólfr A rnórsson, M agnúsflokkr 4,3), the  

bu t becau se  proved bad

c. Svá sk y ld i goð gjalda (E gill, lv. 19,1) 

so th e  gods should  pay

In (13a) th e  p ronoun ek T  is in th e  first position, carrying th e  head 
stave, and th e  sam e goes for th e  conjunction en ‘b u t’ in (13b), and it 
fu rth erm o re  takes p a rt in th e  hending relation. Similarly, th e  m odal 
verb skyldi ‘sh ou ld ’ in (13c) rhym es w ith  gjalda. G iven th e  fact th a t the  
rhym ing and alliterating units are typically placed in strong ra ther than  
w eak positions, it is na tu ra l to  assum e th a t th e  form s in question  are 
m etrically  strong (or no t weak).

A no ther sym ptom  of th is rhy thm , com pared to  th e  eddic rhythm , 
was th a t there  was m uch less variation in th e  num ber of syllables per 
line, as th e  vast m ajority of d ró ttk v æ tt lines have six syllables. T he fact 
th a t th e  num ber o f syllables per line comes close to  being fixed at six 
m akes it convenient to  refer to  th e  d ró ttk v æ tt line form  in term s of 
six positions or slots, each corresponding to  a syllable in a norm al line, 
num bered  from  1 th rough  6, as illustrated  in (14) w ith  lines from  (1) 
above:

1 2 3 4 5 6

U nd rask 9g lis land a

1 2 3 4 5 6

fann’k <?r va d rif svann i

T he variation in th e  num ber o f syllables follows stric t rules of reso
lu tion and neutralisation. (See e.g. K uhn 1983, G ade 1995, Kristján 
Á rnason 1991/2000: 126-132.)

A th ird  (related) characteristic  o f th e  d ró ttk v æ tt is th a t there  is
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m ore cohesion betw een  syllables in th e  line th an  in eddic poem s. A 
sym ptom  of th is character o f d ró ttk v æ tt was th e  frequen t use of con
trac ted  or enclitic form s of pronouns and o ther particles. It is thus gen
erally assum ed th a t th e  vowel of th e  first person p ronoun ek and the  
relative partic le  es could be deleted  so th a t th e  line like in (15) w ould 
be perfo rm ed  w ith  a stric t trochaic rhythm :

1 2 3 4 5 6
(15) I V ar’k m eð  Igram þeim 's Igwmnum (Sighvatr, B ersqglisvisur 1,1-2) 

w as I w ith  k ing w h o  m en D A T

By contracting  th e  enclitic form s in perform ance, th e  stringent te m 
plate of six positions, alternating regularly betw een  strong and weak, 
could be produced. T his phenom enon was w ell know n in m edieval 
Icelandic learning and was te rm ed  hragarmál (see H átta ta l, Faulkes 
1991/ 1999: 7—8). It is in  fact likely th a t th e  perform ance of th e  poem s 
and stanzas could play a vital role in th e  com m unication  of th e  form, 
in particu la r its m usicality. A nother feature of th e  d ró ttk v æ tt, w hich 
relates to  th is  is th e  cohesive rhym ing discussed in Section 5.5.

Still ano ther difference betw een  d ró ttk v æ tt and eddic po e try  was 
th a t th e  basic beat of th e  d ró ttk v æ tt m etre  was in trip le  tim e  so to  
speak. Even though  w idely d ifferent analyses have been proposed  of 
th e  rh y th m  of d ró ttk v æ tt, there  is general agreem ent th a t th e  basic 
type of line was th e  A -type: swswsw w ith  th ree  strong positions, each 
followed by a w eak one, as in:

s w  s w s w
(16) ILætr sá ’s IHákon Iheitir (H átta ta l 1,1)

L ets th e  one ca lled  H åkon

But th ere  are o ther types of rhy thm  to be found, and scholars disagree 
as to  th e  num ber and natu re  o f d ifferent rhy thm ic types. T he rhy thm  
of th e  d ró ttk v æ tt is in fact qu ite  in teresting and it is clear th a t there  
was an in tricate  interplay betw een  several form al param eters including 
stress, syllabic quantity , alliteration  and rhym e (see Sievers 1893, K uhn 
1983, G ade 1995). A conservative stance regarding th e  num ber of vari
ants is assum ed by K ristján Á rnason (1991/2000), by lim iting  th e  basic 
types to  tw o  (three at m ost), th e  trochaic one ju s t m entioned  (labelled 
A) and a B -type w ith  inversion of th e  second and th ird  position  creat
ing a rhy th m  o f th e  type: sswwsw, exem plified by lines like: \fé\milldum 
gram \villdi (cf. 17b).

But in spite of th e  com plexities of th e  d ró ttk v æ tt form , th e  last
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tw o syllables o f a line are fixed and form  w hat could be analysed as a 
trochee w ith  a heavy ictus: heitir, villdi, gum num  etc., cf. th e  exam ples 
above. T his is a generalisation, w hich holds for (virtually) all lines of 
dróttkvœtt. T his is also th e  place w here th e  head of th e  hending con
struc tion  occurs w ith o u t exception.

4.2 A lli te ra t io n  in  skald ic  m e tre s

W ith  respect to  equivalence classes, th e  sam e principles of allitera
tion  are valid in the  d ró ttk v æ tt as in the eddic m etres, i.e. the  rules 
for consonantal alliteration, vowel alliteration and cluster alliteration 
of s+stop are th e  same. But th e  rules for th e  d istribu tion  of th e  staves 
are d ifferent in accordance w ith  th e  difference in th e  stru c tu re  and the  
style o f th e  m etre. Beside th e  syllable counting rhy thm , w hich created 
o ther (in a sense m ore m usical and less prose like) conditions th an  in 
th e  eddic form s, th e  style is m ore stringent and regular.

In regular dróttkvœ tt th e  m ain stave is invariably placed in the  first 
position in th e  second line of a couplet (the b-line), w hereas th e  sup
ports (the first tw o staves) can occur in any o f th e  positions in the 
first line (the a-line), except th e  last one. T he  alliterating construction  
thu s has th e  couplet as its dom ain. T his is illu stra ted  in (17). A lthough 
th e  supports can occur in any position in th e  first line of th e  couplet, 
they are bo th  obligatory, w hereas one of th e  tw o supports is optional 
according to th e  eddic rules.

(17) a Var ek  m eð  gram  þ e im  es g u m n u m  (positions: 3 -5 )

(goll bauö d ro ttin h o llu m ) (Sighvatr, B ersöglisvísur 1,1-2)

I w as w ith  th e  king w h o  offered gold to  fa ith fu l fo llow ers

b ok valköstu  vestan (positions: 2 -5 )

(veðrbliks lið i m iklu) (Sturlunga 147,5)

and dead p eo p le  from  w est w eather-flam e a big cohort-D A T

b Fylgða ek  þ e im  er fylgju (positions: 1-5)

(fém illd u m  gram  v illd i) (Sighvatr, B ersöglisvísur 2,1-2)

I fo llow ed  th e  one w h o  fo llo w in g -D A T  generous king w an ted

c N ú  eru þegnar frið fegnir (positions: 4 -5 )

(föður  þ ín um  vel m ina)

N o w  subjects are relieved  by peace, your father w e ll m ine  

Sighvatr, B ersöglisvísur 2 ,3 -4
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d Ferð þá er flo tnar börðusk (positions: 1-3)

(faðir þ in n  lið i sínu)

T h e  journey  w h en  m en fough t your father h is team  

Sighvatr, B ersöglisvísur 3 ,3 -4

It can be said th a t th e  relative freedom  in th e  m etrical p lacem ent o f the  
supports underlines th e  rhy thm ic character of th e  d ró ttk v æ tt as syl
lable based, i.e. th e  m etrical positions are defined w ith  respect to syl
labic slots. Any o f th e  positions in th e  odd -  num bered  line was open to  
the  supports. T he only restriction  seem s to  be th a t th e  staves have to  
be w ord initial, w hich in our te rm s m eans th a t the  linguistic position 
for th e  staves is in th e  onsets of words, ju st like in th e  eddic m etres.

It is in teresting  to  consider th e  rhy thm ic im plications o f th e  placing 
of the  supports  in th e  odd  line. Some scholars have m ain ta ined  th a t 
alliterating  syllables w ere rhythm ically  stronger th an  th e  o th er sylla
bles, w hereas o thers have seen th e  alliteration as less im p o rtan t for the 
rhy thm  o f d ró ttk v æ tt. (See K ristján Á rnason 1991/2000: 133-143 for 
discussion and references.) O u r prem ise here is th a t alliteration  was in 
any case no t a driving force in the  rh y th m  or dynam ics, even though 
th e  alliterating  syllables w ere in some sense m ore p rom inen t in th e  
te x t th an  those  th a t d id  no t alliterate.

5 Linguistic and metrical structure in the hendings

In th is  section  we w ill tu rn  to  th e  linguistic and m etrical character 
of th e  hendings as they  are used in th e  dróttkvæ tt form . W e shall see 
th a t several in teresting  com plications in th e  rules for th e  hendings are 
rem iniscent of those found in alliteration. In fact, th e  principles of 
correspondence betw een  language and m etre, w hen seen in a certa in  
light, are strik ingly  similar. In particular, th e  function  of vowel allit
eration and th e  existence of w hat w ill here be called "em pty rhym e” 
suggest th a t m utatis m utandis th e  sam e principles of language-m etre 
correspondence w ere at w ork in bo th  types of rhyme.

5.1 T h e  r ig h t-h e a d e d n e s s  o f  th e  h e n d in g  c o n s tru c tio n s

W e are w orking under th e  assum ption th a t th e  hendings, like allite ra
tion, are superim posed  on th e  te x t by form ing rhym ing constructions, 
so th a t ce rta in  places in th e  te x t are used to  signal th e  constituen t
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struc tu re . We have also seen th a t traditional m etrical term inology 
im plies th a t the  last partic ipan t in th e  relation o f alliteration, th e  head 
stave, was in some sense th e  head o f th e  relation, and we suggested th a t 
the  same so rt of right-headedness characterises the  hendings.

O ne indication o f right-headedness is th a t th e  place of th e  head 
stave, th e  last m em ber of th e  alliterating construction , is fixed, bo th  
in d ró ttk v æ tt and eddic, w hereas the  d istribu tion  of th e  supports is 
freer. In a sim ilar way, th e  second partic ipan t in th e  hendings has a 
fixed place, since it is invariably in the  p enu ltim ate  position in the  
d ró ttk v æ tt line, w hereas th e  first m em ber of th e  relation has m ore 
freedom  in th is respect. T his is illustrated  by th e  lines in (18):

(18) L œ tr  sá ’s H ákon heiíir (H á tta ta l 1,1) 

lets th e  one ca lled  H åkon

friðrc/s konungr ofsa. (H áttata l 1,4) 

breach o f  p ea ce-G E N  king rage-A C C

ok valköstu vestan  (Sturlunga 147,5) 

and dead p eo p le  from  th e  w est

þar’s E yfm hngs orðin (Sturlinga 70,5) 

w here a person from  Eyjafjçrôr b ecom e

Jörmunrekkr at vakna  (Bragi, Ragnarsdrápa 11,5)

Erm anarik to w ake

nauta \eèrs á naðri (Þ jóðólfr  A rnórsson lv. 15,7) 

b u ll-G E N -P L  leather on w orm

T he exam ples show th a t th e  first hending can occur in any of the  first 
th ree  positions in th e  line. T he only constra in t seems to  be th a t the 
supporting  rhym e cannot occur in the  4th position, w hich im m ediately 
precedes th e  second m em ber occurring in th e  penu ltim ate  position.

T he facts in (18) support our view th a t th e  second m em ber of the 
hending construction  form s th e  head of th e  construction  and th e  first 
syllable in the  rhym ing pair is a sort o f ‘su p p o rt’ of th e  head rhym e (in 
the same way as th e  studlar form  supports to  th e  head stave in allitera
tion).

A n additional feature shared by alliteration in the  fornyrdislag and 
th e  hendings in d ró ttk v æ tt, w hich w ill be show n m ore clearly in Sec
tion 7.1, is th a t th e  second m em ber of th e  construction  occurs in the 
penu ltim ate  position as defined by th e  rhy thm ic counting in each of



O n the principles o f Nordic rhyme and alliteration  9 9

the  m etres. W e w ill see th a t th e  eddic rhy thm  counts words, b u t the  
dróttkvæ tt rhy th m  counts syllables. T he head stave occurs in th e  p enu l
tim ate  w ord in the  line of fornyrdislag and th e  head rhym e occurs in 
the  penu ltim ate  syllable of th e  line of dróttkvætt.

5.2 L in g u is tic  u n its  in  th e  h e n d in g s

A first approxim ation in defining th e  details of th e  linguistic and m e tri
cal un its o f correspondence for the  hendings is to  say th a t w hat rhym es 
is th e  vowel and th e  following consonants, and in th e  case o f disyl
labic words, th e  in terlude betw een  th e  first and th e  second syllable. 
A nd th is is th e  natu ra l in te rp re ta tion  of Snorri S turluson’s description, 
m entioned  above (Section 2.5). T his also fits w ith  a great num ber of 
exam ples, as show n in (19) (the right square bracket is used to  m ark the  
lim it of th e  identical sequences):

(19) bar] valkastar bár]u (Þ jóðólfr  úr H vin i, H austlçn g  3,6) 

carried dead p e o p le -G E N  wave

Óláfr] allra jçfrja  (H allar-S tein n , Rekstefja 3,1)

Ó lafr all k in g s-G E N

eydd]i ú lfa gredd]ir (H allfreðr, Ó lafsdrápa I 8,5) 

sp en t w o lf-G E N -P L  feeder

But in spite o f S norri’s sta tem ent, there  are plenty of exam ples, w here 
only one o f tw o  (or more) consonants partic ipates in th e  rhym e, as 
shown in (20):

(20) (a) Skothendingar:

Ó lafs m ág]r sv á ’t óg]ð i (Sighvatr, Flokkr um  Erling Skjálgsson 9,3)

Ó la f’s relative so th at frigh tened

H erjgauts v inu bar]ðir (Bragi, Ragnarsdrápa 5,8)

Ó ð in ’s friend battered-P L

raus]n dugir hans at hrós]a (Einarr Skúlason, G eisli 15,7) 

generosity  allow s h is to  com m en d

þat vas fræ gjt í fagjran (Þ jóðólfr  A rnórsson. M agnúsflokkur 12,3) 

that w as fam ous in  fair-A C C

(b) A dalhend ingar:

D an]m arkar þ ik  van]ðan (Ó ttarr svarti, H çfu ô lau sn  3,4)

D enm ark  y o u -A C C  accu stom ed -A C C
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skjót]t ok m çrgu  spjót]i (Þ jóðólfr  A rnórsson, M agnúsflokkr 9,2) 

qu ick ly  and m any a spear

These exam ples show clearly th a t the  partic ipation  o f a second or th ird  
consonant following th e  vowel was optional, and in th e  case of gem i
nates or long consonants, th e  length  difference could be ignored.

5.3 T h e  e m p ty  rh y m e

A nother phenom enon, w hich shows th a t Snorri’s account o f th e  hend- 
ings is no t perfect, is illu strated  in (21), w here it seem s th a t only th e  
vowels take p a rt in th e  rhym ing relation:

(21) a. Full rhym e (adalhending):

ey] vébrautar hey]ja (Þorbjprn hornklofi, G lym drápa 1,3) 

island holy road-G E N  engage in

geirþey] á Skáney]ju (H allfreðr, Ó lafsdrápa I 4,8) 

battle  in Scania

böðský] fram ar kný]ja (Þ jóðólfr  A rnórsson, M agnúsflokkr 11,4) 

battle  c lou ds further drive

b. H a lf  rhym e (skothending):

þrá] m una oss um  æ ]vi (K orm ákr Q gm undarson, Lausavísa 2,7) 

longing w ill not us for life

Typical for these exam ples are long vowels followed by a w ord or m or
phem e boundary, including inflexional endings or th e  glides v and j. 
(See Eduard  Sievers 1893: 94, A ndreas H eusler 1956/1925: 293.) O nly  
long vowels or diphthongs can rhym e in th is way.

It seem s th a t any m orphological boundary  can be used to  split a 
consonant from  its preceding vowel in th is  sort of rhym e. Inflexional 
boundaries can have th is  effect, as in the  following examples:

(22) hiorva gný]s ok skýjjum  (H allfr. Ó lsafsdr. 1,6) 

b attle  and clouds

sverða gný]s at frýfja (Sighvatr, N esjavísur 5,2) 

battle  to  urge

H ere th e  vowel o f th e  genitival form  gný+s 'no ise-G E N ’ rhym es w ith  
th a t o f skýjum  ‘clouds-D A T ’, leaving th e  / s /  out. A nd th e  deriva
tional form ative d in liðfœ+ð ('paucity ', derived from  fá(r) 'few ’) can
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be ignored, and also th e  com parative ending r  in smæ+ri from  smá(r) 
‘sm all’, as in:

(23) lið fæ ]ð  ok skip sm æ ]ri (Sighvatr, Lausavisa 19,4)

‘few  m en  and sm aller sh ip s’

It seems, then , th a t the  absence of a consonant can establish a rhym ing 
relation. A nd  th is is all th e  m ore striking for the  fact th a t it can occur 
in the  ha lf rhym e (skothendingar), w here vowels differ, b u t consonants 
as a rule establish th e  rhym ing relation in a sort of consonance. T his of 
course rem inds of th e  alliteration of vowels. In b o th  cases th e  absence 
of a consonant works as an equivalence class or a rhym ing un it.

5.4 P h o n o lo g ica l h ia tu s  in  m e tre

T he postvocalic equivalent of an em pty  onset is th e  end of vowel final 
w ords like þrá  ‘longing’ and ský  ‘c lo u d ’. A nd w ord in ternally  th is  cor
responds to  a hiatus; it can be said th a t a h iatus by definition involves a 
w ord in ternal em pty  onset. As a type  o f phonological s tru c tu re  hiatus 
seem s to  be less natural, at least in O ld Icelandic, th an  a w ord initial 
em pty  onset. H ia tus form s like búa  have light first syllables, w hich 
am ong o ther th ings has th e  effect th a t they cannot occupy th e  last 
tw o  positions in  a line of d ró ttk v æ tt. (See Bugge 1879; K ristján Á rna- 
son 1991/2000: 115-118.) These form s are thus system atically excluded 
from  form ing head-rhym es. However, th e  monosyllables could fill ictus 
positions and m ay be classified as heavy, at least w hen followed by a 
consonant, as in (21).

T he form s w hich partic ipa te  in th e  em pty  rhym e and as such occur 
in th e  head position typically have, as we saw, v  or j  as onsets to  th e  sec
ond syllable: œ-vi, ský-jum , fly-ja, cf. (21) and (22). O ld  Icelandic v  and 
;  have been classified as semi-vowels or glides, so th is is w hat comes 
closest to  an em pty  onset word internally  in a form  w hich could occur 
in th e  fixed head-rhym e position in a d ró ttk v æ tt line. In th e  light of 
this, we can say th a t a nonconsonantal break, an em pty  coda or closure 
o f th e  preceding syllable, or alternatively a vocalic onset to  th e  follow
ing syllable, is th e  locus o f the  em pty  rhym e in th e  exam ples in (24), 
also cited  in (21) and (22):

(24) ey.] vébrautar hey.Jja 

þrá.] m una oss um  æ.]vi

In these exam ples is inserted  to m ark th e  sonority m in im um  form -
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ing th e  linguistic place of relevance for th e  rhyme.
A n in teresting  fact about these exam ples is th a t th e  head rhymes 

seem  to be m ore hom ogeneous th an  the  supporting  rhym es. W ith  the 
exception of (23): liðfæð ok skip smœri, they  consists of a long vowel 
followed by a glide. T he supporting  rhymes, however, are m ore varied, 
since they involve boundaries followed by any type  of consonant. It 
th u s  seems th a t th e  conditions are stric ter for th e  head rhym e than  th e  
supporting  rhym e. In o ther words, once th e  head rhym e is established 
w ith  an em pty  sonority m in im um , m orphological boundaries can be 
invoked to  m atch  them  in th e  supporting  rhymes.

T he rhym ing relation in (23): liðfœ+ð and smæ+ri is special in th a t a 
glide does no t follow th e  vowel in th e  head-rhym e, b u t it is in fact pos
sible th a t th e  sonority of th e  /r/, w hich may well have had  an approxi- 
m ant articu lation  in O ld Icelandic, was on a par w ith  th a t of th e  glides. 
A no ther instance w here the  / r /  form s a class w ith  /v /  and / j /  is in the  
open syllable lengthening, w hich form ed p a rt of th e  quan tity  shift. 
T he  lengthening did not take place w hen tw o consonants followed, as 
in landa  ‘land PL’, except w hen /v /, / j /  or / r /  followed a stop or /s/, as in 
setja ‘to  set' (M odern Icelandic [se:tja]), vökvi ‘flu id’ (M I [voe:kvi]) and 
sötra ‘to  sip’ (M I [sœ:tra]) (see K ristján Á rnason 1980: 151 ff.). Thus in 
th e  syllabification of these form s th e  / r /  sides w ith  th e  glides /v /  and 
/]/, and not w ith  o ther sonorants such as /1 / and /n /, in form s like sigla 
‘sail’ and sagna 'stories-G EN -PL’, w hich have short vowels in M odern 
Icelandic.

5.5 C o h e s io n  in  th e  d r ó t tk v æ t t

A lthough th e  exam ples above show th a t m orphological boundaries 
could create em pty  offsets for vowels to  take p a rt in a rhym ing relation, 
we m ust note th a t consonants following such m orphological bounda
ries could p artic ipate  in the  rhyme, as in S norri’s line:

(25) h r a + s þjóðár rasa  (Snorri Sturluson, H áttatal 7) 

b lo o d ’s big river start

A nd w hat is m ore striking, a consonant can m ake a contact w ith  a 
preceding vowel across a w ord boundary  to  form  a rhym e w ith  a word 
in ternal consonant in th e  head rhym e:

(26) H eyrðat svá />at sídan (Þ jóðólfr  úr H vin i, H austlöng 12,1) 

heard not so th at later
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Svá />ykkt flugu sidan (Þ jóðólfr A rnórsson, M agnúsflokkr 10,5) 

so th ick ly  flew  later

Nw ræðr þú  fyr þeiri (ó t ta r r  svarti, H çfu ô lau sn  18,1) 

now  you  control that one

Þó réð hann at hvdru (Einarr Skúlason, G eisli 32,5) 

still h e  contro lled  anyw ay

H vi garnir h itt  at áúsa  (Eldjárn, Lv. 1,1) 

w h y is th e  o ther appropriate to  rem ain

Þó var  ei svá rik at reifum  (E ysteinn  Á sgrím sson , Lilja 35,1) 

still w as not as rich o f  sw ad d lin g-c lo th

sá vas  hjçrr ens h.áva (Einarr Skúlason, G eisli 44,5) 

th at w as sw ord o f  the h igh  one

sw áfór  þat er svaraði E va (E ysteinn  Á sgrím ss. Lilja 16,5) 

so it w en t w h en  Eve answ ered

þá vä  Þ orsteinn  hávan  (H aukr V aldísarson, íslendingadrápa 23,7) 

th en  k illed  Þ orsteinn a h igh one

því var  kóngrinn hprðu h eyvi  (E ysteinn  Á sgrím sson , Lilja 35,3) 

therefore  th e  k ing w as hard hay-D A T

In these exam ples, th e  initial consonants of following w ords seem  to 
m atch consonants in head rhymes, like in: hví-samir : dúsa. W e note, 
however th a t th is cohesive m easure is never used in th e  head rhyme. It 
is only in supporting  rhym es th a t th e  rhym e crosses w ord boundaries.

Exam ples can also be found, w here th e  head rhym e has a cluster and 
cohesion seem s to  be called for to  m atch  it:

(27) af þ v i  at e ign um  \ofda (Sigvatr, B erspglisvisur 5,3) 

because  p ossession s o f  th e  king

a f  þ v í ' t  ý tar hçfdu  (Þ jóðólfr A rnórsson, M agnúsflokkr 4,3) 

becau se  m en  had

en þ v ia t  illa reynðisk  (Þ jóðólfr  A rnórsson, Lausav. 25,5) 

b u t b ecau se  bad ly  turned  out

ok  þ e im  er vel vakð i (Einarr Skúklason, G eisli 41,5) 

and th o se  w h o  w e ll w oke
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er þ  it sjáit m ik  ç llu  ward a (E yste inn  Á sgrím sson, Lilja 97,6)

w h ich  so see  m e all to  m atter

T he sort of cohesion found here rem inds of th e  so-called Stab der Liai
son in M iddle English alliteration, i.e. cases w here a w ord final conso
nan t form s an onset to  a following syllable and as such alliterates w ith  
o ther onsets:

(28) Toax, a tid e  m on / o f  th at oþer side.

(D estr . o f  Troy, cf. M inkova 2003: 169)

These phenom ena becom e com prehensible if  we assum e cohesion on 
th e  postlexical level o f th e  phonology. In th e  Stab der Liaison the  / t /  of 
that form s an onset to  th e  vowel of other, and in: Heyrða't svá þa t sidan 
(cf. 26), w ith  a likely pronunciation  ['hoyrðat 'svo:ðat 'si:ðan]; th e  dental 
fricative in þat, form s by cohesion an in ternal onset in th e  dissyllabic 
[svo:ðat].

But even if th e  cohesive rhym e and th e  em pty  rhym e can each be 
in terp re ted  in its own way, th ere  m ight still seem  to  rem ain  a contra
d iction betw een  th e  tw o  phenom ena. O n  th e  one hand  a m orphologi
cal boundary  can create a break  to  m atch a non-consonantal syllable 
contact in em pty  rhym e, as in: hiorva gny]s ok skyjjum , and on the  
o ther hand a w ord boundary  can be overridden to  create a consonantal 
contact to  m atch a w ord in ternal one as in: Heyrðat svá þ]at sid]an. It 
w ould seem th a t tw o opposing principles are at work.

5.6 R eso lv ing  th e  p a ra d o x

But a closer look at th e  d istribu tion  of the  form s participating  in the  
em pty  rhym e and th e  cohesive rhym ing pairs reveals some features 
w hich m ake th e  facts m ore com prehensible.

To s ta rt w ith  th e  em pty  rhym e, it seem s th a t in all instances the 
head-rhym e involves a long vowel followed by a semivowel (or in some 
instances an -r), w hich could be in te rp re ted  as a (relatively) sonorous 
syllable contact. W e also saw th a t th e  form s in (22) and (23), w here a 
m orphological boundary  has to  be invoked to  establish the  hending 
relation, are all in supporting  rhym es. According to  the  logic assum ed 
for th e  rhym ing constraints, we can then  say for these cases th a t a word 
or m orphem e boundary  is invoked to  m atch an em pty  syllable contact 
established in the  head-rhym e. However, a w ord boundary  could not 
be used in th is way in th e  head rhym e, since th e  last tw o positions had
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to  be filled by disyllables, and a sequence like ey var ‘island w as’ was 
un th inkab le  in th is  position.

In th e  case of th e  cohesive rhym e, as in a f þv í at eignum lofâa (Sig- 
vatr, Bersçglisvisur 5,3, cf. 27), we also see th a t th e  head-rhym es are 
all regular, w hereas th e  ‘forced’, cohesive rhym e is in  th e  supporting  
positions. In th a t case, th e  non-sonorous contact created  by cohesion 
is an echo (a reverse one in fact) of th e  m ain rhym e, and w ould be 
un th inkab le  in th e  m ain  rhym e position, because of th e  im possibility 
of a w ord boundary  betw een  the  last tw o syllables in th e  line. T hus th e  
head-rhym e is th e  m ore regular m em ber o f th e  construction.

5.7 In se p a ra b le  c lu s te rs  in  th e  h en d in g s

So we see tha t, depending on th e  conditions set by th e  head-rhym e, 
m orphological boundaries could e ither be invoked or ignored in the  
supporting  rhym e. But we have also seen th a t consonants o ther than  
th e  one im m ediately  following th e  syllable can be ignored in th e  rhym e 
as show n in Ó lafs m ágjr svá 't 0g]ði (Sighvatr, Flokkr u m  Erling Skjálgs- 
son 9,3), herjgauts vinu barjðir (Bragi, R agnarsdrápa 5,8) and o ther 
sim ilar exam ples listed  in (20). T here  are, however, in teresting  lim 
its to th is sort o f rhym e. A clear exception (or so it seems) from  the  
principle th a t a second consonant could be ignored in th e  hendings is 
th a t clusters o f s+stop, i.e. clusters like: sp, st and sk only rhym e w ith  
them selves. A n exam ple showing th is  is th e  line in (29):

(29) hesta  rás] ór hú s]u m  (Sighvatr, A ustrfararvisur 12,4) 

h o rse-G E N -P L  run from  hou ses

H ere th e  5-sounds in m s  and húsum  form  th e  rhym ing relation, whereas 
th a t o f hesta, w hich form s a p a rt o f th e  cluster st is excluded from  th e  
rhym ing construction  and w ould have form ed an im perm issible ex tra  
rhym e if it had taken  p a r t in th e  construction.

Sim ilarly a nasal followed by a stop {nd, nt, ng, nk, mb, mp) can only 
rhym e w ith  a cluster o f th e  same sort. T here  are no exam ples of rhymes 
o f th e  type  listed  in (30):

(30) *land : vanta, *ganga : landa, *vindr : m inkr, *lamb : kem pa, *vinr : ganga 

etc.

In o th er surroundings, i.e. preceding another consonant or a boundary, 
an n can rhym e alone, as in:
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(31) a. fen]s vá gram r til m enjja (K orm ákr Ö gm undarson,

Sigurðardrápa 6,8) 

quagm ire k illed  k ing to  jew elry

b. vin]r firröi sik  syn jôum  (Einarr Skúlason, G eisli 62,7) 

friend freed  h im se lf  o f  sins

Similarly, a lateral in fron t o f a dental d  does no t rhym e w ith  a lateral 
in another environm ent, since rhym es like *valld : tala  or *valld : helgan 
do not seem  to  occur. T he trad itional in te rp re ta tion  of th is is th a t in 
fron t o f dentals, I was alveolar or dental, b u t in  o ther environm ents, 
it was articu la ted  fu rth e r back, e ither velarised or retroflex (Jakob 
Benediktsson i960, N oreen 1923/1970: 42,189). It is thus possible th a t 
differences in th e  articu lation  of laterals in d ifferent surroundings are 
partly  responsible for th is. A nd it is also possible th a t assim ilation of 
place of articu lation  and som e o ther phonetic features can be responsi
ble for th e  absence of th e  nasal rhym es listed  in (30).

A nother possible explanation of th is and th e  o ther exam ples m en
tioned above is in te rm s of sonority and th e  idea th a t th e  rhym e is 
established in term s of sonority m inim a following syllables. In nasal 
clusters like nd, mb, rjg, and th e  lid, th e  sonority m in im um  is th e  stop, 
and th e  same goes for postvocalic clusters like sp, st, sk. So, a m ore 
sonorous segm ent in fron t o f th e  stop could not establish a rhym ing 
relation w ith o u t th e  participation  o f a following o bstruen t or less sono
rous segm ent. In fact th is seems to  hold m ore generally, since for th e  
older poetry, a less sonorous consonant is never excluded from  th e  
rhym e after a m ore sonorous one. A typical rhym e is th e  following 
w here th e  o bstruen t / g /  (stop or fricative) following th e  m ore sonorous 
/ r /  is m atched  by th e  same cluster in supporting  rhyme:

(32) m org]un, R úðuborgjar (Sigvatr, V estrfararvisur 1) 

m orning R ou en -G E N

W e do not get rhym es of the  ty p e  mord : borgar w here th e  sonorant 
w ould have to  carry th e  rhym ing relation w ith o u t th e  partic ipation  
o f the less sonorous fricatives. However, th e  second consonant can be 
extra-rhym al w hen it is no t lower in sonority th an  th e  preceding one, 
as shown by th e  following examples:

(33) Ör]r tegask Ó le if  gør]va (Sigvatr, V estrfararvisur 3,1) 

generous says Ó la f m ake
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allfram jr búendr gam ]la (Sigvatr, V estrfararvisur 4,2) 

very p ro m in en t-N O M  old  farm ers-A C C

hygg þú  at], jöfurr skat]na (Sigvatr, Vestrfararvisur 6, ) 

th in k  about, k ing o f  m en

A ssum ing th a t th e  semivowel /v /  is at least as sonorous as / r /  and th a t 
th e  lateral /1 /  is at least as sonorous as th e  nasal /m /, th e  sonority m in i
m um  following th e  vowels is reached before th e  onset o f th e  second 
consonant.

In an exam ple like: fen]s vä gramr men]ja  (see 31a) th e  less sonorous 
/ s /  is ignored a f te r / n /  in fens, w hich m ay seem  to  contrad ict th e  sonor
ity  hypothesis, b u t th is  can be due to  a m orphological boundary  invoked 
for th e  supporting  rhym e in the  m anner suggested in 5.4. Similarly, in 
exam ples like: D anm arkar þ ik van+dan (cf. 20b) it is possible th a t th e  
boundary  b etw een  th e  verb stem  van- w ith  a relatively sonorous nasal 
and th e  p ast tense suffix -3-, a fricative, split th e  interlude.

T he function  o f sonority  relations in th e  hendings m atches in an 
in teresting  way w ith  th e  conditions in alliteration. W e saw th a t in allit
eration a m ore sonorous segm ent can be ignored involving a less sono
rous one in  exam ples like: gráðugr hair nem a geðs viti (G róttasöngr 4,1- 
2) or in: sungu ok slungu /  snudga steini (G ró ttasöngr 4,1-2) and in the  
case of s+stop alliteration  th e  less sonorous stop could no t be ignored. 
This am ounts to saying th a t linguistically th e  alliteration  is defined in 
term s of a sonority  m in im um  relative to  m ore sonorous surroundings 
before th e  vowel. A nd  th is  is also tru e  of th e  hendings, only we are 
dealing w ith  th e  position of m in im um  sonority  following th e  vowel.

6 A summary of similarities and differences between 
alliteration and rhyme

G iven th e  sim ilarities described above betw een  th e  hendings and allit
eration, we seem  to  be in a position to  cap tu re  the  principles of th e  tw o 
types of rhym e under th e  sam e heading as a requ irem en t of non-dis
tinctness in th e  n ex t sonority  m in im um , respectively, before and after 
th e  vowel o f a head  rhym e and its support(s), as expressed in (34):

(34) A  rhym in g /a llitera tin g  con n ectio n  can b e  estab lished  b e tw e en  a head  

(stave or rhym e) and a su pp ort (stave or rhym e), i f  th e  first sonority  

m in im u m  fo llo w in g /p reced in g  th e  vow el o f  th e  su pp ort does not b elong
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to  a d ifferent equ iva len ce class than th e  n e x t sonority m in im u m  fo llo 

w in g /p reced in g  th e  vow el o f  th e  head.

These form al sim ilarities seem  to  be com patible w ith  th e  hypothesis 
th a t th e  hendings developed inherently, b u t d id  not have to be b o r
row ed from  abroad.

7 Rhythm and rhyming schemes

A lthough  we w ant to  em phasise th e  sim ilarities betw een  alliteration  
and rhym e, there  obviously are differences, w hich need to  be explained. 
In th is  section w e will have a closer look at how  th e  rhym ing schem es 
(com prising bo th  alliteration and th e  hendings) relate to  the  rhy thm  
of th e  d ifferent styles, as defined by th e  counting of positions in th e  
m etre. It w ill be m ain ta ined  th a t th e  rhy thm ic principles of the  skaldic 
style form ed th e  right conditions for th e  developm ent o f the  hendings, 
w hereas th e  eddic style was suitable for th e  original use of alliteration 
as a binding device.

7.1 W o rd  c o u n tin g  a n d  sy llab le  c o u n tin g : 
rh y th m ic a l  accessib ility

It has been argued th a t th e  function  of th e  rhym e and alliteration is 
not rhy thm ical in the sense th a t th e  rhym ing constructions are d irectly  
involved in creating th e  alternation  betw een  strong and w eak m etrical 
positions. But there  is obviously a relation betw een  rhy thm  and rhym e, 
if only for th e  fact th a t a w eak constituen t is less likely to  carry a stave 
or a hending th an  a strong one. T he rhym ing schem es are depend
ent on rhy thm , b u t no t th e  o ther way around. A nd there  is a fu rther, 
perhaps m ore im portan t, connection  betw een  rhy thm  and rhym e in 
th a t th e re  are certa in  rhythm ic prerequisites in th e  skaldic m etres for 
the  developm ent of th e  hendings as a m etrical device, w hich were not 
present in th e  eddic form s.

T he rhy thm ic innovation of d ró ttk v æ tt was the  in troduction  of syl
lable counting. T his rhy thm ic innovation called for greater phonologi
cal cohesion in th e  tex t, so to  speak, b u t m ore im p o rtan t for th e  fu n c
tion o f th e  hendings, th is  m ade th e  offset of syllables open to  m etrical 
schém atisation.

To illustra te  th e  difference betw een  the  eddic and th e  skal-



O n the principles o f Nordic rhyme and alliteration  1 0 9

die rhy thm , we can look at the  representations in (35) for th e  eddic 
fornyrdislag, and (36) for th e  dróttkvætf.

T ext Hljóðs bið ek allar helgar kindir

Position 1 2 3 4
A lliteration ( (

T ext m eiri ok m inn i m ögu H eim dallar

Position 1 2 3 4
A lliteration ( ( (

In (35) th e  positions relevant to  the  fornyrdislag  are num bered  from  1 
to  4, and brackets indicate positions active in  th e  rhym ing construc
tion. In th is  s tru c tu re  th ere  is no rhy thm ical layer on w hich to  identify  
th e  syllabic interludes.

In (36), w hich describes the  dróttkvætt, th e re  are six positions, cor
responding to  syllables, and here th e  syllabic in terludes becom e visible 
th rough  th e  positions m arked by the  gridlines in th e  tables.

T ext U nd rask Çgl is land a

Positions 1 2 3 4 5 6

H endings ] ]
A lliteration ( (

T ext frið rofs kon ungr ofs a

Positions 1 2 3 4 5 6

H endings ] ]
A lliteration (

For w ord counting  o f th e  type  shown in (35), the  rhym es or syllabic 
interludes are “invisible” to  th e  m etrical schem e and thus cannot form  
rhym ing constructions, b u t in th e  syllable counting s tru c tu re  in (36) 
they are. T his is because ‘every syllable coun ts’ in th e  rhythm , and 
thus th e  in terlude betw een  tw o syllables like: u-nd-rask can be used  to 
form  a relation w ith  la-nd-a  etc. (In our representation, th e  right hand  
square b racket is placed relative to  th e  following gridline, w hich m arks 
th e  syllable contact.)
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A poin t o f sim ilarity  be tw een  th e  m etrical positioning of allitera
tion in the  eddic form  and o f th e  hendings in th e  dróttkvœtt, w hich 
has already been  noted, becom es apparen t w hen we com pare the  grid- 
represen tation  for each m etre. T his is th a t in bo th  instances the  head 
of the  rhym e construction  occurs in th e  penu ltim ate  position in th e  
grid. T hus in (35) th e  head stave is in th e  3rd , i.e. last b u t one position 
in the  line o f fornyrdislag, and in (36), th e  head rhym e is in th e  5th and 
last b u t one position in th e  line o f dróttkvætt.

7.2 T h e  c o n tra p u n ta l  s t r u c tu r e  o f  d r ó t tk v æ t t

It is clear th a t in th e  dróttkvæ tt several things are going on at th e  sam e 
tim e and th e  te x t has to  satisfy a num ber of constrain ts sim ultaneously. 
A lthough th e  alliteration  developed originally in th e  eddic rhy thm , th e  
fact th a t gridlines corresponding to  th e  beginnings of w ords (as well as 
syllables) are presen t in th e  skaldic schem e in (36), m eans th a t it could 
also be m ade use of in th is rhy thm , as we have seen.

But on top  o f th is  there  is an alternation betw een  strong and w eak 
positions, w hich we have no t paid m uch atten tion  to  in th is paper. 
Even though  scholars have proposed  different analyses o f the  rh y th 
m ic character of th e  d ró ttkvæ tt, there  is agreem ent th a t bo th  stress 
and syllabic quan tity  played a role in th e  m etrical s truc tu re , and these 
param eters m ade fu rth e r  additions to  th e  form al com plexities. (See 
G ade 1995, K ristján A rnason 1991/2000 and K uhn 1983 for varying 
in terp re ta tions of th e  rhythm .) T he interplay betw een  these different 
pa tte rns is best described in term s of param eters or scores of th e  sort 
found in music, w here counting takes place sim ultaneously on m ore 
th an  one level. It is appropriate to  show th is in a representation , w hich 
does not assum e any hierarchy betw een  th e  param eters. In th a t way 
th e  quantita tive and stress based rhy thm  of th e  te x t is independent of 
the tem plates for alliteration and rhym e and vice versa.

To illustra te  this, we can add one m ore score to the  grids shown in 
(36), representing the  dynam ic alternation  betw een  (relatively) strong 
and w eak positions, as shown in (37):
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T ext Und rask 9gl is land a

Positions 1 2 3 4 5 6

D ynam ics s w s w s w

H endings ] ]
A lliteration ( (

T ext frið rofs kon ungr ofs a

Positions 1 2 3 4 5 6

D ynam ics s s w w s w

H endings ] ]
A lliteration (

H ere we have added a line w here th e  positions are m arked as strong 
or weak. In these  exam ples, s treng th  is assum ed for syllables bearing 
w ord stress and w hich fu rth erm o re  take p a rt in the  rhym ing schemes. 
It is assum ed th a t only th ree  positions can be strong and th a t th ere  are 
only tw o degrees o f strength , b u t scholars have been  w illing to  assum e 
m ore variation in degrees of streng th  and th e  num ber of strong posi
tions. T h is is a d ifferent issue, w hich w ill no t be dealt w ith  here; th e  
po in t em phasised in th e  paper is th a t th e  syllable counting rhy th m  of 
th e  d ró ttk v æ tt was a p rerequisite  for m aking use of th e  offset of the  
vowels as linguistic points of reference for th e  hendings.

8 Conclusion

O u r survey of th e  principles of hendings and alliteration in O ld Ice
landic p o e try  has revealed in teresting sim ilarities in th e  essentials of 
th e  language-m etre correlation. Both rhym ing relations are based on 
m atch ing  sonority  m inim a, w hich form  parts o f rhym ing constructions, 
whose p rim ary  function  is to  com m unicate th e  division of th e  poetic 
te x t into constituen ts (lines and couplets). T he tw o schem es relate to  
d ifferen t levels in th e  rhy thm ical bu ild -up  of th e  tex ts  as defined by 
th e  tw o types o f poetry, eddic and skaldic. A lliteration  is originally 
b u ilt on w ord rhy th m  in th e  eddic m etres, so th a t w ord onsets, occur
ring in m etrically  strong positions, form  constructions w ith  th e  head 
stave as th e  s tru c tu ra l centre. T he hendings, w hich only becam e pos-
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sible as a poetic  device in th e  syllable based rhy thm  of skaldic m etres 
like th e  dróttkvætt, form ed rhym ing constructions, w here th e  second 
m em ber form ed th e  head in th e  same way as in alliteration. Since word 
beginnings are also visible in the  dróttkvætt, a lliteration  could be used 
along w ith  o ther poetic  m eans in th e  com plex s tru c tu re  of the  m etre.

T he non-rhythm ic linguistic characterisation, on w hich th e  cate
gorisation of m etrical equivalence was based, was th e  same for bo th  
types o f schem e as far as allowed by th e  d ifferent conditions. Both 
clusters and em pty  positions seem  to  be defined in th e  same way muta- 
tis mutandis.

T he fact th a t th e  differences betw een  th e  tw o types of rhym e can 
be connected  to  th e  rhy thm ic differences betw een  skaldic and eddic 
poetry  m akes it unnecessary to assum e th a t th e  hendings as such are 
due to  foreign influence, as is som etim es done. T he prim ary  innovation 
was th e  in troduction  of syllabic rhy thm .
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