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Probably composed at the height of the Viking Age, Vafprionismdl
recounts how one day the mysterious and powerful god Odinn visits
the hall of an ancient giant named Vafprudnir. There, with their heads
wagered over the outcome, the two engage in a wisdom contest about
how the world was created, who inhabits it, and what will come of it
when the gods and giants battle one last time at the world-ending
Ragnarok. The qualities that popular imagination sees in the Vikings —
bravery, courage, and cunning — are the very qualities that the two
adversaries display in their deadly game. By the time the game ends,
and the poem with it, the reader has witnessed a vista not only of the

terror and mystery of medieval Scandinavia but of its beauty as well.
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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

Revising a book twenty years after it first appeared is challenging: one
wants to change everything or nothing. Inevitably, I've tried to take a middle
ground, updating and correcting as appropriate but leaving enough of the
original to maintain the qualities that I hope made the book useful in the
first place. To this end, I've revised all parts of the discussion in light of
recent scholarship, edited portions in light of reviewers’ comments, and
worked to make the style continually accessible to beginning students,
who remain this book’s primary audience. While the Durham Series
volumes have expanded in audience and scope, my over-riding goal has
likewise remained the same — to provide an introduction to Eddic poetry,
in its original language and with all its textual and interpretive com-
plexities and uncertainties, for readers who are just beginning the study of
Old Norse.

I'm grateful to Paul Bibire and Fred Unwalla for all their technical
help with the volume, and to John McKinnell who first saw its merit,
suggested the utility of a revised edition, and provided a wealth of valuable
commentary and suggestions for this revision. Without doubt, the book is

much better — not to mention simply possible — because of all their efforts.
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