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OLD NORSE STUDIES IN POLAND. HISTORY AND PERSPECTIVES

Abstract: History of Old Norse studies in Poland consists of two main elements: attempts to use sagas, especially kings’
sagas as valuable addition to source data in research on early medieval Poland and Scandinavia and literary studies con-
nected with saga translations in Polish and promotion of the genre among both professional and general audience. Both
strands are continued. What makes the present perspective different from the past on is the fact, that one can talk about
more coherent research, including both literary and historical aspects. Besides, this research, still with prospects to devel-
op, has much more advanced international approach. Thus being important addition to medieval studies in Poland.
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This short survey aims to recapitulate the most impor-
tant moments in the history of Old Norse studies in Poland
and highlight the perspectives of future research in the
field. Such an overview, hopefully, will reveal its impact
and importance for general medieval studies in our country
and beyond. Despite the fact, that saga studies have never
been institutionalized in more advanced way in Poland,
local academia has shared some enthusiasm and interest in
Old Norse accounts finding sagas, especially kings’ sagas
as valuable addition to source data in research on early me-
dieval Poland and, in wider perspective, territories of West-
ern Slavs.

Consequently, one can label as characteristic feature of
scholarly interest in Old Norse accounts in Poland the fact,
that sagas had for long time remained attractive mainly for
historians, even archeologists, with very marginal attention
from both linguists and literary historians. It resulted with
very dominant approach to sagas as historical accounts and
negligence of purely literary aspects of the genre. Both lack
of access to original editions and texts of particular sagas
and very scarce knowledge of Old Norse language had
been another important features of the phenomenon. Most
of the research and first translations, used to rely mainly
on German editions. Obviously, these factors had heav-
ily influenced scope Old Norse studies in Poland being at
the same time important point of reference for present and
planned-in-future endeavors.

Joachim Lelewel (1786-1861) is traditionally consid-
ered as the godfather of Polish historiography but he can
be also treated the same way considering Polish Old Norse
Studies. The acknowledged politician and historian became

very passionate about history and religion of Viking Age
and medieval Scandinavia already during his studies at
the Vilnius University. This interest resulted with his first
publication on both, the Poetic and Snorri’s, Eddas (Edda
czyli Ksiega religii dawnych Skandynawii mieszkancow
— Edda it is the Book of religion of ancient inhabitants of
Scandinavia)'. Although the study was in large extent re-
capitulation of Paul Henri Mallet’s research on eddaic lays
and Snorra Edda, Lelewel was able to provide his own
conclusions, especially regarding the importance of Scan-
dinavian mythology for wider European cultural legacy.
The work included samples of translations from both Eddas
(fragments of Voluspa, Havamal, Gylfaginning and Skalds-
kaparmal respectively).

Lelewel continued his interests in Eddas during his
work as the professor of history at the Vilnius University.
It was marked by his second study on Eddas (Edda to jest
Ksiega religii dawnych Skandynawii mieszkarncow)?, that
to some extent meant reworking of his previous publica-
tion. Lelewel corrected the text and provided some critical
comments. Following the original text, he divided Snorra
Edda into three parts: Ddmesagas (mythological stories),
Kenningar and Skallda’. In fact Lelewel was interested
particularly in Didmesags and translated only this part
of the Edda. According to his division, Gylfaginning and
“Braga-radr” were separate stories of the first part, de-
spite the fact, that actually the latter constitutes beginning

I Lelewel 1807.
2 Lelewel 1828.
3 Lelewel 1828, 103-104.
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of Skaldskaparmal. Lelewel found two following parts as
mainly dedicated to skalds. Thus one can assume that what
he called Kennigar was the main part of Skaldskaparmal
and Skallda corresponds to Hattatal.

Lelewel’s second study was supplemented by his own
essay on Germanic and Scandinavian pagan beliefs. The
text proves that it’s author was fully aware of current trends
in Nordic studies. It includes, among others, question of
originality of vision of pre-Christian beliefs in the North in
Snorr’s Edda. Obviously, most of Lelewel’s conclusions lost
its accuracy however both his contributions leave no doubt
that he did his best to obtain his sources and was well ori-
entated in scope of Old Norse legacy and current research
on it. It is real pity that another wave of Eddas’ researchers
in Poland appeared after almost 150 years gap.

Although Lelewel’s contributions could not find im-
mediate followers, intellectual circles in 19" century Po-
land continued being fascinated by Old Norse legacy. One
should mention direct influences of Voluspa and other ed-
daic lays visibly seen in Julisz Stowacki’s Lilia Weneda and
Krél-Duch*. The first Polish edition of Helmold’s Chron-
icle by Jan Paptonski®, featured some additional material,
among others a study on Wolin/Jomsborg, written by Rus-
sian scholar, Timofiej Granowski. His text included transla-
tions of parts of Jomsvikinga saga. These fragments were
used year later by Jozef Granowski, who composed tripar-
tite poem “Wikingi z Wolina” that, in poetic form, reca-
pitulates story of Jomsvikings, at least in version available
to the author. The poem was published in “Tygodnik Ilus-
trowany”, one of the most popular Warsaw journals, but did
not reach wider reaction and quickly remained in oblivion.
One cannot however ignore the fact that Grajnert’s poem
is evidence of relatively early knowledge and fascination
in legend of Jomsborg, that although too intriguing to be
avoided, did not find quick and wider scientific resonance®.

Grajnert’s poem is good example of obvious limita-
tions in growth of interest in Old Norse sagas, mainly
caused by lack of access to wider scope of editions and
translations. This important obstacle in promotion of medi-
eval Scandinavian literature was partly overcame by initia-
tive undertaken by Artur Gorski (1870-1959), who in 1931
published collection of Icelandic sagas, translated by him
into Polish’. Gorski’s main attempt was to provide stories
that, even if they were found good literary pieces, were
first of all depictions of society he found somehow idealis-
tic and worth following. Goérski was one of the most prom-
inent representatives of cultural, mainly literary, trend in

4 The problem has been recently very well studied by R.
Majewska 2013.

5 Ed. Paptonski 1862.

¢ The poem has been recently reissued in a separate edi-
tion Jozef Grajnert 2014.

7 A. Gorski 1931. The edition was reissued in 1960 under
slightly changed title, A. Gorski 1960.
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Poland called “Mtoda Polska”, that strongly opposed ideas
of Positivism and aimed to recultivate fascination with the
romantic ideology and ideas. For Gorski medieval Scandi-
navia was once lost world of personal freedom and happi-
ness, close human relation with nature and promotion of
individual valours. Gorski found sagas as “firstborn phe-
nomena”, amazed by their value as a evidence of life and
culture of noble refugees who decided to escape from au-
thority of oppressive king Harald Fairhair. The romantic
view of the Icelandic “republic of free farmers” is a reflec-
tion of his dream of a free Republic Poland. The sagas in
his imagination were created by admiration for some peo-
ple and events, living memory of tradition, told during long
winter evenings, by the fireplace, and people doing some
housework at the same time.

Gorski’s translations were based on German editions.
Lack of both access to original texts and language (Old
Norse) resulted with numerous errors and generalizations,
that, corrupting the translated texts, led to distortions and
misunderstandings. For example, contraty to original story,
Gorski’s translation of Gunnlaugs saga results with impres-
sion that Gunnlaugr and Helga were together again after
protagonist return to Iceland from voyages abroad.

On the other hand, Artur Gorski took care of making
his translation as much comprehensible for Polish reader as
possible. One can see it noting instances in the translation,
when some specific Scandinavian terms are substituted by
Polish ones. Supposedly, they were believed to be equiva-
lents, explaining nature of particular phenomenon.

For example, Alping is almost always called in Polish
wiec (assembly). The term not only preserves some early
medieval flavor. More importantly, it refers to Slavonic
tribes of that period, that were considered as symbols of in-
dependent, egalitarian and untroubled life. This point of
view, represented definitely by Artur Gorski, saw both ear-
ly medieval societies, Slavs and Icelanders, as sharing very
similar political and social conditions.

In the case of poetry, for example of such renown
skalds like Gunnlaugr or Gisli, we deal with paraphrases
and additions that make particular stanzas quite far from
originals regarding both the content and style. In sum,
thanks to Gorski’s initiative, Polish reader, for the very first
time in fact, got a quite wide access to treasury of medi-
eval Icelandic literature. On one hand it meant a chance to
imagine its wealth and scope, on the other it did not mean
a chance to learn its nature and specificity.

Access to German translations of Icelandic sagas af-
fected also Polish medievalists of late 19" and early 20*
centuries, especially those who dealt with beginnings of
Polish state. Stories found in Jomsvikinga saga and vari-
ous redactions of Olafs saga Tryggvasonar, especially those
referring to close political and dynastic contacts between
Scandinavian and Slavonic rulers, were found to be too at-
tractive to be neglected. That’s why prominent scholars like
Karol Szajnocha, Oswald Balzer, Stanistaw Zakrzewski,
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Kazimierz Wachowski, Jozef Widajewicz, Zygmunt Woj-
ciechowski and Leon Koczy, contributed their numerous
studies to Scandinavian factor in the history of early Piast
monarchy®. Special attention was drawn to Burizleifr, who
was mainly identified with Bolestaw Chrobry, sometimes
with Mieszko I°. Saga accounts had been found then as an
important and reliable supplement to source data, provid-
ing crucial pieces of information regarding Pomeranian
policy of Polish rulers and their contacts with contempo-
rary Scandinavians. Enthusiasm towards content of par-
ticular sagas was even more as they seemed to prove that
first Polish rulers were powerful enough to play impor-
tant role not only in the Western Pomerania but also in
the whole Baltic zone. It explains great interest in stories
of Jomsvikings, Sigvaldi, Styrbjérn and Olaf Tryggvason
and their contacts with Slavs. Scholarly enthusiasm was ac-
companied by very low level of source criticism and under-
standing of the nature of saga narratives. Obviously, it was
mainly due to lack of any saga studies in Poland at that
time and access to contemporary research on Scandinavian
medieval literature'.

This attitude was quite abruptly questioned and ne-
glected by Gerard Labuda, whose research in this aspect
should be seen as part of wider anti-Normanism move-
ment, so active in Soviet block at that time''. In numerous
works, Labuda did his best to criticize former views of Pol-
ish historiography regarding sagas and their importance in
research on early medieval Poland". According to him me-
dieval Scandinavian sources in general were late and cor-
rupted and thus absolutely unreliable. Stories listed above
should be treated as legends fictitious tales and effects of
medieval imagination and not as reflex of real events in the
Baltic zone. Paradoxically, in the case of Labuda, grand
criticism towards saga accounts was accompanied by deep
interest in the genre, relatively good recognition of its na-
ture and some, although still limited, access to contempo-
rary saga scholarship’. Labuda’s prominence and position
among polish medievalists resulted with almost total nega-
tion of saga research in Poland and stopped any attempts to

8 Szajnocha 1858; Balzer 1895; Wachowski 1914; Wachow-
ski 1931; Zakrzewski 1921; Zakrzewski 1925; Koczy 1932; Ko-
czy 1934; Widajewicz 1931; Widajewicz 1935; Widajewicz 1953;
Wojciechowski 1939.

®  Widajewicz 1933-1934.

10 Undoubtedly, Koczy’s study Polska i Skandynawia za
pierwszych Piastow may be considered as the most coherent
analysis of Polish-Scandinavian relations in the Viking Age and
complete overwiev of attitude towards Old Norse narratives of
that time.

' Polish perspective of the Norman controversy has been
recently summarized by Boron 2013.

12 Labuda 1953; Labuda 1962; Labuda 1964; Labuda 1988.

3 Labuda 1960; Labuda 1961; Labuda 1999 (features ex-
cerpts from skaldic poety). Labuda was also said to prepare his
own translation of Jomsvikinga saga, the project that had never
seen the light.

use its data in historical studies for few decades, with the
effect very similar to effect Weibull’s theory on Scandina-
vian historiography.

Despite this, mid-20™ century also brought more and
more interest in Scandinavian literature among Polish read-
ers. It resulted also with new attention on Icelandic sagas,
this time however seen only as an examples of cultural and
literary legacy justifying rise of Nordic literatures as sepa-
rate phenomenon. This new period was marked by transla-
tions of few sagas prepared for Polish publishing houses by
Apolonia Zatuska-Stromberg, a philologist living in work-
ing in Sweden (Stockholm, Uppsala). For the very first
time, new translations were to be made by a specialist who
was undertaking her own research on medieval language
and literature of the North, who knew original language of
the sagas and had constant access to contemporary scholar-
ship of the field.

Between 1968 and 1974 translations of following sa-
gas were released: Gunnlaugs saga, Njals saga, Egils saga
Laxdcela saga'®. The first one was published by Ossoli-
neum, the rest by Wydawnictwo Poznanskie. Due to dif-
ferent publishers, character of these editions also vary.
Translation of Gunnlaugs saga supposedly meant to be
like in a type of critical edition with introduction and ap-
paratus. Rest of editions lacks most of these features, be-
ing addressed to more general reader. One has to note,
that, considering the size of most of these sagas, translation
process was a huge effort. Apolonia Zatuska-Stromberg
confirms that in her correspondence with Jarostaw Iwasz-
kiewicz. Additional element, that heavily influenced the
final effects, was the fact, that Zatuska-Stromberg resided
in Sweden and her cooperation with both publishers, es-
pecially with Wydawnictwo Poznanskie was far imperfect
and meant constant communication and editorial problems.

Zatuska-Stromberg’s translations provide much bet-
ter representations of original texts and allow reader to be
better orientated in nature of the genre. Zatuska-Stromberg
was fully aware of necessities in this case, that’s why her
introductions to both Gunnlaugs saga and Poetic Edda refer
not only to these particular pieces but to the whole literary
and historical background decisive for rise of literacy in
the North.

Both didactic and popularizing aspects of these trans-
lations affected its, sometimes low, quality. Apolonia Za-
tuska-Stromberg herself thought that Polish translation of
Egils saga does not have to contain Sonatorrek, protago-
nist’s poem voicing his mourning after death of his sons, as
Polish reader can fully understand Egill’s emotions know-
ing Kochanowski’s Treny. Her policy of translation and
edition of skaldic poetry seems to be controversial as well.
Gunnlaug’s stanzas are rather paraphrasd than translated

14 Zatuska-Stromberg (ed.) 1968a; Zatuska-Stromberg
(ed.) 1968b; Zatuska-Stromberg (ed.) 1973; Zaluska-Stromberg
(ed.) 1974.
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as Zatuska-Stromberg’s ambition was to render as much
as possible specifics of the genre. Numerous inconsisten-
cies, errors and cuts (genealogies and poetry in Njals saga)
regarding geography and history of the North, inappropri-
ate vocabulary and lack relevant commentary prove, that
Wydawnictwo Poznanskie did not know how to edit and
publish properly such specific narratives as Icelandic sagas.

Fortunately, translation of Poetic Edda meant Apolo-
nia Zaluska-Stromberg’s reunion with Ossolineum. It was
definitely decisive for much better quality of the edition,
especially as one can deals with much more complicated
and sophisticated piece than “classic” sagas®.

Altough most saga readers in Poland have come across
Zatuska-Stromberg’s translations, very often as a mo-
ment of initiation in discovering saga world, the editions
did not have wider impact on both saga studies and further
translations in Poland then. Moreover, for various resons,
Zatuska-Stromberg’s name had been gradually left on the
margins and almost put into oblivion. It is not until recently
when the first serious attempts to continue and distinguish
her achievements appeared.

As I have noted above, Labuda’s criticism discouraged
following generations of historians to use sagas in their re-
search. However, the last two decades of the last century
brought important changes in this tendency. Among fea-
tures that enabled these changes was development of ar-
cheological studies on Scandinavian presence among the
Slavs'®. Studies on settlement, trade connections, mate-
rial culture and funerary rites to list only those most im-
portant problems, revealed how strong were ties within
the whole Baltic zone'”. Obviously early medieval settle-
ment in Wolin appears here as the special case, being the
most eminent representative of material, cultural and po-
litical interchange between Scandinavian and Slavs — rela-
tions recorded in both material and written sources's. What
seems to be especially important, is the fact, that studies
on various aspects of Scandinavian culture appeared to be
a good occasion to find references in Old Norse literature
and Polish archaeologists often find it as important aspect
of their research.

Development of research on mutual contacts within
the Baltic zone in the Viking Age included also compara-
tory studies on pre-Christian religions and beliefs. The
latter topic is mainly represented by works of Leszek
Stupecki, who provides important works on both Sla-
vonic and Scandinavian paganism. It includes studies on

15 Zatuska-Stromberg (ed.) 1986.

16 Scholarship on that subject is too large to be listed here
but has been recently summarized by Duczko 2013.

7 Duczko 1997a; Duczko 1997b; Duczko 2000; Bogucki
2004; Gardeta 2011; Gardeta 2013.

'8 Filipowiak 1985; Filipowiak 2004; Filipowiak and Gun-
dlach 1992; Duczko 2000; Stanistawski 2007; Stanistawski
2013a; Stanistawski 2013b.
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Nordic mythology, rituals and cosmological concepts and
its main written reservoir, namely Old Norse narratives'.
Stupecki’s studies heavily influenced revival of Polish in-
terest in sagas as important sources for political, social and
cultural developments in medieval Scandinavia?®. At some
point he managed to patronize generation of young schol-
ars, representing various disciplines (history, history of
literature, archaeology), who followed his example in ex-
ploration of Old Norse narratives within their own studies.
It is important to note, that Stupecki’s guidance has been
crucial for internationalization of Polish research and mak-
ing it part of global trend?*'.

It seems justified to speak about quite lively Old Norse
scholarly circle in Poland, that has prospects to grow and is
able to make important additions to both Polish medieval
studies and general studies in nordistics. Nowadays one
can easily observe some consolidation and integration of so
far separated activities?. Self-awareness of necessity of in-
terdisciplinary and international approach to undertaken
studies seems to be important advantage of contemporary
generation of Old Norse scholars in Poland. It is not so dif-
ficult to point at the effects. Just to list only few: series of
international conferences and projects, systematic partici-
pation in Saga Conferences, new translations of Icelandic
sagas, and last but not least, separate studies on various as-
pects of history and literacy of medieval Scandinavia.

There are of course some postulates for the future. Old
Norse studies in Poland need more institutional support.
It means a need to create a centre of such studies and more
regular inclusion of Old Norse topics within study pro-
grammes of history, archaeology and philology. Despite re-
cent important contributions still much is to be done in the
field of saga translations. Polish editions of big compendia
of kings’ sagas (Morkinskinna, Fagrskinna, Heimskringla,
Knytlinga saga, Jomsvikinga saga) will be undoubtedly
very useful for all medievalists in our country. Problem of
Slavonic presence in Old Norse narratives also needs fur-
ther studies, this time including our knowledge on nature
and specifics of the genre. The latter element requires con-
stant internalization of research undertaken here. Evidence
of recent years show that one can be quite optimistic in
that matter.

1 Stupecki 1996; Stupecki 1998; Stupecki 2000a; Stupecki
2003; Stupecki 2004; Stupecki 2007.

20" Special importance should be credited to his contribution
on Jomsborg legend, see Stupecki 2000b.

2 Tt is enough to mention series of international confer-
ences on Paganism and Christianity in medieval Scandinavia in
Rzeszoéw and Zakopane between 2007 and 2011. Most of the pro-
ceedings has been published, see Stupecki and Morawiec (eds.)
2009; Simek and Stupecki (eds.) 2013.

22 Among results of this consolidation one should mention
the first Polish handbook on Old Norse literature, that will be
published in September 2015, see Morawiec and Neubauer (eds.)
2015.
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Streszczenie
Badania nordystyczne w Polsce. Ich dzieje i perspektywy na przyszlosé¢

Dzieje badan nordystycznych w Polsce tworza od poczatku dwa gtéwne ptaszczyzny: badania historyczne, w kto-
rych sagi, przede wszystkim sag krolewskie, stanowia wazny element dost¢pnej bazy zrodtowej w studiach nad wcze-
snosredniowieczng Polska i Skandynawia oraz badania literackie, ktorych istotnym przejawem sa tlumaczenia sag na
jezyk polski oraz promocja tego gatunku wsrod badaczy oraz generalnego odbiorcy. Obie ptaszczyzny sg nadal rozwijane.
Co odrdznia ich dzisiejszy stan od przesztego to zdecydowanie wicksze nastawienie na interdyscyplinarno$¢ i koherent-
no$¢ badan oraz ich wymiar migdzynarodowy. To powoduje, ze studia nordystyczne w Polsce, wciaz z mozliwo$ciami do
rozwoju, stanowia wazng czg¢s¢ krajowej mediewistyki.
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