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Few people take an interest in Iceland, but 
in those few the interest is passionate.

W.H. AudenSausverde E. Eddas in Lithuania
In this article the author reviews publications of Old Norse Literature 
in Lithuania:  from Joachim Lelewel’s retold version of Eddas (Edda 
Skandinawska) in Polish, done in 1807, and current situation of 
publications of and on Old Norse literature in Lithuanian.
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In 1807, Joachim Lelewel published a small book in Vilnius which 

became known as Edda Skandinawska. In 2009 appeared the first com-
plete translation of Poetic Edda from Old Icelandic into Lithuanian [Po-
etinė Eda: 2009]. In 2017came out the first academic edition of Prose or 
Snorri’s Edda [Snorri Sturluson. Edda: 2017]. The publications of Eddas 
in Lithuania are separated by almost 200 years. The difference in content 
is tremendous.  

Joachim Lelewel’s book was written in Polish, and it was the first 
retold version of Edda published in Lithuania. The precise name of Lelew-
el’s book is Edda czyli księga religii dawnych Skandynawii mięszkancow 
(‘Edda or the Book on the Religion of the Old Scandinavian Inhabitants’) 
[Lelewel 1807]. It contains a chapter with historical notes on the Old Ger-
manic, Celtic and other tribes, a short presentation of both Eddas and final-
ly a short paraphrase of the Eddas, mainly the Younger Edda (only Voluspå 
and Håvamål from the Elder Edda are briefly discussed), supplied by an 
index of proper names.

Lelewel’s Edda has been a significant event. One should keep in mind 
that Joachim Lelewel was 21 years old at the time of the book´s publica-
tion, and it came 11 years before his contemporary Rasmus Rask published 
the first complete edition of both Eddas in Stockholm in 1818. The latter 
event has generated an enormous interest in the Old Norse literary heritage 
in Europe.

Some basic facts about this extraordinary personality should be men-
tioned1. First of all, Lelewel was a well-known, probably the greatest Polish 
1  This article is partly based on [Grigonis, Sausverde 2009: 9–13]. 
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historian of the first half of the 19th century; a scientist-erudite, bibliophile 
and polyglot. Lelewel showed himself as a very active Polish public char-
acter and politician – he fought for and defended democratic and republi-
can ideals his entire life. He was elected a deputy of the Polish Parliament 
in 1829. He enthusiastically joined the uprising of 1830–1831, and was one 
of its most active participants. He was even a member of the rebel govern-
ment, responsible for the affairs of faith and education. Appealing to Rus-
sian soldiers, he created the slogan “Za wolność naszą i waszą” (‘For our 
and your freedom’). However, it was not only his political activities which 
made him a prominent figure in Polish history. He amazed the academic 
society with his innovative concepts and incredible diligence.

In 1804–1808 Lelewel studied at Vilnius University classical philolo-
gy under the guidance of Gottfried Ernest Groddeck). Later he taught there 
history (1815–1818), and eventually became a professor (1822–1824). 
He must have been a brilliant lecturer, and his lectures on Polish history 
were enthusiastically received not only by the academic youth, but also 
by wider audiences. His first lecture had to be postponed because of an 
overcrowded auditorium – around 1500 people came to listen to him. His 

Joachim Lelewel (1786–1861), the author of  Edda Skandinawska



227

further lectures used to draw crowds of about 400 people [Šliwinski 1932: 
116–120]. His courses fitted the romantic world-view of the era and had a 
big influence on students, notably Adam Mickiewicz and the Philomath So-
ciety (a conspiratorial student organisation at Vilnius University in 1817–
1823) [Venclova 2006: 122]. In 1824, after the arrest and trial of the most 
active members of the society, Lelewel was expelled from University as a 
persona non grata by the Russian Tsarist regime. Subsequently he lived in 
Warsaw, and in emigration in Paris and Brussels.

As mentioned before, his scientific output was impressive – by 1830, 
he published about 150 academic works. The range of his interests was 
immense – from history and historical geography to numismatics, cartog-
raphy and bibliography. From Edda Skandinawska, which is of special 
interest to us, to, for example, Geographie des Arabes (1851). Many of 
Lelewel’s books remain as classics in their fields. Edda, actually, was the 
first published treatise of the young Lelewel. This book, along with several 
other books authored by Lelewel, is kept at the Rare Books Department of 
Vilnius University library.

Lelewel died in Paris in 1861. He was buried in Montmartre, but in 
1929 his remains were moved to the Rasų cemetery in Vilnius. In his will, 

A facsimile of Edda Skandinawska, 1807
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Lelewel left his library to Vilnius University. The will was implemented in 
1926. A part of the collection can be seen in the room named in Lelewel’s 
honor at Vilnius University library. Thanks to Lelewel, Vilnius University 
is a proud keeper of one of the best atlas collections in Europe.

Joachim Lelewel wrote in his edition of Edda that anyone wanting 
to know more about this, should read the Edda itself [Lelewel 1807: 54].

Lithuanian readers were introduced to the treasures of Old Icelandic 
literature relatively recently. For a long time in Lithuania we have not been 
“spoiled” by numerous editions on or of Old Norse literature. Actually, 
until 1975 only one book from the Old Norse literature had been translated 
into Lithuanian. That was Egils saga [Egilio saga 1975].

Later publications (after a gap of more than 30 years) are connected 
with the activities of the department of Scandinavian studies at Vilnius Uni-
versity which began its academic life in 1990. Lack of local academic staff 
forced us to establish links with other universities and invite colleagues 
from different countries to set up courses and deliver lectures. In the begin-
ning, the Department was working in particularly close collaboration with 
colleagues from St. Petersburg and Moscow (and soon also from Uppsala, 
Lund, Stockholm, Oslo, Copenhagen, Reykjavik etc.). As a result, the De-
partment hosted a galaxy of wonderful lecturers. Actually, the lack of local 
academic staff turned out to be an academic luxury for our first students 
who went on to become translators, researchers, lecturers and specialists 
on Scandinavia in a broad sense. 

One of absolute highlights at the Department of Scandinavian studies 
back then were lectures on Old Icelandic Literature and Runology deliv-
ered by the unforgettable Olga Aleksandrovna Smirnickaja. To this day her 
former Lithuanian students, now working both at Vilnius University, and 
all over the world – in Great Britain, Norway, Sweden, USA etc. remember 
her lectures. One of those former students, now my colleague at Vilnius 
University, recalls, what an incredible and unforgettable impact these lec-
tures had on them. When the course of lectures had finished a group of stu-
dents went to Vilnius railway station to say farewell to Olga Aleksandrov-
na. They wanted to buy her flowers, but when they put together the money 
they had, it was not enough. But it was sufficient to buy some apples which 
they did. They gave them to Olga Aleksandrovna and  when the train left 
they ran after it waving good-bye and shouting in Russian “Приезжайте 
ещё!” [Come again!].

The first “swallows” of Old Norse publications in Lithuanian ap-
peared under the supervision of O.A. Smirnickaja´s pupil Rasa Ruseckienė. 
It was a small book on Scaldic Poetry translated by by Rasa Ruseckienė 
and Ugnius Mikučionis [Mikučionis, Ruseckienė 2002]. It was followed 
by an anthology on Old Norse Literature, which contains several excerpts 
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of The Book of Icelanders, The Book of Settlement, The First Grammatical 
Treatise, several fragments from the Poetic and the Prose Edda, as well as 
excerpts from several sagas, done by Rasa Ruseckienė [Mimiro šaltinis 2003]. 
The Saga of Knytlings has been translated by Ugnius Mikučionis [Kniutlingų 
saga 2002] who is representative of the young generation of specialists on Old 
Norse in Lithuania, as Ugnius is Rasa Ruseckienė´s pupil.

In 2009 we started to publish the series Scandinavistica Vilnensis. 
Remarkably, the first book in the series was the Poetic Edda, mentioned 
earlier. This work was carried out by Aurelijus Vijūnas, who started his ac-
ademic career at Vilnius University, and though is working now at the Na-
tional Kaohsiung Normal University in Taiwan, continues to work closely 
with his Lithuanian colleagues. 

Aurelijus Vijunas dedicated 13 years to the complete translation of 
Poetic Edda from Old Icelandic. It took Rasa Ruseckienė about the same 
time to translate Prose, or Snorri’s Edda, which was published in 2017, and 
became the latest book in series Scandinavistica Vilnensis.

Translation of both Eddas to Lithuanian became a significant contri-
bution to Lithuania’s cultural life. Olga Aleksandrovna  Smirnickaja has 
been inspiring  us in our quest  to give the Old Norse Literature its due 

The cover of the translation of Poetic Edda to Lithuanian, 2009
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place in Lithuanian cultural milieu. Thank you, our dear Professor and 
Happy Birthday!
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