














6 Stephen Pax Leonard

values and norms: the Faroese value emotional 
control (in the face of malicious gossip, jokes 
and insults), level-headedness, self-restraint, 
amiability and joviality.

Oral historiography provides a link between 
the past and the present. Using the past to make 
sense of the present requires the constant reaf-
firmation of historical knowledge. Stories and 
tales act as the vehicle for the recycling of this 
knowledge. This is of particular importance with 
regard to skjaldur, as children are the listeners 
and hearers but also the ones who reproduce 
them by rote from a very young age. Thus, 
skjaldur become embedded in the child’s mind 
long before they even understand their meanings 
or reference points. The telling of stories and 
rhymes to children is a means of transmitting 
cultural concerns, but also of ensuring that an 
awareness of the intimate social cohesion re-
quired of a small society was effectively passed 
on to the next generation. The skjaldur were also 
an indigenous exposition of how people identify 
with local places as the events in these songs are 
often based on a particular place that is named 
and linked by kin-terms through genealogy.

Within Faroese oral literature and oral histori-
ography, skjaldur occupy an ambiguous position. 
The only features of skjaldur that appear to be 
fixed are that they were recited in Faroese, that 
the end-hearer was usually a child and that they 
were normally pentatonic, i.e. that there were 
only five different notes in the entire rhyme. Oth-
erwise, the genre resists definition for the reason 
that the length, style and thematic complexity of 
the rhymes vary significantly. There is nothing 
unusual about pentatonic music itself: it appears 
throughout the world with similar melodies in 
Bali, Scotland and Sioux, i.e. cultures which have 
no obvious connection to one another. While 
the basic skjaldur rhythm is regular, the pattern 
of beats is irregular. The oddity is that while 
such a rhythm is used, it does not lend itself to 
a preconceived notion of what a nursery rhyme 
should sound like. In terms of transmission, it 
was normally parents and grandparents who 

told skjaldur to children, but this was not always 
the case. Elderly informants told me that older 
children would on occasion tell skjaldur to the 
younger children when the parents were busy 
with the seasonal outdoor work. 

While nursery rhymes are well attested in 
many parts of Europe, the skjaldur do not appear 
to belong to any musical tradition that had its 
origins in European centres of culture. Unlike 
English nursery rhymes, the style of skjaldur 
tends to be solemn and mournful even when 
the content is playful. The apparent mismatch 
between style and content is at times therefore 
striking.

3. Content and style of skjaldur

One of the most salient features of skjaldur is 
that many of the quintessential features of tra-
ditional Faroese life, such as rowing, fowling, 
hunting, shepherding, whaling, fishing and the 
preparation of traditional food, are included as 
their subject matter. In terms of content, many 
of these rhymes look to be autochthonous as 
they appeal to aspects of rural life that could 
only really be Faroese. There are relatively few 
themes, even if there are many variations on 
this limited subject material, with some skjaldur 
appearing to be reconfigurations of pre-existing 
skjaldur. The imagery evoked varies from the hu-
morous, comforting, supernatural and mystical 
to the fantastic, tragic, spiritual and disturbing. 
Skjaldur were meant to entertain, to educate, to 
transmit local knowledge and hearsay, and in 
some cases, simply to shock, or in the case of 
lullabies, to soothe. Some of the rhymes even 
speculate on the future of the Faroese economy 
and provide realist social commentary on matters 
such as difficult farming conditions or the state 
of the fish stocks.9 The transmitted knowledge 
is thus not ahistorical or simply metaphorical, 

9 The rhyme Øskudólgur og Sóparkona ‘The layabout and 
the woman who mucks out’ (Sverrisson, 2000: 26) offers a 
rather depressing image of rural decline and emphasises the 
(over)dependence of the Faroese on fishing and agriculture.


























