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A NOTE ON ORTHOGRAPHY

ecause this book is intended for a general audience, a decision was made

to limit the use of the specialized characters usually employed to repre-

sent the sounds of the older Germanic languages, including those of Nor-

way and Iceland during the Viking Age and Middle Ages. Specifically, in names

and titles the letter p (thorn) is here represented as th, 0 (eth) as d, and ¢ (0-hook)

as 0. These letters have, however, been retained in discussions of specific terms,

such as “pylja” and “godi.” Other characters, such as @, e, and 6, have been

retained. In addition, the nominative singular final r has been removed from

names, and the accent marks have been removed from the names “Odin” and
“Thor,” since these forms are the most widely used in English.

These compromises naturally create inconsistencies, but I hope they will

not divert from the aim of the work, namely, to let the texts speak for them-

selves and to give the reader an idea of the main issues in the study of Scandi-

navian mythology.

XV
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INTRODUCTION

hen most of us use the word “myth” in conversation, we refer to

something that is not true. When historians of religion use it, they

generally refer to a representation of the sacred in words. When
anthropologists use it, they often refer to narratives that tell about the formation
of some social institution or behavior. None of the definitions, however, will
hold directly for the characters and stories this book treats. That is in part
because of the enormous time frame: Materials relevant to the study of Scandi-
navian mythology, broadly defined, span two millennia or more. But even if we
limit the discussion to the relatively small body of texts from the Viking Age
and later Middle Ages about the gods Odin, Thor, Frey, and the others and their
constant battles with forces of evil and chaos, it is difficult to reconcile these
texts with any one of the narrow definitions of myth suggested above. Certainly
they had some truth value to the people who composed them and those who
wrote them down, but these were not always the same people—usually they
were not—and it is obvious that what was true, sacred, and an account of how
the world got to be the way it is to a Viking Age pagan poet can have been none
of the above to a Christian scribe copying the story in a manuscript hundreds of
years after the Viking Age. It is therefore easier and more enlightening to talk of
formal criteria and content.

In form, then, myth in general, and the texts that comprise Scandinavian
mythology in particular, are narrative, although this narrative is couched in both
verse and prose. In general, one expects myth to recount important events that
took place at the beginning of time and helped shape the world, and Scandina-
vian mythology indeed has sequences that tell of the origin of the cosmos and of
human beings. The story goes on, however, to the destruction and rebirth of the
cosmos, and everything in it is presented in light of an enduring struggle
between two groups of beings, the gods on the one hand and giants on the other
hand. These terms are to some extent misleading: Although the group that cre-
ates and orders the cosmos is often referred to by words that can best be trans-

1

lated “gods,” the principal word, “zsir,” is explicitly presented by the most
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important medieval interpreter, Snorri Sturluson, as meaning “People of Asia,”
and indeed the word often has the feel in mythological texts of an extended kin
group or tribe rather than of a collective of deities. And the other group, the ones
who aim for the destruction of the cosmos and disruption of order, are certainly
not “giant” in the sense that they are demonstrably larger than the gods. They
are usually called the “jotnar,” and again as the term is used in the mythology it
feels more like a tribal or kin group than anything else.

The world in which the zsir and j6tnar play out their struggle has its own
set of place-names but is essentially recognizable as Scandinavia. There are
rivers, mountains, forests, oceans, storms, cold weather, fierce winters, eagles,
ravens, salmon, and snakes. People get about on ships and on horseback. They
eat slaughtered meat and drink beer. As in Scandinavia, north is a difficult direc-
tion, and so is east, probably because our mythology comes from west Scandi-
navia (Norway and Iceland), where travel to the east required going over
mountains, and going west on a ship was far easier for this seafaring culture.

It is helpful to think of three time periods in which the mythology takes
place. In the mythic past, the @sir created and ordered the world and joined with
another group, the vanir, to make up the community of gods. Somehow this
golden age was disrupted in the mythic present. As dwarfs, humans, and occa-
sionally elves look on and are sometimes drawn into the struggle, the asir and
the jotnar fight over resources, precious objects, and, especially, women. The
flow of such wealth is all in one direction, from the jotnar to the asir, and in fact
one might divide the narratives of the mythic present into those in which the
gods acquire something from the giants and those in which an attempt by the
giants to acquire something from the gods is foiled. In the mythic future, this
world order will come to a fiery end as gods and giants destroy each other and
the cosmos, but a new world order is to follow in which the world will be reborn
and inhabited by a new generation of sir.

THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Scandinavia consists of the low-lying Danish islands and the peninsula of Jutland
and the great Scandinavian peninsula, which in its northern reaches is divided in
two by the huge mountain range known as the keel. On the eastern side lies Swe-
den with its gentle Baltic Sea coast and a great deal of fertile land, especially in
the central parts of Sweden, around the lakes Milaren, Vinnern, and Vittern, and
to the south. On the west lies Norway, where tall mountains spring from the
coast, which is protected from the Atlantic by a series of small islands. To the
south lies Denmark, which until 1658 included not only Jutland and the islands
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but also southern portions of the Scandinavian peninsula. The names are indica-
tive: Norway, the northern way, the sea route up and down the coast; Denmark,
the forest of the Danes, which separated them from the Saxons; Sweden, the
kingdom of the Svear, the people around Milaren who at some point during the
Viking Age subdued their southern neighbors in Gotaland. The name “Scandi-
navia” appears to be the Latinized form of an unattested German word, *Scand-
inauja. (The asterisk before the word means that it was never recorded but rather
was reconstructed by linguists.) This word is a compound, the second part of
which, aujd means “island.” What the first part means has been endlessly
debated. It appears to contain the same root as the name of the southern part of
Sweden, Skane, and may therefore mean “Skanian island.”

As the ice from the last great Ice Age retreated, the low-lying lands of the
south were first exposed, and pollen analysis indicates settlement on Sjelland
and elsewhere by around 10,000 B.c.e. We know little about these settlements,
but by 6500 B.C.E. or so, a hunting and fishing culture may be identified. By 2500
B.C.E. or so, there are indications of agriculture and the raising of animals. At
around 2000 B.C.E. the archaeological record begins to show characteristic small
ax heads, made of stone but carefully copying the marks of metal pouring that
was used for such axes to the south in Europe. A hypothetical culture associated
with these axes and an even more hypothetical immigration of persons with
them from Europe is known as the Boat-Ax culture. Around 1000 B.C.E. the Scan-
dinavian Bronze Age begins, and from this same period there are numerous spec-
tacular rock carvings, which may have had a religious purpose. The Scandinavian
Iron Age begins circa 500-400 B.C.E., and its first stage, up to around the begin-
ning of our era, is known as the Pre-Roman Iron Age, despite incipient trade with
the Roman Empire. Around the beginning of our era we begin to get runic
inscriptions from Scandinavia and the Continent in a language that is identifi-
ably Germanic, and in Scandinavia the so-called Roman Iron Age begins. On the
Continent this is the time when the Germanic peoples confront the Roman
Empire, with increasing success. By around 400 c.E. gold appears in Scandinavia,
and the Germanic Iron Age begins; the Older Germanic Iron Age, from circa 400
to 550 or 575 C.E., is also know as the Migration Period because of the extensive
movements of the Germanic tribes around Europe, as is especially known from
accounts of interaction with Germanic peoples written by Roman historians.
Scandinavia was probably the homeland for some of these peoples. For example,
the Burgundians would appear to have come from the island of Bornholm, the
Goths either from Goétaland in Sweden or from the island of Gotland off Swe-
den’s east coast, and the Vandals either from the Vendel area of Sweden or what
is now Vendsyssel in Denmark. Part of the Anglo-Saxon immigration to England
probably came from Angeln in what is now Denmark.
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Buckle clasp in silver, gold, and precious stones from Admark, Norway, seventh
century C.E. (The Art Archive/Historiska Museet Norway/Dagli Orti)

The period circa 600-800 C.E. is usually called the Younger Germanic Iron
Age, although Swedish archaeologists usually called it the Vendel Period
because of the wealth of finds from Vendel, an area northeast of Lake Mailaren.
During this period, too, there was extensive trade from across the Baltic cen-
tered at Helgo, then an island in the southern part of Lake Milaren. And in Den-
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mark it appears that a Danish state was already beginning to establish itself in
Jutland.

Between circa 600 and 800 C.E., a number of linguistic changes occurred in
the northern area of the Germanic speech community, and by the end of this
period one may speak of Scandinavian languages. By this same time some Scan-
dinavians burst spectacularly on the European scene. Although there appears to
have been sporadic raiding before the autumn of 793, in that year Vikings sacked
the rich monastery at Lindisfarne off the east coast of northern England, and for
nearly three centuries Vikings, and later, the Scandinavian kingdoms, would play
a major role in European history. What the word “Viking” originally meant is not
known; the European writers, mostly clergymen, who made it famous painted a
fairly clear picture of pagan marauders who destroyed and despoiled wherever
they went. Certainly there is some truth to such a picture, especially in the early
part of the Viking Age, when the Scandinavian sailors do seem to have had mil-
itary advantages, with their light, swift, maneuverable ships. But it is important
to consider that there were individual forays, larger expeditions, armies winter-
ing in England and on the Continent, and, finally, the North Sea empire of Cnut
the Great. Besides this military activity there was continuous trade and a pattern
of settlement in the lands to which the Scandinavian ships came.

Some of these lands were already settled, such as the French coast and
northeast England. In Normandy the Scandinavians left relatively little trace,
but in England their influence was great. The creation of the Danelaw—a rela-
tively fixed area in which Scandinavian law obtained—arranged by Alfred the
Great and the Danish king Guthrum in the 880s, indicates just how pervasive
the Scandinavian presence was. The enormous number of Scandinavian loan-
words into English indicates an extended period of contact between the English
and the Scandinavians, and as the Scandinavian kingdoms began to emerge dur-
ing the ninth and tenth centuries, there was not infrequently contact with
English courts. For example, one of the sons of Harald Fairhair of Norway,
Hakon the Good, had been fostered at the court of King Athalstan of England.
According to tradition, Harald had united all Norway into a single kingdom (this
had occurred somewhat earlier in Denmark and would probably happen some-
what later in Sweden, for which the sources are rather meager). During the reign
of Harald (870-930) serious emigration began over the sea to the islands to the
west: the Orkneys, the Shetlands, the Faroes, and Iceland. This push was finally
to reach Greenland and North America, and it was paralleled by extensive travel
from Sweden to the east, to Finland and Russia, down the great Russian river
systems to Constantinople and the Black Sea.

According to the Icelandic sources, powerful chieftains fled western Norway
and settled in Iceland in order to avoid the tyranny of Harald Fairhair. There may
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be some truth in this, and even if
Norway was hardly the only
source of immigration into Ice-
land, it remained the country
most connected to Iceland and the
kingdom into which Iceland was
finally folded in 1262-1264. But
from the time of the settlement—
Iceland was “fully settled” by 897
according to learned authors of
the twelfth century—until then,
Iceland functioned as a common-
wealth in which judicial power
was in the hands of a group of
chieftains, and there was no king
or other central authority. These
leaders were called godar (sing.,
gooi), and although the sources
rarely show much religious activ-

Some English jet was exported from Yorkshire to ity on their part—and what they

Norway during the Viking Age. This carving of a pair do show may not be reliable—the
of bear-like gripping beasts brings to mind related .
) o term clearly incorporates the
examples in amber. (Historisk Museumn, Bergen

word for “gods.” Therefore they

Universitetet)
must have had some sort of reli-
gious function. Godar had “thing-

men,” who owed them allegiance and whom they in turn helped; every free
man had to be some godi’s thing-man. The word “thing” (ping) means assem-
bly, and one of the duties of a godi and his thing-men was to attend the local
assemblies and the national assembly (alpingi) to participate in litigation and,
one assumes, to renew friendships and exchange stories. There were few towns
in Scandinavia during the Viking Age and none at all in Iceland, so the assem-
blies, and especially the annual national assembly, must have played an impor-
tant social role. There, one-third of the law was recited from memory each year
by the only national official in the country, the lawspeaker. The position was
one of status and influence but of little direct power. People lived on farms, and
the basic social unit was the household. So important was this principle of
household membership that people could switch from one household to
another only at certain specified times of the year, the “moving days.” Farming
consisted primarily of raising cattle and the hay that would be needed to sup-
port the cattle.
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The Viking Age is by definition a period when Scandinavians and Europeans
interacted, and without that interaction and the written documents it gave rise
to in Europe, archaeologists might have called the period from 800 to circa 1000
the “Scandinavian Iron Age.” The beginning of the period, as we have seen, is
portrayed by those who wrote the history, the literate members of the Christian
church, as a meeting between pagan and Christian, and it was only natural that
as time passed attempts would be made to convert the Scandinavians, as Charle-
magne had converted the Saxons. Indeed, those Scandinavians who traded or
settled in Christian lands had ample contact with Christianity, and many of
them either converted or had themselves “prime-signed,” that is, they accepted
the sign of the cross, the first step toward baptism, so that they could do busi-
ness with Christians. Furthermore, the gradual emergence of European nation-
states in Scandinavia during the Viking Age and their increasing integration with
Europe made it inevitable that the issue would arise at the national level as well.
There is documented missionary activity in Scandinavia from the early Viking
Age onward, most famously by Ansgar, the “apostle of the north,” who worked
with both Danish and Swedish kings in the first half of the ninth century.

The process was to bear fruit first in Denmark in the later tenth century,
when King Harald Bluetooth witnessed the priest Poppo carrying a red-hot piece
of iron, with no harm to his hands, as a demonstration that Christ was greater
than the pagan gods. At Jelling in Jutland, King Harald Bluetooth erected an elab-
orate rune stone celebrating his parents and himself, the person who “made the
Danes Christian,” as the Jelling rune stone says.

In Norway there is evidence of Christian burial from around this time, and
Hékon the Good was a Christian king whose reign ended around 960, when Har-
ald converted. But Hikon was buried in a mound and celebrated in pagan poetry.
Olaf Tryggvason, who ruled Norway from 995 to 1001, had been baptized in
England, and he undertook a program of forcible conversions throughout the
country. He was of a family from the Oslo fjord, and the most obdurate pagans
were allegedly in the other power center in the country, the area near modern
Trondheim. Credit for the final conversion is given to Olaf Haraldsson. When he
was killed at the battle of Stiklestad in 1030, a battle having far more to do with
national politics than religion—his opponents were supported by Cnut the
Great, the Christian king of Denmark and England—people quickly saw signs of
his sanctity, and he became the most important saint of northern Europe.

We are less well informed about the conversion in Sweden. Although the
kings of Sweden were Christian from the beginning of the eleventh century, the
monk Adam of Bremen, in his history (ca. 1070) of the archbishopric of Hamburg-
Bremen in northern Germany, which had responsibility for Scandinavia, reported
a vast pagan temple at Uppsala, with idols of the pagan gods and gruesome sacri-



Rune stones depicting Thor’s hammer like this one in Sweden are fairly easy to find. Compare
this to the rune stone on page 10; both are from the late Viking Age. (Statens Historika
Museum, Stockholm)
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Ilustration from Flateyjarbok, a late-fourteenth-century Icelandic manuscript. The
scene may depict St. Olaf killing a monster. (Bob Krist/Corbis)

fices. But eleventh-century rune stones from that very same part of Sweden are
openly Christian: “God rest his soul,” many of them ask, in runes surrounding
an incised cross. Most historians accept that Sweden was fully Christian by the
beginning of the twelfth century at the latest.

The conversion in Iceland followed a fascinating course. Missionaries were
active in the latter decades of the tenth century, but so were their pagan oppo-
nents. Olaf Tryggvason, whose role in the conversion was championed by
twelfth-century and later Icelandic monks, took hostage some wealthy young
Icelandic travelers, and there was further resolve among Christians in Iceland to
complete the conversion. However, as the two sides approached the althingi in
Iceland in the year 1000, it appeared that war would break out. Finally it was
agreed that a single arbiter should choose one religion for the entire land, and the
lawspeaker Thorgeir, a pagan, was chosen. After spending a night under his
cloak, he emerged and decreed that Iceland should be Christian. And so it was.
At first some pagan practices were permitted if carried out in secret, but later
even this permission was rescinded. However, for reasons that are no longer
quite clear, the old stories about the gods were not lost on Iceland. Poems about
them lived on in oral tradition, to be recorded more than two centuries after the
conversion. Some mythological poems may actually have been composed by
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Compare this rune stone with a cross to the one on
page 8. (Statens Historika Museum, Stockholm)

Christians in Iceland, and Snorri
Sturluson made extensive use of
the mythology in his writings.

Thus Scandinavian mythol-
ogy was, with virtually no excep-
tion, written down by Christians,
and there is no reason to believe
that Christianity in Iceland was
any different from Christianity
anywhere else in western Europe
during the High Middle Ages.
Although the earliest bishops were
sent out from Norway, quite soon
the bishops were native born, and
by the end of the eleventh century
there were two episcopal sees, the
original one at Skalholt and a new
one for the north at Hélar. There
were several monasteries, adher-
ing both to the Benedictine and
Augustinian orders, and there was
also one nunnery in Iceland before
the demise of the commonwealth
in 1262-1264. At least some of the
monks were literate, and they
composed both Latin and Icelandic
texts. Some lay persons of higher
status were also apparently liter-
ate, at least in Icelandic, but all
writing, whether in the interna-
tional language of the church or in
the vernacular, was the result of
the conversion to Christianity,
which brought with it the technol-
ogy of manuscript writing.

Before and after the church brought manuscript writing to the north, there

was some writing using the native runic writing system. Since in the older runic

alphabet there are no horizontal strokes, it is assumed that the system was orig-

inally invented for scratching the letters on wooden sticks, whose grain would

obscure horizontal strokes. Only special circumstances permit wood to remain
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Detail of the rune stone from Rk, Sweden, from the ninth century c.E. Created by Varin for

his dead son, Vemod, with center as ode to Theodoric, king of the Goths. (The Art Archive/

Dagli Orti)

undecayed in the ground for archaeologists to dig up centuries later, and as a
result most (but by no means all) of the extant runic inscriptions are on stones.
It is important to stress that carving on wood or stone is a fairly laborious
process and that the kinds of things recorded using the runic alphabets tended to
be short and of a different nature from texts that can be easily written only in
manuscripts. Most runic inscriptions are utilitarian, and despite popular con-
ceptions, they have little to say about mythology or magic.

The oldest runic inscriptions are from around the time of the emergence of
the Germanic peoples and are written in an alphabet of 24 characters whose ori-
gin is greatly debated. Early in the Viking Age a new runic alphabet developed in
Scandinavia, one with 16 characters. Later several variations grew out of this
basic Viking Age runic alphabet. Of the approximately 4,000 runic inscriptions,
most are from the Viking Age; most of these are from Sweden; and most of these
are from the provinces around Lake Milaren, especially Uppland. Most are
memorial: They explain who erected the stone, whose death is memorialized,
and what the relationship was between the two. Although the few rune sticks
and other kinds of runic inscriptions that have been retained show that runes
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could be used in a great many ways, Scandinavia through the Viking Age was for
all intents and purposes an oral society, one in which nearly all information was
encoded in mortal memory—rather than in books that could be stored—and
passed from one memory to another through speech acts. Some speech acts were
formal in nature, others not. But like speeches that politicians adapt for differ-
ent audiences, much ancient knowledge must have been prone to change in oral
transmission. Without the authority of a written document, there was no way to
compare the versions of a text, and we therefore cannot assume that a text
recorded in a thirteenth-century source passed unchanged through centuries of
oral transmission. This fact makes it extremely difficult to discuss with any
authority the time or place of origin of many of the texts of Scandinavian
mythology, especially eddic poetry.

“Eddic poetry” is the name we use for a group of about 35 poems, all of them
recorded in Iceland during the Middle Ages, nearly all in the thirteenth century.
The term “eddic” is a misnomer: Most of these poems are in a single manu-
script, and when the learned bishop Brynjolfur Sveinsson first saw this manu-
script in the seventeenth century, he perceived a similarity to the book called
Edda by Snorri Sturluson and imagined that this manuscript, another “Edda,”
had been composed by Semund Sigfusson the Learned, a priest who flourished
in the years around 1100 and who according to tradition was the first Icelandic
historian, although no works by him have been preserved. This manuscript was
therefore called not only “The Edda of Seemund” but also the “Elder Edda,”
since Seemund had lived a century before Snorri. It has been more than a century
since anyone has taken seriously the idea that Semund had anything to do with
the composition of this work or that it preceded Snorri, but we still call it
“Edda”: the Poetic Edda. Because the manuscript became part of the collection
of the Royal Library in Copenhagen, we now call it “Codex Regius (royal manu-
script) of the Poetic Edda,” and we call the kinds of poems in it “eddic poetry.”

Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda, which is now preserved in Iceland, was
written down toward the end of the thirteenth century, probably in the years
around 1280. It appears to be a copy of a now lost manuscript, probably written
circa 1250, and it seems that some of the poems in it may have been written
down as early as the very beginning of the thirteenth century. These are not,
however, the mythological poems. Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda contains 31
poems, sometimes joined or interrupted by prose passages, arranged in a deliber-
ate order by the unknown scribe who wrote it, an order that moves from the
mythological to the heroic. It is ordered within the mythological and heroic sec-
tions as well.

The manuscript begins with Véluspd (Prophecy of the Seeress), which gives
a summary of the entire mythology, from the origin of the cosmos to its destruc-
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Pages from the famous Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda. (British Library)

tion to its rebirth. Véluspd can also be regarded as an Odin poem, since it is Odin
who causes the seeress voicing it to speak. The following three poems are also
Odin poems: Hdvamdl (Words of the High One), which contains Odinic wisdom
and several stories that describe the acquisition of that wisdom; Vafthriidnismidl
(Words of Vafthrudnir), which describes the context of wisdom between Odin and
the wise giant Vafthridnir; and Grimnismdl (Words of Grimnir), which describes
Odin’s ecstatic wisdom performance at the hall of the human king Geirréd. The
next poem, Skirnismdl (Words of Skirnir) or For Skirnis (Skirnir's Journey),
belongs to Frey, in that it describes the journey of Frey’s servant Skirnir to woo
the giantess Gerd. The following four poems are probably to be assigned to Thor.
The first of these is Hdrbardsljéd (Song of Harbard), in which Thor and a dis-
guised Odin exchange insults and anecdotes. The next is Hymiskvida (Hymir’s
Poem), an account of Thor’s journey to the giant Hymir and fishing up of the
Midgard serpent. Lokasenna (Loki’s Verbal Duel) follows, and in it Loki insults
all the gods. It is a Thor poem because it is Thor who finally chases Loki away.
The last of the Thor poems is Thrymskvida (The Poem of Thrym), a burlesque in
which Thor, disguised as Freyja, retrieves his hammer from the giant Thrym. The
last two mythological poems are Vélundarkvida (Volund’s Poem) and Alvissmdl
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(The Words of All-wise). Vélundarkvida has no gods in it and to us today looks
like a heroic poem, but the compiler of Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda must
have thought that Vélund’s elfish background was good reason to situate the
poem here, elves being creatures from the “lower mythology” (neither of the gods
nor of the giants). Alvissmdl has another such creature in Alviss, the “all-wise”
dwarf who sues for the hand of Thor’s daughter and is kept dispensing synonyms
by the god until the sun comes up and turns the dwarf to stone.

At this point the heroic poems begin, but the gods are by no means wholly
absent, especially from the poems telling the early parts of the story of Sigurd
the dragon-slayer. Odin, Heenir, and Loki appear in the prose header to Regins-
mdl (Reginn’s Poem), and Loki appears in the poem itself. There are several allu-
sions to Odin, and these poems contain much fascinating information about
such mythological beings as norns, dwarfs, and the like.

There is a second main manuscript containing many of these poems, but,
unlike Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda, it is not apparently ordered. Because it
was retained as manuscript number 748 in the Arnamagnzan Collection in
Copenhagen, it is called AM 748. It was written down a bit later than Codex
Regius of the Poetic Edda. There are few differences between the texts of the
poems in the two manuscripts, but AM 748 contains a mythological poem not
included in Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda, namely, Baldrs draumar (Baldr’s
Dreams), an account of Odin’s questioning of a seeress about the fate of Baldr.
One additional mythological poem, Rigsthula (Rig’s Rhymed List), which tells of
the origins of the human social order, is found in a manuscript of Snorri’s Edda.

Each eddic poem had its own history before it was written down, and there
has been much speculation about the dates and origins of the various poems.
Most scholars believe strongly in the possibility that some of the mythological
poems were composed, after Iceland’s conversion to Christianity, by antiquari-
ans secure enough in their Christianity to be able to compose in the old form
about the old gods. Thrymskvida is the poem most often mentioned in this con-
text, but there are many others. On the other hand, there is no way to tell
whether a poem, even one that looks as young as Thrymskvida, might have been
composed during the Viking Age or even, theoretically, earlier, and changed in
oral transmission so as to look like the product of a Christian antiquary. What-
ever the original dates and origins of the mythological eddic poems, it seems to
me that the similarities outweigh the differences and that the pictures of the
gods are fairly consistent.

In form, the eddic poems are short stanzaic poems that rely chiefly on two
meters, fornyrdislag, “old way of composing,” and Ijédahdttr, “song meter.”
Fornyroislag is equivalent to the verse form used in Old English, Old High Ger-
man, and Old Saxon, the other Germanic languages in which verse has been pre-
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served, although the division into stanzas appears to be a Scandinavian innova-
tion. Like the poems in the second half of Codex Regius of the Poetic Edda, verse
in Old English and Old High German is about heroes, and even the major surviv-
ing example of Old Saxon, a verse life of Christ called Heliand (Savior), exhibits
heroic diction. Heroic eddic poetry, then, especially when it uses fornyrdislag,
appears to be the heir of common Germanic poetry. We may also surmise that
there was verse about gods during the common Germanic period, but only Iceland
has preserved any. Fornyrdislag tends to be used for third-person narrative,
ljédahdttr for dialogue. A version of Ijédahdttr is called galdralag, “meter of mag-
ics,” and its use, although sparing, has considerable stylistic power.

Besides these anonymous mythological and heroic poems, there is far more
verse that has been transmitted to us with the name of a poet attached to it. The
word for “poet” was skdld, and these verses are usually called “skaldic.” They
are far more complex in form than the eddic poems, both with respect to meter
and, in the case of the more complex longer poems, with respect to the structure
of the poem itself. In addition, they use a far more complex diction. The high
degree of formality and complexity make some skaldic verse difficult. Although
a great many skalds are known, ranging from Icelandic saga heroes to bishops,
some of the most famous skalds served at the courts of kings and other power-
ful rulers. Sometimes these men gave the skalds valuable gifts, such as a shield,
and if the shield was decorated with scenes taken from narrative, the skald
might compose a poem describing those scenes as thanks for the gift. Such a
shield poem can be of considerable interest in the study of mythology and heroic
legend, for the scenes depicted on shields tended to be from those realms. There
are other examples of this sort of ekphrasis (Greek: “a plain declaration,” in this
context a text about an image) in the skaldic corpus, such as Ulf Uggason’s Hiis-
drdpa, which describes carvings in a newly built hall in late-tenth-century Ice-
land. In some cases we lack the context of a poem but can surmise the existence
of an ekphrasis.

Skaldic poetry is retained as individual verses not (apparently) connected
with any poem and as fragmentary or whole poems. The most elaborate poems
are called drdpur (sing., drdpa), which are broken into sections by means of one
or more refrains, which here means lines repeated in the same place within a
given stanza. A drdpa should also have introductory and concluding sections
that lack the refrain(s). I will translate drdpa in this book as “refrain poem.” A
poem without refrains was called a flokkr, “flock.”

The earliest known skald is ordinarily taken to be Bragi Boddason the Old,
whom most scholars think was Norwegian and active in the second half of the
ninth century. According to Snorri, he was associated with the semilegendary
Viking Ragnar Lodbrék (Hairy-breeches). Fragments of a poem addressed to Rag-
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nar, Ragnarsdrdpa, exist. The poem, as we have it reconstructed, describes four
scenes on the shield Ragnar gave Bragi, and three of these have to do with the
mythology: Thor’s fishing up the Midgard serpent, Gefjon’s plowing land from
Gylfi, and Hild’s inciting Hogni and Hedin to endless battle.

Another early Norwegian skald was Thjodolf of Hvin, who flourished
around the end of the ninth and beginning of the tenth century and was patron-
ized by several Norwegian rulers. Two of the poems attributed to him are impor-
tant mythological sources. Of these, the first is Ynglinga tal (Enumeration of the
Ynglingar), which Thj6délf composed for Rognvald heidumheiri (Honored-
highly) Olafsson, a king from the important Vestfold district in the Oslo fjord.
Ynglinga tal lists the ways that 22 generations of the Ynglingar, kings centered
in Uppsala and predecessors of Rognvald, met their deaths and where they were
buried. The poem clearly originally served a dynastic purpose, but, especially in
its discussion of the earliest kings, it has much to tell us about mythology and
religion. Thjodolf also composed the shield poem Haustléng (Autumn-long,
which may refer to the poem’s gestation period). He describes two mythological
scenes that adorned the shield: Loki’s betrayal of Idun and her apples to the giant
Thjazi and her rescue, and Thor’s duel with Hrungnir, the strongest of the giants.

From the earliest skaldic tradition come three “eddic praise poems,” poems
in eddic meters (but in which the meters are ordinarily more strictly adhered to
than in eddic poems proper), composed to honor not gods or ancient heroes but
recently deceased kings. Two of these describe Valholl in connection with the
arrival there of the king the poet wishes to praise. One, the anonymous Eiriksmdl,
was allegedly commissioned by Gunnhild, the widow of King Eirik Haraldsson
Bloodax, who died in 954. The other, attributed to Eyvind Finnsson skéldaspillir
(Spoiler-or-debaser-of-poets), praises Hikon the Good, who died in 961.

Ulf Uggason was an Icelandic skald who lived around the tumultuous period
of the conversion. Around 985, according to the chronology of Laxdcela saga, Ulf
composed a drdpa celebrating the building of an ornate hall by Olaf pai (Pea-
cock), an important chieftain in western Iceland. The hall was decorated within
with scenes from the mythology. Three of the scenes are in what we now think
we have of the poem, which Ulf recited at the wedding of Olaf’s daughter. These
are Baldr’s funeral, Thor’s fishing up of the Midgard serpent, and Loki’s fight
with Heimdall.

Another skald who lived during this period was Eilif Godranarson, about
whom nothing is known—not even his nationality—other than that he was
patronized by Hakon Sigurdarson, jarl of Hladir, a notorious pagan. Eilif com-
posed Thorsdrdpa, a complex and difficult account of Thor’s journey to Geirrod.

Besides these poems treating mythological subjects, there are numerous
other relevant texts and fragments. A poem like Sonatorrek (Loss of Sons) by Egil
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Skallagrimsson, the tenth-century hero of Egils saga, may tell us something
about his own religious attitudes. “Ran has robbed me greatly,” he says, allud-
ing to the drowning death of one of his sons.

In skaldic poetry, Thor is the most frequent mythological subject. The most
tantalizing of these are two verses addressing Thor in the second person, both
probably from the last years of paganism in Iceland.

Skaldic poetry is valuable not just for the direct exposition of mythological
subjects but also for its very diction. The primary stylistic feature is the kenning,
a two or more part substitution for a noun. Kennings consist of a base word (e.g.,
“tree”) and a modifier (“of battle”). What is a “tree of battle”? This figure is
indeed something like a riddle. Because he stands tall in a battle, a “tree of
battle” is a warrior. What is the “din of spears”? Because battles are noisy affairs,
the “din of spears” is battle. Kennings are known from eddic poetry and the verse
of the other older Germanic languages, but they took on a special importance in
skaldic poetry because skalds linked them by using one kenning as the modifier
of a base word to create another, for example, “tree of the din of spears” for war-
rior. The examples I have chosen so far are relatively obvious, but skalds also
made kennings based on narrative, that is, on heroic legend and myth. For ex-
ample, they called gold “the headpiece of Sif,” which is only comprehensible if
one knows the myth in which Loki cuts off Sif’s hair and has the dwarfs make
golden hair to replace it. Kennings can be helpful in dating myths, for a kenning
that relies on a myth indicates the myth was known to the skald and his audi-
ence at a given time. Seeing whether a minor god or goddess is used in the base
word of a kenning—for example, “Gna of rings” for woman—can give us some
indication as to whether the figure in question was at all known.

Skaldic poetry, then, was a showy, ornate oral poetry, which must have
taken much time to master; indeed, it is clear that a certain amount of training
would have been needed just to understand it as a member of the audience. It is
certainly possible that knowledge of the myths survived the conversion to Chris-
tianity because of the value early Christian Iceland placed on the skaldic poems
about kings and rulers. In other words, it is possible that the continued trans-
mission of poetry about early kings and battles as historical sources required a
continuing knowledge of heroic legend and of myth, not as the object of belief or
as something associated with cult but simply as stories that people interested in
the history of their own culture had to know. In the same way, students today
may study the Bible to be able to understand allusions in older literature. It is
even possible to imagine that eddic poems continued to be recited for their nar-
rative value in support of the kenning system, although once belief in the older
gods had ended, they could also be recited purely by and for those who enjoyed
a good story.
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Certainly such a motivation associates the earliest recording of eddic and
skaldic poetry and the systematization of the mythology by Snorri Sturluson.
Snorri was born during the winter of 1178-1179 into a wealthy family, the
Sturlungar, who were to give their name to the turbulent age in which Snorri
lived: the Age of the Sturlungs. He grew up at Oddi, the foster son of the most
powerful man in Iceland; one of his foster brothers was to become bishop, and
Snorri himself was a godi and twice held the office of lawspeaker. Through var-
ious alliances he soon grew to be one of the most powerful men of his time, and
he was deeply involved in the politics of the Age of the Sturlungs. During this
time politics became increasingly deadly, and many disputes were settled with
weapons. Snorri was assassinated in 1241 by enemies who claimed to be work-
ing on behalf of the king of Norway.

Snorri had visited that king, Hikon Hakonarson the Old, in 1218-1219, and
he composed a poem in praise of the boy king and his regent, the jarl Skuli. This
poem is called Hdttatal (Enumeration of Meters), and it exemplifies 101 metrical
or stylistic variants in its 102 stanzas, equipped with a commentary. From an
explication of meter and style, it seems, he moved to a discussion of the system
of kennings and rare or poetic words and names called “heiti,” which he embod-
ied in a treatise called Skdldskaparmdl (The Language of Poetry). This text com-
prises for the most part lists of kennings and heiti arranged by the nouns they can
replace, illustrated with a large number of citations from skaldic poetry, quoting
in blocks of half a stanza. But besides this, he used a narrative frame to retell
some of the more important myths that underlie skaldic kennings. According to
this frame, a man named Agir or Hlér from Hlésey (“HIér’s Island,” modern
Lzasso off the Danish coast), a master of magic, goes to Asgard, where the asir
receive him well but with visual delusions. The hall is illuminated by swords
alone. Twelve male and twelve female aesir are there. Agir sits next to Bragi, who
tells Agir many stories of events in which the @sir have participated. The first
of these is the full story of the alienation and recovery of Idun and her apples, the
death of Thjazi, and the compensation granted to Skadi. When Bragi has finished,
he and Agir have a short conversation about a few kennings, and then Agir asks
Bragi the origin of poetry, which elicits the story of the origin and acquisition by
Odin of the mead of poetry. At the end of this story &£gir puts questions and Bragi
answers them in a way that looks very much like the master-disciple dialogue
that so typifies didactic texts in the Middle Ages. Scholars pay special attention
to this dialogue, for it sets forth more clearly than in any other place some of the
principles of skaldic poetry. After it there follows a paragraph inviting young
skalds to pay attention to the narratives that follow if they wish to learn skaldic
poetry, but reminding them that Christians are not to believe in pagan gods or
the literal truth of the narratives. This can hardly be Bragi’s voice; rather, it is
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that of Snorri or, arguably, one of his copyists, and it intrudes on the framing
device of a dialogue between Agir and Bragi. That device is taken up again when
Snorri introduces the story of Thor’s duel with Hrungnir and of Thor’s journey to
Geirrod, but thereafter it is dropped. Additional mythic narratives in Skdldska-
parmdl include the acquisition from one set of dwarfs of Sif’s golden hair, the
ship Skidbladnir, Odin’s spear Gungnir, Odin’s ring Draupnir, Frey’s boar
Gullinborsti, and Thor’s hammer Mjollnir, and the subsequent acquisition from
another dwarf of the gold and cursed ring that play a large role in heroic legend.
A good deal of heroic legend is also recounted in Skdldskaparmadl.

It seems that Snorri next was moved to write up the rest of the myths and
to do so with a frame story consistently carried out. The result was Gylfaginning
(Deluding of Gylfi). Here the frame story has a Swedish king, Gylfi, come to visit
Asgard. He does so because he has heard that all goes to the will of the sir, and
he wishes to determine whether it is because of their own nature or because of
the gods whom they worship. A wise man with a control of magic, he assumes
the form of an old man. But the asir were wiser in that they possessed the power
of prophecy, and, foreseeing his journey, they prepared visual delusions for him.
He thinks he arrives at a great hall, and, assuming the name Gangleri, he meets
the chieftains there, Har (High), Jafnhar (Equally-high), and Thridi (Third) and
declares his intention to determine whether there is any learned man there. Hér
says that Gangleri will not emerge whole if he is not the wiser, and a series of
questions and answers ensues, the questions put by Gylfi/Gangleri, the answers
given by usually by Har with occasional amplification by Jafnhar or Thridi.
These questions treat the mythology: first the issue of a supreme deity; then the
creation of the cosmos, the identity of the gods and goddesses and some of the
myths attaching to them, and then myths untreated there or in Skdldskaparmdl;
and finally Ragnarok and its aftermath. Then Gylfi/Gangleri hears a crash, and
the hall disappears.

Snorri quotes liberally from eddic poetry in Gylfaginning, especially from
Véluspd, Vafthriidnismdl, and Grimnismdl. The arrangement of the subjects he
treats, following the discussion of the “highest and foremost of the gods,” which
is Gylfi/Gangleri’s first question, is essentially that of Véluspd in its sweep from
beginning to end of mythic time. Snorri also seems to have known eddic poems
beyond those he quotes, and he also paraphrases myths that he probably knew
from skaldic poetry; but he quotes no skaldic poetry outside the device of the
frame, at the beginning of Gylfaginning.

If the arrangement of materials to some extent follows Voéluspd, the frame
story itself is reminiscent especially of Vafthridnismdl and other contests of
wisdom. We learn Gylfi’s motivation for his journey, and he conceals his name.
Har stipulates a wager of heads, but this motif is dropped; indeed, the nearest



King Gylfi of Sweden questions Hdr, Jafnhdr, and Thridi, from DG 11, a fourteenth-century
manuscript containing Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda. (Werner Forman/Art Resource)
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analogy to the hall’s disappearance at the end of the text is Thor’s visit to
Utgarda-Loki, not any myth of Odin. Gylfi takes the Odin-role in this contest of
wisdom, as the traveler under an assumed name, and indeed this assumed name,
Gangleri, is one of Odin’s in Grimnismdl, stanza 46 and elsewhere. This is some-
what ironic, since Har, Jafnhdir, and even Thridi are also names of Odin, the lat-
ter two also in Grimnismdl But as we shall see, Har, Jafnhédr, and Thridi
probably also, in Snorri’s view, were no more Odin than Gylfi was.

These three sections, in the opposite order from the one in which I just pre-
sented them (i.e., Gylfaginning, Skdldskaparmdl, Hdttatal) and probably in the
opposite order from the one in which Snorri wrote them, make up, with a pro-
logue, Snorri’s Edda, as the work is called in one of its manuscripts. The mean-
ing of this word is not clear, but it seems to have to do with Latin edo, in the

n

sense “to compose,” and probably therefore meant something like “Poetics.”
Certainly Snorri’s Edda, as a whole, is first and foremost a handbook of poetics,
even if it is now far more famous as an explication of mythology.

As I have mentioned, Skdldskaparmadl contains a warning to young skalds
about the pagan nature of the material. It seems that Snorri wished to make this
statement more forcefully, and he did so in the prologue to his Edda. Here, too,
he advances his understanding of the historical nature of the gods and gives us
the key to understanding Gylfaginning. Snorri starts the prologue to his Edda by
stating, “Almighty God created heaven and earth and all things that accompany
them, and finally two people, from whom genealogies are reckoned, Adam and
Eve, and their progeny multiplied and went all around the world.” Ultimately,
however, after the Flood, people lost sight of God, but they observed that there
were similarities and yet differences among humans, animals, and the earth, and
they began to trace their genealogies from earth. And seeing the importance of
the heavenly bodies for time reckoning, they assumed that some being had
ordered the course of these bodies and probably existed before they did and
might rule all things. This knowledge they possessed was worldly knowledge,
for they lacked spiritual knowledge.

This is medieval speculation on the origin of paganism, and it ascribes to
pagans a kind of natural religion, one based on unenlightened observation of the
environment. It was especially attractive to Icelanders like Snorri, who traced
their genealogies from pagans and for whom the conversion of their land to
Christianity was a relatively recent event. The first extant work of Icelandic his-
tory writing is a little treatise called Islendingabcék (Book of Icelanders), by the
priest Ari Thorgilsson the Learned, who wrote about a century before Snorri did,
and it is plain that for Ari the conversion was the most important event in the
history of the Icelanders. In the Sagas of Icelanders, which were composed for the
most part in the thirteenth century but which are often set in pagan Iceland, the
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“noble heathen” is a stock character. All that conversion required, according to
this theory of natural religion, was for Icelanders to regain sight of God. Unlike
the pagans whom Icelanders learned about when they translated and read the
lives of the early saints of the Christian church, Nordic pagans were not doomed
souls in league with Satan. They were merely sheep who had lost their way.

Snorri now adds a historical dimension to his prologue. After presenting a
standard medieval view of the world as consisting of Africa, Europe, and Asia, he
says that near the center of the earth, in Tyrkland, lies the city of Troy. A king
there was called Munoén or Mennoén, who was married to Tréan, the daughter of
King Priam; their son was Trér, “whom we call Thor.” He was raised by Duke
Loricus, whom he subsequently killed, and he took over the kingdom of Loricus,
Trékia (Thrace), “which we call Thradheim. Then he traveled widely from coun-
try to country, explored the entire continent, and alone defeated all berserks and
all giants and the greatest dragon and many animals.” He married Sibil, a seer-
ess, “whom we call Sif.” He begat an entire family, and eighteen generations
later was born Voden; “we call that one Odin.”

Troy was a known place, and Agamemnon and Priam were historical figures
known in Iceland from the twelfth century onward. Snorri sets Thor in that
environment; that is, he tells us that there was a historical figure whom the
Nordic peoples called Thor who lived before Christ was born and who performed
historical acts (it is important to remember that berserks and dragons were not
as fantastic to medieval historians as they seem to us) that look very much like
some of the myths about Thor that later were to be told by the Nordic peoples.

The idea that gods derive from humans whose actions are reinterpreted and
deified by later generations is called “euhemerism,” after the Greek philosopher
Euhemeros (fl. 300 B.C.E.), whose claim to have discovered an inscription show-
ing that Zeus was a mortal king elevated to deity was generalized into a theory
that has had considerable currency down into modern times.

Snorri’s euhemerism in the prologue to his Edda continues with Odin,
whose gift of prophecy informs him that his future lies to the north. He sets off
from Tyrkland with a large band of followers, young and old, men and women,
and they brought many precious things with them. Wherever they went people
said great things about them, “so that they seemed more like gods than
humans.” Odin tarries for a while in Saxony and there sets up his sons as kings.
For example, Beldeg, “whom we call Baldr,” he makes king of Westphalia. Trav-
eling through Reidgotaland, “which is now called Jutland,” he establishes the
Skjoldungar as the kings of Denmark. His final destination is Sweden. “That
king is there who is named Gylfi. And when he hears of the journey of those
Asia-men, who were called @sir, he went to meet them and invited Odin to take
as much power in his kingdom as he wished, and those good times went with
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them, that wherever they stayed in lands, there was peace and prosperity, and
everyone believed that they were the cause of that.” Odin settles in Sigtinir
(modern Sigtuna, on Lake Milaren south of Uppsala) and establishes his sons
Seeming as king of Norway and Yngvi as king of Sweden after him.

Although the medieval Icelandic word @sir (sing., dss) etymologically has
nothing to do with Asia, the derivation of the @sir from Asia-men completed the
euhemeristic process. Snorri tells us who the historical figures were who were
deified by his ancestors, and he alleviates somewhat the peripheral northern
location of Scandinavia by associating it with the ancient center of the world. It
is not difficult to imagine that Gylfaginning represents the first encounter
between Gylfi and the Asia-men and that Gylfi’s delusion was in accepting that
the stories told to him by Har, Jafnhar, and Thridi were about gods. In other
words, it is easy to believe that Snorri wishes us to believe that Gylfi’s meeting
with the @sir contributed to their euhemerization. This theory makes it possible
for a learned Christian author to retell and order mythological narratives of his
forefathers in a handbook of poetry; the myths in Gylfaginning are told by the
Asia-men Har, Jafnhar, and Thridi (none of whom needs to be Odin), just as the
myths in Skdldskaparmdl are told by Bragi, a known skald.

Snorri’s Edda is thus very much a document of its time, the Christian
Middle Ages, and also of its place, an island where the older poetry, for whatever
reason, was still transmitted. As it happens, Skdldskaparmdl quotes much
skaldic poetry known from nowhere else, and without it our notion of the genre
would be much poorer. And manuscripts of Snorri’s Edda also contain system-
atic lists of synonyms called “thulur,” doubtless copied there because of the
reliance of skaldic poetry on kennings and heiti.

Snorri is also the author of another work, a vast compilation of lives of the
kings of Norway known as Heimskringla (The Orb of the Earth). Other similar
compilations were undertaken in the thirteenth century, but Snorri’s is unique
in that it starts with prehistory. The first saga in it, Ynglinga saga, follows
Thjodolf of Hvin’s Ynglinga tal and expands or paraphrases it in places, but the
saga begins before Ynglinga tal does, at Troy in Tyrkland. Thor is not in this ver-
sion, however, as he is in the prologue to Snorri’s Edda. Additional information
not found in the Edda prologue is that Vanaland or Vanaheim—the land or world
of the vanir—lay along the river Tanais, that is, the Don. To the east lay Asaland
or Asaheim—the land or world of the asir—whose capital was Asgard, a great
place of sacrifice. Odin was the chieftain who ruled there, and the opening chap-
ters of Ynglinga saga are very much about Odin. Snorri starts the euhemerism in
this text by reporting that Odin was constantly victorious, which led his men to
believe that if he had “blessed” them before battle they would emerge victori-
ous, and they began to call his name when they were in trouble. From this they
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got relief, and all their consolation was in him, as Snorri puts it, using vocabu-
lary that is strongly religious. So end the first two chapters.

Chapter 3 of Ynglinga saga mentions Odin’s long journeys away and the
story of his brothers Vili and Vé taking his inheritance and his wife Frigg during
one particularly long absence.

Chapter 4 of Ynglinga saga offers the fullest account of the war between the
esir and vanir, understood here of course as a historical conflict. The exchange
of hostages is present, although with slightly different details. However, the
mixing of spittle and creation of the mead of poetry are wholly absent, doubtless
in keeping with Snorri’s historical project here. Mimir’s head is sent back to the
esir and pickled by Odin and used for divination, but we must accept that Snorri
found such a concept within historical possibility. He would have been aided in
such a supposition by the veneration and use of relics within Christian Europe
of the Middle Ages. Also as part of the settlement after the war between the zsir
and vanir, Njord, Frey, and Freyja join the asir, and Freyja brings the magic art
of seid, a form of sorcery and divination, associated in the mythology especially
with Odin. Brother-sister incest, which was practiced among the vanir, is
dropped when they join the @sir, and Snorri may wish us to believe that the zsir
were morally to be preferred to the vanir, even if both groups were pagan.

Chapter 5 describes the emigration from Tyrkland, again motivated by
Odin’s seeing that his future lay to the north. Again he goes through Saxony, but
this time he stops in Odinsey (modern Odense on the Danish island of Fyn) and
sends Gefjon to look for land. The story of her plowing up land from Gylfi and
the quotation of the Gefjon stanza by Bragi Boddason the Old are also in
Gylfaginning, although again the narrative details are slightly different. “Odin
and Gylfi contested much in tricks and illusions, and the zsir always were the
more powerful,” Snorri writes, in an apparent allusion to the euhemeristic frame
of Gylfaginning. Odin settled at Sigtunir, and, as in the prologue to Snorri’s
Edda, he established other asir in their dwelling places.

Chapters 6 and 7 focus on Odin’s characteristics and comprise a significant
description of him. To his friends he appeared fair of countenance, but to his ene-
mies fierce and grim. He spoke only in verse, and poetry arose from him and his
chieftains. In battle he could make his enemies blind or deaf or overcome with
fear, but his warriors could go berserk. He was a shape-changer, his body lying
apparently inert while he was off and about in some animal form. Here I see the
key to this “historical” Odin of Snorri, for this is a classic description of a
shamanic trance and journey. If Snorri’s historical Odin was a shaman from
Tyrkland, he was just a charismatic version of the Sdmi shamans who are
described in the medieval Scandinavian historical record. To cite but one ex-
ample among a great many, Historia Norvegiae (History of Norway), a work
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composed presumably in Norway before 1211, describes a shamanic trance and
journey to the world of the spirits witnessed by Norwegian traders among the
Sami people in the Norwegian mountains. The author describes the event as
though it were fact, as indeed it was for medieval Scandinavians. Odin did not
have to be a god to do what Snorri has him do in Ynglinga saga. Snorri says
explicitly that Odin was a master of seid, which surely refers to the shamanic
arts. “His enemies feared him, but his friends relied on him and believed in his
strength and in Odin himself.” So Snorri expressed his euhemerism at this point.
And he extended it by reporting that Odin and his chieftains taught their skills
to others, which I take to be an attempt on Snorri’s part to account for shaman-
ism among the Sami. Snorri knew from the saga record (and wrote later about
such subjects in Heimskringla) that Icelanders, too, had practiced seid during the
pagan period, and his historical theory therefore must have been that shaman-
ism originated with Odin and was lost by the Scandinavians upon conversion to
Christianity but was retained by the Sami, who were unconverted in his time.

In chapter 8 Snorri writes that Odin established various pagan customs, pri-
marily cremation funerals, but also various sacrifices. In chapter 9 Odin dies, not
in the jaws of a monstrous wolf but of old age. He has himself marked with the
point of a spear and gathered for himself all the warriors felled by weapons. He
said he wished to go to Godheim or Godheimar, and from this the Swedes con-
cluded, according to Snorri, that Odin had gone to ancient Asgard and would live
there until eternity. “Belief in Odin and calling on him grew up anew.” Snorri
must have imagined that Godheim was a historical land, misunderstood by the
Swedes in connection with their euhemerism, for god is a word for pagan gods.
Subsequently in Ynglinga saga he has two of the kings of the Ynglingar set out
to look for Godheim, to the east in “Greater Sweden.”

Njord ruled the Swedes after Odin. He was followed by Frey, who made
Uppsalir (modern Uppsala) the capital. His was a reign of peace and prosperity,
the “Peace of Frodi” according to Snorri. Because of this he was worshipped even
more than other god. When Snorri uses a word for pagan gods here, he must feel
that the euhemerization of the asir had been completed. Frey is the first of the
Ynglingar, and his successor, Fjolnir, is the first king cataloged in Thj6dolf’s
Ynglinga tal. From this point, Ynglinga saga follows Ynglinga tal closely, and
the strictly mythological section is at an end. However, the rest of Ynglinga
saga, and other parts of Heimskringla as well, also contains information that is
useful for the study of Scandinavian mythology.

Eddic and skaldic poetry, Snorri’s Edda, and Ynglinga saga are the most
important direct sources of Scandinavian mythology, and as I have shown, each
has its history and is anchored, either by recording or composition, in thir-
teenth-century Christian Iceland. Iceland recorded its older traditions with
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extraordinary diligence, and within this large vernacular literature there is
much that is of interest for the study of Scandinavian mythology, especially
among the sagas.

The word saga is related to the verb “to say” and in medieval Icelandic
means both “history” and “narrative.” There are many kinds of sagas, of which
one category, for example, comprises sagas of the Norwegian kings of the sort
that are in Heimskringla. The other most important saga genres are the mythic-
heroic sagas (fornaldarségur, literally “sagas of an ancient age”; sg., fornal-
darsaga) and the Sagas of Icelanders (Islendingaségur). The mythic-heroic sagas
are an amorphous lot joined essentially by being set long ago or far away, that is,
before the settlement of Iceland or in the Viking lands to the east. Gods appear
as characters in such mythic-heroic sagas as Vélsunga saga, in part a retelling of
some of the heroic materials of the second half of Codex Regius of the Poetic
Edda, or Gautreks saga, which tells of an assembly of the gods to set the fate of
the hero Starkad. The Sagas of Icelanders recount no myths but rather are seem-
ingly sober accounts of events carried out mostly in Iceland during the pagan
period. As a result of this time setting, they sometimes give information about
paganism, such as the account of the pagan temple in Eyrbyggja saga or of a
horse sacred to Frey in Hrafnkels saga. Scholars agree that one must proceed
with care in using such accounts, since they may include antiquarian recon-
structions of the past, but as we have seen, such caution must be used with vir-
tually every text of Scandinavian mythology.

Some other vernacular texts are also of interest. Short independent texts are
usually called theettir (sing., thdttr), which etymologically means “thread” and
suggests the interweaving of such texts in larger works, as would be the case
when they were recorded in manuscripts. Some of these are quite relevant to the
subject. For example, Sorla thdttr tells how Freyja acquired the Brisinga men, a
torque or necklace, by sleeping with dwarfs in order to outwit a cunning Loki
who is Odin’s liege man. Whereas Sorla thdttr seems like a mythic-heroic saga,
Thidranda thdttr ok Thorhalls shares the setting of the Sagas of Icelanders and
presents some of the evidence regarding the disir, female spirits.

Not all the important source material is from Iceland or even in the vernac-
ular. An extremely important source is Gesta Danorum, a Danish history writ-
ten by the priest Saxo Grammaticus (that is, “the Grammarian”). Little is known
about Saxo, other than that he came from a family of warriors, probably in Jut-
land, and that he was a member of the household of Absalon, who was arch-
bishop of Lund from 1178-1201. Some of the Gesta seems to have been written
before the death of Absalon; the rest was probably completed after 1216, or in
other words, just a few years before Snorri began his mythological project. Saxo’s
history consists of 16 books, of which the first 8 treat pagan Denmark and the
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second 8, Christian Denmark. The first books are therefore, like Ynglinga saga,
set in prehistory, and gods and heroes play a major role that continues down
through the ninth book. Saxo offered a theory of euhemerism similar to that of
Snorri, for he says in book 1 that Odin was a man falsely believed to be a god.
Hod has become a human king, but Baldr is a demigod, and sometimes Saxo
seems to be far more interested in the narratives he is recounting than in any
theory of euhemerism. Saxo tells us he got some of his materials from Ice-
landers, and these materials probably sounded rather like the mythic-heroic
sagas. The mythic-heroic sagas are prose with interspersed verse, and Saxo
adorns his Latin prose with verse, often rather ornate but still thought to be
translated from Scandinavian originals.

Certainly the versions of the myths he presents often vary widely from the
versions we have from Iceland. To use the example of Baldr’s death: In Saxo’s ver-
sion, Baldr and Hod are not brothers but rivals for the hand of Nanna, a human
beauty. Hod is not blind—indeed, he is a most accomplished fellow. Neither
Loki nor Frigg appears in the story, and there is no mistletoe. No attempt is made
to restore Baldr from the world of the dead, and he enjoys only an attenuated
funeral. Saxo’s story adds some odd forest maidens and some magic food and sets
the death of Baldr in the context of several pitched battles between the forces of
Baldr and HOd. Yet Saxo’s version does include disquieting dreams, Baldr’s invul-
nerability, and, perhaps most important, the linked story of the siring of an
avenger by Odin on Rind (Rinda in Saxo). The extent to which the variation
between Saxo’s version and the Icelandic sources represents differences between
Danish and Icelandic traditions, as opposed to variation within Icelandic tradi-
tion reported to Saxo, has never been fully sorted out and probably never will be.

Besides these and a host of other written sources, from inside and outside
Scandinavia and in languages ranging from English to Arabic, there are valuable
nonwritten sources. Of these the most important is surely the archaeological
record. We have, for example, numerous representations from the Viking Age of
the encounter between Thor and the Midgard serpent, from Scandinavia and also
from England. We have numerous small hammer-shaped amulets, which must be
representations in the human world of the protective power conferred by Thor’s
hammer. We even have dies for casting such hammers and for casting Christian
crosses, an eloquent piece of testimony to the mission and conversion. Some
small objects with human form have been interpreted as representations of vari-
ous gods in sculpture. Although these carvings and objects are understood by
application of the texts, archaeologists are quite confident in their identifications,
and our understanding of Scandinavian mythology would be less rich without
them. Some adventurous scholars have even attempted to work from archaeolog-
ical artifacts back to the mythology, for example, by using the illustrations on
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Soapstone mold for making both Thor’s hammer and the Christian cross. (National
Museum of Denmark)

Migration Period bracteates (small brooches) to reconstruct a set of hypothetical
myths about Odin as a healing god.

An example of the importance of the text-object relationship is the large
number of small pieces of stamped gold foil that are increasingly being
unearthed in apparent cult contexts from Viking Age sites in Scandinavia. Some-
times these portray a man and woman, but there is no direct connection to any
text. These fascinating objects belong to the study of the history of religion, but
not yet to the study of Scandinavian mythology.

Finally, in discussing the sources of our knowledge of Scandinavian mythol-
ogy, I must mention etymology (the study of the origin and historical develop-
ment of words), especially in the study of place-names. Etymology can help us
understand the original nature of a god by asking about the meaning of the name
of a god in Proto-Germanic, the language of the Germanic peoples around the
start of our era, or in Proto-Indo-European, the parent language of Proto-
Germanic. Neither of these languages has left any texts, and what we know of
them is reconstructed by linguists. For example, according to linguists, the name
“QOdin,” medieval Icelandic Odinn, derives from a word that would mean some-
thing like “leader of the possessed.” We cannot be sure what Tyr’s name meant
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in Proto-Germanic, but in Proto-Indo-European it was probably a word for “god”
or “sky.” This may suggest that Tyr is an older god than Odin, but such a sur-
mise hardly helps us to understand texts recorded more than a millennium after
Proto-Germanic was theoretically spoken and more than two millennia after
Proto-Indo-European was spoken. And although it is instructive that Odin’s
name originally may have meant “leader of the possessed,” we cannot assume
that Viking Age or later Scandinavians were aware of that fact, and even if we
knew they were aware of it, we would still use that fact only as one detail in
building up a complete interpretation of Odin.

Most of the place-names of Scandinavia are very old, and over time they
have changed enough that only etymology can recover the original meaning.
Thus, for example, Copenhagen (Danish Kebenhavn) originally meant “mer-
chants’ harbor.” Not a few place-names originally contained the names of gods,
and the distribution in time and space of these names can tell us much. Nearly
all of these theophoric (referring to a deity) names are compounds, in which the
name of the god is followed by a noun referring to a natural or cultural feature
of the landscape. For example, there are several places in Denmark called “Tor-
shej,” “Thor’s hill,” and the major city of the Danish island Fyn is Odense,
which originally meant “Odin’s holy place.” Scholars usually distinguish
“nature-names” from “cult-names,” but the distinction is not as clear as the pre-

vious pair of words suggests.

THE INDO-EUROPEAN BACKGROUND

The Germanic languages, of which English, German, Dutch, and the Scandina-
vian languages are the modern representatives, constitute one branch of the
Indo-European family of languages. The name “Indo-European” was coined
when the family relationship between Sanskrit, the classic literary language of
India, and Greek and Latin, the classic literary languages of Europe, was discov-
ered in the eighteenth century. Most of the languages of modern Europe fall into
the Indo-European category, which includes the Germanic, Romance (French,
Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Catalan, Romanian), Slavic (Russian, Polish,
Ukrainian, Czech, Slovenian, Croatian, Serbian), Celtic (Irish, Welsh, Manx, and
Breton), and Baltic (Lithuanian, Latvian) groups. Finnish and Hungarian are the
two national languages of Europe that are not Indo-European; Sdmi and Basque
represent two other non-Indo-European languages spoken in modern Europe.
Language branches (like Germanic) and families (like Indo-European) are
reconstructed on the basis of careful comparison of sounds, words, and gram-
matical forms. Only such comparison makes possible the etymological research



Introduction

31

I discussed above. Going on the assumption that shared language meant shared
culture, scholars also tried cultural comparison, and one area in which such
comparison was common in the nineteenth century was myth and religion. But
although persons who studied comparative mythology were extremely erudite,
they did not apply the same rigor to this subject as was used in comparative lin-
guistics. The goal of linguistic comparison was reconstruction of a given lan-
guage at an earlier state; similarly, comparative mythology hoped to lead to
reconstruction of older states of a mythology or, in the Indo-European area, of
the myths and conceptions of the hypothetical ancestors of the Indic, Germanic,
and other Indo-European peoples from around 2,000 years ago. The project was
doomed from the start, however, by notions of what myths were about. Few
people thought that a particular sound “meant” something in and of itself. That
is, for example, the sound that turned up as ¢ in Sanskrit, ¢ [= k| in Latin, and h
in Germanic was not thought to be anything other than the reflection of a k in
Proto-Indo-European, a sound whose meaning was always arbitrary. In myth,
however, the situation was quite different. Comparative mythology in the nine-
teenth century was above all a field driven by interpretations of myths as reflec-
tions of natural phenomena, primarily involving the sun, moon, fire, storms, and
so forth. This nature mythology was taken as a kind of given, and bits and pieces
of myths from all over the world were put to its service. There was no way to
test the theory, since even if a bit of mythological lore was taken from a living
people, nobody bothered to ask them what they thought it meant, and in fact the
comparative method allowed one to ignore living beings, since change could
have obscured the original meaning of something.

Although Adalbert Kuhn was an important early adherent of nature mythol-
ogy, the person most closely associated with it today is Max Miiller, a German
Indo-Europeanist resident in England who was widely read and very influential
for the entire second half of the nineteenth century. Miiller’s theory of myth was
actually based on the notion of a “disease of language,” the idea that language
itself was inadequate to express everything it had to and therefore was a major
contributor to the development of gods and myths, which grew out of linguistic
confusion. Miiller was an ardent solar mythologist (one who thought that nearly
all myths were symbolic stories about the rising and setting sun, light and dark-
ness, and the seasons), and he had followers who were even more ardent than he,
if less learned. The indiscriminate aligning of narrative elements to natural phe-
nomena led to the eventual discrediting of comparative mythology, not least
when Andrew Lang, a critic of Max Miiller, demonstrated that Miiller himself
was a solar myth.

The discrediting of nature mythology coincided with the growth of anthro-
pology based on field observation in a single culture, and the result was the
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demise of comparative mythology in the early part of the twentieth century. But
Georges Dumézil, the great comparativist, began his academic career at the
same time, trained by the Indo-European linguist Antoine Meillet but influenced
by the sociologists Marcel Mauss and Emile Durkheim. Dumézil, unlike most
of his linguistically trained predecessors, compared structure, not etymology,
and he was quite prepared to argue that two deities in different Indo-European
traditions were equivalent even when they had no etymological relationship
whatever. Nor was he the least bit interested in potential reflection of the phe-
nomena of nature. Rather, he thought that three social “functions” were repre-
sented in the mythologies of the various Indo-European peoples. The first
function was that of sovereignty, which, according to Dumézil, is ordinarily rep-
resented by two deities, each of whom is associated with one or the other side of
sovereignty: either with the awe inspired by a leader or with the legal, contrac-
tual nature that a sovereign was obligated to uphold. The classic split was found
in the Vedic god Varuna and the Persian god Mithra; in Norse mythology,
Dumézil argued, Odin represented the awesome side and Tyr the legal or con-
tractual side of sovereignty. The second function was might or force, and in
Norse mythology Thor fulfilled that function. The third function was fertility,
and here the deities are often doubled, as are Frey and Freyja. At one time
Dumézil thought these functions represented actual social classes in proto-Indo-
European society, but later he backed away from this notion and was content to
argue for the structure on a purely mythological plane.

A second aspect of the Dumézilian theory involved the “displacement of
myth,” that is, the idea that a mythic structure could be “displaced” to the level
of divine heroes or in some cases historical fictions. In the Scandinavian area,
Dumézil’s most forceful argument for such displacement involved the prehis-
toric king Hadingus, who had many aspects, according to Dumézil, but who also
enacted in his life and career all three functions.

Until the late 1950s or early 1960s Dumézil was little known outside
France, but thereafter scholars in many fields began to acquaint themselves with
his huge output of scholarly writings, and translations of his work began to
appear. It was probably inevitable that with such an ambitious project covering
so much territory, there would errors at the most specialized level, and in Norse
mythology, as in other areas, part of the initial reaction was to point these out.
Other critics noted that a tripartite division of the sort Dumézil proposed was
relatively common and therefore might have little explanatory power. In
medieval Christian Europe, for example, the theory of society involved a divi-
sion into priest, warriors, and laborers, and that could hardly be an Indo-Euro-
pean inheritance. Even so, the Dumézilian apparatus is by now so widespread
that every student of an Indo-European mythology must be aware of it.
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Dumeézil was not the only person in the twentieth century to seek the Indo-
European background of the mythology of one of the daughter traditions, and
many contributions have been made outside his theoretical focus. In Norse
mythology, study of Thor has especially profited from a look at such figures as
the Vedic god Indra and Baltic thunder gods.

CULT, WORSHIP, AND SACRIFICE

This is a book about myths (narratives), not religion (here defined as ritual prac-
tice), and as I explained above, few of the narratives were composed during the
pagan period and virtually none was recorded then. This makes any study of the
cult and ritual that Norse mythology might have accompanied a tricky matter
indeed. Nevertheless, we do have some information.

Discussions of the ritual practices associated with Norse mythology usually
begin with descriptions by Roman writers of the Germanic peoples, and this is
justifiable because the gods we know from our mythological texts also left traces
in such forms as the names of the days of the week (see the entry Interpretatio
Germanica in chapter 3).

The foremost witness is the Germania of Tacitus, from the last years of the
first century C.E. Tacitus describes several ritual acts carried out by various Ger-
manic tribes, of which the most famous is surely the worship of the goddess
Nerthus described in chapter 40 of his Germania. Nerthus, Mother Earth, cov-
ered by a cloth, is transported in a cart drawn by cows and accompanied by a
priest who recognizes when she is present. This procession takes place in a holy
grove on the island on which she lives, and all weapons are laid aside on the days
on which it takes place, which are ones of peace and quiet. After the procession,
everything is washed in the ocean by slaves who are then drowned.

A number of the aspects of this ceremony agree with what scholars think
they know about cult and ritual of the Germanic peoples. Tacitus says else-
where—and other sources, including place-names, agree—that worship occurs in
a sacred grove. The killing of the slaves might also be regarded as a form of sac-
rifice, a subject to which I will return shortly. Other aspects of the worship of
Nerthus find striking agreement with texts recorded much later that are associ-
ated specifically with the vanir. Freyja’s cart is pulled by cats, and according to
Ogmundar thdttr dytts, admittedly a late text, (an idol of) Frey is pulled about
in a cart accompanied by an attendant, female in this case. Frodi, who shares
many characteristics with Frey, was also pulled in a cart, and a time of great
peace and prosperity was associated with both Frey and Frédi.

Although there does not seem to have been a separate priestly class, the
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term godi, as suggested above, implies a religious function for the leaders of Ice-
landic society before the conversion to Christianity. As a Roman, Tacitus used the
vocabulary of his own era and therefore called the man who accompanied Nerthus
a “priest,” but he could easily have been something like a godi, a person of status
and a secular leader on the days when the goddess was not present. It is the “godi”
who notices when the goddess is present, and unlike the slaves, he survives to
preside over the ceremonies another day. Most or all cults must have been of this
nature, led by the chieftain when public ritual was enacted and by the head of
household in the case of private ritual. Many historians of religion have argued for
a close connection between law, society, and religion, and this connection would
be embodied in the men who presided over secular and sacred affairs.

Although Tacitus says the Germanic peoples worshipped in the open, the
notion of pagan temples is common in many of the later sources. This probably
marks both a change in paganism, perhaps as building techniques changed, and
the influence of Christian (and also pagan Roman) worship. In the northern
reaches of Scandinavia, the Sami people seem to have retained an open-air priest-
less paganism, and they were far from such influences. The eddic poems have
references to the building of places of worship (e.g., the “high-timbered” altar
and temple of Véluspd, stanza 7), and there is one very explicit description of a
pagan temple in Eyrbyggja saga, which shows, if nothing else, where a thir-
teenth-century Icelander thought his pagan ancestors had worshipped three cen-
turies earlier. Adam of Bremen’s account of the pagan temple at Uppsala,
mentioned above, is difficult to discount, but it must be remembered that the
end of the eleventh century, when Adam was writing, was a time of enormous
Christian influence in Sweden, and it is quite conceivable that the notion of a
building reserved for religious purposes could have resulted from such influence.
Scandinavian pagans had probably much earlier come in out of the rain for their
religious ceremonies: Scholars now agree that large homesteads were the sites of
cult activities as well as of other social activities.

The sources mention something called a horgr, which I have translated “altar”
in this book. The eddic poems suggest the horgr was something that could be red-
dened, and they make it appear to be some sort of altar, at least in the sense that
sacrifices were made upon it. Etymologically the word seems to have to do with
stones or rocks, and it is not difficult to imagine the Germanic horgr as a pile of
rocks in a sacred grove; the Old High German cognate is in fact sometimes found
with the meaning “sacred rock” and sometimes with the meaning “sacred grove.”

Tacitus says the Germanic peoples did not produce images of their gods.
Adam of Bremen says the pagan temple at Uppsala had idols of Thor, Wodan
(Odin), and Fricco (Frey). Again, the difference lies in the millennium that passed
between the times the two authors wrote, and probably also to some extent in
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the influence of other models. Certainly medieval Scandinavians believed that
their pagan forebears had worshipped idols, for they routinely put idols in their
historical writings. In the Sagas of Icelanders, the expression “the gods” almost
always refers to idols, and when Icelanders translated the lives of the Christian
saints, they sometimes attached the names of their own pagan gods to the idols
worshipped by the pagans whom the early saints encountered.

The word used for pagan cult activity is blét. The etymology is disputed,
and that is a pity, for if we could recover the original meaning of the word we
would at least know something of the origin and perhaps nature of the activity
among the Germanic or pre-Germanic peoples. The two credible suggestions are
that bl6t is related to Latin flamen, “priest of a specific deity,” from a root mean-

n

ing ultimately something like “sacrificial activity,” or to a root meaning “to
make strong,” ultimately deriving from a root meaning “swollen.” The first has
the advantage of being associated with religious activity, but it does not tell us
much about the actual conception. Far more important are the loans of biét into
Finnish, namely luote, “magic charm,” and Sami Iuotte, “magic song.” These
show us the importance of verbal activity at a bidt, specifically verbal activity
aimed at producing a result, presumably by means of intervention by the deities.

Another way to influence the deities was of course to make sacrifices to
them, and here we have an ample record to draw on. Bogs, wells, lakes, and the
earth have yielded such objects as broken weapons, which can only be inter-
preted as gifts to the gods after battle. Classical sources report that the Germanic
peoples killed their defeated enemies rather than take them prisoner, again as a
form of sacrifice, and Adam of Bremen says that every ninth year at the pagan
temple at Uppsala, sacrifices of all kinds of creatures took place, including
humans. But the most important sacrifices at the blét were surely animals that
were slaughtered and eaten, presumably in some form of honor of a god.

In chapter 8 of his Ynglinga saga, Snorri Sturluson says that Odin estab-
lished the succession of b6t ceremonies in the north. Toward winter (i.e., in fall)
there should be a blét for prosperity; at midwinter, one for the growth of the soil;
and at summer, a third one, the victory-blét. There is an evident connection
here, as one would expect, with the rhythm of the year: The fall ceremony would
occur after the last harvest was in, and the animals slaughtered would be those
that were not to survive the winter. Some of their meat could be eaten fresh at
the blét, but much would be preserved for winter. The midwinter biét would
occur after the longest nights had passed and would celebrate the rebirth of the
earth; and the summer ceremony, if it was for victory, would coincide with the
departure of ships on raiding (and, more mundanely, trading) voyages.

Later in his Heimskringla, in Hdkonar saga géda (The Saga of Hikon the
Good), Snorri gives an elaborate description of a bi6t that shows just how perva-
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sive the influence of Christian liturgy was on the view of late Nordic paganism
of Snorri and other Icelandic intellectuals. The word hlaut is cognate with
English “lot,” as in “to cast lots.” I cannot find a reasonable translation, so I have
left it in the original.

It was the ancient custom, when a blét was to be held, that all farmers should
come to where the temple was, and to transport there the supplies they would
need as long as the banquet lasted. At the banquet everyone was to drink beer.
All sorts of cattle and horses were killed there, and all the blood that came from
them was called hlaut, and the vessels in which it stood hlaut-bowls, and the
hlaut-twigs were made like an aspergillum [a brush used to sprinkle holy water
in Catholic liturgy]. With it one was to redden the pedestal together with the
walls of the temple inside and out and also to sprinkle it on the people, while
the meat of the slaughtered animals was to be cooked for people to enjoy. ... A
tankard was to be carried to the fire, and the one who made the banquet and was
the chieftain should bless the tankard and all the sacrificial meat and should
first toast Odin—that should be drunk for victory and for the kingdom of his
king—and after that a toast to Njord and Frey for peace and prosperity. Then
people were eager to drink the bragafull [chieftain’s toast] next. People also
drank a toast to their kinsmen who had been buried in mounds; that was called

minni [memorial].

Take away the references to the gods and the blood spattered all about, and
one might well have a picture of a wealthy man’s feast in medieval Norway or
Iceland.

THE IMPORTANCE OF SCANDINAVIAN MYTHOLOGY

Although worship of the Scandinavian gods ended a thousand years ago, and the
myths are now exotic and foreign to most people in the English-speaking world,
we make implicit reference to the gods and myths almost every day of our lives.
That is because the names of the weekdays Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and
Friday all contain the names of old Scandinavian gods (Tyr, Odin, Thor, and
Frigg; the Old English forms were Tiw, Wodaen, Thunor, and Friija), and the
choice of the gods for each of these days was based on myths about them. (I treat
the subject at greater length in the entry on Interpretatio Germanica in chapter
3.) Furthermore, when we read about or travel in places like Odense, Denmark
(probably best known outside Denmark as the birthplace of Hans Christian
Andersen), we see a place-name that once bore the name of the god Odin. There
are hundreds of these in Scandinavia, but they are seldom obvious, except in Ice-



Introduction

37

land, where there are places with names like Porsmork (Thor’s forest), a favorite
place for hiking and camping. And if you are acquainted with or have heard of
anyone called Freyja, Thor, Baldur (a not uncommon name in Iceland), or any
Scandinavian name beginning with Tor, you know of the persistence of the
names of the gods in personal naming systems.

The era when Norse mythology was most known in more recent times was
the Romantic period, when the gods and myths were a popular source of inspi-
ration. Paul Henri Mallet’s Introduction a I'histoire de Dannemarc, ou I'on
traite de la religion, des loix, des moeurs, et des usages des anciens danois
(Copenhagen: Berling, 1755) made Norse mythology widely known for the first
time in a world language, and the work was translated into English in 1770 as
Northern Antiquities: Or, A Description of The Manners, Customs, Religion,
and Laws of The Ancient Danes, and Other Northern Nations; Including Those
of Our Own Saxon Ancestors. With a Translation of The Edda, Or System of
Runic Mythology, and Other Pieces, from The Ancient Icelandic Tongue (Lon-
don: T. Carnan and Co., 1770). The translator was Bishop Percy, who is famous
for his Reliques of Ancient Poetry, a collection of ballads and other pieces that
was one of the most influential works of English Romanticism. The second vol-
ume of Mallet contained a translation of the mythological stories of Snorri’s
Edda, in a late arrangement done by Magnts Olafsson, parson at Laufas in the
early seventeenth century and therefore known as the Laufas Edda. It was at the
end of the eighteenth century, too, that translations of eddic poetry began to
appear in the European languages. During the late eighteenth and early nine-
teenth centuries Norse mythology was the vogue, especially in Germany and
Scandinavia, and many of the famous Romantic poets reworked stories from
Norse mythology into drama or verse. Romantic painters also found inspiration
in the Norse myths.

In a way the ultimate result of this Romantic interest in Norse myth and
heroic legend was the opera cycle by the German composer Richard Wagner en-
titled Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung). This mighty work,
originally intended to be heard over the course of just three days, consists of a
prologue called Das Rheingold (The Rhine-gold), followed by three hefty three-
act operas, Die Walkiire (The Valkyrie), Siegfried, and Gétterdimmerung (Twi-
light of the Gods). Wagner wrote the book as well as the music, using a kind of
alliterative, archaic German that has its own strange charm, at least when sung.
He based his story loosely on the so-called Burgundian cycle, that is, the heroic
poems of the Poetic Edda centering on Sigurd, Vélsunga saga, and the medieval
German epic Das Nibelungenlied (The Song of the Nibelungs). The major action
of the first part of the cycle Wagner took from the story that prefaces Reginsmdl
in the Poetic Edda, involving a cursed ring that the gods obtain and must give
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up. Although many of the gods make only small appearances, Odin, called either
Wotan (the German form of his name) or the Wanderer, plays an absolutely piv-
otal role. He leaves the stage at the end of the second act of Die Walkiire, but
Walhalla, the abode of the gods, is seen crumbling at the end of Gétterddim-
merung as the Rhine overflows its banks and cleanses the world of the cursed
ring. It is powerful music and powerful theater.

Wagner was one of Hitler’s favorite composers, and Norse mythology had a
sad revival in connection with Nazi ideology. Today Norse mythology every
once in a while is found in connection with contemptible neo-Nazi activities,
but for the most part it is the stuff of either comic books or fantasy literature.
There was a revival of “belief in the @sir” some years ago in Iceland, which
seemed to have to do at least in part with tax breaks for organized religion,
although partying is also important. That revival had its counterpart in Norway,
where a group of students announced themselves to be believers in the asir. In
celebration, they drank some beer and sacrificed a sausage.



TIME

THE NATURE OF MYTHIC TIME

eligions of the world experience and encode time in various ways: as a lin-

ear progression, as a never-ending set of cycles, as a process of degenera-

tion, and so forth. We are most used to a linear system, since it
characterizes our Judeo-Christian tradition, which sees a clear progression from
the creation of the world through a long present leading to a last time, a day of
judgment, an end of history. Similarly, our science gives us increasing detail
concerning the origin of the entire universe. We live in the long aftermath of the
big boom and the origin of our solar system, and we know that in due course our
sun will die. In a cyclical system, however, such a linear progression repeats
itself endlessly; each end is followed by a new beginning. Determining the time
system of Scandinavian mythology presents special challenges because many of
the sources were recorded by Christians, whose notion of time was linear and
whose notion of history called for an essentially clear chronology. This is espe-
cially so of Snorri Sturluson, whose Edda is the clearest and most appealing
account of the mythology to modern readers. It must not be forgotten that Snorri
was also a historian, the author or compiler of a history of the Norwegian kings
(Heimskringla) arranged wholly chronologically. The other great overview of the
mythology is the eddic poem Véluspd. Although nearly all scholars agree that it
dates from the pagan period, most would assign it to late paganism, and Christ-
ian influence seems apparent. Even so, Véluspd seems to show traces of a cyclic
arrangement of time as well as a linear arrangement.

Furthermore, the various myths present direct contradictions of relative
chronology. Such contradiction is, however, characteristic of myth, which has
its own rules. Within Scandinavian mythology, these rules appear to suggest a
fairly consistent ordering of events within a given narrative, but no requirement
whatever that events within the mythology as a whole can be fit into a precise
order. Examples will be cited below, but anyone who confronts the primary
sources or even a summary of the mythology will easily identify others.

39
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MYTHIC PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE

The mythology as a whole may be divided into events that take place in the past,
present, and future, an idea that is expressed in the meanings of the names of the
norns Urd, “Became” or “Happened”; Verdandi, “Becoming” or “Happening”;
and Skuld, “Is-to-be” or “Will-happen.” However, it is convenient to make fur-
ther distinctions.

The distant past would involve the period before the creation of the uni-
verse. At that time there was only Ginnunga gap, the vast void of potency and
potential, and perhaps also the Elivagar, mysterious waters from which life was
to emerge. We must assign Ymir to this distant past, and also his hermaphroditic
generation of the races of giants. Similarly, Bur, the first of the gods, existed at
this time.

The focus of the near past would be the creation of the cosmos, from the
body of Ymir according to most sources. The precondition for forming the cos-
mos was the killing of Ymir by the sons of Bur, so we may say that the move-
ment from the distant past to the near past encompasses a move from a stasis
between the two major groups of gods to a state of enmity. During this near past
the gods also enabled the reckoning of time by assigning stations to the heavenly
bodies (Véluspd, stanza 5), and they similarly enabled culture by creating tools
(Véluspd, stanza 7). They created the races of dwarfs and humans. Finally, I
would assign the incorporation of the vanir and of Loki into the @sir as the final
events of the near past.

With the completion of these incorporations, the mythological world looks
as it does in most of the myths. Snorri’s catalog of the gods in Gylfaginning
includes the vanir and Loki, and also Baldr, whose death is yet to come. I would
call this state the mythological present, the time when most of the myths take
place. Although it hardly matters whether a given myth of the mythological pres-
ent occurs before or after some other myth, certain events do seem to have to pre-
cede or follow others. For example, when in Skdldskaparmdl of Snorri’s Edda the
gods wish to appease Skadi for the killing of her father Thjazi, they offer her a
choice of husband among the gods, letting her select based on an observation of
just their lower legs. She chooses what she thinks are Baldr’s but ends up with old
Njord. According to the reasoning of this narrative, then, Njord’s marriage to
Skadi preceded the death of Baldr. However, Frey’s marriage to Gerd appears to
have followed Baldr’s death. In Skirnismdl, stanza 21, Skirnir offers the giantess
Gerd “the ring which was burned with the young son of Odin,” and this can only
be Draupnir. If it was burned with the son of Odin, Baldr must already be dead,
and Frey and Gerd’s marriage has yet even to be arranged, much less consum-
mated after the nine nights that must intervene after the arrangement is made. I
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think Snorri must have had this sequence of events in mind when he wrote
Gylfaginning, for in the catalog of gods he says that Njord is married to Skadi, but
he does not say that Frey is married to Gerd. And following this chronology, we
might assume that Baldr was, in Snorri’s mind, already dead when the gods vis-
ited Agir at the very beginning of Skdldskaparmadl, for he includes Gerd in the
guest list. However, we must take care with such assumptions. In the case of this
guest list, for example, Baldr is indeed absent, but Nanna is present. Either she
did not after all cast herself on Baldr’s funeral pyre, as Snorri says she did in
Gylfaginning, or the chronology will not hold. Such inconsistencies are, let me
stress, not causes for worry. They are in the nature of mythology.

Similarly, we may think of events as occurring relatively early or relatively
late in the mythological present. An example of a relatively early event would
be the acquisition of the mead of poetry. The mead was in the first place created
as a result of the conclusion of hostilities between aesir and vanir and is a token
of the incorporation of the two groups. It is one of Odin’s most powerful
weapons in the ongoing struggle with the jotnar. Similarly, the construction of
the wall around the stronghold of the gods, told most fully in Snorri’s Gylfagin-
ning, is a story of the early mythological present. It explains not only how a wall
gets built around Valholl (which is mentioned in several myths, e.g., Odin’s
interaction with Hrungnir and Loki’s rescue of Idun), but also how Sleipnir,
Odin’s eight-legged horse, is created. Here again, strict chronological consis-
tency is lacking, for the account of the acquisition of the mead of poetry in
Skdldskaparmdl implies the existence of the wall (the gods put the kettles for it
in the enclosure), but the incorporation of the @sir and vanir, which is the pre-
condition for the mead, occurred in the near past. Another story of the early
mythological present would be Odin’s sending of Hel to the underworld and the
Midgard serpent to the outer waters of the ocean, as well as the binding of the
wolf Fenrir, when Tyr lost his hand. In the mythological present Hel presides
over the underworld, Thor fishes up the Midgard serpent in offshore waters, and
Tyr is without his hand, while Fenrir awaits the end of the world.

Odin’s myths tend toward the early part of the mythic present: Already
mentioned are the mead of poetry, war and peace with the vanir, oath of blood-
brotherhood with Loki, and disposition of Loki’s children. In addition there is
Odin’s self-sacrifice, which gained him much of the rest of the wisdom he uses
in the mythological present. Odin myths in the mythological present would
include in particular the stories of his visits with the giant Vafthridnir and the
human king Geirrdd, in each of which wisdom plays an important role.

Nearly all of the Thor myths take place in the undifferentiated mythic pres-
ent. These include, besides his fishing up of the Midgard serpent, his encounters
with Hrungnir, Hymir, and Geirrdd.
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Some events must be fairly late in the mythological present, and the fore-
most of these is the death of Baldr. As the first death among the gods, it changed
all the terms of the game. Even if it did not make Ragnarok inevitable, it made
it possible, for now the death of any and therefore of all the gods is a possibility.
If we follow the Baldr story in Snorri’s Gylfaginning, we see that Odin’s strategy
of swearing blood-brotherhood with Loki has failed, for it was Loki who brought
about Baldr’s death. The gods now bind Loki, and like his sons the wolf Fenrir
and the Midgard serpent, he awaits Ragnarok, the end of the world and the final
period in the mythology. Many of the events in the mythic present look forward
to Ragnarok: the failed oath of blood-brotherhood, the binding of evil creatures,
and the gathering of einherjar, the chosen warriors of Odin, at Valholl.

The mythic future also has two stages. In the near future is Ragnarok, when
the power of the gods over the jétnar characteristic of the mythic present will be
reversed. Surt will lead the forces of chaos against the gods, who will fall. The
creative activities of the near past will be undone: Time reckoning will fail as
the sun and moon are swallowed and the heavens destroyed, and the entire cos-
mos will be consumed by flames and water. Each of the major gods will die in
individual combat with a giant adversary, but Odin, at least, will be avenged, by
his son Vidar, the silent god, and this vengeance constitutes a bridge to the dis-
tant future, the period after Ragnar6k when the second-generation gods Vidar
and Vali, Magni and Mddi, and, perhaps most important, Baldr and Hod, victim
and killer, will inhabit the renewed earth. They will possess the cultural prop-
erty of their ancestors in the form of oral traditions about them as well as in the
concrete form of the gaming pieces Véluspd, stanza 61, says they will find in the
grass. This paradise will be fertile and devoid of jotnar.

As T have thus outlined it, the overall chronology of Scandinavian mythol-
ogy is neatly symmetrical. The early present looks back to the near past, just as
the later present looks forward directly to the near future. The creative work of
the near past is undone in the near future, but the vicious relationship between
gods and jotnar, which enabled the creation of the cosmos and led to its destruc-
tion, is gone in the distant future, just as it was not present in the distant past.
But there has still been a progression: In the distant past there was no cosmos,
but in the distant future there is a green world with birds and fertile fields. The
course of the mythology has indeed led to a better world.

CYCLICAL TIME

Véluspd, stanza 4, states that the creating gods lifted up the earth, and the poem
is silent on the killing of Ymir. These facts could imply that when the earth



Time

43

arose from the sea after Ragnarok later in the poem, there was a cyclical notion
at work. In other words, the cosmos might be formed and reformed on multiple
occasions by rising from the sea. This notion, which accords with the theories
of Mircea Eliade as expressed, for example, in his The Myth of the Eternal
Return, has been expressed most clearly by Jens Peter Schjedt in his 1981 article
“Voluspa—cyklisk tidsopfattelse i gammelnordisk religion” (Danske studier 76
[1981]: 91-95). Schjadt points especially to the last stanza of Véluspd, which
refers to the arrival of a dragon and the sinking of the sibyl. In the best treatment
of time in Norse mythology, that of Margaret Clunies Ross in volume 1 of her
Prolonged Echoes, especially chapter 7, Clunies Ross accepts the possibility of
underlying traces of cyclic time but offers a linear progression very similar to the
one I have outlined here, the differences being that I split the mythic present
into periods of early, undifferentiated, and late, and also that I demonstrate the
symmetries of the chronology and their implications.

TIME AND SPACE

Clunies Ross also discusses the relationship between time and space that char-
acterized the structural analyses of Eleazar Meletinskij, “Scandinavian Mythol-
ogy as a System,” The Journal of Structural Anthropology 1 (1973): 43-58, and 2
(1974): 57-78, and Kirsten Hastrup, Culture and History in Medieval Iceland:
An Anthropological Assessment of Structure and Change (Oxford: Clarendon,
1985). Both these authors sought to distinguish the vertical from the horizontal
axes, the first manifesting itself in the world tree linking heaven and the under-
world, and the second, in the disk of the earth on which Asgard, Midgard, and
the worlds of the giants are located. Meletinskij argued that cosmogony and
eschatology were distinguished by the axes and that this distinction had a
chronological aspect. Hastrup described the difference as one of reversibility:
Events on the vertical axis were “irreversible,” for they were fated; those on the
horizontal axis were “reversible,” in that the balance between gods and giants
was so close. Both Clunies Ross and Jens Peter Schjodt, “Horizontale und ver-
tikale Achsen in der vorchristlichen skandinavischen Kosmologie,” in Old
Norse and Finnish Cultic Religions and Place Names, ed. Tore Ahlbick, Scripta
Instituti Donneri Aboensis, 13 (Abo, Finland: Donner Institute for Research in
Religious and Cultural History, 1990), 35-57, disagreed. Schjedt takes on the
notion of the “eschatological” or “irreversible” nature of the vertical axis and
argues that it has cyclical aspects. Clunies Ross argues that events on the hori-
zontal axis (those that for the most part fall into the mythic present) are hardly
reversible even in Hastrup’s model, for they contribute directly to eschatology
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(put another way: the mythic present always looks back to the past and forward
to the future).

MYTH, NARRATIVE, AND LANGUAGE

The situation is further complicated by two other factors. The first is the
“immanence” of the mythology: The entire system is implicit in any of its
details, and a myth is equally present in a kenning or an allusive skaldic poem
from the pagan period, and neither of these requires any kind of chronology but,
instead, implies a kind of simultaneity of myth. The second is a linguistic after-
effect and may be presented here by discussing stanza 28 of Lokasenna. Frigg has
just admonished Loki.

You know, if here I had in Agir’s hall

A son like Baldr

Away you would never get from the sons of the esir,
And you would be struck down in anger.

Loki’s response is a boast about his role in the slaying of Baldr. The second
half of stanza 28 goes literally as follows.

I arrange it, that you never see
Baldr afterwards ride up to the hall anymore.

Most translators render the first three words as something like “I am respon-
sible,” and indeed the present tense of the verb might be understood that way.
Conceivably it might also be read literally as a progressive: “I am arranging,”
that is, I'm taking care of that right now. But in medieval Icelandic the simple
present tense also is used for the future, so Loki may be saying “I will arrange
it.” And although the word is quite clear in the one manuscript retaining the
poem, the difference between present and past tense is just the vowel, and some
editors have chosen to print the past tense rather than the present tense. In other
words, when Loki was insulting all the gods, he had killed Baldr, was planning
it, or would take care of it later.

The same linguistic fact complicates our understanding of other texts. In
Véluspd, for example, the seeress who speaks the poem says in one manuscript
that she saw various events connected with Ragnarok (in the other she says she
uses the present tense, as one would expect of a vision of the mythic future, as
the frame of the poem implies). But around stanza 44 she begins to use the pres-
ent tense. Is she situated toward the onset of Ragnarok?
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MYTH AND HISTORY

For the Christians of the Scandinavian Middle Ages, the gods would have had a
place in historical time both through their euhemerization and through their
presence in some of the lives of the saints translated from Latin into Icelandic.
According to the notion of the euhemerization that prevailed in medieval Iceland,
the gods were originally human beings who had emigrated from the Middle East
(Tyrkland) to Scandinavia long ago. They would have left their homeland at some
point during the Roman Empire, which can be reckoned to around 100 B.C.E. Both
Snorri Sturluson and Saxo Grammaticus associate the legendary king Frédi,
grandson of Frey according to Snorri, with the peace that occurred when Christ
was on earth. And the translated lives of the saints put the Norse gods (in place
of Jupiter, Mars, Diana, and other Roman gods) in the time and space of early
Christianity—even if they are only for the most part envisioned in these texts as
idols animated by demons.

It is furthermore possible—perhaps likely—that Ragnarok was seen by at
least some Christians as the demise not only of the pagan gods but of the belief
in and worship of them. Their day would have preceded that of Christ, and it had
a fiery and perhaps well-deserved end. Certainly the famous stanza 65H of
Véluspd, found in the late-fourteenth-century redaction of the text, supports
such a possibility, for it mentions the coming to power of “the powerful one,
from on high, he who rules all.” Whoever created this verse appears to have con-
sidered the world he and his fellow Christians lived in to be the new world that
followed Ragnarék. The conversion to Christianity seems to have been envi-
sioned while it was happening as a struggle between Thor and Christ. Thor and
his fellow gods thus exited history at about the time Christ entered it in the
north, that is, in the tenth and eleventh centuries.
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DEITIES, THEMES, AND CONCEPTS

ZGIR

The sea personified; a famous host to the gods but listed among the jotnar.

The name appears to be identical to a noun for “sea” in skaldic poetry, and that
noun, or the name of the figure under discussion here, is the base word in many
kennings. For example, “/Agir’s horse” is a ship, and “daughters of A&gir” are
waves. In Skdldskaparmdl, Snorri says that Ran is the wife of £gir and that they
have nine daughters, most of whom bear names meaning “wave.” Since Ran is
listed among the goddesses in the thulur and Agir has a peaceful relationship
with the gods, his inclusion in the thulur as a giant seems questionable.

The eddic poems often show Agir as host to the gods. Hymiskvida is set in
motion because the gods expect to visit Z£gir and will need a huge cauldron in
which to brew the beer that will be consumed. The poem tells how Thor
acquires the cauldron from the giant Hymir. The next poem in Codex Regius of
the Poetic Edda is Lokasenna, Loki’s flyting (that is, verbal duel) with the gods,
and it is set at a feast hosted by Agir. Indeed, paper manuscripts call the poem
Agisdrekka (£gir’s Drinking Party). According to the prose header to the poem,
“ Agir, who was also called Gymir, had prepared beer for the @sir.” After enu-
merating the guest list (most of the @sir except Thor, who was away to the east
bashing trolls), the author reports that bright gold was used there in place of fire-
light, and the beer served itself. It was a great place of sanctuary, but Loki kills
Agir’s servant Fimafeng, and Eldir, £gir’s other servant, is the first with whom
Loki exchanges words in the series of flytings that make up the poem. Loki’s last
words are reserved for Agir:

You made the beer, A£gir, and you never more will
Have a feast again;

All your possessions, which are here inside,

May fire play over,

And may it burn your back.

47
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Agir's prowess as a host is the final motif Odin reveals to the terrified King
Geirrdd in Grimnismdl before beginning the list of names that leads to his
epiphany. But £gir was also a famous guest, according to Snorri. The frame story
that he uses in the first sections of Skdldskaparmdl begins with this introduc-
tion of Agir:

A man was named 4gir or Hlér; he lived on that island which is now called
HIér’s Island [modern Lassg in Denmark]. He had much magic knowledge. He
made his way to Asgard, but the asir knew of his journey in advance. He was
well received, but many things were done with illusions.

The similarities to Gylfaginning are remarkable, and they are only extended
when Bragi, who is seated next to Agir, begins to tell Agir stories: the mythic
narratives in Skdldskaparmdl, beginning with the Thjazi-Idun-Skadi complex.
Agir asks questions after hearing this cycle, and more myths follow. The dia-
logue between Agir the questioner and Bragi the narrator continues for many
pages in Skdldskaparmdl and is embedded in many of the myths that are
recounted. After a time, speakers are not identified, but the dialogue form is car-
ried on throughout Skdldskaparmadl, and Agir reappears as the subject in one of
the questions concerning kennings: Why is gold called “fire of the sea” or “fire
of A£gir”? The answer is what was found in the prose header to Lokasenna: Gold
was used to light A£gir’s hall when he entertained the asir.

The beginning of Orkneyinga saga (The Saga of the Orkney Islanders) is some-
times called Fundinn Noregr (Norway Found), and it is closely related to a section
of Flateyjarbok called Hversu Noregr byggdisk (How Norway Was Settled). It
begins with a king called Fornj6t, who ruled in northern Norway. “Fornjét had
three sons. One was named Hlér, whom we call Agir, the second Logi, the third
Kari.” Like egir, hlér is a noun meaning “sea.” The noun logi means “fire,” and
kadri is listed among the thulur for “wind.” Thus Agir as a personification of the
sea would appear to have been regarded as one of the three elements in a genealog-
ical tradition that presumably was localized in Norway.

See also Agir's Daughters; Fornjot; Ran

References and further reading: Matthias Tveitane, “Omkring det mytologiske

navnet Agir ‘vannmannen,’” Acta Philologica Scandinavica 31 (1976): 81-95
(summary in English), argues that the name of the being A£gir, which he
understands as “water-man,” was originally separate from the noun “mass of
water, sea.” Francis P. Magoun treated some place-names, including the name
of Agir, in “Fi feldor and the Name of the Eider,” Namn och bygd 28 (1940):
91-114. Franz Rolf Schroder, “Die Gottin des Urmeeres und ihr mannlicher

Partner,” Beitrdge zur Geschichte der deutschen Sprache und Literatur
(Ttubingen) 82 (1960): 221-264, is centered on Nerthus and Nj6rd but also
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included discussion of Ran and Agir/HIlér. Margaret Clunies Ross, “Snorri
Sturluson’s Use of the Norse Origin Legend of the Sons of Fornjotr in His
Edda,” Arkiv fér nordisk filologi 98 (1983): 47-66, analyzes Snorri’s under-
standing of natural forces as giants.

/AGIR’S DAUGHTERS

The waves of the sea; nine sisters, daughters of 4£gir and Ran.

Agir is the sea personified, and his daughters are the waves. The poet known
only as Svein, perhaps an Icelander of the eleventh century, describes a wintry
storm in which gusts of wind from the mountains riffle and tear apart Agir’s
daughters, that is, the waves. Helgakvida Hundingsbana 1, stanza 29, calls a
powerful wave that nearly overturns a ship Agir’s daughter. In Skdldskaparmdl,
Snorri Sturluson says that Ran is Agir’s wife and the mother of Agir’s daugh-
ters. Snorri lists their names twice, with a variation in the eighth name only:
Himinglefa (Transparent-on-top), Dufa (Wave), Blédudhadda (Bloody-hair),
Hefring (Lifting), Unn (Wave), Hronn (Wave), Bylgja (Billow), Kdra (Powerful) or
Dro6fn (Wave), and Koélga (Cool-wave). The only one of these names whose appro-
priateness is not immediately apparent is “Bloody-hair,” which I take to refer to
reddish foam atop a wave.

See also Agir

ASIR
The gods; also the main group of gods, as opposed to the vanir.
The medieval Icelandic word esir is a plural; the singular is dss, and a derived

n

feminine form, dsynja (pl., dsynjur), means “goddess.” Etymologically, dss
appears to be derived from an Indo-European root meaning “breath,” and this
would suggest an association with life and life-giving forces. A dissenting ety-
mology would understand the term as associated with sovereignty and “binding
gods,” parallel to the terms bénd and hopt. The term is found a few times in
early runic inscriptions, and the cognate is found in Old English os, “god, deity,”
and in anses, “demigods,” a Latinized version of a word in Gothic, the language
of the well-known Germanic tribe. The word dss, or its homonym, also means
“beam” or “post,” and some scholars seek an association with wooden idols or
the equivalent. The rune poems, which are relatively late, give dss or its equiv-
alent as the name of the a-rune.

In medieval Icelandic the term asir is the one most often found when the
gods are being described as a group, in prose and in poetry. In Thrymskvida, for
example, when it is revealed that Thor’s hammer has been stolen by the giant
Thrym and that he will exchange it only for Freyja, the poet writes:
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Then all the esir were at an assembly,

And all the dsynjur in discussion. (stanza 14)

Often the term dlfar, “elves,” is used as a parallel, probably because of the
alliteration that the poetic form required, but also perhaps because of a funda-
mental association between the two groups. As she describes the world crum-
bling about them at Ragnarok, for example, the seeress of Voluspd asks: “What's
with the aesir, / what’s with the elves?” (stanza 48), a formula that is repeated in
Thrymskvida, stanza 7. In the Ljédatal section of Hdvamdl, Odin boasts that he
can discern the difference between asir and alfar (stanza 159) and adds that the
fifteenth song he has learned was chanted by the dwarf Thj6dorir, before the
doors of Delling: “He chanted strength for the asir, / advancement for the alfar,
/ and mind for Hroptatyr [Odin]” (stanza 160). The formulaic association of zsir
and alfar is also found in Grimnismdl, Skirnismdl, and Lokasenna.

Although the plural refers to all the gods, the singular seems to have a spe-
cial association with Thor. Thus, when Thor tells Loki about the theft of the
hammer early in Thrymskvida, he says: “The dss has had his hammer stolen”
(stanza 2). Thor is called Asa-Thor (Thor of the asir). No other god is described
in this way, and it has been suggested that this extension of the name means that
he was regarded as best of the asir.

The most interesting use of the word asir is that of Snorri Sturluson in the
euhemerization project he set forth in the preface to his Edda and in the open-
ing chapters of Ynglinga saga. Asia, the Old Norse word for Asia, appeared to
contain the word dss, although of course it does not, and Snorri used the sound
similarity to suggest that the original meaning of asir was “men of Asia.” Chap-
ter 2 of Ynglina saga begins as follows:

To the east of Tanakvisl [the river Don] in Asia was known as Asaland [land of
the ssir] or Asa-heimr [world of the zsir], and the principle stronghold in the
land they called Asgard.

Because of this usage, one must take care when reading Snorri’s Edda. When
King Gylfi resolves to set off for his encounter with High, Equally-high, and
Third, it is because he is curious about the knowledge and power of the Asa-folk,
which must refer to “Asians”; the intended euhemerism may even explain
Snorri’s choice of “Asa-folk,” which clearly retains the root of Asia, here instead
of “zsir.” In the frame to Skdldskaparmdl, however, he just refers to the inhab-
itants of Asgard as sir, and there the ambiguity may be deliberate.

See also Asir-Vanir War; Almattki ass; Asa-Thor; Gods, Words for
References and further reading: Andreas Heusler, Die gelehrte Urgeschichte im
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altislindischen Schrifttum, Abhandlungen der Koniglichen Preussischen
Akademie der Wissenschaften, Philosophisch-Historische Klasse; [Jahrg.] 1908,
Abh. 3 (Berlin, Verlag der Koniglichenen Akademie der Wissenschaften, in
Commission bei Georg Reimer, 1908). Waltraud Hunke, “Odins Geburt,” in
Edda, Skalden, saga: Festschrift zum 70. Geburtstag von Felix Genzmer, ed.
Hermann Schneider (Heidelberg: C. Winter, 1952), 68-71. Edgar Polomé,
“1'étymologie du terme germanique *ansuz ‘dieu souverain,’” Etudes ger-
maniques 8 (1953): 36-44. Albert Morey Sturtevant, “Regarding the Name
Asa-Pérr,” Scandinavian Studies 15 (1953): 15-16.

ASIR-VANIR WAR

War fought at the beginning of time, leading by its truce to the incorporation of the
asir and vanir into a single unified group of gods.

We know the war from Véluspd and from Snorri’s somewhat varying descrip-
tions in the Ynglinga saga of his Heimskringla and in the Skdldskaparmdl of his
Edda. The sequence in Véoluspd of stanzas 21-24 refers to the first battle in the
world, and in stanza 24 both the @sir and vanir are mentioned. The seeress is
speaking of herself in the third person:

21. She remembers the battle of armies, the first one in the world,
When Gullveig with spears they studded

And in the hall of Har burned her;

Thrice burned, thrice born,

Often, unseldom, though she yet lives.

22.. They called her Heid, where she came to [the?] houses,

a seeress very wise, she cast spells;

she performed seid where she could, she performed seid, in a trance,
she was ever the joy of an evil woman.

23. Then all the powers went to the judgment seats

the very holy gods, and discussed this:

whether the asir should pay a fine,

or all the gods should have tribute.

24. That was yet the battle of armies, the first one in the world.
Odin let fly and shot into the army,

The shield wall of the fortress of the @sir was broken,

The battle-wise vanir knew how to tread the field.

I am uncertain about portions of the above translation, especially the second
half of stanza 23. In stanza 21 and stanza 24, the term I have translated as “army”
and “armies” is f6Ik, and although the word indeed means “army” in the older
poetry, by the Middle Ages it also commonly had the meaning “people.” Thus,
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it is quite possible that the scribes of the Poetic Edda and a thirteenth-century
audience could have understood the stanza as referring literally to a battle of
peoples.

Although these stanzas are anything but clear, they seem to tell of a bat-
tle precipitated by the entry of Gullveig or Heid among the @sir. They were
unable to kill her with spears or fire, and she was a practitioner of seid, the
ancient form of divination and of magic in general. Since Snorri says that
Freyja brought seid to the asir, many scholars