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Introduction

We will take heart for the future,
Remembering the past.
T.Ss. ELIOT, The Rock

‘We are at last beginning to know and understand
the value of the myth.
MIRCEA ELIADE, Myths, Dreams and Mysteries

1. The Myth-Makers

The mythology of a people is far more than a collection of pretty
or terrifying fables to be retold in carefully bowdlerized form
to our schoolchildren. It is the comment of the men of one parti-
cular age or civilization on the mysteries of human existence
and the human mind, their model for social behaviour, and
their attempt to define in stories of gods and demons their per-
ception of the inner realities. We can learn much from the my-
thologies of earlier peoples if we have the humility to respect
ways of thought widely differing from our own. In certain re-
spects we may be far cleverer than they, but not necessarily wiser.

We cannot return to the mythological thinking of an earlier
age; it is beyond our reach, like the vanished world of childhood.
Even if we feel a nostalgic longing for the past, like that of John
Keats for Ancient Greece or William Morris for medieval Eng-
land, there is now no way of entry. The Nazis tried to revive
the myths of ancient Germany in their ideology, but such an
attempt could only lead to sterility and moral suicide. We can-
not deny the demands of our own age, but this need not prevent
us turning to the faith of another age with sympathetic under-
standing, and recapturing imaginatively some of its vanished
power. It will even help us to view more clearly the assumptions
and beliefs of our own time.

For centuries our children have been brought up on the myths
of Greece and Rome. These have dominated our schoolrooms
and inspired our poets, and in them there is much beauty and
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Introduction

wisdom. We have largely neglected however the mythology of
our own forbears, the Anglo-Saxons and Vikings who settled in
the British Isles and worshipped their gods there before Christi-
anity came. I believe this to have been to our considerable loss,
since the northern peoples who created their own mythology
should surely arouse as much interest and curiosity as those of
the Mediterranean lands.

We know something of the qualities of these peoples from the
literature which they have left behind, as well as from tales of
their achievements recorded by outsiders. They had courage,
vigour, and enthusiasm, an intense loyalty to kindred and lead-
ers, and a keen appreciation of fair dealings between men. They
had unusual respect for their women-folk, and at best their con-
ception of marriage allowed for real cooperation and companion-
ship between man and wife. They were great individualists -
this was both their weakness and their strength - and resented
any attempt to curb their freedom of action. Nevertheless they
were capable of considerable self-discipline, and could accept ad-
versity cheerfully, without whining or self-pity. A man who was
prepared to die for what seemed to him important was held in
honour, whether friend or enemy, and won even greater admira-
tion if he could die with a jest on his lips.

We learn from their literature that they had a keen sense of
the dignity of man, and of the sanctity of human relationships.
The record of early Christian saints and scholars in Anglo-Saxon
England - women as well as men - bears witness to their quick
intelligence and aptitude for mystical thought as well as tough
intellectual achievement. The group of ‘novels’ which we call
the Icelandic Sagas shows appreciation of both tragedy and
comedy in the lives of ordinary folk, at a time long before Hardy
and Ibsen. In view of this, it seems worth while to discover what
kind of myths were created and treasured by these people, these
vigorous individualists who changed the history of western
Europe by their achievements.

Unfortunately there are difficulties in the way, and to explain
the nature of these something must be said of the history of
heathenism in north-western Europe. At the time when Rome
was supreme, the Germanic tribes were the barbarians on the
outskirts of the Empire, sometimes resisting the Roman armies,
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The Myth-Makers

sometimes working with them as allies. Rome had considerable
influence on their way of life, but in language and in beliefs
they seem to have remained largely untouched. When the
Empire at last collapsed, the Germanic barbarians, most of them
still heathen, pushed forward to overrun the rich lands no longer
protected by the Roman armies. The time which we call the
_Migration period, from about the fourth to the sixth century
after Christ, was one of continual movement and restlessness
in western Europe. At this time the Angles and Saxons moved
westward and took possession of England, bringing with them
over the North Sea their heathen beliefs and practices. Elsewhere
Franks, Vandals, Alamanni, Ostrogoths, Visigoths, and a score
of lesser peoples were striving to find lands on which to settle
and some degree of security for themselves and their sons in a
bewildering world. As time went on, the independent bands
of warriors under their princely leaders became fewer in num-
ber. They cancelled each other out, and little settled kingdoms
became the order of the day. There was rivalry and strife be-
tween these kingdoms, and gradually one absorbed another,
many small dynasties vanishing or becoming no more than
legends. By the time the great nations emerged, and men
thought of Anglo-Saxon England or Merovingian France as
established powers, most of the Germanic peoples had given up
their heathen beliefs and adopted Christianity.

At the end of the sixth century a little group of missionaries
crossed the Channel to bring the Christian faith to Kent. Other
Christian teachers were already working in the west of Britain,
and before long the temples of the heathen gods were replaced
by little churches of wood, brick, and stone, and carved crosses
rose everywhere in honour of the Christian God. By a.p. 731
a brilliant Christian scholar in the new monastery of Jarrow in
northern England, the man we know as the Venerable Bede,
set out to write a book surveying the growth of the Faith from
one end of England to the other. Though the heathen religion
in Britain was not yet dead, its days were numbered. On the
Continent most of the Germanic peoples had already rejected
the old gods, with a few exceptions like the Saxons, the Frisians,
and the Danes.

In Scandinavia the new Church was much longer gaining a
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Introduction

foothold. Not until the tenth and eleventh centuries were the
people of Norway converted by those doughty Christian kings,
Olaf Tryggvason and Olaf the Holy. These two waged un-
ceasing battle against the heathen gods, smashing their idols,
burning their temples, and either driving out their followers or
putting them to a painful death in the name of Chrjst. Some of
those driven out settled in Iceland, where there were no kings
and no persecution. But even in Iceland the fires of heathenism
were dying down, and in the year 1000 the Icelandic Assembly,
after a calm appraisal of the situation, decided for Christianity.
Denmark too yielded to the persuasion of the missionaries, and
when in 1015 Canute the Dane conquered England he was fully
prepared to become a pillar of the Church. The Swedes were
the most stubborn in their faithfulness to the heathen religion,
but by 1164 a Christian bishop ruled in Uppsala, the old strong-
hold of Odin and Freyr.

Thus we see why we can learn comparatively little about the
heathen myths from England and Germany, where Christianity
was established early. We have to turn for information to Scan-
dinavia, where a vigorous heathen population flourished for
centuries after Augustine sailed for Kent, or to places in the
north-west where the Scandinavian settlers left the marks of
their influence. In the last days of their heathenism, Viking ad-
venturers from Norway and Sweden were the scourge and terror
of the church in Europe. They swooped down on villages, mon-
asteries, and churches in Britain, France, Germany, and Spain.
They burned and plundered, they carried off chalices, crucifixes,
and jewelled book covers as loot. It must have seemed to the
Christians as if these robust sea-robbers would conquer the
western world and usher in a new age of darkness. Vikings
{ ruled in the Orkneys and Shetlands, in the Hebrides, Man, and
Dublin. They wiped out the community in Columba’s monast-
ery at Iona. In 875 they sacked Lindisfarne, a centre of learning
and inspiration renowned through Christendom, and all civil-
ized Europe was shocked and saddened by the news. The few
monks who survived massacre wandered for years through the
fells with the body of their sainted Abbot Cuthbert, who had
made Lindisfarne a place of spiritual power, until they found a
resting-place for his remains in Durham. Paris and Hamburg
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The Myth-Makers

had been plundered in 845; Cadiz and Seville suffered the same
fate. In Ireland the wife of a Viking chief, a heathen seeress,
spoke her prophecies from the holy altar of Clonmacnoise.

The Viking adventurers were indomitable. They reached
the eastern shore of America; they pushed down the Dnieper to
Byzantium, where the Christian emperor valued their physical
prowess sufficiently to enrol them in his special Varangian
guard. They refused to be intimidated by ghosts of the past or
the proud civilization of the south, but had the effrontery to cut
runic inscriptions on ancient tombs like Maeshowe in Orkney,
and on classical monuments like the marble lion of the Piraeus.
No haven seemed safe from their longships, and no coast town
or village from their favourite weapons: the long sword, the
axe, and the firebrand. By 870 they were masters of northern
and eastern England. Only the resolution of one young prince,
in indifferent health and without powerful allies, kept them
from engulfing southern England also, and destroying what
three centuries of Christian culture had built. It is hardly sur-
prising that alone among English rulers that prince, Alfred,
bears the title Great.

These are the people to whom we turn for our northern myths.
They were a formidable body of men, all the more so because
they cannot be condemned as a collection of rogues and sadists,
blind to all but material values. Of course there were worthless
rascals among them, and they could be brutal enough, as the
monks at Lindisfarne knew; but their leaders were in many
cases men of culture, discrimination, and wit, with love of a
good story and a neat jest. They loved fine art and craftsman-
ship, and treasured their good ships and splendid swords for
their beauty as well as their utility in war. A quick-witted poet
could win his way in their world as well as a brilliant swords-
man, and the man who was both at the same time, like Egill

i n or Earl Ragnald of Orkney, had
the world at his feet. They were shrewd traders too, with a wily
instinct for commerce not unworthy of a modern business mag-
nate. Not a few who sowed their wild oats and built up a
promising little fortune a-viking in the western seas grew up to
be wise rulers, fathers of fine families, and valuable members
of the community; some even came to be saints. From such
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Introduction

lively, alert minds one would expect a rich and vigorous mythol-
ogy, and they do not disappoint us.

2. The Sonrces of our Knowledge

Northern heathenism, that is, the pre-Christian beliefs of the
Germanic peoples and the Scandinavians, came to an end in the

eleventh century. There were two periods when it presented a

threat to Europe : the first was at the time of the fall of Rome,
when the Germanic tribes were overrunning the west, and the
second was in the ninth and tenth centuries, when the Vikings
were a great power and a menace to Christian civilization. In
each case Christianity triumphed, and the hostile bands of in-
vaders were converted to the faith. Since they themselves had
no desire to make converts, they were at a serious disadvantage,
and it was only a matter of time before the new religion replaced
the old.

Before this finally happened, however, there was a period of
a thousand years in which the old gods were worshipped in the
north. This is a long time, and the forms and practices of the
heathen religion must have changed greatly during the course of
it. We know that there was considerable variety among the
religions of the different German tribes, who had no universal
faith or church. Moreover there were outside influences to affect
the heathen peoples: first from the pagan Mediterranean area,
secondly from the East, and thirdly from the Christian Church
We must avoid the common error of supposing that the myths
which we possess grew out of a fixed and permanent heathen
faith possessed by the whole Germanic world.

The heathens_themselves left few written records. Such rest-
less adventurers were not the kind of people to sit down and
inscribe stories and poems on parchment, and indeed they did
not know how to do so. A few wise men could carve runic
letters on wood or stone or metal, but this process was not suit-
able for long and detailed records. The art of writing with a pen
only reached the north with the Christian priests. Consequently,
our written records from heathen times come either from
outsiders, writing Greek or Latin, or from monks in Christian
monasteries. One most valuable commentator from early times

14




The Sources of our Knowledge

is the Roman historian Tacitus, living at the end of th
century after Christ, since he was deeply interested in the Ger-
manic way of life, and believed Rome should learn from it. Our
difficulty, however, is to decide how far he and many far less
gifted recorders of heathen beliefs and practices can be relied
upon for accurate first-hand reporting. As far as the poems,
stories, spells, riddles, and chronicles written down in the mon-
asteries are concerned, they may have been recorded as much
as two or three hundred years after the conversion, and this
allows the possibility of prejudice, misinterpretation, or deliber-
ate editing when non-Christian beliefs are being dealt with.
Fortunately it seems that many monks rejoiced in the old
stories and poems, and wished to preserve them. England has
a great treasure in the form of the complete epic poem,
Beowulf, the tale of the exploits of a Scandinavian hero of
heathen times. It was written down about A.p. 1000, long after
the Anglo-Saxons were converted, so it is not free from Christian
influence, but it contains information about the heroic past and
the way of life in northern Europe before Chrxsuamty was estab-
lished there. Fragments of other heroic poems remain, enough
to remind us that our losses have been great. The prose sagas
from Iceland have already been mentioned. They were written
down in monasteries, and are stories of the adventures and re-
lationships of the early settlers there at the time when most of
them were heathen. The sagas are not free from Christian and

romantic influences, and the modern tendency is to regard them
as brilliant historical novels rather than wholly reliable records
of the heathen past, but the memory of heathen customs pre-
served in them is of considerable value. The sagas of the kings
of Norway have recorded more information for us about pre-
Christian traditions and the struggles of the early Christian
kings to overthrow heathenism. Also from Iceland comes a col-
lection of mythological poems about the heathen gods, which
were written down about the thirteenth century, but must contain
earlier material. They are unequal in quality, but contain some
poetry of great imaginative power. Without these poems, our
ideas about heathen religion would be very different, and it is
a sobering thought that they are nearly all from one small vellum
book of forty-five leaves, the Codex Regius, rescued by chance

5
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Introduction

from an Icelandic farmhouse in the seventeenth century. One
can only speculate how many other priceless books of “this kind
have vanished without trace.

The fact must be faced at the outset then that our written
sources on the subject of northern heathenism are comparatively
late, fragmentary, and of uncertain reliability. In Eliade’s book,
Patterns_in_Comparative Religion,' he asks us to imagine a

Buddhist scholar setting out to explore Christianity. He does so

with only a few fragments of the Gospels, a Catholic breviary, various
ornaments (Byzantine icons, Baroque statues of the saints, the vest-
ments, perhaps, of an Orthodox priest), but able, on the other hand,
to study the religious life of some European village.

This is a salutary exercise, because the evidence connected with
the religion of the heathen north is something of this kind,
except that we are at a severe disadvantage in that the life of the
village now only exists in ancient records of varying reliability.
In such a case as Eliade imagines, the Buddhist would no doubt
be struck by the wide divergence between the customs of the
village and the material in the Gospels and breviary. Should he
conclude that the naive superstitions and inarticulate responses
of the villagers were nearer to the essentials of the Christian
religion than, say, the opening chapters of St John’s Gospel,
we know that he would be wrong. It is not that either is ‘truer’
Christianity than the other, but that the Christian faith exists
at many different levels in different societies and in the minds
of different men. We fall all too often into the same error when
we approach one of the religions of the past. We must be pre-
pared for the simple folk-beliefs of the less sophisticated to be
found beside complex symbolism. The important thing is not
to allow the crudity of the folk-beliefs to blind us to the depth
and importance of the symbolism. Crude and childish ideas
about the heathen gods will certainly be found in the myths,
either because these satisfied ignorant folk, or because the use
of symbols has been misunderstood by the recorder. But it does
not follow that all who worshipped these gods were crude and
childish in their religious outlook. Indeed the contention put
forward in this book is that this was very far from the case.

1. M. Eliade, Patterns in Comparative Religion, London, 1958, p. 6.
16



New Light on the Myths

3. New Light on the Myths
It should by now be evident that the study of the northern myths

is neither simple nor straightforward. There are, however, more
cheering factors to be taken into account. It would be fair to
say that the student of early mythology today has a better chance
of understanding it than at any previous period since_interest
in the northern gods was first aroused in the eighteenth century.
We have new evidence to draw on, and new disciplines in which
to work.

One of the most important of these is archaeology, in which
development has been rapid during the last thirty years. We are
unlikely to discover fresh written records from the heathen
period, but the emergence of a new ship-burial or heathen

temple is something which can happen at any time. Such dis-
coveries can show us the way in which the people who wor-
shipped the gods lived, the nature of their religious ceremonial,
and how they treated their dead. Funeral rites in particular can
tell us much about the use of religious symbolism, and what
the worship of the gods meant to those who believed in them.
A _major archaeological discovery, like that of the Anglo-Saxon
ship-burial at Sutton Hoo, may cause us to revise many of our

. former ideas about religious practice and symbolism. Sacred
places like Jelling in Denmark and Old Uppsala in Sweden have
been excavated not long ago; as recently as 1962 the site of the
first little Christian church in Greenland, set up by the wife
of Eric the Red, was discovered. Indeed archaeological evidence
increases to an almost bewildering extent: from England alone
the excavation of new Anglo-Saxon cemeteries of the pagan
period and revaluation of records of earlier excavations are bring-
ing to light fresh facts every year.

There is no doubt that all our resources are needed if we are
to read archaeological evidence aright. We want knowledge of
written records, the history of religions, and the use of sym-
bolism, as well as the use of all available scientific methods for
the preservation of finds. The effort is infinitely worth making,
for a temple site or a royal grave, wisely excavated and recorded,
can be like a voice speaking directly to us from the past.
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Introduction

Other sources of knowledge are less dramatic, demanding the
slow amassing of data rather than sudden discovery. Such
sources are the study of place-names, particularly of places
named after the heathen gods; the study of religious symbolism,
images of gods or monsters on memorial stones or signs repre-
senting the gods; and again the study of early inscriptions in
Latin or in runes. All these kinds of evidence need to be used
with much caution, for it is tempting to base wild assumptions
on isolated details. But if assessed prudently, such evidence can
throw light on the past, and students of religion too pedantic or
cowardly to take it into account cannot hope to make real
progress. Moreover there must be ready and generous coopera-
tion between experts in different fields of knowledge if we are
to make profitable use of the wealth of new information piling
up concerning the pagan religion from which the myths emer-

ed.

: Above all, it is fair to say that we are now beginning to under-
stand better the true meaning of the myth because of the great
strides made in psychology and the study of the human mind.
Every age, from that of Tacitus onwards, has shown interest in
the legends of the past, and each has been influenced in its ap-
proach by its own particular interests and preconceptions. At
the close of the nineteenth century it was believed that myths
were essentially attempts to explain natural phenomena. Gods,
giants, monsters, and demons who appeared in them were in-
terpreted as standing for the sun and moon, wind, frost, or
winter darkness, or for some other manifestation of the natural
world. The god Freyr was a sun god, pure and simple. The
monster Grendel in the poem Beowulf symbolized the danger-
ous climate of the fens, bringing plague to the king’s hall. The
capture of Arthur’s queen Guinevere represented the triumph of
winter. The weaknesses of this method as a universal key to
mythology were well illustrated by Andrew Lang’s brilliant
piece of satire, triumphantly proving Gladstone to be a solar
myth. When this method of interpretation went out of fashion,
there was great faith for a while in the study of folklore as a
means of tracing the lost religions of the past. Popular beliefs
still found among country folk concerning the old gods, like
the idea in Sweden that the last sheaf of the harvest should be

18




New Light on the Myths

left for Odin’s horse, were held to throw new light on the nature
of the beliefs of heathen times. The limitations of this approach
have been clearly revealed by Jan de Vries, in _two detailed
studies of folk-beliefs about Odin and Loki.! He has shown that
popular folklore associated with an ancient god is just as liable
to become one-sided, distorted, and over-simplified as are the
themes of great poems retold in ballad form.

A new step towards the understanding of myth was made
when C. G. Jung showed how the symbolism of ancient legends
was echoed in the dreams of his patients, in cases where they
were quite unfamiliar with the tales. It became clear that certain
symbols, such as the -dragon emerging from his den, or the
climbing of a tree up to heaven, have a widespread significance
for mankind. They recur in many parts of the world, in many
periods. Our tale of_Jack and the Beanstalk, for instance, is
paralleled in Polynesia by the story of the hero Maui climbing
to_the sky; Jacob’s ladder is echoed by the rite of the priest-king
of Ancient Ur ascending the Ziggurat, and by the magician-
shaman in Siberia in our own times climbing a ladder cut in a
beech tree. The symbols are found in folk-tales, in nursery
rhymes, and in the imagery of poets, as well as in the legends
of the gods. Such symbols may be borrowed in the first instance
by one religious system from another, but the reason why they
are retained and develop such vigorous life in the new context
seems to be due to the deep appeal which they possess to the
human mind. They express something of the desires, urges, and
fears common to men of every age, to which, in Dr Johnson’s
words, ‘every bosom returns an echo’. Thus it is that when we
meet them in a legend or in poetic imagery, we experience im-
mediate recognition of their rightness and power.

This method of approach, like the others, is most dangerous
if carried to excess. We must not assume that all myths have
equal value, as some writers of Jung’s school tend to do. Some
have come down to us in a childish or distorted form, some have
been copied deliberately by artists or writers, and cannét be
regarded as genuine myths expressing an inner experience. We
must have the necessary knowledge of the sources and the

1. In Folklore Fellows’ Communications, Helsingki, 94 (1931) and 110

(1933).
19



Introduction

background before we can attempt to assess and interpret the
legends themselves. In a number of books on religious imagery
Mircea Eliade has put forward an eloquent plea for the discipline
of the history of religions rather than that of depth psychology
in interpreting the significance of myths.

Indeed the study of the history of religions has made very
great progress during recent years. We now know much more
than we did about the attitude of early peoples towards the
supernatural. Thanks to the work of anthropologists in many
different parts of the world, we can now contradict some of the
dogmatic theories which were based on insufficient evidence.
We can no longer accept the idea that a universal totemism
preceded the belief in gods and spirits, as Freud too rashly
assumed from the work of carly anthropologists like Taylor.
We now know that totemism is completely lacking in the life
of many of the most primitive tribes. The idea of an impersonal
sacred force, like the ‘mana’ of Melanesia, is apparently not the
inevitable precursor of the idea of a god, nor is sun-worship the
carliest form of recognizable religion everywhere in the world.
We have still much to discover, but it now seems safe to say that
at the root of religious beliefs there lies the idea of the sacred,
of a power outside man and greater than men. This may be
embodied in many different forms: in sacred trees or stones,
in the person of the divine king, in the mystery of the Christian
incarnation. The instinctive sense of this power, recognized in
some form wherever men come together, however simple or
complex their society may be, appears to be the moving prin-
ciple of religious belief.

As our knowledge increases, it also becomes evident that
certain patterns are present in the mythologies of the world.
These can be traced in widely separate regions and at different
ages of civilization. The idea of a Sky God, of a distant father
in heaven, is gradually emerging as one of the most widespread
conceptions in early religion. The Australian aborigines and
many African tribes have such a sky god, the Chinese had an
ancient sky god, of whom the emperor was the representative
on earth, and the Greek Zeus and the Roman Jupiter appear
to have developed out of such a conception. In general however
the Sky God remained distant and remote from men’s lives.

20



New Light on the Myths

Other manifestations of the divine became of more immediate
importance, such as the worship of dead ancestors or of the
totem animal of the tribe, or the deities associated with the earth.
Besides the Sky God existed the Earth Mother, the earth who
gives birth to all, who gives men food and wealth, and who
receives them back to herself when life is over. The Earth as
bride of the Sky is one of the universal motifs of world mythol-
ogy, and there are many myths of how these two were once
joined together and had to be separated by force when men
were created. The Great Goddess of vegetation and harvest
was a development of the Earth Mother. She became increas-
ingly important as agriculture developed among men, and flour-
ished in the fertile Mediterranean lands, under such names’ as
Isis, Demeter, and Cybele. Other divine figures have been em-
phasized in the work of different scholars. Frazer emphasized
that of the Dying God, the male deity linked with the Great
Mother, who must perish as the world of nature declines in
winter to be reborn in the new life of the spring. As Osiris or
Tammuz and under many other names he was lamented
throughout the ancient world when his time came to perish in
the seasonal round, and in spring he became the symbol of new
life emerging from the dead. In the theory occurring throughout
his books, Dumézil has taught us to see other figures of wide-
spread significance: the Terrible Sovereign, whose powers are
due to magic, the Sovereign Law-Giver, and the Warrior God.
Thus Jupiter, at first the Sky God, seems to have developed into
the Terrible Sovereign, and remains to some extent in opposition
to the warrior, Mars.

This is so wide a subject that to dwell on it further would be
to defer the main purpose of the book. We have to consider
the kind of heritage which our forefathers have left us, and we
must decide on its nature before we attempt to see it in the light
of other mythologies. It is necessary however to realize that
such world patterns in religion exist. When we are studying
the myths of our own race, there may be parallels in the myths
of other peoples which will help us to understand our own more
clearly. The realization of this is perhaps the most exciting re-
cent discovery in the history of religions. It helps us to see the
myths of the past as man’s attempt to embody his intuitive ideas
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about the human mind and its environment, to express truths
dimly perceived which have roots in his innermost being. Thus
the myths may lead us to discover more about our spiritual
heritage, and perhaps to realize some of the defects in the
spiritual development of the modern world. The study of my-
thology need no longer be looked on as an escape from reality
into the fantasies of primitive peoples, but as a search for the
deeper understanding of the human mind. In reaching out to
explore the distant hills where the gods dwell and the deeps
where the monsters are lurking, we are perhaps discovering the
way home,
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Chapter 1
The World of the Northern Gods

I am the child of the Earth and starry Heaven, but my
origin is of Heaven alone.

Orphic Grave Tablet

1. The Prose Edda

Christianity was firmly established in north-western Europe in

_the twelfth century, but there was still interest in the heathen
legends of the gods. By then men were secure enough in their
faith not to fear a resurgence of the ancient paganism, and felt
new stirrings of affection for the old tales, never forgotten by
the northern poets. The complex, sophisticated verses of the
skaldic poets were very fashionable at the courts of kings and
in the halls of cultured men, and these poets relied on the myths
as their main source of imagery. Their poetry was filled with
allusions to the old stories, some of them mere clichés, some
neat and witty, and some retaining real poetic fire. In seven-
teenth-century England the poet Milton enriched his plcture ure of
a Biblical Eden by reference to such legends as the descent of
Proserpine to Hades, and he could expect an instant response
from readers trained in classical lore. In the same way a medie-
val Icelandic poet could refer to poetry as the ship of the dwarfs,
to gold as the tears of Freyja or the cushion of the dragon
Fafnir, and to a sword as the fire of the Valkyries: his audience
would comprehend his meaning from their knowledge of the
myths. He could do this whether he were praising a loved
woman, describing adventures in battle, or expressing his en-
thusiasm for the cause of Christ, and be confident that his
hearers would seize on the imaginative implications of his
images.

By the twelfth century it was growing more difficult to do
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this. The old myths were fading from men’s minds: the church-
men sometimes condemned them as evil, and cultured young
men were reared in the new Christian learning instead of the
heathen traditions. It therefore occurred to a gifted Igelandic
scholar, Snorri Sturluson, that it would be worth while to write
a book about these matters before they were utterly lost. Snorri
was a man of extraordinary gifts: chieftain, politician, historian,
saga-writer, and poet. He planned his work as a handbook for
poets and intellectuals, a guide to poetic imagery. Since he was
a brilliant stylist, writing in his native Icelandic, it was no dry
antiquarian treatise; he told the old tales of the gods with wit,
irony, and a lively delight in their imaginative beauty. He called
his book the Edda, and it is known as the Prose Edda to dis-
tinguish it from a collection of poems with the same name. It
is from this book of Sriorri’s, written about 1220, that our main
impression of northern mythology has been derived.
There is little doubt that on the whole Snorri has given us
a faithful picture of heathen mythology as he found it in the
poets. Sometimes he quotes from poems which we still possess,
and we can see what he is about; sometimes he gives us stanzas
from lost poems, or tells stories which seem to be summaries
of narrative poems now vanished; sometimes it is obvious
that he is quoting statements which he himself does not under-
stand. He was a fine scholar and literary artist, and was able
on the whole to resist the temptation to alter his sources so as
to rationalize them or to point a Christian moral. But he was
j primarily a literary artist, not an anthropologist or religious
historian, and he was writing in the thirteenth century, not the
heathen period. Much of his material came from poets who
themselves had written in a Christian age. The question has to
be raised then how far in his book we are dealing with an arti-
ficial world of myth, far removed from the living faith of the
heathen period. For the moment however, provided we re-
member his limitations, there seems no better introduction to

the mythology of the north than that which Snorri gives us.
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2. The Gods and their World
Snorri began from a Christian standpoint, but a wise and toler-

ant one. When men by their sins broke away from God, he
explained in his preface, they lost true understanding of him,
and had to begin again from the beginning. As they looked
at the wonderful living world around them and the heavens
above, they felt that these must have been formed by an almighty
creator, one who ruled the stars and existed before them. When
certain great heroes came into their world, they believed that
these must be the gods, and gave them worship. In this way
Snorri explained the existence of the old legends, firmly rejecting
the idea that the ancient divinities were devils. He knew that
there were many gods and goddesses, and s\uggcsted that they
came first from Troy, and that Thor was perhaps a grandson
of King Priam, thus linking the north to the ancient world.
Among the sons of Thor he placcd Odin the Wise, who shared
with his wife Frigg great powers of magic. Odin and Frigg
moved northwards to Germany, and then to Denmark, Sweden,
and Norway, leaving one of their sons to rule each kingdom.
In Sweden in particular Odin set up chiefs and a code of laws
‘after the pattern of Troy’, and here was the centre of his rule.
His descendants were known as the Aesir.

After this admirably objective introduction, Snorri presented
the main body of his material, an account of the gods and their
world. The first section of his book was called Gylfaginnin

‘the deluding of Gylfi’. Gylfi was a Swedish king who wel-
comed Odin on his arrival, and he later journeyed to the hall of
the Aesir disguised as an old wayfaring man, Gangleri, to test
for himself their wisdom and power. His questions were an-
swered freely by three mysterious beings whom he found sitting
one above the other on three high-seats, and who were intro-
duced to him as High One, Just-as-High, and Third. These
told him the names and characteristics of the chief gods and
goddesses, and described the realms making up heaven and the
underworld, the creation of the world, the doings of the gods,
and their ultimate destruction by the powers of evil. The account
ends with the promise of a new world of gods and men which
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will arise when the old is destroyed, and Gangleri is then told:

Now if you find more questions to ask, I don’t know how you will
set about it, for I have never heard anyone tell more of the story
of the world than this. Make what you can of it!

In this way Snorri skilfully avoids responsibility for the
material which he is presenting. It is not he who speaks, as in
the preface, but three doubtful characters who, you may think,
were merely having sport with a naive and inquisitive Swedish
king. All men knew that the cunning old Aesir were past
masters at spells to deceive the eyes and the mind. But Snorri
guessed that most readers would be won by the persuasive
tongues of the Great Three to listen for a while to their account

of the vanished world of the gods.

The World Tree

This world had for its centre a great tree, a mighty ash called
Yggdrasﬂl So huge was this tree that its branches stretched out
over heaven and earth alike. Three roots supported the great
trunk, and one passed into the realm of the Aesir, a second into
that of the frost-giants, and a third into the realm of the dead.
Beneath the root in giant-land was the spring of Mimir, whose
waters contained wisdom and understanding. Odin had given
one of his eyes for the right to drink a single draught of that pre-
cious water. Below the tree in the kingdom of the Aesir was the
sacred spring of fate, the Well of Urd. Here every day the gods
assembled for their court of law, to settle disputes and discuss
common problems. All came on horseback except Thor, who
preferred to wade through the rivers that lay in his path, and
they were led by Odin on the finest of all steeds, the eight-
legged horse Sleipnir. The gods galloped over the bridge Bi-
frost, a rainbow bridge that glowed with fire. They alone might
cross it, and the giants, who longed to do so, were held back.
Near the spring of fate dwelt three maidens called the Norns,
who ruled the destinies of men, and were called Fate (Urdr),
Being (Verdandi), and Necessity (Sk#ld). They watered the
tree each day with pure water and whitened it with clay from
the spring, and in this way preserved its life, while the water
fell down to earth as dew. The tree was continually threatened,
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even as it grew and flourished, by the living creatures that
preyed upon it. On the topmost bough sat an eagle, with a hawk
perched on its forehead: the same eagle, perhaps, of whom it
is said that the flapping of its wings caused the winds in the
world of men. At the root of the tree lay a great serpent, with
many scores of lesser snakes, and these gnawed continually at
Yggdrasill. The serpent was at war with the eagle, and a nimble
squirrel ran up and down the tree, carrying insults from one
to the other. Horned creatures, harts and goats, devoured the
branches and tender shoots of the tree, leaping at it from every
side.

Creation

The tree formed a link between the different worlds. We are
never told of its beginning, but of the creation of the worlds of
which it formed a centre there is much to tell. In the beginning
there were two regions: Muspell in the south, full of brightness
and fire; and a world of snow and ice in the north. Between
them stretched the great emptiness of Ginnungagap. As the
heat and cold met in the midst of the expanse, a living creature
appeared in the melting ice, called Ymir. He was a great giant,
and from under his left arm grew the first man and woman,
while from his two feet the family of frost-giants was begotten.
Ymir fed upon the milk of a cow called Audhumia, who licked
the salty ice-blocks and released another new being, a man called
Buri. He had a son called Bor, and the sons of Bor were the
three gods, Odin, Vili, and Ve. These three slew Ymir the
ancient giant, and all the frost-giants save one, Bergelmir, were
drowned in his surging blood.

From Ymir’s body they then formed the world of men:

... from his blood the sea and the lakes, from his flesh the earth,
and from his bones the mountains; from his teeth and jaws and
such bones as were broken they formed the rocks and the pebbles.

From Ymir’s skull they made the dome of the sky, placing a
dwarf to support it at each of the four corners and to hold it high
above the earth. This world of men was protected from the
giants by a wall, made from the eyebrows of Ymir, and was
called Midgard. The gods created inhabitants for it from two
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trees on the sea-shore, which became a man and a woman. They
gave to them spirit and understanding, the power of movement,
and the use of the senses. They created also the dwarfs, creatures
with strange names, who bred in the earth like maggots, and
dwelt in hills and rocks. These were skilled craftsmen, and it
was they who wrought the great treasures of the gods. The
gods caused time to exist, sending Night and Day to drive round
the heavens in chariots drawn by swift horses. Two fair children,
a girl called Sun and boy called Moon, were also set by them
on paths across the sky. Sun and Moon had to drive fast because
they were pursued by wolves, who meant to devour them. On
the day when the greatest of the wolves succeeded in swallowing
the Sun, the end of all things would be at hand.

Asgard

Once heaven and earth were formed, it was time to set about
the building of Asgard, the realm of the gods. Here there were
many wonderful halls, in which the gods dwelt. Odin himself
lived in Vilaskjlf, a hall roofed with silver, where he could
sit in his special seat and view all the worlds at once. He had
another hall called Valhalla, the hall of the slain, where he
offered hospitality to all those who fell in battle. Each night
they feasted on pork that never gave out, and on mead which
flowed instead of milk from the udders of the goat Heidrun,
one of the creatures that fed upon Yggdrasill. Odin’s guests
spent the day in fighting, and all who fell in the combat were
raised again in the evening to feast with the rest. Horns of mead
were carried to them by the Valkyries, the maids of Odin, who
had also to go down to the battlefields of earth and decide the
course of war, summoning fallen warriors to Valhalla. Some-
where in Asgard there was a building with a roof of gold,
called Gimli, to which it was said that righteous men went after
death. There were other realms beyond Asgard, like Alfheim,
where the fair elves lived, and as many as three heavens, stretch-
ing one beyond the other.

The Gods

As to the gods who dwelt in Asgard, Snorri twice gives their
number as twelve, excluding Odin himself. Odin was the father
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and head of the Aesir; he was called All-Father, but had many
other names, among them One-eyed, God of the Hanged, God
of Cargoes, and Father of Battle. He journeyed far and wide
over the earth, and had two ravens to bring him tidings from
afar. His eldest son was Thor, whose mother was Earth. Thor
was immensely strong, and drove in a chariot drawn by goats.
He possessed three great treasures: the hammer Mjollnir, which
could slay giants and shatter rocks; a belt of power which
doubled his strength; and iron gloves with which to grasp the
terrible hammer. Another son of Odin was Balder, said to be
the fairest of all and most deserving of praise; he was white of
skin and bright-haired, and was both wise and merciful. The
gods Njord and Freyr were also dwellers in Asgard, but were
not of the race of the Aesir. Njord came of the Vanir, and was
sent to Asgard as a hostage when the two races were at war,
and Freyr was his son. Njord controlled the winds and the sea,
helped in fishing and seafaring, and brought men wealth, while
Freyr gave sunshine and rain and the gifts of peace and plenty.
Freyr possessed the ship Skidbladnir, large enough to hold all
the gods, but small enough when folded to lie in a pouch, and
also a wonderful boar with golden bristles. Another god was
Tyr, who could give victory in battle, and it was he who bound
the monster Fenrir and was left as a result with only one hand.
There was also Bragi, who was skilled in the use of words and
in the making of poetry. We hear too of Heimdall, who was
called the white god, and was said to be the son of nine maidens.
His dwelling was beside the rainbow bridge, for he acted as
the gods’ warden, guarding heaven from the frost-giants. He
could see for an immense distance, while his ears were sharp
enough to catch the sound of grass growing on earth, and wool
on sheep. He owned Gjallarhorn, whose ringing blast could
be heard through all the worlds. There was also among the
gods Loki, the son of a giant, who was handsome to look upon
but given to evil ways. He was a cunning schemer, who both
helped and hindered the gods, and he gave birth to the wolf
Fenrir, to the World Serpent, and to Hel, the ruler of the land
of death. These were the chief of the gods, and beside them
were others of whom we know little : Ull, a famous archer and
skier, Forseti, the son of Balder and a good law-giver, Hoder,
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a blind god, and Hoenir, who was sometimes the companion
of Odin and Loki in their wanderings. The sons of the great
gods, like Vali, Vidar, and Magni, had special parts to play,
for they were to inherit the world of Asgard when the older
generation had perished.

The Goddesses

There were also certain mighty goddesses. Frigg was the wife
of Odin, and like him knew the future of gods and men. Freyja
was Freyr’s twin sister, and the most renowned of all the god-
desses; she helped in affairs of love and had some power over
the dead. She drove in a chariot drawn by cats. Freyja was said
to have had a husband called Od, who left her to weep tears of
red gold at his disappearance. Skadi, the wife of Njord, came
from the mountains to marry the sea god. The marriage was not
a success, because neither was willing to live away from home,
and in the end Skadi went back to the hills, where she went on
skis and hunted with the bow. Bragi’s wife was Idun, who
had one important part to play: she guarded the apples of
immortality, on which the gods feasted in order to keep their
perpetual youth. Other goddesses are littde more than names.
Thor’s wife, Sif, had wonderful golden hair. Balder’s wife was
Nanna, and Loki’s Sigyn, while Gna and Fulla are mentioned
as servants of Frigg. There is also Gefion, to whom unmarried
girls went after death.

The Wooing of Gerd

Besides these, we have the maiden Gerd, who was wooed by
Freyr. She lived in the north, and he caught sight of her one day
as he sat on Odin’s seat. The radiance from her white arms lit
up the sky and the sea, and as he watched, Freyr was overcome
by so intense a desire for her that he could neither eat nor sleep.
At last he sent his servant Skirnir down to woo her, giving him
his own sword and a horse for the journey. Gerd was at length
persuaded to yield to Freyr’s wooing and to consent to meet him
in nine nights’ time. It was on this account, we are told, that
Freyr was without a sword when the last great battle of the gods
came to be fought.
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The Building of the Wall of Asgard

When the gods built Asgard, one of the giants, who was a
great craftsman, offered to encircle it with a splendid wall, to
keep out their enemies. If the wall were finished within the
space of one winter, it was agreed that he should have the fair
goddess Freyja as his reward, and the sun and moon as well.
They thought that he could never complete the task and would
pay his life as a forfeit, but he was helped by a marvellous horse,
Svadilfars, who moved the stones for him and worked by night,
doing twice as much as his master. Three days before the coming
of spring the stronghold was nearly completed, and the gods
were terrified at the thought of what they had promised. It
was Loki who found a way out for them. He took on the form
of a mare and whinnied at Svadilfari, the great stallion, and
lured him away. The unfortunate giant never finished the work,
and when Thor returned from his travels he did not hesitate
to slay him with his hammer. The meeting of the mare and
Svadilfari had one other important result: an eight-legged colt
was born who became Sleipnir, the finest of all steeds, on which
Odin himself rode.

The Binding of the Wolf

Other creatures said to be begotten by Loki on a giantess
Angrboda were of less benefit to the gods. The most terrible was
the wolf Fenrir, who was brought up in Asgard, but grew so
huge and fierce that in the end only Tyr dared to feed him. He
was so menacing that they knew he must be bound, but every
fetter which they laid upon him was easily snapped. Finally,
guided by the wisdom of Odin, the dwarfs forged a chain for
him, made from the secret and impalpable things of the world —
the roots of a mountain, the noise of a moving cat, and the breath
of a fish. It seemed no more than a silken cord, yet no force
could break it. The wolf thought it harmless, but he would not
allow it to be laid upon him unless one of the gods placed a hand
between his jaws as a hostage. Tyr alone was prepared to do
this, and so the wolf was bound, the chain held, and the gods
laughed — all but Tyr, who lost his hand.
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Another of the monsters to whom Loki gave birth was the
mighty serpent called Midgardsormr, the World Serpent. Odin
flung it into the deep sea that encircled Midgard, and there it
lies round the world, biting its own tail. As for Hel, Loki’s
daughter, Odin sent her down into the realm of mist and dark-
ness, Niflheim. There she rules a kingdom encircled by a high
wall and secured by strong gates, and into it pass men who die
of disease or old age.

3. Thor and the Giants

Outside Asgard there were other powers who possessed con-
siderable strength and wisdom, and who had to be respected by
the gods.

Thor’s Journey to Utgard

This is shown by the tale of how Thor himself was once out-
witted and found his great might of little avail. He set out one
day with Loki for a companion. When they stopped at a farm
for food, Thor provided it himself by slaughtering the goats
which drew him, so that they could be cooked and eaten. After
the meal he spread out the bones on the goatskins, raised his
hammer Mjollnir, and blessed them, whereupon the goats stood
up, fully restored to life. The farmer’s son had however unthink-
ingly broken one of the leg-bones for marrow, and the goat to
which it belonged was left lame. Thor’s anger was terrible to
see, and the farmer in his panic offered him his two children,
Thialfi and Roskva, to be his servants.

These four then went on into the land of the giants. They
travelled all day through a mighty forest, and at night came to
a huge building with a wide opening across one side. They
groped their way in and lay down for the night, but before day
came there was a great earthquake, and the building shook. In
terror they moved down the hall, and found an opening leading
into a passage on the right. Here they sat, terrified, while Thor
guarded the entrance with his hammer, and all night long they
could hear a great roaring noise outside.

When it grew light they ventured out, and found a huge giant
lying not far away. They realized that the roaring was caused
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by his snores. Thor buckled on his belt of strength, but at that
moment the giant rose to his feet, and so enormous was he that
for once Thor was not prepared to swing his hammer. The
giant said his name was Skrymir, ‘Big Fellow’, and he picked
up what they had taken to be a building but now saw to be his
glove, with the thumb sticking out on the right to make the
side-passage in which they had sheltered.

The giant said they could journey together, and suggested
that they should put all their provisions into one bag, which he
carried. His great strides took him on ahead, and that evening
they found him waiting under an oak. He lay down for a nap
while they turned to prepare the supper. But when Thor tried to
undo the bag, he could not unfasten the strap, strive as he
would. At last in a fury he struck Skrymir on the head with his
hammer. But the giant only opened his eyes and asked mildly if
a leaf had fallen on his head. In the end they lay down without
supper, and once more the noise of Skrymir’s snores filled their
ears. Thor struck with his hammer a second time, but the only
response from Skrymir was to ask whether an acorn had fallen
on him. At dawn, when the giant still slept, Thor struck a third
time, and this was so mighty a blow that the hammer sank in up
to the handle. The giant then sat up and remarked that a bird
seemed to have dropped something on him from the tree above.
Then he took leave of them, warning Thor to be on his best
behaviour when he reached the hall of Utgard, where he assured
them there were plenty of fellows bigger even than himself. He
strode off through the wood, and to their great relief they saw
him no more.

They reached Utgard at midday, and found it no smaller
than they had been led to believe. It was indeed so huge that
they were able to get in by squeezing between the bars of the
mighty gate. In the hall was the king, Utgard-Loki. When at
last he noticed his puny visitors, he was not very complimentary
in his welcome, but he inquired whether they had any special
gifts which they could display before the company. Then fol-
lowed a series of trials of strength at which Thor and his com-
panions did not acquit themselves as well as might have been
expected.

First Loki tried a race at eating with a man called Logi. He
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was utterly outstripped, for though he rapidly devoured all the
meat he was given, Logi swallowed the bones and the trough as
well. Next Thialfi, who was a swift runner, ran races with a lad
called Hugi, but Hugi was able to reach the end of the course
and come back to meet him every time. Then Thor made trial
of his strength in a drinking contest. Thor was given a huge
horn, which he expected to empty easily, but after three attempts
to do so he found that the liquid had only dropped a little below
the rim. Next the king suggested that he should try the feat of
lifting the cat up from the floor. A great grey cat jumped down
in front of him, and Thor grasped it round the middle and
exerted all his strength, but was only able to raise one of its paws
off the ground. Finally Utgard-Loki called in his old foster-
mother to wrestle with Thor. She seemed a decrepit old woman,
but Thor with all his power could not get her off her feet.
When however she grasped hold of him, he was forced down
on one knee before the king stopped the conflict.

The discomfited god and his companions were then given
splendid hospitality, and stayed there that night. Next morning
Utgard-Loki himself escorted them to the gate, and once they
were safely outside, he revealed the truth to them. Thor and his
comrades had been deceived by cunning magic, altering the
appearance of things. The three blows struck at Skrymir — who
in fact was Utgard-Loki himself - had fallen on to the earth,
and Thor’s hammer had left three mighty pits in the hill which
the giant had interposed between himself and the angry god.
The bag which could not be undone had been fastened by iron
bands. As for the contests in the hall, they had not been what
they seemed. Loki’s opponent was Logi (Fire), which consumes
all things more swifty than any man or god. Thialfi had raced
against Hugi (Thought), swifter than any man in its flight. The
horn offered to Thor had its tip in the ocean, and the great
draughts he had drunk had lowered the sea-level down to ebb
tide. The cat was in truth the ancient monster, the World
Serpent, so that all were terrified when Thor’s strength proved
great enough to raise it a little way from the depths of the sea.
His opponent in the wrestling was no other than Elli (Old Age),
who can overcome the strongest. When he learned how he had
been tricked, Thor in his rage swung his hammer, intending to
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destroy the stronghold, but even as he did so it vanished from
sight, and they were alone on the plain.

Thor’s Fishing

Perhaps it was to take vengeance for this humiliation - or so
at least it was suggested to Gangleri - that Thor set out to visit
the giant Hymir, in the guise of a youth. He asked to go fishing
with Hymir, and when sent off to get some bait, he took the
giant’s biggest ox and cut off its head to take along with them.
The boat moved so fast once Thor took the oars that Hymir was
astounded, and before long they reached the fishing ground.
Thor rowed on still further, although Hymir tried to prevent
him for fear of disturbing the Midgard Serpent, and when at last
he threw the ox-head out into the sea, it was indeed the serpent
which took the bait. Thor had to exert all his divine strength,
and before long, digging his heels through the boat and pushing
hard against the sea bottom, he hauled up the monster, and they
stared fiercely into one another’s eyes. At this terrible sight, Hy-
mir was panic-stricken, and as Thor raised his hammer, he cut
the line. The serpent sank back into the depths of the sea, and
Thor in anger knocked the giant overboard and waded back to
shore. Whether he struck off the serpent’s head before it sank,
or it still lies coiled round the earth, Gangleri was unable to
discover.

4. The Doom of the Gods

The Death of Balder

Next Gangleri learned of the event whichled to the destruction
of the earth and of Asgard, the death of Balder the Beautiful.
Balder, son of Odin, had ominous dreams, and the gods, fearing
that danger threatened him, sent Frigg to extract an oath from
all things on earth, whether living creatures, plants, or things of
metal, wood, and stone, that they would do no harm to Balder.
After this they found it amusing to fling darts and hurl heavy
objects at Balder, knowing that they could do him no hurt. But
Loki took on the disguise of a woman, and talked with Frigg.
He learned that one little plant, the mistletoe, had taken no oath,
since Frigg had thought it too young to threaten Balder. Filled
with spite, Loki pulled up mistletoe and persuaded Hoder, the
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blind god, to throw it at Balder in sport, guiding his hand as he
threw. The dart pierced Balder through, and he fell dead to the
earth.

Bitter indeed was the grief of the Aesir, and Odin’s most
bitter of all, since he alone knew the extent of the loss they had
suffered. Frigg begged that someone would ride to the kingdom
of death and bring Balder back to them. Hermod, another of
Odin’s sons, agreed to make the perilous journey, riding Odin’s
horse Sleipnir. The gods meanwhile took up Balder’s body and
laid it on a funeral pyre built on his own ship, Hringhorni. A
giantess pushed it off the rollers into the sea, and there Balder
was burned on the pyre, with his wife Nanna, who had died of
grief, and his horse beside him. Odin laid the gold ring Draup-
nir, one of the great treasures of the gods, upon the pyre as a
last gift. All the gods and goddesses came to Balder’s funeral.

Hermod’s Ride to Hel

Meanwhile Hermod had been riding down the dark road to
the land of the dead, and over the bridge that spanned the Re-
sounding River. There was a maid, Modgud, guarding this
bridge, and she came out in wonder to see who came riding with
such noise and tumult. Balder, she said, had already passed that
way, and five troops of the dead, but this newcomer was not
like such travellers, and had the aspect of a living man. At last
Hermod reached Hel-gate, and Sleipnir leaped over it with
ease. The hall of Hel stood open before them, and Balder was
sitting in the high seat. Hel was willing to release him on con-
dition that all things in the world, living or dead, would weep
for him. But should any creature refuse to weep, she said, then
he must stay with her and never go back to the Aesir. So Her-
mod bade farewell to Balder, who gave him Draupnir to bear
back to Odin and many rich gifts besides, and returned with
Hel’s answer.

At the summons of the gods, all things did indeed weep for
Balder, men and beasts, stones and metals, in the way that we
see all things weep after frost, when the air grows warm again.
But at last the messenger of the gods came to a giantess, alone in
a cave. When they asked her to weep for Balder, her reply was a
deadly one:
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Alive or dead, the old man’s son
has been no use to me.
Ler Hel hold what she has!
It was believed that this giantess was no other than Loki him-
self, seeking in his malice to keep Balder in Hel.

The Aesir were so wrathful that Loki knew that this time he
had no hope of mercy if they caught him, so he fled from them,
built a house with doors looking out in every direction, and
then changed himself into a salmon in the river. But Kvasir, the
wisest of the Aesir, found some ashes on the hearth where Loki
had been burning a net, and from the shape of this he realized
that this was the only way to catch the nimble salmon. They
made the net to Loki’s pattern, and at the third try they caught
him by the tail. Loki was then bound across three flat stones,
held down by the entrails of one of his own sons. There he was
left to writhe beneath the mouth of a snake, which dropped its
poison on to his face. His faithful wife Sigyn sat with a bowl to
catch the poison drops, but each time she went to empty it the
poison fell on Loki again, and his struggles caused the earth to
shake.

Ragnarok

There Loki must lie until Ragnarok, the time of the destruc-
tion of the gods. This fearful time will be ushered in by many
portents. First there will be great wars through the world, and a
time of strife and hatred between men. The bonds of kinship
will hold them no longer, and they will commit appalling deeds
of murder and incest. There will also be a period of bitter cold,
when a terrible pursuing wolf catches the sun and devours her;
the moon too is to be swallowed up, and the stars will fall from
the sky. The mountains will crash into fragments as the whole
earth shakes and trembles, and the World Tree quivers in the
tumult. Now all fettered monsters break loose. The wolf Fenrir
advances, his great gaping jaws filling the gap between earth
and sky, while the serpent emerges from the sea, blowing out
poison. The sea rises to engulf the land, and on the flood the
ship Naglfar is launched, a vessel made from the nails of dead
men. It carries a crew of giants, with Loki as their steersman.
From the fiery realm of Muspell, Surt and his following ride out
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with shining swords, and the bridge Bifrost is shattered be-
neath their weight. His forces join the frost-giants on the plain
of Vigrid, and there the last battle will be fought between this
mighty host and the gods.

The note of Heimdall’s horn arouses the Aesir to their danger,
and Odin rides to the spring beneath the World Tree, to take
counsel of Mimir’s head. Then with his chosen champions from
Valhalla he goes out on to the plain, to encouater at last his
aucient enemy, the wolf. Thor meets the World Serpent, and
Freyr fights against Surt; Tyr must encounter the hound Garm,
broken loose from the underworld, while Heimdall does battle
with Loki. All the gods must fall, and the monsters be destroyed
with them. Thor kills the serpent, and then falls dead, overcome
by its venom. Odin is devoured by Fenrir, but his young son
Vidar slays the wolf in turn, setting one foot upon its jaw and
tearing it asunder. Tyr and Heimdall both conquer their oppo-
nents, but they do not survive the struggle. Only Surt remains to
the last, to fling fire over the whole world, so that the race of
men perishes with the gods, and all are finally engulfed in the

overwhelming sea:

The sun becomes dark. Earth sinks in the sea.
The shining stars slip out of the sky.

Vapour and fire rage fiercely together,

till the leaping flame licks heaven itself.

Yet this is not the end. Earth will arise again from the
waves, fertile, green, and fair as never before, cleansed of all
its sufferings and evil. The sons of the great gods still remain
alive, and Balder will return from the dead to reign with
them. They will rule a new universe, cleansed and regener-
ated, while two living creatures who have sheltered from
destruction in the World Tree will come out to repeople the
world with men and women. A new sun, outshining her
mother in beauty, will journey across the heavens.

Such is the picture of the beginning and end of the world
of gods and men, drawn for Gangleri by the Three Powers.



The Giants and the Dwarfs

5. The Giants and the Dwarfs

In the second section of this book, Gangleri has disappeared
and Snorri fills out his outline by adding more stories about the
gods which will serve to explain some of the imagery used
by poets. Nearly all the stories which he includes in Skdld-
skaparmdl (Poetic Diction) have to do with attempts by the
giants to get the better of the gods and to steal their treasures.

The Theft of the Apples

First we hear of the theft of the apples of youth. One day
when three of the gods, Odin, Loki, and Hoenir, were journey-
ing together, they tried to roast an ox for their dinner, but the
meat would not cook. At last a mighty eagle in an oak called
out to them from above, and offered to get the meal cooked for
them if they would give him a share. It turned out that his idea
of a fair share meant the greater part of the ox, and Loki in a
rage attacked him with a stick. He was caught up with the
stick, and carried through the air, and the eagle refused to let
him go untl he promised to bring him Idun and her golden
apples. When Loki returned to Asgard, it was easy to lure Idun
outside on some pretext, and the giant Thiazi, still in his eagle
form, bore her off to his home.

Without the apples of youth, the Aesir began to grow grey and
wrinkled, and at last Loki’s guilt was discovered, and he was
threatened with death unless he righted the wrong that he had
done. Accordingly he borrowed the falcon shape of Freyja and
flew off to Thiazi’s abode. The giant was out fishing, so Loki
changed Idun into a nut and flew off with it in his claws.
Thiazi discovered the loss and started in pursuit, and Loki flew
into Asgard only just in time. The gods were waiting with a
heap of wood shavings, and they set fire to these as soon as
Loki had flown over the wall, so that the fire singed Thiazi’s
wings and he fell down inside the stronghold of the gods, and
was easily slain.

His daughter Skadi came to avenge her father, and the gods
offered her marriage with one of them as compensation for the
slaying. She was permitted to see no more than their feet when
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she made her choice, and so it came about that she married
Njord, thinking that she was choosing the handsome Balder.
Odin also pleased her by throwing Thiazi’s eyes up into heaven,
where they became stars.

The Winning of the Mead

Next we hear of the truce made between the Aesir and the
Vanir, and how this led to the gift of inspiration coming to
gods and men. When the two companies of gods met to make
peace, they took a vessel and all spat into it, and from the con-
tents they created the wise Kvasir, who was able to answer all
questions. Kvasir however was killed by two dwarfs, who let
his blood run into three huge vessels, and mixed it with honey
to make a rich mead. Whoever drank of this received the gift of
inspiration, and could compose poetry and utter words of wis-
dom. The malicious dwarfs, however, went too far when they
killed a giant called Gilling, and his wife as well. The giant’s
son, Suttung, took vengeance on them by putting them on a
rock and leaving them there to drown. To save their lives they
were forced to give him the mead, and it is for this reason that
poetry is called ‘Kvasir’s blood’ or ‘ship of the dwarfs’.

The gods wished to win the precious liquid back from the
giants, and Odin set out to do so. First he sharpened the scythes
of nine men labouring in the fields to such good effect that in
the end they quarrelled over the possession of his wonderful
whetstone, and cut one another’s throats. Then he took their
place, and hired himself out to their master, the giant Baugi,
who was Suttung’s brother. The only wage he demanded was
a drink of the wonderful mead. Baugi agreed to this, but when
it came to the point, his brother would not let Odin have his
drink. Then Odin persuaded Baugi to help him to bore a hole
into the mountain where Suttung lived, and he crept in, taking
the form of a serpent. He slept three nights with Suttung’s
daughter, and persuaded her to give him three drinks of the
mead. In three draughts he emptied all three vessels, and flew
off in eagle form back to the Aesir, who had more vessels ready
for him. He spat out the mead into them, all but a litde that had
been lost on the way - known as the poetaster’s share — and so it
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came about that poetry is now said to be the gift of Odin and the
Aesir to men.

Thor's Duel

Another tale is that of the giant Hrungnir’s duel with Thor.
Odin and Hrungnir had a wager together, each insisting that
he had the finer horse. Odin galloped off on Sleipnir and Hrung-
nir after him on his horse Goldmane, and Hrungnir inadver-
tently found himself inside the realm of the gods before he drew
rein. The Aesir allowed him to drink from Thor’s great beakers,
and he grew boastful, declaring that he was going to sink Asgard
into the sea and carry off Freyja and Sif. Thor at this point
came in, furiously demanding why a giant was sitting drinking
among them, but Hrungnir claimed safeconduct, and chal-
lenged Thor to a duel.

For this duel the giants made a clay man, called Mist-Calf,
to support Hrungnir. Hrungnir himself had a sharp, three-
cornered heart of stone, and a stone head, and he was armed
with a stone shield and a whetstone. Thor came out with Thialfi
to meet him, and Thialfi told the giant he had better stand on
his shield, in case Thor attacked him from below. Then Thor
bore down on Hrungnir with thunder and lightning, and hur-
led his hammer at him, while the giant threw his whetstone.
The weapons met in mid air, and the whetstone was shattered,
but one piece lodged in Thor’s forehead. The hammer went on
to strike Hrungnir’s skull and break it in pieces. Meanwhile
Thialfi had dealt with the clay figure without much difficulty.
The only problem was caused by Hrungnir falling on top of
Thor, for no one could move his great leg off the god until
Thor’s little son, Magni, came up and pushed it away. Magni
received the horse Goldmane as a reward. A seeress tried to sing
spells to get the piece of whetstone out of Thor’s head, but he
began to tell her how he had once carried her husband Aurvan-
dil in a basket out of giantland, and when one toe of Aurvandil
had frozen, he had flung it up into the sky to become the
star called Aurvandil’s Toe. She was so interested that the
spell was never finished, and so the stone still remains in Thor’s
head.
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Tho?'s visit to Geirrod

Another tale about Thor tells of his expedition to the realm
of Geirrod. Loki had again been out flying in Freyja’s feather
shape, and he was captured in the hall of Geirrod by the giant
himself. Geirrod recognized the hawk by its eyes, and knew
it to be Loki, so he shut him up and starved him for three
months, until he promised to bring Thor to the hall without
his hammer or belt of strength. Loki succeeded in this, but on
the way Thor was warned of his danger by a friendly giantess,
who lent him her magic staff, another belt, and iron gloves.
First Thor was nearly drowned in the river Vimir, for Geirrod’s
daughter stood astride the stream making it swell, until he
struck her with a huge rock, and then climbed out with the aid
of a rowan tree. Then he entered Geirrod’s hall, and sat down
on a seat, but at once felt himself being raised to the roof. He
forced the seat down with the aid of his magic staff, and so broke
the backs of Geirrod’s two daughters, who had been pushing
up his chair. Then he went up to Geirrod, who flung a ball of
hot iron at him. Thor caught it with his iron gloves, and while
Geirrod ducked behind a pillar, he hurled it through the pillar
and the giant together. So Thor went back unscathed to Asgard.

The Treasures of the Gods

There is also the story of how the gods obtained their wonder-
ful treasures. One day in a fit of mischief Loki cut off Sif’s
golden hair, and Thor would have killed him if he had not
found two cunning dwarfs to make new tresses of real gold for
Sif, which would grow like natural hair. They also made Freyr’s
wonderful ship and Odin’s great spear Gungnir. Loki then
challenged two other skilful dwarfs to make three more trea-
sures as good as these, wagering his head that they would not
succeed. As they laboured in the smithy the dwarf working the
bellows was stung persistently by a fly, but in spite of this they
succeeded in forging a marvellous boar with bristles of gold,
which could run faster than any steed and light up the darkest
night. They also forged the great gold ring, Draupnir, from
which eight other rings dropped every ninth night.

As they were making the third treasure, the fly stung the
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dwarf again, this time on his eyelid, and he had to raise hiz hand
to brush it away. The third treasure was the great hammer
Mijollrir, wkich would hit anything at which it was thrown and
return to the thrower’s hand. Because of the interference of the
fly, however, which was Loki in disguise, it was a little short
in the handle. Nevertheless the gods held that the hamamer was
the best of all their treasures, and a sure weapon against their
enemies, and they declared that Loki had lost his wager. He
ran away, only to be caught by Thor and handed over to the
dwarfs; they wanted to cut off his head, but Loki argued that
they had no right to touch his neck. So in the end they contented
themselves with sewing up his lips.

The Ransom of Otter

Odin and Loki also play a part in the story of the otter’s ran-
som, which leads on to the famous tale of the hero Sigurd the
Volsung. The two gods were wandering through the world with
Hoenir one day, when they saw an otter on the edge of a water-
fall, drowsily eating a salmon. Loki flung a stone at the otter
and bragged of his double catch. But when that night they
stopped at the house of a man called Hreidmar, it transpired that
the otter was his son in animal form, and he and kis other sons,
Fafnir and Regin, threatened to slay the gods in revenge. They
had to agree to ihe ransom imposed by Hreidmar, which was
to fill the otter skin with gold and then pile gold over it until
it was hidden from sight. To do this, Loki had to catch the
dwarf Andvari, who was hiding in the shape of a fish, and make
himn zive up the great golden treasure which he was known to
possess. The dwarf tried hard to hold on to a litde gold ring,
which he said would help him to become rich again, but which
would bring destruction on zll who possessed it. Loki however
insisted on taking that too, and it was needed in the end, since
when gold covered the skin, one whisker could still ke seen and
the ring was used to hide it. It is for this reason that poets use
such names for gold as ‘otter’s ransom’ or ‘forced payment of
the Aesir’.

The wonderful golden treasure only brought ruin to the house
of Hreidmar in the end, for his sons slew him in their greedq,
and then Fafnir turned himself into a dragon and lay upon the
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gold. His brother Regin urged on the young hero Sigurd the
Volsung to slay the dragon, but when Sigurd discovered Regin
was tricking him, he slew him as well. Sigurd came into pos-
session of Andvari’s ring when he took over the treasure, and
this ring ultimately caused his own death and much unhappi-
ness.

6. Myths outside the Prose Edda

This concludes the series of stories given in the Prose Edda
about the gods and their doings. We can add to them one more
story in the form of a narrative poem, very similar in spirit to
those in Snorri’s collection. This is the tale of how the giant
Thrym stole Thor’s hammer, and the unknown poet tells it
with the same ironic humour and imaginative delight which dis-
tinguishes Snorri’s myths. The poem, Prymskvida, is found in
the Elder Edda.

The Theft of Thor's Hammer

The story goes that one day Thor discovered that his hammer
had been stolen, and he called on Loki to find out what had
become of it. Loki borrowed Freyja’s falcon shape and went
out to search, and he found at last that the giant Thrym had
hidden the hammer deep down in the earth, and refused to
return it to the gods unless he were given Freyja as his wife.
This message caused the greatest consternation in Asgard, and
sent Freyja into so great a rage that she shattered her famous
necklace as she panted with fury. But Heimdall suggested a
plan to get back the hammer without risk to Freyja. Thor was
to wrap himself in a bridal veil and journey to Jotunheim in
Freyja’s place, accompanied by Loki disguised as the bride’s
handmaid. At first Thor thought such a disguise beneath his
dignity, but Loki reminded him tartly that without the hammer
there was no hope for Asgard.

Thunder and lightning rent the mountains as they drove off
in Thor’s chariot, and when they entered Jotunheim they re-
ceived an enthusiastic welcome. At the feast that night all was
nearly discovered because of the bride’s voracious appetite, but
Loki quickly explained that the reason why Freyja was able to
eat an ox and eight salmon was because her ardent longings
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for the wedding had kept her fasting for eight nights. Again
when Thrym tried to kiss the bride, he was terrified by a glimpse
of the god’s terrible burning eyes beneath the veil, but Loki ex-
plained that Freyja had had no sleep for eight nights, so intense
was her longing for Jotunheim. Thor’s ordeal came to an end
when the hammer was at last brought in to hallow the bridal
couple, and laid in the lap of the bride. Once he had his hands
upon it, it was not long before Thrym and all the wedding
party were slain, and Thor returned with Loki in triumph to
Asgard.

The Truce with the Vanir

Here then is one myth which Snorri for some reason did not
include in his stories about Thor. We know that there were
others known to him which were not used in the Prose Edda,
since some are introduced into another of his works, Ynglinga
Saga. This gives the history of Sweden from very early times, /
and includes an account of the ending of the war between the
Aesir and the Vanir. We are told that when the truce had been
made, the Vanir sent as hostages two of their foremost men,
Njord and Freyr, and in return the Aesir sent Hoenir, who was
tall and handsome, and Mimir, who was very wise. But Hoenir
was of litde use in counsel because he was so silent, and the
Vanir felt that they had not had a fair exchange. They cut off
Mimir’s head and sent it to the Aesir. Then Odin took the head
and sang spells over it, and was able to talk with it and learn
hidden matters.

Gefion

In the same saga there is a story about Gefion, whose name
Snorri included among the goddesses. She was sent by Odin to
look for land, and King Gylfi of Sweden offered her as much
land as she could plough. Gefion visited a giant, had four sons
by him, and changed these into a team of oxer.. With her mighty
team she ploughed round Zealand (the island on which Copens %

en d separated it from Sweden. After this she

dwelt at Leire with Skiold, son of Odin.
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Other myths about the gods and their dealings with Danish
* kings and heroes are found in the work of a Danish scholar and
ecclesiastic who lived in the twelfth century, Saxo Grammaticus.
His stories are badly told in complex, pompous Latin, and are
frequently muddled, repetitive, and spoiled by moralizing. They
have none of the charm of Snorri’s work, but they contain
material of much interest and value. Other myths are implied or
referred to in mythological poems about the gods, some of which
are in the form of questions and answers exchanged between
two supernatural beings, who test one another’s knowledge. The
dealings of the gods with famous heroes of old time have not
been mentioned in this chapter, but there are many stories about
them in the heroic poems and the legendary sagas, and these
will be referred to from time to time in the course of this book.
Other lost myths can be guessed at from the mythological imag-
ery used by the skaldic poets.

Although it must be realized that Snorri’s tales do not exhaust
our knowledge about the gods, they do, however, form a good
starting point for study. He gives us an impressive picture of the
universe, with the World Tree at the centre. We see the gods in
never-ending competition with the giants and monsters who
threaten their peace and menace their world. We see them
divided amongst themselves by jealousies and quarrels, yet ready
to combine against a common enemy when the danger becomes
acute. Snorri traces for us the beginning of the universe from
the primeval heat and cold which existed before the worlds;
he lets us realize that it cannot last for ever, since the hostile
forces must triumph for a while when the present worlds are
overthrown at Ragnarok, before a new cycle begins. In preserv-
ing the finest of the myths for us, he has also set them in a
memorable framework.

Yet he leaves many questions unanswered. This no doubt will
already be obvious to the reader. Who for instance were the
twelve great gods of whom Snorri speaks? Was there, so to
speak, an official list, and are figures like Hoenir, Kvasir,
Hoder, and Mimir to be included among the twelve? Were the
first man and woman created from the body of Ymir or from
trees on the sea-shore? Did Thor kill the World Serpent before
Ragnarok ? Is Asgard to be thought of as above the earth or
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beside it, under a root of the World Tree? Was the tree stand-
ing before the creation of the worlds? Why is first Thor and
then Odin called the Father of the Gods ? What happened to the
other sons of Bor ? Why were the Vanir at war with the Aesir?
Some of these questions had probably occurred to Snorri, but as
in the instance of the fate of the Midgard Serpent in the fishing
adventure, he may have been unable to give an answer.

There is also the deeper question of how far these gods in the
myths ever claimed real worship and allegiance from men. Some
of the stories are clearly skilful literary efforts, primarily for
entertainment. How much real belief existed in the back-
ground ? Are Thor and Loki serious or comic figures? Can we
respect these sometimes naive and childish characters of the
myths as Snorri represents them ?

It is with some of these questions, and in particular with these
last, that this book is concerned. To find a simple answer to
them may be difficult, and in some cases impossible. We can
only attempt a reasoned survey of the gods who appear in the
myths, based on our present knowledge.
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Chapter 2
The Gods of Battle

We ate all puppets in the hand of aegis-bearing Zeus.
In a moment Zeus can make a brave man run away and
lose a battle, and the next day the same god will spur
him on to fight.

Jiad, xv11

1. Odin, Lord of Hosts

Violence and battle were always close at hand in the lives of
men of the heathen period in north-western Europe. It seems
fitting then to begin our survey of the beliefs of the north by
concentrating on the gods to whom they turned for help in the
hazards and chances of warfare.

In the late heathen period there is no doubt as to the main
figure who represented the God of Battle, for Odin appears con-
tinually as the lord of hosts and giver of victory. In Snorri’s
account and in many poems he is shown welcoming to his abode
courageous men who fell in battle. His creatures were the raven
and the wolf who feast upon the slain, while his dwelling was
the hall of the slain, Valhalla. In Norwegian court poetry of the
tenth century, he is pictured choosing champions to fall in battle,
so that after death they can be enrolled in his warrior band and
help him to go out to the last battle of the gods with a magnifi-
cent following.

This impressive conception has caught the imagination of
later writers, and it is sometimes assumed that all men hoped to
go to Valhalla after death. The literature however gives us no
real reason to assume that Valhalla was ever regarded as a para-
dise for all; it was peopled by the chosen ones, the aristocratic
warriors who had worshipped the god on earth. Those who
joined Odin in Valhalla were princely warriors, kings, and dis-
tinguished leaders and heroes who followed the god in life and
pledged him their loyal service in return for his help. In the
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speech of the warrior Biarki, as quoted by Saxo,! it is clearly
Odin who is referred to when he says:

War springs from the nobly born ; famous pedigrees are the makers
of War. For the perilous deeds which chiefs attempt are not to be
done by the ventures of common men ... No dim and lowly race, no
low-born dead, no base souls are Pluto’s prey, but he weaves the
dooms of the mighty, and fills Phlegethon with noble shapes.

Like any earthly ruler, Odin handed out weapons to-his chosen
followers, and once they had received them, they were bound to
give him loyal service till death and beyond it. Thus Sigmund
the Volsung received a splendid sword, which the god himself
brought into the hall and thrust into the great tree supporting
the roof. The sword was regarded both as a family heirloom and
a gift from Odin, and when Sigmund’s time came to die,
Odin appeared on the battlefield and shattered the blade with
his spear. The pieces of the broken sword were reforged for
Sigmund’s son, Sigurd, who also found favour with Odin, and
was given a wonderful horse bred from Odin’s own steed, Sleip-
nir.

Not only treasures but valuable counsel might be given to
chosen warriors. Odin taught Sigmund spells of battle, and he
instructed Hadding, another of his heroes, how to draw up his
forces in wedge formation. When Hadding profited by this
advice, and led out his army, Odin himself in the form of an
old man stood behind them, and shot so swiftly with his bow
that ten arrows sped as one, while he drove away the storm
clouds which the enemy had raised by magic. Similarly he gave
advice to Harald Wartooth, king of the Danes, to whom he
appeared as ‘an old man of great height, lacking one eye and
clad in a hairy mantle’.? He promised Harald immunity from
wounds, and in return Harald vowed to give him ‘all the souls
which his sword cast out of their bodies’.® Saxo has also pre-
served in the eighth book of his history the story of what hap-
pened to Harald when the god’s favour was withdrawn. First
Odin roused up enmity between him and his great friend King
Ring, and then he gave to Ring the cherished secret of wedge

1. Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum (translated Elton, 1894), 11, 65,

p. 78.
2. ibid, vr1, 248, p. 298. 3. ibid, vi1, 247, p. 296.
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formadon. As Harald drove out to meet Ring in battle, he sud-
denly recognized the god in the place of his own charioteer. He
begged him for one more victory, swearing to dedicate to Odin
all who fell in battle. But the driver was relentless, and even as
Harald pleaded he flung him down from the chariot, and slew
him with his own sword as he fell.

The bitterness against the god expressed in this story might
be attributed to Saxo the Christian scholar if it stood alone, but
it can be matched from many other sources. A fine tenth-century
poem, Hékonarmdl, composed at the death of Hakon the Good
of Norway, describes him entering the courts of Odin. He is re-
ceived with much honour, but his response is a cold one :

Surely we have deserved victory of the gods ... Odin has shown
great enmity towards us ... We will keep our war-gear ready to
hand.

The implication is clear: Odin cannot be trusted. This is expres-
sed with even greater freedom in later poetry and by the prose
writers ¢

You have never been able to order the course of war; often have
you given victory to cowards who did not deserve it. Lokasenna

Balder’s father has broken faith - it is unsafe to trust him....
Ketils Saga Heengs

I suspect indeed that it is Odin who comes against us here, the
foul and untrue.... Hrdlfs Saga Kraka

Phrases such as this suggest widespread indignation against the
treachery of the god. Perhaps it is not too fanciful to catch the
same note in the protest of a high priest of the gods at the court
of King Edwin of Northumbria in the seventh century, recorded
by Bede in his Ecclesiastical History of the English Nation
(11, 13) less than a century later. Coifi the priest declared that
the old religion offered no reward for true and faithful service,
and another unnamed speaker in the debate added that heathen
men were left with nothing in which they could trust once their
earthly life was over. It seems likely that Coifi the priest was the
servant of the God of Battle, since his method of destroying and
repudiating the temple of the gods was to hurl a spear at it and
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then to commit it to the flames. This is in accordance with what
we know of the sacrificial rites associated with Odin himself.

In Old Norse literature the rites said to belong to Odin are
dedication by a spear, hanging, and burning. Snorri tells us in
Ynglinga Saga that marking with a spear at the time of death
and burning of the dead were practices followed by the Swedish
worshippers of Odin, and that they claimed to be following their
god’s own example. According to the poem Hdvamdl (Utterance
of the High One), Odin himself recounts how he was pierced
with a spear and hanged on a tree, a sacrifice for the attainment
of wisdom (see pp. 143-4). We have independent evidence for the
sacrifice of men and beasts by hanging as late as the eleventh cen-
tury in Sweden. In his history of the Archbishops of Hamburg-
Bremen,' Adam of Bremen gives a grim picture of the bodies of
men and animals left hanging from trees round the great heathen
temple at Uppsala, when a special festival to the gods was held
every nine years. He gives as the source of his information a
Christian friend of his, an old man of seventy-two, who had told
him that he had seen these sacrifices hanging there. Whether this
hanging was preceded by the stabbing of the victim with a spear
we do not know. Captives in war were also liable to be put to
death by hanging, presumably as a sacrifice to the war god.
Procopius, writing in the early sixth century, says of the men of
Thule, that is, of Norway and Sweden :

... the sacrifice most valued ... is that of the first man which they
capture in war. This sacrifice they offer to Ares, since they believe
him to be the greatest of the gods. They sacrifice the prisoner not
merely by slaughtering him, but by hanging him from a beam, or
casting him among thorns, or putting him to death by other horrible
methods. Gothic War, 11, 15

Again in Beowulf it is noticeable that the king of the Swedes
threatens to hang his enemies the Geats after the Battle of
Ravenswood ‘some of them on the gallows-tree, as sport for the
birds’ (2940-1).2

An account of a sacrifice to Odin by hanging is given in one
of the late sagas, Gautreks Saga. This has so convincing a ring

I. Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae Pontificum (1v, 27).

2. ‘Birds’ is doubtful, as it is the result of an emendation, but there is
no doubt about the threat to hang the prisoners.
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that in spite of its late date it may be based on memories of the
traditional sacrificial cult of the god. According to this story, a
Viking leader, King Vikar, prayed to Odin for a favourable
wind, and when lots were drawn to decide who should be given
to Odin in return for this, it fell upon the king himself. In this
embarrassing situation his men decided to stage a mock sacrifice.
Vikar was to stand on a tree-stump with a calf’s intestines looped
round his neck and fastened to the tree above. Starkad, a famous
hero and follower of Odin, was to stand beside him with a long
rod in his hand. He thrust this rod at the king, uttering the
words, ‘Now I give thee to Odin’. At this moment a deadly sub-
stitution took place, and the ritual became reality :

He let the fir bough go. The rod became a spear, and pierced the
king through. The stump fell from under his feet, and the calf’s
intestines became a strong rope, while the branch shot up and lifted
the king among the boughs, and there he died. Gautreks Saga, 7

Here noose and spear are used together in a ritual killing.
Among the many titles of Odin, it is noticeable that we find
Spear-Brandisher, and God of Hanged Men.

Snorri also emphasized the importance attributed to the burn-
ing of the dead among the followers of Odin. All objects burned
on the pyre with their owners were deemed to pass with them
to Valhalla, he tells us. The double ritual of hanging and stab-
bing is accompanied by burning in a tenth-century account of a
sacrifice held on the Volga, among the Swedish settlers there. It
was witnessed by Ibn Fadlan, an Arab traveller, who left a de-
tailed account of what he saw,! and he tells how a slave-girl was
sacrificed at the funeral of her master. She was strangled and
stabbed at the same time by an old woman called the Angel of
Death and her helpers, and the girl’s body was then burned be-
side that of her master on a great pyre formed of a blazing ship.
The importance of the burning is emphasized by the words of
one of the bystanders, who as the flames mounted high declared
that his lord had sent a wind to bear the dead man to paradise
because of his love for him. This is fully in accord with what
Snorri has to say concerning the funeral rites of Odin.

1. An English translation is given by]. Brgndsted in The Vikings (Penguin

Books, 1964), pp. 301 ff. A more authoritative version, with notes, is in
German, by A. Zeki Validi Togan, I6n Fadlan’s Reisebericht, Leipzig, 1939.
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The words spoken by Starkad at the sacrifice of King Vikar,
‘Now I give thee to Odin’, are echoed elsewhere. They could be
spoken over an enemy host dedicated to the god, as a spear was
flung over them. In the Battle of Fyrisvellir, fought in g6o_be-
tween the Swedish king Erlc and Styrbiorn the Strong, Eric is
said to have performed this rite and to have won the victory with
the help of Odin. Styrbiorn, according to the story told in Flazey-
jarbék, had prayed to Thor for help, but Eric vowed a sacrifice
to Odin:

Eric dedicated himself to him for victory, and offered to die at
the end of ten years. He had already made many sacrifices, since he
seemed likely to get the worst of it. Not long afterwards he saw a
tall man with a hood over his face. He gave Eric a thin stick, and
told him to shoot it over the host of Styrbiorn and to say, ‘Odin has
you all’.

Now when he had shot it, it appeared to him like a javelin in the
air, and it flew over Styrbiorn’s host. Immediately blindness fell upon
Styrbiorn’s men and then upon Styrbiorn himself. Then a great
wonder came to pass, for an avalanche broke loose on the mountain
and fell upon Styrbiorn’s host, and all his people were slain.

Flateyjarbdk, 11, 61

This practice of hurling a spear was remembered by the com-
poser of Eyrbyggia Saga (44). He tells how an Icelander did this
over a band of his enemies before a fight ‘according to ancient
custom, to bring them good luck’, although Odin is not men-
tioned. In the poem on the Battle of the Goths and Huns (re-
corded in a late saga, but believed to contain early traditions),
there is an allusion to the spear of Odin which will decide the
course of battle. The challenge from the Goths to the Huns ends
with the invocation :

May every field of battle be piled with your corpses,
And may Odin let the spear fly according to my words.

Here the flinging of a spear, like the marking with a spear at
time of death, is attributed to Odin himself. Odin possessed the
great spear Gungnir, and this was evidently used to stir up war-
fare in the world. In Vpluspd, the cause of the first war among
the gods is said to be brought about by Odin flinging his spear
into the host. Thus up to the end of the heathen period the
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picture of the god as fierce provoker of war and giver of victory
persisted in the north.

2. The Germanic War Gods

We have good reason to believe that Odin as god of war has
developed out of earlier concepticns among the Germanic
peoples on the Continent of the god who ruled over the battle-
field. The god Wodan, or Wotan, had the same type of sacrifice
associated with his name. The Heruli, for instance, worshippers
of Wodan, practised a double ritual of stabbing and burning.
Among them the victims were not necessarily captives taken in
war, but those also who were on the point of death from illness
or old age. According to Procopius, writing in the sixth century,’
they were accustomed to lay such men on the funeral pyre and to
stab them to death before their bodies were burned.

We come across continual references to terrible sacrifices in
honour of ‘Mars’ among the Germanic peoples. Jordanes, also
in the sixth century,? wrote of the worship which the Goths gave
to the god of war, who, they believed, had been born among
them:

They thought that he who is lord of war ought to be appeased
by the shedding of human blood. To him they devoted the first share
of the spoil, and in his honour arms stripped from the foe were cus-
pended from trees.

Even more terrible rites were practised by the Cimbri, who may
have been a Celtic tribe, but weie certainly in close contact with
the Germansfmrcported of them that they hanged their
prisoners up over great bronze bowls ; their priestesses, who were
old women dressed in white, climbed a ladder and cut the
throats of the hanging men so that their blood was received in
the bowls below. Qrosius, writing in the fifth century, gives a
vivid account of the actions of these same Cimbri after they had
won a great victory in 105 B.C.*

1. Gothic War, v1, 14.

2. History of the Goths, translated by C. C. Mierow, Princeton University
Press, 1915, vol. 1v, p. 61.

3. Swrabo, Geograpiy, vii, 2, 3.

54



The Germanic War Gods

The enemy captured both camps and acquired an enormous quan-
tity of booty. In accordance with a strange and unusual vow, they set
about destroying everything which they had taken. Clothing was cut
to pieces and cast away, gold and silver was thrown into the river,
the breastplates of the men were hacked to pieces, the trappings of
the horses were broken up, the horses themselves drowned in
whirlpools, and men with nooses round their necks were hanged
from trees. Thus there was no booty for the victors and no mercy
for the vanquished. History of the World, v, 16

This account of wholesale sacrifice both of living creatures
and material things to the god of war may be compared with a
description given by Tacitus of a battle between two Germanic

_tribes, the Hermungari and the Chatti, in the first century. They
were fighting for possession of the river which flowed between
their lands, which was particularly valuable because of the salt
to be obtained there, and also because part of its course passed

through what was accounted holz ground: ‘They cherished a

superstition that the locality was specially near to heaven’
(Annals, x111, 57). Accordingly both sides vowed to sacrifice
the enemy to Mars and Mercury in return for victory. This was a
truly fearful vow, implying as it did the sacrifice of the entire
beaten side, with their weapons, their horses, and all else that
they possessed. Yet the Hermundari, who won the battle, are
said to have carried it out, while the Romans cynically applaud-
ed the liquidation of troublesome barbarians in the name of re-
These isolated references to sacrificial practices among the
Germanic peoples in heathen times suggest something of the
gerror associated in _men’s minds with the god of battle. Dis—\x
coveries made in the peat bogs of Denmark give us startling con-
firmation of the power which he once wielded. The peat soil has
preserved piles of booty such as must represent the spoils of many
battles, lying not at random, but as if arrangéd deliberately in
some kind of order by the victors. At the four main finds, at
Thorsbjerg, Vimose, Nydam, and Kragehul, there was an im-
pressive amount of material, including weapons, armour, clothes,
ernaments, tools, pottery, and animal bones. The largest collec-
tions must have been built up over a number of years, and the

objects left in the holy places gradually sank into the marshy
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soil until they were hidden from view. Sometimes weapons were
bent and broken and rendered useless before they were laid
down. In 1950 a fifth discovery of this kind was made at Illerup,!
and careful excavation made it possible to reconstruct what had
taken place. Here the equipment of about seventy warriors had
been burned on a pyre, and the swords and shields collected
from the ashes, deliberately bent and dented, and carried into
the middle of the bog by means of planks laid down on the
marshy ground. Some of the weapons were flung into a deep
pool, and others left lying on the earth near by, in a spot still
reputed to be haunted. In this case the spoil was probably that
taken in one battle only, fought about a.p. 400.

We know that mailcoats and weapons were rare and costly
treasures, and that the many swords sacrificed at Illerup repre-
sented much wealth. Yet men felt impelled to make these strange

/sacriﬁces in return for victory, and continued to do so in Den-
mark from the second to the sixth century after Christ. The ex-
planation given in the literature is that they did this in order to
placate the god of battle, perhaps like the Hermundari in the
fulfilment of a vow once victory had been won. We do not know
what happened to the owners of the swords and mailcoats, spears
and horse-trappings preserved in the peat, but the implication is
that if not already killed in battle they met with an unpleasant
death as part of the expensive sacrifice to the war god.

Tacitus tells us that the Hermundari and the Chatti sacrificed
to Mars and Mercury in return for victory. There is little doubt
that Mercury represented the Germanic god Wodan at the time
when Tacitus wrote. In England the same god, Woden, gave his
name to the fourth day of the week, Wednesday, the day which
in France is called Mercredi after the Roman god. Just as Odin
was looked on as the divine ancestor of the Swedes, so Woden
was believed to be the founder of many royal dynasties. Most of

the Anglo-Saxon kings looked back to him as their_divine an-
gestor. The reason for his identification with Mercury will be
discussed more fully in a later chapter (p. 140).

At the time of Tacitus however there is reason to believe that

the Roman god of war, Mags, was identified not with Wodan,

but with another Germanic god, Tiwaz. Odin in fact appears to
1. H. Andersen, ‘Der femte store Mosefund’, Kuml, 1951, pp. 9 f.
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be the successor of both Wodan and Tiwaz, retaining some of
the qualities and attributes of both these gods. In Snorri’s
account Tiwaz appears as Tyr. He is only a shadowy figure, but
Snorri mentions that men prayed to him for victory, and also
that he was renowned for his wisdom as well as for his valour.
Tiwaz in his day must have been a very great power among the
heathen Germans. The third day of the week, sacred in Rome to
Mars, was called after him throughout the Teutonic world, so
that against Mard;i in France we have Tuesday in England. In
Old Norse his name was used as a synonym for ‘god’, and Odin
bore among his titles that of Sigzjr, the Tyr, or god, of victory.
The name Tiwaz is related to the Greek Zeus, and to the Roman
Jupiter (who was originally Dyaus pitar, father Dyaus). All
three are thought to be derived from dieus, the Indo-Germanic
word for god, which stands also for the shining heaven and the
light of day. It is probable that Tiwaz was the supreme sky god
of the Germans as well as their god of battle.

Although Odin had in the main taken the place of Tiwaz at
the close of the heathen period, memories of the earlier battle
god still lingered. In one of the Edda poems dealing with spells
to use in battle, men are told to carve runes of victory, giving the
name of Tyr.! We have what may be instances of this name on
weapons. A helmet from Negau in Austria bears an inscription
in North Italic letters of the second century s.c., which has been
thought by some scholars to give Teiwa, an archaic form of the
god’s name.? A spear from Kowel bears the rune which is the
initial of the god’s name. Another symbol resembling this rune,
so small that it could hardly have been noticeable even when
new, has been detected on a spear found in an Anglo-Saxon
cemetery of the sixth century in Holborough, Kent.® These may
be signs of the ancient Germanic war god, cut by those who
wished to claim his help and protection in battle.

Terrible though the rites associated with Tiwaz were, it seems
that he was no mere crude deity of slaughter. Among the titles
given to him in inscriptions of the Roman period, we find Mars

1. Sigrdrifumdl, 5. !

2. F. Mossé, ‘L'Origine de I'écriture runique’, Conférences de I'Institut
de linguistique de I’Université de Paris, X, 19501, P. 55.

3. Archaeologia Cantiana, LXX, 1956, pp. 97 fI.
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Thingsus. This must mean that Tiwaz was associated with the
Thing, the Assembly of the people held to settle disputes and to
establish the law. Just as the Lord of Hosts who gave victory in
battle to Moses was the same god who delivered to him the tab-
lets of the Law, so Tiwaz appears to have been the protector of
law and order in the community as well as ruler over the realm
of war. Tacitus tells us that no man might be flogged, im-
prisoned, or put to death among the Germans save by their
priests, ‘in obedience to the god which theybelieve to preside over
battle’.! If the god of battle punished criminals, then he must
surely have been regarded as the supporter of order and justice.

This idea never wholly disappeared in the north, and it may
be noticed that the place where the official sword-duel, the A6im-
ganga, was fought was close beside the site of the Chief Assem-
bly of Iceland, where the important law cases were held. The
appeal to the sword as an arbiter between men has a long and
impressive history among the Germanic peoples.?” According to
Tacitus, they were accustomed to use the duel as a form of
augury. They used before a battle to secure a captive from the
enemy and to match him against a champion of their own. In
this way they tested the luck of their side, and the result was
held to foreshadow that of the battle to come. Records from the
early history of the Germans have many references to single
combat between two champions, while behind them the oppos-
ing armies waited and watched. The spirit of such a combat is
well expressed in the eighth century by Paul the Deacon, who
wrote in a history of the Lombards:

See how many people there are on both sides! 'What need is there
that so great a multitude perish? Let us join, he and I, in single
combat, and may that one of us to whom God may have willed to
give the victory have and possess all this people safe and entire.

History of the Langobards, v, 41 (Foulke’s translation)

We know that the Germans were accustomed to take a solemn
oath on their weapons, and that this was a very ancient custom,
well established in heathen times. This is in accordance with
the idea of the god of battle as the supreme arbiter, and it is not

1. Germania, 7.

2. See H. R. Ellis Davidson, The Sword in Anglo-Saxon England,
Oxford, 1962, pp. 193 ff.
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difficult to comprehend the effectiveness of such an oath. A
man’s safety and life depended on the reliability of his weapons,
and fighting was a tricky business at best; a broken oath which
had been made on sword or spear mighi result in failure at the
moment of crisis. That a man’s own weapon should turn against
him is one of the more frightening of the curses which could be
pronounced against an enemy.

It is probably significant that the one myth about Tyr which
has survived in the pages of Snorri concerns the binding of the
wolf Fenrir, the adversary of the gods (see p. 31). Only Tyr
was brave enough to feed him, and willing to sacrifice his hand
in order that the monster should be bound. Later on, the wolf
is the special adversary of Odin at Ragnarok. It seems likely that
in earlier Germanic myths it was Tiwaz who was matched
against him. Snorri tells us that Tyr was killed by Garm, a
hound of the underworld, who may well be Fenrir under an-
other name.

At the time of Tacitus, the Semnones, a warlike people who
were later known as the Alamanni, lived between the Rhine and
the Oder. They worshipped a god called God and Ruler of All
(Deus Regnator Omnium). In A.p. g2 their king visited Rome,
and Tacitus may well have learned about their religious customs
from him or from one of his cempanions. He tells us? that the
Semnones gathered yearly in a sacred wood, with other tribes
related to them, and that in this place ‘hallowed by the auguries
of their forefathers and by ancient awe’, they witnessed a human
sacrifice. Whoever entered the wood had to be bound with a
cord as a sign of humility before the god, and if he fell he might
not get tc his feet but had to roll over the ground. This appears
to emphasize the power of the god to bind his followers, as Tyr
bound the wolf; the idea of birding is found associated with
Odin as war god, aad more about this will be said later (pp.
63 and 147). We cannot be certain that Tiwaz was in fact the
god of the Semnones, but it seems :most probable that he was the
supreme deity worshipped in the wood.?

1. Germania, 39.

2. The stabbing of Helgi in Fjpturlundr (Fetter Grove) in a prose insertion
in Helgakuida Hundingskana, 11, has led some to argue that the Deus
Regnator was Wodan. The gap in time however is too gre:t for this to be
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It is also possible that the god of the Saxons, known as Sax-
/ .not, was the same as the war god Tiwaz. He is mentioned
along with Wodan and Thunor as a god who had to be renoun-
ced when they were baptized, in an early renunciation formula.!
He must have been an important deity to be placed alongside the
other two, and he was evidenty the same god whose name
(Seaxneat) is given as that of the founder of the dynasty of the
Saxon kings in Essex. Saxnot could originally have been Sahs-
ginot, ‘sword companion’, and this is a fitting name for a war
god in whose honour swords were wielded and to whom swords
were sacrificed. The worship of Tiwaz under this name may
thus have been brought into Essex when the Saxons came over to
Britain. Tiwaz was also known in England under the name of
Tiw or Tig, as is implied by a few early forms of place-names
like Tewin in Hertfordshire and Tuesley in Surrey. At Tysoe,
on Edge Hill, seven miles from Banbury, a red horse was cut on
the hill slope, and was scoured every Palm Sunday undl the end
of the cighteenth century; it is possible that here there was a
place once sacred to the god, and that the horse was associated
with him,

In Tiwaz we have an early Germanic war god, an ancestor of
Odin. He had great powers, and extensive sacrifices were made
to him. He was a one-handed god, and since a one-handed figure
wielding a weapon is scen among Bronze Age rock-engravings
in Scandinavia it has been suggested that his worship may go
back to very early times in the north, and that the myth of the
god binding the wolf is of great antiquity. Dumézil® believes
that another version has been preserved in the story of the
Roman hero, Mucius Sczvola, who willingly sacrificed his hand
to save his people from destruction. Certainly Tiwaz differs in
one respect from Wodan, who seems to have taken over his
position as god of battle later in the heathen period. Tiwaz was
associated with law and justice, whereas Wodan and Odin are

reproached on many occasions for fickleness and treachery.

taken as proof. For the idea of ritual binding connected with the gods,
Eliade has a most valuable section in Images and Symbols (London, 1961),
Pp. 92-124.

1. Ms. Cod. pal., 577, Vatican Library.

2. Les Dieux des Germains, Paris, 1959, pp. 71ff.

6o



The Valkyries of Odin

While Odin is renowned for wisdom and cunning, he is not
rcpresen‘t?i'-as in any way concerned with justice among men.
To find a reason for this change in the character of the war god,
it will be necessary to return to the Scandinavian Odin and to
consider some of his companions and followers in Asgard and
on earth.

3. The Valkyries of Odin

In Snorri’s description of the after-life for warriors, there are
certain beings who form a link between Odin and the slain, and
between the worlds of the living and the dead. These are the
female spirits called Valkyries, who wait on the warriors in Val-
halla, and no description of the gods of battle can be complete
without them. In the descriptions of the poets they appear as
women who wear armour and ride on horseback, passing swiftly
over sea and land. They carry out Odin’s commands while the
battle rages, giving victory according to his will, and at the
close they lead the slaughtered warriors to Valhalla. Sometimes,
on the other hand, they are pictured as the wives of living
heroes. Human princesses are said to become Valkyries, as
though they were the priestesses of some cult.

Valkyrie names occur frequently in the work of ninth- and
tenth-century poets. Many, like Hildr, Hlpkk, Gudr, are simply

synonyms for ‘battle’. Evidently an elaborate literary picture has
been built up by generations of poets and storytellers, in which
several different conceptions can be discerned. We recognize
something akin to the Norns, spirits who decide the destinies of
men; to the seeresses, who could protect men in battle by their
spells; to the powerful female guardian spirits attached to cer-
tain families, bringing luck to a youth under their protection;
even to certain women who armed themselves and fought like
men, for whom there is some historical evidence from the
regions round the Black Sea. There may be a memory also of the
priestesses of the god of war, women who officiated at the sacri-
ficial rites when captives were put to death after battle. The
name Valkyrie means, literally, ‘chooser of the slain’, and in the
eleventh century an Anglo-Saxon bishop, Wulfstan, included
‘choosers of the slain’ in a black list of sinners, witches, and evil-

doers in his famous Sermo Lupi. All the other classes whom he
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mentions are human ones, and it seems unlikely that he has in-
troduced mythological figures as well. In the tenth-century ship-

funeral on the Volga (see p. 52), the old woman who organized
the killing of the slave-gir] was called the Angel of Death,

and had two other women, called her daughters, in attendance.
She is described as ‘an old Hunnish woman, massive and grim
to look upon’. It would hardly be surprisiag if strange legends
grew up about such women, who must have been kept apart
from their kind for these gruesome duties. Since it was often
decided by lot which prisoners should be killed, the idea that the
god ‘chose’ his victims, through the instrument of the priest-
esses, must have been a familiar one, apart from the obvious
assumption that some were chosen to fall in war.

It seems that from carly times the heathen Germans believed
in_fierce female spirits doing_the commands of the war god,
stirring up disorder, taking part in battle, seizing and perhaps
even devouring the slain. Wulfstan used the word welcyrge, and
the same word occurs some centuries earlier, in a number of Old
English word-lists, some of which go back to the eighth century.
Welcyrge, ‘chooser of the slain’, is given as the Old English
equivalent for the names of the furies: Erinys, Tisiphone, and
Allecto.

/- Earlier evidence still comes from the north of England. Two
votive stones were found at Housesteads on Hadrian’s Wall in
1883, one of which reads:

Dedicated to the God Mars Thincsus and to the two Alaisiagae,
Bede and Fimmilene.

The other refers to ‘Mars and the two Alaisiagis’. A third frag-
ment was found which may have been associated with either or
both these inscriptions, showing a war god with shield and
spear, with a bird beside him. In 1920 an altar was discovered at
the same fort, and this also bore an inscription dedicated to the
Alaisiagae, calling them goddesses, and giving them the names
of Baudihillie and Friagabi.! These names have been interpreted
as ‘ruler of battle’ and ‘giver of freedom’, and they would be
suitable ones for Valkyries to bear.

1. R. C. Bosanquet, ‘On an altar dedicated to the Alaisiagae’, Arch.
Aeliana (3rd series), 19, 1922, pp. 185 fi.
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The conception of a company of women associated with battle
among the heathen Germans is further implied by two spells
which have survived into Christian times. One comes from Mer-
seburg in south Germany, and is a charm for the unloosing of
fetters. It describes how certain women called the Idisi (cf. Old
Norse_disir, ‘goddesses’) sat together, some fastening bonds,
some holding back the host, some tugging at fetters. It concludes
with the words, ‘Leap forth from the bonds, escape from the
enemy’.

With this may be compared an Old English charm against a
sudden pain. It seems at first to be a humble and innocuous
charm, until the pain is visualized as cavsed by the spears of
certain supernatural women. At this point it suddenly takes on
heroic stature:

Loud were they, lo, loud, riding over the hill.

They were of one mind, riding over the land ;
Shield thyself now, to escape from this ill.

Out, little spear, if herein thou be.

Under shield of light linden I took up my stand,
When the mighty women made ready their power
And sent out their screaming spears. . . .

Later in the spell weapons shot by the gods are mentioned, and
the impression is that here we have what was originally a battle
spell, like the Merseburg one, which has come down in the
world until it could be evoked for a prosaic stitch in the side. A
second suggestion of supernatural women in another charm is
the term sigewif, ‘victory-women’, used of a swarm of bees.

The unbinding and binding of fetters, the hurling of spears,
and the power to ride through the air are all activities associated
with Odin. In Hdvamdl he utters a spell to provide ‘fetters for
my adversaries’. These are not likely to be physical bonds, but
rather fetters for the mind, of the kind described in Ynglinga
Saga:

Odin knew how to act so that his foes in battle became blind or
deaf or panic-stricken, and their weapons pierced no more than
wands.

A vivid example of such a state is found in one of the sagas

from Iceland, Hardar Saga (36). The hero Hord was escaping
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from his enemies when he was suddenly overcome by what is
described as ‘the war-fetter’ (herfjpturr). This was due to hostile
magic :

The ‘war-fetter’ came upon Hord, and he cut himself free once
and a second time. The ‘war-fetter’ came upon him a third time.
Then the men managed to hem him in, and surrounded him with a
ring of enemies, but he fought his way out of the ring, and slew
three men in so doing.

This must not be confused with the onset of panic in battle, for
Hord was an exceptionally brave man and a splendid fighter. It
seems rather to be a kind of paralysis, like that experienced in
a nightmare. Three times he succeeded in shaking it off, but
when it overcame him for the fourth time he was surrounded
again and killed. It is noteworthy that one of the Valkyrie names
is Herfjoturr, ‘war-fetter’, the same word as in the passage
above. The suggested interpretation of one of the names of the
Alaisiagae, Friagab:, as ‘giver of freedom’, may be relevant in
this connexion.

Old Norse literature has left us with a picture of dignified
Valkyries riding on horses and armed with spears, but a dif-
ferent, cruder picture of supernatural women connected with
blood and slaughter has also survived. Female creatures, some-
times of gigantic size, pour blood over a district where a battle
is to take place; they are sometimes described as carrying
troughs of blood or riding on wolves, or are seen rowing a boat
through a rain of blood falling from the sky. Such figures are
usually omens of fighting and death; they sometimes appear to
men in dreams, and they are described more than once in skaldic
verse of the tenth and eleventh centuries. The most famous ex-
ample of this kind of dream vision is that said in Njdls Saga to
have been seen before the Battle of Clontarf, fought at Dublin in
1014. A group of women were scen weaving on a grisly loom
formed from men’s entrails and weighted with severed heads.
They were filling in a background of grey spears with a weft of
crimson. They were called by names of Valkyries. A poem is
quoted in the Saga which is said to have been spoken by them,
and in the course of this they declare that it is they who decide
who is to die in the coming battle :
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We weave, we weave the web of the spear,

as on goes the standard of the brave.

We shall not let him lose his life;

the Valkyries have power to choose the slain. ...

All is sinister now to see,

a cloud of blood moves over the sky,
the air is red with the blood of men,
as the battle-women chant their song.

This poem, known as the Darradarljéd or ‘Spear-Lay’, may not
necessarily have been composed about the Battle of Clontarf; it
has been suggested that some other battle in Ireland originally
inspired it.! In any case we have here, at a relatively early date,
a picture of Valkyries, ‘battle-women’, which is in accordance
with the other descriptions of terrible female creatures working
out the fate of warriors in battle, and bringing down blood and
carnage upon men.

Other figures showing a close resemblance to Valkyries of this
kind are found in stories of the Celtic peoples. Two ‘goddesses’,
Morrigu and Bobd, are mentioned in the Irish sagas. They were
wont to appear on the battlefield, or were sometimes visible be-
fore a battle. They could take on the form of birds of prey, and
they were accustomed to utter prophecies of war and slaughter.
The association of these battle-women with the birds of prey
who flock to a battlefield is interesting. In the Old English poem
Exodus the adjective ‘choosing the slain’, welceasig, is used of
the raven, and one of the earliest Old Norse poems, Hrafnsmdl,
is in the form of a dialogue between a raven and a Valkyrie. The
raven, together with the wolf, is mentioned in practically all the
descriptions of a battle in Old English poetry, and both were
regarded as the creatures of the war god, Odin.

Such striking resemblances between the figures of super-
natural battle-women in the literature of the §candinavians and
heathen Germans on the one hand, and the Celtic peoples on the

other, are significant. Donahue? was led to suggest that there

1. N. Kershaw, Anglo-Saxon and Norse Poems, Cambridge, 1922, p.

117.
2. C. Donahue, ‘The Valkyries and the Irish War-Goddesses’, Publs-
cations of the Modern Language Association (Baltimore), 56, 1941, pp. I ff.
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was a belief in fierce battle-spirits connected with the god of war
at a time when the Celts and Germans were in close contact with
one another, during the Roman period. There is little doubt that
the figure of the Valkyrie has developed in Norse literature into
something more dignified and less blood-thirsty as a result of the
work of the poets over a considerable period. The alarming and
terrible creatures who have survived in the literature in spite of
this seem likely however to be closer in character to the choosers
of the slain as they were visualized in heathen times.

4. The Berserks of Odin

The power which Odin was believed to possess over the minds
of men at war was not limited to the sapping of their energy and
will-power, the imposing of ‘fetters’ on them in the heat of
battle. He could give more positive help, as we see from the phe-
nomenon of the berserks. These were warriors so full of the
ecstasy of battle as to be impervious to wounds and to danger,
and according to Snorri they derived this power from Odin:

... his men went without mailcoats, and were frantic as dogs or
wolves; they bit their shields and were as strong as bears or boars ;
they slew men, but neither fire nor iron could hurt them. This is
known as ‘running berserk’. Ynglinga Saga, 6

In the later saga-literature the berserk has turned into some-
thing which resembles a fairy-tale monster, with whom the hero
does battle against overwhelming odds and whom he of course
defeats. The main characteristics of the berserk nevertheless are
worthy of note. First, he fights in a state of wild frenzy;
secondly, he is marked out as a member of a special class free
from the laws which govern ordinary members of society. These
characteristics have been recorded among the Germanic peoples
long before Viking times.

For instance, a class of dedicated warriors was known among
the Chatti, the German tribe described by Tacitus in the first
century. They wore iron rings round their necks, and could only
discard these after they had killed an enemy. Some indeed chose
to wear them all their life, as long as they could go on fighting,
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and ‘to such old warriors it always rests to begin the batte’.
Tacitus continues :

They are always in the van, and present a startling sight ; even in
peace they decline to soften the savagery of their expression. None of
them has home, land, or business of his own. To whatever host they
choose to go, they get their keep from him, wasting the goods of
others while despising their own, until old age drains their blood
and incapacitates them for so exacting a form of heroism.

Germania, 31 (Mattingly’s translation)

Another aspect of the berserks 1s found among the warriors of
the Harii, also described by Tacitus. Like the Chatti these were
famed for their strength, and they cultivated the art of terrifying
their enemies:

They black their shields and dye their bodies black, and choose
pitch dark nights for their battles. The terrifying shadow of such a
fiendish army inspires a mortal panic, for no enemy can stand so
strange and devilish a sight. Germania, 43
The Heruli also, a people who practised cremation and suttee,
and who were worshippers of the war god, deliberately culti-
vated the practice of fighting without armour. Procopius tells us
that their only protection was a shield and a cloak, and other
writers confirm this.

At the time of Harald Fairhair, king of Norway in the ninth
century, there were berserks in the king's bodyguard. In the
Hrafnsmdl they are called wolf-coats, and are said to be men of
tried valour who never flinched at battle. We are told in Heims-
kringla that they had a place on the king’s warship. Dumézil®
has suggested that the touching with a spear, the mark of conse-
cration to Odin, may have been the initiation ceremony for
members of this band, giving assurance of immortality in the
service of the war god whom they worshipped and to whom
their lives were dedicated. The berserks who roamed through
Scandinavia were apparently viewed as sacred to the god. Dumé-
zil sees them as a necessary element in society, representing the
wild and fantastic in contrast with law and order.

The berserks in the stories are frequently said to be shape-
changers, and sometimes to take on animal form. Bothvar Biarki,

1. G. Dumézil, Mythes et dieux des Germains, Paris, 1939, pp. 8o fi.
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the celebrated champion of King Hrolf of Denmark, was said to
fight in the form of a great bear in the ranks of the king’s army,
while his human form lay at home and seemed asleep. The basis
of such tales may lie in the fierce frenzy, like that of a wild beast,
which overcame the berserks in battle. Such fits of rage could be
inconvenient in private life, and this is illustrated by a story
from the life of the famous poet, Egill Skallagrimsson. His
father appears to have been a berserk in his youth, and when he
had married and settled down in Iceland, he became over-excited
one evening in a game of ball with his child. In a mad frenzy he
killed the little boy’s nurse, and came very near to destroying
his son Egill as well. In another saga a man who suffered from
such attacks of berserk rage was said to be healed from them
when he became a Christian. The idea of taking on animal
shape while in such a rage may have been strengthened by the
animal skins which according to tradition such companies of
warriors wore. A modern parallel to this is offered by the societ-
ies of dreaded leopard-men in Africa.

Memories of initiation into warrior societies survive in the
prose sagas. In Hrolfs Saga Kraka, a youth had to ‘kill’ the
figure of a monster set up in the king’s hall, and to drink its
blood. In Volsunga Saga, Sigmund and his son, who were out-
laws, put on wolf-skins and made a solemn pact to keep certain
rules when they fought:

Sigmund and his son put on the skins, and were unable to take
them off. The same nature went with them as before, and they spoke
in wolf-language; each understood this speech. They stayed out in
the wood and went each his own way. They made an agreement
between them, that each should be prepared to take on as many as
seven men, but no more. He who was outnumbered must call out in
wolf-language. ‘We must not fail in this,” said Sigmund, ‘for you are
young and rash, and men will judge you to be a fine quarry.’

We know that companies of warriors living under strict dis-
cipline did in fact exist late in the Viking age. Literature has
preserved memories of the Vikings of Jomsburg, a band of men
living a bachelor life in a warrior community, with rigid rules of
obedience. Some of these rules have been recorded for us: no man
might be taken into their fellowship who was more than fifty
years old, or less than eighteen; no man should break the peace

68



The Worship of the War God

by attacking another of the band, even though a man received
into the stronghold had slain another’s father or brother;
no one might remain in Jomsburg who spoke words of fear or
despondency ; no one might remain who ran away from some-
one of equal strength ; no man should keep women in the strong-
hold. There is no doubt that foundation for such accounts existed
in the Viking age. Impressive fortifications at Trelleborg and
Aggersborg have been excavated in Denmark, which were in
use in the early eleventh century. They contained lines of bar-
rack buildings which made them resemble a Roman camp, and
groups of trained men must have lived here as disciplined
warriors. King Svein of Denmark no doubt made use of such
companies of fighting men in his invasion of England, and it is

ossible that similar encampments existed in Viking England
Elso. In them we méy see t}?c final phase in a T&ig tradition of
companies of selected warriors, most of them young bachelors
not yet ready to marry and settle down who, along with a few
tried veterans, formed the ruler’s bodyguard at the courts of
the Scandinavian kings. The survival of warrior communities so
late in the heathen period may help to account for the richness
and vigour of the traditions about the war god in the literature
of the north. It is noticeable that in the pages of Saxo’s Gesza

Danorum, written at a time when the great warrior encamp-
ments must still have been remembered, the old, tough, devoted
warriors who followed Odin, men like Starkad and Hadding,
occupy an important place.

5. The Worship of the War God

We have seen that the power of the war god was considerable in
northern Europe from very early times, from the period when
Tiwaz was regarded as the lord of hosts among the heathen
Germans, and also the promoter of justice and order among
men. When in the first century after Christ the Hermundari and
the Chatti are said to have sacrificed to Tiwaz and Wodan, this
may be significant. Wodan, lord of the kingdom of death and
ancestor of the German kings, may even then have been chal-
lenging the supremacy of Tiwaz on the battlefield.

Later in the heathen period Wodan is seen as the bearer of the
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spear and the god of the wolf and raven, and he was accepted,
by certain tribes at least, as the deity of battle. In Sweden he was
known as Qdin, the leader of the gods, the deity with power to
bind and to loose, whose followers were the terrible ¢choosers of
the slain’ who could strike down men in the conflict or render
them helpless to avert death. In this Odin follows in the foot-
steps of Wodan, the best interpretation of whose name seems to
be ‘one who makes miad’. Adam of Bremen in the eleventh cen-
tury sums up this power of the god briefly and decisively : ‘Wo-
dan, id est furor’ We shall see in a later chapter that Odin was
also the god of the dead and supreme practitioner in magic, with
the ability to inspire his followers and grant them the ecstatic,
trance-like state of intoxication. The ecstasy of batte, which in-
spired the berserks and filled them with such madness that they
knew neither fear nor pain, was naturally viewed as a gift of the
same god. In his warrior paradise Valhalla, men were said to
divide their time between battle and drinking. These were two
means by which they could while on earth achieve forgetfulness
of self, and it is therefore fitting that they should be the only
occupations in Odin’s hall.

We must remember that battle for the Germanic peoples and
the Vikings was a very individual affair. The picture of it which
emerges from the comments of Greek and Latin historians and
again from the poetry and sagas of the people themselves is prin-
cipally one of single combat between sword-warriors, or of a
hand-to-hand struggle between two small bands of men. Under
such conditions, faith in Wodan or Odin, who could give sup-
reme confidence and the strength and fury of possession, was an
enviable gift; it was a psychological asset likely to bring luck
and victory along with it.

Nevertheless men knew that the berserk, freed though he
might be for a time from fear and pain, was not inevitably a
victor. He might be cut down in battle, for all his strength and
furious courage, or wake from his frenzy to find himself crip-
pled for life. The vows made at the ale-drinking to accomplish
wild and daring deeds could bring bitter regrets when the men
who made them were sober again, as we are reminded more
than once in the heroic literature of the north. Thus it is hardly
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surprising that Odin was remembered as the Arch-Deceiver as
well as the god of inspiration.

Throughout the heathen period in northern Europe there was
clear need of a god of war. The story of the Germanic peoples
and the Vikings is one in which local battles, feuds, invasions,
and wars on a national scale are the order of the day. The heroic
literature is based on an unsettled society, accustomed to violence
and shortness of life. Differences between men were settled for
the most part by force of arms, and the natural hero was the
warrior chief with his little band of faithful followers, ready to
take chances, to trust to their luck with spear and sword, and to
risk losing all that they had gained if the fight went against
them. Lands, homes, and wives had often to be won by, the
sword, and always to be defended by it. The leader established
his sway over his followers by handing out weapons and armour
to be used in his defence, and by the winning of riches in batte.
Clearly men reared in such a world were bound to turn to the
god whom they served to protect them in the hour of battle, and
to grant them the elusive gift of victory, which depended on the
spirit of a fighting force - a mysterious, impalpable thing - or
sometimes on some slender chance outside men’s control.

In the earlier days of Germanic heathenism the terrible whole-
sale slaughter of captured forces and criminals implies a belief in
a god of battles who demanded that blood should flow in his
honour. Blood had to be constantly provided for the mighty
deity, or else he would be compelled by his nature to seize on the
lives of his worshippers. Pictures of priestesses putting men to a
brutal death in his name are reflected in later pictures of the
terrible Valkyries of the north, revelling in blood and stirring up
battle. Not only must the blood be set flowing, but the panoply
of war — swords and mailcoats, shields and spears — must be
offered to the god of war, cast into the swamps or the lakes, or
burned on the pyre in his honour.

As time went on, the emphasis seems to change from that of
a supreme ruler holding in his hand victory or defeat, who
taught men the value of law and order among themselves, to that
of a more capricious power who bestowed madness on his fol-
lowers, and who meted out victory or defeat with the arrogance
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of an carthly tyrant. It is possible that we are led to exag-
gerate this distinction from the fragmentary evidence left to us,
and that Tiwaz also had a strong element of the capricious in his
nature. Certainly the madness associated with Wodan and Odin,
of whom we know much more, was such as was held to bring
dazzling gifts along with it, and at the same time to exact fear-
ful penalties. It would not seem as though Odin was a god
whom men could love or respect, although they feared him, and
gloried at times in his heady power. But the picture of Odin as
the god of battle is an incomplete one. It needs to be finished in
the chapter on the gods of the dead.



Chapter 3
The Thunder God

.+« . And thou, all-shaking thunder,

Strike flat the thick rotundity of the world!
Crack nature’s moulds, all germens spill at once,
That make ingrateful man.

SHAKESPEARE, King Lear, 111, ii

1. Thor in the Myths

In the myths as presented to us by Snorri, Thor is undoubtedly
one of the gods who stands out most clearly. The champion of
the Aesir and the defender of Asgard appears as a massive, red-
bearded figure, armed with his hammer, his iron gloves, and his
girdle of strength. The cult of Thor had a long life in western
Europe. In the eleventh century he was still worshipped with
enthusiasm by the Vikings of Dublin, and at the close of the
heathen period it was he who was thought of as the principal
adversary of Christ. In Norway he is described as taking part in
a tug-of-war with Christ’s champion, King Olaf Tryggvason,
over a fire, while in Iceland an enthusiastic woman worshipper
of the old gods told a Christian missionary that Thor had de-
livered a challenge to Christ to meet him in single combat.

Of all the gods, it is Thor who seems the characteristic hero
of the stormy world of the Vikings. Bearded, outspoken, in-
domitable, filled with vigour and gusto, he puts his reliance on
his strong right arm and simple weapons. He strides through
the northern realm of the gods, a fitting symbol for the man of
action. Like the Indian god Indra, who resembles him -in some
respects, Thor was a tremendous trencher-man, ir{)prcssmg even
the giants by his capacity for eating and drinking. thn he
visited the hall of Thrym disguised as the fair Freyja, he de-
voured an 0%, eight salmon, and three cups of mead, an.d he ate
two out of the three oxen provided for a repast by the giant Hy-
mir when he went on his famous fishing expedition. In the hall
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of Utgard-Loki he took part in an epic drinking contest, striving
to empty a great horn whose tip went down into the sea, and
though he was bemused by the cunning of the giant, he lowered
the level of the ocean perceptibly by his efforts. His visit to Hy-
mir was ostensibly to obtain a mighty cauldron in which mead
could be prepared for the gods, and there is mention of certain
huge goblets kept in Asgard for Thor’s use. According to an-
other story, Thor’s own goats were slaughtered and devoured
with relish by the god and his travelling companions before their
bones and skin were called back to life by the power of his
hammer. There is not much doubt that tales like that of the god
disguised as a bride or of Thor’s humiliations in the hall of
Utgard-Loki were primarily for entertainment, acceptable at a
time when the worship of Thor was no longer of serious concern
among men. Nevertheless the very characteristics of the god
scized upon to provide mirth must be in themselves significant,
and much may be learned from them.

Thor’s delight in eating and drinking was in accordance with
his great vitality and physical strength. His progress through the
realms of gods and giants was marked by the continual over-
throwing of adversaries and overcoming of obstacles. His usual
method of killing his enemies was simple and direct: without
recourse to the tortuous wiles of Odin or Loki, he simply struck
at them with his hammer or hurled it through the air to shatter
their skulls. In this way he slew Hrungnir in a duel, disposed of
Thrym and his relatives, and struck at the Midgard Serpent.
The shattering of rocks and stones is mentioned frequently in
legends of Thor. Once he killed his enemy Geirrod by hurling a
red-hot bolt through a pillar, while another time he used a drink-
ing vessel as a missile, to pass through a pillar and shatter itself
against Hymir’s head. He slew giantesses with boulders, or
broke their backs by forcing a weight down upon them. The
argument for trust in Thor given in one of the Olaf Tryggvason
sagas is that:

Thor had done many great works, and had split rocks and shattered
cliffs, while Odin gave men victory.
Olifs Saga Tryggvasonax, Fornmanna Spgur, 101

In such stories we are seeing Thor the Thunder God at work,
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felling trees and destroying men with his deadly bolts. Thor’s
realm is very different from that of Odin. His cult was not an
aristocratic one, and indeed a taunt made against him in one of
the Edda poems was that while Odin received kings who fell in
battle, Thor got the thralls. But we shall see that his power ex-
tended far, and that he was the god supreme not only over the
stormy sky, but also over the life of the community in all its
aspects. If part of the mantle of the old sky god, Tiwaz, fell
upon Odin, a great part of it undoubtedly covered the broad
shoulders of Thor.

2. The Tenmples of Thor

The figure of the god with his hammer is said to have stood in
many temples at the close of the heathen period. We hear more
of the images of Thor than of those of the other gods, and when
he shared a temple with other deities, he is usually said to have
occupied the place of honour. Rich robes are mentioned, and
sacrifices of meat and bread are said to have been made to him in
his temples in Norway. His worshippers would look for guid-
ance from the image of Thor when the time came to make some
difficult decision. Adam of Bremen corroborates the evidence of
the sagas when he tells us in the eleventh century that Thor’s
image stood in the heathen temple at Uppsala, and that the god
held a sceptre (his hammer ?) in his hand. In an eleventh-century
Irish poemn we find a Christian saint demanding of the king of
Dublin that he should take ‘the golden castle from the hands of
the Black Devil’. Marstrander? interprets this as a reference to a
black image of Thor in his rich shrine in the Viking stronghold
in Dublin. It is known that King Maelseachlainn did in fact take
the ring of Thor and ‘many other treasures’ from this shrine
in g94.

zgjounts in Heimskringla and Flateyjarbok of the destruction
of such statues of Thor by the Christian kings of Norway imply
that they were man-size or even larger. A description of an
image of Thor at Thrandheim refers to a chariot drawn by
goats, in which Thor sat:

1. C. Marstrander, ‘Thor en Irlande’, Revue Celtique, 36, 1915-16,
pp- 241 ff.
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Thor sat in the middle. He was the most highly honoured. He was
huge, and all adorned with gold and silver. Thor was arranged to
sit in a chariot; he was very splendid. There were goats, two of them,
harnessed in front of him, very well wrought. Both car and goats
ran on wheels. The rope round the horns of the goats was of twisted
silver, and the whole was worked with extremely fine craftsmanship.

Flateyjarbék, 1, 268

Skeggi, the man who took Olaf Tryggvason to the temple to see
Thor, persuaded him to pull the cord round the horns of the
goats, and when he did so, ‘the goats moved easily along’.
Thereupon Skeggi declared that the king had done service to
the god, and Olaf not surprisingly became angry, and called on
his men to destroy the idols, while he himself knocked Thor
from his chariot. The implication here is that the pulling along
of a well-greased chariot formed part of a ritual in Thor’s
honour.

The noise of the chariot of Thor rattling along was said to
cause thunder. Snorri derives the god’s name, Qku-Pérr, from
the verb aka, to drive, and interprets it as Thor the Driver or
Charioteer. This is in accordance with the picture of a chariot
driven by the god across the sky, which in many religions forms
part of the conception of the sun god. Such a picture of the
thunder god may well be an ancient one in the north. Lappish
loan-words for thunder: atsa-raite, raidde, and others, appear to
have been derived from an earlier form of Old Norse re/d, which
has the double meaning of a wheeled vehicle and thunder. Des-
criptions of Thor’s arrival in ninth-century skaldic verse empha-
size the clatter and roar of a storm, and show that this aspect of
the god was by no means forgotten in Iceland. We find for
example in a ninth-century poem, Haustlpng :

The Son of Earth drove to the iron game, and the way of the moon
resounded before him. ... The holy places of the powers burned
before the kinsman of Ull. Earth, ground of the deep, was beaten
with hail as the goats drew the wagon-god for his meeting with
Hrungnir. ... The rocks shook and the boulders were shattered;
high heaven burned.

It was not merely Thor’s power over the thunder which was
symbolized within the temple. We hear also in many passages in
the sagas of a great gold or silver ring on which oaths were
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sworn, and which was kept in temples where Thor was wor-
shipped. There is independent evidence that this ring was sacred
to Thor, for in Irish sources the ‘ring of Thor’ is one of the
treasures taken from his tcmple in 994. Earlier than this, in 876,

the heathen Danish leaders in England made a truce with Kiag—

Alfred, and they are said in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle to have
sworn oaths to him on their sacred ring.

Descriptions of this ring suggest that it was an arm-ring and
not a finger-ring. Indeed in Eyrbyggja Saga Snorri the priest is
said to have worn it on his arm, where it protected him from a
blow from a sword. In Hauksbék, in a passage repeated in
several of the sagas, it is said to have weighed two ounces in
silver, which would make it not much larger than a wedding
ring; the statement in Eyrbyggja Saga, settling the weight at
twenty ounces, seems more likely to be reliable.! The oath for-
mula given in the sagas mentions Freyr and Njord and ‘the Al-
mighty God’, usually assumed to be Thor, because of his asso-
ciation with the oath-ring. It may also be noted that the General
Assembly of Iceland opened on Thor’s Day, while Adam of
Bremen alludes to the breaking up of Thor’s image which stood
in the place of the Assembly at Uppsala about A.p. 1030. It would
seem that Thor had taken over some of the powers of Tiwaz,
and in particular that which hallowed oaths taken between men.

One of Thor’s most enthusiastic worshippers described in the
sagas was Thorolf Mostrarskegg, ‘bearded man of Most’, whose
arrival in Iceland is recorded in Landnimabdk, and told in
the early chapters of Eyrbyggja Saga at some length. He came
from the litde island of Most on the west coast of Norway, and
when life grew difficult on account of the tyranny of Harald
Fairhair, he consulted Thor as to whether he should leave for
Iceland. The reply was evidently favourable, for he took down
Thor’s shrine, packed its high-seat pillars and most of the timber
from it on his ship, and also ‘the earth from under the pedestal
where Thor had sat’. When he reached Iceland, he flung the
high-seat pillars overboard and landed at the point where they
were washed ashore. There he marked out the plot of land
where he would live, and where he meant to rebuild Thor’s

1. F. P. Magoun, ‘On the old-Germanic Altar or Oath Ring’, Acta
Philologica Scandinavica, 1949, XX, pp. 277 ff.
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temple. He went round the borders of the new estate with fire,
and then began building his own house and a mighty sanctuary
for his divine friend. The temple is described in detail in the
fourth chapter of Eyrbyggja Saga. It had pillars, with ‘god-nails’
in them, the holy ring, a sacrificial bowl in which blood was
caught when animals were sacrificed to the god, and images of
Thor and other deities.

Here, as well as the bowl of blood and the ring, we have em-
phasis on the importance of the high-seat pillars. In Scandina-
vian halls these were the carved wooden pillars flanking the seat
of honour, and we see from this and other passages that they
also stood in Thor’s temple. Thor, as became a god with special
dominion over the realm of the sky and over storms, had special
power over sea journeys. His worshippers prayed for fair
weather and favourable winds, but they did more. Many of those
whose arrivals in Iceland are chronicled in Landndémabék acted
like Thorolf. As they neared the shores of the island, they flung
the high-seat pillars overboard so that the god himself might
guide them to land. It seems likely that a figure of Thor himself
was sometimes carved on these pillars, for there is one specific
reference in the sagas to a seat, presumably the high-seat, with
Thor carved upon it.

Of the connexion between the thunder god and the great trees
of the forest, more will be said below. For the moment we may
note the reference to god-nails in the pillars of Thor’s temple. A
possible clue to the significance of such nails is found in seven-
teenth-century accounts of heathen religion among the Lapps.
They are said to have kept an image of the thunder god in the
form of a rude block of wood, with a man’s head carved at the
top, and two sticks for arms, one holding a mallet. Scheffer?
says

Into his head they drive a nail of iron or steel, and a small piece of
flint to strike fire with, if he hath a mind to it.

If the nails in the pillar were indeed used for the ritual kindling
of fire, we might see an explanation of the strange myth about
the duel between Thor and Hrungnir the giant, told by Snorri
(see p. 41) and also recounted in ninth-century poetry. The

1. Acta Lapponia (English translation, 1674), p. 40.
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giant was armed with a whetstone and a stone shield. When
Thor appeared with thunder and lightning, he hurled his ham-
mer at Hrungnir while the giant hurled the whetstone at him.
The whetstone was smashed to pieces, and one small piece re-
mained in Thor’s head, and is said to be there still.

Such a fantastic incident must either be based on obscure
poetic imagery or on ritual practice. One suggestion made by
Dumézil® is that the double duel between the giant and Thor
and their two supporters, Mist-Calf and Thjalfi, preserves memo-
ries of an initiation ritual, a mock demon being set up for the
youth to vanquish, while the myth of the god’s combat was
taught to him as the inner meaning of the ceremony. The
strange fact of the whetstone being left in Thor’s head might be
explained by the Lapp practice of using the head of the thunder
god as a source of fire. The whetstone of the giant, encountering
the iron hammer of the god, would be equivalent to the kindling
of fire with flint and steel, and this in turn represented the flash
of the lightning.

Association of fire with Thor’s temple is made in a late saga,
Kjalnesinga Saga. Here the temple is described in the usual way,
but it is also stated that the altar was made of iron on top:

This was the place for the fire which was never allowed to go out.
This they called the sacred fire.

This has been usually rejected as an invention of the saga-teller,
perhaps imitated from a classical source. It is probable, however,
that the association between Thor and fire was a genuine one. It
was with fire that Thorolf went round his land, claiming it in
the name of the god, and there is some reason to believe that the
fires of cremation might be connected with Thor as well as with
Odin. There is evidence that a perpetual fire burned in the
temple of the thunder god of the Old Prussians, within an oak
tree sanctuary. Thor’s power over the lightning, the fire from
heaven, must not be forgotten, and this aspect of the god was,
as we will see, further emphasized by the imitation of thunder
within the temple itself.
1. Mythes et dieux des Germains, Paris, 1939, pp. 98 fI.
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3. The Hammer of Thor

The image of Thor in the temple usually carried a hammer, and
we hear much in the myths concerning this weapon of the god.
Snorri tells us that the Aesir proclaimed that the hammer Mjoll-
nir was the greatest treasure which they possessed, since it en-
abled them to hold Asgard secure against the giants. Clearly this
hammer was something more than a weapon. It was used at
weddings to hallow the bride, for this explains the ruse em-
ployed against the giants in the poem Prymskvida (pages 44—5).
Thor was disguised as a bride because he knew that the moment
was bound to come when the hammer would be brought out and
laid in his lap, and he would thus get it back into his own hands.
This use of the hammer symbol may be of very great antiquity
in the north. Scandinavian rock-engravings of the Bronze Age
show figures brandishing a weapon which resembles an axe or
hammer, and in one group a large figure raises one of these over
two small figures standing together, which has led to the sugges-
tion that this is some kind of marriage ritual.! There is, how-
ever, an enormous gap in time between these early rock carvings
and the Viking age, and more corroboration is needed before
such a claim can be accepted.

We know that the hammer was raised to hallow the new-born
child who was to be accepted into the community, and it seems
also to have been used at funerals, since at Balder’s death it was
fetched to hallow the funeral ship before this was set alight.
When Thor had feasted on his goats, he made the sign of the
hammer over the bones and skin in order to restore them to life
(see page 32). In this new life given by the god, we can see a pos-
sible significance in the use of the hammer at sacrifices and
funerals, concerning which more will be said below.

Like that of the Christian cross, the sign of the hammer was
at once a protection and a blessing to those who used it. An early
king of Norway, Hakon the Good, who became a Christian,
was bullied into attending autumn sacrifices, and he strove to
protect himself from the heathen rites by making the sign of the

1. At Hvitlycke, Tanum, Bohuslin, Sweden, shown in O. Almgren, Nor-
dische Felszeichnungen als religidse Urkunden, 1934, p. 118.
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cross over the cup passed round in honour of the gods. When the
company objected, one of his friends defended Hakon, saying :

The King acts like all those who trust in their strength and might.
He made the mark of the hammer over it before he drank.!

Men were accustomed in the tenth century to wear the symbol
of Thor in the form of a hammer-shaped amulet on a chain or
cord round their necks. Some of these have been found in silver
hoards in Denmark and Sweden, and there is an obvious resem-
blance between the little hammers and the square, equal-armed
crosses with figures of Christ on them which were worn at about
the same time. Possibly the wearing of Thor’s symbol came into
fashion as a reaction against the Christian one worn by those
converted to the new faith. A mould in which both hammers
and crosses were cast can be seen in the National Museum at
Copenhagen, and indicates that the silversmiths were prepared
to satisfy all tastes in religion. The hammer amulet was also
used at an earlier period, though in a slightly different form.
Small amulets which resemble long-handled hammers and
which may be Thor’s hammers were found by Fausset in graves
of an Anglo-Saxon cemetery at Gilton, Kent.?

A very significant use of the hammer is that mentioned by
Saxo, who tells us that large models of it were kept in the temple
of Thor in Sweden, and that in 1125 these were carried away by
Magnus Nilsson :

He took care to bring home certain hammers of unusual weight,
which they call Jupiter’s, used by the island men in their antique
faith. For the men of old, desiring to comprehend the causes of
thunder and lightning by means of the similitude of things, took
hammers great and massy of bronze, with which they believed the
crashing of the sky might be made, thinking that great and violent
noise might very well be imitated by the smith’s toil, as it were. But
Magnus, in his zeal for Christian teaching and dislike to Paganism,
determined to spoil the temple of its equipment, and Jupiter of his
tokens in the place of his sanctity. And even now the Swedes con-
sider him guilty of sacrilege and a robber of spoil belonging to the
god. Gesta Danorum, x111, 421 (Elton’s translation)

. Heimskringla, Hékonar Saga Géda, 17.

2. H. R. Ellis Davidson, ‘Thor’s Hammer’, Folklore, 74, 1963. For the
wide use of the hammer amulet in Scandinavia, see P. Paulsen, Axt und
Kreuz in Nord- und Osteuropa, Bonn, 1956, pp. 205-21.
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Saxo evidently believed that the hammers, like the chariot, were
used in some kind of ritual to imitate the noise of thunder.

The hammer-shaped weapon is similar to the double axe of
antiquity, which also represented the thunderbolt, and which
was shown in various forms in temples of the ancient world.
Among the early Germanic peoples the god Donar, Thor’s pre-
decessor, was considered to resemble Hercules, the mighty male
figure armed with a club who battled against monsters, and part
of the resemblance was evidently due to the weapon which the
god carried. This identification was accepted by the Romans, and
there are inscriptions to Hercules from the Roman period, raised
by the German soldiers in western Europe. Tacitus tells us? that
the praises of Hercules used to be chanted by the Germans as they
went into battle, and that they believed he had visited them.

The hammer could of course be used as a throwing weapon,
and one of the characteristics of Mjollnir was that it would al-
ways return to the owner’s hand. In this way it was a fitting
symbol of the thunderbolt hurled by the angry god. Both Snorri
and Saxo tell us that the hammer of Thor was short in the
handle. Snorri accounts for this by a story of interference by
Loki when the hammer was being forged (see pp. 42-3). Saxo
tells us that Hotherus® hewed off the shaft of the hammer in
battle when he put the gods to flight. The idea of a short handle
is borne out by the shape of the Danish amulets, and it is notice-
able that these all have a metal ring fitted through the handle.
If the hammer was thrown through the air, the handle would
need to be short, and a ring would make the throw more effec-
tive, as in the case of the “hammer’ thrown in the Highland
games. A hammer with a loop fitted through the handle is
shown on a Swedish rune-stone from Stenqvista, where it is used
as a sign of Thor’s protection over the grave.

An object very like a hammer or a double axe is also depicted
among the magical symbols on the drums of Lappish shamans,
used in their religious ceremonies before Christianity was estab-
lished. The drums themselves were struck with an implement
which resembles a hammer, and here we have another connexion
with the metal hammers said to be used in Thor’s temple to

1. Germania, 3.
2. Presumably the same as Hoder (Hpdr) in Snorri.
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imitate the noise of thunder. The name of the Lappish thunder
god was Horagalles, thought to be derived from Pérr karl, ‘old
man Thor’. Sometimes on the drums a male figure with a
hammer-like object in either hand is shown, and sometimes this
is a kind of cross with hooked ends, resembling a swastika. The
_swastika, or hooked cross, 1s a sign found in many regions of
the world and known from remote antiquity. It was very popu-
lar among the heathen Germans, and appears to have been
associated with the symbol of fire. There may be some connexion
between it and the sun-wheel, well known in the Bronze Age,
or it may have arisen from the use of the hammer or axe to
represent thunder, which was accompanied by fire from heaven.
Thor was the sender of lightning and the god who dealt
out both sunshine and rain to men, and it seems likely that
the swastika as well as the hammer sign was connected with
him.

The Anglo-Saxons worshipped the thunder god under the
name of Thunor, Memories of him survive here and there, like
the title of High Thunderer, used for the Christian God in a
tenthcentury charter of Edward the Elder. We have many in-
stances of the swastika symbol from Anglo-Saxon graves of the
pagan period, and it is particularly prominent on cremation
urns from the cemeteries of East Anglia. On some of these, to
be seen in the Cambridge Museum of Archaeology and Eth-
nology, it is depicted with such care and art that it must surely
have possessed special significance as a funeral symbol. Both the
swastika and the hammer symbo] are found on stones bearing
early runic inscriptions in Norway and Sweden, and some of
these call on Thor to protect the memorial and place of burial.

The swastika is also found on weapons and sword scabbards.
It can be seen on sword hilts from the peat bogs of Denmark
as early as the third century A.p. It is clearly marked on a hilt
and sword belt found at Bifrons, Kent, in a grave of about the
sixth century. By the seventh century, the Christian cross also
appears on scabbards, and an elaborate one recovered from the
River Seine has the cross and the swastika side by side.!

It would seem indeed as though the power of the thunder

1. H. R. Ellis Davidson, The Sword in Anglo-Saxon England, Oxford,
1962, pp. 67 and 92-3.
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god, symbolized by his hammer, extended over all that had to
do with the well-being of the community. It covered birth,
marriage, and death, burial, and cremation ceremonies, weapons
and feasting, travelling, land-taking, and the making of oaths
between men. The famous weapon of Thor was not only the
symbol of the destructive power of the storm, and of fire from
heaven, but also a protection against the forces of evil and
violence. Without it Asgard could no longer be guarded against
the giants, and men relied on it also to give security and to sup-
port the rule of law.

4. The God of the Sky
The mother of Thor was said to be Earth herself, and in the

earliest skaldic verse he is described in phrases meaning ‘son
of Earth’. Of his wife, Sif, we know little, except that she had
wonderful golden hair; it has been suggested that this was the
sign of an ancient fertility goddess, her abundant, shining hair
typifying the golden corn. There was an undoubted link be-
tween Thor as the thunder god and the fertility of the earth,
on which the lightning strikes and the rain falls, causing in-
crease. Adam of Bremen writes of Thor as the most important
of the gods, because of this power over the seasons:

They say he rules the air which controls the thunder and the light-
ning, the winds and showers, the fair weather and the fruits of the
earth. . .. Thor with a sceptre seems to represent Jove.

History of the Bishops of Hamburg, 1v, 26

It is in keeping with this link between Thor and the earth, that
we find many of the first Icelandic settlers taking with them
from Norway not only the high-seat pillars from Thor’s temple,
but also earth from between the pillars. Moreover they were care-
ful to hallow the land which they took for themselves in the
name of the god before they built their dwellings upon it and
sowed their crops.

In his association with the natural world, Thor was thus both
destroyer and protector. He was regarded in Viking times as a_
sure guide for those who travelled over the sea, because of his
power over storms and wind. He was the god to be invoked for
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journeying, and even Helgi the Lean, one of the early Icelandic
settlers who had been converted to Christianity, was said to
continue to call on Thor whenever he had a sea voyage to make.
Thor could call down storms against his adversaries, as when he
raised a tempest against Olaf Tryggvason by blowing out his
beard, urged on by his worshipper, Raud:

Raud said: ‘Blow out the bristles of your beard against him, and
we will resist them stoutly.” Thor said not much would come of that,
but nevertheless they went out, and Thor blew hard into his beard
and puffed out the bristles. Immediately a gale came up against the
king. Flateyjarbok, 1, 248
Thor is said in Fléamanna Saga (21) to appear to a Christian
convert in a dream ‘big and red-bearded’, and to threaten him
that it should go hard with him on his journey. He led him to
a cliff and showed him great waves breaking over the rocks,
saying :

Into such rough seas shall you come and never be delivered from

them, unless you turn to me.
Poems quoted in Njdls Saga declare that Thor stirred up the
storms which shattered the ship of the Christian missionary
Thangbrand. Thor’s power over the sea might of course be used
more positively to benefit his worshippers, as when he is said
to have stranded a whale on the shores of Vineland in response
to the prayers of Thorhall, one of the explorers. Thorhall boasted
to his Christian companions:

Redbeard has got the better of your Christ! I have done this by my
poetry which I made about Thor, in whom men trust.

Eiriks Saga Rauda

The connexion between the red beard of Thor and the raising
of the wind appears to be emphasized. Perhaps the old explana-
tion, that the beard denoted the lightning, is nearer the truth
than the popular suggestion that Thor’s beard made him the
typical unshaven Viking. The colour of the heard may have
been based on the red sky which foretells a storm. Incidentally
the fact that one of the most famous worshippers of the god,
ZThorolf of Most, was known as ‘bearded man of Most’, suggests
his beard was something worthy of notice, even among bearded
Vikings. We may note that the terrible glare of Thor’s burning
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eyes is also mentioned more than once in the poetry, and his
fearsome voice.

The thunder god with his hammer was, as we have seen,
equated with the Roman Hercules. But Donar, the thunder
god of the heathen Germans, had other associations more dis-
tinguished than this. Adam of Bremen suggested that the god
with his sceptre represented Jupiter, and Saxo alludes to Jupiter’s
hammers. Others saw the association with the supreme sky god
of the Romans. The day sacred to Jupiter, dies Iovis, the fourth
day of the weck, Thursday, was dedicated to the Thunderer
throughout the Germanic world. We have Punresdeg in Anglo-
Saxon England, Donnerstag in Germany. It was an important
day of the week, and as late as the seventh century Eligius,
Bishop of Noyon, had to reproach his congregation because so
many of them still kept Thursday as a holy day.!

It seems that Donar, Thor’s predecessor, like the Greek Zeus,
was associated with the great oaks of the forest which covered
much of western Europe. The Germans, the Celts (whose thun-
der god was Tanaros), the Baltic tribes, and the Slavs all had
holy groves within the forest where the thunder god was wor-
shipped. Grimm suggested that the connexion between the god
and the oak was a practical one, because the oak was the tree
most often struck by lightning. The emphasis, however, should
probably be laid on the fact that when a great oak is struck
by lightning, the sight of its destruction is something unforget-
table. A vivid description of such a happening given: by Tolstoy
in Anna Karenina is worth quoting to illustrate this:

... Suddenly there was a glare of light, the whole earth seemed on
fire, and the vault of heaven cracked overhead. Opening his blinded
eyes, to his horror the first thing Levin saw through the thick curtain
of rain between him and the woods was the uncannily altered posi-
tion of the green crest of a familiar oak in the middle of the copse.
‘Can it have been struck?’ The thought had barely time to cross his
mind when, gathering speed, the oal disappeared behind the other
trees, and he heard the crash of the great tree falling on the others.

There is little doubt that this is based on observation, and that

Tolstoy had scen an oak falling in a storm. His impression that
1. J. Grimm, Teutonic Mythology, (translated Stallybras, 1888), 1v,

p. 1737.
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the heavens had opened and that fire from them was descending
on to the earth is significant. As a channel through which the
power of the sky god might reach down to the world of men,
it is understandable that the mighty oak tree, itself a splendid
symbol of age, strength, and endurance, came to be considered
specially sacred to the Thunderer.

Groves which the Germans held sacred to the gods are men-
tioned by Tacitus at the end of the first century. Later on, a
number of Christian missionaries — Boniface, Jerome, Bishop
Otto, Willebrord-counted the felling of a tree sacred to a heathen
god among their achievements in the cause of Christ. There is
mention of ‘Jupiter’s Oak’ more than once. The Prussians re-
mained heat‘h?r?mter Germany as a whole had been con-
verted, and in the sixteenth century writers who visited them
described sacred woods in which they made sacrifices and sacred
springs which Christians were not allowed to approach. The
chief of these sanctuaries was at Romove, where there was a
holy oak, in whose trunk were placed images of the gods. Before
that of the thunder god, Perkuno, was a fire which was never
allowed to go out. The fire was surrounded by curtains, forming
a shrine which only the high priest might enter to commune
with Perkuno. The name of this god is linked with the Latin _
word for oak, guercus, and it is probable that Donar too was
worshipped in sanctuaries of this type. In England there are a
number of Anglo-Saxon place-names in the form Punre leah,
the meaning of which is ‘grove, or forest clearing of Thunder’.
One example is the early form of Thundersley in Essex. Similar-
ly in Scandinavia Thor’s name is linked with lundr, ‘grove’,
and place-names in this form are found in Sweden, west Nor-
way, and Denmark. The Forest of Thor on the north bank of
the Liffey outside Dublin existed in the year A.p. 1000. In that
year King Brian Boru spent a month destroying it, burning
down the undergrowth and demolishing young trees, until,
as we are told in an Irish poem, ‘the great trees and the lordly
oaks alone stood upright’.!

In Iceland there were no great oaks, and thus the link be-
tween the thunder god and the trees has become blurred in

1. C. Marstrander, ‘Thor en Irlande’, Revue Celtique, 36, 1915-16,
p- 247.
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the Icelandic sources. But the link was there all the same, and
we can discern it in the custom of the settlers to take the oak
pillars of Thor’s temple with them to Iceland. The pillar, as
we have seen, was sacred to the god, and there seems good
reason to believe that this was because the pillar represented the
sacred tree, in which the power of the god dwelt. In one case
in Landndmabdk we read of an early settler who had no high-
seat pillars to bring with him, but when he reached Iceland he
prayed to Thor, and the prayer was answered. A great tree was
washed ashore, big enough to provide pillars for him and for
his neighbours also.

The high-seat pillar formed a support of the hall or temple,
and a resemblance between this and the ‘lucky’ tree, which
stood beside the house, and on whose well-being the luck of the
family depended, seems a reasonable assumption. In the story
of King Volsung, this tree formed a living support to his hall,
and there are still a few houses remaining in the British Isles
where the building has been supported by a great tree in the
centre.! The ‘lucky’ family tree was well-known at one time
in Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Germany. A folk custom
still known in England is the raising of a branch from the roof
or chimney of a house when the builders have finished the roof
(with free drinks all round). One reason given for this is that the
house will afterwards be safe from lightning if this ceremony is
carried out. In the same way we may assume that pillars hal-
lowed to Thor would protect the dwelling which they supported
from the terrors of the storm. Also, like the sacred tree in the
forest, they marked the most holy place, where the worshipper
might approach the thunder god and learn his will.

5. Thor and his Adversaries

Evidence leads us to believe that the cult of Thor was a vigorous

one in the north, and that it continued to be so until the clgse

of the heathen period. There are two indications of its wide-

spread influence on the lives of men: the large number of

children in Scandinavia who were named after the god, and the

many places called after him. In Dublin the Irish referred to
1. Examples are given in Folklore, 71, 1960, p. 5.
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the Viking setters as ‘people of Thor’. We find men giving
respectful and at times ‘devoted allegiance to the god of thunder,
in particular among the sturdy Norwegian landowners of good
stock though not of royal blood, the independent settlers in Ice-
land and Ireland, and the adventurers who ‘trusted in their own
strength and might’. It was in fact a cult which attracted those
accustomed to make their own decisions and resentful of too
much authority from above.

Thor was the sky god, called upon to hailow and protect
the various aspects of men’s lives in the community. When we
turn from this conception to the picture of the hammer god of
myths, there seems at first sight a contradiction. Thor in Asgard
spends much of his time ‘out killing trolls’, or arriving home
to dispose of some unwelcome giant who has penetrated the
realm of the gods. His adventures are tinged with comedy, and
he appears as a being of great strength and uncertain temper,
who in moments of crisis simply reaches for his hammer. Myths
may be simplified, rationalized, or twisted into comedy, parti-
cularly when, as in the case of the myths retold by Snorri, they
are recorded after the end of the heathen period. Nevertheless
much may still be learned of the nature of a god by the adver-
saries whom he encounters, and this is true of Thor.

Thor’s battles are for the most part with the frost-giants and
giantesses, such as Hrungnir, Thrym, Hymir, Geirrod, and
their broods. Sometimes they try to lure him into their realms
unarmed, but for the most part he goes deliberately to seck
them, and kills them without much difficulty once it comes to
a direct trial of strength. His most terrible adversary however
is the World Serpent, who lies coiled round the earth. Thor’s
attempt to raise him, when he appears in the form of a great
grey cat, is well known ; and is a vivid incident in a very amus-
ing tale. But the story of the fishing expedition with the giant
Hymir, when Thor drew up the serpent from the ocean depths,
was a myth which appears to have been taken seriously. It was
at all events well known to poets of the ninth century, for we
have four poems all earlier than a.p. 1000 which describe the
fishing in some detail : Ragnarsdrdpa, by Bragi (from the ninth
century) Hdsdripa, by Ulfr Uggarson, and poems by Gamli
Gnevadarskdld and Eysteinn Valdason (from the tenth century).
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These are predecessors of the better known narrative poem in
the_Edda_collection, Hymiskvida, which treats the incident on
semi-comic lines.

The poem Hésdripa purports to describe a series of carvings
in an Icelandic hall, one of which shows Thor hauling up the
serpent. This is interesting in view of the fact that in Gosforth
church in Cumberland we have what appears to be a carvin
of the scene, on a stone panel, probably originally part of a
cross, now built into the wall of the church. The panel shows
two figures in a boat, and a large bait, which could well be the
ox-head of the story, at the end of the line. The serpent might
have been shown on a lower panel, but in any case is present in
stylized form in the serpentine figure which is shown above the
boat.!

None of the poems make it clear whether the battle between
the god and the monster was a conclusive one, and whether we
are to regard the hammer-blow struck at the serpent as its bane.
In Snorri’s prose account, based on Voluspd, Thor does not slay
the serpent until the great final battle, when he himself perishes
along with his adversary. Possibly an earlier form of the myth
placed the battle at an earlier point in Thor’s career, and made
him survive it gloriously. In his introduction to the Prose Edda,
Snorri speaks of Thor as the god who overcame all berserks and
giants and ‘an enormous dragon’, so that he may have been
aware of this earlier version of the story. Certainly he seems con-
cerned about the contradiction between two different traditions,
as after recounting the fishing incident he remarked that it was
not known whether the serpent survived the blow or not. Hym:-
skvida also leaves the result open to doubt, but it may be noted
that one of the titles there given to Thor is orms einbani, ‘sole
slayer of the serpent’.

The conquest of a World Monster by the God of the Sky is
a recognized pattern in world mythologies. The Indian thunder
god Indra, in many ways Thor’s counterpart, slew a great dragon
in single combat. The conception behind the varying forms of
this myth appears to be a fundamental one: that the Sky and
Thunder God, the being of enormous strength who defends

1. The scene is also shown on a stone from Altuna, Uppland, Sweden.
Here the serpent has taken the bait, but the giant is not shown.
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mankind, does battle with the terrible monster threatening man’s
destruction. Concerning this menster, there will be more to say
in a later chapter.

The giants slain by Thor have no special characteristics ex-
cept that they are huge, powerful, and greedy, being specially
jealous of the possessions of the gods. They are always waiting
for a chance to attack Asgard and to carry its treasures away.
It is implied more than once that Thor was engaged in continual
conflict with these beings, and that the stories which survive
are only a few out of a large number. In a tenth-century poem
by Thorbjorn Disarskdld a long list of unknown names of
giants overcome by Thor is given, and the refrain of the poem
is “Thor has guarded Asgard with courage’. Nor did he only
fight these battles on behalf of the gods; it is clear that he was
also regarded as the Defence of Men (alda bergr). He was strug-
gling for mankind, and for the precarious civilization which
men had wrested from a hard and chaotic world. If we see his
doings in the myths in this light, then they harmonize with the
picture given in the prose literature of a god who supported
law, helped men to build and to cultivate, to marry and bring
up children, and protected them on their journeyings. He guard-
ed not only the halls of Asgard, but the humbler homesteads
of Norway and Iceland, marked out and hallowed by his sacred
fire and his hammer-sign ; he safeguarded their oaths with one
another, and invested them with the sanctity of his temple and
holy place. As the sky god, he drove his chariot over the circuit
of the heavens, and could at will grant the traveller desirable
weather and favourable winds. In Asgard he kept the goddesses
of peace and plenty safe, so that they could grant their berefits
to mankind; on earth, in the stony and storm-beaten lands of
the north, hc battled with the monsters of cold and violence that
unceasingly threatened men’s security. It is hardly surprising
that he attracted the allegiance of men who struggled against
the odds which nature and hostile powers raised against them,
nor that, even after he had been long supplanted by Christ, he
still played a major part in the old myths of the gods which

were recounted in the north.
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Chapter 4
The Gods of Peace and Plenty

Crawl to your Mother Earth. She will save you
from the void.

Rigveda, XV 111, 10,

1. The Deity in the Wagon

Those gods who determined the course of war and sent thunder
from heaven were essentially powers of destruction, although
they might also give protection from chaos and disorder. Other
powers were said to dwell in Asgard with Odin and Thor
whose province was of a different kind, since their sphere of
influence was over the peace and fertility of the inhabited earth.
These were called the Vanir, and Snorri tells us that the chief
figures among them were the twin deities Freyr and Frey)a
the children of Njord. We are not told much about them in
the myths which he includes in the Prose Edda, but it is clear
that he regarded them as powerful beings whose worship con-
tinued until late in the heathen period. Freyr he calls Veraldar
g6, god of the world. He tells us in Ynglinga Saga that he
was the god much loved by the Swedes, because

... in his time the people of the land became richer on account of
peace and good seasons than ever before.

The one story which Snorri tells of Freyr is taken from the
poem Skirnismdl, and is concerned with his love for the fair
maiden Gerd who dwelled in the underworld with the giants,
and how he sent down Skirnir to woo her. She finally consented
to meet him and become his bride (see p. 30). Magnus Olsen,
in an illuminating study of the poem,! interpreted this myth as

1. ‘Fra gammelnorsk Myte og Kultus’, Maal og Minne, 1909, pp. 17 ff.
A different emphasis is given by J. Sahlgren, Eddica et scaldica, 1927-8,
pp- 225 fi.
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one representing the marriage of the god of the sky with the
goddess of the fruitful earth, resulting in rich harvest.

Other evidence exists which implies that the idea of a divine
marriage formed an essential part of Freyr’s cult, just as it
formed a part of the worship of the fertility gods of the Near
East. A memory of it survives in an ironic little comedy pre-
served in Flateyjarbok, part of the saga of King Olaf Trygg-
vason. The hero of this tale is Gunnar Helming, a young Nor-
wegian who quarrelled with King Olaf and fled to Sweden.
There he found that the god Freyr was held in much honour,
and that at his temple there was an attractive young woman
who served the god as his priestess, and was called his wife.
Gunnar got on well with the priestess, and when the time came
for Freyr to make his autumn journey round the land to bless
the season, he was invited to join the party, although the priest-
ess felt that Freyr might not approve of this. Gunnar set out
with Freyr’s wagon, while an attendant led the beast that pulled
it, but they were overtaken by a blizzard on a mountain road,
and everyone deserted the god and his wife except Gunnar. For
a while he led the wagon, and at last sat down to rest. The
priestess then rather ungratefully threatened that Freyr would
attack him if he did not go on, and at this Freyr is said to have
come down from his wagon and fought with Gunnar. The
struggle was a fierce one, but just in time Gunnar remembered
the god of King Olaf, and called on him for help. Thereupon
he was able to get the better of the ‘fiend’, who made off, leaving
Gunnar to destroy his image. Then Gunnar had the idea of
putting on the adornments of the god and impersonating him,
and this plan succeeded brillianty. They arrived at the feast to
which they had been invited in spite of the bad weather, and
now the god was able to eat and drink with men, which pleased
them mightily. Moreover he demanded valuables and clothes
from them instead of human sacrifice, which pleased them even
more. The season proved a good one, and when in a few months
time it was found that Freyr’s wife was with child, his reputa-
tion grew apace. But this happy state of affairs was ended when
news of the doings in Sweden reached the ears of King Olaf.
He at once sent a message to Gunnar to return, and the young
man stole away with his wife and the large fortune which he

93



The Gods of Peace and Plenty

had obtained from the credulous Swedes, and went back to
Norway.

There is no need to take this story too seriously as a reliable
account of the acts of one of Olaf’s men, based on historical
fact. It is in all probability a piece of brilliant fiction, and may
have been partially inspired by classical tales of men who im-
personated gods for their own ends. But even if this is so, it
provides interesting evidence for the kind of practices associated
with Freyr in Sweden. The story would lose its comic point
were it not assumed that the image of Freyr was taken round to
feasts throughout the winter months, that the Swedes believed
that the god in some way was present in his image, and that his
priestess, known as his wife, interpreted his messages to men.
The naive delight of the Swedes when they discovered that their
god would now be able to eat at feasts and beget children is a
mocking commentary on the kind of belief which they had in
the powers of Freyr. Incidentally the story throws some light
on why the fertility cult never flourished in the north to the
extent that it did in the Near East and Mediterranean regions.
The picture of Freyr’s wagon, harbinger of warmth and fertility,
stuck in a snowdrift in the mountains of Sweden is a somewhat
pathetic one.

This is not the only account of a god carried round in a
wagon. Another story in Flateyjarbok (1, 467) shows the Swedish
king himself consulting such a god, who is here called Lyzr.
Litde is known of such a deity, but his name seems to have in-
spired a number of Swedish place-names, and it is possible that it
was one of the titles of Freyr. King Eric of Sweden is said to
have led the god’s wagon to a certain place, and waited until it
became heavy, the sign that the god was present within. Then
the wagon was drawn to the king’s hall, and Eric greeted the
god, drank a horn in his honour, and put various questions to
him. Here then the privileged person consulting the god was the
king himself, and some kind of divination ceremony seems to
have taken place.

Earlier in the history of northern Europe, we hear of a god-
dess who was carried round in a wagon to bring fertility to men.
Tacitus knew of such a goddess in Denmark, called Nerthus, and
in Germania, 40, he gives his famous account of her worship
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by the Danes. She represented Terra Mater, ‘Mother Earth’,

he tells us, and had the power to intervene in the affairs of men.
She visited her people in a sacred wagon, which none but the
priest might touch, and no one save him was permitted to look
inside. When the wagon was not in use, it was kept in a grove
on an island. At a certain time the priest knew that she was
present in her sanctuary (we are not told how, but possibly, as
with Lytir, the wagon became heavy), and then he set out with
the wagon, drawn by oxen. Everywhere Nerthus was warmly

welcomed by the people :

They do not undertake hostilities nor take up arms ; every weapon
is put away; peace and quiet then only are known and welcomed.

When the goddess returned to her sanctuary, the wagon, the
cloth that covered it, and some symbol (n#mer) which it con-
tained were all cleansed in a sacred lake by slaves who were
drowned when their task was over.

There is a long gap between the first century a.p. when Tacitus
was writing and the story of Gunnar Helming, and yet there
are a number of points of resemblance in the account of the
progress of the deity through the district. This gap is bridged to
some extent by archaeological evidence. Two elaborate and deli-
cately made wagons were found in a peat-bog at Dejbjerg, in
_west Denmark, and are thought to date back to about a.p. 200.
With them was a small stool of alder wood, which might have
served as a seat for the occupant. Clay vessels and a loom-piece
found with these objects suggested association with women.
Little wagons of this sort could have been used in such a cere-
monial progress as Tacitus described. In the ninth century a.p.
another beautiful little wagon, delicately carved and ornamented,
was buried in a ship at Oseberg, together with other fine wooden
objects which seem to have had a ceremonial purpose, and which
accompanied the body of a lady of high rank. Tapestries found
with the ship show a wagon with a man and woman standing
beside it, possibly a representation of such a progress as the
stories describe. It is possible also that little figures of the ‘driving
goddess’, female figures wearing neck-rings and kneeling as
if to drive a chariot, which have been found in Denmark and
are thought to be of Bronze Age date, represent a similar
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conception of the goddess of fertility, driving out to bless the

land with her presence.

In south-eastern Europe one goddess borne round the country-
side was Cybele, the Syrian goddess of fruitfulness. An unfor-
gettable account of her progress — again by a cynical and un-
sympathetic writer - is found in Apuleius’s Golden Ass. He
describes the image as being accompanied by giggling, shrill-
voiced priests in women’s clothes, pretending to fall into a state
of ecstasy and indulging in disgusting practices. Cybele’s wor-
ship reached Gaul, and tales of St Martin in the fourth century
A.D. tell of images covered with white curtains carried round the
fields, while Gregory of Tours had heard of similar practices
at Autun, in the days of Bishop Simplicius. It has been sug-
gested that Tacitus’s account of Nerthus was based on what he
knew of the worship of Cybele, but the independent evidence
suggests that the fertility deity was indeed worshipped in the
north in the way in which he describes, and that similar customs,
associated with Freyr and the Vanir, continued in Sweden until
the close of the heathen period.

2. Freyr, God of Plenty

At the outset we are faced with the question why a fertility
goddess, worshipped in Denmark in the first century, had been
replaced in the Viking age by a fertility god. The written sources
represent Freyr as the sovereign deity of increase and prosperity.
According to Adam of Bremen, his image in the temple at
Uppsala was a phallic one, and he was the god who dispensed
peace and plenty to mortals and was invoked at marriages. Saxo
also tells us that there was worship of Freyr at Uppsala. He
mentions a great sacrifice called Froblod which took place there
at regular intervals, which included human victims. He also
refers to the worship of Freyr accompanied by ‘effeminate ges-
tures” and ‘clapping of mimes upon the stage’, together with
the ‘unmanly clatter of bells’.! This implies some kind of per-
formance, possibly ritual drama, which to Saxo and the Danish
heroes whom he describes appeared unmanly and debased. It

1. Saxo Grammaticus, Gesta Danorum (wanslated Elton, 1894), vI1, 185,
p. 228.
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may be noted that men dressed as women and the use of clap-
ping and bells have survived into our own time in the annual
mumming plays and the dances which go with them. Possibly
some kind of symbolic drama to ensure the divine blessing on
the fruitfulness of the season was once performed at Uppsala in
Freyr’s honour. If some kind of ritual marriage formed part of
it, it might account for the horror which Saxo felt for such
rites.

Saxo and others also state that human sacrifice was part of
the cult of the Vanir. In the poem Ynglingatal there are puzz-
ling references to a number of early kings of the Swedes meeting
with strange and violent deaths. The Swedes evidently believed
that their kings had the power to bring peace and plenty to the
land, the power attributed to Freyr. It has been suggested that
they were regarded in heathen times as the husbands of the
fertility goddess — perhaps Freyja, Nerthus, or called by some
other name — and that they suffered a real or a symbolic death
in that capacity when their time of supremacy came to an end.
If that were indeed the case, then the figure of Freyr as the male
god of plenty could have evolved gradually out of that of the
priest-king. Here however we are dealing with theories and
hypotheses, for we have no clear statement from reliable out-
side observers that such sacrifices of the king did in fact take
place, and no archacological evidence up to now for the exist-
ence of such sacrificial rites in Sweden.

We know that Freyr was closely associated with the horse
cult, and that sacred horses were kept in his sanctuary at Thrand-
heim in Norway. When Olaf Tryggvason arrived there to des-
troy it, it is said that he found a stallion about to be killed ‘for
Freyr to eat’. The king had the horse brought to him, and rode
it to the temple.! This meant that he defied Freyr, since it was
forbidden to ride the horse which had been given to the god.
In the sagas too we hear of horses kept near Freyr’s temples in
Iceland. The best-known story is that of Hrafnkell, who had a
stallion dedicated to the god, and a stud of twelve mares. Hrafn-
kell shared all his possessions with Freyr, but the horse, called
Freyfaxi, ‘mane of Freyr’, was specially sacred, and no one
except Hrafnkell might ride him. When a boy did so on one

1. Flateyjarbok, 1, 322.
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occasion, meaning no harm, Hrafnkell felt forced by his vow
to slay the offender. The saga shows the dire results of this
action, and how it brought about Hrafnkell’s ruin, for in the
end his enemies slew Freyfaxi by pushing him over a cliff, and
in his bitterness Hrafnkell abandoned the god whom he had
worshipped with such devotion. Much of this story is fiction,
but must nevertheless be based on traditions about the cult of
Freyr which had come down to the story-teller, and as such it
merits our attention. Another horse called Freyfaxi is mentioned
in Vatnsdeela Saga, and the sons of Ingimund, represented as
worshippers of Freyr, are there said to be in the habit of attend-
ing horse-ights. It seems likely that the horse contests described
in several of the sagas, which roused great local excitement in
certain districts of Iceland, were originally associated with the
cult of Freyr.!

Another animal linked with both Freyr and his sister Freyja
was the boar. Freyr is said by Snorri to have possessed the boar
Gullinbursti, made by the dwarfs, whose coat shone in the dark,
and who could out-run any steed. Freyja also had a boar, called
Hildisvin. In the poem Hyndluljéd we are told that when she
wanted to disguise her protégé, Ottar the Simple, she let him
take the shape of her boar. The association of the boar with the
deities of fertility is likely to be very old indeed. In early Sweden
and in Anglo-Saxon England the boar possessed special signifi-
cance, since his image is found on ceremonial objects, as well
as on those used for war and adornment. Helmets of the seventh
century are found with images of the boar on them, and some
Swedish helmet-plates show warriors who have helmets with a
large boar as a crest. A boar-crested helmet has survived from
Anglo-Saxon times, taken from a tumulus at Benty Grange,
Derbyshire; the crest is small but exquisitely made in the form
of a little boar in gilded bronze with ruby eyes. It was remem-
bered by the Anglo-Saxons that such figures were believed to
have protective power, for in Beowulf it is said that the boar
on the helmet was there to keep guard over the life of the war-
rior who wore it. When we find an Anglo-Saxon sword from
East Anglia bearing three tiny figures of boars stamped on its

1. See G. Gjessing, ‘Hesten i forhistorisk kunst og kultus’, Viking, 7,
1945, pp. 29 ff.
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blade, we may assume that they have been placed there for a
similar purpose.!

Tacitus tells us that the Germanic tribe of the Aestii who lived
on the Prussian coast in the first century wore figures (formae)
of boars as the emblem of their religion. Such figures may have
been masks or helmets which covered the face, such as Plutarch
tells us were worn by the Cimbri. He does not indicate what
kind of animals the Cimbri chose, but in his Life of Caius
Marius describes these helmets as resembling ‘the open jaws of
terrible beasts of prey and strange animal faces’. The boar-mask
may well have preceded the boarcrested helmet in Sweden,
since one of the warriors on a helmet-plate from Vendel is shown
wearing a kind of boar-mask, with a tusk protruding on one side.
It is clear that some kind of boar-helmet had significance in
Sweden and was treasured by the early kings. King Athils was
said to possess a helmet called Hildigoltr, ‘batte pig’, and also
to have had a heavy neck-ring called Sviagriss, ‘piglet of the
Swedes’. He won another helmet called Hildisvin, ‘battle
swine’, from his opponent, King Ali, and here we have the
same name as that of the boar owned by Freyja.

When we are told that Freyja’s worshipper, Ottar the Simple,
disguised himself as her boar, this might be explained by the
donning of a boar-mask by the priest of the Vanir, who thus
claimed inspiration and protection from the deity. Although
the Vanir were not gods of battle, the protection which they
offered would no doubt extend into time of war, and it is notice-
able that both Tacitus and Beowulf stress the protective power
of the emblem. This has been remembered in Cynewulf’s poem
Elene, as Rosemary Cramp pointed out,’ when Constantine
is said to sleep eofor cumble bepeht, ‘ over-shadowed’ or ‘ covered
by the boar-sign” at the time when he received the vision of the
symbol of Christ. He was thus under the protection of the old
heathen sign, either on helmet or standard, when he had his
revelation of the new power which was to replace the ancient

gods.

1. H. R. Ellis Davidson, The Sword in Anglo-Saxon England, Oxford,
1962, pp. 49-50. For boar-helmets, see R. Cramp, ‘Beowulf and Archae-
ology’, Medieval Archaeology, 1, 1957, pp. 6o ff.

2. op. cit., pp. 59-60.
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Besides the horse and the boar, a third symbol which belonged
to Freyr was that of the ship. He was said to have owned the
ship Skidbladnir, a vessel large enough to hold all the gods,
but able to be folded up when not in use and kept in a man’s
pouch. This ship could travel at will in any direction, since it
always got a favourable wind. It is possible that a cult ship was
the base of this tradition, the kind of ship used in processions
and folded up when not in use. There is abundant evidence for
ships carried in processions and kept in churches in Scandinavia
from the Middle Ages down to modern times, some of those
from Denmark being used for ceremonies of blessing the fields,!
and it may be that here we have the tradition of Freyr’s sacred
boat surviving in a Christian setting. The ship is another religi-
ous symbol which can be traced back to very early times in the
north. Tacitus knew of a goddess of the Suebi whose symbol was
a boat, and he identified her with Isis, which suggests that she
was a fertility goddess. It is possible that the unknown ‘symbol’
of the goddess Nerthus was a ship, but of this we have no proof.

From the time of the Bronze Age onwards, the ship was used
in many different forms in funeral ceremonies. Freyr himself
had close associations with death and burial, as is emphasized
by Snorri in Ynglinga Saga. Here we are told that Freyr’s own
death was kept secret from the Swedes for three years, and
during that time he lay in a great burial mound, with a door
and three holes in the sides, into which gifts of gold, silver, and
copper were placed by the priests. If images of the god were
kept in some kind of tomb-like shrine, this may be the explana-
tion of the statement in Heimskringla that two wooden men
were taken from Freyr’s howe and one kept in Sweden while
the other went to Thrandheim in Norway. In Iceland also some
connexion was made between Freyr and burial mounds. In
Gisla Saga a priest of Freyr died, and it was said that he was so
cherished by Freyr that the god ‘would have no frost between
them’, and so no snow nor frost ever lay on his mound.

The wooden man taken to Thrandheim emphasizes the idea
of the cult carried westward, from Sweden to Norway. In Nor-
way, farms, rocks, and fields bear Freyr’s name, and his wor-
ship was taken west again, by a few settlers who went to Iceland.

1. H. Henningsen, Kirkeskibe og Kirkeskibsfesten, 1950.
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Place-names suggest that his worship did not gain much ground
there, for there are only three places known to be called after
him. Memory of some of his worshippers however has survived
in the Icelandic sagas. The Hrafnkell who was said to keep
horses sacred to Freyr settled in the east in the early tenth
century, but whether he was in fact a priest of Freyr, as repre-
sented in the saga about him, seems doubtful. A better known
worshipper of the god was Thord Freysgodi, son of Ozurr,
mentioned in several sagas, whose family were known as the
Freysgydlingar, but we know no stories about him.

The tide Freysgodi was also borne by Thorgrim, whose death
is described in Gisla Saga. He must have been named in honour
of Thor, and was in fact the grandson of Thorolf of Most, the
famous worshipper of the god. Thorgrim however made friends
with Gisli’s family, married one of the daughters, became a
blood-brother of the sons, and must have forsaken Thor for
Freyr. His temple was in the north-west of Iceland. A man
described as a priest of Freyr, though he does not seem to have
borne the title, was Ingimund, the adventures of whose family
are told in Vatnsdeela Saga. He is said to have been given a
token with Freyr’s image on it by King Harald Fairhair, and
to have come out to Iceland under the god’s guidance. He built
a temple in Vatnsdale in the north-west. None were permitted
to take weapons into it, and Ingimund was able to obtain a
coveted sword from a Norwegian visitor who had unwittingly
worn it when entering. Ingimund convinced him that he had
angered the god, and must forfeit his weapon, and the sword
became a valued heirloom in the family.

Another family of Freyr-worshippers is described in Viga-
Glims Saga. They lived in the north, and their founder was
Helgi the Lean, who claimed to be descended from King
Frodi. When he came out to Iceland he is said to have thrown
a boar and a sow overboard to guide him to land, which sug-
gests that he worshipped Freyr, although we know he also in-
voked Thor, and that he was baptized as a Christian. His son
Ingjald built Freyr a temple, the guardianship of which was
inherited by Ingjald’s grandson, Glum, the hero of the saga.
Glum and his mother also had the right to share in the crops
grown in a certain field called Vizazgjafi, which stood near the
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temple and was apparently associated with the god. The name
of this field has been interpreted as ‘certain giver’,! and
it must have been an especially fertile one. Things went badly
for Glum, and when he was still a young man he forsook Freyr,
and went over to the god of kis mother’s family. It seems likely
that this god was Odin, since his Norwegian grandfather gave
him a spear and a sword which were said to be ‘lucky’ gifts and
family treasures. Glum used the spear to slay an overbearing
relative in the holy field after he had been denied his share of
the grain from it, and so the field was defiled with blood, and
the saga implies that Glum aroused Freyr’s anger by this deed
of violence. He offended the god still further by turning one
of Freyr’s faithful worshippers off his land, by harbouring his
own son after he had been declared an outlaw, and finally by
taking a misleading oath in the name of the gods, and thus
breaking faith with them. In the end he was forced to leave
his land, and this was thought to be on account of Freyr’s
enmity. Indeed Glum was said to have had a dream that the
god was sitting on a chair on the sea-shore, surrounded by a vast
crowd, and that he refused to listen to the plea which Glum’s
dead kinsmen were making on his behalf.

Thus it will be seen that the sagas have preserved memories
of a fertility cult associated with Freyr which is strongly at
variance with the battle cult of Odin. Its main lines agree with
those of the cult of Nerthus as described by Tacitus centuries
before. The ban against weapons in Freyr’s temples, his anger
when blood is shed on his sacred land, the taboo against outlaws
in his holy place, are all in accordance with his character as a
bringer of peace, and we are reminded of the coming of Nerthus,
when weapons were put away and peace reigned supreme. Freyr
is linked also with the sun and the fruitful earth; a fertile field
stands near his temple, and no frost is allowed to come between
him and his faithful worshipper, while we are told also that he
was connected with marriage and the birth of children. Like
Nerthus, who was known as Mother Earth, and intervened
in human affairs, Freyr was the deity who brought fertility to
men. Freyr, again like Nerthus, inspired joy and devotion.
Men rejoiced to share their possessions with him. Finally the

1. A. Holtsmark, ‘ Vitazgjafi’, Maal og Minne, 1933, pp. 111 ff.
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dream of Freyr sitting on a chair by the sea reminds us of the
god who sat in a wagon, and of Nerthus who journeyed round
the land to answer men’s prayers. This side of Freyr’s cult is
apparent in the story of Gunnar Helming, and it may be noted
that the god’s worshippers in Thrandheim were eager to tell
Olaf Tryggvason how their god

... talked to us also, and told us future happenings beforchand, and
he gave us peace and plenty. Flateyarbdk, 1, 322

The impression made by the prose sources is that the wor-
shippers of Freyr were in the minority in western Scandinavia,
but that nevertheless they were remembered long after the cult
had died out for the devotion which they gave their god.

2 Compam'om of Freyr

While Freyr is the main deity who represents peace and plenty,
there are other male figures who seem to resemble him, and
who are called by different names. The first of these is repre-
sented as a human king who reigned in Denmark in the far
past. He was called Frodi, and both Snorri and Saxo agree
that his reign was a time of universal peace and unparalleled
prosperity. Snorri states that he lived in Denmark at the time
when Freyr ruled in Sweden, and suggests that they both
reigned at the time of the peace of the Augustines. Saxo’s pic-
ture is less clear because in the early books of his Danish history
he has several kings called Frodi, and some live anything but
peaceful lives. But he certainly knew stories about an early king
of that name whose reign was calm and prosperous, and who
after death was carried round by his people in a wagon for some
time, and then finally laid in a burial mound. He even quotes
four lines of a poem said to be inscribed over his grave:

Frodi, whom the Danes would have wished to live long, they bore
long through their lands when he was dead. The great chief’s body,
with this turf heaped above it, bare earth covers under the lucid sky.!

This Danish Frodi has obvious resemblances to Freyr in
Sweden, since Freyr too brought peace to the land, was carried
round in a wagon, and had his death concealed for some time,

I. VI, 172, p. 212 (Elton’s translation).
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while he was finally buried in a mound. The Old Norse word
frédr means ‘wise’, but also has the meaning ‘fruitful’, ‘luxuri-
ous’, and so would be a fitting title for a god of fertility. Snorri

indeed tells us that one of Freyr’s tites was inn frédi, *the fruit-

ful’. It seems reasonable to assume then that Frodi was the
Danish god of fertility, the equivalent of Freyr in Sweden.

Another being who had some connexion with Denmark, and
who possessed a wagon, was known to the Anglo-Saxons. They
called him Ing, and his name occurs in the Old English Runic
poem, written down in a tenth-century manuscript :

Ing at first among the East Danes

was seen of men. Then he went eastwards
across the sea. The wagon sped after.
Thus the Heardings have named the hero.

It is usually agreed that the Heardings were the same as the
Hasdingi, the royal dynasty of the Vandals. They may have
worshipped Ing while they were in south Sweden, and carried
his cult to Denmark and further east when they migrated from
Scandinavia and settled in Continental lands. Ing appears to be
the name or title of a god. The Anglian kings of Bernicia in
north-eastern England remembered Ingui, Ingibrand, and In-
guec in their genealogies as names of the founder of their line.
Freyr himself bore the tides Yngvi or Ingunar, and the royal
dynasty of Sweden was known as the Ynglings. Some of the
men who were said to have worshipped Freyr in Iceland bore
names like Ingjald and Ingimund. It is possible then that Ing
was another of the names by which the god Freyr was known in
northern Europe.

Another royal ancestor of the Danes was said to have brought
them peace and prosperity, and to have journeyed over the sea.
This was Scyld, whose story is told in the opening section of the
Old English poem Beowulf. Here it is said that a ship laden
with treasure came across the sea to Denmark, and brought
a child who afterwards became the king of the land. When he
came to the end of a long and prosperous reign, he departed
over the sea as he had come, for the Danes loaded a ship with
weapons and precious things and laid their king’s dead body
upon it, letting the sea bear it away. The full name of this king
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is given as Scyld Scefing, and the name Scyldings throughout
the poem is used of the Danes.

Another version of this legend seems to have survived in
England as late as the twelfth century, and appears in William
of Malmesbury’s Gesta Regum. He gives the child’s name as

Sceaf, and says that he came over the sea with a sheaf of corn
beside him. On the whole this late tradition is thought to be
untrustworthy, but Sceaf’s name is found earlier. The tenth-cen-
tury Chronicle of Aethelweard says that Sceaf came with a boat
full of weapons to the island of Scani, and was made king by
the inhabitants. Earlier still his name occurs in a ninth-century
genealogy of King Egbert of Wessex, included in the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle, with the added comment that he was born in
the Ark, presumably an optimistic attempt to reconcile native
tradition with Biblical lore. Thus, although the allusions vary
and are widely scattered, the idea of a young child coming in a
ship over the sea and becoming a king in Denmark secems to
have long survived in Anglo-Saxon England.

When William of Malmesbury states that Sceaf came in a
boat with a sheaf of corn, this suggests folk tradition of some
kind. In the thirteenth-century Chronicle of Abingdon, it is re-
corded that when the monks wished to prove their right to
certain meadows beside the Thames, they set a sheaf of corn
with a lighted candle beside it on a round shield and floated it
down the river, the course taken by the shield proving their
claim. Since H. M. Chadwick' first drew attention to this pass-
age there has been much argument, first as to whether such a
custom ever existed as described, and secondly whether it could
have any significant connexion with the stories of Scyld and
Sceaf. It is not possible here to go into all the complications
involved, but it seems worth noticing the fact that a series of
traditions has gone on into medieval times bringing together a
divine child, a sheaf of corn, and a vessel moving by super-
natural power.

We have also another being among the gods of Asgard whose
symbol was the shield, and who had some connexions with the
Vanir. The god Ull was known as ‘god of the shield’, and seems

1. H. M. Chadwick, Tke Origin of the English Nation, Cambridge, 1924,
pp. 260 f.
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to have used the shield as a boat, since in skaldic verse a shield is
called ‘ship of Ull’. Ull at one time must have been a deity of
some importance, although there is little about him in the pages
of Snorri. In Norway and Sweden his name occurs in place-
names in two forms, Ullr and Ullin. Places called after him are
in many cases near those called after Freyr, Freyja, Njord, and
Njord’s wife Skadi, so that it seems natural to assume that he
was associated in some way with the Vanir. There is little trace
of his worship in Denmark, but a third-entury scabbard found
in a Danish bog bears a name in runes which means ‘servant of
Ull’, and its owner may have been a worshipper of the god. Ull’s
name is related to the Gothic word meaning ‘ majesty’, or ‘glory’,
and because of this it has been thought that he was an early Ger-
manic sky god. Snorri however associated him with the bow and
with snow-shoes, and Saxo tells us that he crossed the seas on a
magic bone, which suggests skates. Skates and snow-shoes would
be fitting for a god of winter, or a deity of the northern lakes
and mountains. Ull remains a mysterious and shadowy figure,
and serves as a reminder of the many northern deities and cults
which had faded into oblivion by the time that Snorri wrote his
account of the gods.

A more substantial deity is the father of Freyr and Freyja, the
god Njord. He must have been concerned with fertility, but in
the literature is mainly remembered as a god of the sea and
ships, and will be discussed as such in a later chapter. It must be
noted here however that his name is the Old Norse equivalent of
Nerthus, the goddess described by Tacitus. Many attempts have
been made to find an explanation of the relationship between
these two deities. Possibly there was originally a male and female
pair of deities, Njord and Nerthus, and Freyr took the place of
the carlier god. There are traces of other divine pairs: Ullr/Ullin,
and Fjorgyn/Fjorgynn, of whom we know little beyond the
names. An alternative theory is that Nerthus was transformed
into the male god Njord, and that Njord’s wife Skadi, who like
Ull is said to have had snow-shoes and a bow, was originally the
male partner. But no completely convincing explanation as to
why such a change of sex took place hasbeen found.

Snorri tells us a strange tale of the marriage of Njord and

Skadi (see page 30). They could not decide where to live, as
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