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THE VIKING AND
GERMANIC WORLD

During the summertime, in about AD834, an important

funeral was held at Oseberg, on the Oslo Fjord in Norway.
The local people were burying a rich and powerful
woman, probably a queen, whose lavish burial goods,
sealed beneath her grave mound, were to astonish the
archaeologists who uncovered them in fine condi-
tion more than a thousand years later. Such dis-
coveries offer precious clues to past beliefs in the
northern world.

Like virtually all men and women of heathen
Scandinavia, the Oseberg lady was buried in her
clothing, surrounded by objects that testify to her
high status. She and a female companion lay on
cushioned beds inside a small wooden structure
which stood on the deck of a slender, delicately-
built ship, about fifteen metres long, its high-
soaring prow curled like a coiling snake. The boat
was a sign of wealth but it also had a symbolic function, as death was con-
sidered to be a voyage to the Underworld.

Carvings and objects found on the boat provide further insight into Viking
beliefs. Wooden posts carved into fierce, snarling animal heads were proba-
bly included among the grave goods to scare away hostile spirits from the
boat, and metal rattles, which hung from a horse’s harness, would have had
the same purpose. Cooking utensils found next to the corpse suggest that the
lady was expected to feed herself during her long journey.

The Oseberg ship burial opens a window onto the culture of large areas of
Europe, including Germany, England and Scandinavia, before they were con-
verted to Christianity. By combining information from early writings and from
archaeology, much can be learned about that vanished world. The picture that
emerges is one of a lifestyle and a philosophy that once rivalled those of
Greece and Rome in influence. And even today the names of leading figures
from northern mythology, from Odin and Thor to Tannhalser and the
Valkyries, have not lost their power to excite the imagination.

Above, left: A silver

pendant from
Ostergotland in Sweden
depicts a Vendel warrior,
distinguished by his
helmet with raised
eyebrow guards
(C.ADTOOD).

Opposite: A snow-capped
mountain scene in
Norway, with the
Geiranger Fjord beneath.
Such landscapes form the
background to the myths

of the Vikings.
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The Germanic Peoples

The Anglo-Saxons and the Scandinavians were both branches of the Germanic peoples,
one of the major groupings of related tribes in Europe during the Dark Ages. Centuries
later, learned, sympathetic historians from medieval Iceland and Denmark recorded their

own history.

The term "Germanic” was
a collective name used

by  Emperor  Julius
Caesar,  Tacitus, and
other Romans to iden-
uty those of the barbar-

ian  wibes  of  central
Europe who were not “Celts”.
Since both sets of tribes fre-
quently moved from one
territory  to another in a
complicated series of wars
and migrations over several
centuries,  the  distinction
was not purely geographic.
Although Caesar wrote  of
Celts living west of the Rhine
and Germans east of it, this
was at best a snapshot of the
political situation in his time,
and was probably inaccurate.

Each tribe, naturatly, had
its own name for itself, its own
king and its own history; even
after migrating to a new territory it
often kept its original name. The
tribes’ movements were spread  over
many generations, but two aspects of
their dispersal are fairly well documented.
The first (¢.200B¢-AD200) was the

conflict between certain tribes and
This 7th-century brooch bears
the insignia of the battlefield:

oman armies. The second, known

as the Migration Age (AD400-800), " -
] ¢ | ; two birds (possibly eagles or

as a large-scale iATe SO~

was a large-scale movement ot peco crows) decorate the top of the

ples that shaped the political map of brooch, while a warlike face

post-Imperial Europe. One example dominates its centre.

among many indicates
the scale of these
migrations: the Goths
moved from Sweden
to north Germany in
the first century BC, and
divided into two groups,
the Ostrogoths and Visigoths;
by the fourth century apD
the former dominated an
arca north of the Black
Sea, while the latter were
in Romania. Both were
then dislodged by Huns,
after which the Ostrogoths
scttled in Ttaly and the
Visigoths in Spain.

The distinguishing fea-
ture of these tribes was their
language. Germanic peoples

were those who spoke the

Germanic tongue, rather than
idioms that were Celtic-, Slav-
or Latin-based. By about the
Germanic

cighth  century  AD

dialects had developed and divided
into Dutch, Flemish, English, Danish,
Swedish, Norwegian and Icelandic. The
last four form a “North Germanic”™ or

Scandinavian sub-group, rather dif-
“West
Germanic” stock because they split

ferent from the main

off carly from it. Despite these
divergences, however, the myths
and legends remained much the
same in both groups.



THE GERMANIC PEOP

If we try to trace the people’s cultural identity
to its origins by means of archacological evidence,
the picture becomes complex — not least because
frequent migrations meant that the siame territory
was occupied by ditferent peoples in succession,
while that
weapons and jewellery were not always reliable

trade  contacts  ensured fashions in

indications of tribal affiliation. However, the basic
form of Germanic language was in use by about
3008, and from then on Germanic culture existed
alongside that of its territorial rivals, the Celts,

during the Bronze Age

The  situation

(. 1500-¢.5008¢) is disputed. Rock carvings in

southern Sweden prove the symbolic importance

CXo N

R o
x - \
To Greenland
and Vinland

Scandinavian Settlement
Early German Peoples

=» Direction of Viking Expansion

Bylanhugﬁ

of ships, spears and axes, all of which were asso-

ciated later with Viking gods. They also show evi

dence of agricultural rituals and  sun worship

which were not found subscequently. There are
large votive offerings of war booty i Danish peat
bogs dating from the Celtic Bronze Age and lron
Age. However, all this evidence may not be signif
icant in terms of belief as it may just point to a pre
occupation with weapons, ships and graves nat
ural for any society in these periods of prehistory

Our

Germanic

major  sources  of  knowledge about

heathenism, however, are not mysteri
ous Bronze Age carvings or scraps of information

from Roman writers, but the archacology of the

Map of Viking
Expansion

The German-speaking
peoples, made up of many
tribes, originally populated
that part of Europe enclosed
by the rivers Rhine, Danube
and Vistula. During and after
the decline and collapse of
the Roman Empire
(¢.AD200-600) they spread
out in several directions,
occupying areas as far south
as northern ltaly.

. BLACK SEA

URES
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Migration Age uand Viking Age, together with
heroic and mythic poetry  and  other  written
sources from the carly Middle Ages. Most of these
literary sources are Scandinavian, owing to the
fact that this part of Europe was remote
from the mtluence of Rome and did
not become Christian until the tenth
century — fur later than England or
southern and central Europe. Even
after  conversion,  Ieclmdic  and
Danish writers preserved  the myths
and legends for their intrinsic interest,

Crucial to this preservation was the
culture of the Vikings and their immediate
descendants, notably  the Icelanders. The
term “Viking” does not, in fact, refer to a
nation or territory, but to a way of life plun-
dering foreign lunds — it applied specifically
to the seafaring Danes, Norwegians and
Swedes who went raiding around the coasts
of Europe, Ireland and Britain during the
Viking Age” (ap790-1050). However, the
term  can  be  loosely applied to all
Scandinavians of this period, and also to
every aspect of their cutture.

The Vikings conducted the last of the
great European migrations. Besides their
raids, the Norwegians and Danes estab-
lished permanent settlements in
Normandy and England, controlled major
trading towns in England and Ireland, colonized
Iceland  and  Greenlund, and  briefly reached
America early in the cleventh century. Meanwhile,
Swedes spread along the Baltic shores, and their
traders followed river routes across eastern Europe
and Russia which led as far as Byzantium. Their
travels brought them into contact with Muslims as
well as Christians. Some of the former left coolly
ironic accounts of the strange ways of these infidel
traders, but Christian chroniclers were too censori-
ous of their religious practices to discuss other
aspects of heathen Nordic Hfe.

Nevertheless, there were certainly  peaceful
contacts between the Vikings and neighbouring

Christian  lands, whose wealth, power and

Horsemen, common in Norse myth, are also
represented in artefacts like this bronze monumental
axe-head (¢.7008¢). Although axes and horned
helmets are commonly associated with all the
Vikings, they were actually only popular with
the Danes and Norwegians.

prestigious  learning must
have been impressive to
them. In the course of the
ninth century this infor-
mal communication was
supplemented by offi-
cial religious missions
strongly  encouraged
by the Christian rulers.
One of these was led
by the monk Anskar
(later Archbishop of
Hamburg), who was
sent to Denmark and Sweden in Ap829 and again
in the Ap840s by Emperor Louis the Pious. The
descriptions of Anskar's journeys by his biographer
Rimbert and in Adam of Bremen's FHistory of the
Bishops of Hambirg (¢.Ap1070) contain important
information about Swedish festivals and sacrifices
at the great temple at Uppsala.

Scandinavia was gradually converted by such
missionary activity, coupled with the recognition
of political advantage to be gained. The process
was complete by anl000 or shortly thereafter,
except in Sweden, where heathenism maintained
its hold for another two generations. With this
notable exception the new faith seems to have
been widely and easily accepted.



WITNESSES

Witnesses from the Earth

Early Germans and Scandinavians worshipped in sacred places such as groves and islands,
and seem to have used for their ceremonies only the simplest structures, which have left no
archaeological traces. However, some sites have yielded other sorts of objects which
provide some evidence of Germanic religious beliefs and practices.

FROM THE E AR

Much of what we know of Viking religious prac-
tices comes from descriptions by travellers and
missionarics. An Arab visitor in Ap992 described
markets on the Volga where Swedish merchants
cathered, and said 1t was their custom to offer the
gods food in a ring of tall posts carved with human
fuces. Another Arab, passing through the Jutland
town of Hedeby in the an9350s, said its pagan
inhabitants set up poles at their doors on which

they hung the carcasses of sacrificed animals.

Runes

Runes are letters adapted from
the alphabets current in
Northern Italy about 200sc.

There were twenty-four letters
in the original Germanic runic
alphabet, but further letters
were added to suit the
languages of different areas.
Runes are far more angular
than their ltalian originals,
since they were used mostly
on wood or stone, where
straight lines are easier to
cut than curves. The runic
alphabet is called the
“futhark”, from the order
of its first six letters: F U,
D (th), A, R, K.
The characters had
many practical uses, such

Accounts of the conversion of Northumbria in
Ap027. and of the Frisians and Franks in the cighth
century, mention temple  buildings  contuining
wooden idols, while in the eleventh century there
was a lavish temple at Uppsala, but lide is now
known about it.

Representations of  gods and heroes  were
used decoratively as wall tapestries, on shields and
on woodwork in fine houses. Unfortunately, most

of these images have perished. However

as recording the maker’s or
owner’s name on weapons
and valuable objects, or for
inscriptions on grave- and
memorial stones.
However, runes were also
associated with magic,
and the very word means
“secret”. Tacitus mentions
symbols cut on wood and
used in divination, while
Icelandic sources oiten
allude to runes used to
heal, curse, give
victory, calm storms,
help in childbirth, or
even to make the dead
speak again.

A typical Germanic
runestone, c.Ap1000,
now in the National
Museum, Copenhagen.

11
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some significant objects do survive: the Oseberg
tapestry depicting @ wagon; a series of tall carved
and painted memorial stones from the island of
Gotland off Sweden; and various helmets, espe-
ciallv: those from Vendel in Sweden and Sutton
Hoo in England. Sometimes it is possible to match
the scenes shown on these objects with myths and
hero tales from written sources — an cight-legged
horse and its rider shown approaching a building
on a Gotland stone must be Sleipnir carrying either
Odin or a dead hero to Valhalla. But there are

many other scenes and recurrent motifs whose
interpretation can now only be tentative.
Intriguing images decorated helmets to give
their wearers magic protection in battle. A com-
mon motif is the figure of a man wearing a horned

helmet. sometimes clothed but more often naked

except for a belt, and holding weapons; his legs

are bent, as if leaping or dancing. These figures are
reminiscent both of a German dance Tacitus
describes, in which “naked youths leap and bound
between upturned spears”, and of the ferocious
Berserks who fought naked and were inspired by
Odin (sce page 35). Other helmets show a warrior
subduing a monster.

By far the most popular amulet in the later
part of the Viking Age was a miniature hammer
(the symbol of Thor) that was worn as a pendant.
More than forty have been found. Thor was a pro-
tector of humanity against evil forces, not a war
god, a point borne out by the fact that the litde

hammers have been found in women's graves as

TIME LINE

P A . AD100-400
Viking/Germanic History

¢.100 Tacitus identifies |
Germanic tribes

Although the
mythology of the

A

AD400-500

AD500-600

AD600-800

526 Death of Theodoric
568 Langobard kingdom

| b

AALAAS

375 Death of Ermanaric 3 established in Lombardy
North goes back to I i 573 Death of Alboin
the Scandinavian /= 3 ¥ * § of Lombardy ‘
4 r% [ )i 597 Conversion of
Bronze Age 8 L; i I England begins
(1500-50080), the =N i B!
zenith of Germanic = o Nyl o f;!
1=
and Viking culture -* = =
) L . =3 A 5th-century memorial I
falls within the period [k stone from Gotland An 8th-century
that begins with the ,:'-'t'f l church stave from

departure of the

Romans (c.Ap200)

¢.400 Angio-Saxons begin
to colonize Britain

Helgo in Sweden.

and ends with the
Christianization of
Scandinavia around
1000-1100AD.

| g R
!nlld..;"""‘* T

A late Bronze-Age figurine

from Denmark of a
woman holding a bowl.

436 Death of Gundaharius
Gunther, Gunnar)

of Burgundy

453 Death of Attila

(Etzel, Atli) the Hun

474 Theodoric (Dietrich
becomes King of the
Ostrogoth

A 6th-century helmet,

found at Sutton Hoo, UK,

but made in Denmark.

¢.750 Beowulf composed
772-82 Conquest and
conversion of the Saxons
by Charlemagne

790s Viking raids

in western Europe

and Britain.



A Viking-Age bronze spear with a decorated silver hilt. The
Germanic tribes were often in conflict with one another and
warfare was pivotal to their survival. The spear was common in

eastern Scandinavia, while the sword was favoured in the south.

well as those of men. Another frequently found

symbol is that of a woman holding out a beaker or

horn: the figure is presumed to be that of a
Valkyrie welcoming a dead hero to Valhalla.
Archacology is also the prime source of our
knowledge about pagan funerary rites. In burial,
the body, dressed and accompanied by tools and
weapons, might be laid directly in the ground, or
put in a coffin or a wooden chamber, or, most dra-
matically, in a ship, as at Oscberg: the grave might

or might not be covered with a stone cairn or eanth

mound. Cremations could be equally lavish, but lit
tle evidence survives from them as the dead men's
possessions were usually also burned on the pyre

In sharp contrast to these honorary funerals,
one occasionally finds corpses treated with delib
erate contempt. Bodies have been found burnied
face down, or with the head cut off and laid
between the legs. There are several examples of
both these types in Anglo-Saxon cemeteries. Some
of the victims seem to have been killed by behead-
ing. while others were decapitated after death, pre-
sumably 1o prevent the body turning into one of
the malevolent “Undead” (sce pages 102-103).
Finally, some sacrificial victims were buried in
bogs, which preserved objects with  surprising

effectiveness (see pages 122-23).

AD800-900

¢.800 German Lay of
Hildibrand composed
820s Anskar’s first
missionary journeys

to Denmark and to
Birka, Sweden

¢.834 Oseberg ship
burial, Norway

845 Viking raid on Paris
led by Reginar

1Ragnar Lodbrok)
¢.870-940 Harald
Fairhair, King of Norway

The prow of the Oseberg
ship in which a woman
of status was buried in
the 9th century.

876-879 Vikings settle
permanently in England
¢.860 Norse settlement
in the Faeroe Islands
¢.870-930 Norse
settlement of Iceland

ADI0O-1000

930 Foundation of the
Icelandic Althing
(General Assembly
€.950-960 Denmark
converted to Christianity
¢.950 Some of the
Poetic Edda composed.
¢.960 Harald Bluetooth,
King ot Denmark,
converted to Christianity
€.964-1000 Olat
Trvggvason, King of
Norway, converted

to Christianity

€.986 First Viking
expedition to

North America
€.995-1022 Olat
Skotkonung, King ot
Sweden, converted to
Christianity; establishment
of Bishopric at Skara

AD1000-1100

A Viking brooch (c. 1050

¢.1000 Iceland converted
to Christianity

1016 Conversion

of Nonvay

1019-1035 Cnut the
Great, King of Denmark
1030 Battle of Stiklestad
and death of Olaf
Haraldsson, later St Olaf
1042-1047 Magnus unites
Norway and Denmark
1070 Adam of Bremen’s
History of the Bishops

of Hamburg

AD1100-1300

1100-1200 Stave churches
built in Norw

¢.1215 Saxo’s History

of the Danes

€.1220 Snorn's Edda
¢.1230 Niebelungenlied

comyx ysed

¢ & -
i AH A |

{ LLo Sk 4! Y

SO0 P {U\{/’“j‘ L

12th-century vory
chessmen carved in
western Nonvay



Heroic Poetry

Although the Germanic and Scandinavian

peoples developed an alphabet during pagan times,
they mainly used it for brief inscriptions; surviving
literary and mythological texts were all written down
by Christians, using the Roman alphabet. These texts
are the final phase of a long tradition of oral poetry,
song and storytelling that preserved ancient tales of
gods and heroes.

The carliest witness to the oral art of the Germans
is Tucitus, who mentions in his Annals (written
capllp that a German tribe called the Cherusci
were still singing lays about Arminius, a leader of
theirs who had become famous almost a century
carlier for wiping out three Roman legions
encamped in the Teutoberg Forest. Various histor-
ical figures of the Migration Age such as Ermanaric
the Goth (¢.375), Auila the Hun (d4.453), Gunther
the Burgundian (d.436), and Theodoric the
Ostrogoth (4520) reappear centuries  later  as
heroes and villains in the poeuy of Germany,
Anglo-Saxon England and Iceland, so stories about
them must have been passed down orally for f15 '
many generations. -
Oral storytelling tends to simplify, personalize
and dramatize the facts it transmits, while enhanc-
ing their emotional impact. A good example is the
story of Ermanaric’s death. A Roman contemporary
records that he killed himself in terror when the
Huns atacked his empire, but by the mid-sixth
century the historian Jordanes in his History of the
Goths described the episode instead as a dramatic i,
tale of vengeance. To punish some rebellious sub-
jects, he claimed, Ermanaric captured their chief-

tain’s wite, Sunhilda, and had her torn to pieces by

A detail of an illustration from a manuscript collection of the
Icelandic sagas — one of our principal sources for everyday

heliefs about the Norse gods and the world they inhabited.




HEROTIC( P O I

wild horses; her brothers subsequently wounded
him so severely that he was 0o sick 1o resist an
attack by the Huns soon after. Ninth-century
Norwegian and Icelandic poems show the next
stages in the embellishment of the story, in which
the murdered woman has become the king's own
wife, falsely accused  of adultery. and the
vengeance of her brothers, though  successtul,
costs them their lives. Later, Sunhilda and her
brothers are linked to two tamous heroic
tamilies called the Volsungs and the
Burgundians. Finally, as an explanation
of Ermanaric’s cruelty, medieval poems
and sagas give him an evil counsellor
(himself  motvated by revenge)
whose lies trick him into murder-
ing all those who had once
been close to him. The great
legends  of the  Volsungs,  the
downtall of the Nibelungs, the
death of Attila and other exam-
ples evolved in a similiar way.
The Norse poems that have
survived are of several types. The
simplest in style are those in the
Edda, a

anonymous lays about gods and

Poetic collection  of
heroes found in a single Icelandic
manuscript of about 1270, but mostly
300
before the country became  Christian.

composed about years  carlier,
The length of the lays range from
200 to 1000 short lines. Some are
question-and-answer  poems  on

mythological topics: others are
narratives about gods or heroes,
written in a swift-moving  style.
They are a primary source for the myths concern-
ing the fights of Thor against giants, Odin as the
lord of wisdom, magic and poetry, the death of
Balder, the wooing of Gerd by Freyr, the creation
and destruction of the world, and Loki the trou-
blemaker. The main heroic legends included are
the life and death of Sigurd the Volsung. and the

deaths of Gunnar and Hogni (see pages 90-92 and

believed to summon the souls of dead
heroes. This 14th-century Icelandic

pendant is made of silver-gilt.

95). The Poetic Edda also contans poems about
Valkyric
Volund

another Volsung named Helgr and  the
who protected and nurrried him, about
(Wayland) the Smuth: and about Ernanaric

It should be noted that the Eddaie poems are
composed about, not to, the gods — they are not
hymns or prayers. No doubt such thimgs existed
but none surviy (4 unless one counts frag
mentiry poem of the Late tenth century
addressed to Thor and listing ghouls

he had slain: *You struck Starkad

down,” You trampled on  dead
Gijalp Two charms have sur
vived  that invoke Wodan as

healer, one in Anglo-Saxon  against

snakebite, and one in Old Gernun
against a dislocated limb; also extant is
an  Anglo-Saxon invocation (o the

‘mother of the carth” to bless the

fields, addressing her by the otherwise

unknown name  “Erce”. Apart  from
these small items, no cultic verse remains.
Norway and lceland produced muany
“sculdic” verses. composed trom the ninth
century onwards, generally by poets at a
king's court, celebrating his victories and
generosity. Scaldic poems are not narri-
tives, but short, ornate stanzas of praise:
they often use brief, ingenious
allusions to myths and leg
ends as literary  decoration
Their authors can usually be iden

tified and dated

Thought to be immortal, Valkyries were

Another  form of  narrative
verse, more leisurely and solemn
than the Edda lays. was the epic
Unfortunately, only one complete
example survives, the English Beowulf. probably
composed in the eighth century to entertain an
aristocratic Christian audicnce with heroic pagan
legends from their ancestral homelands. Germany
also had epics at this period, but only a fragment
of one remains: the tragic tale of Hildibrand and
Hadubrand (see pages 105-106). None have sur-
vived from Scandinavia.



16

T

H

E

VIKING AND GERMANIC WORLD

Lost Gods and Goddesses

Information about pagan deities in the Migration and the Viking
Ages largely reflects the prestige of warfare among kings and
warriors. The religious preoccupations of farmers, merchants and
women at those times and earlier have to be gleaned from a few
tantalizing fragments.

Bronze Age rock carvings
in Sweden and Norway
include representations

of men ploughing,
animals, sexual
intercourse, ships on
which men are

dancing, leaping, or
blowing horns, and ships
carrying trees. There are
warlike figures too — men
brandishing axes or spears,
and others holding up huge
(possibly ceremonial) weapons.
However, the dominant theme of
these carvings is the journey of
the sun, a vital matter to farmers
and stockbreeders so far north,
and many of the carvings are of
large disks which seem to be sun
symbols, held aloft by men or
carried on ships. Further
evidence of the importance of
the sun to these early peoples
is a metal figurine from
Bronze Age Denmark,
which consists of a golden
sun disk on a horse-drawn
chariot, perhaps a model
of a life-size original (see
pages 118-19).

The names of two early
goddesses have survived:
Nerthus, whom Tacitus also
calls “Mother Earth”, and who
was worshipped by Danish
tribes, and Nehalennia, whose
shrine was on the Dutch islands
of Walcheren and Noord-
Beveland, where Roman-style
altars and inscribed stones were

set up by merchants and
seafarers in the third century AD.
The goddess is shown with fruit,
a dog, or a ship. Both
Nehalennia and Nerthus were
associated with safety and
prosperity, and were honoured
by men as well as by women.
Some Anglo-Saxons also
worshipped a goddess called
Rheda, to whom sacrifices were
offered in March, and another
called Eostre, whose festival was
in April (and who gives us our
word “Easter”); nothing more is
known of either deity.

Other female deities
were worshipped in groups,
not as individuals. Most
notable of these are the

“Mothers”, to whom there
are many Roman-style
monuments along the

Lower Rhine and in areas

where Germanic units of

the Roman army were
based (c.Ap100-500).

They are often shown in

threes, holding fruit,

loaves or infants, and
appear to be guardians
and givers of good fortune.

In England, the Angles
celebrated New Year’s Eve as
“the Night of the Mothers”. Such

groupings of goddesses
foreshadow the Norns, Valkyries
and guardian spirits of much
later Icelandic texts, and hint
that female divinities had
once played a more
prominent part in
communal religion than
surviving texts indicate.

Early goddesses were often shown
in threes, bearing fruit.




MEDIEVAL LITERATUREE

Medieval Literature

Two important collections of Norse mythology were compiled almost concurrently at the
beginning of the thirteenth century: The History of the Danes by the Danish historian Saxo
Grammaticus (¢.1215), and the Prose Edda of the Icelander Snorri Sturluson (¢.1220).

Saxo Grammaticus was a cleric who wrote a his-
tory of the Danish nation in Latin. Its first nine
books deal with legendary persons and events,
and draw heavily on heroic Lays that are now lost
and on oral stories. Using both Danish material, as
in the story of Bjarki (sce pages 82-83), and tales
given him by Norwegians and Icclanders, Saxo
was mainly concerned with human Rings and
heroes. He also mentioned gods, but it was always
with hatred and contempt, because he held puri-
tanical and intolerant religious attitudes.

Snorri Sturluson’s personality was very differ-
ent, and his Edda is the liveliest, most comprehen-
sive and most attractive account of Nordic myth
and legend. e was a rich Icelandic landowner
and local chieftain, expert in law and active in
public life. We know that in 1218 he visited the
Norwegian court, where he was granted feudal
titles. Snorri was a poct in the scaldic style of
ornate praise-poetry, technically skilful but some-
what dry, and he wrote a lengthy history of
Norway in terms of the kings' lives, for which
scaldic poems were an essential source. But he
realized that many of his contemporaries found
these old works difficult to understand, and so
composed his Edda, which is at the same time a
handbook on the rules of style and metre and a
manual on Scandinavian mythology.

One of the main features of scaldic poetry is
its “kennings”, in which some common word such
as “king”, “ship” or “gold” is avoided, and replaced
by a figurative expression which often involves an
allusion to mythology. Thus, as Odin was the god
of war, any battle could be called “Odin’s storm”,
and for the sake of variety or metrical convenience
any of Odin's numerous names could be used —
one could, for example, say “storm of the
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A Viking-style hoat decorates a 14th-century illuminated

manuscript of Snorri Sturluson’s Prose Edda. The Edda is
generally held to he the most energetic and accessible
account of Nordic myth and legend.
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Jormungand, the snake who was one of the greatest enemies of the gods - especially Thor - grew so large that it wrapped

itseli around the world. This 7th-century brooch from Oland in Sweden possibly represents the world serpent.

Gallows-Burden”, referring to his hanging on

Yggdrasil (see page 31). Hero legends provide
material too; because Sigurd won the pile of gold
n wirch the dragon Fafnir lay, and carried it away
n his horse Grani, gold could be referred to as
Fafnir's bed” or “Grani’s burden”. The knowledge
ol pagan tradition (nec essary 1o compose, or even
to understand, such kennings) had survived chris-
tianization in lceland, but Snomi feared it would
The

response to the danger of such a loss.

quickly be  forgotten. Prose FEdda is his

He therefore supplies a systematic survey of
the main myths, beginning with creation myths,
passing on to the attributes and adventures of the
various gods and goddesses, and finally foretelling

the death of Balder, the doom of the gods and the

destruction of the world. This well-constructed

narrative is followed by a section built around spe-
cific questions about mythological allusions in
poetry, with a profusion of examples. Many details
of mythology are recorded here, as are legends
about Germanic heroes.

Snorri’'s knowledge is drawn chiefly from the
same sources as were to be used by the Poetic
Edda, plus scaldic verses and oral tradition. Several
of his best stories are not known from any other
source, and without his comments and explana-
tions much scaldic poetry would have become
incomprehensible. Tt is quite possible that the very
fact that the ancient lays of gods and heroes were
collected in the manuscript now called the Poetic
Fdda is due to Snorri’s interest in such matters
some fifty years before. If so, the debt we owe him

is incalcutable.
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Other Sources

From the thirteenth century onwards, European
taste turned increasingly towards new heroes and
a new literary style: long, loosely-plotted adven
ture stories about the Knights of the Round Table

or the peers of Charlemagne, which usually ended

happily. Some of the more fantastic elements of

Germanic belief were adapted to the new genre;
giants, dwarfs, dragons, clves, magical weapons
and rings could all fit into a romance about
chivalry as casily as into a heroic lay. But in most
Nordic countries the ancient heroes and pagan
gods were forgotten.

Germany was the main exception. There, thir-
teenth century poets reworked old stories about
-arly figures such as Dietrich, Hildibrand, Gunther,
Wialter or Etzel (Auila) the Hun. The supreme exe-
cution in this style was the Nibelungenlied,
which retells the story of Siegfried (Sigurd the
Volsung), powerfully mingling harsh tagedy
with strong pathos and courtly clegance
(sce pages 92-95).

In Iceland, a major new art form
appeared at this time — the saga. Sagas
were substantial prose works which
might be described as historical nov-

cls based on communal radition.

Some, the “Family Sagas”, described
the tives of early Icelandic settlers and
their descendants in the tenth and
cleventh centuries. These some-
times include references  to
pagan practices; for instance,
that one man worshipped
Freyr, and kept a fine stallion
sacred to him. They also have
a great deal to say about

¢hosts, magic and witchcraft.

Although  written  from a
Christian angle, the  Family

Sagas preserve the ideals of
the pagan heroic age by their
stress on honour, the duty of
revenge, and the importance

of meeting death with courage.

The other major group, the “Sagas ol Ancient
Times", are concerned wiath legendary Norwegia
or Danish heroes of the Migration Age and Viking
Age. These are vigorous, exciting tales, based on
old poems and clironicles but retold n a simples
style than their originals. Their authors  would
skilfully weave many sources into a continuous
narrative. Thus, the Volsunga Saga harmonize
numerous poceits and traditions about Sigurd and
associated  figures  into one  long, wagic  wle
another saga deals with Bjarki and King Tholt
whom he served: another gathers together German
material about Dietrich and his champions. Various
gods and goddesses feature in these works, espe
cially Odin, whose function as the giver of victory
or of death in battle is obviously relevant

By careful assessment of all these varnous

sources, scholars have picced together a picture
of the beliefs and tales of Germanic peoples
No doubt much is lost, but enough remains
to give us some understanding of a

major period in cultural history.

A medieval book illustration from 14th-
century Germany showing an author dictating

his works to a scribe.




THE OSEBERG SHIP BURIAL

particularly sumptuous ship burial, dating from the ninth century and seemingly connected
with a fertility cult, was excavated in- 1904 at Oseberg in southern Norway. Two women were
found in the grave, one of high rank, possibly a priestess of the Vanir, and an
attendant, together with a multitude of precious, elaborate _—
objects. Corn, nuts, seeds and apples were also found. -
The peat soil of the burial place had preserved the ship
and its contents well, although the grave had been raided
not long after its completion. It contains a wonderful, if
enigmatic, record of Viking beliefs.

The burial ship contained an exquisitely carved
small wagon (righf), of the type that was used to
carry a fertility god or goddess around the country
to visit communities and bless the season. The
wagon itself was decorated on all sides with
mysterious human and animal figures, possibly
illustrating mythological scenes. Fantastic figures
were also found on other objects, such as this
monstrous head (below) from one of four carved
wooden sledges found in the grave.
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Above: Another monstrous head of an animal
found in the ship. There were five such heads,
thought to have been carved by the same hands
that worked the wooden sledges. They had no
practical use, and must have been symbolic.

Left: This impressive ship, from another ship
burial in Gokstad, Norway, was seaworthy,
unlike the Oseberg ship. The Gokstad
craft is a fine example of the
extraordinary Viking ships, which
fused proportion, skilled
construction and efficiency

. in perfect harmony.
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GODS OF WAR
AND DESTINY

The main group of Norse gods, known as the

Aesir, are recognizably human, dominated by
the cunning Odin, supreme divinity, and the
sometimes brutish Thor, god of thunder and
ruler of the sky. Colourful in their foibles,
and always eager to feast and carouse, they
conspire and compete with each other and
their enemies in a series of vivid episodes.
Accompanying them is the wily Loki, who,
,,,,,,, although not divine, lived among the gods and often caused
a distinctly earthly kind of mischief.
The stories of the gods are played out against a setting that also resem-
bles the human world. Stamina and endeavour were necessary to survive
the harsh environment inhabited by the Germanic peoples, and similarly a
tough sensibility pervades the ice-bound mountain fastnesses of the Norse
imagination. The myths mirror a human sphere dominated by climate and ter-
rain, and tell of menacing elemental forces against which the gods must pit
their wits and strength.

Formidable giants posed a particular threat to the gods, providing a con-
stant supply of fearsome enemies. The relationship between gods and giants
was not merely combative; many of the gods had affairs with giantesses, even
sometimes marrying them, and Odin himself was said to be descended from
a giant. Usually, however, these races were at odds with each other. It was
understood by all in the divine realm that giants had to be subdued, which
usually culminated in their receiving a crushing blow from Thor’s hammer.

The harsh landscapes of Northern Europe, which experienced just a few
frost-bitten hours of daylight between long winter nights, provided more than
just a mythical setting. In such a region, where the determination to survive
was tested by pitiless weather conditions and tribal violence, it was hardly
surprising that the Norse people had an intense awareness of fate. Without
remorse Odin selected those who were to die in battle, and an apocalyptic
demise, even for the gods, was inevitable. In the divine realm all roads led to
Ragnarok — the end of the world.

Above, left: Found at

a boat burial in Vendel,
Sweden, this elaborate
7th-century helmet is
forged in iron and
embellished with bronze.
It was discovered with

a hoard of fine weapons,
all of the highest quality.

Opposite: The
threatening Midgard
serpent dominates this
17th-century manuscript
which also depicts
Valhalla, the realm of the
gods found above and

bevond the mortal world.



o
EEN

DS OF WAR AND DESTI

N Y

The Aesir

The Norse gods lived together in the realm called Asgard, beyond and above the human
world. Here they held heated debates about their various dilemmas — how to regain
hostages from the giants, how to deal with the evil progeny of Loki, how to protect their
magical treasures. They interacted with each other like any other social group, and were
characterized by superhuman strength rather than by moral absolutes.

Asgard was originally inhabited by the Aesir alone.
Another tribe of gods, known as the Vanir, coex-
isted with them in the realm of Vanaheim. But the
two groups fought a long, bloody war, after which
a few members of the Vanir came to live in Asgard.

Little 1s known of this war, but we are told
that the most important of the Vanir who came to
Asgard were Njord, god of the sea, and his twin
children: the god Freyr and the goddess Freyja.

Whereas the Vanir were deities of fertility, presid-

ing over land and sea, the Aesir were associated
with war, magic and the sky. The magician Odin
was their chief and Thor, protector of Asgard, was
Adam of Bremen,
reported that  Odin
made wars and blessed men with bravery in bat-

second-in-command. an

cleventh-century  historian,

tle, while Thor ruled in the sky. governing thunder,
lightning, the winds and the rain.
The Icelandic chronicler, Snorri, tells that all

the other Aesir, mighty as they were, deferred to

These three standing figures
from a woven tapestry of
¢.1100 have heen identified
as the trio of primary gods
worshipped hy the Norse
people — Odin, Thor and
Freyr. Odin, with one eve,
stands on the leit wielding
not a spear but an axe, while
the central figure gripping a
hammer is prohably Thor. The
third figure holds an ear of
corn or a piece of fruit -
symbols of Freyr’s role as

a fertility god.
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Sacred Places

The Norse deities were not always worshipped in elaborate

temples and holy buildings. Sites of natural beauty were sometimes

chosen as idyllic settings in which to venerate the gods and

frequently they were not even marked by a monument.

The Roman historian Tacitus
described how the Germans did
not confine their worship to a
domestic forum, but also
consecrated open forests and
groves. Many Scandinavians,
particularly those who settled in
Iceland, also chose natural
venues as their sites of worship.
Literary sources tell of sacrifices
brought to groves, rocks and
stones, which were believed to
represent patron gods. In the
poem Hyndluljod, Freyja tells
how her favourite human, Ottar,
set up a cairn in her honour.

Sacred places might be chosen
for their outstanding beauty. One
such site, Helgafell (Holy

X RGN

Mountain) in Snaefellsness,
Western Iceland, is mentioned
in the Eyrbyggja Saga. Thorolf
Mostur-Beard, a devoted
follower of Thor who emigrated
to Iceland, held this mountain to
be so sacred that no one was
even allowed to look at it if they
were unwashed, and no living
creature, man nor beast, was to
be harmed there.

The same Thorolf also held
sacred the place where the
pillars of his high seat (removed
from a previous site and brought
on the journey) had washed
ashore (see page 38). Thorolf
gave orders that it should not be
desecrated with either bloodshed

This beautiful take al Thingvettir in
Icetand was probably held 10 be sacred
since the island’s “Althing” (an annual
assembly of free men) mel nearby in

the Viking Age.

or excrement. The latter taboo
was in conflict with the
Icelandic custom of groups
urinating on the grass at the end
of meetings.

Unsurprisingly, the site was
desecrated after Thorolf's death
following an assembly a rival
family declared that they were
going to follow the normal
custom and urinate there.
Thorolf’s son and his men
attacked them for this affront; a
fierce fight ensued, with blood
spilt on both sides, defiling the
holy ground even further. After
this, the temple and the
assembly were removed to a
fresh venue.
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The bridge between Asgard and Midgard, the immortal and

mortal worlds, was called “Bifrost”. Snorri describes it as the
rainbow, consisting of three plaited strands of fire.

Odin like children to their father. Odin was a
formidable and frightening character, rather less
concerned with the protection of his subjects than
with the accumulation and exercise of his own
magical powers.

Odin's wife was Frigg, who, like him, was
credited with the ability to foresee the future. She
was queen of the gods and first lady among the
goddesses. Stately, gracious and bountiful, she also
had a maternal aspect accentuated by her concern
for her son, Balder. In this capacity she was
invoked by women during childbirth and by those
wishing to conceive. Frigg and Odin’s other chil-
lren included Hod. who was to play an unwitting
role in Balder's fate, and Hermod, who was to
prove himself in an act of outstanding bravery (see
page 126).

Many of the gods were actualty said to be the
offspring of Odin. Thor was his eldest son,
although not by Frigg. Thor's mother was Jord
(Earth), with whom Odin had an extra-marital liai-
son. Thor in turn was married to Sif, a beautiful
golden-haired goddess, although he also had two

sons, Modi and Magni, by a giantess, Jarnsaxa.

The Realm of the Gods

The Norse people envisaged a world divided into
three difterent levels, one above the other. Asgard,
realm of the gods, lay above Midgard, the world of
men surrounded by vast oceans. Beneath Midgard
was Niflheim. the land of the dead presided over
by Loki's gargantuan daughter, Hel, who gave her
name to the realm’s citadel.

It was in Asgard that the gods had their mag-
nificent homes. Odin’s two halls were called
Valhalla, hall of the slain, and Valaskjalf, which
contained his high seat Hlidskjalf. Sitting on
Hlidskjalf Odin could preside over the whole
world, with a view of each level and all that went
on in it, and only he and his wife, Frigg, were
allowed this high privilege. Thor’s hall, known as
Bilskirnir, in the region of Thrudvangar, was said
to be the largest building ever constructed, while
there was no more beautiful place than Balder's
hall, Briedablik, except perhaps the hall Gimli,
which stood at the southernmost edge of the
realm. Gimli was considered to  shine more
brightly than the sun, and it was believed that this
building would remain standing after the end of
the world. Gods were to live there at peace with
one another after Ragnarok.

Also on this top level of the world were
Vanaheim, home of the Vanir, and Altheimi, realm
of the light-elves. Midgard, on the level beneath
Asgard, was not only home to humankind but also
to the giants, who lived in Jotunheim. A flaming
bridge, Bifrost, of which Snorri says, “You must
have seen it, possibly you call it the rainbow,” was
built between the two levels by the gods. The parts
of the cosmos were also connected and sheltered
by an ash tree, called the World Tree or Yggdrasill,
which was an axis of the universe (see page 116).

Asgard was protected by a wall which was
razed during the war against the Vanir, leaving the
realm defenceless. A builder approached the Aesir
and offered to construct a mighty barrier that
would be completely secure against giants. In pay-
ment, he requested the goddess Freyija as his wife,
and the sun and the moon for his own. The Aesir
decided to agree to the builder's demands on



condition that he complete the wall before sum-
mer — which gave him six months = but if it was at
all unfinished on the first day of the new season
they insisted that his price would be forfeit. They
felt sure that he could not possibly finish such a
task in that time, and they scecretdy hoped o gain
the best part of a wall without cost. Furthermore
no one was to-aid him in the work. However, the
builder asked that he might have the help of his
stallion, Svadilfari and, ever-mischievous, Loki per-
suaded them to consent.

The Aesiv were amazed at the size of the

rocks that the stallion was able 1© pull. and the

builder's work rate increased threefold with his
assistance. As winter wore on, the team's progress
continued apace and the wall rapidly became so
high and strong that it could never be breached
Contrary to the Aesir's anticipation, the builder had
almost completed his sk a full three days before
the alloted ume.

Somewhat alarmed, the gods met 1o discuss
tactics. They asked cach other who had been
responsible for this impetuous  bargain which
could end in the loss of Freyja, the sun and the
moon. Bluming Loki for having persuaded them o
agree to the use of the swthon, they scized him

and told him o resolve their predicament.

Loki promised to do so.
That night, when the builder
went to o fetch stone with
Svadilfari, Loki, disguised as a
mare, cantered out of the wood
and drew near to the stallion,
casily distracting him. As she
ran away he raced off o the
wood after her. All night  the
horses chased cach other among
the wrees, leaving  the  hapless
builder powerless to finish  his
work. Realizing now that he would
not fulfil the Aesiv’s ultimatum, the
builder flew into a monstrous rage
At this his guise slipped and the
gods could see that he was in fact a
Thor. He

appeared immediately with his ham-

giant. They called for
mer raised to reward the giant not
with Freyja, the sun and the moon,
but with a smashed skull. Then the
impostor was sent to Hel. Meanwhile,
Loki, who had taken the mare's form,
was to give birth to a magical horse

called Sleipnir.

Picture stones such as this were first used in
Gotland as monuments to the dead. This example,
from the Germanic lron Age, is incised with an
image of the sun and vignettes of hunting.
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Odin, God of War and Magic

Perhaps the most complex of all the Norse Gods was Odin. Presented in the sources as
foremost of the Norse pantheon and known as “Allfather”, he was not, however, a
benevolent father-god — he was as fickle as he was powerful, as treacherous as he was
generous, and although respected and worshipped, he was never entirely to be trusted.
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The supreme deity Odin is depicted in a medieval manuscript
with his two raven companions Hugin and Munnin. Hugin is
believed to represent memory, whereas Munnin personifies
thought. Each day Odin would send them out into the world and
they would return bearing news of events. Odin is typically
represented with only one eye and wearing a dark hat.

Odin cut a terrifying figure: one-eyed and wearing
a dark wide-brimmed hat that cast a shadow over
his face, he travelled as a mortal wanderer. As a
god of magic, war and wisdom, he visited Midgard
to distribute knowledge and victory in battle. He
had many names which hint at his various roles,
and the diversity and fickleness of his character.
He was known as Allfather (Alfodr), but also as
Father of the Slain (Valfodr), God of the Hanged
(Hangagud), God of Prisoners (Haptagud) and
God of Cargoes (Farmagud). Snorri lists another
forty-nine names that Odin was reputed to have
called himself, which also reflected aspects of his
character. Among these were Harr (“the high
one”), Grimr (“the masked one”), Svipall (“the
Huikarr  (“the  inflamer™),
Glapsvidir (*swift tricker™), Sigfodr (“father of vic-
tory”), Blindi (“the blind one”), Baleygr (“shifty
cyed™), Gondlir (“one with a magic staff”), Vidurr

capricious  one’”),

(“destroyer”) and Yggr (“terror”).

Odin was invoked by his followers for victory
in battle, and to give or deny victory was within
his power. But he could be faithless, suddenly
turning against his favourites and causing their
rapid downfall, and he was sometimes accused of
awarding triumph unjustly. It was in his interest, as
a god of war, to promote strife, and it was said that
he sometimes boasted of being able to incite
nobles against cach other so that they would never
be reconciled again.

Odin was a master of magic and went to great
lengths to further his supernatural powers. He was
said to have only one eye because he had pledged
the other in payment for a drink from the well of
Mimir, situated beneath a root of the World Tree.
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cunning and guile.

Disguised as a mortal and
calling himself Bolverk (“evil-
doer”), Odin took up lodgings
with Suttung’s brother, a giant
called Baugi, who had owned
nine slaves, all of whom Odin
had ruthlessly murdered. He
offered to do their work, and as
his price requested a drink of
Suttung’s mead of inspiration.
Although it was not in his
authority to agree to such a
request, Baugi yielded.

When winter arrived, and he
had completed his work, Bolverk
demanded his reward and so the
two of them set off for Suttung’s
mountain home. When they
arrived, Suttung flatly
refused to take any part in
Bolverk and Baugi’s pact.

So Bolverk found an auger
(an instrument for boring),
and ordered Baugi to bore
a hole into the mountain,
which he believed
contained the mead.

When a tunnel had been
created, Bolverk transformed
himself into a snake and slid
into it. There he discovered
Gunnlod, Suttung’s daughter
who guarded the precious
liquid. He lay with her for
three nights, for which she
granted him three tastes of
the drink. He drained the
pot called Odroerir with
the first drink, and in the
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next two sips he emptied the
two vats Bodn and Son.
Odin then turned himself into

an eagle and escaped to Asgard.

Furious, Suttung also took the
shape of an eagle and followed
in pursuit. When the Aesir saw
Odin flying towards them they
quickly placed special
containers in the courtyard, so

Odin Wins the Mead of Poetry

When Odin wanted to take the mead of poetry from the giant
Suttung and give it to the gods he had to call on all his powers of

Disguised as Bolverk, Odin persuaded
Baugi to bore through a mountain to

help him gain the mead of poetry.

that as he tlew overhead he
could release the mead into
them. Suttung, however, was so
close behind his opponent that
he caused Odin to spill a little of
the mead of inspiration outside
the walls of Asgard, and ever
since that time any mortal who
so wishes has been free to
partake of it there.

!
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The water in this well promised inspiration and
knowledge of the future to whoever drank it
Another version, however, cliims that Odin gained
wisdom and information from the head of one of
the gods, Mimir. the oldest and wisest of the Aesir,
which he kept for himself after it had been cut off
by the Vanir (see page 59). He was able to consuht
the head whenever he desired knowledge.

Odin could also change his shape at will,
often flying through the air in the form of an eagle,
and his spirit could be instantly transported to dis-
tant lands as any other bird or creature, while his
body lay as if asleep. His magical abilities made
him a formidable opponent — with mere words he
had the power to both calm or stir the sea, extin-
guish fires or change the course of the winds.

[t was also said of Odin that he only spoke in
verse. and that poetic ability and inspiration were
aifts that he alone bestowed. For example, he
blessed one of his favoured subjects, Starkad, with
the ability to compose poetry as fast as he could
physically speak the words

The source of poetic inspiration was  the
mead of poctry, which Odin stole, to the benetit of
humankind as well as himself. This magical liquid
initially belonged to two dwarves. It came into
being after the war between the Aesir and the

Vanir (see page 24), when the two sides agreed to

frd

This golden armring (c.Ap900) from Jutland in Denmark is
elaborately decorated with a pattern symbolizing Yggdrasil, the
Tree of Life. This giant ash tree was the axis of the Norse
mythical world. Odin hung upon it for nine days and nights
without sustenance in order to learn the secrets of the universe.

seal their truce by simultaneously spitting into a
vat. The Aesir then took this spittle, which was a
symbol of peace, and, not wishing to waste any
amount, formed it into a man called Kvasir who
was so wise that there was no question that he
could not answer.

Kvasir travelled far and wide throughout the
world imparting his knowledge to others until he
eventually arrived at the home of the two mali-
cious dwarves, Fjalar and Galar. They cunningly
lured him into a private conversation so that they
could kill him unwitnessed. Then they poured
their victim's blood into two vats called Son and
Bodn and a pot called Odroerir, before adding
honey to create a rich mead. The resulting liquid
conferred the ability to compose poetry or pro-
nounce words of wisdom. To placate the gods
who bemoaned the loss of their companion, the
dwarves explained that Kvasir had suffocated in
his own intelligence. However, they were not to
keep the mead for very long as Odin took it from
them for his own safeguarding.
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Odin, the World Tree and Sacrifice
Although it would appear to be an important part
of his story, the myth of Odin hanging on the
World Tree survives only in one enigmatic passage
from FHaramal (*Words of the High One™). This
tells how he underwent great suffering to win the
runes, the source of wisdom and magical lore.

In the poem Odin himself narrates how he
hung on a windswept tree identified as the World
Tree, Yggdrasill, for nine full nights without food
or water, slashed with a spear and sacrificed —
“given to Odin, myself 1o myself” — until, scream-
ing, he was able by virtue of his suffering 1o reach
down and seize the magical runes. By this heroic

deed Odin also learned nine magical songs from

Tree,

the son of the gunt Bolthor and s wisdom
became so great that he was able 10 master eigh
teen magical spells previously unknown to any
NN Or Wonun
There are obvious similarities between Odin

hunging on the World Tree and Jesus Christ's
sacrifice on the cross: Christ hung on the Rood
without food or water, and he was also
pierced with a spear as was Odin. Christ cried out
before dying as Odin cried out when he seized the
runes during his self-sacrifice. Christin influence
on fHavamal cannot be entirely discounted, but
crying out, hunging and stabbing are also ancient
clements of Norse myth that are particular to the

cult of Odin.

Lord of the Spear

Gungnir, Odin’s spear, was specially crafted by the dwarves.
It was his favourite weapon, and he used it to incite or reduce
discord. Those who died by spear-wounds were sacred to

Odin and went to serve him in Valhalla.

One of Odin’s many epithets
was “Lord of the Spear” and his
own magical spear, Gungnir,
was unstoppable in its flight.
Odin ruled over the point of
no return — the moment at which
the spear leaves the hand and
cannot come back. An aspect of
this was the initiation of war by
the hurling of a spear above the
opposing army. Sometimes it
was said to be thrown by the
war god himself, standing
behind the host. Enemy armies
could also be dedicated to Odin
by flinging a spear over their
heads, and if they fell they
became an offering to him.
Those who were killed by
a spear became part of the

a spear.

the Isle of Man.

Einherjar, his troop of
warriors in Asgard. Thus,
human sacrifices to

Odin were stabbed with

a spear, ensuring that

they would be received
by him after death. A
dying nobleman, free of
battle-wounds, who
wished to go to Valhalla
instead of Hel (the citadel
for those who died in their
beds), could have himself
lacerated with the point of

Odin with his spear and a raven
confronts the wolf Fenrir on this
panel from a Viking-Age cross on
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Bodies that were suacrificed to Odin have
been recovered from peat bogs hanged or killed
with i1 speur (see page 31). Adam of Bremen, in his
History of the Archbishops of Hambirg-Brenten,
also describes the bodies of men and animals
hanging in the trees near the temple at Uppsala,
where u festival was held every nine years in hon-
our of the gods. Prisoners of war who were kitled
as offerings to Odin were also often hanged.
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Gautreks Saga has an account of a sacrifice to
Odin involving one of the god's particular
favourites, Starkad, whose destiny was shaped by
the favour of Odin and the enmity of Thor. He was
in the service of Vikar, the king of part of southern
Norway, when the king's war-fleet lay becalmed
near an island, and it was decided that the sailors
must offer a human sacrifice to Odin to rouse a
favourable wind. To everyone's horror, the lot of
victim fell to King Vikar himself. That night Odin
came to Starkad and led him into the forest to lis-
ten to a dispute with Thor concerning his own
fate. Then Odin dismissed Starkad, saying that he
expected repayment for the many favours he had
shown him, and he wanted King Vikar in sacrifice.
As Starkad left, Odin handed him a spear that
appeared to be nothing more than a reed.

Next morning, Vikar's men decided that their
best plan was to make a mock sacrifice of their

king on the istand, and Starkad offered to arrange
it. He took a length of soft, raw calf-gut from the
ship’s cook and tied a noose in it, which he
looped round Vikar's neck. He tied the other
end to the slender twig of a sapling fir and
made the king stand on a tree-stump; then he
struck him in the chest with the reed, crying
“Now [ give you to Odin!” At once the stump
rolled from beneath Vikar's feet, the reed
became a spear, the gut a strong rope, and
the twig a sturdy branch on which the
king swung aloft to die a horrible death.
simultaneously pierced and hanged.
Starkad had obeyed Odin, but at
the cost of treachery which filled him
with shame, especially because Vikar

had been his lord and blood-brother,
one of the most sacred bonds in the

heroic code of honour.

Warriors killed by the spear were received by
Odin in Vathalla. This Gotland memorial stone

probably depicts Odin on his eight-legged horse,
Sleipnir, hailing a dead soldier who will join his
warrior group, the Einherjar, in Asgard.
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Odin did not need
food and lived on wine
alone. He threw  his
portion of meat to
the  two  wolves,
Geri and Freki, who
his teet. Odin

wWo

sat at

also had ravens,
Huginn and Muninn, whom
he sent out every day over
the world to bring him
reports of happen-
ings. In the evening
they would sit on his
shoulders and tell him
about all that they had
seen. Ravens are traditionally
linked with battle and death, both poct-
ically and in reality, as they were commonly found
on the battlefield in the aftermath of war, scaveng-
ing among the corpses.

Odin’s other animal was the extraordinary
offspring of Loki and the stattion Svadilfari (sce
page 27). This creature, Sleipnir, had eight tegs and
wias the fastest of all horses; he bore Odin through
the sky at the head of the Einherjar. Sleipnir could
leap the walls of Niflheim, and Odin used him for
The

Hermod., who rode him to Hel in an atempt to

all his errands. stallion was once lent to

save his brother Balder (see page 1206).

Valballa

In Valhalla cach day the slain warriors put on their
armour and ventured to the courtyard to fight one
another. At dinnertime, all those who had fallen in
the fighting rose again to sit together through the
evening, carousing, feasting and drinking, at peace
with the whole company'.

The Einherjar were sustained by a never-
ending supply of mead from the udder of Heidrun,
a goat that stood on top of Valhalla, plucking and
chewing leaves from a tree named Lacrad. Every
day she was milked to fill a vat so big that all the
Einherjar could drink from it to repletion. Their

food was the meat of the boar Sachrimnir, which
wis cooked daily in a speciat pot called Elchrimn
and magically became whole again in the evening
The flesh of Sachrimnir was always sutficient to
feed all the Einherjar, regardless of their number

Those who were to join the ranks of the
Einherjar were brought to Valhalla by special
envoys, the Valkyries. These seem origmually 1o
have been ferocious female spirits who revelled in
bloodshed and devoured victims on the battleficld
In some versions of myth there were only three
Valkyries, all thought to live for ever, while in oth-
ers there were twenty-seven, or thrice nine as the
sagas put it, only a few of whom were thought to
be immortal. Later in the Viking era they became
more dignified and were portrayed as beautiful
golden-haired female spirits who waited on the
Einherjar in Valhalla, and went down to the battle-
fictds both 1o grant victory according to Odin’s
decree and to tead the slain to Asgard.

Valkyries are of primary mmportance in the
stories and poems about the legendary heroes (see
page 90). Occasionally they are portrayed as
supernatural beings of huge stature who snatched
heroes from mortal danger. In other versions they

were said to be protec-

s

tive spirits who

blessed  kings  and
princes who paid due
respect to Odin, and
recenved them as their

husbands after the war-

¢
o'

Iv¢

riors’ heroic deaths.
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These two objects represent Hugin and
Munin, Odin’s two ravens, cast in the
form of gilt and bronze harness
mounts from Gotland, c.Ap700.
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From Wodan to Odin

Evidence suggests that the cult of Odin is very old. By the time of
the Romans the Germans already had a protective deity, Wodan,

who was invoked for success in battle, and also exhibited Odin’s
sinister and fickle nature. In pagan England, a god named Woden
was patron of kings and princes and the god of war and magic.

The first-century Roman writer
Tacitus describes a German god,
Wodan, whom he identifies with
the Roman god Mercury. He
places him as the chief god of
the Germanic peoples to whom
human sacrifices were made.
There has been little evidence
found to differentiate this Wodan

Understood to inspire his
followers with a battle-frenzy,
Wodan rendered them immune
to fear or pain. He was also
regarded as the primogenitor of
kings, and received monarchs
and nobles into his halls after
death. Wodan was connected to
trade and the economy: he was

In pagan England the Anglo-
Saxons worshipped a god called
Woden. The Anglo-Saxon royal
dynasties looked upon Woden
as their divine ancestor and
traced their lineage to him. In
certain genealogies Woden has
a son named Baeldaeg, who has
been identified with Odin’s son
Balder (see pages 124-127).

English place names with the
meaning “Woden'’s barrow”
suggest that Odin was originally
associated with burial sites or
mounds. Influenced later by the
Scandinavian invaders, English

from the later Odin — he was
god of the dead and of battles,
and was associated with the
spear, the wolf and the raven.

referred to in inscriptions as
“Mercator” or “Negotiator”, just
as Odin was sometimes
described as “god of cargoes”.

homilists often used the Norse
name Odin instead of Woden,
which further attests to the link
between the two gods.

The Capricious God of Kings

There are many stories in Saxo's sixteen-volume
history of the Danes (see page 17) and in the
heroic sagas (see page 19) which illustrate the
volatile nature of Odin's support for his favourite
kings. princes and nobles. He would give them
weapons, yet it was thought that he could deliber-
ately cause any of them to die unnecessarily so
that the slain warrior would be forced to join the
god's army in Valhalla and be available to support
him at the final destruction of the world. Sigmund
the Vi

sword which Odin himself had brought to the hall

lsung. for example, received a magnificent

of King Volsung and thrust into the trunk of a tree
that stood in the centre of the building. Yet during
Ssigmund's last battle Odin came onto the battle-
field and fought against him, shattering the sword
with his spear. This marked the end of Sigmund's
run of good fortune; the battle turned against him
vas killed.

Odin also gave his followers valuable advice.

and he

He taught Sigmund battle spells, and he showed

Hadding, another of his favoured followers, how
to array his troops to give himself full advantage
on the battlefield. And it was said that Odin him-
self stood behind Hadding's troops and shot ten
AITOWS A4S one.

Odin appeared throughout Hadding's life, to
rescue him, and to give him strength and spells to
break his bonds when he was captured by enc-
mies. He prophesied that he would never die at
the hands of a foe but only by his own hand.
Eventually the hero did hang himself — an appro-
priate death for a warrior who worshipped Odin.

t is told that Odin also taught the secret of
arranging troops in a special formation to Harald
Wartooth, King of the Danes, and pledged that he
too would never be harmed by wounding. In
return Harald promised Odin the souls of all those
that he killed in battle. Odin granted the king vic-
tory for most of his life, but turned against him in
his old age. In disguise, Odin bred enmity between
Harald and his nephew, King Hring, and eventu-
ally caused a war. During this he betrayed the
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secret of Harald's battde formation to his ¢nemy.
When Harald realized that his opponent had antic

ipated the formation, he knew that only Odin
coutd have imparted it, and that the god had
deserted him. Finally, as he drove across the bat

tlefield, he became aware that Odin had taken the
place of his charioteer. He begged him for one
more victory, but Odin paid no heed to his pleas,
threw him from the chariot and stew him.

It was not only technical skill and resource
fulness in warfare that protected Odin's favoured
armies from defeat — the god's magic also played
a part. No human to whom he was opposed had
the capacity to combat his cunning. Odin was able

to blind, deafen, paralyze or strike panic into

£t

entire enemy armies and to blunt their weapon:
that they were redunclant. On the other hand
wias able to mcerease the strength of favour
armies and make them mpervious to wounding
Inspired by Odin a group of warriors kn
as Berserks would fight naked ma maddenc
state, unaffected by fire or weapons. Familia
torical figures in Norse hiterature,  they  serve
famous kings (such as King Harald Fairhair of
Norway and King Hrolt of Denmurk) as clite body
guards, or roamed freely, seeking trouble erther
alone  or in groups. In  Heimskringla Snorri
describes how these men went into battle as wild
as dogs or wolves. They bit their shields and were

as strong as the most ferocious bears or bulls

- bam
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This mould, found at Torslunda on the island of Oland in the Baltic, would have been used for making helmet plates. The figures were

probably intended to bring luck in battle — the dancing youth in the horned helmet is thought to be a follower of Odin and the

animal-like warrior may well represent a ferocious Berserk. It dates from the 6th century Ap.
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Thor, God of Thunder

Thor was the best-loved of the Viking pantheon. A mighty figure with colossal strength, a
huge red beard and thick brows over glowering eyes, he strode about the cosmos, fighting
giants and trolls. He was the protector of Asgard and the gods could always call upon him

Found on a farm at Akureyri in Iceland, this small bronze figure

is less than 8 centimetres high and was probably made around

D1000. It represents Thor gripping his hammer.

’

if they were in trouble. Life was simple for Thor — the giants were his
enemy and he spent much of his time killing them.

Just as Odin was complex and crafty, Thor was

straightforward and physical — the brawn to Odin’s
brains. Although Odin was the chief of the gods,
Thor was no less revered: in fact there is some evi-
dence to suggest that he was held in higher
esteem. According to Adam of Bremen it was
Thor’s statue that dominated the Uppsala temple,
centrally positioned between those of Odin and
Freyr. Whereas Odin was favoured by nobles and
kings, Thor was beloved of farmers and their fam-
ilics who made up the majority of the population.

That he was held in high regard is demon-
strated by the wide proliferation of names with the
first syllable “Thor™ that are still in use. Personal
names such as Thorkel, Thorir, Thorgeir and
Thorbjorn were common among men, while
Thorgerd, Thorbjorg, Thordis or Thora were often
chosen for women. Literature also provides several
examples of men having their names changed in
honour of Thor. Similarly, place names beginning
with the element “Thor” are distributed throughout
Iceland: Thorshofn (Thor's Haven) and Thorsnes
(Thor's Headland) can be found in at least five dif-
ferent locations. Norway has another Thorsnes, as
well as Thor's Rock (Thorsberg), Thor’s Island
(Thorsey) and a number of places called Thor's
Temple (Thorshof).

Thunder was said to be the sound of Thor's
huge chariot driving across the sky, and his eyes
were red, fierce and flashing, as befitted a god of
thunder and lightning. His power over storms ren-
dered his blessing vital for those making sea cross-
ings. Although the other gods rode to their daily
assembly, Thor had to walk, wading through rivers
and striding over plains, because he was so
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Thor Loses his Hammer

When his hammer Mjollnir — crucial to the gods’ security in explained Loki. On hearing that,
Valhalla - was stolen, Thor had to suffer great humiliation to Thrym was so pleased he went
to kiss Freyja, but reeled back in
fright. “Why are Freyja’s eyes so
red and fierce?” he gasped. Loki
quickly replied, “Freyja has not
slept for eight nights, so eager
was she to come to Giantland.”
As gullible as the other giants,
Thrym was satisfied and eager to
proceed with the wedding. He
ordered the hammer to be
brought in to hallow the couple.
As soon as it was laid on the
bride’s lap, Thor leapt up,
grabbed Mjollnir and tore off his
vell. Armed once again, he
crushed all the giants in the
hall, choosing Thrym as his

retrieve it. His comical attempt at cross-dressing endangered
its recovery.

When Thor discovered that his
hammer was missing, he shook
with fury, roused Loki, and told
him the news. “Come with me”
said Loki urgently, and led him
to the goddess Freyja, whom
they asked to share her ability to
turn into a feather and travel to
foreign lands. “I would give my
gift for that purpose, even if it
were made of gold or silver.
Anything to find Mjollnir,”

said Freyja.

Loki flew off and found he did not do so. first victim,
Thrym, Lord of the Giants, who Eventually Thor was
asked him why he had come. dressed in bridal finery, with
“Have you hidden Thor's Freyja’s famous necklace (see
hammer?” Loki asked page 69) around his neck and
immediately. “Yes,” replied a veil over his head. Loki
Thrym. “I've hidden it eight volunteered to go with him
leagues underground, and no dressed as his handmaiden.
one shall have it unless I am Thrym was very pleased to see
given Freyja as my bride.” Freyja, and ordered a great feast
When Loki and Thor told to be prepared. Thor ate a whole
Freyja to prepare herself as ox, eight salmon and all the
Thrym’s bride, she flew into a other delicacies, washed
rage and would not hear of it. In down with
consternation, all the gods met three horns
together to discuss the of mead.
dangerous situation. If Freyja Thrym was
would not marry Thrym, how aghast; he
could they retrieve the hammer? had never
Heimdall came up with a seen a maiden
solution: “Let us dress Thor in consume so Many tiny silver hammers such as
bridal clothes and send him to much. “Freyja has & this have been excavated across
Thrym in place of Freyja.” Thor eaten and drunk nothing for Scandinavia. They are believed to
| protested hotly but Loki eight whole nights, so eager was  symbolize Thor’s hammer and were
reminded him of Asgard’s fate if she to come to Giantland,” probably worn as amulets.
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colossal.  Inevitably  his  strength
was matched by an enormous
appetite.  He  casily  devoured

more than a whole ox during the

course of a meal, and special

drinking goblets had to be kept

aside for him to accommodate

his mammoth thirst.

Thor owned three important
material - possessions.  Foremost
was  his  precious  hammer,
Mjollnir, a weapon that struck
fear into the hearts of giants or
trolls, for it could never fail or miss
its mark, whether raised aloft or
thrown. and would always return to
the hand of its owner rather like a
boomerang. Mjollnir also held the
power to sanctify, and was raised
for the purpose of hallowing on

several different occasions. Thor

A 9th-century Viking carving

depicting Thor’s ominous glare.

took the timbers of his temple
with him, together with the
carth from beneath Thor's
altar. As he approached the
coast of the country he threw
overboard into the ocean the
pillars from the temple, one
of which had the figure of
Thor carved on it, ond
declared that he would settle
wherever Thor chose to beach
them. Once onshore, Thorolf
soon found the pitlars on a head-
land, which he named Thorsnes,
as the place is called to this day.
In due course Thorolf built a
large temple dedicated to Thor in the
land in which he had settled. The
door of the temple was in one of the
side walls, and-just inside it stood the
high seat pillars. Beyond these the

had two goats, named Tanngnjost  His bushy eyebrows and beard are  Duilding was considered a sanctuary.

and Tanngrisnir according to Snorri,
who not only drew his chariot, but
could also be killed for food and resurrected by
holding the hammer over their skins in blessing
(see page 42).

secondly, Thor owned a magical belt that
doubled his already formidable strength whenever
he wore it. His third possession was a pair of iron
gloves, without which he was unable to wield the
mighty Mjollnir.

He actively sought out giants, with the
express intention of annihilating them; he seldom
hesitated to raise his hammer i preparation for
attack when he encountered them. However, there
were some occasions when he saw giants as allies,
or at least had some use for them: he even had two

sons. Modi and Magni, by the giantess Jarnsaxa.

The most detailed account of the worship of

Thor is given in Eyrbyggja Saga, which tells of a
chieftain in Norway named Hrolf, who was a close
friend of Thor and kept a temple dedicated to the
god. So devoted was he that he became known as
‘Thorolf”. When Thorolf emigrated to Iceland he

distinctive facial features.

In the centre of the temple was a
raised platform like an altar upon
which lay an armring (worn by a priest during
public occasions), and a sacrificial bowl which
held the blood of animals killed as offerings.
People swore oaths on this altar. All the local farm-
ers had to pay tax to the temple and support the
temple priest in all his religious undertakings. The
priest, in turn, was responsible for the mainte-
nance of the temple and the organization of sacri-
ficial feasts.

Other marks of Thor’s popularity, found in
Denmark and southern Sweden, are the many
memorial stones dating from the ninth, tenth and
cleventh centuries which bear inscriptions such as
“May Thor hallow these runes” or “May Thor hal-
low this memorial,” or sometimes iList “May Thor

)

hallow.” Some stones appeal for Thor's protection
merely with a carved image of his hammer. The
hammer motif also appears in the shape of minia-
ture amulets (some  of them are barely two
centimetres long) made of silver or base metal,

which have been found placed in graves. Several
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have loops attached to them, which suggests that
they may have been worn as pendants, and per-
haps represent a pagan equivalent to the miniature
cross worn by Christians.

Thor and the Giants
On one occasion, Loki mischievously persuaded
Thor to visit the giant Geirrod without his hammer,
belt of strength or iron gloves. The journey was
long and Thor needed to take lodgings for the
night. He stopped at the home of a giantess catled
Grid, who told Thor that Geirrod was cunning and
difficult to deal with. She tent Thor another magi-
cal belt, some iron gloves and her staff, warning
that he might need their protection.

As Thor approached Geirrod's court he came
upon a river. Before attempting to cross it. he fas-
tened on the borrowed belt, then waded through
the water with the help of Grid's staff. But the flow
of the river proved formidable and by the time that
he had struggled to the middle he was alimost out
of his depth. At this point, he looked up and
saw  Gjalp, Geirrod's daughter, standing
astride the river urinating to increase the
torrent. Thor picked up a huge stone and
threw it at the giantess to distract her. Then
he made a rush for the bank and was able
to grab onto a rowan tree and haul him-
self out to safety.

When  Thor
court, he was shown to a goatshed

arrived  at - Geirrod's
where he was to lodge for the night.
Inside was just a single chair, which
Thor sat upon, and as he did so it lifted
up beneath him, pushing him almost 1o
the ceiling. He was in danger of being
crushed, but he resisted collision by
lodging his staff against the roof. There
was a great crack, and a chilling scream.
Thor looked down and saw that the giant's
two daughters were under the scat beneath
him. Their backs were broken.

Geirrod then called him into the hall. As
Thor entered, Geirrod picked up a lump of molien

iron and flung it at him. Catching 1t with the help
of the borrowed iron gloves, the god raised it m
the air, taking mm as he did so. Genrod ran behimd
a pillar o protect himself, but Thor wis unpe
turbed: he hurled the glowing lump through the
pillar, hitting Geirrod, and then continuing straight
through the wall.

Not all of

Sometimes, as in the story of his battle with

Thor's foes were so cunning

Hrungnir, he had only to contend with brute
strength. Even so, there were hidden surprises in
this contest that Thor could not have anticipated
The story began one day when Thor was
away in the ecast. destroying trolls. Odin became
involved in a horse race with the gint, Hrungnir.
The two were racing so hard that the giant unex-

pectedly found himself inside Asgard. The Aesi

An exquisitely decorated silver cup from Fejo, Denmark
(c.AD800). It would have been used by kings and their followers

in carousing - a favourite activity of the gods too.
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Thor Fights the World Serpent

Jormungand, the Midgard
serpent, was Thor’s adversary.
The god’s meeting with a giant
gave him an opportunity to
destroy it, which he greatly
desired to do.

Thor was travelling across
Midgard, having adopted the
appearance of a young boy.
During this journey he took
lodgings at the home of a giant
called Hymir who was about to
undertake a fishing expedition.
Seeing this as an opportunity to
confront the world serpent, Thor
enquired if he could accompany
him. The giant looked him up
and down and replied
dismissively that he would not
be much use as he was so small.
Thor, mindful that he needed the
boat, had to restrain his temper.
Hymir ordered his companion to
find his own bait, so Thor tore
off the head of the largest ox in
Hymir's herd.

They launched a boat and
rowed fast, until Hymir said that
they had reached his usual
fishing ground. Thor insisted that
they continue further, so they
took up the oars again. When
Hymir suggested that it would
be dangerous to go any further
because of Jormungand Thor
ignored him and rowed on.
Hymir was now very
uncomfortable. Finally Thor
chose a strong line with a huge
hook on the end, to which he
fastened the ox-head before
throwing it overboard.

Deep under the sea the
Midgard serpent went for the
bait and swallowed the hook.
He pulled away so violently that
Thor was flung dramatically
against the side of the boat.
Summoning up all his strength,
he pushed his feet through the
bottom of the boat and braced
them against the sea-bed. Then
he pulled up the serpent. He was
about to lift his hammer to strike
the monster when Hymir

TN_ ’ |+|' T - o

The giant Hymir watches Thor attack
the world serpent with his hammer in
this medieval manuscript.

grabbed his knife and cut Thor’s
line so that the creature sank
back into the sea. Thor threw his
hammer in after it and some say
that the serpent’s head was
struck off, but most people say
that it lived on and still encircles
the world.
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treated him with hospitality and invited him to join
them in a drink, for which they brought out the
goblets that Thor usually drank from, s no others
were large enough. The giant drained all of them
and, as he became drunk, he began to boast, say-
ing that he would destroy Asgard and kill the gods,
all except the goddesses Freyja and Sif, whom he
would carry off. After a while the gods began to
feel frightened, and called for Thor. He appeared
immediately and demanded to know what right a
giant had to drink in Asgard. Hrungnir defended
himself, saying that Odin had welcomed him per-
sonally, and it would be no credit to Thor to kill
him while he was unarmed. Instead, he suggested
a duel. Thor rose to the challenge at once, as he
had never before been so blatantly provoked.

Hrungnir went home to retrieve his weapons,
and at the appointed ume and phice the two met,
The giants were all exuremely anxious about the
outcome  of the duel, for Hrungnir was the
strongest among them, and they felt sure that if he
was killed Thor could do as he pleased.

Hrungnir had a whetstone as his weapon, and

a stone shield with which he intended 1o avert

Thialti, Thor's

Irungnir and told him that he was a Tool to hold

Thor’s blows. serviant,  ran 1o

his shield in Iront ol him, for Thor would attack

from Deneath. As grints are not very mteltligent
Hrungnir naively ook his advice and put the
shield on the ground so that he could stand on it
holding the whetstone  ready  in his  hands
Suddenly Thor appeared not from below but as a
blaze of lightning in front of hun. Ile hurled hie
hanner at Hrungnir who simultancously threw his
whetstone, with the result that the two weapons
met in mid-air. The whetstone was shattered by
Thor's invincible hammer which went on to smuash
the giant's skull

Thor was triumphant, but in the fray a shard
of whetstone had lodged o his head. Flaving
scarcely given himself time to savour his victory,
he went in scarch of a sorceress called Groa, the
wife of Aurvandill the Bold, whom he hoped
would assist him in dislodging the fragment. Groa
sang spells over Thor undl the piece of stone
began loosen. Thor was so pleased that he wanted
to offer her something in return, so he told her that

her husband would be home soon; the god had

Two goats, perhaps representing his own goats Tanngnjost and Tanngrisnir, flank a “thunderstone”

(a fossilized sea urchin considered sacred to Thor) in this Viking-Age brooch from Birka,

Sweden. Thunderstones were believed to have dropped to earth during a storm.
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waded through the river Elivagar carrying him in a
basket on the return journey from Giantland. Thor
said that one of Aurvandill's toes had stuck out of
the basket and had frozen, so he had broken it off
and thrown it into the sky where it became the star
known at the time as Aurvandill’s Toe (modern
commentators have identified it with the morning
star, Venus). However, Groa was so delighted to
hear of his return that she forgot her spells, and

the shard remained lodged in Thor's head.

Thors Humiliation

The giants were helpless in the face of Thor's
mighty strength, but magical art could always get
the better of him. A straightforward soul, he was
not wily and versed in sorcery like Odin. But even
when things did not go well for him, the giants
found themselves forced to retain respect for his
courage in the face of adversity.

One day Thor set off in his chariot with Loki.
At nighttall they arrived at a peasant’s house and
were given lodgings for the night. At dinnertime
Thor slaughtered and skinned his goats, put them
into a pot, and when they were cooked invited the
peasant family to join Loki and himself for a meal.
Thor placed the goatskins on the floor and gave
strict instructions to the family to be sure to throw
the bones onto the goatskins after they had eaten.
Thialfi, the peasant's son, forgot this, and in his
hunger took one of the goat’s thigh bones, splitting
it open to enjoy the marrow.

Before dawn Thor rose and dressed himself,
raising his hammer Mjollnir to bless the goatskins.
At that the goats stood up, alive again, but one of
them was lame. Thor flew into a rage when he
realized that the peasant’s family had not obeyed
his orders: the god's brow lowered, his eyes
flashed and he gripped his hammer menacingly.
[he whole family wept, begged for mercy and
offered all their possessions to the god as repara-
tion. When he saw their fear, Thor softened and
accepted their two children, Thialfi and his sister
Roskva, as recompense. They became his servants

and attended him diligently.

Thor left his goats with the peasants and con-
tinued on his journey with Loki, Thialfi and
Roskva. Eventually they entered a huge forest, and
walked through it all day, untl at nightfall they
came upon a building with a large entrance at one
end, where they decided to sleep. In the middle of
the night they were awoken by a great earthquake
that shook the ground and the building. They got
up and, groping around, found a smaller chamber
off to the right of the main building, where Thor
positioned himself, while the others, terrified, cow-
ered behind him. At dawn Thor went outside and
realized that the disturbance had been caused by
an enormous  giant, asleep and snoring loudly
beside them. At that same moment the giant
awoke and stood up; he reached so far into the
sky that even Thor was afraid.

Thor asked the giant his name. “My name is
Skrymir. But I have no need to enquire about you
— [ can see that you are Thor of the Aesir. But have
you taken my glove?” As Skrymir reached down
and picked up his glove Thor realized that it was
where they had sheltered the night before, taking
it for a building; the side chamber where they had
cowered was its thumb. Skrymir asked if he could
accompany Thor and his companions on their
journey. and Thor, not wanting to appear cow-
ardly, consented. The giant then suggested that it
would be a good idea to pool their food, and Thor
agreed, so Skrymir gathered their provisions in one
bag and put it on his back.

In the evening the giant fell fast asleep and
Thor took the provisions bag so that he and his
companions could eat, but try as he might, he
could not open it. Already tired and hungry, he
was now also very angry and grasped his hammer
in both hands. He brought the hammer down hard
on the giant's head, but the giant simply woke up
and asked whether a leaf had fallen on him.

At midnight Skrymir was snoring loudly
again, and Thor approached him once more. He
swung his weapon hard and it sank into Skrymir’s
crown. Skrymir awoke once more and said “What's
happening now? Did an acorn fall on my head?”
Thor backed off quickly, explaining that he had
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How the Gods Gained Treasures

Dwarves were the craftsmen of Germanic mythology. Although The dwarves helped Loki out of trouble
they jealously guarded their skill and their gold, the artful Loki by forging six treasures for the gods,
persuaded them to make six treasures which he gave to the gods, includingThurg PRmmey, ORI ring
to the especial benefit of Thor.

and Freyr’s shining boar.

As a mischievous prank, Loki precious as the first three. They Then he gave Skidbladnir to
decided to cut off all of Sif's immediately produced three Freyr and Gungnir to Odin, and
golden hair as she tay asleep. more treasures, ignoring Loki both the gods were greatly
When she awoke and who, as a fly, tried hard to pleased. Next, he handed over
discovered her loss she was distract them. the last three treasures. The first
distraught. When Thor heard of Loki took alt the treasures to was the gold ring Draupnir for
Loki’s treachery he threatened to  Asgard. He gave the hair to Sif, Odin. It 1s said that eight rings of
break every bone in his body. and it took root on her head. equat weight and value dripped
So, in terror, Loki promised that from it every ninth night.

he would convince the dwarves
to fashion a new head of
hair from gold.

The dwarves agreed to
help him out of trouble
and please the gods.
They not onty made
the head of hair for
Sif, but also crafted
the ship Skidbladnir,
which, when its sail was
raised, would always
get a fair wind and
could be fitted in a
pocket when out
of use. As if this
was not enough,
they also forged
the invincibie
spear called
Gungnir.

But Loki could
not resist further
scheming. He
made a bet with
two dwarf
brothers that they
coutd not make
treasures as

Second, for Freyr, was a golden
boar which ran across sky and
sea faster than any horse
and shed light in the
darkness from its
bristles. The third was
a magical hammer,
Mioltnir, which
would never
fail to strike,
would never
miss its target
and always
returned to its
owner; this was
given to Thor.
The gods
decided that
the protective
hammer was
the best gift
and stated that
the dwarves
had won the
wager. Thus
the gods owe
their greatest
treasures
to Loki.
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unexpectedly awoken and must have  disturbed
Skrymir, but it was only midnight and still time to
be asleep. He decided that if Skrymir slept again
he would strike a third blow, hard enough for
Skrymir never to wake up.

Just before dawn, Thor roused himself and
rushed at the sleeping giant, bringing down the
hammer with all his strength. He struck Skrymir’s
temple, and the force of the blow was so power-
ful that the weapon sank deep into the giant’s
flesh. Skrymir simply stroked his face and said,
“Are there birds i the tree above me? I am sure
something fell on my face as I woke up.”

Later that morning, when they were dressed
and prepared to move on, Skrymir took the provi-
sions bag and turned away from their route back
into the forest. Relieved to see him go, Thor's party
continued until it came to an imposing castle
which dominated a flat plain. The huge gates were
shut, but everyone was able to enter by squeezing

themselves between the bars. As they did so they
saw a great hall, filled with giants who were seated
on benches. On his throne, at the head of them all,
was their king, Utgarda-Loki.

Thor’s party approached Utgarda-Loki, who
demanded to know what feats they could perform,
“as no one can stay here with us who does not
have some particular skill or talent at which he is
better than other men”. Loki confidently proposed
an eating contest, “for no one can eat faster than
I". Utgarda-Loki approved and called for a giant
called Logi to compete against Loki. The two sat at
cither end of a vast dish filled with meat and
began to eat as quickly as they could, eventually
meeting in the middle. Loki had eaten all the meat
off the bones, but Logi had eaten all the meat, the
bones and even the dish itself. It was agreed that

Loki had lost the contest.
Utgarda-Loki then turned to Thialfi and asked
how he would prove himself. Thialfi was a very
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fast runner and offered to compete in a race.
Utgarda-Loki asked another giant called Hugi to
run against Thialfi. In the first race Hugi was so far
ahead that he wirned around and met Thialfi face-

to-face. The second race was merely a repetition of

the first. Thialfi tried for a third time, certain that
he could wiumph over his opponent, but when
Hugi had reached the end of the track Thialfi had
only run half its length. The outcome of the con-
test was decided.

When it came to Thor's wrn, he agreed to
take part in a drinking contest. Utgarda-Loki bade
his manservant bring out the special horn that his
men used for such events. He explained that it was
considered admirable to empty the horn in one
draught, although some people took two — no one
was such a poor drinker that they could not drain
it in three draughts. Thor looked at the horn,
which did not seem very big to him, despite being
rather long, and as he was very thirsty he drank in

The giant Utgarda-Loki challenged Thor to empty a drinking
horn in no more than three draughts. Unbeknownst to Thor,

the other end of the horn was dipped in the sea.

great gulps, expecting to empty the horn eftort-
tessly. But when he run out of breath the mead's
tevel had hardly changed

Utgarda-Lokt said that he would never have
believed anyone who told him that Thor of the
Aesir could not drink more than that, but he was
sure that Thor would achieve his task at a second
attempt. Saying nothing, Thor put the horn o his
mouth, determined o swallow a larger draught
He suuggled for as long as he could hold his
breath. but still he could not raise the horn as high
as he would have liked. “What is the matter Thor?”
asked Utgarda-Loki. “You'll be lucky to drain the
horn ¢ven the third time around. Maybe you
should try a different contest.” Thor was infuriated,
and he uied again. This time he made some impact
on the level in the horn, but still failed 10 empty it
“Do you wunt to try something else?” said Utgarda-
Loki, “You are obviously not going to get any-
where with this.” “I will.” said Thor. “What do you
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A replica of a golden horn found at Gallehus, Denmark, in the
18th century. Thought to date from an500, the horn bears
a particular rune suggesting Swedish origins.

suggest?”” “This may not sound like a very great

feat. but the young boys here try to lift my cat
above the ground. 1 would not even have men-
tioned this to you if T had not already seen that you
are a much less impressive person than I thought.”

At this, a big grey cat ran into the hall and
Thor grabbed 1t beneath the belly and tried to raise
it. But the cat’'s back simply arched and Thor was
only able to raise one paw off the ground.

Utgarda-Loki  watched and said, “Just as 1
expected. It is a big cat, and Thor is small com-
pared to us.”

Now Thor was in a violent rage and, intent on
proving his courage and might, offered to fight
someone. Utgarda-Loki looked around and said, “I
don't see anyone here who wouldn't think it
beneath themselves to fight with you, but perhaps
you could take on my old nurse, Elli.” Utgarda-

Loki ordered the old woman to wrestle with Thor,

vet the harder Thor fought the firmer she stood.
Eventually Thor lost his footing and fell to one
knee. Utgarda-Loki brought the fight to a halt, say-
ing there was little point in Thor continuing with
further contests against his people.

The

departed

next morning Thor and his group
Utgarda-Loki accompanied them some
of the way, and asked Thor what he thought of his
visit. Thor replied that he had suffered great humil-
iation. “Furthermore, I know you will say that T am
a man of little consequence, which irks me.”
Then Utgarda-Loki spoke: “Now that we are

outside the castle T will tell the wruth. While T am

alive you will never set foot in my castle again: I
swear that if I had known before that you had suf-
ficient strength to bring us so close to disaster, you
would never have entered in the first place.

“I tricked you with illusions: it was [ that first
met you in the forest. I had fastened the provisions
bag with magic bonds so that you could not open
it. And perhaps you noticed a flat mountain near
my castle with three valleys? Those were the marks
of the three blows of your hammer. T cunningly set
the mountain between myself and you.

“I atso deceived you in the contests. When
Loki competed at eating, he rivalled Fire, which
devours everything in its path. In running, Thialfi
competed against Thought, whose speed no one
can match. The other end of the horn from which
you were drinking was dipped in the sea, so you
never had a chance of draining it.

“Lifting the cat's paw was a mighty feat, for
the cat was the powerful Midgard serpent which
encircles the entire world. And in the wrestling
you contested with Old Age, who defeats every-
one, despite their strength. Now we must part, and
it will be better if we do not meet again. Be
warned that [ will always defend my castle with
similar tricks.”

As Thor listened to all this he grew extremely
angry and automatically reached for his hammer,
but just as he was about to bring it down on
Utgarda-Loki’s head he found that the giant had
vanished into thin air. To his astonishment, when
he turned towards the castle, he found it had also
disappeared. So he had to return home, very dis-
satisfied with his expedition.
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Loki, Companion to the Gods

Loki is an ambiguous character. He was listed among the Aesir as companion to the gods

yet he was destined to become their adversary. In many of the tales, he is a typical trickster

possessed of a sense of mischief that the gods have to suffer. Yet he was also the gods

friend, often helping them out, and it was he who provided them with Thor’s hammer

Mijollnir, their most powerful weapon.

Loki, whose name meant “alure” or “fire”, was
considered to be the youngest inhabitant of Asgard
even though he was not thought to be divine — in
fact there is no evidence o indicate that he was
worshipped at all. Paradoxically it was  also
thought that he existed betore the beginning of the
world and  thus represented  chaos  and  the
unknown. But he was a cardinal figure in Asgard

because he constandy subverted order, sometimes

out of mischief and sometimes because of some
darker intent.

In some accounts he was even described as a
blood-brother to Odin — a bond that was consid
cred sacred in the Norse community. In others he
was brother to Odin and Honir, and as one of
three creator-gods he gave fatetul gifts to Ask and
Embla, the first human beings in the world, bring

ing about their downfall

A furnace stone from Shaptun, Denmark, thought to show Loki with his lips sewn up

by the dwarves. This is how they punished him for refusing to yield up his head

as the forfeit after they had won a wager with him (see page 43).
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Loki Recaptures the Golden Apples

Ever the menace, ETRLAR, . 7 : s do. They discovered that Idunn
Loki allowed his N!iamm»- ) .’ " hadhlast bgendsir]ghted \évith Loki,
actions to threaten the G . '~ so they seized him an

- . : o 5k threatened him with death if he
gods with extinction. . a3 : .
ou . P P . 8 did not recover her and her
But it was also his (3 o - i a8 : | i ised to find
@ N 2 ? apples. Loki promised to fin
resourcefulness that g L S ¥ ‘ o ‘W her, and borrowed Freyja’s
saved them. n, e G il falcon shape to fly to Thiazi's
{4 castle in Giantland. Luckily, he
Loki had the misfortune of being found Idunn there all alone,

taken captive by a giant called
Thiazi, who would not free him
unless he promised to deliver to
him Idunn and her precious
apples of eternal youth. Always
thinking of himself, Loki

vowed to do this, so the giant
released him.

Loki conceived a plan: he told
[dunn that that she must come
and see some apples in the
forest which she was bound to
think were precious. Once she
had been lured beyond the safe
confines of Asgard, Thiazi
swooped down on her in
the shape of an eagle and
snatched her up so that he
could take her to his home.

The gods were
immediately affected by the
loss of the youth-giving fruit and
in a trice grew old and grey.
Fearing for their lives, they met
together to decide what to

and quickly transformed her

into a nut so that he could fly
home to Asgard with her

grasped in his claws.

When Thiazi returned and

discovered his captive’s

escape he was furious and
decided to pursue Loki: he
adopted the eagle shape again
and gave chase. The Aesir saw ‘
the falcon flying with a nut ‘
gripped in its claws and the

eagle following closely behind. ‘
They acted quickly and builta
fire in Asgard. The falcon flew .‘
over the wall and immediately
dropped down to safety, but
 the eagle was not able to take
evasive action straight away and
flew directly into the flames,
where it perished.

The Aesir had managed to kill

the giant Thiazi, and Loki had
once again wriggled out of a
desperate situation.

The goddess Idunn with her magical
apples was snatched up by Loki in the
form of a falcon so that he could return
her to Asgard. In pursuit, the giant
Thiazi took the shape of an eagle.
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Freyja owned a beautiful necklace, known as the necklace of

the Brisings, which Loki, in the form of a flea, attempted to steal.

This 10th-century chain of beads (shown with pendants) is from
the Varby hoard, which is among the most magnificent Viking

treasures found in Sweden.

Even though people do not seem to have As a shape-shifter he could
regarded Loki as a god to be invoked for assis-  take the forms of animals, birds and
tance, he was the subject of many stories and  insccts. More often that not he would
played an important part in many myths. transform himself into an insect when he

Snorri tells us that Loki was handsome and  was enjoying  his tricks. For example, he
witty, but also malicious, sly and evil. Describing  became a fly when he was trying to distract the
him from a Christian perspective, he refers to him  dwarves from their task while they made Thor's
as the standerer of the pantheon, the origin of all  hammer (sce page +13).
falsehood and the disgrace of everyone on carth, Loki was not respected in the way that
By nature he was restless and easily bored, which  the other Aesir were and eventually this
led to his gradual decline until he became a mis-  caused him to become bitter. His fury
creant who betrayed his companions. But in most  led to the tragic death of Balder,
of the myths he was content living with the gods,  which set in train an irreversible series

indulging himself by playing practical jokes. of events that would end the world.
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Unsurprisingly  Loki was descended  from
giants, though the civcumstances of his birth were
unusual. It was told that his father, Farbauti,
struck stone against flint and a spark leapt
mto the undergrowth of a wooded islancl
said to be Loki's mother, Laufey. Loki
was thus conceived in the form of

fire. which was an appropriate rep-

resentation of  his  unpredictable
nature and vast appetite.
Loki's  sexual appetite  was

equally voracious and he mated not ¥
only with gods but with humans, ?’ ‘
animuals,  flora, fauna, and even k;
with giantesses. He had  three |

wives: the first, known as Glut
(rglow™), bore him two daughters
— Esia (“ember”) and Einmyria
(*ashes™. But Loki was not faith-
ful to Glut, nor were Esia and
Einmyria his only offspring. He
had three monstrous children
by the giantess Angrboda,
all of whom play crucial
roles m in the myths.

First was Jormungand,
a ferocious, venemous ser-
pent. Then there was Hel,
a female of unspeakable
Last

hideousness. came

the fierce wolf Fenrir,
who possessed a might
that

seemed  indom-

itable.  They were no
mere imps, but three of
the most terrifying crea-
tures in the Norse uni-
verse, and they were a
significant threat to the
gods. Loki also had a third wife, Sigyn, who was
one of the goddesses, and they had two sons
called Narti and Vali.

The gods continued to tolerate Loki and his
malign influence almost until the end of the world.

They were unable to destroy his offspring, even

Loki, companion to the gods, had all the qualities of

a jester. Depicted in carvings decorating the stern of the
Oseberg ship (discovered as part of a boat burial in Norway),
he writhes among mythical beasts.

when locked in combat. Although the three crea-
tures posed a constant threat to the gods, fate had

ordained their continuing existence.
Instead the gods had to do their
best to  defend themselves  against
Loki's mischicf and his uncontrollable
children. Thus Asgard was alarmed
when it was discovered that Loki
intended to bring the siblings to
Jotunheim (giantland), as they had
heard prophecies of the great harm
that they would cause. The Aesir’s
fear of the creatures’ inherent evil
was confirmed by evidence of
their parentage — their giantess
mother was  considered as

heinous as their father.

Odin sent the gods to
locate the children and bring
them to Asgard, so that he
himself could determine their
fate. He decided to deal with
Jormungand, the serpent, by
throwing it into the sea that
lay around all the lands of
Midgard. There, deep in the
ocean, [ht‘ monster g['(‘\\'
until, biting on its own tail,
it encircled the whole
world. And in this posi-
tion, it brooded endlessly
on how it could get its

revenge on the gods.
Hel, Loki's daugh-
ter, who was described
as half dead and half
alive, with a grim coun-
tenance and a body that
was part normal flesh
and part black and livid, was thrown into Niflheim,
the land of the dead, where she was to hold
authority. It became her responsibility to give food
and lodging to all those sent to her — mortals who
died of sickness or old age rather than in battle.

The monstrous wolf, Fenrir, was raised by the
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Aesir, although only the god Tyr was brave
enough to attend 1o the needs of the vicious ani
mal (see page 55).

Yet, in keeping with his ambiguous nature,
Loki had other olfspring who were a boon to the
gods rather than a menace, and he was able not
only to beget children, but to bear them as well,
He was the mother of Odin's marvellous eight-
legged horse Sleipnir, who was sired by the giant
stallion Svadilfari (sce pages 27 and 33).

Loki's maternal aspect in that myth reveals
another aspect of his character — his ambiguous
sexuality. Apart from giving birth to Sleipnir, it is
also told in Voluspa Hin Skanmma (The Short
Prophecy of the Sceress) that he once became
pregnant by eating the  half-burnt heart of a
woman, and from this gestation came all female
relates a verbal  contest

monsters.  Lokasenna

between Lokt and the gods in which Loki was

accused of spending eight years as a woman nultk
ing cows beneath the carth, where he bore clul
dren — an activity considered most effenunate and
despicable by his challenger Odin

To insult someone using words that mmphied
passive homosexuatity was punishable in Ieelandhe
and carly Swedish faw by full outlawry. It may be
that the sexual uncertainties  surrounding Lok
described in the myths were intended 1o darken
his character.

With the approach of the linal episode ol
Norse mythology, Loki's character becones less
mischievous and more overtly evil. e was des
tined to reveal his true nature by causing the death
of Balder, an action regarded by the Acsir as the
most wicked ever to have happened. Even then,
they were unable to punish him exactly as they
wished, because he was fated 1o take part in the

events of the final cataclysm

Found in Denmark (c.an400-800) this bronze stallion expresses
dignity and power. The Norse people held horses in high esteem,
associating them not only with speed but also fertility. One of
Loki’s greatest gifts to the gods was the magical eight-legged

horse, Sleipnir.
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The Shadowy Pantheon

Asgard was inhabited by a multitude of diverse and colourful characters, but little
information has survived about most of them. A large proportion of the Aesir feature only
briefly in individual myths, and no further details of their connection to the Norse

pantheon or of their characters survive.

The most senior member of
Odin

Thor, was Tyr, a war deity

the Aesir, after and

and the bravest and most
courageous of the gods. It
wus held to be wise for war-
riors to invoke hmm, as he
wiclded great power in bat-
tle and dictated its outcome.
Men who were undaunted
in combat were said to be as
valiant as Tyr. He was also

connected with runes (the
carliest Germanic alphabeuv),
magic and  wisdom, and
snorri tells that a clever man
was known as “Tyr-wise”. A
warrior who hoped for vic-
tory was advised to carve
runes onto  particular parts
of his sword, and repeat Tyr's name twice, which
may explain why a character in the runic alphabet
1s called l\r

Balder, the son of Odin and Frigg, is one of
the better known among the Aesir, mainly due to
the myths of his death (see pages 124-127). He
was considered the wisest, most beautiful and
most beloved of his counterparts. According to
Snorri hight shone from him, and an unidentified
plant was once called “Balder’s eyelash” because it
was so white.

Balder had a wife, Nanna, who bore his son
Forseti, god of justice. It was Forseti’s role to settle
legal disputes, and all those who came to his hall,
Ghinir, 1in Valhalla, which had golden pillars and a

silver roof, left with their difficult legal disputes

resolved. Balder also had a

brother, Hermod, who
features in the story of the
end of the world.

The other sons of Odin
remain  shadowy figures.
Vidar, the silent god, was
said to have a strength
almost equal to Thor's. He
too was to feature in the bat-
tle at the end of the world
(see pages 128-133), as was
another of Odin’s sons, Vali,
whom he fathered on the
giantess Rind.

Bragi (yet another son
of Odin) was, like his father,
a god of poetry. According
to the poem, Sigrdrifimal,
he had

carved on his tongue. He was also the husband of

magical  runes
the goddess Idunn (see page 48).

Another god who appears to have been
related to Odin was Ull, the son of Sif. He was
known as the ski god, the bow god or the hunting
god, because his particular skills were archery and
skiing. Beautiful to look at and an accomplished
warrior, he was invoked by men engaged in single
combat. The evidence of place names suggests
that he was once a powerful deity, but sadly few

stories about him have survived.

Although not a lot is known about Tyr, god of war, he appears to
have been worshipped by warriors before they went into battle.
A stone-carving from a 7th-century Frankish funerary monument
depicts an armed warrior.
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Binding the Wolf Fenrir

The gods were afraid that the huge wolf Fenrir would cause them

serious harm, so they attempted to restrain him. But they could

|
- not have done it without Tyr’s selfless bravery.

When the gods saw how huge
Fenrir, one of Loki’s malevolent
offspring, was growing, they
were alarmed and decided to
bind him. They found a strong
iron fetter, called Laeding, and
suggested that the wolf pit his
strength against it. Fenrir did not
think much of the shackle, so he
let them bind him and freed
himself at once.

The gods forged
another fetter twice as
strong, called Dromi,
and urged the wolf to
try again. They said
that he would ~ ~
become very
famous if he could
break free from this one. Fenrir
felt even stronger now and once
again broke free from Dromi
with ease. The Aesir now feared
that they would not be able to
fully restrain Fenrir.

Odin then sent Freyr's
servant Skirnir to the dwarves,
and he bade them make
another fetter, Gleipnir. It was
smooth, soft and silky as a
ribbon, but deceptively
strong. The Aesir were
very pleased. Fenrir
looked at it carefully
and said “I do not think
[ will gain much of a
reputation by breaking
such a thin ribbon,
and if this band is A
| g

made by magical art then, thin
as it is, it is not going around my
legs.” He thought again and
said, “If I cannot free myself |
will have to wait a very long
time before you free me. But,
lest you think I am a coward, |
will take part in this game if one
of you will dare to put his hand
in my mouth.”

None of the gods dared take
this risk until at last Tyr
volunteered to put his right hand
into Fenrir's mouth. At that the
wolf allowed himseli to be
bound, but discovered that the
harder he kicked the stronger the
fetter became. The Aesir all
laughed — except Tyr who lost
his hand to Fenrir’s jaws.

The pernicious wolf, Fenrir, was
hrought to Asgard at the command of
Odin. The gods decided to bind him
with fetters to control him.
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THE ART OF WARFARE

t was the right of all free men in the Viking Age to carry weapons. In the often violent times in
which they lived, not only kings and nobles were involved in war; people of all ranks might find
themselves called upon to fight in support of their lord, to travel with a band of raiders, or deal
forcefully with a feud at home. Their favourite weapons, never far from
their sides, were swords and spears — the latter
sacred to Odin - and, in later times,
the battle axe.
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Left: The sword was
often a status
symbol denoting the
rank of the warrior.
Tales of the heroes
often speak of
marvellous swords,
such as the one
belonging to Sigurd,
given to his father by
Odin. This decorated
hilt is from the
11th century.

were often,naﬁi“ed?t.a“flt‘e"
trolls. This weapon,_ﬁ&&é X
from a high-ranking grave {ih".ﬁizf‘:‘m
Mammen in Jutland (c.1 00-1000 ‘
“with silver and had a cerem‘oriiéli':
cap of the 7th-century helmet (top), fror
Vendel, Sweden, depicts a procession of warfior




Right: This 12th-century ivory
chessman was carved in Western
Norway and found in the Outer
Hebrides, illustrating the extent of
'l Norwegian migration. It depicts an
armed warrior mounted on a horse
and wearing a helmet similar to the
one shown opposite. Horses were
used by the Vikings to transport their
warriors, but all surviving accounts
of warfare show that they
dismounted once on the
battlefield and fought on foot.
Even Sleipnir was not used
by Odin in battle.

The popular image of Vikings
wearing horned helmets, such
as this one from Bronze-Age
Denmark, is not borne out
by archaeology - no
exan;ples survive from the
Viking period. However,
some helmets are
embossed with figures
wearing crested and
horned headgear.

It is more than likely

that these figures had
“symbolic significance,
perhaps representing
deities of war.’
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LORDS OF FERTILITY
AND PROSPERITY

The Vanir, a group of fertility gods and goddesses,
once lived happily apart from the deities of war, the
Aesir. But one day this accord was shattered; differ-
ent myths give different accounts of why. One
relates that the Vanir, having discovered that the
Aesir had welcomed the mistress of magic and evil,
Gullveig, into their midst, were incensed and made
lengthy preparations for war. Odin witnessed this
activity with increasing anger from his high seat,
and suggested that the Aesir respond by sharpening

their spearheads and polishing their shields.
However, the outcome of this very first war, according to one myth, was
inconclusive. Eventually a truce was sealed by members of the two houses of
the gods who agreed to live peacefully among each other.

In contrast to the belligerent Aesir, the gods and goddesses of the Vanir
were associated with peace and prosperity: it was to them that the population
prayed for healthy children, bountiful harvests and plentiful hauls of fish.
These fertility deities were of great importance to the Norse people, whether
controlling the land or the sea.

The most prominent of the Vanir were Njord, god of the sea, and his chil-
dren, Freyr and Freyja. The names Freyr and Freyja simply mean “Lord” and
“Lady”. It is possible that the forms in which these two gods, along with some
of the other Vanir, have survived are composites of many local fertility deities.
Njord was prayed to by those seeking wealth, as well as for safety in crossing
the sea and abundance in fishing. His son, Freyr, was the chief god of agri-
cultural fertility, and regulated sunshine and rainfall, thus determining the
outcome of annual harvests. Another important aspect of his role was to pre-
side over the increase of the human population; thus he was invoked in mar-
riage. As the goddess of love, sex and fecundity, Njord’s daughter, the beau-
tiful Freyja, is more fully characterized in mythology than the other Vanir
deities. But she had other attributes, too — an expert in magic, she was able
to transform herself into a bird and journey to distant lands, and she also had

links with war and the dead.
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Left: The couple shown
here embracing have
been identified as the
Vanir gods Freyr and
Gerd. This gold foil from
Sweden was a fertility
charm worn as an amulet
(c.ADB00-.1000).

Opposite: Originally
made in imitation of
Roman medallions, gold
pendants, such as this
one from Sweden, were
decorated with
concentric circles in the
Scandinavian style. This
example, from the
Migration Period
(¢.AD500), may have
heen an amulet worn
for prosperity and

good fortune.
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LORDS OF FERTILITY AND PROSPERITY

The War between the Aesir and Vanir

The Aesir and the Vanir once lived separately from each other — the Aesir in Asgard
and the Vanir in Vanaheim. Eventually, however, a bitter war broke out between them.
From ambiguous accounts in the poem Voluspa and Snorri’s Edda we can

and their eventual reconciliation.

The sceress who narrates the
tenth century poem, Voluspa,
*declares that she remembers
the very first battle in the world, fought
between the Aesir and the Vanir. She tells
how it started when the Aesir tried to destroy

Gullveig, a woman skilled in magic (particu-
larly in a form of witcheraft called seid) who had
provoked their animosity by practising sorcery.
They stabbed her with spears and burned her
three times, but cach time she rose again from the
flames. Eventually, resigned to her indestructibility,

they accepted her into their community.

B8 picce together the strange story of the conflict between the two tribes of gods

Traditionally, Gullveig has been associated
with gold and wealth. Her very name means
“intoxication with gold”. It has been suggested that
because of her attachment to riches Gullveig was
one of the Vanir, and in particular that she may
have represented an aspect of Freyja who was
thought to weep tears of gold, and, in her enthu-
siasm for precious stones, gave her daughters the
names of jewels. She also acquired the glittering
Necklace of the Brisings at great personal expense
(see page 69).

Snorri tells two different myths about the con-
flict between the two tribes but does not clearly
state its origins, although it is implied in his
accounts that Gullveig was at the centre of the war.
In one version, the gods met to discuss some dis-
agreements between the two groups, and Odin
hurled his spear into the enemy host at some
point, signalling the beginning of hostilities.
The war was prolonged. One side and then
the other gained the upper hand, but the
Aesir’s stronghold was eventually shattered

and the Vanir held the field. It was then
agreed that members of the Vanir should
live peacefully in Asgard.

In another myth Snorri describes
how Odin declared war against the
Vanir, and how they defended them-

selves and their land vigorously. Each side

Gold, jewels and riches were the province of the fertility
deities. The three-pronged gold mount from Norway
(above) was probably worn by a warrior, whereas the

Danish gold brooch (left) was purely decorative (c.Ap1000).



Guardians of the Land

Land spirits were thought to dwell in features of the landscape
such as rocks, hills or rivers. They were not considered divine, but
nonetheless they had the power to protect the land and its fertility.

Although land spirits were
believed to bestow benign
power, they also represented
a malevolent force that had to
be placated.

The first clause of Icelandic
law, established around AD930
when the country had not yet
adopted Christianity, prohibited
ships with sterns adorned by
dragon-heads from approaching
the country. Such insignia had to
be removed before the ships
gained sight of the shoreline so
that the spirits would not take
fright and desert the land.

Belief in land spirits endured
in Scandinavia long after the
general conversion to

Christianity. A late-thirteenth-
century Norwegian law
attempted to suppress the belief
that land spirits lived in groves,
mounds and waterfalls. Yet a
fourteenth-century account
reports that women continued to
take food into caves or to stone
piles (cairns) where they would
consecrate the food to the spirits
and then eat it. They did this in
the belief that they would be
favoured by them, and become
more prosperous.

Particular features of the Norse
landscape were peopled by protective
spirits. This waterfall lies at the upper
end of Norway’s Saltdalen valley.

laid waste to the other's territory, and when at last
they tired of this destruction, the two tribes met to
negotiate a truce, whereby they agreed to
exchange hostages.

The Vanir sent their leading members, Njord
and his son Freyr, to join the Aesir. In return Honir,
a handsome and accomplished figure accompa-
nied by the wise Mimir, joined the Vanir. This part
of the peace agreement proved unsuccessful:
Honir was made a chieftain when he arrived at
Vanaheim, but he either could not. or would not,
make any firm decisions without Mimir at his side
and for this reason he was considered a poor
diplomat. The Vanir concluded that they had been
cheated in the exchange of hostages. so they
decapitated Mimir and sent his head to the Aesir.
Odin embalmed the head and sang incantations
over it so that he could consult it whenever he
desired to gain occult knowledge.

The significance of the myth describing the
war between the Aesir and the Vanir is difficult to
determine, and the war itself is not described in
any detail in surviving accounts. However, it
appears to explain how the two types of gods, rep-
resenting very different sensibilities, came to inter-
act and coexist. It has also been suggested that the
myth embodics a memory of a time when a war
rior cult battled with a fertility cult for supremacy,
and the two religions eventually fused. This theory
is prompted by a passage in Voluspa, in which the
established gods, the Aesir, are challenged by
another race whose practices they find repellent.
In the struggle for ascendancy, the Aesir eventually
abandon their attempt to expel the challengers.

In stories of events following the truce, the
distinctions berween the gods become blurred: the
warlike preoccupations of the Aesir merge to some
degree with the Vanir's concerns with riches.
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Njord and the Bounty of the Sea

Apart from the myth of his marriage to the giantess Skadi (see opposite), relatively little is

known about Njord, father of Freyr and Freyja. He was said to be among the foremost of

the Vanir and evidence suggests that he was worshipped equally among the other primary
deities, but few of the stories that may have referred to him have survived.

Njord ruled the wind and held power over the
ocean. Typically of the Vanir, he was primarily
linked with fertility, and was called upon for suc-
cess in fishing, While Thor, who also had power
over the wind and waves, was invoked for sea
vovages. Njord controlled the bounty of the sea,
on which much of the population  depended.
snorri refers to him as “Njord the wealthy” and
suggests that he was so affluent he could grant
lands and property to anyone who prayed to him.

Evidence deduced from place names, as well
as the link between Njord and the goddess Nerthus
(see page 08), suggests that in early times Njord
was widely worshipped. The element “Njord” is

widespread in the names of old settlements in

castern Sweden and western Norway; some  of

hese mean “Njord's temple™ or “Njord's grove”,

implving that they were sites of worship.

The only other evidence that we have of
Njord's status in the pantheon is his inclusion in
the oath pledged to the major deities by partici-
pants in judicial trials. Those invoked on such
occasions were “Freyr, Njord and the almighty
god” (probably Thor). Toasts were also drunk to
“Freyr and Njord” to secure peace and prosperity,
and in literature the names of the two gods often
appear together, especially in the verses of the
poet,  Egil
Skallagrimsson. By the end of the pagan period,

great  tenth-century  Icelandic
however, Njord appears to have been eclipsed in

importance by his son Freyr.

A coastal scene in Norway. Njord was a guardian deity of the
ocean and was prayed to for wealth and success in fishing. He
was thought to dwell apart from the other gods in his home on
the coast of Asgard.




Njord
and Skadi

The mountain goddess Skadi was
the daughter of the giant Thiazi
whom the Aesir killed after he
had stolen the golden apples of
youth (see page 48). She arrived
at Asgard determined to avenge
her father and punish the gods.
The Aesir, hoping to placate her,
offered her the pick of all the
unmarried gods.

In full armour Skadi must have
made an impression upon the
Aesir. Repenting the death of her
father, they were eager to soothe
her wrath by aiding in her quest
for a husband. But the gods
make nothing easy for the giants
or their offspring; a parade was
carefully arranged in which only
the gods’ feet were visible.

Skadi picked the pair that was
by far the cleanest, whitest and
best-kept. She felt confident that
they belonged to Balder, the
fairest of all the gods, desired by
every woman, and on this basis
she claimed her husband.

Then the owner of the feet
was made to reveal his identity.
Instead of Balder, Skadi had
chosen Njord, god of the sea,
whose feet were pristine because
the sea continually washed over
them. At first, Skadi was taken
aback, but she agreed to the
marriage anyway.

The partnership was a difficult
one; Skadi was the daughter of a

@iﬁ@mm&

mountain giant, and longed to
live in her peak-top sanctuary.
but Njord did not feel
comfortable anywhere other than
by the sea. Determined to fulfil
their vows, they agreed to
compromise by residing for nine
nights in Thrymheim, Skadi’s
mountain castle, followed by
nine nights at Noatun, Njord’s
coastal abode.

But this arrangement,
alternating between one location
and the other, failed to satisfy
either Skadi or Njord - each was
desperately unhappy in the
other’s home. Njord could not
bear the dark foreboding
mountains, surrounded by the
eerie sound of howling wolves,

The mountain goddess Skadi was told
to pick a husbhand from among the
single gods in Asgard. But she was
allowed only to see their feet in
making her choice.

and Skadi could not tolerate the
vast expanse of sea and
complained bitterly about the
screeching of the gulls.

Eventually the two were forced
to live apart; Njord remained by
the sea while Skadi returned to
the mountains, where she was
often to be seen roaming the
slopes, travelling about on skis
or snow-shoes.
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LORDS OF FERTILITY AND PROSPERITY

The Mighty Ocean

The Norse people regarded the sea not only as a source of food and a means of travel, but
also as providing opportunities for fame and glory. The Vikings, in particular, won prestige
from their prowess in sailing and their mastery of the ocean. Just as it formed a major
element in the daily lives of much of the population, so the sea was a familiar background
to many of the myths, especially the ploughing of Gefjun, Thor’s fishing for the World
Serpent and Njord’s marriage to Skadi.

Njord was the best-known god of the sea, but

another deity, Aegir, also held sway over it. While

Njord was guardian of the coastline and protected
and oversaw sailing and fishing grounds, Aegir
personified the ocean and symbolized its mighty
strength. Aegir dwelt in the depths of the sea, far
from the security of land, where navigation and
fishing were extremely difficult and where travel
was fraught with danger. The Vikings were partic-
ularly conscious of his outstanding power: they
gave the River Eider an epithet, “Aegir’'s Door”, to
lend the watercourse the grandeur of the ocean.
Metaphors employing Aegir's name occur, too, in

Viking poetry; for example, sinking ships are

described as being swallowed by his jaws,

Acgir and his wife, Ran, held themselves
apart from the Aesir and Vanir, dwelling in a
golden underwater palace on the ocean floor
where they were thought to receive those who
drowned at sea. In some stories they are described
as actually using a net to ensnare sailors. It was
considered prudent to carry gold at sea so any
who drowned would arrive at Ran's dwelling bear-
ing gifts. It was also believed that the appearance

of the spirits of drowned scafarers at their own

funeral feasts meant that Ran had given them a
A Viking ship - the greatest technological achievement of the particularly good welcome.
age — under sail, albeit with a symbolic crew of only two. It has Acgir and Ran produced nine giant daughters,
heen su‘;;,(. sted that lhc. ship d.Lpl(ll din lhl\. eighth-century who each represented  different types of ocean
Gotland picture stone is carrying dead warriors to join Odin’s . .. % "
L waves. They had names such as Gjalp (“Howler™)
army, the Einherjar, in Valhalla. ) ) .
and Greip (“Grasper™) that were typical of giant-
esses. These nine daughters have been identified
with the nine giant mothers of the mysterious god

Heimdall, who was said to have been sired by
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Odin when he copulated with all nine wave-maid-
ens simultancously.

Egil Skallagrimsson, in Sonatorrek, a famous
poem which tells of his grief for his drowned son.,
speaks of avenging himself on Aegir, whom he
held responsible for his tragic loss. Egil also refers
to him as the "Ale-brewer”, suggesting that the god
revelled in entertaining  guests. Other  literary
sources refer as well o largesse and the bountiful
feasts held in his hall. The banqguet that provides
the setting for the poem Lokasenna was hosted by
Acgir, and Thor's journey to visit the giant Hymir
was instigated by the need to obtain a cauldron
large enough to contain the mead to serve to the
guests at another of Aegir's feasts.

Yet even Acegir's powers were dwarfed by
those of the monster Jormungand, who was des-

tined to rise out of the ocean and defeat him.

This weathervane
from Tinglested,
Norway, once
decorated the prow
of a Viking ship
(¢.AD1150-1200).

Dragon Ships

The Vikings' remarkable success i riding and
colonizing parts of Europe and beyond owed
much to their navigational skills and their excellent
ships. The magnificent Viking  longboats were
made with iron rivets attaching overlipping plinks
to a central keel plank which swept upwards into
a stem at each end (a style known as “clinker
built™. The prows were often decorated with

claborately-carved  figurcheads  depicting

dragons or monsters, and colourful shields
were hung by warriors over the sides of
the vessels. The ships were propelled by
oarsmen sitting  beneath the top  deck,
fifteen or sixteen to a side, and
further power was provided
by a luarge square  sail
Beautiful in appearance and
casy to manage in rough waters, they
were one of the  great  technological

achievements of the Viking Age.
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LORDS OF FERTILITY AND PROSPERITY

Early in the history of the Germanic peoples, ships, horses and cattle became associated with fertility rites. This impressive

Bronze-Age rock carving from Bohuslan, Sweden, includes several examples of Viking boats with animal heads at their prows.
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It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the ship
was a powerful symbol in Viking religion. In
Scandinavia, the ship appears in rock carvings
from as early as the Bronze Age and appears to be
linked to fertlity deities: often it is portrayed
alongside images of horses (also associated with

fertility gods), and sometimes next to a symbot of

the sun. It is known that
models  of ships were
offered to the gods as
sacrifices — in Denmuark
one hundred small boats
of gold were found
buried. They had been
packed into a jar, one
inside  another,  cach
with a symbol decorat-
ing its side.

Ships also  played
an important role in bur-
ial customs. A magnifi-
cent ship burial of a
Woman was (“S(‘(’)\'Cl'cd
at Oseberg in Norway.
Probably dating from the ninth century, it appears
to have had some connection with the gods of the
Vanir (see pages 20-21). Other ship burials found
in Norway and Sweden, contained female corpses.

These were burials of rich and  influential
members of the community, but ordinary people
were also sometimes buried either in boats or
accompanied by effigies of boats. Furthermore,
many graves were marked by stones laid out to
form an outline of a boat beneath which the
corpse or cremated ashes were interred. In various
parts of Scandinavia people were also buried
alongside parts of boats, recognizable after exca-
vation from iron nails that had not decomposed.
And according to Saxo, the legendary King Frodi
exccuted a law to the effect that any chief killed in
battle must be cremated in his own boat; the bod-
ies of dead men of lesser rank were burned in
groups of ten to a ship.

The Icelandic sagas mention the ship burials
of two priests of Freyr. In that of Thorgrim

Viking graves were often marked by the outline of a ship such

as this one from Alborg, Denmark. Although the rich and
influential could be buried in exquisite wooden boats, more
humble decedents might be commemorated in this way.

described in Gisla Saga. a huge stone was flung
onto the ship before the grave was closed. This
practice was also followed m the Oseberg burial
Ships also feature in the legends of carly
Scandinavian god-kings, the supposed ancestors of
Scandinavian royal houses. Several stories follow
the same pattern in relating the journey of a young
child. apparently associ
ated with fertility, who
crossed the sea in a ship
and became king. One
example, from the Old
English  poem
(sce pages 86-7), tells
how Scyld Scefing, the
mythical  first ~ Danish
king, came to Denmark.
Accompanied by rich
treasures, Scyld was put
to sea at an carly age.
His arrival was mysteri
ous, suggesting that he
had divine origins, while
his name, Scefing
(“sheaf of corn”), has obvious fertility implications.

Other versions of the story of the arrival by ship ot

a mysterious child actually place a sheat of corn at
his head.

The text of Beowulf also describes in detail
how the Danes gave an claborate ship funeral for
the same Scyld, who departed over the sea after
death just as he had arrived early in life. The poet
relates how the dead king's ship was prepared for
its final journey, more splendidly equipped with
weapons of war, swords and mailcoats than any
other vessel. The hold was stocked with valuable
gifts to accompany the king on his journey. They
were, the poet claims, as splendid as those trea
sures that came with him on his arrival as a child.
The royal corpse was then laid on board by the
mast, and a golden standard was set above the
body. whereupon the ship was launched into the
ocean and was carried away. The poet remarks
that none of the grieving nation would ever know

the destiny of its cargo.

Beowulf
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LORDS OF FERTILITY AND

PROSPERITY

Freyr, Lord of Fertility

Snorri relates that both Freyr and his sister Freyja were extremely beautiful and immensely
powertul. As the radiant and bountiful god of sunshine and increase, Freyr was considered
the most glorious of the gods. He is known to have been widely worshipped, although the

forms of this worship have been lost.

Peace and fertility appear to have been closely Freyr

linked in Norse religion: sacrifices to attain

cach of them were often made sumultane-

ously, and the fertility gods had special

responsibilities  for keeping the human

population free of strife and warfare.

Accordingly, because Freyr was consid-

cred a god of peace, weapons were
banned outright in his temples and
bloodshed in the places that were
sacred to him was taboo.

Freyr's importance is such that
in the great temple at Uppsala his
statue stood alongside those of Odin
Adam of

report

ind Thor Bremen was

scandalized to that  the

Uppsala idol had a huge phallus, sym-

bolizing Freyr's role as god of human

procreation and male potency; as for

the practices attending his worship,

chronicler merely stated that

they were too obscene even to

1l
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Saxo also commented dis-

vingly on Freyr’'s worship;
found the gestures of the
riests effeminate and unmanly, —Freyris represented in this 11th-century

} . bronze figurine from Sweden. As a
he too dechined to describe o . )
fertility deity, he was invoked at

it he saw in - further detail weddings where sacrifices would be
Al gh  Freyr's funcuon  was made to him by those wishing the
1 lose to that of his sister, newly-married couples well.
Freyja vho governed sexual
esire and about whom we know a great deal —

¢ do not have much detailed knowledge of his  fices too,
only these occasional glimpses of the rites
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irrounding it

not scem to be rooted in historical fact,

s Treasures
Freyr owned two particular treasures. One
was the ship, Skidbladnir, given to him
by the dwarves, which was said always
to attract a fair wind when launched
(sce page 43). Although it was large
cnough to hold all the gods fully
armed, it was so skilfully constructed
that it could be folded up and kept
in a pouch. Freyr's other magical

possession was the golden boar

Gullinbursti  (“golden  bristles™),
which could travel through the air
taster than any horse could gallop,
and whose brilliant metallic lustre
lit up the darkest of nights (sce
page 43).

Freyr was particularly associ-
ated with horses, which the sagas
suggest were dedicated in sac-
ritice to him. The horse sacri-

fice was particularly popular
in the Migration period,
first
become involved in his worship.

when it may have
That the horse cult was important
is indicated by remains of bones
hide
Sweden. Equine remains are also

and found at sites in
often found in Viking graves, par-

ticularly inside ship burials.

There are literary references to horse sacri-
most famously in Hrafnkels Saga.
Although this late work, unlike most others, does

it can be
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Freyr Falls in Love Q
Gerd (whose name is linked to the Viking word for “field”) .
personified the cornfield. Held in the clutches of the giants

she was unable to flourish and needed the help of a fertility

god to break her wintry internment. All the same, Freyr’s
emissary, Skirnir (“the shining one”), who represented the
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sun, had to use all his wiles to persuade her to escape.

One day Freyr went into
Hlidskjalf and sat in Odin’s high
seat, forbidden to others, from
where he could see over all the
universe. However, it did him no
good — he went away full of
woe, for he had looked to the
north and seen a beautiful
woman, and had fallen
hopelessly in love with her.

The woman he had spotted
was Gerd, the daughter of two
giants who refused to let her
leave their mountain home. It
was said that when Gerd lifted
her arms, light was shed over
both the sky and the sea, and all
the worlds were made bright by
her beauty.

Freyr withdrew into himself
and no one dared approach him.
Eventually his father Njord,
overcome with anxiety, sent for
Freyr's servant, Skirnir, and
asked him to try to discover the
source of Freyr's unhappiness.

Skirnir asked Freyr why he was
so downcast. Freyr confided that
he had fallen in love with Gerd,
“and if | do not have her as my
wife | fear | will not live long.
You must ask for her hand in
marriage on my behalf, and
bring her back here whether her
father agrees or not. | shall
reward you well for it.” Skirnir

replied that he would do
this if Freyr gave him his
magnificent sword, which
could fight on its own.
Overcome by love-
longing, Freyr handed it
to him straightaway.
Skirnir travelled to
Gerd’s home, only to
discover that she was
reluctant to marry Freyr.
Initially, Skirnir offered her
riches — the golden apples of
youth and Draupnir, Odin’s
gold ring — which she refused.
Skirnir then threatened
violence, but still Gerd refused
to marry Freyr. Eventually, Skirnir
warned that he would curse her
with bewitchment and the gods’
wrath. At this Gerd yielded
and promisedto come to
Asgard nine nights thence.
When Skirnir returned
with the news, Freyr
thought he would never
be able to survive that
long without his
beloved. He did,
however, and Freyr and
Gerd finally married.
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Freyr fell in love with Gerd,
who was so beautiful that light
shone all around her when she
raised her arms to the sky.
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Sacred Wagons

Fertility deities seem to ritually washed in a lake.
74 Afterwards, the slaves who
" had performed this task
were drowned.

The name Nerthus is cognate with
that of the Old Norse god “Njord”. The
sexual ambivalence this implies has
been explained in different ways: it has
been suggested that Nerthus was a
hermaphrodite deity, or that both a male
and female deity formed a divine pair
with a single name. Closely intertwined
4 divine couples were not unusual
4 among Nordic fertility deities — Njord
% married his sister, and Freyja was said
to have co-habited with her twin
brother Freyr.

An archaeological find has
confirmed the ritual significance of
wagons. In a peatbog in Dejbjerg,
Denmark, two beautifully constructed,

elaborate examples have been
discovered. Similar to the one found
in the Oseberg ship burial (see pages
20-21), they were probably used in

f by ox ritual worship such as that described
drawn by oxen throughout the land. A D k' obove. andiinierfediasEn oL

The precious time that the goddess 4 2tR o LTh & date f ‘ dg.
spent among the people was a time : : 4 es€ wagons cate from aroun

: ; ot the time that Tacitus was writing,
of peace — no hostilities were

permitted — and the goddess was cADT00.
welcomed wherever she ventured.
She then returned to the sacred
grove, and the wagon, with its
covering cloth and contents, was

have often been taken on
special journeys in

decorated carts. In particular,
the goddess Nerthus was carried around
the country in a wagon with the express
purpose of blessing the land and
ensuring good harvests.

The Roman historian Tacitus described
the rites of an early Germanic goddess,
Nerthus, also called Mother Earth, who
was worshipped by several tribes in . i
Denmark. This goddess was alleged to ; . k
travel among her people in a sacred ; ?
wagon, which no one but her priest was
allowed to touch or look into. The
wagon was kept in a grove on an island
during the time when the spirit of the
goddess was thought to be absent.
When the priest sensed that the
goddess was present (it is not known
how he determined this), he made
arrangements for the wagon to be

A detail from one of two exquisitely-
carved wagons (¢.Ap100) found in a
bog at Dejbjerg, Denmark.




FREYR, LORD OF FERTIL

taken to confirm Freyr's connection with horses.
The saga relates how  Hrafnkel, known  as
Freysgodi (“priest of Freyr™), loved no god more
than Freyr, and shared all his most valuable pos-
sessions with him. He had a magnificent stallion of
which he was purticularly fond, which he called
Freyfaxi (“mane of Freyr™ and dedicated to the
god. According to the saga, Hrafnkel vowed thut
he would kill anyone who rode the horse.
Unfortunately when someone did so it was his
own unwitting shepherd. The story details the con-
sequences of the killing when Hrafnkel felt he had
to honour his word — the vicissitudes of revenge
and the inevitable battles that followed.

When Hrafnkel was finally defeated by the
shepherd's family, who had become his enemies,
they seized Freyfaxi and killed him by tying a bag
over his head, attaching long poles to his sides and
a stone to his neck, and pushing him over a chiff.
This elaborate method of destruction follows i
procedure that is known to have been used for
killing creatures held to have supernatural powers.
The cliff in Iceland where he perished. according
to the saga writer, was called Freytaxahamar ever
afterwards, although its exact location has since
been forgotten.

Horses dedicated to the god are mentioned
clsewhere: Vatnsdaela Saga tells of another horse,
with a similar name — Freysfaxi — whose owner
had considerable faith in Freyr. A story about the
Christian King Olaf Tryggvason tells how he set
out to destroy the temple of Freyr at Thrandheim
(the modern Trondheim) m Norway. There he
came upon a stud of horses said to belong to Freyr
which were kept to be killed in ritual ceremonies
and offered as food to the god. Olaf showed his
contempt for Freyr by mounting the only stallion
in the stud while his men mounted the mares, and
together they rode to the temple to destroy the
god’s statue.

The Swedes traced the ancestry of their kings
to Freyr, and their ruling house was known as the
Ynglingar after “Yngvri”, an alternative name for
the god in that country. According to a tale in
Snorri's Heimskringla, the gods had once lived and

A forbidding mounted warrior is shown on this 7th-century stone

from Mojbor, Sweden. For a warrior people, the horse was a
valued and revered creature, even if it was not actually ridden in
battle. However, among the Norse people the animal appears to
have been sacred to the fertility god Freyr, rather than to the
warlike Thor.

ruled on carth. When Freyr had been king of the
Swedes for a time, peace. harmony and affluence
came upon the land. When he passed away, news
of his death was suppressed by his attendants,
who secretly placed his body in a mound and paid
a tribute of gold, silver and copper to him for three
years in order to maintain peace and prosperity.
When, after three years, the community eventually
discovered the truth of his death, they were con-
vinced that the offerings to him had kept their land
free from strife, so they continued to venerate him,
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Freyja is  the
embodiment  of
sensuality and
pleasure, and  was
usually  portrayed  in
Norse  mythology as
the most alluring of
all the goddesses. It
was desire for her
that motivated the
giants in  their
assaults on fortifi-
cations around
Asgard. For exam-
ple. when an unknown giant builder offered to
build a wall around Asgard, he demanded that
Frevia be given as his wife (see pages 26-27).

I'hen Thrym, lord of the giants, went to the trou-

of stealing Thor's invaluable hammer, Mjollnir,
so that he could claim Freyja in marriage as the
its return (see page 37). And when the
giant  Hrungnir, drunk and over-confident in
Asgard, threatened to kill the entire pantheon, he
ided Freyja and Sif, whom he intended to
keep for his own delight (see pages 39—41).

Freyia was also a goddess of human love, and

invoked by men and women alike in affairs of

It was said that she delighted in roman-
try, and was considered to be the most mag-
nimous of the goddesses. Yet, strangely, there

are few myths that centre on Freyja herself.
Although she was always a significant member of
the pantheon, ranking in importance beside Thor,
Odin, Loki and Freyr, she mainly appears in stories

DOt other '_[lnll\

The Passionate Goddess

Freyja, goddess of erotic and sensual love, was adept in the practice
of magic. She played a crucial part in many of the myths and has a
distinctive and well-drawn character. Stories portray her as desirable,
strong-willed and passionate, and describe the consequences of the
lust she inspired in others.

Her husband was said to be Od, or Odur
(“passionate”), who because of his name has been
identified with Odin. Od was consumed by an
urge to travel (a preoccupation also associated
with Odin) and he spent little time with Freyja. The
goddess herself travelled the land in search of him.
She was said to shed tears of pure gold over his
waywardness; indeed, Snorri says in his Prose
Edda that gold can be described as “Freyja’s tears”.
Yet despite her apparent grief at his absence, many
myths allude to her promiscuity.

Freyja's sexual appetite was remarked upon
by a variety of characters. The giantess Hyndla
accused her of chasing after men at night like a
nanny goat in heat, and when Loki insulted all the
gods in the poem Lokasenna, he claimed that
Freyja had taken every god and elf as a lover.

Freyja's desires extended beyond sexual love.
Her longing to own the Necklace of the Brisings
led her to have sex with four dwarves in order to
secure it as her own. This was only the most
famous of her many gold possessions; she had a
constant lust for gold and for beautitul things, in
keeping with her luxurious character. Her passion-
ate nature could also turn to wrath; she was so
infuriated by Thor when he tried to force a mar-
riage between her and the giant Thrym (see page
37) that the halls of the gods shook with the
strength of her anger, and the Necklace of the
Brisings around her neck burst violently asunder.

This tiny bronze fertility figure, which stands only 6 centimetres
high, is possibly an early representation of Freyja. It was found
in Jutland and dates from the Middle or Late Bronze Age. The
raised hand suggests that the goddess is driving a chariot.
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| The Lure of the Necklace

As soon as she saw it, Freyja knew she had to have the Necklace of the Brisings. The chain

was made by four dwarves, renowned for their prowess in working with gold,

One day Freyja chanced upon
the home of four dwarves who
were engaged in working gold,
their usual occupation. She saw
that they were fashioning an
exquisite necklace, the like of
which she had never seen
before. As she looked at the
beautiful chain she coveted it.
She was certain that no neck
other than hers should be
adorned by such a jewel.

She offered to buy the
necklace from the dwarves, but
they replied that it was not for
sale. Freyja offered them

N (I S o S S A S ST S SV e TS s SISV

and they were not prepared to part with it lightly.

everything she had of value, but
the dwarves were immovable.

The more stubborn the
dwarves became, the more
Freyja wanted the necklace;
she was soon consumed by her
desire to own it. Eventually the
dwarves named their price:
“We have all we want, there is
no object you can offer us,
Freyja. The only thing we truly
desire is you. If you will spend
one night with each of us, then
we promise to give you the
necklace and it shall be yours
to take away.”

When Freyja first saw the necklace
that the dwarves had made she

was overwhelmed by desire for it.

Taken aback, Freyja retlected
on the dwarves’ proposal. Her
desire for the necklace was
insuperable, and four illicit
nights did not seem a high price
to pay. Besides, thought Freyja,
no one would know. So she
agreed to the dwarves’ terms.

Freyja was as true to her
promise as the dwarves were to
theirs; the necklace became her
most prized possession.
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Sacred Boars

Boars have been associated with fertility since prehistoric times. In Norse religion the boar came to be
particularly sacred to Freyr and Freyja, who both owned and rode them, and could possibly transform
themselves into the form of a boar. Images of boars have also been found on ceremonial objects from

early Sweden and from Anglo-Saxon England.

Freyr was the owner of the
marvellous golden boar
Gullinbursti (“golden bristles”).
Boars were also offered as
sacrifice to Freyr, to ensure a
good harvest. Heidrek’s Saga
describes how a boar was
offered to Freyr at Yule; the
largest boar that could be found
was killed, and the animal was
considered so holy that men laid
their hands on it and swore
binding oaths. Those who
consumed the flesh of the
sacrificial boar felt that they
were ingesting the god himself,
and assimilating his power.
Freyr's sister, Freyja, had the
nickname Syr (“sow”), and was
possibly visualized in this form.
Freyja also rode a boar, called

Ottar listened.

Hildisvin (“battle swine”). The
poem Hyndluljod tells how
Freyja disguised her human
lover, Ottar, as Hildisvin to
enable him to gain information
from the wise giantess, Hyndla.
She rode him alongside Hyndla
while she questioned her and

Swedish kings were also said
to treasure helmets decorated
with images of boars. A boar-
crested helmet mentioned in
the poem Beowulf apparently
protected the life of the wearer.

This bronze boar, ¢.4008c,

is only 6 centimetres long.

Although Odin’s gracious wife, Frigg, was the
jueen of the gods, it was Freyja who captured the
hearts and minds of the Norse people. In fact the
two figures have even been identified as aspects of
one goddess; according to this theory Frigg repre-
sented the dutiful, nurturing wife and mother,
while her obverse, Freyja, was the passionate mis-
tress and lover. The two goddesses shared certain
roles: they were both invoked during childbirth to
protect and assist women in labour (the elder tree,
which was sacred to Freyja, was thought to help
alleviate the pain of childbirth) and the two were
involved in the naming ceremony of newborn chil-
were both known  for
Frigg
mourned for her dead son Balder (see page 126).

dren. Furthermore, they

weeping. While Freyja grieved for Od,

Freyja, Shamanism and Seid

Freyja possessed another powertul aspect that
gave her predominance among the Norse deities —
she was believed to be endowed with the ability
to transform herself into a falcon or the shape of a
teather (a power also attributed on one occasion to
Frigg), which enabled her to fly like a bird to other
lands. Only Odin shared this shape-shifting ability,
a fact that underlines Freyja's status among the
gods. The power to change shape or to take leave
of the physical self and be transported elsewhere
is associated with shamanism, a form of spiritual
practice particularly common in Arctic and Central
Asian religions, but also known in many other
parts of the world. The shaman can journey in
spirit to other worlds, and can go into trances to



obtain information either from the gods or from
the dead on behalf of his community.

Odin displays certain features of shamanism.
For example, his self-sacrifice on the World Tree
that won him the magic runes (see pages 30-31) is
reminiscent of Siberian initiation rites in which the
young man or woman training to be a shaman has
to undergo a ritual death and rebirth, experiencing
torment and suffering in order 1o acquire spiritual
knowledge and powers.

Among the Norse deities it was Freyja, how-
ever, who was especially adept in the type of
sorcery which in the Viking world was most simi-
lar to shamanism. Seid, as this was known, could
be used in pre-Cluistian Scandinavia for divination,
and although a man might conduct the rites, it was
usually a woman, known as a colva or sceress,
who did so. The sceress carried a staff, and is
described in one account as wearing a special cos-
tume made from the skins of animals and from
feathers of various birds, all of which represented
spirits from the animal world who assisted her on
her spiritual journcy. During the ceremony the
seeress sat on a high platform, and incantations
were sung to summon  spirits who would
reveal occult knowledge to her. This
cnabled her to enter into a trance, dur-
ing which she would descend to the
netherworld.

Seeresses  of - this  type
travelled the land, visiting farms
and attending feasts to per-
form their rites on behalf of
the people. They were often
consulted on the destinies of
individuals, the prospects for
potential marriages or the
abundance of the harvest. If a
commurity  was plagued by
famine, seid might be employed
to divine its outcome. Because
seid was usually practised for the
benefit of the community, colvas
were welcomed and honoured wherever
they went.

The best-known account of a seeress's visit 1s
given in the saga of Eric the Red The visit is said
to have taken place m an feelundic setlement in
Greenland, and the ceremony is described in fas
cinating detil: the volva wore a costume fash
ioned from animal skins, which included a hood
made of black lambskin lined with white cat's fur
caltskin boots and fur-lined gloves made from the
hide of cats. She carried a brass staff, and wore a
necklace of glass beads around her neck.

The ritual began with the presentation of a

sacrificial meal, prepared from the hearts of eveny

Freyja, the most popular
of the goddesses, is
depicled wearing the
Necklace of the

Brisings in this Viking-
Age pendant

from Sweden.

PASSITIONATE G ODDESS
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Human and agricultural fertility are clearly linked in the imagery
on this Bronze-Age cremation urn from Denmark. Not only were
hoth concerns of Freyja’s, but these were the two issues that

seeresses were most frequently consulted about.

living creature that could be found, given to her as
she sat on a high platform on a cushion stuffed
with hens' feathers. A young girl chanted a spell,
for which the vofva praised her afterwards, telling
her that her singing was so delightful that many
spirits had come to listen, allowing her to gather a
great deal of  knowledge from  them. Having
imwoken from her trance and answered the girl's

questions about her own future and fortunes in

marriage. the rolva turned her attention to the

owd. replying to any queries put to her by indi-

. iduals about their prospects. The saga claims that

he foretold went unfulfilled.

Frejya introduced seid to the Aesir. She was
also associated with cats, who were said to draw
her chariot on journeys, and whose impor-
tance in seid is implied by the use of their
fur in the volva’s costume. Seid was at
the core of communal fertility rites,
and provided the answer to questions
about love, marriage or harvests —
all areas superintended by Freyja
as a fertility deity. The travels of

the volva around the country
also resembled the journeys of
sacred wagons to communities
around the land.

A volva is mentioned in a
mythological context in the
series of events leading up to
Ragnarok, when Odin travels for
nine days from Asgard to Niflheim,
the land of the dead, to find answers
to his questions about the fate of the
pantheon (see page 124). The figure
whose counsel he considers worth such a
long and hazardous journey is a dead sorcer-

ess. The poem about the destruction and creation
of the world, Voluspa, is also narrated by a sceress
whose wisdom is unquestioned.

However, there was a darker aspect to seid.
According to the sagas, its power could be utilized
malevolently to cause serious harm to particular
enemies or even to kill them; sickness, misfortune
and insanity could all be summoned by the practi-
tioner of seid.

Heimskringla tells us that 1t was thought
shameful for men to practise seid. usually only
priestesses  were  taught the  necessary  spells,
although the Laxdaela Saga has an account of a
young boy killed by male sorcerers employed by
his father’s enemies, who directed seid at him. It is
possible that these men practised a form of sorcery
appropriate to their sex; however, in an act clearly
motivated by repugnance at a perversion, King
Harald Fairhair set fire to his own son’s house and
burned him alive, together with eighty of his
followers, because they had all participated in seid.
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Goddesses and the Fates of Men

Many minor goddesses graced the Norse pantheon, and almost all of them were fertility
deities. Some had personalities of their own, while others appear to have been merely

aspects of major goddesses such as Freyja and Frigg. A number of the figures celebrated
as goddesses were giantesses who had gained divine status by marrying into the pantheon.

In the Prose Edda Snorri names many goddesses,
some of whom are barely mentioned elsewhere.
One of these is Saga, whom he ranks just betow
Frigg. Other sources, however, suggest that she
may have been merely an aspect of Frigg: she
appears only once in the Poetic Eddea in a passage
that tells of her home  Sokkvabekk  (Usinking
beek™, a place washed by cool water, similar to
Frigg's home, Fensalir (C"house of the fens™). There,
Odin and saga are described spending their days
happily drinking from golden cups, but it is more
likely that it would have been Frigg, Odin's wife,
who would have spent such leisurely days with
her husband. Furthermore. Saga’s name means

“seeress”, and Frigg was the deity of divination.

Flin, who wuas said to watch over those
whom Frigg wished to protect, also appears to be
another appellation for Frigg herself. She s men
tioned in the poem Voluspa, which describes her
sorrow in anticipation of the time when her hus-
band, Odin, must face the wolf Fearir in combat at
Ragnarok. The literature mentions three  other
little-known  goddesses  who  personify  qualities
belonging to Frigg: Vor, who wus so wise that

nothing was hidden from her, and the sage and

Norse goddesses were associated with black magic by Christian

critics. This wood engraving (dated Ap1555) from the workshop

of Olaus Magnus, entitled “Concerning the Magic Women”,

depicts Scandinavian witchlike figures causing a shipwreck.
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courteous Snotra (“Wisdom™ and Syn (“Denial™)

who watched over the doors of the gods’ halls in
Asgard, denying access to those who were not per-
mitted entry. Other goddesses are described as
Frigg's attendants. For example, Fulla and Gna, her
handmaidens, had the tasks of carrying her casket,
attending to her shoes and sharing her secrets.
While Frigg was the goddess with whom the
minor deities shared most attributes, some had
similarities instead with Freyja. Sjofn was much
occupied in turning both men’s and women’s
thoughts to love, while Lofn was kind and benev-
olent: it was to her that the people addressed

pravers concerning marriage. She was thouglt

sometimes to obtain Odin and Frigg’s approval of

a union even if the course of love had not hitherto
run smoothly. Var listened to matrimonial oaths
and private promises between lovers and meted
out punishment to those who broke their vows.
There were also similarities between the god-
dess Gefjun and Freyja: one of Freyja's names was
Gefn, and both goddesses received women after
death. Both  were  associated  with  fertility —
Gefjun's famous act of ploughing (see opposite)

nked her with agriculture, and the names “Gefn”

Skadi, the mountain goddess,
was associated with winter
and the harsher aspects of the
Norse climate. Her
unsuccessful marriage to the
sea god Njord may stand fur
the meeting of winter and
springtime fertililty, and their
mutual irreconcilability.

and “Gefjun” both derive from the verb meaning

)

“to give”. In spite of looking after dead virgins,
Gefjun, like Freyja, had an extremely healthy sex-
ual appetite, and Loki accused her of wantonly
trading sexual favours for a necklace just as Freyja
had done (sce page 71).

Some fertility goddesses were giantesses who
gained divine status by virtue of their marriages to
gods. Like Gerd (see page 67), Skadi, Freyr's wife,
came originally from a race of giants. After her
marriage to Njord Skadi was accepted into the
ranks of the Aesir, despite their living apart. She is
often mentioned alongside the other goddesses,
and appears to have been worshipped in her own
right: in Lokasenna she is made to list her holy
groves and shrines. Up in the mountains on her
skis and snowshoes, Skadi was clearly a goddess
of winter, and the myth of her marriage to Njord,
a god of fertility (see page 61), appears to serve a
similar meaning to that of Gerd’s marriage to Freyr:
the ending of the long harsh winters and the
arrival of spring. The changing of the seasons was
of real concern to the people of northern Europe,
though in the myth of Skadi the emphasis is on the
incompatibility of the seasons.
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The Ploughing of Gefjun

The origin of the island of Zealand, upon which Copenhagen now stands, is explained in a myth about
the goddess Gefjun. It is told that she was responsible for separating this land from mainland Sweden
by tricking the Swedish king with cunning and magic.

The goddess Gefjun spent some She transformed her children A huge lake — now called Lake
time with King Gylfi of Sweden, into oxen and harnessed them to Malar — remained in Sweden
giving him great pleasure. a plough. With this mighty team where the land had been
Unaware that she was a member  she ploughed the ground so hard  uprooted. It has been remarked
of the Aesir, he offered her as a that she detached a whole that the inlets in that lake match

| reward as much land as she district which the oxen pulled the peninsulas on Zealand.

i could plough with four oxen in the land far out into the Baltic

| one day and night. Sea. There Gefjun established it Gefjun gave birth to four sons, sired by

! Gefjun then coupled with a as an island and gave it the a giant, whom she transformed into a

; giant and bore four sons to him. name of Zealand. team of oxen.

|

|

|
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TRIUMPH OF THE HERO

Writing for Roman readers, Tacitus praised the German ethical code: how
chieftains and their followers strove to outdo one another in courage, how
warriors would be ashamed to leave the battlefield alive if their leader had
fallen, how young men travelled abroad in search of war, how warrior chiefs
rewarded their retainers with gifts, and exchanged gifts among themselves,
and how men took up the feuds of their kindred. All these motifs recur in the
legends, from the early lays and epics such as those about Bjarki and
Beowulf, to late compilations like the Dietrich cycle.

Most early Germanic and Scandinavian tales which have survived the cen-
turies are concerned with human heroes, not gods and goddesses. They may
seem to modern readers to be sensational and bloodthirsty adventure stories,
but in their own time they were far more than that: they offered role models
for aristocrats and warrior elites, and a morality based upon honour, courage,
loyalty and revenge. The hero’s task was to fight, either for his own honour or

Below: A 14th-century

hook illustration shows

a tournament victor
receiving a wreath, Many
Germanic legends have
survived in 13th- and
T4th-century retellings

reflecting chivalric ideals.

in the service of his king, and to endure death with
unflinching courage; his reward would be fame and
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wealth in his lifetime, and (even more importantly) a glo-

F g

rious and enduring reputation after death. As the Icelandic
poem “Havamal” (in the Poetic Edda) puts it: “Kinsmen
die, riches depart, every man must die himself; | know one
thing that never dies — the fame of a dead man.”

IR

Christianity tolerated these violent and vengeful tales,
although the many explicit allusions to heathenism origi-
nally contained in them were discarded or played down.
As we know from a letter from Alcuin to the Bishop of
Lindisfarne in AD797, true heroic legends were thought
unsuitable entertainment for monks, who, the great
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churchman complained, ought to listen at mealtimes to
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sermons rather than lays about heathen kings. On the MtEze. —

other hand, Saint Olaf, King of Norway, had the ancient Lay of Bjarki sung to
hearten his army before battle, and long after England became Christian the
kings of Wessex had scenes from the Volsung legend carved on the walls of
their banqueting hall in Winchester. So long as the security of a kingdom
depended on the loyalty and discipline of its fighting men, heroic ideals still
had value in society, and stories enshrining them were likely to survive.

Opposite: A 19th-century
painting of Germany’s
Black Forest. Mysterious
natural sites have bheen
associated with
Germanic legends.
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In Germanic and Scandinavian legends, heroes were not demigods or supernatural beings.
They may have possessed magical qualities, such as the ability to change shape, but
essentially they were merely men gifted with courage and endurance. The stories” impact
depended on the values embodied within them, often expressed through timeless situations
~ the will to avenge a slain kinsman or a confrontation with a superior and terrifying force.
The legends of these heroes can still stir our hearts and win our admiration.

Some  Germanic tales
relate to  historical  fig-
ures (such as Ermanrich,
Attila the Hun, Gunther,
Alboin).
the

fourth to the sixth cen-

Theodoric and

who lived during

turies. and the legends

about them may have

begun  circulating  soon

after their deaths. But
many  heroes  (Bjarki,
Sigurd  or  Siegfried,
Grettir  and  Beowulf)
seem  to  be  fictional,
even though all their
stories  are  set  against

historical backgrounds.
Moreover, historical
often distorted
The
Huns. for instance, were

at all, but

tacts are

in the legends.
not Germanic
Mongolian nomads who
conquered  some

leader. Etzel (the real-life

ike any Germanic hero, without mention of race.

The hero is not an isolated individual, but is

firmly bonded into society by a network of mutual
bligations — ties of kinship and allegiance — in
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Germanic

Attila), was treated just

man is bound to defend another to the

arises if one conflicts with another.

The carved wooden doorway of Hylestad church in Norway

depicts scenes from the legend of Sigurd (c.AD1100). Here Regin,
the blacksmith, is reconstructing Sigmund’s sword.

territory, yet  their

supreme and unbreak-

Personal pride and

honour also imposed
obligations which could
result in tragedy. Friend-
ship could be as strong a
tic as kinship, especially
if formalized by oath; for
example, part of the
tragedy of the story of
that

swore such an oath with

Sigurd  was he
Gunnar, the Burgundian,

(who was also his

brother-in-law), then
betrayed him afterwards
his

and  orchestrated

murder. There was a
third powerful bond —
the one between a king
and his followers, espe-
cially the select few who
made up his bodyguard.

In most of the older

tales, the hero's crown-

ing achievement is his death — the taste for happy
endings came later. Just as Germanic gods were
ultimately doomed to be destroyed in battle, so for
the individual hero luck would eventually change,
the protection of Odin would be withdrawn and
death was inevitable. It was essential to meet death
with defiance — thus both Gunnar the Burgundian
and Ragnar Lodbrok allegedly died without fear,
one playing the harp, the other laughing.



ENIDSS AND THEMES

Walter and Hagen

For Germanic heroes, death was no tragedy; far more distressing
was the dilemma when a man found himself trapped between
conflicting loyalties, as in the tale of Hagen and Walter.

Etzel (Attila) the Hun had taken
three hostages: Walter of
Aquitaine and Hagen the Frank
(who had both sworn friendship
to each other), and Hildegund,
who was to be married to
Walter. However, all three
escaped, taking Etzel’s gold
with them.

They reached the Rhine, in
Hagen’s homeland, and news of
their coming was brought to
Gunther the Frankish king, who
felt he had the right to take the
gold from them by force as Etzel
had plundered his lands. Hagen,
as Gunther’s vassal, was bound
by oath to assist him and so left
the other two.

Walter and Hildegund
encamped in a pass among

rocks and there Walter prepared
to fight. Gunther sent twelve
Frankish warriors against Walter,
and one by one they were slain,
including a young nephew of
Hagen. Tragically torn between
honouring two sacred bonds,
Hagen himself would not fight
his friend, though Gunther
taunted him with cowardice.
He and the king withdrew.

At dawn, Walter and
Hildegund left their cave, only to
be ambushed in open country
by Gunther and Hagen. This
time, Hagen joined in the attack,
to avenge his nephew. Fierce
was the fight of two against one,
ceasing only when all three
were maimed. Then at last the
warriors made peace.
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Attila the Hun sits on a throne in a
13th-century manuscript illumination.
The legend of Walter and Hagen begins
with their capture by him.

In the Middle Ages European literary fashions
became apparent in German poetry. The chivalric
codes of Arthurian romances saw piety, courtly
grace and delicate emotions added to the old
virtues of loyalty and courage to create new ideal
heroes such as Lancelot and Parzifal. Resolution
and happy endings were preferred: old material
was revized to suit these tastes. One of the major
medieval accounts of the old Germanic legends,
the Nibelungenlied, is stll essentially a tragedy
based on a lust for gold and vengeance, as the
Volsung legend was; but it is also full of tourna-
ments, clegant clothes and picturesque feasts, as in
chivalric romances. The sorrows and contlicts of its
characters are more openly expressed than the

terse style of older poetry allowed. The scale is
broader, too; its final battle scenes involve a back-
ground of thousands of anonymous slain knights.

Other German tales bring in characteristic
medieval themes; it is love rivalry, not revenge,
that drives the plot. In the legend of the minstrel
Tannhiiuser, the ancient theme of a hero drawn
into the Otherworld becomes a Christian  story
about sexual temptation, sin and salvation. and the
goddess who welcomes him is no longer called
Freyja, Holla, or a Valkyrie, but Venus.

Gradually the powerful concepts of Germanic
heroism merged into general European culture, to
be rediscovered in their full force by scholars and

creative writers many centuries later.
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TRIUMPH OF THE HERO

Bothvar Bjarki, the Battle Bear

At dawn on July 29 1030, as King Olaf Haraldsson of Norway prepared for battle, he asked
his court poet to sing, loudly enough for the whole army to hear. The poet gave them a
very old song, the Lay of Bjarki. 1t was one of the best loved of the heroic lays, expressing
the themes of the warriors” code: unflinching courage, loyalty, the longing for glory, joy in
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battle and defiance in the face of death.

The original lay sung by the poet that day is lost,

apart from a few lines, but Saxo and other later
writers report that Bjarki was the greatest among
twelve champions who formed the bodyguard of
King Hrolf Kraki of Denmark — a historical ruler
probably living around an550, whose real life
became obscured by a rich embellishment of leg-
end. Like Arthur or Charlemagne, Hrolf was served
by warriors whose tame equalled his own. He and
his champions were remembered for their heroic
deaths in a battle where they were taken by sur-
and outnumbered, and  where,

prise heavily

according to some sources, their enemies used
magic and called up the dead to fight on their
behalf. All the champions except one died on the
battlefield; the survivor avenged his lord by
offering to swear loyalty to the victor, seizing
the sword on which the oath was to be
sworn, and killing him before dying
himself. “And so,” says one chronicler
of the man's short-lived triumph, “he
was the only man who has ruled the
Danish kingdom for barely six hours.”
Bjarki's part in this last great battle
was a strange one. Hrolf's warriors had
been asleep when the enemy attacked
at dawn, and whercas all the others
awoke, seized their weapons and
rushed out, Bjarki remained behind,
apparently still sleeping. Again and
again his friend Hjalt tried to rouse
him, urging him to remember his duty.
Now was the time for warriors to
awake, said Hjalti — not for slumber —
now was the time for them to keep their oaths to
defend their king and repay him with their blood
for all the fine weapons and gold that he had given
them. By such courage, they would become
famous in every land, and fulfil the boasts made
when drinking. Brave men must face their ene-

mies, like eagles grappling with their prey.

This 13th-century manuscript illustration shows combatants,
richly clothed in knightly regalia, engaged in a tournament. Such
combats were popular events in which knights displayed their
heroic qualities for entertainment.
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Sull Bjarki did not answer or move, though by
now King Hrolf's hall was ablaze, and Hijalti
taunted him, asking why he chose to be burned to
death when he could find a nobler end in battle.
Then at last Bjarki replied: “Let us go and die with
our king. I shall lic by his head, and you by his
fecet, and cagles and crows will cat us. In death,
dauntless men should lie around their king.” Hrolf
duly felt, and all his bodyguard died with him.

But why was Bjarki so slow to act? The lay
does not explain, for such poems were composed
for audicnces who already knew the basic story
and did not need to have it spelled out for them.
However, the full story can be found in the
lcetandic FHrolf's Saga of about an1400 (although
its source is probably as old as the lay itselD): the
secret lies in the hero’s name, which means “Little
Bear”, and in the ancient belief in shape-changing,
the strange, innate, magical power by which some
people could ecither turn physically into an animal,
or send out their spirits in animal form while their
bodies lay in a trance.

Hrolf's Saga tells how at the beginning of the
battle a huge bear was seen at the head of King
Hrolf's men, always very near the king. He slew
more men with his paw than any five of the king's
champions; blows and missiles glanced aside from
him, and he trampled men and horses underfoor,
crunching his victims between his teeth.

In the Lay of Bjarki it is the human body of
this champion that was slumped and motonless
indoors. When Hjalti finally managed to rouse him,
he sighed deeply, and said to him “You have not
done the king such good service as you think. The
battie would almost have been over by now, but
Fate must have its way, and no plan will help us.
[ tell you, I can give our king far less help now
than I was giving him before you called me.” And
when the two of them went back to the field. the
great bear had vanished and the tide of battle had
begun to turn against King Hrolf's men.

The Icelandic story also explains where the
hero gained his bearlike nature by drawing on a
widespread folktale about a man who was a bear’s
son. It explains that Bjarki's father was named

Bjorn (“Bear™, and his mother Bera (“She-Bear
Bjorn had actually been transtormed into a bear |
his stepmother, a witch. In this source the hero s
called Bothvar Bjarki ('Battle-Bjarke™) He
immensely strong, fearless and generous o those
weaker than himselt, including Hialti, a runt wihi
had been the butt of Hrolf's warriors unul Bjarki
befriended him and gave him courage by making
him drink the fortifying blood of a monste

In the Germanic world, a hero’s worth was
measured by the manner of his death, and all other
details of his achievements took second place
Despite their other achievements, it was the last
stind of Bjarki and King Hrolf's other champions
which won them their fame.

Bears were admired for their strength and courage, so a hearlike
nature was appropriale to a great warrior. This scene illustrated
a 13th-century German manuscripl.
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The Death of Beowulf

Although composed in England in the eighth century AD for a courtly and Christian
audience, the story of Beowulf is set in sixth century AD pagan Scandinavia. Beowulf
himself is a legendary figure whose name means “Bee-destroyer” (or “Bear”), implying that
he may originally have been thought of as a shape-changer.

HERO

For several generations after first arriving  in

Britain, the Anglo-Suxons remained aware of their

Continental ancestry,
heroes were retold in English poetry.
The story  of  Beowulf
opens at Heorot, the royal hall
of the Danes, which the aged
King Hrothgar had been pow-
crless to defend against a man-
cating ogre, Grendel. Young
Beowulf, living in the land of
the Geats, southern Sweden,
heard of this, and sailed to
Denmark to offer his services
king.

strength and cunning Beowulf

to the Using his great

destroyed  Grendel, only to
confront the creature’s mother,
incensed with grief.

He wrestled with her in
her underwater lair, a magical
place where breathing was
possible. Beowulf would have
died had he not found a sword
better

with which he beheaded her.

there, than his own,

As a result, Beowulf
became king of the Geats, and
reigned in peace for fifty years.
But then trouble shattered the
kingdom’s serenity. A dragon

which had long guarded a treasure hoard was
robbed of a golden cup, and flew over the coun-
tryside, burning everything in its fury. Intending to
face the monster alone but accompanied by war-

riors. Beowulf set out for the ancient burial mound

and legends of Germanic
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A fragment of the original manuscript of

Beowulf, the 8th-century English epic based
on a 6th-century Scandinavian story.

where the creature hid. Striding towards the tumu-
lus, he shouted aloud, challenging his foe. The
dragon glided out, and the fight began. Beowulf's
sword pierced the scaly skin, but struck a bone,
and glanced aside; deadly flames
flared around him. Terrified, the
watching champions fled to the
woods — but one, brave young
Wiglaf, ran to the aid of his lord.
The serpent turned its fire against
him too. Wiglat sheltered behind
buckler, and

Beowulf's  iron

A‘W' together the two men attacked
their foe. Beowulf drove his
sword deep into the dragon’s
skull just as the monster sank
its teeth into his neck. But

Wiglaf plunged his sword into

its belly; the fires died down,
and, though mortally wounded,

Beowulf ended its life by rip-
ping it open with a knife.

Soon, the warriors who

had hidden in the woods
returned.  Wiglaf reproached
them: “You and your kinsmen
will be stripped of all you
own and driven away; every-
one will know how you fled.

You would be better dead than

to live in such shame!”

Then the Geats built a  pyre, heaping
weapons and treasures upon it. Woodsmoke rose,
black above the blaze, as Beowulf's body burned.
Finally, they sang his praises as the most gentle of

men always cager for fame.



THE DEATH OF BEOWLULI

Dragon-Slaying

Just as in real life men have always tested their courage and strength in hunting as well as in warfare,
so in myth and legend gods and heroes proved themselves in combat with fierce or monstrous beasts —

bears, lions, serpents, and, above all, dragons.

Germanic dragons were
visualized as huge, often
terrifying serpents; they breathed
fire or poison, swallowed their
prey, or killed them by coiling
around them, like a boa.
Sometimes, but by no means
always, they had wings and legs.
To drink their blood or bathe in
it gave strength, wisdom or
invulnerability.

They had a great love of gold,
and the hero’s motive in
attacking them was often to win
treasure as well as glory; saving
a king's daughter, which was a
frequent element in romances

and fairy tales, was a much rarer
event in the older heroic texts.
Sometimes the dragon-slayer
was a young man, and such an
exploit was his first step on the
path to glory, as was the case
with the Volsung heroes (see
pages 88-91). But elsewhere a
dragon-fight was a warrior’s last
and greatest battle, in which
both he and the monster perish;
in myth, this was Thor’s fate,
while in epic it was Beowulf’s.
Germanic tradition, unlike the
Bible, does not present dragons
as morally evil, but simply as
fierce and dangerous creatures.

Dragons were common creatures in
medieval tales not only in Germany
and Scandinavia, but across Europe,
as shown in this 14th-century French

manuscript illumination.

Fafnir, the dragon whom Sigurd
slew, was ancient and deeply
wise, and was able to foresee the
future. The poet who wrote
Beowulf spared a few words of
pity for the dragon as he met his
death: “The air had once been his
delight, his nocturnal realm; now
he was death’s prisoner, and had
enjoyed his earthy cavern for the
last time.”
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In reality, Tannhduser was a poet famous

for his passionate love songs who served at
the court of Frederick the Belligerent, Duke
of Austria, from AD1230 to 1246. After
Frederick was killed in battle, Tannhauser
fell into poverty and was forced to live the
uncertain life of a wandering minstrel; what
became of him nobody knew. But this very
mystery gave rise to the legend by which he

is still remembered today.

In the prime of his life, Tannhiuser, the noble
knight and poet. came by chance upon a mountain
which was reputed to be the entrance to the
Underworld. It may have been either Blocksberg
or Mount Horsel in Thuringia, where pious folk
believed they had seen uncanny fires and heard
the pitiful shrieks and moans of sinners’ souls. All
agreed that women of the Otherworld lived there;
learned men said they must have been led by the
goddess Venus of whom Ovid and Virgil had writ-
ten, but whom peasants spoke more readily of as
kindly Mother Holla.

Tannhiuser decided to see for himself what
truth there was in the rumours, and rode boldly to
the foot of the mountain. At once a door opened
for him in the rockface, and beautiful women

ame to meet him, inviting him to join their dance

and feasting. He accepted with amazement and
delight. and they led him to their queen, whose
beauty surpassed anything he had thought possi-
ble. for she was indeed the Lady Venus herself.

Tannhiuser remained inside the mountain for

what he thought was only a few days. In great joy

and contentment, he wrote songs in praise of

Venus and her ladies, and enjoyed all the pleasures
that they could offer. But then, remembering his
knightly duties. he decided it was time for him to
return to the world, and asked Venus to show him

the way out of her realm.

Tannhdauser, the Minstrel
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Shown in this 14th-century German manuscript, Tannhauser
was a historical figure of the 13th century. His disappearance is
explained in legend as the consequence of being tempted to join
Venus in her mountain den.

She, however, was most unwilling to lose
him. She told him he could stay for ever, and have
whichever of the ladies he liked best as his wife
and companion; moreover, she said, he had in
reality been inside the mountain for a whole year,
and his friends probably all thought him dead. At
this Tannhiuser angrily replied that he had in fact
been duped by the women and their wiles, and
now wished only to return to the human woman
whom he loved with all his heart. “I will not burn
in Hell for all eternity for the sake of the red lips
of your ladies,” said he. “Let me go my ways. If I
remain here my soul will sicken and die.”
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THE MINST

Venus then offered her own fair body to him,
and used all her cunning to lure him to her cham-
ber. But Tannhiuser cursed her in a loud voice,
and called on the Virgin Mary to help him o
His
opened for him, and he left its luxurious magic for

escape. prayer was  heard: the mountain
the harsh light of day. So great was his remorse
and shame that he dared not face his lord or his
beloved: instead, he wavelled alone and on foot to
Rome, and begged Pope Urban in person to hear
his confession and impose some penance upon

him so that his soul might yet be saved.
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Wilches, as depicted in this medieval woodcut entitled “The
Journey to Blocksberg”, were believed to embody licentiousness.
In the teachings of the medieval Church, Venus, Tannhiuser’s
temptress, was said to have dwelt in the Harz Mountains.

“Speak, son,” said the Pope. Weeping bitterly
Tannhiuser knelt betore him and told how he had
spent a whole year inside the mugic mountain
neglecting all thoughts of religion and knightly
duty, and muaking love to the damsels of Lady
Venus. Pope Urban heard him with silent horron
He gave no absolution and imposed no penance,
for he thought the sin so heinous that nothing
could atone fov it. Instead. he broke off a dry twig
from a dead shrub mn the courtyard, and said,
“Your sins will be forgiven when, and only when,
green leaves begin to sprout from this dead twig in
my hand.” And he threw the twig on the ground in
front of the knight.

Tannhiuser replied: “If 1 had only one year

left to live, T would spend that whole year in
repentance. hoping to attain God's mercy.” “For
such as you there is no mercy,” said the Pope.
Then, filled with misery and despair because God's
carthly spokesman had rejected him. Tannhiuser
left the Holy City and set off northwards once
more. Now he no longer went on foot as a hum-
ble penitent, but dressed himself again in knightly
finery, riding a war-horse and carrying a golden
lute in his hand. And as he rode, he sang love
songs to Venus and all her fair damsels.

When he came again to the foot of the moun-
tain he cried out: “Open for me! Heaven rejects
me, and if this be Hell, then Hell is what I choose
for all eternity.” At that, the door in the mountain
opened, and Lady Venus stood there, welcoming
him back as the dearest of her many lovers.

But in Rome, it was the turn of Pope Urban
to grieve, for on the third day after Tannhiiuser had
left the Holy City, the Pope's eyes happened to
alight upon the twig that he had thrown aside, and
he saw freshly sprouting green leaves covering the
bark. The Pope repented of his haste and arro-
gance, and sent messengers to all lands to find
Tannhiuser and assure him of forgiveness. But it
was too late, for he had already returned to the
magic mountain, where all his love was given 1o
the women of the Otherworld. And there he will
stay until Judgement Day, when perhaps he will be
forgiven and saved.
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The Volsung Heroes

Of all Germanic heroes, the Volsung family were
the most famous, celebrated in poetry, art and

prose among Anglo-Saxons, Germans and
Scandinavians; their tragedy is still
familiar today through
a cycle of operas
by Wagner.

Volsung, King of the
Huns, was a mighty

hero, under the pro-
tection of Odin. He had
many children; first came
twins, a boy and a girl called
Sigmund and Signy, then nine
other sons. As a young woman,
Signy was betrothed to King Siggeir of

Gautland. and at their wedding feast an old, one-
eved man in a hooded cloak strode into the hall
and drove a sword deep into the tree-trunk which
supported the roof, saying: “Whoever can remove
this sword shall have it as my gift, the best blade
he could ever have.”

All tried to pull out the sword, but only
sigmund  succeeded. Siggeir offered him three
times the sword’s weight in gold for it, but
Sigmund answered scornfully: “You too could
have possessed it, if Fate had allowed; it is mine
now, and you will never have it.” From that
moment, King Siggeir hated his brother-in-taw.

I'hree months later, Siggeir invited all the
Volsungs to Gautland, secretly planning to ambush
hem. Signy warned her father, but he would not

» he was slam. and all ten of his sons were cap-
At Signy's request they were set in stocks in
forest rather than being killed. Every night for
nights a she-wolf killed and ate one of them,
Sigmund was left. Then Signy contrived

: her twin brother: she smeared his

honey, which the wolf greedily licked.

Sigmund caught the wolf's tongue between his

teeth, and in her struggles to get free she broke his
stocks. Sigmund killed her, and hid in the forest.

For ten years Signy helped him to hide.
Meanwhile her two sons by Siggeir were growing
up and she sent them secretly to Sigmund so that
he could test their courage. However, they failed,
and Signy said: “Take the boys and kill them. They
need live no longer.” Then, seeing that no son of
Siggeir's would ever be man enough to avenge the
dead Volsungs, Signy approached a witch, who
agreed to exchange shapes with her so that she
could sleep with her own twin brother unbe-
known to him.

In due course, Signy bore a son called
Sinfjotli who was the epitome of a Volsung. When
he was aged nearly ten, she sent him to Sigmund,
who tested his courage as he had his half-brothers.
sinfjotli did not fail; in fact he astonished Sigmund
by his eagerness to kill his supposed “father”
Siggeir in order to avenge the Volsungs.

Together Sigmund and Sinfjotli managed to
gain entry to Siggeir's halls and hid in a storeroom.




Only Signy knew that they were there. Now Signy
and Siggeir had had two more sons, who were still
yvoung, and one of them happened to see the two
fierce men in full armour. He ran back o the main
hall, crying: *Danger, father!” At this Signy scized
both children and dragged them hasuly back to
Sigmund and _Sinfjoth. My children have
betrayed you. Kill them!” she said. Sigmund
refused, but Sinfjotli did not hesitate.

Then ua great fight erupted,

but the odds were so unequal that
despite their courage  Sigmund

and  Sinfjoth were captured.

This ornate dragon-head was
found among furniture in

the Oseberg ship burial
(see pages 20-21).

But Signy secredy released them i the dead of
night whercupon they returned o Siggen's ha
and set it abkize. Siggeir awoke among smoke and
flames, and called out o know who had set the
fire. “It was 1" said Sigmund, “with Sinfjour, my
ter's son, and we want you to know that not alt the
Volsungs are dead.”

Sigmund entreated Signy to leave her hu
band in the burning building, saying she could hive
on in high honour as his sister. But she replicd
“Learn now how faithfully I remembered  oun
father's death at Siggeir's hands: when his son
scemed untikely to avenge the Volsungs on my
behalt, T had them killed. T am no longer fit to hive
Willingly I shall die with King Siggeir, unwilling as
I was 10 marry him.” Then she kissed her brother

and son, and walked back into the flames

Sigurd, Son of Sigemund
sigmund returned to his father’'s kingdom, where
he had many adventures and died face-to-face
with Odin in battle, after his superb sword shat
tered against the god’s spearshatt. But his pregnant
wife Hjordis kept the pieces, knowing that the son
she would bear would be the greatest of the

Volsungs and wield the weapon once again

Sigmund's  son  became  the hero whom
Norsemen call Sigurd, and Germans call Siegfried
Like his forefathers, he was a tavourite of Odin,
His own father dead, Sigurd was fostered by
Regin, a clever blicksmith, who picced together
Sigmund'’s broken sword. Sigurd's first adven
ture came about when Regin urged him to
seek glory and wealth by using the sword 1o
execute  the  dragon  Fafnir,  who  was
Regin’'s  own murderous,  gold-loving

brother, transtormed
Sigurd dug a wench across the
dragon’s path, and thus was able o
picrce the beast from below. Dying
Fafnir warned Sigurd that the gold
he had been  guarding  would
bring death to all who owned it,

but Sigurd replied that every
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man must die, and that the brave desire wealth.
Then Regin (who had been hiding in terror) came
to drink Fatnir's blood, and asked Sigurd to roast
the heart for him. Sigurd happened to touch the
juices of the heart as it cooked, licked his finger,
and at once found he could understand the birds
in the trees nearby. They told him that the black-
smith meant to kill him and steal Fafnir's hoard.
Sigurd ruthlessly cut off Regin's head, ate the
dragon’s heart and took the gold for himself.

Sigurd then found a Valkyrie asleep on a
mountain top, surrounded by fire. He wakened
her; they made love, and swore to marry one
another — for she had vowed to marry only the
bravest of heroes, one who could defy the flames.
Sigurd gave her a ring from the dragon’s hoard and
left. The woman, who was named Brynhild, had
conceived and was pregnant.

However, Sigurd proved faithless to his
beloved. Travelling further in search of adventures,
he came to Burgundy, where there was a king with
three sons, Gunnar, Hogni and Guttorm, and one
daughter, Gudrun. Their mother, Grimhild, was
expert in magic. Seeing that her daughter was in
love with Sigurd but that he loved Brynhild,
Grimhild brewed a magic drink of forgetfulness for
him. Thus, he was married to Gudrun, and swore
friendship with Gunnar and Hogni.

Regin, who fostered the fatherless Sigurd, was an accomplished
blacksmith who was able to reconstruct Siegfried’s sword for his
posthumous son. This Anglo-Saxon manuscript illumination from
the 11th century shows a smith’s assistants preparing a fire.

Peace was not to come to the family.
Gunnar too discovered Brynhild and fell in love
with her but could not penetrate the circle of
flames, so, knowing of Sigurd's courage, he
asked his friend to exchange shapes with him.
Sigurd (as Gunnar) took Brynhild as his wife,
although he kept a sword between them as they
lay together, so that she should be untouched
when the real Gunnar claimed her. As a token,
he took a ring from her and gave it to Gudrun.
It was the one he had given her himself before
he was duped by Grimhild.

Now, Gudrun knew everything that Sigurd
had forgotten. One day, quarrelling with
Brynhild, Gudrun
belonged to two men, and marrying the lesser.

mocked her for having
She showed the ring in proof, and explained
how Brynhild had been tricked. Furious and
Brynhild She

taunted Gunnar with cowardice, then told Sigurd

humiliated, sought revenge.
the truth, reviving his memory. Appalled at his
own treachery, he offered to carry her away, but

she refused. Finally, she falsely told Gunnar that
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she had been possessed by Sigurd when he had
wooed her on Gunnar's behalf.

Desiring revenge, Gunnar and Hogni per-
suaded their brother Guttorm to kill Sigurd, since,
unlike them, he had never sworn friendship with
him. Guttorm stabbed Sigurd as he lay sleeping,
but Sigurd woke with the pain and hurled his
sword at Guttorm as he left, cutting him in two at
the waist. Then Sigurd died, protesting with his last
breath that he had never betrayed Gunnar's trust.

At his
Brynhild laughed and said 1o her husband Gunnar:

death  Gudrun  wept  bitterly,  but

“You and all your kin will suffer an evil fate

because you broke your oath of friendship to

Heroic Cunning

Heroes often needed cleverness as much as courage.
A story about Ragnar Lodbrok, who may have been the
real “Ragnar” responsible for sacking Paris in AD845,

shows the importance of resourcefulness.

An earl’s daughter named Thora
was dearly loved by her father
and each day he gave her a
present. One day, he sent her a
pretty little snake as a pet, which
pleased her so much that she put
it in a box and and allowed it to
sleep on her gold rings. Soon it
started growing, and the gold
beneath it grew too. Thora’s
snake became so large that it
had to coil around the house
and nobody was able to enter

or leave the building.

Ragnar decided to win both
the gold and Thora. He made
breeches and a cape from
shaggy fleeces. According to one
version, he boiled them in pitch

protected him

penetrate it, nor

and rolled them in
sand, but Saxo says
he plunged into water
on a freezing day, so
that he was coated in
ice. Either way, his
unusual covering

admirably; the venom
which the serpent
spat at him could not

could the gush of
deadly blood which
spurted over him as he
speared the monster. Thus
Ragnar killed the dragon at little
risk to himself, and won Thora
and her treasure.

Sigurd”. sShe foretold how he and Hogm would
die, and Gudrun suffer future sorrows. “And now.
she said. “build a pyre for Sigurd and mysclf. Kill
his horse, as well as four of my menservants and
cleven of my waiting women. Burn them swath us
so that our funeral will be worthy of us both.” She
stabbed herself, and was burnt with Sigurd.

The gold that Sigurd had won from the
dragon Fafnir passed to Gunnar and Hogni. only
to bring their doom. Sigurd's daughter by Gudrun
died a cruel death. But Ashiug, the daughter he
had fathered with Brynhild and the last of the
Volsung race, survived and, according to one

legend, married a great warrior, Ragnar Lodbrok.

Ragnar Lodbrok spears a gigantic
serpent and eludes its deadly venom.

S
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In AD436 the Rhineland kingdom of the Burgundians was destroyed by the Roman general
Aectius, leading an army of Hunnish mercenaries. The Burgundian King Gundaharius died
in the battle, together with his brothers and 20,000 men. This disaster was explained in
legend as a family tragedy, peopled by characters from the Volsung legend.

The medieval German Nibelungendied tells how
three Burgundian brothers, Gunther, Gernot and
yvoung Gisclher, ruled at Worms on the Rhine; their
sister  Kriemhild  (known as  Grimhild in  the
Volsung tegend) was famous for her beauty and
virtue. Their chief warrior was named Hagen (see
SDh. At

Siegfried (or Sigurd), a peerless knight, who had

NXanten in the Netherlands lived

page
alreacy won a vast treasure in a batile against the
giants called the Nibelungs, together with a magic
cloak of invisibility. He had also slain a dragon and
become

invulnerable by bathing in its blood.

Kriemhild (Grimhild) is depicted greeting Brynhild and Gunther

after their arrival at Worms in an illustration from the
“Hundeshagen” manuscript of the Volsung legend. This
manuscript dates from the 15th century.

Hearing of Kriemhild's beauty, Siegfried set off for
Worms, won her heant, and they were married.

Now Kriemhild's brother Gunther wished to
marry Brynhild, who would only take a man who
could outdo her in athletic contests. Wooers who
failed were slain. Because of his magic powers
Siegfried accompanied Gunther to Brynhild’s land,
pretending to be his vassal; making himself invisi-
ble, he helped him perform the necessary feats.

So proud Brynhild was finally wed, but in the
marriage chamber she drove Gunther away from
her. Gunther told Siegfried; next night Siegfried
came invisibly and wrestled her into submission,
so that Gunther could possess her. Siegfried also
took Brynhild's ring and girdle, which he gave to
Kriemhild. He then gave her the Nibelung gold as
a wedding gift and took her home to his kingdom.

After some years, Brynhild began to complain
that Siegfried gave neither homage nor tribute to
King Gunther, as a vassal should. When Siegfried
and Kriemhild next visited the Burgundian court,
the two queens began to quarrel. Kriemhild
boasted of her husband’s valour, while Brynhild
retorted that he was a mere vassal.

“If so,” cried Kriemhild angrily, “your rank is
still lower than mine. I am his wife, you are just his
mistress! Siegfried took your virginity, so how
dared you marry Gunther?” Then she produced
Brynhild's girdle and ring as proof.

Furious, Brynhild persuaded the warrior
Hagen to avenge this insult. He enlisted Gunther
to join him in a plot to murder Siegfried for his
gold. Cunningly, he asked Kriemhild whether
Siegfried was completely invulnerable, and she
told him of a spot between the shoulder-blades
that could be pierced, because a falling leaf had
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Gunnar and Hogni

The Norse tale of what happened after Sigurd’s death has

several differences from the Nibelung legend. In this version,
Sigurd’s widow Gudrun mourned, but .
took no vengeance; she was married

against her will to King Atli
(Attila) the Hun, a cruel and

cunning man whose sole purpose

was to discover Sigurd’s gold,
hidden by Gunnar and Hogni.

Atli invited Gunnar and Hogni
to a banquet, but Gudrun,
suspecting treachery, sent them
a ring carved with runes to warn
them to keep away. Yet Gunnar
replied defiantly, “Bring us ale in
golden goblets, for this may be
our final drink!”

They travelled to Atli’s fortress,
where armed men overwhelmed
and captured them. They were
imprisoned apart, and Gunnar
was asked it he would buy his
life with his treasure. “First bring
me Hogni’s heart,” he said. Atli's
men tried to trick him by
showing him a slave’s heart, but
he replied scornfully that a heart
which shook on the dish could
not be the fearless Hogni’s. So
they cut out Hogni's heart while
he laughed aloud and brought it
to Gunnar, who cried out, “Now
you will never find Sigurd’s
hoard, Atli! Only | know where
it lies. Let the Rhine keep it,
rather than Huns enjoy it!” “Put
him in a wagon and take him to
the snake-pit,” ordered Atli. He
watched while Gunnar sat
chained among the poisonous

creatures, playing his harp, until
he died.

=-!: Ay
® ’ ,f‘,-

When Atli
returned, Gudrun,
having devised a
plan, greeted him
warmly, telling him, 1
have had two young deer
slaughtered to feast you.” But
when Atli and his men were half
drunk, she jeered at him: “The
meat you have eaten and shared
with your men was the hearts of
our two sons. You will never see
them playing again.”

Wild with grief, Atli drank
deeper than ever. [n bed that
night Gudrun drove a sword

Gunnar fearlessly met his end in a
deadly snake-pit, as depicted in the
Hylestad church, Norway, ¢.1200.

through him and burnt the hall
down, killing all who had
helped cause her brothers’
deaths. No woman since has
done such fearsome deeds to
avenge her kin.
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shiclded it from the dragon’s blood. “Sew a mark
on his clothes,” said Hagen, “so I can protect him.”

Neat. Gunther and Hagen invited Siegfried to
hunt and feast in the forest, and as they drank from
a4 stream Hagen speared Siegfried in the back, just
where his loving wife had stitched the sign on his
tunic. Kriemhild mourned bitterly, but remained at
Worms with her brothers, though for four years

she would not speak to gz

Gunther. At lengih they
seemed 1o be reconciled,
Gunther

but wronged

her  once  again:  at
mstigation,  he

the

Hagen's
seized Nibelung

treasure.  her  wedding
gift. Hagen then sank it
m the Rhine so only four
knew its

men hiding-

place: Gunther, his two

brothers, and
himselt.  All
Yet,

therr new wealth, they

Hagen

swore  to

secrecy. proud of

now called themselves
the “Nibelungs™.

Kriemhild again
appeared to forgive her
brothers, but this was a sham. Hoping to avenge
sicgfried’'s death and the loss of her treasure,
Kriemhild married King Etzel (Attila) of the Huns
thirteen years after the murder of her husband, and
invited her kin to a midsummer feast.

The Nibelung lords, with several thousand
knights, set off for Hungary, where they were
joined by Margrave Rudeger with 500 men and the
noble Dietrich of Bern (based on the historical fig-
the

Ostrogoths). Dietrich warned them that Kriemhild

ure of Theodoric Great, King of the

meant them harm. But they rode on to Etzel's

court, where Kriemhild welcomed Gunther with
false friendliness, although she spoke harshly to
Hagen. Next day a tournament was held, which
¢nded in bloodshed when a Burgundian slew a
Full-scale  battle averted

Hunnish knight. was

Kriemhild was forced to marry Etzel (Attila) the Hun against

her will. This 13th-century manuscript of the
Nibelungenlied shows her being presented to him.

because Etzel judged that the deadly thrust had
been accidental. Kriemhild then begged Dietrich
and his bold liegeman, old Hildibrand, w0 Kkill
Hagen, but both considered this dishonourable.
Kriembhild therefore found another champion,
who, in his quest Hagen, slew a group of
Burgundians. When the news reached Hagen in
the banqueting hall, he drew his sword at once
i w oo Emmmemsss  and cut off the head of
King Attila’s son, send-
ing it spinning into his
mother Kriemhild's lap.
Furious battle broke out,

until  Dietrich  shouted,
suggesting  that  those

who were neutral agree
to a truce. Then fighting
was renewed, and did
not come to an end until
every Hun inside the hall
lay either dead or mor-
tally wounded. The 7,000
dead Huns were thrown
out into the courtyard by
the Nibelungs.

Further Hun sol-
diers besieged them. All
day long they fought,
and still the Nibelungs held the hall. At nightfall
the two sides parleyed, but since cach one thought
themselves more wronged, peace was impossible.
Then Kriemhild, loving her two younger brothers
and holding thenm guiltless of Siegfried’s death,
offered them safe conduct if they would hand over
Hagen.  Indignant, they refused, so Kriemhild
ordered the attackers to set fire to the hall.

As the flames rose, many complained of
thirst. “Drink blood.” said Hagen, “a sweeter drink

»

than any wine.” So they sucked blood from the
wounded, and their strength was renewed. At
dawn 600 Burgundians were still alive.

Rudeger would gladly have negotiated for
peace, but Etzel was now as bitter as the queen,
and urged him to fight, as a vassal should. This
horrified Rudeger, but Etzel and Kriemhild pressed
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him until he consented. 1te and Gunther's brother
Gernot met in the battle, and cach slew the other.

Then the followers of Dictrich of Bern came
forward, asking leave o take away Rudeger’s body
for burial. This was refused them. Enraged, the
champions from Bern, save Dictrich  himself,
hurled themselves on the Nibelungs. Tiero fought
hero, until only Hagen and Gunther of  the
Nibelungs and  Dietrich’s man, okd  Hildibrand,
were still alive.

At last, Dictrich armed himself, and called on
Hagen and Gunther to surrender, but Hagen only
jeered and brandished Siegfried’s sword, taken
from the Nibelung hoard. Dietrich wounded him,
and then, unwilling o kill a weary warrior, took
him captive. e did the same to Gunther, and

Kriemhild had them both imprisoned, separately.

Jousting could be fierce and dangerous, as in this
German manuscript. In the Niebelungenlied
it led to outright warfare.

Kricmhild came to Hagen o his dungeor
“Give me the Nibelung hoard you stole from m
overlord King

she demanded. “Never, while my

Gunther lives,”  said  Hagen. Then  Knembald

ordered Gunther's head o be struck off and

shown to Huagen. "Now none save God and |
knows where the hoard lies and you will never se
i, she-devil!™ At least 1 have Sicgfried's sword
she retorted, snatching it to behead him

King Ltzel grieved for the death of Hagen, a
But Fhldibrand

preferred revenge to - forgiveness he

great warrior, though an enemy
violently
slew Kriemhild there and then
After
Burgundhan court could

such  carnage, the

A N
5 > not be saved and was
= ]

entirely destroyed
\ ) )




he Christian faith, to which Scandinavian countries were gradually
converted around the second half of the tenth century, did not cause a total
: break with tradition in the visual arts — any more than it did in poetry and tales —

= since craftsmen’s skills could be adapted to suit new patrons. Sometimes, in the period

always clear whether they are in harmony or opposition. Often such artefacts

celebrate a respect both for the ascendant religion and a continuing attachment
to the waning pagan mythology that still inhabited
the hearts and minds of the Norse people.
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Above left: The golden orb of the Holy Roman
Empire, decorated with precious jewels, originates
from 12th-century Germany. Christians adapted
the ball, a symbol of the cosmos and the
harmonious universe, by setting a cross above it
to represent a world dominated by Christianity.

Above: A silver pendant found in Iceland, only five g
centimetres in length, represents Thor’s hammer,
crucial to the protection of Asgard. The monster
forming the loop is probably the Midgard serpent.
The maker or owner has cut a Christian cross into
the middle of the ornament.

Right: This wooden stave church at Vangsnes,
Norway, is 12th century. These tall, dark churches
are quite unlike most European architecture, and
may replicate heathen temples. The interiors are
lavishly carved, and the multiple roofs have fierce
dragon-heads decorating the gable-ends.
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Right: The figure represented on

this 9th-century standing cross from
Middleton, England, has been
interpreted both as a man lying in his
grave surrounded by weapons and as one
of the dancing warriors, finked to the cult
of Odin, depicted on Germanic helmets.

Left: From Trondheim, Norway, this
silver pendant crucifix of the 11th
century depicts a robed Christ.
Wrought by a craftsman who has
followed Scandinavian tradition,
it includes several snake-like
decorations on and around
the figure.
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Gudrun of the Hegelings

By the twelith century AD, some Germanic tales were blending ancient heroism with
medieval ideals of chivalry, so that love could be the prime motivation for a plot, as in
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the story of Princess Gudrun and her suitors.

Hetel,
Netherlands.

once of the Hegeling dynasty, ruled the
His son Ortwin was famous for his

courage, and his daughter Gudrun for her beauty.

Many wooed her, among them a Moorish prince

named  Siegfried,  and  Hartmut, Prince  of

Normandy, but she rejected both. A third wooer

wis the bold knight Herwig. He too waus initially

refused but he won Gudrun’s heart, and King
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A page from the earliest manuscript of the Prose Edda narrating
the story of Gudrun, who was enslaved for five years by Prince
Hartmut and his tyrannical mother, Queen Gerlint (c.1280).

Hetel agreed to their marriage the next year.

Enraged at being rejected, Siegfried ravaged
Herwig's lands, so Hetel and Ortwin set sail to
help their future kinsman.

Now Hartmut of Normandy had spies at
Hetel's court, and when he learned that the king
was absent, he seized the opportunity to go and
ask again for Gud<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>