
		
			[image: 9781787556331_1600px.jpg]
		

	
		
			
			

		

		
			This is a FLAME TREE Book

			Publisher & Creative Director: Nick Wells

			Contributors, authors, editors and sources for this series include: 

			Loren Auerbach, Norman Bancroft-Hunt, E.M. Berens, Katharine Berry Judson, Laura Bulbeck, Jeremiah Curtin, O.B. Duane, Dr Ray Dunning, W.W. Gibbings, H. A. Guerber, Jake Jackson, Joseph Jacobs, Judith John, J.W. Mackail (translator of Virgil’s Aeneid) Chris McNab, Professor James Riordan, Rachel Storm, K.E. Sullivan.

			FLAME TREE PUBLISHING

			6 Melbray Mews, Fulham, London SW6 3NS, United Kingdom

			www.flametreepublishing.com

			First published 2014

			Copyright © 2014 Flame Tree Publishing Ltd

			18

			5 7 9 8 6

			PRINT ISBN: 78-0-85775-820-0

			EBOOK ISBN: 978-1-78755-633-1

			All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. 

			The cover image is © copyright 2014 Flame Tree Publishing Ltd

			All images © copyright Flame Tree Publishing 2014 except Shutterstock.com: Borsvelka, Kristina Birukova, Malysh Falko, Digital-Clipart.

			Introducing our new fiction list:

			FLAME TREE PRESS | FICTION WITHOUT FRONTIERS

			Award-Winning Authors & Original Voices 

			Horror, Crime, Science Fiction & Fantasy

			www.flametreepress.com

		

	
		
			Contents

			Series Foreword

			Introduction to Norse Myths

			Mythology of the North

			Creation

			Cosmology – the Structure of the Universe

			Odin

			Thor the Thunder God

			Loki the Trickster

			The Fertility Deities

			Ragnarok – the End of the World

			The Creation Myths

			The Creation of the Universe

			The Creation of the Earth

			Night and Day

			The First Humans

			Asgard

			Yggdrasill

			Legends of Odin and Frigga

			Odin and Frigga in Asgard

			Mimir’s Well

			The Origin of Poetry

			Bragi

			Geirrod and Agnar

			The Valkyrs

			Völund and the Valkyrs

			Frigga’s Attendants

			The Discovery of Flax

			Idunn and the Apples

			Legends of Loki

			Loki’s Character

			Loki and the Necklace

			Skrymsli and the Peasant’s Child

			The Giant Architect

			Loki’s Last Crime

			Hel

			Legends of Thor

			How Thor Got His Hammer

			Thor Goes Fishing

			Thor in the Hall of the Giants

			The Stealing of Thor’s Hammer

			Thor and Hrungnir

			Thor and Geirrod

			Freyia and Other Gods

			Freyia and Odur

			Ottar and Angantyr

			Frey

			Niord

			Heimdall in Midgard

			Tyr’s Sword

			How Tyr Lost His Hand

			The Norns’ Web

			The Story of Nornagesta

			Hermod

			Vidar

			Vali

			Forseti

			Uller

			Giants, Dwarfs and Elves

			The Giants

			The Dwarfs

			The Elves

			The Sigurd Saga

			The Sword in the Branstock

			Siggeir’s Treachery

			The Story of Sinfiotli

			The Birth of Sigurd

			The Treasure of the Dwarf King

			The Fight with the Dragon

			The Sleeping Warrior Maiden

			The Niblungs

			The Death of Sigurd

			Atli, King of the Huns

			Interpretation of the Saga

			The Story of Frithiof

			The Birth of Viking

			Frithiof’s Love for Ingeborg

			Sigurd Ring, a Suitor

			Frithiof Banished

			Frithiof’s Homecoming

			At the Court of Sigurd Ring

			Betrothal of Frithiof and Ingeborg

			The End of the World

			The Death of Balder

			The Revenge of the Gods

			Ragnarok

			The End of the World

			Greek and Northern Mythologies

			Comparative Mythology

			Jupiter and Odin

			Norns and Fates

			Myths of the Seasons

			Frigga and Juno

			Musical Myths

			Thor, Tyr and Bragi

			Idunn and Eurydice

			Skadi and Diana

			Frey and Apollo

			Freyia and Venus

			Odur and Adonis

			Rinda and Danae

			Myths of the Sea and the Dead

			Balder and Apollo

			Giants and Titans

			The Volsung Saga

			Brunhild

			Sun Myths

		

	
		
			Series Foreword

			Stretching back to the oral traditions of thousands of years ago, tales of heroes and disaster, creation and conquest have been told by many different civilizations in many different ways. Their impact sits deep within our culture even though the detail in the tales themselves are a loose mix of historical record, transformed narrative and the distortions of hundreds of storytellers. 

			Today the language of mythology lives with us: our mood is jovial, our countenance is saturnine, we are narcissistic and our modern life is hermetically sealed from others. The nuances of myths and legends form part of our daily routines and help us navigate the world around us, with its half truths and biased reported facts.

			The nature of a myth is that its story is already known by most of those who hear it, or read it. Every generation brings a new emphasis, but the fundamentals remain the same: a desire to understand and describe the events and relationships of the world. Many of the great stories are archetypes that help us find our own place, equipping us with tools for self-understanding, both individually and as part of a broader culture.

			For Western societies it is Greek mythology that speaks to us most clearly. It greatly influenced the mythological heritage of the ancient Roman civilization and is the lens through which we still see the Celts, the Norse and many of the other great peoples and religions. The Greeks themselves learned much from their neighbours, the Egyptians, an older culture that became weak with age and incestuous leadership.

			It is important to understand that what we perceive now as mythology had its own origins in perceptions of the divine and the rituals of the sacred. The earliest civilizations, in the crucible of the Middle East, in the Sumer of the third millennium bc, are the source to which many of the mythic archetypes can be traced. As humankind collected together in cities for the first time, developed writing and industrial scale agriculture, started to irrigate the rivers and attempted to control rather than be at the mercy of its environment, humanity began to write down its tentative explanations of natural events, of floods and plagues, of disease. 

			Early stories tell of Gods (or god-like animals in the case of tribal societies such as African, Native American or Aboriginal cultures) who are crafty and use their wits to survive, and it is reasonable to suggest that these were the first rulers of the gathering peoples of the earth, later elevated to god-like status with the distance of time. Such tales became more political as cities vied with each other for supremacy, creating new Gods, new hierarchies for their pantheons. The older Gods took on primordial roles and became the preserve of creation and destruction, leaving the new gods to deal with more current, everyday affairs. Empires rose and fell, with Babylon assuming the mantle from Sumeria in the 1800s bc, then in turn to be swept away by the Assyrians of the 1200s bc; then the Assyrians and the Egyptians were subjugated by the Greeks, the Greeks by the Romans and so on, leading to the spread and assimilation of common themes, ideas and stories throughout the world. 

			The survival of history is dependent on the telling of good tales, but each one must have the ‘feeling’ of truth, otherwise it will be ignored. Around the firesides, or embedded in a book or a computer, the myths and legends of the past are still the living materials of retold myth, not restricted to an exploration of origins. Now we have devices and global communications that give us unparalleled access to a diversity of traditions. We can find out about Native American, Indian, Chinese and tribal African mythology in a way that was denied to our ancestors, we can find connections, match the archaeology, religion and the mythologies of the world to build a comprehensive image of the human experience that is endlessly fascinating. 

			The stories in this book provide an introduction to the themes and concerns of the myths and legends of their respective cultures, with a short introduction to provide a linguistic, geographic and political context. This is where the myths have arrived today, but undoubtedly over the next millennia, they will transform again whilst retaining their essential truths and signs.

			Jake Jackson

			General Editor

		

	
		
			Introduction to Norse Myths

			Evidence for the mythology of Northern Europe is fragmentary, relying heavily on a few sources, but there is no doubt that to the ancient peoples of the North, gods and myths were hugely important. What we do know reveals a colourful and lively mythology, and a pantheon of fascinating characters.

			After the decline of the Roman Empire by the fifth century ad, Germanic tribes settled in Northern Europe in territories formerly claimed by the Romans. They brought with them their languages – the predecessors of English, German, Dutch, Flemish, Danish, Swedish, Norwegian and Icelandic – as well as their religion and mythology.

			In mainland Europe and England, early conversion to Christianity means that little evidence for the ancient beliefs has survived, so we have to turn to Scandinavia and Iceland, where Christianity took hold much later, to discover the details. Nevertheless, the importance of their gods to the Northern peoples, and the far-reaching influence of this mythology as part of a European heritage, is witnessed by the fact that in English, and other languages descended from Germanic, we still recall the Northern deities in the days of the week: Tuesday is Tyr’s day; Wednesday is Odin/Woden’s day; Thursday is Thor’s day and Friday is Frigga’s day. 

			Mythology of the North

			The Vikings (vikingar) were men of the north, the inhabitants of Scandinavia who were best known in Europe for their raids throughout the ninth and eleventh centuries. Across history, Vikings have been portrayed as blood-thirsty, passionate and violent savages who looted and plundered England and the coasts of Europe for their own gain. Indeed, the English monk Alcuin wrote, ‘Never before has such a terror appeared in Britain as we have now suffered from a pagan race.’ The Vikings were a fierce people, and as well as having an intense desire for wealth, power and adventure, they were encouraged by King Harold I to look for foreign conquests. As ‘Norsemen’ their impact was particularly profound in Northern France, where they began to sail up French rivers, looting and burning the cities of Rouen and Paris, among others, destroying what navigation and commerce they could find. Their ships were spectacular, the finest ever built, and they were able to travel great distances – in the end their quest for adventure and the overpopulation and internal problems in Scandinavia drove them as far as North America and Greenland, where they raided and then settled, showing little regard for existing cultures and religions. 

			It was these activities which gave the Vikings their reputation, one which has shifted little since the tenth century. Even in 1911, G.K. Chesterton, wrote: 

			Their souls were drifting as the sea,

			And all good towns and lands

			They only saw with heavy eyes,

			And broke with heavy hands.

			Their gods were sadder than the sea

			Gods of a wandering will,

			Who cried for blood like beasts at night,

			Sadly from hill to hill.

			These heavy-handed, great men spoke a strange language and their brutality and lack of regard for Christianity in Europe gave them a reputation as being men of little culture, and certainly men of no religion. Very few Vikings were able to write, and most religious, spiritual and cultural documents were transmitted by word of mouth, or through their art. Because they carried with them little that explained their origins and their beliefs, and because they did not have an obvious pantheon and system of belief and scripture, it was many years before their new countries developed any real understanding of the Viking religions and mythology.

			The myths and legends of the Vikings have come down to us from three major sources, although what we have is incomplete, and bare of theology, which must have existed in partnership with their mythological beliefs. Jones writes, ‘ ... [the religion] accounted for the creation of the world, and charted the doom to come. It provided mysteries as transcendent as Odin hanging nine nights on a windswept tree as a sacrifice to himself, and objects of veneration as crude as the embalmed penis of a horse. Like other religions it rejoiced the devout with hidden truth, and contented mere conformers with its sacral and convivial occasions. There was a god for those who lived by wisdom and statecraft, war and plunder, trade and seafaring, or the land’s increase. Poet, rune-maker, blacksmith, leech, rye-grower, cattle-breeder, king, brewer, each had a god with whom he felt secure; warlocks, men on skis, barren women, brides, all had a deity to turn to. Best of all the powers, attributes, and functions of the gods overlapped so generously that Odin’s man, Thor’s man, Frey’s man and the like could expect to be looked after in every aspect of life and death.’

			The first main source of Viking myths and legends is the Poetic Edda, a work in old Icelandic that constitutes the most valuable collection in old Norse literature. Also called the ‘Elder’ Edda, it is made up of thirty-four mythological and heroic lays, of various lengths. It was written in the second half of the thirteenth century, after the Vikings had accepted Christianity, and therefore the mythology may be influenced by other cultures and beliefs. Although the Poetic Edda was written after Christianity, it is not as easy to ascertain when the poems that make it up were actually composed. Some are clearly pre-Viking, and others relate to the period after Scandinavian civilization moved into the Middle Ages. 

			As the name suggests, the works are all poetic, stanzaic in nature, but other than that there is very little linking the various works that comprise it, and many of the poems included in it are obscure. Guerber writes, ‘The religious beliefs of the north are not mirrored with any exactitude in the Elder Edda. Indeed, only a travesty of the faith of our ancestors has been preserved in Norse literature. The early poet loved allegory and his imagination rioted among the conceptions of his fertile muse ... We are told nothing as to sacrificial and religious rites, and all else is omitted which does not pride material for artistic treatment ... regarded as a precious relic of the beginning of Northern poetry rather than a representation of the religious beliefs of the Scandinavians, and these literary fragments bear many signs of the transitions stage wherein the confusion of the old and new faiths is easily apparent.’

			Many of the poems are narrative, many taking the form of a parable or proverb. There are also works surrounding rite, mysticism and magic, describing chants and spells and healers.

			The second great collection of mythological material is the Prose Edda, probably written around 1222 by Snorri Sturluson, who was a wealthy farmer in the service of the Norwegian king Hakon Hakonarson. He was also a poet, and a widely educated man, and the Prose Edda forms a treatise on the art of Icelandic poetry and a compendium of Viking mythology. There are four main sections to the book, but it is the last, the ‘Hattatal, or ‘List of Verse Forms’ which has provided such a wealth of information on the mythology, for it explains the mythological allusion common in traditional verse, to help poets who wish to recreate it get the facts straight.

			R.I. Page, in Norse Myths, writes: ‘ ... Snorri too was a Christian, and could hardly tell such tales as though they were truth, particularly tales that related adventures of the pagan gods. So he distanced himself from the subject in a number of ways. He composed a prologue full of early anthropological observation: how in primitive times men realized there was order in the universe, and deduced it must have a rule; how the most splendid of early communities was Troy in Turkey, with twelve kingdoms each with a prince of superhuman qualities, and one high king above all ...’

			Snorri often quotes from the Poetic Edda, and in many cases expands ideas and philosophies introduced but never carried to term in the first book. The major failing of the work is the fact that Snorri never manages to place the mythology of the Vikings in any kind of real religious context, by explaining theology or worship. His accounts are very much tainted by his Christianity, and he often takes an orthodox Christian position, identifying the pagan gods and heroes deified by their pagan and therefore ignorant followers.

			But the work is lively, witty and full of splendid details; much of the information takes the form of an inventive narrative, in which a chieftain called Odin leads a conquering army into Sweden, where he is welcomed by a king called Gylfi. Gylfi has a series of questions for the Aesir, as the conquerors were called, and these questions and answers are recounted in the Prose Edda, in the form of a fascinating account of lore, folktale and legend.

			The third major source for Viking mythology is the work of the court poets or ‘skalds’. Skaldic verse comprise a confusion of contemporary events interspersed with works from the Viking ages into the Middle Ages and the advent of Christianity. Again, because these works were written after the conversion to Christianity, there have undoubtedly been alterations to the fabric of the myths and it is unlikely that the transmission of the oral tradition has been entirely accurate. But there are many mythological tales which form the subject of the skalds’ verse, and there are several notable writers; however, the poetry was normally very elaborate and often technically pretentious, making it difficult to follow in parts.

			The best-known of the Northern European deities were Odin, Thor, Loki, Balder, Niord, Frey and Freyia. These had the most distinct and vivid personalities, though there were other, more shadowy figures such as Tyr, fearless god of war. Niord, Frey and Freyia belonged to a sub-group of fertility gods known as the Vanir, while the others belonged to the main group of gods known as the Aesir.

			The myths deal in conflict between the gods and giants, representing the constant struggle between chaos and order. An intense sense of fate also permeates Northern mythology: Odin chose those who would die in battle; and Ragnarok, the final great battle between the gods and the giants, was unavoidable. The people believed that their destiny was not within their own control and their myths helped them accept this, following the example of their gods. Mirroring the strong family ties of Northern society, the gods were a close-knit group that helped and supported each other, with very clear loyalties to their own kind.

			Northern mythology takes us from the formation of life from the fusion of extremes – ice and fire – to the end of the world, when fire and water will again claim the life they have engendered. 

			Yet existence does not finish there completely: the earth will reappear after Ragnarok has passed, washed clean and renewed, when the sonsof the gods will pick up where their fathers left off and life will begin again.

			Worship of Northern gods was conducted in many different ways, ranging from huge statues of Thor, Odin and Frey in the magnificent temple at Uppsala in Sweden, where sacrifices included humans, to the simple sacrifices of foodstuffs brought to groves, rocks and stones in which patron gods were thought to reside. Altars of piled stones were also created in the open air for such sacrifices.

			Natural features of the landscape might also be chosen for worship or veneration. An example is Helgafell (Holy mountain) in western Iceland. Thorolf Mostur-Beard, a devoted follower of Thor, held this mountain to be so sacred that no one could look at it unwashed, and no living creature could be harmed there. He was an early settler in Iceland whose story is related in the first chapters of the Icelandic saga Erbyggja saga. He lived in the late ninth century, the time of settlement of the newly discovered Iceland, and died in ad 918. The sagas are important sources of evidence of the practices involved in worship and this one is particularly rich in evidence for the worship of Thor. However, the fact that the sagas were written down in the Middle Ages (twelfth or thirteenth centuries) – Erbyggja saga is thought to have been written in the mid-thirteenth century – and contain what was then still known, understood or had been passed down of religious practices three or more centuries earlier, shows how our picture of early Scandinavian worship is a delicate web constructed from piecing together disparate and fragmented clues.

			Creation

			In answer to the question every culture asks – how did everything we see and experience come to be?  Northern creation myths are complex and evocative. They cover the construction of the cosmos, the engendering of life, the establishment of the heavenly bodies and the population of the world. 

			In the beginning there was a gaping void: Ginnungagap. To its south was flaming Muspell; to the north lay freezing Nifl-heim, where a spring, Hvergelmir, gave rise to the eleven rivers of Elivagar. As the rivers flowed along, poisonous substances accompanying them hardened and turned to ice. Vapour from the poison froze into rime, and layer upon layer of rime increased until it had spread right across Ginnungagap. When the rime met hot gusts emanating from Muspell it began to melt and drip and there was a quickening from the drops – the first signs of life.

			The drops formed the shape of a giant, Ymir. While Ymir slept he sweated, and from the sweat in his left armpit two beings were formed, a male and a female. Ymir’s two legs mated with each other, producing a monstrous son. These beings began the race of frost-giants.

			Next, a cow called Audhumla came into being from the dripping rime, who nourished Ymir with four rivers of milk from her udder. For her own sustenance Audhumla licked the salty rime stones. As she licked, by the evening of the first day, a man’s hair was visible, on the second day a man’s head, and by the end of the third day a complete man had emerged. This man was called Buri. He begot a son, Bor, who married Bestla, daughter of a giant called Bolthorn. They produced three sons: the gods Odin, Vili and Ve, who killed the huge primeval giant Ymir. When he fell, the whole race of frost-giants was drowned in his blood (except one, Bergelmir, who became the progenitor of a new race of giants).

			Odin and his brothers then used Ymir to create the world. Carrying his enormous body out into Ginnungagap they formed the earth from his flesh and rocks from his bones. They made stones and gravel from his teeth and any bones that had been broken. They made his blood into the lakes and sea. Ymir’s skull they formed into the sky and set it up over the earth, placing one of four dwarfs, Nordri, Sudri, Austri and Vestri (North, South, East and West), at each corner to hold it up. They created plants and trees from Ymir’s hair and threw his brains up into the sky to form the clouds.

			The earth was circular, and the gods arranged the sea around it. Along the shore they gave land to the giants, while inland they made a fortification from Ymir’s eyelashes within which they placed Midgard, the realm of men.

			Then the gods created people to inhabit the world. They took two tree trunks and created a man and a woman. Odin gave the new beings breath and life, Vili gave consciousness and movement and Ve gave them faces, speech, hearing and sight. The man was called Ask (ash tree – a fitting name for a person made from a tree trunk) and the woman Embla (of more obscure meaning, possibly elm, vine or creeper). From these two the human race descended.

			Cosmology – the Structure of the Universe

			The dramas of Northern myths were played out against the background of a complicated cosmology, peopled with diverse races of beings. In the course of the mythological narratives, the gods would travel from land to land over differing terrains and vast distances, and a rich and varied picture of the world emerges.

			The Northern cosmic structure consisted of three different levels, one above the other like a series of plates. On the top level was Asgard, the stronghold of the gods, where the Aesir lived in their magnificent halls, as well as Vanaheim, home to the Vanir, and Alf-heim, land of the elves. 

			On the level below lay Midgard, the world of men, and Jotunheim, mountainous realm of the giants. Svartalf-heim, where dark elves lived, and Nidavellir, home of the dwarfs, were also here. Asgard and Midgard were connected by a flaming bridge, Bifrost, which was very strong and built with more skill than any other structure. Humans knew Bifrost as the rainbow.

			The lowest level was cold Nifl-heim, which included Hel, the dwelling place of those who died of sickness, old age or accident. Warriors who died in battle were received into Odin’s hall, Valhalla, or Freyia’s hall, Sessrumnir, on the top level in Asgard, where they became part of Odin’s personal army. Those dying at sea went to another place again: the hall of the sea gods Aegir and Ran, at the bottom of the sea.

			The axis and supporting pillar of the universe was an enormous ash tree, Yggdrasill, also known as the World Tree. This gigantic tree formed a central column linking the worlds of gods, men, giants and the dead, and also protected and sheltered the world. Yggdrasill’s fortunes mirrored those of the universe it sheltered; it suffered alongside the world at the same time as sustaining it under its protection.

			Besides gods and men, the Northern cosmos was also inhabited by dwarfs, elves and giants. There were two types of elf in Northern myth. Light elves, living in Alf-heim, were thought to be more beautiful than the sun. Dark elves were blacker than pitch, and unlike their light counterparts in nature. The dark elves lived underground in Svartalf-heim, and appear to have been similar to, and perhaps interchangeable with, dwarfs.

			Dwarfs were not in fact thought to be particularly small, but were believed to be ugly. They were famous for their extraordinary craftsmanship, particularly in working precious metals, especially gold. They were able to fashion remarkable objects with magical powers. Most of the treasures belonging to the gods, including Miolnir, Thor’s hammer, were made by dwarfs. Dwarfs were thought to have been generated from the soil: they first took form as maggots in the flesh of Ymir, the primeval giant whose body became the earth, and the gods then gave them consciousness and intelligence.

			Giants, certainly thought to be of great size, played a significant part in the mythology. They represented the forces of chaos and negativity, and were usually hostile. The gods continually strove to maintain the order of their universe against these unpredictable external forces. The relationship between gods and giants was not always straightforward, however. Giants were not invariably the enemy – many gods had affairs with or even married giantesses, or were descended from them – but more often than not dealing with them involved the crashing down of Thor’s hammer, which could both punish and protect gods and ordinary mortals.

			Odin

			Odin was the most complex of the Northern Gods. Although known as ‘Allfather’, he was not a benevolent father god, but a powerful and fickle character, as treacherous as he could be generous. He was respected and worshipped – particularly by kings and nobles – but was not entirely to be trusted.

			Odin, head of the Northern pantheon, was a terrifying figure. The awesome god of magic, war and wisdom, he was invoked for victory in battle, but could be faithless and was often accused of awarding triumph unjustly. Bloody sacrifices would sometimes be necessary to appease him. 

			Odin’s mastery of magic was legendary. He could change his shape at will, or be transported instantly to distant lands while his body lay as if asleep. His magical abilities made him a formidable opponent; with mere words he could calm or stir up the sea, extinguish fires or change the winds. 

			Odin went to great lengths to acquire magical learning. He had only one eye, as he had pledged the other as payment for a drink from the well of Mimir, which gave inspiration and knowledge of the future. Another story relates how Odin gained this wisdom and information from the decapitated head of Mimir, the wisest of the Aesir, which he kept after it was cut off by the Vanir, a group of fertility gods. Odin preserved the head with herbs and chanted incantations over it, making it able to speak to him.

			While he was particularly favoured by kings, Odin was also god of poetry, which perhaps explains the prominence the poetic sources accord him. It was said that Odin himself spoke only in poetry and that poetic inspiration was his gift. Odin was also god of the dead, particularly of those who died in certain ways. Casualties of battle, especially those killed by the spear – a weapon sacred to Odin – were seen as an offering to him, and fallen enemies could also be dedicated to him. Hanged men were also sacred to Odin; he could bring them back to life. Hanging and gashing with a spear were sacrificial rites associated with Odin, and a mysterious and fascinating myth concerning the god tells of his own self-sacrifice, hanging on the World Tree for nine nights without food or water, slashed with a spear and ‘given to Odin, myself to myself’, to win the sacred runes, source of wisdom and magical lore. 

			Odin owned two particular treasures that had been forged by dwarfs: his mighty, unstoppable spear, Gungnir, and a gold arm-ring, Draupnir, from which eight other rings of equal weight and value would drip every ninth night. Odin also possessed an extraordinary horse named Sleipnir, which had eight legs and was the fastest of horses, able to carry Odin on his errands through the sky and over the sea.

			Odin was regularly portrayed walking amongst men as a sinister, one-eyed old man, cloaked and wearing a broad-brimmed hat or hood. He was married to Frigga, queen of the gods and goddesses, who shared with him the ability to foresee the future, although she did not make pronouncements. Frigga was beautiful, gracious, stately and possessed of deep wisdom. She was highly respected, both in Northern mythology and by the population, and as a maternal figure was invoked by women during childbirth and by those wishing to conceive.

			Thor the Thunder God

			The best-loved of the Northern gods, the mighty figure of Thor, strode the cosmos, fighting the forces of evil: giants and trolls. He was the protector of Asgard and the gods could always call upon him if they were in trouble – as could mankind– and many relied on him.

			Ordinary people put their trust in Thor, for Thor’s concerns were with justice, order and the protection of gods and men. Ancient inscriptions on rune stones, such as ‘may Thor bless these runes’ or ‘may Thor bless this memorial’, or sometimes just ‘may Thor bless’ are common. Sometimes Thor’s protection was invoked merely with a carving of a hammer. Thor’s hammer as a symbol of protection is also seen in miniature version in the form of little hammers of silver or other metals which were placed in graves alongside the buried bodies.

			Thor’s mighty strength excelled that of all other gods. He was huge, with red hair and beard and red eyebrows that sank down over his face when he was angry. Thunder was thought to be the sound of Thor’s chariot driving across the sky, and his fierce, red, flashing eyes befitted the god of thunder and lightning. Thor also had an enormous appetite, regularly devouring more than a whole ox at one sitting.

			Thor’s most important possession was his hammer, Miolnir, which could never miss its mark, whether raised up or thrown, and would always return to Thor’s hand. With this weapon Thor kept the forces of evil at bay, protecting the gods and mankind. Furthermore, Miolnir held the power to sanctify and could be raised for the purpose of blessing. As well as Miolnir, Thor owned a belt of strength which doubled his already formidable might when buckled on, and a pair of iron gloves, without which he could not wield Miolnir.

			Thor’s main occupation was destroying giants, a constant threat to the worlds of gods and men. Thor actively sought them out, with the express intention of their annihilation, and seldom hesitated to raise his hammer when he encountered one. If any gods were threatened, Thor would instantly appear. Famous stories tell how Thor defeated the giant Hrungnir, strongest of all giants, in a duel; and how he destroyed the giant Geirrod, in spite of Geirrod’s attempts to attack him. The situation was not always clear-cut, however. Giants were occasionally helpful – although Geirrod and his two daughters made many attempts to defeat Thor, another giantess, Grid, chose to forewarn Thor and lent him a staff and some iron gloves. Thor even had two sons, Modi and Magni, with a giantess, Jarnsaxa. Nevertheless, Giants were usually Thor’s hostile adversaries. 

			Many tales of Thor are affectionately humorous, attesting to the fondness the populace had for him. When Thor’s hammer was stolen by a giant demanding Freyia as his wife, Thor, to his horror, had to agree to be dressed up as the bride and delivered to the giant in order to destroy the giant and thus reclaim his hammer. Gentle humour is also evident in the tale of Thor’s encounter with a magical giant king, Utgard-Loki. Thor’s brute strength is not enough when pitted against Utgard-Loki’s magical wiles, but even so the giants have to retain a healthy respect for Thor for trying.

			Thor’s ultimate adversary at Ragnarok – which according to the myths is yet to happen – will not be a giant, but the World Serpent, and one myth (see ‘Thor Goes Fishing’) tells of an encounter before this final one.

			Loki the Trickster

			One of the most extraordinary characters in Northern mythology, the strange figure of Loki was not a god, yet he was ranked among the Aesir, and was the blood brother of their chief Odin.There is no evidence that Loki was worshipped as a god, but he appears to be an essential character within the mythological kinship. His presence is pivotal to many of the mythical events. He was both the constant companion and great friend of the gods, and at the same time an evil influence and a deadly enemy.

			Loki was handsome, witty and charming, but was also malicious and sly. He was descended from giants – his father was the giant Farbauti – but his wife Sigyn was a goddess, and they had two sons, Narfi and Vali. Loki plays a crucial role in Northern myth, although he is not one of the gods. He takes part in most of the gods’ escapades and it is his presence that causes many of the events in the myths to happen. 

			Loki was full of mischief, and often caused the gods great trouble with his tricks, but equally as often it was Loki’s artfulness that saved them again. Loki caused the theft of Idunn’s apples, yet also reversed the disaster. To keep from ageing, the gods had to eat golden apples guarded by the goddess Idunn. At the behest of a giant, Loki lured Idunn out of Asgard, where the giant abducted the goddess together with her apples. Without the apples the gods quickly grew old and grey, but Loki found Idunn and brought her home, and enabled the Aesir to kill the pursuing giant.

			Loki could take on the shapes of animals, birds and, in particular, insects, reflecting his insidious nature. He became a fly when trying to distract dwarfs from their work during the making of Thor’s hammer and a flea in an attempt to steal the Necklace of the Brisings from Freyia. He used the form of a fly to enter Freyia’s house and when he found Freyia asleep with the clasp of the necklace beneath her, Loki became a flea and bit the goddess. She turned over and Loki stole the necklace.

			The conflict between Loki and the gods was serious and far-reaching, however. When Loki brings about the death of Balder, most beloved of the gods, his true malevolence shows through,and the gods no longer tolerate him. They shackle him until Ragnarok, when he will break free and is destined to show his true colours – fighting on the side of the giants.

			Loki also produced three monstrous children with a giantess, Angrboda: Jormungand, the World Serpent; Hel, guardian of the realm of the dead, and a huge wolf, Fenrir. These three terrifying creatures all played significant roles in the myths and it was believed the wolf and World Serpent would ultimately destroy Odin and Thor at Ragnarok.

			The gods were all afraid when they discovered Loki’s three children were being brought up in Jotunheim (Giantland). Odin had to decide their fate and sent gods to bring the monsters before him. He threw the serpent into the ocean, where it grew until it encircled the world, biting on its tail. Hel, Loki’s hideous half-dead, half-alive daughter, Odin cast into Nifl-heim, the land of the dead, charging her with giving food and lodgings to all those sent to her – those who died of sickness or old age. The wolf, Fenrir, the Aesir decided to restrain in Asgard, to keep an eye on it, though only the god Tyr was brave enough to tend it.

			The Fertility Deities

			In the constant struggle with difficult terrain and climate there was much cause in Northern mythology to rely heavily on fertility deities. A group of gods known as the Vanir were especially associated with fertility, peace and prosperity. The population looked to these gods for bountiful harvests, plentiful fish, wealth, increase and peace.

			The most prominent of the Vanir were the sea god Niord and his twin children, Frey and Freyia. These were the offspring of Niord’s union with his sister. She is not named, but such unions were apparently permitted amongst the Vanir. When Niord and his children later came to live amongst the Aesir, Niord married a giantess, Skadi, in a myth that has been seen as the joining of a fertility deity with the cold and dark of winter represented by Skadi, who lived high up in the mountains, wore skis or snowshoes and was known as the ski goddess.

			Niord was worshipped in his own right, but relatively little information about him has survived. Best known as god of the sea, he was invoked for sea travel and success in fishing as he controlled the bounty of the sea and the wind and waves. Like the other Vanir, Niord was closely associated with wealth. It was thought he could grant land and possessions to any who prayed to him for them, and a rich man was said to be ‘as rich as Niord’.

			Frey, Niord’s son, was the principal god of fertility and plenty. A radiant god of sunshine and increase, Frey ruled the Sun and the rain, holding sway over the harvests. Marriages were also occasions to invoke Frey, as he was not only responsible for increase in the produce of the earth, but for human increase too – an important aspect of fertility gods. Furthermore, Frey was considered to be the bringer of peace. Weapons were banned in his temples and the shedding of blood or sheltering of outlaws in his sacred places was taboo. Peace and fertility appear to have been closely linked in the Northern psyche: sacrifices were often made for fruitfulness and peace together, and the fertility gods had special responsibilities regarding peace. 

			Frey owned two treasures made by dwarfs. The first was Skidbladnir, a ship which was large enough to hold all the gods, yet could be folded up and kept in a pouch when not in use. It would always have a fair wind when launched and so could travel anywhere at will. The other was a golden boar, Gullinbursti (golden bristles), which travelled through the air and over the sea faster than any horse and would light up its surroundings, however dark, with the light shed from its bristles. 

			Famous myths tell of both Frey and Niord’s marriages. Frey’s union is the productive relationship between a fertility god and the earth. Frey saw the beautiful Gerda, who had giantess blood on her mother’s side and whose name is related to ‘gard’ (field), from afar and fell hopelessly in love. Gerda was in the clutches of the giants, representing winter, but eventually Frey’s servant Skirnir, ‘the shining one’, personifying the Sun, brought them together. 

			Niord’s marriage was not so successful, demonstrating the incompatibility of a fertility god and the barren cold of winter. Niord and the giantess Skadi tried to live alternately for nine nights in her mountain home, and nine nights at Niord’s home, Noatun, (enclosure of ships, harbour), but eventually had to admit irreconcilable differences, just as winter must give way to fertile spring.

			Ragnarok – the End of the World

			The concept of inescapable fate informs all Northern mythology: destiny is preordained and unavoidable. It culminates in Ragnarok, the expected destruction of the world, of which all the details were known. This apocalypse must be faced, but will not be the end of everything; afterwards a new world will begin.

			For the gods, and perhaps for the population as well, Ragnarok was both a cataclysmic event in the future and, because all the elements were understood and anticipated, something they lived with in the present.

			The gods could not stop Ragnarok – it had to come to pass as prophesied – and their spirited bravery in the face of inevitable annihilation reflects the Northern sensibility concerning pre-destiny. Fate was a fact of life, something that could not be avoided or changed. Even one’s death was already decreed and must be faced with calm and brave acceptance. To laugh in the face of death was one of the greatest achievements a Northern warrior could attain, and such a warrior would be long remembered by his peers.

			Ragnarok will be preceded by fierce battles raging throughout the world for three years. Brothers will kill each other and no ties of kinship will prevent slaughter. Next a bitter winter, Fimbul-winter, will last for another three years with no summer in between. The sky will darken and the sun will not shine. The wolf chasing the sun will finally swallow it and the other wolf will catch the moon. A terrible earthquake will uproot all trees and bring the mountains crashing to the ground. All fetters and bonds will break. Fenrir, the huge wolf, will become free, and so will Loki. The World Serpent, Jormungand, will fly into a giant rage and come up onto the shore, causing the ocean to surge over the land.

			A ship made from dead men’s fingernails, Naglfar, will ride the wild ocean, filled with giants, with Loki at the helm. Fenrir will advance with his mouth gaping, one jaw against the sky and the other against the earth, his eyes and nostrils spouting flames. Jormungand, spitting poison, will bespatter the sky and the sea. The sky will open and from it will ride Muspell’s sons, led by Surt, the fire-flinging guardian of Muspell, holding aloft his flaming sword, surrounded by burning fire. They will all advance to the plain, Vigrid, where the last battle will take place. 

			Sensing Ragnarok’s approach, the watchman of the gods, Heimdall, will then stand up and blow mightily on Gjallarhorn, the horn used to awaken all the gods and alert them to danger, so that they can hold counsel together. The ash Yggdrasill will shake – and all heaven and earth will be terrified. The gods will arm themselves and, with the Einherjar, will advance onto the plain. Odin will ride in front brandishing his spear, Gungnir, and attack Fenrir. Thor will be unable to help him for he must fight the World Serpent. He will vanquish it, but will step away only nine paces before succumbing to the poison it will spit at him. Fenrir will swallow Odin whole. After a fierce fight, Frey will succumb to Surt, and Loki and Heimdall will slay each other. 

			Then Surt will fling fire over the whole earth. Flames, smoke and steam will shoot up from the burning earth to the firmament. The sky will turn black and the stars will disappear. The earth will sink down into the engulfing sea.

		

	
		
			The Creation Myths

			It was in distant times

			When nothing was;

			Neither sand nor sea

			Nor chill waves;

			No earth at all;

			Nor the high heavens;

			The great void only

			And growth nowhere.

			Matthew Arnold, Balder Dead

			The dramatic contradictions of the Viking landscape and the constant battle with the elements; the spectacular backdrop of perpetual darkness and then perpetual light provide a mythology of profound contrasts. The creation myths are no exception. 

			It was believed that cold was malevolent, evil, and that heat was good and light; when the two meet – when fire meets ice – there comes into existence a cosmos from which the universe can be created. The myths are filled with frost and fire; they are allusive and incomplete; the images and events are impossible and unlinked. But the creation myths of the Viking people are supremely beautiful, and explain, in a way that only a people in a wilderness could conceive, how we came to be.

			The Creation of the Universe

			Under the armpit grew,

			’Tis said of Hrim-thurs,

			A girl and boy together;

			Foot with foot begat,

			Of that wise Jotun,

			A six-headed son.

			Benjamin Thorpe, Saemund’s Edda

			In the beginning, before there was anything at all, there was a nothingness that stretched as far as there was space. There was no sand, nor sea, no waves nor earth nor heavens. And that space was a void that called to be filled, for its emptiness echoed with a deep and frozen silence. So it was that a land sprung up within that silence, and it took the place of half the universe. It was a land called Filheim, or land of fog, and where it ended sprung another land, where the air burned and blazed. This land was called Muspell. Where the regions met lay a great and profound void, called Ginnungagap, and here a peaceful river flowed, softly spreading into the frosty depths of the void where it froze, layer upon layer, until it formed a fundament. And it was here the heat from Muspell licked at the cold of Filheim until the energy they created spawned the great frost-giant Ymir. Ymir was the greatest and the first of all frost-giants, and his part in the creation of the universe led the frost-giants to believe that they should reign supreme on what he had made.

			Filheim had existed for many ages, long before our own earth was created. In the centre was a mighty fountain and it was called Vergelmir, and from that great fountain all the rivers of the universe bubbled and stormed. There was another fountain called Elivagar (although some believe that it is the same fountain with a different name), and from this bubbled up a poisonous mass, which hardened into black ice. Elivagar is the beginning of evil, for goodness can never be black.

			Muspell burned with eternal light and her heat was guarded by the flame giant, Surtr, who lashed at the air with his great sabre, filling it with glittering sparks of pure heat. Surtr was the fiercest of the fire giants who would one day make Muspell their home. The word Muspell means ‘home of the destroyers of the world’ and that description is both frightening and accurate because the fire giants were the most terrifying there were.

			On the other side of the slowly filling chasm, Filheim lay in perpetual darkness, bathed in mists which circled and spun until all was masked. Here, between these stark contrasts, Ymir grew, the personification of the frozen ocean, the product of chaos. Fire and ice met here, and it was these profound contrasts that created a phenomenon like no other, and this was life itself. In the chasm another form was created by the frozen river, where the sparks of the Surtr’s sabre caused the ice to drip, and to thaw, and then, when they rested, allowed it to freeze once again. This form was Audhumla, a cow who became known as the nourisher. Her udders were swollen with rich, pure milk, and Ymir drank greedily from the four rivers which formed from them.

			Audhumla was a vast creature, spreading across the space where the fire met the ice. Her legs were columns, and they held up the corners of space. 

			Audhumla, the cow, also needed sustenance, and so she licked at the rime-stones which had formed from the crusted ice, and from these stones she drew salt from the depths of the earth. Audhumla licked continuously, and soon there appeared, under her thirsty tongue, the form of a god. On the first day there appeared hair, and on the second, a head. On the third day the whole god was freed from the ice and he stepped forth as Buri, also called the Producer. Buri was beautiful. He had taken the golden flames of the fire, which gave him a warm, gilded glow, and from the frost and ice he had drawn a purity, a freshness that could never be matched.

			While Audhumla licked, Ymir slept, sated by the warmth of her milk. Under his arms the perspiration formed a son and a daughter, and his feet produced a giant called Thrudgemir, an evil frost-giant with six heads who went on to bear his own son, the giant Bergelmir. These were the first of the race of frost-giants. 

			Buri himself had produced a son, called Bor, which is another word for ‘born’, and as Buri and Bor became aware of the giants, an eternal battle was begun -– one which is to this day waged on all parts of earth and heaven. 

			For giants represent evil in its many forms, and gods represent all that is good, and on that fateful day the fundamental conflict between them began – a cosmic battle which would create the world as we know it. 

			Buri and Bor fought against the giants, but by the close of each day a stalemate existed. And so it was that Bor married the giantess Bestla, who was the daughter of Bolthorn, or the thorn of evil. Bestla was to give him three fine, strong sons: Odin, Vili and Ve and with the combined forces of these brave boys, Bor was able to destroy the great Ymir. As they slayed him, a tremendous flood burst forth from his body, covering the earth and all the evil beings who inhabited it with his rich red blood.

			The Creation of the Earth

			Of Ymir’s flesh

			Was earth created,

			Of his blood the sea,

			Of his bones the hills,

			Of his hair trees and plants,

			Of his skull the heavens,

			And of his brows 

			The gentle powers

			Formed Midgard for the sons of men;

			But of his brain

			The heavy clouds are

			All created.

			R.B. Anderson, Norse Mythology

			Ymir’s body was carried by Odin and his brothers to Ginnungagap, where it was placed in the centre. His flesh became the earth, and his skeleton the rocky crags which dipped and soared. From the soil sprang dwarfs, spontaneously, and they would soon be put to work. Ymir’s teeth and shards of broken bones became the rocks and pits covering the earth and his blood was cleared to become the seas and waters that flowed across the land. The three men worked hard on the body of Ymir; his vast size meant that even a day’s work would alter the corpse only slightly.
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