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INTRODUCTION

Incredible adventures; stunning heroism; epic battles of sword and wit; and stories with romance, humor, drama, and tragedy: It’s no wonder that the world of Norse mythology remains popular today, even though its stories are over a thousand years old. If you want to learn more about the unforgettable characters you’ve met on movie or TV screens, in video games, or in book pages, Norse Mythology: The Gods, Goddesses, and Heroes Handbook is here to introduce you to them in their original domain. You’ll discover key characters’ names and their English translations, their origin stories, and the most famous adventures they’re involved in—plus, you can enjoy dozens of stunning images of these impressive figures.

Norse mythology centers around deities who, much like the humans who deified them, had to contend with strong personalities, challenging environments, and the looming prospect of mortality…in other words, timeless problems! Their trials and tribulations give us a window into the values and customs of the Viking era—such as its focus on loyalty, beauty, and wisdom. In this book, you’ll learn how those values shaped dozens of Norse mythology characters—beloved heroes, brave warriors, and frightening monsters alike.

In order to fully explain the history, background, and tales of this extraordinary mythology, this book is broken down into four parts:


	
Part 1: What Is Norse Mythology?: Are you picturing a brawny guy with a horned helmet? A hammer that can only be lifted by one god? Sorry to be the bearer of bad news—you’ve been misled by a century of pop culture! This part will cover what a “Viking” actually was, and how we know what we know (and don’t know!) about Norse mythology. It will also summarize the basic story arcs and explain how the individual characters fit into them.

	
Part 2: The Aesir and Vanir: Here, you’ll meet the gods and goddesses of the Norse pantheon. This part outlines character profiles, Old Norse name translations, and the stories about each of them, as well as alternate spellings to help you keep track of who is who across different translations of the main texts.

	
Part 3: The Jotun and Other Villains: Here, you’ll explore the antagonists in the myths, including the Jotun (giants!) and other supernatural creatures, and their many conflicts with the gods.

	
Part 4: Human Heroes: The term “hero” here will be used…loosely. Many human characters achieved remarkable feats like slaying dragons, uniting kingdoms, and interacting with gods, and yet they also sometimes commited horrible mistakes and met tragic ends.



Whether you want to brush up on your Old Norse trivia (where do the names of our weekdays come from?); better understand a piece of pop culture (such as the God of War: Ragnarök video game or Vikings TV show); discover the centuries-old origins of characters that appear in your favorite comic books, movies, and TV shows; or just enjoy these exciting stories, Norse Mythology: The Gods, Goddesses, and Heroes Handbook gives you a front row seat for the classic tales of these larger-than-life icons.







PART 1 WHAT IS NORSE MYTHOLOGY?


Before you learn about specific characters, it helps to understand the history and overarching storylines of Norse mythology. In this part, you will meet the premedieval Scandinavians who told these stories. They aren’t always as they appear in our popular culture of today, and the truth isn’t always stranger than fiction. Then, you’ll discover key primary source texts that held these stories: where and when they were written, and by whom—and why they matter.

Finally, we’ll introduce the foundations for the stories themselves. Most stories are episodic or loosely connected adventures, but there are a few important events that form a cohesive narrative, with the mythological timeline having a clear beginning and end. So, before you meet the individual characters and the stories that define them, we’ll take a step back and look at the big picture: the creation of the universe; the world tree Yggdrasil as the setting for the mythology; and the destruction myth, called Ragnarok. These concepts will help all the individual episodes make more sense.








WHO WERE THE VIKINGS?

The Viking age (roughly 793–1066) captures the imagination with tales of adventure and conquest. However, most of the people who lived in the Nordic region during this era were not, in fact, Vikings. There could have been as many as a million people (or Norsemen, if you prefer) living in Norway, Sweden, and Denmark during the Viking age, and isn’t Europe lucky they weren’t all menaces? The word “Viking” specifically describes a person on a boat raiding abroad, so the closest synonym would be “pirate.” Plenty of Nordic people lived simpler lives as farmers, merchants, or poets—but a few of them would also work seasonally as Vikings to collect summer bonuses when the weather was fair.

Maybe that’s why, today, we picture Vikings as shaggy barbarians who roamed the seas, leaving behind a wake of death and destruction. While yes, there definitely was some pillaging and burning, there was a lot of building too. Several modern-day Scandinavian cities are built on the shoulders of Viking-era towns, and Norsemen were the first founders of cities like Dublin, Ireland, and Kyiv, Ukraine. They explored vast territories from Greenland to Istanbul, both peacefully traded with and terrorized most of Europe, and built settlements throughout the Scottish Isles and beyond. Both destruction and construction remain integral parts of the Viking legacy.


NOW YOU KNOW

What’s the difference between “Old Norse,” “Nordic,” and “Scandinavian”?


	Old Norse is the language of Viking-era Scandinavia (and the runic alphabet is called “futhark”). We sometimes call these stories Old Norse mythology because that’s the language they were written in, but when we talk about their culture broadly instead of the language specifically, we can simply call it “Norse.”

	Scandinavia includes three countries: Norway, Sweden, and Denmark.

	However, the Nordic region is broader, also including Finland, Iceland, Greenland, and several other islands in the North Atlantic. So, the Vikings started in Scandinavia but ended up going “Nordic” when they settled the islands beyond.






When Was the Viking Age?

The Viking age lasted about three hundred years. In the year 793, Vikings destroyed Lindisfarne Abbey in the Anglo-Saxon territory of Northumbria (England), and word quickly spread about those hostile, heathen raiders from the north. This event typically marks the beginning of the Viking era. The era ended about the time of the Norman Conquest in 1066. That year, the Norwegian king Harald Hardrada tried to conquer England but was defeated by the Duke of Normandy, William the Conqueror. After that, the reputation of the Vikings dwindled and their lifestyle changed: less piracy, more settling down.




Viking Customs and Values

Many of Viking society’s values are reflected in its mythology. For example, here are some of its key tenets, which you will see in various forms within the mythological stories:


	They lived by the Norse code of honor: Stand by your family, and face your enemies with courage, even if that means murder and robbery.

	They believed in fate over free will.

	They believed an ideal man kept his word and didn’t boast without follow-through. He was also fearless and brave in the face of conflict, and he avoided shame by defending the reputation of himself and his family.

	Though Norse women had some rights not available to women elsewhere (such as divorce under certain circumstances), this was very much a male-dominated society.

	Only free men were allowed to participate in government, and structures like slavery, misogyny, and other forms of discrimination were common practices.

	Vikings were vain, and both attractiveness and unattractiveness were commented on in rather blunt terms. Women were often described as being so beautiful that they radiated light or flat-out called ugly. As for the men, those shaggy barbarians in the horned helmets? Far from reality. The horned helmets were an invention of the nineteenth century, popularized by artists, illustrators, and costume designers for operas and stage plays. And archaeologists often find combs included in soldiers’ burial sites along with their weapons, suggesting that personal grooming was an important daily ritual and would continue in the afterlife. Attractiveness was also linked to class and could to some extent be used to illustrate or determine your level of privilege in the social hierarchy.






The Rise of Christianity

Though the Norman Conquest in 1066 is generally considered the end of the Viking era, other factors played a role in how the mythology faded from popular belief. For example, even though Christianity came slower to the Nordic region than it did to other parts of Europe, it eventually replaced the pagan practices as the dominant religion from about 975–1020 (depending on the country). So why would Christianity, the later religion, have a major effect on the earlier Norse pagan religion that inspired these myths? It’s not about time travel, but rather literacy and who penned the earliest written sources. While snippets, illustrations, and references to the Norse myths exist from the Viking era, the myths themselves were not fully collected and written down until the Viking age had ended, and the gods that appear in the myths were no longer worshipped by the vast majority of Nordic society.








THE POETIC EDDA, THE PROSE EDDA, AND OTHER PRIMARY SOURCES

Where can we read the stories of Norse mythology? There are a few major documents, but here’s the catch: They were written down a couple centuries after the pre-Christian beliefs had fallen out of practice. Christianity revolutionized Scandinavia around 975–1020, and our earliest surviving primary sources of Norse mythology weren’t written down until the 1200s. Furthermore, they were written in Iceland (which officially converted to Christianity in the year 1000), not the mainland. Sure, two hundred years may not seem like much in the grand scheme of things, but this means that Christianity influenced how and why these stories were written: for entertainment or historical record, not religious purposes. The Christian authors—maybe we should call them editors—changed some things from the way these stories were originally told by their ancestors. We can try to guess what was omitted, adjusted, embellished, or watered down, but to some extent we’re playing a game of telephone across a thousand years.

The next problem? Translation. When translating poetry, there’s a lot of room for interpretation, so not all Old Norse scholars arrive at the same meanings from the texts. Sometimes it’s trivial (did they mean black or blue?), but other times key elements of the stories can be tricky to figure out, and a translator will have to make an executive decision that might contradict the decisions of their peers. Many translators have rendered the texts in English, but their efforts vary greatly: Some privilege poetic structure, others accentuate antiquated style, while others prioritize clarity. Since I’m a teacher, I usually go for clarity for students unfamiliar with the texts. If you want to read along, I’ll note which translations I’m referencing so we’re on the same page and using the same set of educated guesses with regards to the tricky spots.


	
The Poetic Edda or Elder Edda: Contained in an Icelandic manuscript named the Codex Regius, written in 1270 but cobbled together from an earlier oral tradition (and maybe even long-lost written sources) that was originally composed between 900 and 1150 judging from linguistic characteristics. As the name suggests, the myths are told in the form of poetic verses, with about thirty individual poems represented. I use Jackson Crawford’s translation, The Poetic Edda: Stories of the Norse Gods and Heroes, copyright © 2015 by Hackett Publishing Company.

	
The Prose Edda or Younger Edda: Written by Icelandic author Snorri Sturluson (1179–1241) around 1220. The Prose Edda is Snorri’s attempt at making a coherent story from the poems, and it smooths over the many inconsistencies in his source materials. I use Anthony Faulkes’s translation, Edda, copyright © 1987 by Everyman.

	
The Saga of the Volsungs (and other legendary sagas): These sagas tell the history of legendary families for generations, recording and celebrating the (much embellished!) history of heroes and their ancestors, and illustrating several interactions between humans and gods. I use Jackson Crawford’s translations, The Saga of the Volsungs, copyright © 2017, and Two Sagas of Mythical Heroes, copyright © 2021, by Hackett Publishing Company.

	
Heimskringla, or The Lives of the Norse Kings: Another work by Snorri Sturluson, written around 1230, this is a historical document that mixes in some mythology. I use Erling Monsen and A.H. Smith’s translation, copyright © 1990 by Dover.

	
The History of the Danes (or the Latin, if you prefer: Gesta Danorum): Written by Saxo Grammaticus (c. 1150–1220), who attempted a complete history of Denmark, incorporating several Norse gods alongside historical figures, with considerable artistic license. I use Oliver Elton’s translation, copyright © 2006 by Project Gutenberg.



These texts piece together a mosaic that shows today’s readers the richness of Viking era mythology and gives us a window into the stories that were told from one generation to the next in earlier centuries as religious parables, as folklore, and as entertainment.





THE CREATION MYTH

The most logical Norse myth to learn first is their explanation of how the world came to be. The Norse creation myth appears in the poem Voluspa of the Poetic Edda, as well as in Gylfaginning in Snorri’s Prose Edda. It goes something like this:

In the beginning, there was nothing but a mighty void called Ginnungagap. Two worlds appeared: Niflheim, an icy world, and Muspell, a burning world of fire. From Niflheim’s glaciers, rivers began to flow that would reharden into ice and create a surface in Ginnungagap, but when the hot winds from Muspell melted the ice, a giant named Ymir emerged. From Ymir’s sweat as he slept grew a man and woman under his left arm, and his legs reproduced together and birthed yet another son, from whom the Jotun (Norse villains) would descend.

The next creature to emerge from the melting ice was a cow named Audhumla. Audhumla’s milk fed Ymir, but what would the cow eat? She licked the salt in the ice, and eventually she licked free another creature: a strong, handsome man named Buri. Buri had a son named Bor who married a Jotun named Bestla, and together they had three sons, the first Aesir gods who would shape the earth: Odin, Vili, and Ve.

These three brothers killed Ymir and dragged his body out into Ginnungagap. From his body and flesh, they made the earth. They spilled his blood and made the sea. The mountains were made from his teeth and bones, and trees from his hair. They made Ymir’s skull the sky and his brains the clouds. To protect this earth, now called “Midgard,” the brothers used Ymir’s eyelashes to build fortifications that would keep the Jotun out. Dwarves emerged out of the rot (possibly the maggots) on Ymir’s corpse, and Odin and his brothers arranged and guided the paths of the sun and moon so that they could tell time. As they walked in this new world, the sons of Bor found some logs and from them carved the first human man and woman, named Ask and Embla. They gave them gifts—faces, souls, breath, and voices—and Midgard was to be their home.


NOW YOU KNOW

Eddic poetry often uses devices called “kennings”: words that substitute for other words in the form of allusions, descriptions, or cultural references. Kennings are commonly used for names of gods and other characters, but also for geographical features. For example, the ocean might be called “Ymir’s blood,” and Yggdrasil might be called “the pole of the earth.” In addition to recounting the myths, Snorri also includes a key in the Skaldskaparmal section of the Prose Edda to help readers decipher many common kennings used in the Poetic Edda and other earlier texts.







YGGDRASIL, THE LIFE TREE

The creation of Midgard, the land of the humans, accounts for just one realm in the universe of Norse mythology. From a tiny seed floating in the void sprung Yggdrasil, the life tree, which grows around, anchors, and connects nine realms in various ways.


Yggdrasil’s Roots

The Eddas tell us that there are nine realms throughout Yggdrasil, though how they are arranged is inconsistent among the sources. In Gylfaginning in the Prose Edda, Snorri tells us that the roots reach out in three directions:
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1. First, the roots go to Asgard, where gods and goddesses live. Valhalla, Odin’s afterlife for warriors killed in battle, is likely conjoined with Asgard, as it’s not mentioned as a separate realm.

	
2. Second, the roots reach to Jotunheim, the realm of the Jotun villains. The path to Jotunheim is tricky: Sometimes the characters walk or ride, sometimes they fly, and sometimes they must cross supernatural barriers. Modern-day scholar Ármann Jakobsson surveyed the Eddas to determine where exactly the Jotun live, and it turns out, they’re everywhere! They attack from all directions and live in all sorts of environments, perhaps making Jotunheim a land of utter chaos, both socially and geographically.

	
3. The third root direction points to Niflheim, the ice world from our creation myth.



However, in the Poetic Edda’s poem Grimnismal, Odin explains that the three tree roots stretch to:


	
1. Hel, the underworld for all those who are not warriors who go to Valhalla.

	
2. Jotunheim (that part is consistent, at least!).

	
3. Midgard, where humans live. The Aesir built a bridge between Asgard and Midgard called the “Bifrost” so that gods and humans could interact. This is no ordinary bridge, however; if it were easy to cross, the Jotun could use it to invade, so the Aesir constructed the bridge out of fire and rainbow to deter them.



Other realms include Muspell (the fire world), Vanaheim (the original home of the Vanir), Alfheim (land of the elves), and Svartalfheim (land of the “dark elves”—possibly meaning dwarves, where darkness references their habit of living underground).


Yggdrasil’s Wells

Yggdrasil has some other geographic features as well. The Well of Mimir, whose waters hold wisdom, is said to be at the roots, and another well called Urd’s Well, whose waters are holy and protective, is home to a pair of swans.

Urd’s Well is located near the hall of the Norns, three women named Skuld, Urd, and Verthandi. Sometimes they are called sisters, though in the Poetic Edda’s Fafnismal, it’s suggested that the three women are a god, an elf, and a dwarf. Regardless of their species, they are always female, and the Norns weave the fates of all the gods and humans. To prevent Yggdrasil from rotting, they cover the tree with the mud from Urd’s Well, which forms a protective coating.

Why must they prevent the tree from rotting? Because of the many creatures that feed off the tree:


	The great serpent Nidhogg and his offspring, who gnaw at the tree’s roots.

	Vedrfolnir is called an eagle or hawk interchangeably in the Poetic Edda, but later described by Snorri in the Prose Edda as a hawk that sits on top of an eagle (I guess he didn’t want to have to choose between the two). Vedrfolnir lives in the topmost branches of the tree.

	
Ratatosk the squirrel runs up and down the trunk of the tree, carrying insults between Nidhogg and Vedrfolnir.

	Four stags also live in the branches and eat the leaves.






Conflict Within Yggdrasil

Throughout the realms of Yggdrasil, there is an abundance of violence. The Aesir and Vanir are in constant conflict with the Jotun, and in Midgard, humans are always battling each other. These mythological battlegrounds reflect something of the reality for the people who told these tales: Danger, uncertainty, and the struggle against inevitable mortality are all part of the human experience.


NOW YOU KNOW

The Old Norse word for “fate” and a name of one of the Norns, “Urðr” (anglicized to “Urd”) turned into the Old English word “wyrd.” By the fifteenth century, the English concept of wyrd (still retaining the meaning “fate”) was conflated with “weird” (connoting “supernatural”), and thus the origin of the Weird Sisters. These three witches in Shakespeare’s Macbeth appear in trinity to pronounce Macbeth’s glory and his doom, and they bear a striking similarity to both the Norse Norns and the Fates of Greek mythology.








RAGNAROK, THE DESTRUCTION MYTH

The creation myth and the destruction myth form bookends around the many individual stories and adventures throughout Norse mythology. Just as the creation story is considered important information for the characters to know (they’re constantly quizzing each other on “beginning of time” trivia), Ragnarok, or the destruction of the universe, features prominently in their stories too and is described in the Poetic Edda’s Voluspa and the Prose Edda’s Gylfaginning as well. Odin in particular is determined to prevent Ragnarok, even though it’s inevitable. Many of Odin’s actions are motivated by trying to change this sealed fate, and conversely, many of the antagonist Loki’s actions encourage the events of Ragnarok. So, what is this impending doom that Odin is desperately fighting?

It all starts with the death of a beloved god named Balder (who also happens to be Odin’s son). This instigates a feud between the Aesir and Loki that will eventually break out into a full-fledged war. On one side, Odin, Thor, and the other Aesir will fight on the side of life. Odin will summon his army of the dead to fight against Loki’s army of Jotun, who fight on the side of destroying everything. The Jotun ride into battle on a great ship called Naglfar, made from the fingernail clippings of the dead. Fenrir, the vicious wolf, and the Midgard Serpent with poisonous venom fight alongside the Jotun.

These two sides battle until there are few left on either side. Odin will be swallowed by Fenrir, and Odin’s son Vidar will avenge him and kill Fenrir. Thor will slay the Midgard Serpent but collapse dead from exhaustion after nine more steps. Loki and the Aesir Heimdall will kill each other in combat, as will the Aesir Tyr and Garm, the monstrous guard dog of Hel. Another god, Frey, will be killed by a Jotun named Surt, who will then fan the flames of Muspell until everything burns. That’s a lot of names—but the general gist is that the good guys lose and the universe is mostly destroyed, but they manage to take most of the bad guys down with them.

It’s not just the gods who need to be concerned about Ragnarok; humans need to be worried too. According to Voluspa, humans are partly responsible for the tragedy rippling throughout the realms. We’ll know the world is ending when all bonds of kinship and fellowship fail, men turn on their brothers, and dishonor replaces virtue and truce. The Bifrost will break, wolves will swallow the sun and moon, and the earth will crumble and fall into the sea.

But believe it or not, Ragnarok is not all about doom and gloom. Eventually, the universe will be reborn, and a new cycle will begin. While some gods, like Odin, will never resurrect (hence his personal investment in stopping the unstoppable), the beloved god Balder will someday return, and there is our glimmer of hope for life renewed.

So there we have it—the full circle of life in Norse mythology. The creation myth sets the stage for the harsh world of conflict we’re stepping into, and nothing motivates some of our characters quite like the impending end of the universe. In the next three parts of this book, we’ll travel through Asgard, Midgard, and Jotunheim to experience the adventures that happen in between these two events and explore themes of morality, mortality, and unshakable destiny as they were imagined by Viking-era Scandinavians.







PART 2 THE AESIR AND VANIR


The pantheon of gods in Norse mythology comprises two conjoined societies or families: the Aesir and the Vanir. The Aesir are the more powerful gods who live in the realm of Asgard, while the Vanir originally inhabited Vanaheim. Perhaps showing a philosophical hierarchy, the higher-ranking Aesir tend to be associated with attributes of human society, such as war, poetry, wisdom, marriage, and knowledge, which represent strength and structure. The Vanir, on the other hand, are associated with natural elements and fertility, which are more passive and innate. However, members of these two groups interact, with several members of the Vanir coming to live in Asgard (we’ll talk about how exactly that happened later!). Some of the gods and goddesses are well-developed characters that appear frequently throughout the mythology, while others are more secondary to the storylines, appearing as helpers, lovers, or general acquaintances who observe but do not alter the events, or appear in only a few episodes rather than being central to the big picture of the mythology.

Unlike the conception of God held in Judeo-Christian belief, the Norse deities are not omnipotent. As we see in the creation and destruction myths, their fates have been set since the unfolding of the universe, and ultimately, most of them are mortal. Many know exactly how they will die, but they cannot change their own destinies—the best they can do is meddle in the affairs of humans. While some of the Aesir helped to shape the world as we know it, they did not create the whole universe, and there is much that they do not know and for which they are not responsible. They are not all-seeing or all-knowing, though they have tools and resources to help them gather information about the vast realms of the universe.

Finally, these Norse deities are not considered unquestionable moral authorities. Though they may possess many respectable traits like wisdom and courage, and may have been worshipped by Viking-era Scandinavians and entreated to for aid with basic survival (like fishing and farming), they are not always amicable, nor do they always demonstrate a belief in the sanctity of life like many other godlike figures do. They often bicker, ignore each other’s advice, and make mistakes with dire consequences—but despite all that, more often than not, Aesir and Vanir characters are still the heroes.
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ODIN

ALSO KNOWN AS: OÐINN, WODEN

OLD NORSE TRANSLATION: “LORD OF FRENZY”

KEY FAMILY MEMBERS: WIFE FRIGG; SONS THOR, BALDER, AND HOD (OR HOTH)

[image: ]

Odin was the leader of the Aesir. He is associated with war (both victory and death in battle are said to be his doing), poetry, knowledge, wisdom, carrion beasts that feast on the dead (like wolves, crows, and ravens), and gallows. His wife was the goddess Frigg, and he was famously the father of Thor, but Frigg was not Thor’s mother. Different sources provide different lists of Odin’s children, but they all agree that Odin had several children with several different women. A few of the more commonly attested sons throughout the Poetic and Prose Eddas include:


	Balder and Hod (their mother was Frigg)

	Thor (his mother was a Jotun named Jord)

	Vali (his mother was a Jotun named Rind)

	Vidar (his mother was a Jotun named Grid)



His menagerie included two wolves named Geri and Freki; two ravens named Huginn and Muninn (“Thought” and “Memory”), who traveled through the realms to bring him news from abroad; and Sleipnir, the eight-legged horse.

Odin has hundreds of names throughout Old Norse literature. Some of these names are used as titles that describe his status, such as High One (Hávi), All-father (Aldafaðr), or Lord of the Undead (Draugadróttinn), but others are names he assumed under his numerous disguises, such as Greybeard (Hárbarðr) and Masked One (Grímnir).

A constant meddler in the fates of men, Odin often interacted with humans under false names and in disguise as an old man with a long, grey beard; a dark cloak; a wide hat; and leaning on a wooden staff (he inspired J.R.R. Tolkien’s description of Gandalf in The Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings, though Gandalf is a bit less morally ambiguous). Odin constantly incited conflict and war among humans because he had something to gain from their death: His Valkyries collected the bravest and strongest of the slain from the battlefields and brought them to the afterlife (known as Valhalla), which was presided over by Odin. Valhalla was a great hall where the dead (now called “einherjar”) fought each other for sport and drank mead while waiting for Odin to lead them in the coming war of Ragnarok.

Odin was also on a ceaseless but doomed quest for information to help him prevent Ragnarok, and he frequently consulted characters with knowledge of magic and foresight who might be able to help him alter the events of the future. Odin was a bit of a tragic figure: He knew he could not change fate, yet he never stopped trying.



THE STORY YOU NEED TO KNOW:

Odin appears as a character in most of the poems of the Poetic Edda and many stories throughout the Prose Edda. Following his role in the creation myth, many of Odin’s actions in the stories of the gods were motivated by his desire to prevent Ragnarok, and his appearances in the sagas involving humans often had him manipulating their fate to grow his army of the dead. Other stories demonstrated the knowledge and wisdom that he had accumulated on his quest, such as high-stakes riddles and trivia contests. We also find brief references to episodes and moments of personal sacrifice from his past tucked into other stories, which perhaps best illustrate Odin’s doomed struggle against Ragnarok.

Voluspa, the first poem in the Poetic Edda, describes Odin’s conversation with an undead sorceress called a “Volva” (he was questioning her for—you guessed it—information about Ragnarok). She proved her knowledge by telling him a narrative that few but him would know. In this story within a story, Odin attempted to gain the upper hand on the universe’s design by consulting the Well of Mimir, whose waters were said to contain secrets of wisdom. But water from the well did not come free, and Odin sacrificed an eye for a drink. This explains Odin’s missing eye and the many names associated with that feature, including One-Eye (Hoárr) and Fire-Eye (Báleygr).

The knowledge from the well was not enough to teach him how to stop the coming of Ragnarok. The poem that immediately follows in the Poetic Edda is Havamal, a collection of advice Odin gives the reader, which outlines many aspects of the value systems and behavioral expectations of Norse society. It’s full of contradictions. Life in the Viking age was messy, as was Odin’s own personal code of morality by most standards (for example, he often betrayed his promises of victory to warriors so that they might die and join his einherjar; he was often unfaithful to his wife; and evidence suggests that not all of his sexual partners consented to the encounters), and so naturally his guiding advice would illustrate some of that ambiguity. But toward the end of Havamal, Odin turned his advice to the value of runes, their holiness, and the advantages of reading and interpreting them. He described how he pierced himself with a spear and then hanged himself from the tree Yggdrasil as an act of sacrificing himself to—well—himself (he’s the boss god, who else could he sacrifice himself to?), and for nine days and nine nights he fasted, consuming no food or water. There he remained until he looked down and suddenly, falling from his gallows, Odin saw the runes in the tree roots. Armed with an alphabet, Odin was able to expand his wisdom and power, and he started carving runes for different purposes throughout the realms.



OEBPS/e9781507220535/images/f0023-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/LibreBaskerville-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/RobotoCondensed-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/LibreBaskerville-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/CinzelDecorative-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/LibreBaskerville-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/BarlowCondensed-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		Part 1: What is Norse Mythology?

		1. Who Were the Vikings?


		2. The Poetic Edda, The Prose Edda, and Other Primary Sources


		3. The Creation Myth


		4. Yggdrasil, the Life Tree


		5. Ragnarok, the Destruction Myth







		Part 2: The Aesir and Vanir

		1. Odin


		2. Thor


		3. Frigg


		4. Balder


		5. Freyja


		6. Njord


		7. Frey


		8. The Valkyries


		9. The Volva


		10. Heimdall


		11. Tyr


		12. Mimir


		13. Ithunn and Bragi







		Part 3: The Jotun and Other Villains

		1. Loki


		2. Hel


		3. The Midgard Serpent


		4. Fenrir


		5. King Geirroth


		6. Suttung, Baugi, and Gunnlod


		7. Hrungnir


		8. Alvis the Dwarf


		9. Geirrod, Gjalp, and Greip


		10. Skrymir


		11. Harbarth







		Part 4: Human Heroes

		1. Volsung


		2. Signy


		3. Sigmund


		4. Helgi


		5. Sigurd


		6. Brynhild


		7. Gunnar


		8. Gudrun


		9. Ragnar Lothbrok


		10. Aslaug


		11. The Sons of Ragnar


		12. King Harald


		13. Hrolf Kraki


		14. Hervor


		15. Heidrek


		16. Egil One-Hand


		17. Frodi


		18. Snorri Sturluson







		About the Author


		About the Illustrator


		Further Reading


		Index


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Introduction


		About the Author


		Further Reading


		Index


		Copyright








		1


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		39


		40


		41


		42


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		58


		59


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		88


		89


		90


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		104


		105


		106


		107


		109


		110


		111


		112


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		175


		176


		177


		178


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238








OEBPS/e9781507220535/images/common02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/LibreBaskerville-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781507220535/images/9781507220535.jpg
-,

(THE GODS, GODDESSES, AND HEiROES HANDBOOK)

From Vikings to Valkyries, an Epic =
Who's Who in Old Norse Mythology





OEBPS/e9781507220535/images/f0032-01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781507220535/images/title.jpg
NORSE
MYTHOLOGY

* THE GODS, GODDESSES, AND HEROES HANDBOOK |
g

From Vikings to Valkyries, an Epic
Who'’s Who in Old Norse Mythology

KELSEY A. FULLER-SHAFER, PHD
llustrated by Sara Richard

ADAMS MEDIA
NEW YORK LONDON TORONTO SYDNEY NEW DELHI





OEBPS/e9781507220535/fonts/BarlowCondensed-Regular.ttf


