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FOREWORD

Claude Lecouteux, A Ferryman Who Smuggles History through Stories

Florence Bayard and Astrid Guillaume

If Claude Lecouteux has always shown an interest in borders, it is to demonstrate that they are in no way inviolable and each holds a promise of enrichment—and not only because treasures are sometimes hidden in mountain valleys and hollow trees, or at the bottom of seas and lakes . . .

To a curious spirit like him, such borders cannot help but be attractive. And for a humanist like him—so rare in today’s world—they provide a guarantee of contact with the Other, a means not only for knowing “others,” but also oneself.

For him, this search has always entailed going beyond: by examining every detail and secret to be found in old texts, one therefore goes beyond that which might be obvious. He looks past appearances toward those places that remain poorly known. This means accepting the incongruous and striving to understand how it manifests in a variety of languages, cultures, thoughts, and writings.

Striving to understand—this has been his constant motivation over many years of research. His interest in borders—both as thresholds and limits, and all those liminal spaces that surround us—has made his work a passageway, and everyone who knows him well will say: “Claude Lecouteux is a smuggler in the noblest sense of the word: a smuggler of history and of stories.”

And he is not merely satisfied to set sail with us or lead us to places we never would have seen without his guidance. He provides us the keys we need to travel without him, and the courage to cross over into the borderlands of foreign realms. Thanks to him, the Unknown no longer frightens us so much, if at all. Instead, it stimulates our curiosity and desire to accompany him into the beyond.

With him, even monsters are no longer frightening—no matter if they are witches, ogres, or vampires, or cynocephalic beings, or Hydras of the abyssal and hadal zones of the ocean’s depths. Even the strangest and most mysterious phenomena, even hybrid creatures, even ghosts and revenants no longer have the power to scare us, whether it is a question of encountering a dead man without a head—or one cleaved in half by an ax—crossing the path of a three-legged horse with eyes of fire, or being overtaken by a distraught wild woman running away from who knows what, or even meeting and domesticating household spirits.

These others, this otherness, no longer has the power to frighten because Lecouteux explains to us what they are, where they come from, how they are made, and especially why they are there and why they fade in and out of sight, only to pop up again later, and how to earn their favor and good graces. With Lecouteux, we understand them better and learn how to know them, sometimes even tame them, ensuring that a “marvelous” encounter takes place.

As a gifted diachronic linguist, Lecouteux also explains (again something extremely rare in our time) the origins of the words that describe the wondrous beings, events, elements, and stories he studies. He examines the dialects of ancient languages as well as their developments and linguistic and cultural interactions. When you read Lecouteux, everything he presents and explains seems so simple, but that doesn’t take into account the vast number of hours of research that his works conceal, and the extensive knowledge one must have of countless ancient languages, some practically forgotten today, in order to decode, understand, analyze, compare, classify, summarize, structure, and present all the data that he gives us in its simplest possible form. His many disciples, enthralled by his courses at the Sorbonne and still faithfully present at his side, are the best testament to this. Lecouteux’s works may be accessible to any and all, but they could not have been put together by just anyone: very few researchers today possess his encyclopedic knowledge of ancient languages and diachronic linguistics, as well as that of civilization, history, and literature. His is a rare learning—commensurate with that of the great scholars of the past centuries that he studies.

He forges a connection for us beyond the borders of linguistics, civilizations, and history, and one that lies even further beyond the limits and thresholds that he invites us to cross. This is true whether we have crossed over to the other side, or the “others” have come to meet us, or if we have simply lingered at the portals to this other world. With his help, we are able to cross over this border—which is also that of our own limitations—sometimes by means of a bridge, a ford, or even a hollow tree, all backed by solid historical documentation.

With the work of Lecouteux, we are still in the natural world, the same one that surrounds us today. Urban spaces appear only rarely in the texts he studies because he is more interested in the daily life of simple folk than in the deeds and doings of the “high and mighty” who inhabit the cities. Folk culture is his core concern: the culture of the people, the peasants, the culture of our countryside. This culture is one that is ancient, visceral, deep, and vital, and forms our very being. And it is truly his role as a ferryman that allows us to meet these ancestral beings that dwell in our homes, forests, and mountains—but especially in our imaginations, fantasies, and fears as well.

Nature is omnipresent in Lecouteux’s research. It is an inhabited and haunted nature. As he puts it so well: “Man has always been aware that he is not the world’s first inhabitant” (“The Backdrop of the Adventure Sites in Medieval Romances”). Similarly, in “Borderlands of the Otherworld,” he writes: “We need to acknowledge that man is not the earth’s sole inhabitant but that he has neighbors, his world is haunted, and their presence forces him to take certain precautions and compels him to respect taboos—in short, it shapes his life similarly to how it is structured by territorial boundaries and domains, bailiwicks, advocateships (avoueries; Swiss Vogteien), and so forth.” Writing in a style that is both simple and rich, Lecouteux transports us into seemingly inaccessible worlds that are yet so close. There he introduces us to a small population of mythological and historical supernatural beings who are still a constant presence in contemporary literature, films, and games.

The human being is not the first inhabitant of the earth, something he is aware of, nor is he the sole inhabitant; he shares this land with other living beings. It is easy to grasp why biodiversity needs to be respected in its whole, for we are part of this nature that is as fragile as it is all-powerful. This is why the dominant position humans have appropriated is also an obligation. A moral and ethical bond connects them to their environment whether it is visible or invisible, domestic, wild, or liminal. Forgetting all these beings that inhabited the world of our ancestors is tantamount to forgetting this bond. Discovering and understanding this liminality opens an individual to unforgettable encounters.

Don’t be led astray—Claude Lecouteux has never advocated a return to sometimes burdensome beliefs. Instead, he has highlighted the value of knowing, understanding, recontextualizing, and respecting them so that we might better discover our history in age-old stories. In his thoughtful, humble, and reserved way, attentive to the sensibility of his fellow man, he invites us implicitly and discreetly to cross this border from time to time, this liminal line from which one never returns exactly the same, and to open the doors of the otherworld to allow in the “little” people, this fabled populace of widely disparate beings, in order to frighten or re-enchant the world a bit.

And this is something our world clearly seems to need: receptiveness to any kind of Other with the re-enchantment, reappropriation, and rediscovery of past beliefs and customs. Perhaps this would be the first step toward a reconciliation with the nature we mistreat so badly, and toward a reconciliation with ourselves, a reconstruction that will be most welcome after so many deconstructions, for we have become somewhat lost for so hastily and categorically turning our back on the imaginal realm, the magic of the world and its manifold beauty.

So, let us follow this ferryman and walk confidently in his footsteps. There are numerous exciting adventures and amazing encounters that undoubtedly await us. And, as he is celebrating his eightieth birthday today, let us thank him for his many years of fascinating scholarship and research that he shares so simply and unassumingly with anyone and everyone—not least of all his loyal readers, who are now found throughout the world.


Introduction

Florence Bayard and Astrid Guillaume

At the Borders of the Wondrous and Magical is a journey into the world of Claude Lecouteux. The articles collected here are an invitation to cross over the various borders that Lecouteux has examined throughout his long life as a researcher.

But there are not only borders waiting to be crossed in the work of Lecouteux—there are also thresholds that we must decide to step over or not, and boundaries best left inviolate for fear of losing one’s life or suffer their aftereffects or vestiges for several generations.

French readers are likely familiar with the little “test” you need to pass before entering enclosed spaces in Brittany: the stile. Of course, there is also a main entranceway, sometimes closed with an iron gate, but this is (was) reserved for specific events that call for processions: weddings, burials, baptisms, or other rites of passage requiring this kind of space. But to enter ordinarily, you had to cross over the stile, which meant going up a small ladder and then straddling a piece of shale. The main benefit of this obstacle was certainly to prevent animals from entering the sacred space, but it also gave a clear signal to the human being entering that he or she was stepping into another kind of space.

When we say “frontier,” we are also indicating transition. The notion of transition is essential throughout this book, as are the notions of “open” versus “closed,” and thus “the other side” as well—the unknown other space where entities dwell that are more or less human. They are sometimes hybrid in form, as they exist between two worlds: dwarfs, elves, fairies, witches, giants, dragons, genies, evil dead, revenants, and so forth—all of them creatures that Lecouteux has tried to identify as definitively as possible through his quasi-archaeological work, adeptly sifting through and utilizing all manner of documents in various ancient languages with the conscientious rigor he is known for.

So it is with a stone—the illustrated Ramsund runestone—that we will begin our exploration of a small part of this peerless researcher’s work, as if to indicate that we are now entering an extraordinary domain where scientific precision knows how to listen to the imaginal realm accompanied by faery, while remaining accessible to everyone.

Part I of this collection brings together five articles that illustrate an essential aspect of Claude Lecouteux’s scientific methodology. He works by “scrutinizing the old texts and cross-referencing their information”; he then picks out the ethnological observations and unveils the wealth of information in these writings,* whatever they are written on (parchment, stone, bell, amulet, or other talisman) and whatever their genre (sagas, legends, or carved inscriptions). All bear traces that preserve a sometimes-unconscious collective memory, whose secrets he is able to reveal by resorting—cautiously—to a form of “mental archaeology.”

Lecouteux “starts with texts, always texts, or in a pinch, archaeological findings, but he never develops things gratuitously. He definitely knows how to wonderfully extract the essence from the documents he analyzes—indeed, this is one of his strengths.”1 His research attests to the importance of the Middle Ages for understanding tales and legends, beliefs, medieval poetry, and rituals—not only those of the past but also in our own time. They enable an analysis and a better understanding of human beings across time.

A stable substratum emerges from this—hence the need for transcendence and a bond with the Other—along with evidence of the ceaseless evolution, perpetual transformation, and remarkable vitality of these elements. It explains why these tales still speak to us today and continue to astound us; why these beliefs—and the beings and objects, gestures, and rituals associated with them—continue to thrive, though they are revised, reworked, and recast in sometimes extreme ways, for example, in fantasy literature. Nevertheless, they remain recognizable for whoever holds the keys to understanding them—keys that Lecouteux provides. Indeed, he still “tries to demystify the subject by showing that it is not as difficult as one might think, provided one has adequate analytical tools.”2

With Claude Lecouteux, everything becomes clear. With his historical and anthropological knowledge, we may better understand today’s resurgence of magic, witchcraft, and shamanism, as well as the longevity of the feeling that we are living in a haunted world that is not restricted to the visible and the “rational.” As an illustration of this remark, one need only pause and consider the omnipresence of vampires, living dead, werewolves, and other creatures of this type in the popular media (comic books, TV series, films, literature): a closer look at the most recent accounts will reveal that mindsets have scarcely evolved on this plane. The article we have chosen to open Part II of the collection allows us to define more profoundly one of these figures that has never left our imaginations and still triggers our deepest fears: the evil dead.

The subject of the second article, the “grimoire,” is a word still steeped in deep mystery even today. We need only cast a glance at online sellers to see that such books remain highly coveted objects, especially if their seller (or author) knows how to exploit their legend and invent a fascinating origin story for them. For example, one grimoire was found chained up in the cellar of a monastery; another is written in blood or phosphorescent ink, sealed with the imprint of a skull; while yet another is presented in the form of a pocket bible with a black cover and red pages. Lecouteux helps the reader to better grasp the history and enduring qualities of this particular object. As a philologist, he traces not only an etymology but its contextual and cultural development.

But we need not only turn to these legendary books to explore our imaginal realms. Lecouteux possesses the particular skill of an archaeologist to pay attention to even the most minute traces and supporting materials, no matter how insignificant they may appear. To demonstrate how closely magic is entwined in everyday life, he discusses the door or roof of the house, whose “little” mythology3 he explores, and bells, big and small—all evidence of how everyday beliefs and magic intimately overlap in the Middle Ages.

It appears that he finds no subject insignificant, especially if it has a connection with what seems to interest him the most: our humanity. “He is ceaselessly questing for whatever can really set our hearts racing and our desire soaring by way of so many ‘monsters’ and ‘marvels.’”4

Grimoires and bells can come to life and travel about on their own: no object seems to be limited to a single function. And while the magic book is often connected with a desire for power, between white magic and black magic, and for protection when called for, the same is just as true for bells that summon the spirits, in their dark aspect, and also offer protection from storms, in their good aspect (“Big Bells and Little Bells: Beliefs and Magic”). A similar ambiguity is found among legendary figures such as the blacksmith, which we have chosen for our anthology as the preeminent marginal figure (“Weyland the Smith”). Both are equally ambiguous: one evolves between the evil woman and the good lady, the other dwells on the threshold of two worlds and can assume animal shape, has an almost organic connection with nature, and perhaps reflects the human being’s contentious relationship with it—a relationship that fluctuates between respectful fear and a desire to dominate.

This illustrates Lecouteux’s fondness for unearthing the origin of these figures as well as the lexicon that describes them. Rather than accept assumptions, he digs through the evidence and deciphers the encoded mysteries. He studies the genesis of words, beliefs, tales, and legends, and strives to grasp the how and why. By so doing, he carves “a path for approaching the connections between history and ethnology that validates everything we might call ‘interdisciplinary.’”5 The path he opens is a crosslinguistic one that demonstrates the circulation of ideas and languages.

The four texts that comprise Part III carry us into other domains and “untamed spaces”: the wild sea; the dark, tangled forest; the steep, high mountain; and clouds that are opaque or luminescent. The “Magnetic Mountain” of the opening essay in this section is closely connected to the sea and sailing, and here Lecouteux contributes to the study of travel narratives inspired by a taste for the wondrous. “The Raft of the Winds” invites us to set sail on clouds connected to the otherworld, but also to magic and enchantments, similar to a maritime expanse that forms a frontier behind which mysteries are hidden. The otherworld, in all its forms, is frequently separated from our own world by clouds, but it is also bathed in a singular light. Clouds are home to spirits personifying atmospheric phenomena that are also ambiguous, just like the objects and beings we met earlier. Clouds bring both beneficial rain and destructive hailstorms; they filter a marvelous light and darken the sky with disturbing shadows. Tempest or gentle spring rain, deluge or rainbow, they are situated between wonderment and terror, and as means to tame the weather they create, one may have recourse to the “weather masters” themselves who stand at the border of the beneficial and the harmful as they have the power to summon the helpful rain necessary for the crops to grow, but also know how to create devastating storms. In his article “The Masters of Weather,” Lecouteux reveals the relationship between place spirits and bad weather. He sheds light on the human desire to master the elements, as well as on the awareness of how small humans are—and how dependent they are on the very same elements that elude them despite their rites and rituals.

The mountain, as omnipresent as the sea, closes this section dedicated to nature and the elements (“Mythical Aspects of the Mountain in the Middle Ages”). This is the site deemed to best represent the world of the spirits and the land of the dead. By its vertical axis, it is the meeting point between our world and the sacred in its positive and negative aspects. It gives shelter to giants and dwarfs as well as the gods and the dead. It can be seen in place names and obviously denotes a natural and mythical frontier whose guardians are “monsters.” Sharing in two worlds, it also reveals its dual, ambiguous nature. It is a place of achievement and refuge as well as perdition: it is both heaven and hell for pagan and Christian alike.

The fourth and final part of this collection pursues more extensively this notion of threshold and border. This is why we find lands previously explored there. But now man is more in evidence; he is situated at the heart of nature and “wilderness,” for whether the stories are the work of clerics or spread through the countryside, the fundamental information remains the same: man lives in a haunted world. What’s involved here is an examination of the relationship between man and this world and its inhabitants, and what the conditions or consequences are of his incursions into these closed but accessible domains.

In “The Sea and Its Isles during the Middle Ages,” we find travel narratives and their imaginary geographies6 that gave birth to legends and clearly express the fear inspired by unknown spaces and dangerous waters, but they also fed a proclivity for the marvelous and dreams in which all things are possibile. When confronting nature, subjectivity seems to be all-powerful: it embellishes the world and transforms it into fantasy.

This explains how various places that went on to become the hazardous sites of the medieval romances are also those around which beliefs revolve and live. In fact, man has always been aware that he is not the world’s first inhabitant, and every civilization has crafted its cosmogony accordingly, based in this profound feeling. Thus, we learn that when seeking to domesticate a location upon which to build a house, it is necessary to “tame” the place and especially the beings that spend time there: the land has to be tamed, and the threshold respected. It can be transgressed in all sorts of ways, of course, but this will have consequences.

We also understand that the world is bipartite, divided between a locus amoenus and a locus terribilis. The division of the two spaces is not as clear-cut as some would have us believe, and passageway from one to the other is possible, notably in the marches of these domains (“Borderlands of the Otherworld”). A careful reading of the documents from the medieval North and West reveals that the earth is inhabited by spirits of all sorts who coexist with men—peacefully, neutrally, or hostilely. Man is not the earth’s sole inhabitant . . . he has neighbors, his world is haunted, and their presence forces him to take certain precautions and compels him to respect taboos—in short, it shapes his life. While the first temptation is to draw a borderline between them and him, he must submit to the obvious: never will this contact be completely sundered, never will nature and the beings symbolizing it cede their primal right (“The Spirits of Nature and of Humans in the Middle Ages”). The earth does not belong exclusively to humans, and the latter have everything to gain by respecting what some see as their nonhuman, plant, or animal neighbors and others see as spirits or the dead. It is probably not insignificant to note that the hero’s adventure, in the heart of the “wilderness,” often ends with the revelation of his own identity. Looking at this through our modern eyes while remaining prudent, couldn’t we also imagine that this nature, all too often overlooked today, brings the individual back to himself, restoring his true dimensions and his proper place in a shared world? Recent studies on the liminal animals we brush against when crossing over a threshold, a borderline, are one example,7 which shows that the notion of an invisible but clearly present frontier is fully present in our daily relations with other living things.

The texts gathered here show that making the texts speak also allows us to understand human beings and their beliefs, putting them back within a world in which the human is just one element among many others. This underscores the profound respect Claude Lecouteux has for what he has always refused to call “superstitions”—for does a hierarchy of values really exist? Here again, between religion and beliefs, between superstitions and Christian reformulations, we realize that the boundary is often quite thin. The importance of nature and of all that dwells within it takes man back to his homo roots—a species that for a time knew how to live with rather than against, when it had not yet invented religions nor tried to take control over its environment.

This is how Claude Lecouteux, as a fabulous storyteller, makes it possible for us to grasp some of our history, the history of our imaginal realm, which forms an important part of our humanity. He is, in fact, not only an eminent researcher, but also a “storyteller, novelist, poet, and pedagogue”8 who has mastered the rare art of conveying the most difficult things in a way the public at large can understand them, as these texts will yet again demonstrate.

FLORENCE BAYARD, PH.D., has been a lecturer in the Department of Germanic Studies at the University of Caen Normandy since 2002 and is a member of the Research Team on Literature, Imagination, and Society (Équipe de Recherche sur les Littératures, les Imaginaires et les Société). She is the author of L’Art du bien mourir au XVe siècle (The Art of Dying Well in the Fifteenth Century; 1999) and has published a French translation with commentary of the fourteenth-century text Der Ackermann aus Böhmen (The Plowman from Bohemia) by Johannes von Tepl (2013) and an edition of the fourteenth-century Petit livre sur la surabondance des grâces (Little Book on the Abundance of the Graces) by Christine Ebner (2020).
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*The italicized phrases that appear here are direct quotations from the articles in this collection.


PART I



FROM DOCUMENT TO IDEA

Making Texts Speak




1

The Ramsund Stone

The Mindset behind the Runic Inscription

The illustrated stone of Ramsund, dated to around 1030 and situated near Eskilstuna in Södermanland (Sweden), includes a carving depicting scenes from the legend of Sigurd/Siegfried: Regin beheaded near the tools of his forge; the hero sticking his thumb in his mouth, his steed with a chest (Fafnir’s treasure) on its back; and the birds perched in a tree. All these drawings are inside a band in the shape of a dragon that the valiant hero is piercing with his sword. Inside this band there is a runic inscription that says: “Si(g)rid, mother of Alfrik, daughter of Orm, made this bridge for the soul of Holmgeir, her husband, Si(g)rod’s father.”1

On its own, the inscription does not pose any problems to decipher and we know that the bridge alluded to is, in fact, a dike that makes it possible to cross through the swampy environment. On the other hand, no study has been made, to the best of my knowledge, about what links this dike called a “bridge” and its destination—Holmgeir’s soul. While we might immediately think of establishing a connection with the bridge to the beyond,2 there is one fundamental difference we should not overlook. Whether it is found in medieval visions or in Germanic-Scandinavian mythology (Gjallarbrú), the bridge is not connected to the sublunary world but located entirely outside it. As we saw, however, Sigrid expressly states that this bridge, this dike, has to serve her husband’s soul; it is therefore an offering, a kind of petition for a specific purpose.



The inscription on the illustrated stone of Ramsund, carved around 1030 near Eskilstuna in what is now Sweden

Light can be shed on the mindset behind this inscription if we refer to folk beliefs and traditions collected by ethnologists in Romania.3 After death, the soul of the deceased has to travel a long road before reaching its destination safe and sound.4 This road is strewn with ambushes and obstacles, and all measures taken at the time of death aim at facilitating this final journey of the deceased. Like in Christian literature of revelations and visions, the geography of the otherworld is characterized by difficult, hilly country.5 Steep mountains loom up out of plunging valleys; the soul has to follow bramble-choked paths across thorn-covered moors, precipices, ravines, rivers, and so forth. Darkness rules, which is why we give the dead candles and tapers. These specific objects, given to help the soul on its journey, are found almost everywhere. Eventually, the soul arrives at a large gulf (a torrent or river) that it is unable to cross without a bridge. This is fundamentally different from the standard bridge of the beyond that all souls have to take, and which causes those of evil men to tumble into hell. It so happens, and this is where Romanian beliefs are particularly interesting: Each soul can only cross this obstacle with his or her own bridge. There is only one per individual, and each one is guarded by an angel (or a demon) who forbids any but its intended owner from crossing it. So, the individual has to have built such a bridge while still alive. It doesn’t matter how rudimentary it is, even two planks laid over a ditch will permit this crossing. If the individual neglected to build such a bridge, this duty is incumbent on those near and dear to the deceased. They must build it immediately after death, for the soul does not leave the body right away—an idea we find held by many Indo-European peoples.6

By having this dike constructed over the swamp, Sigrid therefore gave her husband the material means he needed to reach the beyond. This construction is an offering intended to prevent the deceased from becoming stuck between this world and the otherworld, and thus potentially transforming into a draugr (revenant). It might appear that what we are seeing here is the collusion of two different religious assumptions—one pagan and the other Christian. In fact, no ancient Germanic texts mention the kind of obligation preserved in Romanian beliefs, although we do find some parallels. While there is no notion of building a bridge, the idea of facilitating the deceased’s passage into the otherworld can be seen in funeral rites like placing the dead individual in a boat or burying him with a horse. Sigrid’s act reflects a Christian idea widely spread by means of the literature of revelations, which should come as no surprise as the evangelization of Sweden began around 830 on the initiative of Archbishop Ebbo of Rheims. Olof Skötkonung was baptized near Husaby (Västergötland) in 1008, and the English monks David and Eskil, as well as the Swede Botvid, were spreading the faith in Södermanland in the eleventh century. The inscription on the Ramsund stone could very well be evidence of Sigrid’s Christian faith.


2

Eyrbyggja Saga

The Saga of Snorri Goði

Written around 1230, this Icelandic saga of sixty-five chapters, whose plot primarily takes place in Eyri, Þórsnes, and Álptafjörðr (“Swan Fjord”) on the Snæfellsnes Peninsula, offers a realistic account of the life of Snorri Goði. A goði was a local leader who had a kind of pact of vassalage with the freemen of his district. They gave him their obedience and support and accompanied him to the assembly or Thing (þing), which they attended as his liegemen (þingmenn).

Disputes were settled at the Althing (Alþing), the assembly of free men held at Þingvellir (the Plains of Parliament) during the summer solstice, next to the Law Rock (lögberg) where the lawspeaker (lögsögumaðr) recited the law. Local things (várþing) were also held in the spring.

The author describes how Snorri settled in Helgafell in 979; his quarrels with Thorarin the Black; his marriage to the daughter of Styr, with whom he had nine daughters and eight sons, all of whom married well; his battle against Arnkel, whom he slew in 993; and his efforts to achieve—by any means necessary, even the most devious—supremacy over the region. Relations had developed between Iceland and Greenland since the discovery of the latter, and Snorri visited it with Thorfin Karlsefni, who headed one of the expeditions to Vinland, “Land of Wine,” most likely Labrador. There they had clashes with the natives they called skrælingar, whose description matches that of Eskimos.

What makes this saga such a treasure trove are its ethnological observations concerning paganism, law, and funeral rites. We learn about the games with clods of turf (torfleikr) or balls—soccer, avant la lettre—which often degenerated into brawls. Place names preserve the memory of certain events: for example, Ófeigsfoss, “Ofeig’s Falls,” carries the memory of a slave who committed suicide by hurling himself into this cataract. “Twist-Foot’s Knoll” (Bægifótshöfðí) is a reminder that Thorolf Twist-Foot is buried there.

The Tale of the Greenlanders (Grœnlendinga þáttr) and the Saga of Erik the Red (Eiríks saga rauða) describe Vinland as a land where wheat and grapes grew wild, and where the climate was so mild that snow did not fall there in the winter. Many have questioned the nature of these resources without managing to specifically identify them.

These texts also mention Helluland, the “Land of the Flat Stones,” and Markland, the “Land of Forests,” discovered by Thorfin Karlsefni.

Beliefs hold a significant place in the Eyrbyggja saga. Unusual events are scattered throughout, such as the severed head Egill found on the ground that spoke a verse of sinister omen to him, for fragments of skaldic poetry pepper the text. Later there is a blood-charged cloud of sad foreboding; and when an eagle carries off a dog, it is regarded as a portent of mighty events.

The characters here are worth noting; among them we meet revenants; sorcerers; berserkers (berserkir); seers such as Spá-Gils; brigands like Ospak and his gang; fools; and a man who has more than one shape (eigi einhamr), meaning someone who can change his nature—an individual resembling our notion of a werewolf.

I will examine, in order, the elements that make this such an instructive and attractive saga, for its realism and its roots in the life of a small community—with quarrels that often have murderous consequences—all form a gripping testimony.

THE REVENANTS (DRAUGAR)

Before dying at Frodwater, Thorgunna, a native of the Hebrides (the chosen land for witches), asked that her bed curtains and bed be burned once she was no more. When she was being transported to her final resting place through terrible weather, the funeral party was obliged to stay over at a farm, and they placed her corpse in a shed. Noises were heard that night and they found the deceased naked and cooking food to eat; she then brought the meal to her coffin bearers. Her last wish was not carried out, because her bedding was very beautiful, and the consequences were disastrous.

A Moon of ill-omen (urðarmáni), revolving counter to the Sun, became visible in the common room at Frodwater. A shepherd died, revenants were seen, and six people died, all at the beginning of Advent. Then a noise was heard in the storeroom where the dried fish was kept, as if someone was tearing it to pieces (heyrt var í klefann, at rifin var skreiðinn). Thorodd and five men perished at sea while going to get fish and returned, dripping wet, to their funeral banquet. From this it was deduced they had been given a warm welcome by Rán, the Sea Goddess. Next, a seal’s head appeared—this was the animal double of the deceased—which burst out of the floor and stared at Thorgunna’s bed canopy. During this time noise was heard coming constantly from the storeroom, day and night. One day, when it was time to take out the dried fish to eat it, a man opened the closet and saw a tail sticking out that looked like a singed oxtail but thick with fur like a seal’s tail. People grabbed hold of it, but the tail disappeared and was not seen again. All that remained of the fish were the skins. Right after this Þórgrima the witch (galdrakinn) died and joined the band of revenants led by Thorir Wooden-Leg (viðleggr) and Thorodd and his men. The decision was made to burn Torgunna’s bedding and summon all the revenants to justice. A “door-court” (duradómr) was set up, a trial was held, and they were condemned to vanish—which they reluctantly did, each uttering a sentence before leaving.

A strange death was a guarantee that the deceased would come back. Enraged and discontent, Thorolf Twist-Foot (bægifótr) died sitting in his high seat. His son Arnkel went up to him from behind, ordering that no one come forward until he had closed the dead man’s eyes—a precaution against the evil eye—mouth and nostrils. Despite everything, Thorolf’s burial caused disturbing phenomena: the oxen that had pulled his sled were bewitched; the dead man’s shepherd was found dead not far from his grave, black as coal, with every bone in his body broken. The birds that landed on his burial mound dropped dead. Dreadful noises could be heard at night. Þórólfr returned home and lashed out at his widow, who succumbed to his attacks. The corpse of the deceased was dug up and carried off to a remote location. But he was tenacious and would leave his grave and kill people and animals. He was dug up again and his body was burned, but a cow licked the stones on which the ashes had been strewn and gave birth to an evil bull that—here is a significant detail—had a broken hoof, thus reproducing Thorolf’s handicap. This sequence in the story reflects the idea of reincarnation.

THE WITCHES

Three witches are featured in the saga: Geirrid, nicknamed tröllið (“the witch”); Thorgrima; and Katla.

Snorri started a lawsuit against Geirrid because Gunnlaug, who had been learning magic from her, was found beaten and covered with blood, with the very flesh torn from his bones, and it was rumored that she must have “ridden” him (hafa riðit honum), which means a black magic spell that is also called gandreið, the “ride on the magic wand.” But Snorri lost the lawsuit.

Because her son Odd had cut off a woman’s hand, Katla used a technique for creating optical illusions (sjónhverfingar) to conceal him from his pursuers. To kill her, they first put a sealskin bag over her head to avoid the evil eye, then stoned her. Her son Odd, who had also been discovered, was hung.

Meanwhile, Thorgrima galdrakinn (“expert in magic”) was able to summon a storm.

It was customary to name the places where witches had been executed so that they could be avoided. The texts mention a “sorcerers’ skerry” (Skrattasker) where they were drowned, and a “sorcerers’ cairn” (Skrattavarði) where a sorcerer was buried.

The sagas mention different practices ranging from curses to the crafting of objects with supernatural properties, such as a shirt that makes its wearer invulnerable. Sorcerers and witches practice magic illusions (sjónhverfingar), charms (galdr), binding (seiðr), and sending one’s double (sendingr). The adjective used to describe them is “greatly learned [in magic]” (fjölkunnigr).

LAW AND TRIALS

The saga depicts a series of trials, as Snorri and the Icelanders spend their time quarreling. Snorri and Arnkel dispute over a forest, and the goði tries to have him murdered by a hired killer. Another trial against Arnkel for the murder of slaves features the principle of monetary compensation for achieving reconciliation of the warring parties, something this society sought above all else.

Erik the Red (Eirík hinn rauða), who discovered Greenland, was accused of murdering Thorgest’s sons, but he managed to escape. In another trial, Snorri was charged with the murder of Vigfus. Law is omnipresent in this saga and shows that the Icelanders of this time were extremely litigious. One revelatory detail: following charges that were deemed too lenient for a homicide, a law was passed stating that a young woman or man less than eleven winters old could never serve as the principle plaintiff for a murder.

When they returned in an inopportune way, the dead were held on trial: a “door-court” (duradómr) would be convoked to which members would be assigned, an accusation lodged, and witnesses produced. Verdicts were handed down against a troop of revenants to stop them from interfering in the lives of the living.

PAGANISM

The saga gives us a good glimpse of pagan rituals and worship, information that is often corroborated by other texts. Making his way to Iceland by boat, upon sighting land Thorolf Mostrarskegg threw the pillars of his high seat (hásæti, öndvegi) overboard, in order to settle at the place where they floated ashore. The image of the god Thor (Þórr) was carved on one of them and he would decide where they would land. Once he recovered them, Thorolf built a temple in which he set up his high-seat pillars, which had “god-nails” (reginnaglar) driven into them.

By throwing the high-seat pillars into the sea, the colonists were leaving the choice of their settlement place in the hands of the gods. We should note that the help of the gods was necessary since the settlers would be stealing the land from the local spirits (landvættir), which could be dispersed in several ways. We should also realize that the figureheads on the prows of boats were detachable and bore images intended to drive away the local land spirits in the place they were landing. Later, when returning home from being at sea, the figureheads were removed.

There was a raised platform like an altar in the center of the building. On it there was a ring upon which people swore their oaths. The vessel used to hold the blood of animals sacrificed to the gods was also there. All men had to pay a tax to this temple, and the priest was responsible for its upkeep and for organizing sacrificial feasts there at his own expense. Thorolf Mostrarskegg held a mountain he named Helgafell (“Holy Mountain”) in special veneration and believed he would enter it when he died. This belief is confirmed by another passage in the saga: “Thorstein Codbiter (Þorsteinn þorskabítur), died at sea and one of the local shepherds saw the north side open, revealing large fires inside, and he heard joyous shouts and the sounds of drinking horns being clinked together” (Hann sá inn í fjallið elda stóra og heyrði þangað mikinn glaum og hornaskvöl).

The adoption of Christianity at the Althing of 999—which is recounted in the Kristni saga (Saga of Christianity)—changed very little, and Icelanders continued to worship the gods of their ancestors. They were described as being of “mixed faith” (blandinn í trúnni). They believed in Christ but appealed to Thor if danger threatened. Moreover, it was not forbidden to practice the old religion as long as one did so in private.

An exceptional document because of its wealth of information and its depiction of people and places, the Eyrbyggja saga resurrects a half-pagan, half-Christian past at a time when the Church held power and the Norwegian king, Hákon Hákonarson (b. 1204, reigned 1217–1263), was seeking to take possession of Iceland by any means necessary.
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The Hidden Face of Tales and Legends

The tale is not a simple amusement or teaching tool; it transports elements, themes, and motifs possessing a very long history. It came to be within a society that provided a framework of references whose components are history, folk beliefs, law, and real life. For her part, Bernadette Bricout speaks of a “world woven of history and memory.”

During the Middle Ages, the boundary between tales and legends was vague and porous. The two genres were composite, and constantly exchanging their elements. The modern criteria of definition are barely applicable: that the tale is characterized by its happy ending, contrary to the legend; or that the legend exists outside time and space, whereas the tale is deeply rooted in reality, and so forth. There are exceptions to these rules. In the medieval era, tales were concealed in collections of exempla* and in compilations like the Gesta Romanorum (Deeds of the Romans), the oldest manuscript of which dates to 1342. They are also hidden in historiography, homilies, farces, fables, and lays. The old texts—the vast majority of which were written in Latin—collected oral story traditions, but then transposed these tales into the courtly, chivalrous world. The wondrous is everywhere present: fairies like Melusine and Morgana; swan maidens; and women with the shapes of eagles who carry those they fall in love with back to their kingdom. Dwarfs and demons, water nymphs and wild women haunt this world; giants play the role of antagonists; magicians are generally ill-intentioned, except for Merlin the Enchanter, and often change their victims into a dragon or a hind, who are rescued in the nick of time, with only a few exceptions. What the folklorist Vladímir Propp calls “magical means” can be found at every twist in the plot: elixirs of life, healing salves, magic rings, and stones with healing or protective virtues that even allow their bearers to live underwater or—if placed under the tongue—to understand foreign languages. Or they may simply have a revitalizing effect. There are flowers with rejuvenating fragrances, shields that heal amputations but replace the missing limb with a gold artifact, and generative objects like the horn owned by Auberon, the king of the fairies, or the Grail. We find magical capes that make the wearer invisible, a wondrous staircase on which every step corresponds to a sin or a failure with respect to the code of courtly values, automatons that point the finger at the loss of virginity, and a variety of spells and curses. The imagination seems to know no boundaries here. The Middle Ages—which are, alas, so poorly known to anyone but the specialists—represent an important landmark in the history of stories.

The value that medieval tales hold for this study is threefold. First, they provide us with testimony about their antiquity; next, we learn what their dominant themes were and the motifs of which they were constructed; and finally, they supply us with valuable information on the mentalities of yore because they are bristling with elements borrowed from beliefs—for example, leprosy can be cured by the blood of a virgin—as well as being rich with borrowings from the civilization in which they were immersed.

There are well-known motifs like the deserted castle; the castle that vanishes; blindness healed by magic; the animal guide; the stepmother; taboos on seeing or revealing; talismanic rings offering protection from fire, drowning, or poison; the hollow mountain; the fountain of youth; and the magical plant that opens locked doors. We find here the themes of the werewolf; the quest for the vanished wife or husband; the journey in the otherworld; as well as singular variations of the tale of Cupid and Psyche. Marie de France retold the story of the Matron of Ephesus, and Hartmann von Aue’s Gregorius, written around 1190, is one of the medieval forms of the Oedipus myth. The Story of the Seven Sages, which tells the story of King Rhampsinit’s treasure, was already presented by Herodotus. The Middle Ages passed this down to us along with many other things. Around 1325, we find the story of Orpheus in England with a happy ending, and five hundred years later, a Shetland ballad directly inspired by the medieval text; only the names of the characters have changed.

Let us consider a few examples of what medieval literature gives us by way of magic. In one tale we have a cleric who is an inveterate gambler and unlucky: he comes to a crossroads, traces a circle around himself, and invokes the devil, who makes a contract with him.* In another legend, Charlemagne, the victim of a spell, sleeps with his deceased wife; when a prelate removes a stone from the dead woman’s mouth, she crumbles into dust.

The magician par excellence is the sorcerer Virgil, the creator of numerous wonders, such as a statue that daily informs the emperor Titus of all infractions of the law; a talking head; talismans; and automatons that protect cities. He acquired his knowledge of magic by discovering a vial holding seventy-two devils that he agreed to free on condition they teach him the Notary Art. Using necromantic magic, he hid an egg in the foundations of a castle in Naples over the depths of the sea. Whoever touches this egg would cause the city to shake, and whoever breaks it would cause it to be swallowed by the sea. On the Magnetic Mountain, Virgil also discovers a fly in a glass vial. The fly asks to be freed in exchange for the grimoire of Zabulon that has a statue of this mage—a magic statue that gets its power from a letter placed in its head. Virgil frees the demon in the shape of a fly, obtains the grimoire, and then tricks the devil.

The dead are omnipresent in the Middle Ages and while ghosts are quite scarce, there are many, many tales of revenants—the latter are often souls in torment in the more Christian lands. They come directly out of folk beliefs. In the much more pagan lands of the North, they return for revenge and to kill, advise, scold, or punish those who fail to respect the traditions. They can only be confronted in a battle to the death. One tale informs us about a deceased man who forbade his wife to remarry. She did not heed him and he smashed her skull with a mortar. In the mindsets of earlier eras, the deceased were never dead; they led a new life in another world that took the shape of a hollow mountain or a burial mound. They have their own religious services at night and woe to anyone who intrudes into that church. They own an inn where they spend the money that the living placed in their graves. An Icelandic saga features a beheaded revenant who strolls about with his head in his hand, which cannot help but remind us of the Headless Horseman in The Legend of Sleepy Hollow. Several texts refer to the deceased having sexual relations with their spouses and engendering children. A Danish ballad, “Aage og Else,” presents a dead man who returns to ask that his fiancée no longer weep for him:


Every time you weep,

Every time your heart is sad

My coffin fills to the brim

with clotted blood.

. . .

Every time you are glad,

Every time your heart is gay,

My grave is full of red roses.
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