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FOREWORD BY ALEXANDER SKARSGÅRD


On the island of Öland in the middle of the Baltic Sea lies one of the most famous runestones in Scandinavia named the Karlevi Runestone. It was raised in memory of the sea-warrior Sibbi the Good, who was Fuldarr’s son. In the 1920s my great-grandfather built a simple wooden house on Öland, not too far from the Karlevi Runestone, which has been in our family ever since. As a child I would spend every summer on Öland, and this eighty-five-mile-long limestone island was—and still is—my favorite place on earth. When I was seven years old my grandfather, who was an enthusiastic hiker, took me for a walk on Stora Alvaret, a barren limestone plateau that stretches the length of almost the entire island and which is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. (I highly recommend a visit to this magical place.) On our way home, grandpa asked if I wanted to see a runestone. I had absolutely no idea what a runestone was, so of course I said yes. When we arrived to the Karlevi Runestone my first impression was that it looked nothing more than a massive boulder. However, as we approached, its engraved epigraph appeared to be slithering like a snake across the stone. Grandpa urged me to run my finger along the inscription and to imagine that I was standing next to the Viking who carved and erected the runestone a millennia ago. Perhaps an ancestor of ours, since Skarsgård is derived from Skare’s gård (Skare was a Viking chieftain from the southern part of the island and gård means “farm”). It was the first time I ever felt the dizzying sensation of existing in both the past and the present simultaneously.

When we returned home we spent the evening in front of the fireplace, and Grandpa recounted stories of famous Vikings and their expeditions. He told me about Ingvar the Far-Traveled, who in 1041 set sail from Sweden with twenty-six langskips—only one would return—and led the last Viking campaign in the Caspian Sea. He narrated the legend of the Varangians, who with just a few ships tried to conquer Constantinople—the most powerful and heavily fortified city in the world at the time—and a suicide mission so insane that the Byzantine emperor later hired the Varangians as his personal bodyguards.

As we drank tea from the ridiculously oversized mugs Grandpa loved, he narrated fascinating and outlandish tales from Norse mythology about the Norns—three women who sit under the Yggdrasill tree and weave the Fates of man and who are the most powerful entities in the cosmos. And about the wolf Fenrir, who the Vikings believed would be chained until Ragnarök, the apocalypse, at which point he would then be able to break his shackles, swallow Ódinn, and devour the entire sun! At midnight, as the last embers glowed in the fireplace, Grandpa put me to bed. The man who leaned over to kiss me goodnight was no longer a retired mid-level administrative controller from Kalmar, but instead a battle-hardened Viking chieftain. I drifted off to sleep, and with every heartbeat I could feel his blood pumping through my veins.






PREFACE BY ETHAN HAWKE


When I arrived in Belfast to begin filming The Northman the global pandemic was in full force. There was no vaccine yet. I was tested before I left home and when I arrived, I had to quarantine in my hotel room, and I was only allowed contact with a select group of people in the production staff. The transportation crew had one colored vest, hair and makeup another color, and the camera department their own so that they could remain isolated as much as possible within their respective groups. In addition, each department stayed within its own circle. Colors were not allowed to mix. And yet… there was something inspiring about it all.

Hundreds of cast and crew were performing extraordinary efforts for the gift of being able to make a film together. There was a sense of gratitude I had never experienced in a film production. I was escorted through the offices and witnessed some of the most remarkable preparations for filmmaking I’d ever seen: period-specific Viking langskips being handmade, with elaborate research drawings covering every wall; armor meticulously crafted; and Alexander Skarsgård working out with a stuntman in a homemade gym—he looked like a cross between Hamlet and Conan. I was given a tour through the massive sets, which were all being built with a level of authenticity that was breathtaking. Cinematographer Jarin Blaschke’s intricate lighting plans were already being worked out, like the incantation of a spell. It was clear this swirling team of craftsmen were unified in one ambitious goal: the aspiration for excellence.

When I was introduced to Robert Eggers for rehearsal, we were all masked. Willem Dafoe and I began crawling on all fours—shirtless in Robert’s office—pretending to initiate our future King Aurvandil War-Raven through pagan rituals, barking and howling like dogs and shouting our Icelandic verse through our cloth masks. It was at once both ridiculous and the most hard-earned rehearsal of my life. No one present on this film project was going to go down without a fight.

Movies, at their best, are built on the power of harnessing a collective imagination. The underlying question is, can the director and the producing staff organize a team of artisans around a story so that everyone’s sweat, passion, intelligence, research, humor, love, and effort somehow form a cocoon around the script—eventually releasing a film that flies away in some new, confident, wondrous incarnation? I’ve been acting for over thirty years, and I’ve only witnessed it actually happen a handful of times. But when it does happen, it’s inspiring in a way that goes beyond filmmaking. As tough, and cruel, and bitter as the world can be, humanity cannot be completely lost if a company this large can discover a unity of purpose for the simple goal of making something beautiful.
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INTRODUCTION BY ROBERT EGGERS AND SJÓN


“Hljóðs bið ég allar helgar kindir”

“Silence, all who hear my story” so speaks the Seeress of the epic poem “Völuspá,” as she begins reciting her tale and prophesy of the creation of the world and its final destruction. Her poetic utterances create the world in a string of stanzas that stretch from the great nothing, or Ginnungagap in Norse mythology, until the Nordic apocalypse, Ragnarök. It is a story that plays out on a stage made from the body of a slain primeval giant: the World. The earth, oceans, sky, and clouds are all made from his bones, blood, and brain. And onto this grandest of stages, the Seeress introduces the key players of the greatest story ever told: the Æsir gods, led by Ódinn and Freyja; the Valkyries; the giants and dwarfs; dísir; dragons; and finally human beings, ourselves. Together, all these elements make the world tree Yggdrasill, a magnificent arboreal structure that fosters within its branches all there is and ever will be—the nine worlds of the Viking cosmos—while its own roots are fed by the water from the spring of Fate, which is the fuel that runs through the veins of every being in this mythical world. “No one can ‘scape it,” as the Three Norns who guard the spring are wont to remind both gods and men.

The Northman is a re-creation of the Viking Age. The film attempts to articulate the material side of that world as it was experienced by its inhabitants and to give an experience of the inner workings of the Viking societies, their belief systems, and the social mores that guided them throughout their everyday lives. Similar to how belief in fate ran through the veins of the early medieval Nordic cultures, the “words of wisdom” that ran through the entire production of The Northman was the quest for “historical accuracy.” It meant that everyone who took part in the years, months, days, and hours that went into the creation of the film had to be aware of what really had existed in the first decades of tenth-century Scandinavia and, at the same time, be alert to the reinterpretations and inaccurate elements that had been projected onto the Viking culture in the millennia that followed.

Therefore, in every workshop and office of the film’s production, people were reading the Icelandic sagas, watching archeological documentaries, consulting massive art books, and devouring obscure scholarly pamphlets. It also meant that everyone who was occupied with transforming the body of our particular slain giant into a motion picture about Prince Amleth of Hrafnsey, the man who never cries—the camera crew, costume weavers, stunt coordinators, actors, carpenters, animal handlers—were all aware that they were a part of a unified team busy with creating one coherent world.

The English word world shares its roots with the Old Norse veröld, which is comprised of two words that can be translated as “time” and “being,” and it implies that the universe is a transient state rather than a fixed place. After the final battle in “Völuspá” has been fought and the world, filled with both beauty and cruelty and so carefully brought into being, is lost and rises again, the main players of the epic poem return to remember it. But the final day is yet to come… or will it ever? As long as there remains an audience for epic poems, that world will live. Now that the film is done, let’s paraphrase the Seeress:

“Lower the lights, all who see our story…”






A CALL TO THE GODS

It’s 895 AD and Iceland’s Mount Hekla volcano is smoldering, and its imminent eruption signals the beginning of the end for the Viking Age in The Northman, a new action-drama from acclaimed director Robert Eggers (The Witch, The Lighthouse). Conceived by Eggers and his co-writer, the Icelandic novelist Sjón, the film is a new kind of Viking saga that, like the director’s last two movies, plays with our expectations of its historic narrative. The script is loosely based on the legend of Prince Amleth by the thirteenth-century Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus, itself a major inspiration for Shakespeare’s Hamlet. In the original text, the protagonist, Prince Amleth, seeks to kill his uncle Feng, who is responsible for murdering Amleth’s father, King Horvendill, in addition to seemingly kidnapping his mother, Gerutha. Eggers’ version of this archetypal revenge narrative reflects the socioeconomic instability and general fear of retaliation from vindictive and power-hungry rivals that loomed over the Scandinavian settlers who, by the late ninth and early mid-tenth centuries, had moved to Iceland to start a new, post-Viking life with their families.

The Northman’s main character, also named Amleth, is played by Alexander Skarsgård, the versatile Swedish actor known for his memorable performances in TV series such as Big Little Lies, Generation Kill, and True Blood. Eggers’ film follows Young Amleth (played by Oscar Novak) living innocently in the fictitious Scottish kingdom of Hrafnsey, continues to the Land of the Rus (modern-day Ukraine) with Amleth as an adult, then to Freysdalur, a prosperous farmstead in Iceland, and concludes on Mount Hekla. Skarsgård is part of an award-winning ensemble cast known for their complex and nuanced character roles that includes Ethan Hawke, who plays Amleth’s father, King Aurvandil War-Raven; Nicole Kidman, who delivers a ferocious performance as Amleth’s mother, Queen Gudrún; Dracula (2020) miniseries star Claes Bang, who, as King Aurvandil’s treacherous brother Fjölnir the Brotherless, betrays Amleth’s father and absconds with his mother; Anya Taylor-Joy as Amleth’s love interest, Olga of the Birch Forest; Willem Dafoe as Heimir the Fool, King Aurvandil’s court jester; and Icelandic singer-songwriter and actress Björk as a soothsayer Seeress.
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The Great Hall in Hfrasney’s longhouse with King Aurvandil, Queen Gudrún, and Young Amleth seated at the head table. Concept illustration by Ioan Dumitscu.
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(From left to right) Young Amleth (Oscar Novak), King Aurvandil (Ethan Hawke), and Queen Gudrún (Nicole Kidman) enjoying King Aurvandil’s welcome banquet.



With The Northman, Eggers takes an ambitious leap forward from his two modestly scaled prior features. The project was originally conceived by Skarsgård, who had tried for years to put together an authentic Viking movie and was particularly impressed by Eggers’ The Witch. After some discussions with producer Lars Knudsen, Skarsgård started talking with Eggers about collaborating on a modern Viking saga. As in his two previous features, Eggers attracts viewers with the sort of period-specific details that immerses viewers into his characters’ covert motivations. By highlighting the sheer normalcy of life apart from Amleth and his monomaniacal quest, Eggers and Sjón’s script encourages viewers to see The Northman as more than just a straightforward revenge drama.

Despite initial plans to shoot a few key scenes in Iceland, the film was primarily shot in Northern Ireland over the course of eighty-nine days in 2020. Relocating several of the movie’s originally planned shooting locations from Iceland to Northern Ireland due to COVID-19 lockdown logistics was a practical necessity given that the film was mostly shot during the global outbreak. Still, despite the production’s bad timing, Eggers and Sjón’s vision was realized with the sort of attention to detail that has come to define all of Eggers’ movies, right down to production designer Craig Lathrop’s quest to find just the right color of sulfuric black sand in Northern Ireland to double for the volcanic sand of Mount Hekla in Iceland.

In addition to Saxo Grammaticus’s Prince Amleth legend, Eggers took particular inspiration from a wealth of period studies conducted by Viking experts like Neil Price as a research consultant, in addition to fellow consultants Terry Gunnell and Jóhanna Katrín Friðriksdóttir. The movie’s choreography and unique design also speak to the thrilling impact of Eggers and cinematographer Jarin Blaschke’s unique one-camera approach to shooting. Most productions of this size would use multiple cameras at once, but Eggers and Blaschke’s signature style—along with the director’s exhaustive catalog of cinematic knowledge and historical references that serve as inspiration—contribute to and enhance the movie’s drama. And while Eggers features some popular staples of The Northman’s chosen genre, like Viking Berserkers, langskips, and raids, the movie also frequently acknowledges its protagonists’ dual identities as both violent slave-owners and family-oriented, gods-fearing people.

Eggers and his team succeed in creating a new, visual saga, one that is grounded by, but not beholden to, the cultural touchstones that serve as its foundation. In a recent interview, costume designer Linda Muir used the phrase “a call to the gods” to describe intricate embroidery patterns that served as petitions to the gods. As Muir argues, the intricacy, effort, and creativity that went into this embroidery says a lot about the identity of the people who made and identified themselves by their clothing. Like the embroidery, Eggers weaves emotional layers into his characters using threads of betrayal, retaliation, and complete faith in the supernatural to create a nuanced story. It is in these finespun details that The Northman reveals itself to be both a historic genre movie about revenge as well as a complex and inverted understanding of a brutally violent bygone era that history has romanticized.
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The Kingdom of Hfrasney approached by langskips and knörrs. Concept illustration by Ioan Dumitscu.
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King Aurvandil’s homecoming procession. Concept illustration by Ioan Dumitscu.








THE NORTHMAN SAGA RETOLD

After witnessing his father, King Aurvandil, being killed by his uncle Fjölnir and his mother being dragged away, Young Amleth swears to avenge his father’s killing after barely escaping from his small kingdom of Hrafnsey, Scotland, with his life. We rejoin an adult Amleth nineteen years later, in 914 AD, who is now a member of a raiding party of animalistic, Ódinn-worshipping Berserker warriors that form an elite group among Viking raiders whose sole job is to kill opponents while their counterparts pillage and plunder a Slav village in the Land of the Rus. At this point, Amleth’s not yet committed to what may, or may not, be his predestined revenge narrative, but he has already surpassed his youthful innocence. After a prefatory (and maybe perception-altering) ritual, Amleth and his fellow Berserkers mercilessly cut through an unprepared group of Slavic villagers, many of whom are murdered while the survivors are sold into slavery.

After the raid, an exhausted Amleth stumbles onto the Seeress (Björk), who reminds Amleth of his childhood oath to avenge his father. The Seeress’s cryptic warning recalls his father’s earlier advice to Amleth when he was a child: “Never seek the secrets of women, but heed them always.” But while the supernatural is very real to Amleth, it doesn’t necessarily mean that we have to share his faith. Immediately after his encounter with the Seeress, Amleth meets a Slavic captive, Olga, on a slave ship bound for his uncle Fjölnir’s farmstead, Freysdalur, in Iceland. Amleth quickly disguises (and brands) himself as a slave and stows away on board the ship. Amleth and Olga’s bond develops intuitively as he presses onward to his vengeful goal. However, while Amleth and Olga are united by a mutual desire to avenge themselves against Fjölnir, Olga is also aware of Amleth’s role in the destruction of her family and village.

Upon arriving to Freysdalur, we join Amleth as he’s guided by a combination of mitigating circumstances and supernatural forces beyond his, or our, understanding. He heeds the prophecy of the He-Witch (Ingvar Sigurðsson), who, with the help of a severed human head, tells Amleth where he will find the king-slaying magic sword Draugr—along with its undead owner, The Mound Dweller (Ian Whyte). Amleth’s circumstances are consistently shown to be beyond his control. He chooses his fate, but his path is also often seemingly determined by external forces, like when he plays a brutal game of Knattleikr, a rugby-like sport that also serves as an arena for courtly intrigue. The Knattleikr match is interrupted by the bloodthirsty Thórfinnr Tooth-Gnasher (Hafþór Júlíus Björnsson), who tries to bludgeon Gunnar (Elliott Rose), one of Fjölnir and Queen Gudrún’s two sons—and Amleth’s half-brother.


[image: Image]
Amleth watches Fjölnir’s longhouse burn. Concept illustration by Ioan Dumitscu.
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Slaves working on Fjölnir’s farm. Concept illustration by Philipp Scherer.



Rescuing Gunnar from Thórfinnr not only brings Amleth a few steps closer to Fjölnir—who doesn’t recognize his adult nephew—but also gives us a fuller picture of Fjölnir and Queen Gudrún’s post-Hrafnsey family life in Iceland. Scenes where Amleth’s mother conspires with and dotes on his father’s killer only further complicate our understanding of Amleth’s destined foe. In a revealing exchange, Fjölnir warns his son Gunnar, “No man knows if he will celebrate next Yuletide as a king or a slave. It is best to be prepared for both.” Fjölnir’s admonition not only mirrors Amleth and his father’s rite of passage at the beginning of the story but also confounds our sympathetic understanding of Amleth and his defining need for revenge. Soon after the Knattleikr match, Amleth ambushes Thórir the Proud (Gustav Lindh), Fjölnir’s other son, and kills him with his sword Draugr. Thórir’s death only further tests our ever-shifting sympathies, particularly when he’s buried during an elaborate Viking funeral that includes a slave joining her master to be buried alongside him inside a Viking knörr.

From here, Amleth’s saga only grows more surreal and treacherous. He’s rescued by a conspiracy of Ódinnic ravens and carried away by a Valkyrja (Ineta Sliuzaite) after a failed strike on Fjölnir and his new family. Amleth is then nursed back to health by Olga, although it’s still unclear whether what we’re seeing is real or just a figment of Amleth’s imagination. Olga may be Amleth’s strongest connection to the movie’s reality, but it poses more questions than it answers. As they prepare to sail away together from Freysdalur, a pregnant Olga presents Amleth with a choice: He can continue his legacy by running away with her and starting a new family together elsewhere, or he can return to Freysdalur to confront Fjölnir. Amleth’s decision only further opens his narrative to viewers’ interpretation. As with any scene that revolves around Fjölnir and Queen Gudrún’s post-Hrafnsey home, Olga reminds Amleth of life beyond the fate that’s been prescribed to him by his father. She also shows us the world beyond Amleth’s perspective and pokes holes in our preconceptions about a woman’s limited sphere of influence within the Vikings’ otherwise male-dominated society.

Amleth’s relationship with Queen Gudrún only grows more complicated as he gets closer to his mother and begins to see her as more than just the distant provider that he swore to protect when he was a boy. In an emotionally devastating scene, Amleth sneaks into Gudrún’s bedchamber to reveal his identity as her son, expecting to be welcomed with gratitude. But after Amleth announces his intentions to rescue Gudrún, she insists that she never really loved his father and reveals a scar above her breast, which suggests that she was kidnapped and enslaved by his father (it’s the same branding mark Amleth gave himself in the Land of the Rus). This discovery proves to be too much for Amleth, who stumbles out of Gudrún’s chamber and seeks out his uncle’s men.

The final climax brings us to the fiery and angry volcano of Mount Hekla, where Amleth confronts his uncle and seals his fate. Amleth’s nightmarish duel with Fjölnir suggests a world on the verge of collapse, one where the formally common influence of higher powers on day-to-day life may, or may not, be a projection of a people in spiritual crisis. It is easy to see why Amleth and Fjölnir’s naked volcano sword fight was the scene that convinced Eggers that he needed to make The Northman. It’s the kind of set piece that you might not believe exists in a real movie if you were to have read it in Eggers and Sjón’s original screenplay. The concluding Mount Hekla set is especially impressive because so much care and effort went into its creation, especially given that this scene was not, in fact, shot at, or near, the real Mount Hekla in Iceland, but rather at Hightown Quarry in Northern Ireland. By getting a closer view of these small, below-the-line details, viewers will hopefully get a better sense of what makes The Northman such a unique testament to its creators’ sustained vision and collaborative ingenuity.


[image: Image]
The climatic fight between Amleth and Fjölnir at Mount Hekla. Concept illustration by Kirill Barybin.
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Amleth follows the ominous fox with Fjölnir’s farmstead in the distance. Concept illustration by Ioan Dumitscu.
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Young Amleth’s vision of his royal kinsmen on the Tree of Kings. Concept Illustrations by Šimon Gočál.




“NOW, LIVE ALWAYS WITHOUT FEAR—FOR YOUR FATE IS SET AND YOU CANNOT ‘SCAPE IT. THIS IS THE LAST TEAR YOU WILL SHED IN WEAKNESS. IT WILL BE GIVEN BACK WHEN MOST YOU NEED IT.”

–HEIMIR THE FOOL
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