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    Introduction


    


    Stories of the hammer-wielding Thor, wise Odin, beautiful goddess Freya and evil Loki have fascinated people throughout the ages. Even today, almost a thousand years after the last Scandinavians abandoned the old gods for Christianity, the Viking myths continue to captivate new generations of readers. This book offers the modern reader a gateway into the wondrous world of Norse mythology with all its gods, goddesses, heroes, giants, elves, dwarfs and other creatures. But the book does more than retell the ancient myths. It also places all these gods and myths in their historical context and explains the religion of the Vikings, with its sacred calendar, its holy places and its sacrifices.


     For centuries, the Church tried to suppress the old Viking religion and all its myths. People who were caught celebrating fertility ceremonies with pagan roots in order to ensure a good harvest were severely punished. Major festivals in the old religious calendar, such as the midwinter and midsummer sacrifices, were taken over and transformed into Christmas and St John the Baptist's Day. Cultic centers were destroyed and sometimes churches were built on the sites. But all these efforts were only partly successful. Here and there, people continued to carry out the old familiar ceremonies for good luck, and bits and pieces of myths survived in sayings and stories told around the fire during long winter nights. Some place names such as Odense in Denmark and Ullevi and Frösön in Sweden still bore witness to the old gods, and the days of the week retained the names of Tyr, Odin, Thor and Frey. In fact, even the names of these days in English – Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Friday – still attest to a distant Viking influence over the British Isles.


     Nonetheless, as a consequence of the persecution, knowledge of the old myths was weak in Scandinavia for many years. It was only when romanticism and the search for national roots became popular in the 19th century that the Scandinavians turned to the lore of the Vikings. Ancient customs and myths were rediscovered by the modern-day Danes, Icelanders, Norwegians and Swedes, who embraced their heritage enthusiastically. People started to give their children Viking names: countless boys were called Thor, Vidar and Gunnar, whereas girls were given names such as Gerd, Gudrun and Sigrid. Also streets were given names from Norse mythology, and so today you can live on Thor's or Odin's Streets and take your dog for a walk in Park Vanadis in Stockholm.


    Artists throughout Scandinavia also rediscovered the old myths of the Vikings and were inspired by them. National art museums in Oslo, Copenhagen, Reykjavik and Stockholm all display paintings depicting scenes from Norse mythology, and poets and artists drew on the language and content of the old myths. As an example, the Danish national anthem, written in 1819, invokes the goddess of beauty and bloom, calling Denmark "Freya's Hall." Also artists elsewhere in the world were fascinated with the Norse myths. Richard Wagner borrowed heavily from Viking lore when he wrote his operas, and it's hard to imagine the fantasy worlds of J. R. R. Tolkien and George R. R. Martin without the inspiration from Scandinavian mythology.


    All of this means that the Norse mythology isn't merely a fascinating subject in and of itself. Thanks to its influence on art, literature and even modern pop culture, knowledge of the old myths enriches the understanding of the world we live in and gives a deeper appreciation of many aspects of modern society and culture.


    The book starts with a brief overview of religious practices in Viking Age Scandinavia. The overview provides a historical context that serves as a backdrop to the myths, giving the reader a fuller understanding of how the Vikings themselves understood these myths. But the reader who isn't particularly interested in the rituals of a Viking wedding or what the temple at Uppsala looked like, can skip this chapter and go straight to the stories of gods, heroes and giants. Next, follows a list of the major gods and goddesses in the Old Norse pantheon. The gods are listed alphabetically for easy reference, and their functions, attributes and familial relations are made clear. Since the list is alphabetical, reader who gets confused by all the names or wants to refresh their memory regarding a particular god or goddess, can access the relevant information easily. After this, finally, follows the core of the book: the myths themselves. Needless to say, this is only a selection of the best known and most important myths, since the Norse mythology is rich and complex, and there are hundreds of different myths. The last section of the book presents the sources. Here, the most important works that have contributed to our knowledge and understanding of the Norse mythology are described and given their proper historical context.


    Finally, a short note on orthography. In order to make this book more accessible, the spelling has been modernized and simplified to facilitate the reading experience for the average English speaker with no knowledge of Scandinavian languages. That means that none of the special letters and diacritic markings used in Scandinavian languages has been used in the chapters relating the myths. Whenever possible, the established English spelling of names and places has been used to make the text as easy to follow as possible. However, in the sections that deal with the historical context and the sources, some of the diacritics have been retained.


    

  


  
    The Vikings and Their Religion


    


    The term Vikings is usually understood to refer to the people that lived or originated in Scandinavia from the late 8th century until the early 12th century, the so-called Viking Age. Sometimes these people are also called Norsemen, which probably is a more exact – albeit less evocative – description, since they themselves most likely reserved the term Vikings for men who traveled abroad to win treasure by sword or trade. Norsemen, after all, only means people who live in the north. But since the raiding warriors were so significant for the era, at least our understanding of it, the term Vikings is often used to cover the population as a whole.


    The Viking Age started in the year 793, and the reason for this oddly specific starting point is that it's connected to a particular event in history: the first documented Viking raid. This raid brought Vikings to the wealthy and famous Lindisfarne monastery on an island off the north-eastern coast of England. The attack on the monks there sent shock waves through Christian Europe, and marked the beginning of more than three hundred years of Viking raids on the continent, as well as European efforts to subdue the Vikings. One of the key elements of these efforts was the Christian missionaries that were sent to Scandinavia to spread Christianity, and by extension a hopefully more peaceful mindset, among the Vikings. As a consequence, the religion of the Vikings – the subject of this book – is also a literally defining aspect of the Viking culture and the Viking Age. The completion of the conversion of the Scandinavians to Christianity is seen as the end the Viking Age and the beginning of the Scandinavian Middle Ages. For that reason, the year 1103, when all of Scandinavia was declared a unified archdiocese, is widely considered the end of the Viking Age.


    The Vikings, of course, had been living in Scandinavia long before the raid on Lindisfarne brought them to the attention of Christian Europe. Theirs was an ancient culture that had existed for hundreds of years, even though most details about it are lost to posterity. We do know, however, that despite the fact that Scandinavia was not a unified political entity, the people who lived there shared a common culture, language and religion. The Vikings primarily lived in modern-day Denmark, Norway and the southern half of today's Sweden. Later, they colonized Iceland and Greenland, and some Vikings even settled around the Baltic Sea, on the British Isles and along the rivers in today's Russia and Ukraine. Some also settled on the southern coast of the English Channel, eventually giving the area its name Normandy, the land of the Norsemen. Also the name Russia is assumed to be a Viking import, since most of the Vikings who settled in today's Ukraine were called Rus as they came from Roslagen in east-central Sweden.


    Religion in the Viking Age


    The Vikings didn't have a word for religion, since they didn't understand religion in the same way as Christian Europe did. Christianity is a revealed religion with a clear theology where belief in certain well-defined dogmas is central. In contrast, the Vikings didn't have a defined set of beliefs or codified holy texts. Theirs was a tribal religion based on tradition and nature. The religion of the Vikings centered on understanding what was going on in the world – What is thunder? Where does the world come from? How does summer turn into winter? – as well as trying to get the gods to favor one's one endeavors and provide plentiful harvests, healthy children and victory in battle. The cult was much more important than the beliefs, as it was widely understood that in order to please the gods one had to perform certain rites. Failing to do so would risk the wrath of the gods and endanger one's life. In addition, the gods weren't the only ones demanding to be pleased. The Viking cult also included elves, spirits and other creatures as well as ancestor worship. In all of this, the Vikings' pre-Christian pagan religion was very similar to that of other Indo-European peoples, such as the Slavs, the Greeks and the Romans.


     Another difference between Christianity and the religion of the Vikings, was that the Vikings didn't have any clear-cut hierarchy of priests that had a monopoly on performing religious ceremonies. Many of the religious ceremonies and practices were conducted in the home, and it can be assumed that variations in the cult were common and significant. Whenever a religious ceremony was to be carried out, it was led by the person with the highest status or most authority – or at least by someone that person had appointed. This means that the head of the household led ceremonies for his family, the commander of the troops conducted the worship when the warriors were gathered, and on a national level the king was responsible for leading the cult to insure the safety and wellbeing of his people.


     Even though many different persons could lead religious ceremonies and participate in the cult, there were some whose task it was to perform religious duties. The gothi were cultic leaders mentioned several times in the Icelandic sagas, even though they clearly had secular functions as well, such as judges and politicians. It is known from the sagas that also women could fill this function, and such a woman was called a gyðja. Unfortunately, most knowledge about women leading religious ceremonies – as well as female powers and goddesses being worshipped – was suppressed by the Church once Scandinavia was won for Christianity. To the male-dominated Church, the thought of worshipping females or women participating in the cult was especially alien and repugnant. Nonetheless, remains of the feminine aspects of Viking religion can be traced not least through the many places all over Scandinavia that still carry the names of important goddesses.


    Sacrifices to the Gods


    The most important part of the Viking cult was the sacrifice, known as the blót. This could be both a public and a private ceremony, and there were several sacrificial ceremonies throughout the year. The Vikings sacrificed to the gods, the elves or the spirits. The purpose of the blót was to ensure the favor of the gods, for instance by granting a plentiful harvest, a safe journey or victory in a war.


    The most common form of sacrifice was the killing of an animal, typically a pig or a horse, that the participants then ate together. The meat would be boiled and eaten at a ceremonial meal where they would also pass around a blessed drink, usually ale or mead but sometimes wine among the rich elites that could afford this imported beverage. The blood of the sacrificed animal was collected, since the Vikings believed it contained magic powers. It was sprinkled on images of the gods, on the walls and on the participants in the ceremony. Sometimes, during larger and more elaborate blót ceremonies, dancers, music and singing were involved in the rituals as well.


     Two of the most important sacrifices of the year took place in the middle of October, four weeks after the fall equinox, and in the middle of January. This great midwinter blót was also called yul, and this is the word used for Christmas in Scandinavia today. Both these two sacrifices were especially associated with Frey, the god of fertility, and a pig was sacrificed to him. To this day, the Christmas ham is the center piece at a Scandinavian Christmas meal. The so-called summer blót took place in the middle of April, four weeks after the spring equinox, and it was dedicated to Odin. It was performed to ensure victory in war, and it marked the beginning of the Vikings' annual expeditions and raids.


     Even though animals such as pigs and horses were the most common sacrifices, some ceremonies also included human sacrifices. There are accounts of sacrifices of slaves among the Rus Vikings on the Volga, and archaeologists excavating bogs in Scandinavia have found bodies of people ritually killed. The Norse myths also contain several instances of people who are sacrificed to the gods, especially to Odin. Sometimes, these people sacrifice themselves voluntarily, and sometimes they are prisoners of war. It is, of course, impossible to know to what extent these mythical descriptions of human sacrifices reflect the procedures surrounding actual sacrifices of people.


    Private Religious Practices


    The private religious sacrifices and ceremonies were similar to the major public ones, and they were led by the head of the household and his wife. There were family ceremonies at fixed times of the year, such as the álfablót, or the sacrifice to the elves, which was a small ceremony that took place in the winter and was led by the mistress of the house. The sacrifice itself was shrouded in secrecy, and no non-participants were allowed to be present, which means that the exact nature of the event is lost to posterity. Another important private sacrifice was the so-called völsiblót, when the penis of a stallion butchered during the fall butchering was taken by the mistress of the house. She would keep the limb in a wooden box together with linen and leeks and in the evening, she'd take it out and let it pass from person to person during a religious ritual.


     Other important religious events were births, weddings and burials. Since giving birth was dangerous for the mother and the child, people would try to protect them during labor by chanting prayers and singing songs to the goddesses Frigg and Freya. Nine days after the birth, the child was officially recognized by its father. He did this in a ritual where he placed the child on his lap and water was then sprinkled on the child and the name of the newborn was announced. Often, the child would receive the name of a dead relative that the parents admired, since the Vikings believed characteristics of a person could be transferred to a child by giving the child the same name. After this ceremony, the child was a member of the family, with the rank and rights that his or her particular family and clan enjoyed. This also meant that the parents could no longer kill the child without it being considered murder. This was important, since killing newborns through exposure, that is leaving them in the wild, was an accepted way to limit the family size in pre-Christian Scandinavia.


     To the Vikings, weddings were solemn unions not only of two people, but also of two families that became joined by a bond of expected solidarity. Because of this, marriages concerned the whole family, and a couple needed the permission of their fathers to be allowed to marry. Weddings consisted of a long series of intricate rituals. It was widely believed that the nuptial customs had to be carried out exactly according to the tradition in order to ensure that the marriage would be happy and fruitful. The process started with the groom and several of his kinsmen going to the bride's father to formally ask for his daughter's hand in marriage. If he agreed, a date was set for the wedding and that was followed by the negotiations about the economic aspects of the marriage, such as the size of the dowry and rules of inheritance. The pledge to marry was legally binding, even if the wedding itself hadn't taken place yet. The whole process culminated in the wedding feast. Here, the two families got together and celebrated for at least three days. The couple swore vows before the goddess Var, and a depiction of Thor's hammer Mjolnir was placed on the bride's lap for the god's blessing and protection. Frey and Freya, the god and goddess of fertility and love, were also invoked. The newlyweds were then led to their marital bed by witnesses carrying torches. This ceremony, and the presumed consummation taking place shortly thereafter, was considered the point when the couple became legally married. Such a torch ceremony was carried out at the royal court in Stockholm as late as the 18th century, when it was abolished partly due to the embarrassment of foreign diplomats.


     Vikings usually buried their dead in close proximity to where they lived, since they needed easy access to the graves. The reason for this was that ancestor worship was an important part of the cult. The Vikings believed that the spirits of dead ancestors could bestow blessings on the living, but also curse them from beyond the grave if the dead weren't treated with the proper respect. Libations and other sacrifices took place on the burial mounds, and at blót meals, toasts to the dead were a part of the ritual. The rich were often buried with costly gifts, and sometimes even in their ships.


    Magic and Religion


    Magic in various forms was an integral part of Viking religion. One of the best known practices was the seyd, which was a form of sorcery to find out things about the past or the future, but also to affect the physical world, for instance by making people fall in love, easing childbirth, bringing on madness, starting storms, sinking ships and making swords useless in battle. The Vikings believed that Freya had introduced the gods to the art of seyd, and she had taught Odin, the king of the gods, how to do it. In Norse mythology, Odin is the most prominent practitioner of the seyd.


    Not just anyone knew the art of the seyd, and there were skilled practitioners who would travel from homestead to homestead, performing seyd for money. During seyd, the practitioner would reach a state of trance by the help of a group of women, who would dance, pray and sometimes sing magic chants to invoke gods or spirits. The magic songs sung during seyd were called galder. It's not known exactly what these songs sounded like, but given that the word is related to modern Scandinavian words for madness as well as the crowing of a rooster, scholars assume that they were intense, loud and high-pitched.


     Almost all practitioners of seyd were women, and it was considered unmanly and sexually shameful for men to practice seyd. Nonetheless, there were some men who did, even though they brought social stigmatization on themselves by doing so. Sometimes, men who practiced seyd would even be persecuted. Some scholars believe this was because there was some sexual aspect to the practice. As evidence, they point to places in the Icelandic sagas where a staff used during seyd is compared to a phallus.


     Another form of magic used by the Vikings was the runes. They were, of course, the symbols used for writing, but the Vikings also believed that they held magic powers and whoever found out their secret was able to use it. As with seyd, the Vikings believed that Odin, the king of the gods, knew the secret of the runes and could use their magic.


     In magic contexts, the runes were used to create amulets or to strengthen blessings or spells, for instance by writing the name of Tyr, the god of duels and courage, on a sword in order to ensure victory. But the runes were also used for divination, and in modern Swedish the verb utröna, literally "to extract from the runes," means to find something out.


    The Temple at Uppsala


    The Vikings did not place great importance in elaborate temples or places of worship. Most sacrifices or other religious ceremonies took place either at home or outdoors. In some instances, there were halls erected for public use, but in most cases they were also utilized for political and economic purposes and not exclusively as buildings for religious ceremonies. Nonetheless, there were a few centers of worship here and there in Scandinavia, still often recognizable by place names including one of the words sal, hall, ve, vi or lund. These were halls, mounds or groves cordoned off with a symbolic boundary. Within this boundary, the ground was holy and special rules applied. No one was allowed to spill blood there, for instance.


    The best known of these places is the temple at Uppsala, in modern-day Sweden. The temple there was described in some detail by a German missionary called Adam of Bremen who visited Uppsala in the 11th century. At the time, that area was the last major center of paganism in an otherwise already largely Christianized Scandinavia. According to Adam, the boundary around the temple was a golden chain hanging from its gables and it could be seen from far away. Inside the building there were three statues depicting three gods. In the middle was a statue of Thor, who Adam described as the mightiest of the Viking gods. The statue of Thor was flanked by statues of Odin and Frey. Odin was clad in armor, and the fertility god Frey had an enormous phallus, which upset and embarrassed the Christian missionary.


     There were priests officiating in the temple, administering the sacrifices to the three gods. In case of a plague, they would sacrifice to Thor. In order to secure victory in a war, they would offer a sacrifice to Odin, and when there was a wedding they would sacrifice to Frey. In addition, there was cycle of sacrifices fixed in the calendar. Adam of Bremen especially describes one sacrifice that took place every nine years, when representatives from all parts of Sweden participated. Everyone in the land had to contribute, and Christians who did not wish to participate had to pay a fine. This major festival took place around the spring equinox and lasted nine days. Every day a man and two animals were sacrificed to the gods, and their corpses hung in a holy grove next to the temple. The blood from the sacrifices was collected and sprinkled on the altars, walls – both inside and outside – as well as on the participants. At the end, twenty-seven rotting corpses of dogs, horses and men hung from the trees.


     According to the Icelandic chronicler Snorri Sturluson, there was another major blót performed at Uppsala in February every year, called the dísablót. At the same time, all the people would gather for the thing, or the great council, which was the Viking version of a parliament. They would also hold a great fair, called the disathing after the council, at this time. It was expedient to combine religious, political and economic gatherings in this manner since it was both difficult and dangerous to travel far in the Viking Age, and this custom of combined events was common throughout Scandinavia. The tradition of the disathing survived the arrival of Christianity, and the fair is still held in Uppsala every February.


    Christianization


    With the spread of Christianity, the old Viking religion started to lose ground. The first Scandinavian state to convert to Christianity was Norway, and this happened sometime in the 10th century. Next was Iceland, which accepted Christianity in the year 1000. According to legend, the Icelanders reached the decision to convert to the new religion at their thing. Denmark was Christianized in 1015, but in Sweden the pagans held out for more than another hundred years. The decades preceding Sweden's final conversion were characterized by civil war between pagans and Christians, but in 1146 the Christian side won out and the last of the Vikings had been baptized.


    The last nine-day blót at the Uppsala temple was most likely performed in 1078, since the Christian king Ingold I destroyed the temple in 1087 on the eve of the next festival. After Sweden was Christianized, a church was built on the site of the old temple in order to eradicate its memory. But despite this, Uppsala retained its religious significance. To this very day, the archbishop of Sweden resides there. The cathedral of Uppsala is the biggest church in the country, and it's called "the sanctuary of the realm."


     The attempts of the representatives of the new religion to stamp out any remaining traces of the pagan cult weren't limited to Uppsala. Images of the old gods had been very popular among the Vikings. Sometimes these were only small figurines symbolizing a god or his or her attribute – such as an image of Thor's hammer Mjolnir – and sometimes they were larger poles with a face of a god or goddess carved at the top. After the triumph of Christianity, it became a serious crime to own any such images. But small figurines are difficult to find and destroy, so there is plenty of archaeological evidence of pagan images surviving long into the Christian era. However, no full-size statues of gods have been found anywhere in Scandinavia, despite Adam of Bremen's account and descriptions from other eyewitnesses. The most likely reason for this, is that the Christian rulers made a point of destroying all the big statues as a demonstration of the feebleness of the old gods as opposed to the new Christian god.


    

  


  
    The Major Gods and Goddesses


    


    There are many gods and goddesses in the Norse mythology. Sometimes it can be difficult to remember who everyone is, what their roles are and how they are related to each other. For easy reference, here's a list of the major gods and goddesses in alphabetical order. It lists all the essential information needed in order to understand their roles and functions when reading the Norse myths.


     The list is by no means complete, and focuses on the gods and goddesses that appear most frequently in the myths related further on in this book. It also includes some other gods who were nonetheless important in Viking society and religion.


    Balder


    Balder was the god of light and purity. His name means "the shining" or "the lord." He was the kindest of all the gods. He loved everything and everyone, and he was beloved by all, except by Loki. Loki was jealous of Balder and plotted to have him killed. The death of Balder was a great tragedy to the gods, and it was also an important milestone on the way to Ragnarok, the end of days.


     Balder was the son of Odin and Frigg. He was married to Nanna, and they had a son called Forseti. Forseti was a judge, and he would solve any quarrel, dilemma or problem presented to him. Balder owned the biggest ship ever built, called Hringhorni, and his home, Breidablik, was the most beautiful in the world.


    Bragi


    Bragi was the god of rhetoric and poetry, a role he shared with Odin. His name means approximately "the brilliant," and it's related to the Scandinavian word for "achievement," bragd. He was recognized by his long beard and known for his way with words. The Vikings even called poetry "Bragi's breath."


     Bragi had the task of welcoming the newly arrived dead heroes to Valhalla. He made them feel at home in Odin's hall. This was a task he shared with Hermod.


     At the funeral of kings and other prominent Vikings, guests would give so-called Bragi toasts, where they would pledge to achieve certain goals and then drink to Bragi. The more they drank the better, since it was believed that Bragi was inspired by drunkenness.


     Bragi was the son of Odin and married to Idun. They had several children, but none whose names are known.


    Frey


    Frey was a fertility god, associated with virility, prosperity and good weather. He was strong, beautiful and merciful, and brought pleasure and peace to mankind. He was usually depicted with a big phallus, and early Christian visitors to Scandinavia were scandalized by the sexually explicit worship of Frey.


     He owned a ship called Skidbladnir that could sail on water and land. It always had a favorable wind and could be folded up and carried in a pouch. Frey also rode a boar called Gullinbursti that could run on land and in the air. His two servants Byggvir and Beyla were associated with the harvest.


     Frey was the son of Njord, and one of the Vanir that were brought to Asgard, the world of the Asir, as a hostage after the war between the Asir and the Vanir. He lived at Alfheim together with his wife, the giant Gerd. When Frey fell in love with her, he had to give up his magic sword that fought on its own in order to get to marry her.


    Freya


    The name Freya means "lady," and she was a goddess of love, sex, beauty and fertility. She was also the mistress of the Valkyries, who brought fallen warriors to the afterlife.


    Freya was very popular among the Vikings in her role as the goddess of fertility and love, which can be seen by the number of place names and plants that carried her name. She was the object of fierce attacks during the process of Christianization of Scandinavia since Christian missionaries associated her with improper and lewd behavior. In many cases, her name was replaced with the Virgin Mary's, who the early Christians thought was a more suitable female role model.


    It was Freya who introduced Odin to the seyd, and she also taught the practice to mankind. During seyd, women would become ecstatic and be able to see the past and the future, as well as access other worlds.


    Freya rode in a chariot drawn by two cats or on her magic boar, called Hildisvini. One of her prized possessions was a necklace called Brisingamen, made by four dwarfs. It was the most beautiful piece of jewelry in the world.


    She was the daughter of Njord, and as such one of the Vanir. As the most important of the Vanir goddesses, she was sometimes called Vanadis. She was Frey's sister. Freya had two daughters, Hnoss and Gersemi, with her husband Od. He was often away, and during his absence Freya would cry golden tears that fertilized the earth. Freya was faithful to Od, even though many giants tried to convince her to marry them when her husband was away. She lived in her hall, Sessrumnir in Folkvangr, which was a part of Asgard.


    Some scholars identify Freya with Frigg, because they had similar names and similar roles in the mythology. Both goddesses also had the ability to transform themselves into falcons.


    Frigg


    Frigg was the wife of Odin, queen of Asgard and first among the goddesses. Her name means "the lovely" or "the beloved." The Vikings associated Frigg with the Morning star, that is the planet Venus.


     Frigg was primarily seen as a wife and mother, protector of women and marriages. Viking women in labor would call on Frigg's assistance. She had a servant called Fulla, who cared for her things and who knew her secrets, and another servant called Gna who was her messenger. Gna would travel the world on the horse Hofvarpnir who could run over land, water and air.


     Despite being the protector of marriages, Frigg didn't live with her husband Odin. She had a home of her own in Asgard, called Fensalir. She even had extramarital affairs with her brothers-in-law, Vile and Ve. Frigg was the daughter of Fjorgynn and the mother of Balder, Hermod and Hoder. She also had several stepchildren, among them Thor, Hermod, Tyr, Bragi and Vidar.


    Heimdall


    He was called "the white god," or "the one with golden teeth" by the Vikings, who considered him to be one of the holiest and most important gods. Heimdall guarded the entrance into Asgard, the world of the gods, where the bridge Bifrost connected it to Midgard, the world of men. He had a horse called Gulltopp and a mighty horn. At the end of days, Heimdall would blow in his horn to warn the gods that the giants from Muspellheim were attacking. This signal would be heard throughout all the nine worlds of the universe.


     It's not clear who Heimdall's parents were. Some claim that he was born of nine women, all sisters.


    Hoder


    Hoder was a blind god. He had the ability to influence people by playing his harp and sing. He could make people happy or sad, make them love or hate.


     Hoder is the son of Odin and Frigg. Loki tricked him into killing his beloved brother Balder.


    Idun


    Idun, whose name can be interpreted as "forever young" or "rejuvenator," was the goddess of knowledge and youth. She was the keeper of magic apples that the gods ate to stay young forever.


     She was the daughter of the dwarfs Ivadi and Hildegun. She was married to Bragi. Once, Loki tricked her to leave the safety of Asgard, and she was kidnapped by the giant Tjatsi, Skadi's father. When Idun was gone, the gods started to grow old and weak, so they forced Loki to bring her back. Tjatsi chased after them, and he was killed by the gods.


    Loki


    Loki was considered one of the gods, even though he was the son of giants. He was beautiful and clever, but also evil. Loki was a shape shifter, and could take on the shape of anything he liked. In the myths, he took on the shape of both men and women, as well as various animals.


     He sometimes helped the other gods, but most often caused problems. Loki's positive relations with the gods came to a definitive end when he plotted the death of the beloved god Balder. As a punishment, Loki was tied up by the other gods on three sharp stones in the underworld. Above him, the goddess Skadi placed a serpent that dripped venom in his eyes. But Loki's wife Sigyn collected the venom in a bowl, and only when she needed to empty it did the venom actually hit Loki's eyes. When it did, the pain made Loki move so violently that he caused earthquakes.


     At the end of days, Loki will be released and join the forces of evil in their fight against the gods.


     Loki's father was the giant Farbauti, and his mother the giantess Laufey. He had two brothers, Helblindi and Byleistr, and Loki and Odin were blood brothers. Loki was married to Sigyn, and they had the sons Vali and Narfi. With the giantess Angerboda, he had the daughter Hel, who is the mistress of the underworld, the Wolf Fenrir and the Midgard Serpent. In addition, Loki gave birth to Odin's eight-legged horse Sleipnir when he had taken on the shape of a mare and was impregnated by the stallion Svadilfari.


    Njord


    Njord was the god of the sea, the weather, wealth, trade, fishing and seafaring. His name means "strength."


    As opposed to the majority of the gods who were Asir, Njord was one of the Vanir, the gods who lost the war against the Asir. Njord, together with his son Frey and daughter Freya, was sent as a peace hostage to the Asir after the war.


    Njord was the son of Natt, "night," and the half-brother of Frigg, Odin's wife. The mother of Frey and Freya is unknown, but once Njord left Vanheim, he married the giant Skadi. Their marriage wasn't happy. Njord lived at Noatun by the sea, but Skadi couldn't take the noise of the seagulls. She was raised in the mountains, and wanted to live there, but Njord couldn't stand the howling of the wolves. In the end, they lived apart.


    Odin


    Odin was the oldest, wisest and most powerful of the gods in the Norse mythology. He was also the ruler of Asgard, the home of the gods. The name Odin means "The Furious One", but he had many other names, reflecting his different roles. One of these was Allfather, indicating his role as the supreme god and creator of the world and the human race.


     Odin received his wisdom by sacrificing one of his eyes, which was the condition for letting him drink from the well of wisdom. This also gave Odin the gift of prophecy, and he foresaw the end of days. Odin was also the god of poetry, and the Vikings believed he had created the runes. The runes were used not only for communicating, but also for magic purposes. Odin was also known for his magic, especially seyd. During seyd, the sorcerer communicated with the spirits in a state of trance.


     Despite his seyd practices, Odin was also a warrior god, connected to rage and victory. The Berserkers, Viking warriors fighting in a state of trance-like fury, were associated with Odin. Odin also received the souls of brave soldiers who fell in battle. They came to his hall Valhalla, where they trained in daily battles in order to fight the forces of darkness at the end of days.


     Odin was recognized by his spear Gungnir that never missed its aim. The Vikings sacrificed spearheads in their garrisons, presumably in reference to this impressive weapon. Odin also had two ravens, Hugin, meaning "thought," and Munin, meaning "memory." They flew all over the world gathering information, which they then whispered in the ear of their master in Asgard. In addition, Odin had an eight-legged horse called Sleipnir and two wolves called Geri and Freki.


     Odin's parents were Bor and Bestla and he was a descendant of Bure. Odin was the brother of Ve, Vile, Lodur and Honer. He had many sons. The oldest and best known was the god Thor, whose mother is Jord, that is Mother Earth herself. Odin was married to Frigg, and together they had the sons Balder, Hermod and Hoder.


    Skadi


    Skadi was a giantess, who became the goddess of the winter, skiing, mountains and hunting. The origins of her name are unclear, but some scholars believe that Scandinavia would mean "the Island of Scadi."


     She was the daughter of the giant Tjatsi, who was killed by the gods. To seek revenge, Skadi went to Asgard, but there she was convinced to accept compensation instead of vengeance. Odin promised that she could marry whichever god she wanted, but she had to choose by only looking at their feet. Skadi wanted to marry Balder, and chose the god with the cleanest feet. Unfortunately for her, the cleanest feet belonged to Njord, the god of the sea, who spent most of his time in water. The marriage between Skadi and Njord was unhappy, since he wanted to live by the sea, and she wanted to live in the mountains. They ended up living separately, and Skadi became Odin's mistress. She bore him several sons.


    Thor


    Thor was the red-headed god of thunder, with fierce eyes and a big beard. He was a much loved god, seen as the protector of mankind. Poor people, peasants and slaves worshipped Thor as the god who brought order from chaos and protected them from evil. The Vikings believed that thunder was a sign of Thor fighting against giants, monsters and other destructive forces. His best known enemy was the Midgard Serpent, a sea monster who was Loki's son.


     Thor's weapon of choice was his hammer, Mjolnir, that could crush mountains. He travelled in a chariot drawn by two goats. He also had a belt called Megingjord, which gave him enormous strength. On his left hand he wore an iron glove and held an iron rod.


    Thor, the oldest son of Odin, was married to the goddess Sif with the golden hair. Together they had the son Modi and the daughter Truder. In addition, Thor had a son called Magni with the giantess Jarnsaxa. He's also the stepfather of the god Ull. Thor and his family live in their castle Bilskirnir in a part of Asgard called Trudheim. Bilskirnir was the biggest building in Asgard with five hundred and forty rooms, which was an unimaginable number to the Vikings who usually dwelled in small one-room huts.


    Tyr


    Tyr was the god of war and justice. He was sometimes called "the one-handed god" and was also identified with the Northern Star.


     Warriors among the Vikings worshipped Tyr, since he was the god of battle and bravery. They would mark their swords with his rune to secure his favor in battle. Tyr was the bravest of the gods and he proved his courage by sacrificing his hand to the Wolf Fenrir.


     Tyr's father was the giant Hymer, and he was married to a goddess whose name is unknown.


    Ull


    His name means "glory," and he was an important god in daily Viking life. Many Scandinavian towns and villages have names with the name Ull in them, and several sanctuaries dedicated to him have been excavated.


    Ull was a god associated with single combat and oaths. In places dedicated to his worship, archeologists have found plenty of rings used when swearing oaths. Despite his importance, Ull is rarely mentioned in the myths, where he was described as tall and beautiful, travelling on skis or snowshoes. He carried a shield and a bow and arrow. He didn't play any major part in any of the myths.


    He was the son of Sif and the stepson of Thor. His father was unknown. He lived at Ydalir.


    Vali


    Vali was the son of Odin and the giantess Rinder, born specifically to avenge the death of Balder. He survived Ragnarok and together with his half-brother Vidar he took over their father Odin's tasks in the new world.


    Vidar


    Not much is known about the god Vidar. His name, for instance, has been interpreted to mean both "wide ruler" and "warrior from the forrest."


     He was the son of Odin, and the only known part Vidar played in the Norse myths was that of avenger of his father's death at the time of Ragnarok. Vidar had a shoe with a very thick sole, made of all the discarded leather from all the shoemakers in Midgard. With this shoe, he eventually killed the Wolf Fenrir.


    

  


  
    The Creation of the World


    


    In the beginning there was nothing at all, only emptiness. This emptiness was called Ginnungagap, and it was a huge, unlimited void. Out of it rose the two primordial worlds Muspellheim and Nifelheim, located at the opposite ends of Ginnungagap. Muspellheim was the world of fire in the south, and Nifelheim the world of ice in the north. Muspellheim was ruled by Surt, the mightiest of the fire giants with his flaming sword. Surt was there in the beginning and he would exist until the end of the world. He guarded the gate into Muspellheim and didn't let anyone in, not even the gods could enter. Surt's hair was made of fire, and lava streamed down his deformed body. In contrast, Nifelheim was frozen, full of ice and snow. Storms raged there permanently. In the middle of Nifelheim was an enormous well, the source of twelve rivers. This well was called Hvergelmir, and when the waters in the twelve rivers poured out into Nifelheim they froze to enormous glaciers. These glaciers, a wall of ice that covered larger and larger parts of the universe, spread southward in the direction of Muspellheim.


    After eons of time, the fire from Muspellheim in the south and the ice from Nifelheim the north met. Out of the clash life was born. When the ice and fire crashed into each other, there was a huge explosion, and some frozen, poisonous ice melted. Out of the bubbling, boiling water and clay a giant emerged, later called Ymir by his descendants the ice giants. He slept for a long time, and started to sweat. In his armpits grew a man and a woman, and his feet mated and gave birth to a son with six heads. The ice giants are descendants of these creatures.


    Not all ice in Nifelheim was poisonous. Out of some pure ice that melted in the fire from Muspellheim a mighty cow was created. From this cow's udders streamed four rivers of milk, and the giant Ymir drank this milk. The ice giants called the cow Audumla. She licked the continents of ice around her and their salty taste pleased her. She continued to lick the ice, and that way she sculpted a man. The first day she created his hair with her tongue. The next day his head, and the third his whole body. The gods called him Bure, and he was their ancestor. He was big, strong and beautiful. Bure had a son called Bur, and Bur in turn had three sons with Bestla, the daughter of the giant Boltorn. Their three sons were Odin, Vile and Ve.


    But these weren't the only creatures that emerged from the clash between ice and fire. There were numerous others, some good and others evil. The evil ones were created from poisonous ice, and the good ones from pure, clean ice. The good and the evil soon started feuding, and Odin, Vile and Ve killed Ymir. So much blood streamed forth from Ymir's dead body, that it drowned his whole family with the exception of his youngest son Bergelmir. He managed to swim away through the blood, dragging his wife by the hair. That way they survived and continued the line of the ice giants.


    Odin and his brothers brought Ymir's dead body to the middle of Ginnungagap. The blood that continued to stream from his body formed the oceans, rivers, lakes and all other waters in the world. Odin, Vile and Ve then worked Ymir's body like clay and created the world from it. They crushed his bones and made mountains from them. His toes and teeth became rocky coast lines. Ymir's hair became trees and bushes. Spontaneously, like worms from a regular corps, the race of dwarfs grew out of Ymir's flesh.


    The next stage was the creation of heaven. Odin, Vile and Ve took Ymir's skull and placed it over the world as a cupola. They then commanded four of the dwarfs to stand in the four corners of the world and hold up the skull for all eternity, thus fixing the heaven in place. These four dwarfs were called North, East, South and West. Odin and his brothers then took some burning coals that spewed out of Muspellheim and placed them on the inside of the skull, creating the stars. Then Odin commanded one of Bergelmir's sons to take the shape of an eagle and stand at the end of the world and move his wings continuously, thus creating the wind. Then Odin, Vile and Ve took Ymir's brain and threw it into the wind, creating the clouds.


    Finally, Odin, Vile and Ve gave the surviving giants a large piece of land at the end of the sea. They called that land Jotunheim, Home of the giants. Then they took Ymir's eyebrows and built a round wall encircling a world in the middle of the universe, calling it Midgard.


    One of the first giants to settle in Jotunheim was called Nor. He had a beautiful and strong-willed daughter called Natt, "night." Natt looked very exotic with her dark complection and black hair. Many men wanted to marry her, and she married three times. With her first husband she had the son Aud, or "space." Natt soon left her first husband remarried. Her second husband is known only by the name "The Second." No one knows for sure who he was, but he probably was a prominent god who was too embarrassed to admit that he had married a giantess. Natt had a daughter called Jord, "earth," with him, and since Odin also has a daughter called Jord he might have been Natt's second husband. Natt's third husband was called Delling, "dawn," and with him she had a son called Dag, "day." Like his father, Dag was blond and very beautiful.


    The gods gave Natt and her son Dag the task of riding through the universe once every day, dividing time into dark and light periods in order to give the world fixed times for work and rest. Natt rides her horse Rimfaxi, and the spit from her horse falls on the ground and creates dew. She's followed by Dag with his horse Skinfaxi.


    To make the distinction between day and night even clearer, the gods also took the sun and the moon and put them in orbit over the world. Before that, they had been floating around arbitrarily in the sky after being formed in the flames of Muspellheim. Someone needed to steer these celestial bodies, so the gods punished the arrogant giant Mundilfari by taking his children he had named Sun and Moon and forcing them to steer the sun and the moon through the heavens for all eternity. Since the moon not only needed to be guided through the sky, but also had to grow and shrink every day, Moon couldn't handle it alone. In order to get help, he kidnapped two children from earth, a boy called Hjuki and his sister Bil. Their task was to make sure that the moon appeared to wax and wane with the use of a veil. To make sure that Sun and Moon would not abandon their tasks, the gods released two giant wolves that chased after them, trying to devour them. According to the myths, at the end of time the wolves will finally catch up and destroy the sun and the moon. Then, the heavens will fill with blood and everything will sink into darkness.


    The first humans were created out of two timber logs Odin, Vile and Ve found on a beach. Odin created a woman out of the log that came from an elm and a man from the log of an ash tree. Vile gave man and woman the five senses, and Ve gave them the ability to talk and reason. Odin and his brothers called the man Ask, because that means "ash," and the woman Embla, "elm." Then the gods gave Ask and Embla Midgard to live in.


    

  


  
    Yggdrasil and the Nine Worlds


    


    The universe is held together by Yggdrasil, a huge ash tree. The origins of the tree are unknown, but its name means "The Horse of the Dreadful One." The Dreadful One is one of Odin's many names, and the tree is called his horse, because Odin hung himself in its branches over Ginnungagap in order to learn the secrets of the runes that emanated from the depths. After nine days and nights of lethal torture, Odin had learned how to use the runes and their magic for the good of gods and men.


    Yggdarsil's branches cover the whole universe, but humans can't see the tree. Four enormous deers live among the branches and eat the leaves. In the top branches of Yggdrasil, sits an ill-tempered old eagle, that's so large that a hawk sits on its beak. A squirrel called Ratatosk scurries up and down Yggdrasil exchanging insults between this eagle and the dragon Nidhogg, who dwells in Nifelheim and constantly gnaws at one of Yggdrasil's roots.


    Yggdrasil has three roots, each drawing water from a difference source. One root drinks from the Urd's Well in Asgard. Urd is the most important of three sisters, known as the Norns. The other two are called Verdandi and Skuld. No one knows who they are, or what they look like, because they always wear veils that keep their faces in the shadows. What is known, is that they came to Asgard from Jotunheim and that they are most likely the sisters of Nor, the giant. They mix the sacred water from the well with the clay around it and treat the root with this healing and strengthening mixture. Treating Yggdrasil's root is not the Norns' only task. More importantly, they control the destiny and mete out the lifespan of all living beings. Every afternoon, the Norns sit and spin the thread of time, giving to each living creature his or her allotted life. No one can control how much or how little time they give, not even the gods.


    Yggdrasil's second root finds water in Jotunheim, the world of the giants. It drinks from Mimir's Well. Mimir was once a mighty god, but he was slain and all that is left is his head, which still guards the well. Mimir drinks from the well every day, and this makes him very wise and gives him the ability to see the past and the future. When Odin came and asked to drink from the well in order to gain wisdom, Mimir demanded that the ruler of the gods sacrifice one of his eyes in the well first. This is why Odin has only one eye.


    The third and last root stretches down to Nifelheim, the world of ice. Here, the third root hangs over the well Hvergelmir and its dark, poisonous waters. Yggdrasil is harmed by the vapors rising from Hvergelmir and by the dragon Nidhogg that dwells in the water and gnaws at the root.


    The nine worlds of the universe are arranged in the branches of Yggdrasil. In the middle is the home of the humans, Midgard, and above it Asgard, the world of the Asir. The Vanir, another race of gods, dwell in Vanaheim, even though some of them also live in Asgard. Various mythological creatures also have worlds of their own. The giants live in Jotunheim, and the elves and dwarfs live in Alfheim and Nidavellir, respectively. Hel is the world of the dead, and Nifelheim, meaning "the home of mist," is the primordial world of ice where the frost giants and the nibelungs live. The nibelungs are spirits who live in the dark and horde wealth. The opposite of Nifelheim, and located at the other end of the universe, is Muspellheim. It's the world of fire, and its name means "destroyer of the world." Muspellheim is ruled by the fire giant Surt, who also guards its entrance.


    Asgard is the most splendid of the worlds, the place where the gods live. The first hall constructed in Asgard was Gladsheim, a hall of gold with twelve thrones for the most important gods. One throne is higher than the others and it's Odin's. There's also a sanctuary for the goddesses, called Vingolf. On the highest peak in Asgard, Odin built his home called Valaskjalf. There he has a high throne that only he may sit on, and from there he can see the entire universe. Odin also has a hall called Valhalla, where courageous warriors gather after death. In the middle of Asgard are the Ida Plains, a beautiful landscape of fields and rolling hills. Here, many of the gods have built their halls and castles. Most magnificent among them is Balder's Breidablik. At the end of Asgard stands Bifrost, the bridge connecting Asgard and Midgard. The bridge looks fragile, but appearances are deceptive. In fact, it is very strong. Humans call the bridge "the rainbow."


    Asgard is protected by mighty walls. The walls were built by a giant who said he would construct the ramparts if the Asir gave him Freya as his wife. The Asir agreed to this deal, on condition that he could finish the walls before the winter was over. The gods were sure that he would never finish on time, but he was aided by his horse Svadilfari, and almost made it on time. The only thing that saved Freya from marrying the giant was that Loki turned himself into a mare and lured Svadilfari away from his work. The walls were never completely finished, so the giant didn't get to marry Freya. When Loki returned to Asgard, he gave birth to Sleipnir, the horse with eight legs. He gave Sleipnir as a gift to Odin.


    To the east and north of Midgard lies Jotunheim, the world of the giants. It's separated from the world of the humans by high mountains, deep forests and vast stretches of ice and snow. As their name implies, giants are usually big creatures. As a rule, they're also strong, ugly, evil and stupid. Some of them even have monster-like, deformed features such as multiple heads, claws and fangs. Giants hate culture and civilization and habitually spread death and chaos among humans if they get a chance. Thor, the god of thunder, defends the other worlds from attacks by giants and whenever thunder is heard in Midgard, it's because Thor is killing giants. There are, however, some giants that are both wise and good. Some are also similar in size and appearance to humans or gods, and several giantesses are so beautiful that gods desire them or even marry them. Njord, the god of the sea, is married to the giantess Skadi and Frey married Gerd. Both Odin and Thor also have children with giantesses. Even though Loki is accepted as one of the gods, he is in fact a giant.


    The exact location of Alfheim and Nidavellir is uncertain, but they are populated by the elves and the dwarfs respectively. The elves are beautiful creatures, associated with light and pleasure. They live a carefree and leisurely life in Alfheim. The dwarfs, on the other hand, are short and ugly but also very industrious. The dwarfs are greedy, proud and jealous of the carefree life of the elves. It's very easy to offend a dwarf, and they don't forgive and forget easily. The dwarfs are known for their skills as smiths and craftsmen, and most of the magic weapons and other objects the gods have, were made by dwarfs.


    Beneath Midgard lies Hel. It's the world of the dead, whether they are humans, giants or even gods. The queen of Hel is also called Hel. She's Loki's daughter, and half her face is dead and half is alive. Hel is situated above Nifelheim, the ice world, and cold winds and snow rise from there, making Hel a cold and miserable place. The entrance to Hel is guarded by a blood-soaked hound called Garm. He's chained to his post, because otherwise he'd leap up into the upper worlds and kill humans and gods. The blood that soaks Garm's fur comes from the dead who are so scared by what they see in Hel that they try to escape back up to Midgard. Hel as a whole is a cold and gloomy world, but there's an especially awful place there, called the Shores of Corpses. It lies beyond the river Slid, filled with knives and swords cutting those who wade through it. On the Shore of Corpses there's a torture chamber that lies in eternal darkness. Its ceiling and walls consist of vipers, and they spit their venom at the throngs of people inside. Oath breakers, murderers and adulterers are brought here. On the banks of Slid, a huge ship called Nagelfar is being constructed by the nails of the dead. When it's done, the evil forces will board it and set sail to attack the gods at the end of days. In order to postpone this last battle, the Vikings made sure to cut their nails short, so as not to provide the ship with too much material once they died.


    

  


  
    The War of the Gods


    


    There were two races of gods, Asir and Vanir. Their worlds, Asgard and Vanaheim, were situated next to each other, and Vanaheim bordered Asgard to the east. In the beginning, the gods were all good friends. Njord, the god of the seas was the most powerful of the Vanir, and his twins, Frey and Freya were also very popular. They were not only beautiful, but ruled over fertility and love, making the crops and livestock grow, and humans fall in love.


     Problems began when Frey snuck into Odin's castle Valaskjalf, and sat on his throne. From this throne Odin could see the whole of Yggdrasil, and it was one of the ways he kept informed of what went on in the nine worlds. It was strictly forbidden for anyone else than Odin to sit on this throne. When Frey sat down and looked north, he saw into Jotunheim, and laid eyes on the beautiful giantess Gerd, the daughter of the dreadful giant Gymir and his wife the giantess witch Angarboda.


     Frey immediately fell madly in love with Gerd. He was so in love that he even neglected his responsibilities as the god of fertility and nature. Nothing grew in the fields, and flowers and plants started to die. Frey was devastated, because he knew he couldn't have Gerd. She was a giantess, and he was a god. Her parents would never let her leave Jotunheim and marry him, unless he gave them his magic sword as a gift. Frey's sword could fight on its own, and it was essential to the gods' final victory at the great battle at the end of time. The elves had forged it for the purpose of fighting back the giants when they would attack Asgard. That, of course, was why the giants wanted it.


     As all around him withered and died, Frey realized he would also die without Gerd. So he sent his trusted servant Skirnir to propose to her. Skirnir should also bring with him the magic sword as a gift to Gymir, Gerd's father. The problem was that no one could enter Gymir's castle, since it was surrounded by an enchanted wall of fire. Not even birds could fly over it. The only way to get in would be to borrow Odin's eight-legged horse Sleipnir, since he was the only creature that could get through the wall of fire. Odin would never agree to lend his horse to Skirnir, and he would certainly not agree to Frey giving his magic sword to Gymir, so Skirnir had to sneak in to Odin's stables at night when everyone was asleep and take Sleipnir without permission. He covered the horse's hoofs in cloth so they wouldn't make any noise, and rode off to Jotunheim.


     When Skirnir arrived at Gymir's home, he tried to convince the giant to let Frey marry Gerd. He didn't want to offer him the sword, so first he tried to convince him to accept other precious and magic gifts. The other gifts didn't impress Gymir or Gerd, so then Skirnir tried to threaten them. He drew Frey's sword and said he'd cut Gerd's head off if she wouldn't marry the besotted Frey. His threats didn't scare her at all, and in the end Skirnir had to agree to hand over the sword. After the deal was struck and Gymir received the sword, Skirnir rode back to Asgard and returned Sleipnir to his stables in Odin's castle.


    Frey became overjoyed when he heard that Gerd had agreed to marry him, and they married three days later. As soon as the wedding was over, nature started to recover from the premature fall, and everything returned to normal.


     Odin noticed the change and started to look into what was going on. He became furious when he realized what had happened. Not only had Skirnir stolen his horse for a night, but Frey's sword, so critical for the victory over the giants in the battle at the end of days, was now in the hands of the giants. And Frey had given it to them freely. The Asir didn't know that Frey had snuck up to Odin's throne, and assumed that Gerd's mother, Angerboda, was the one who had plotted the whole thing. As revenge, they decided to kill her.


     Angerboda wasn't merely a giantess, she was also a witch. Witches were almost impossible to kill, as they could only die if they were burned alive. In order to achieve this, the Asir invited Gymir and Angerboda to a feast in Asgard. The Asir offered the two giants a great meal in a huge hall, and in the middle of the hall an enormous fire was roaring. As soon as the meal was over, and Gymir and Angerboda were content and a little drunk, the Asir grabbed Angerboda and threw her on the fire. Even though she died, she soon rose again from the dead, so the Asir had to throw her back on the fire to burn her alive again. She rose again, and the Asir threw her back on the fire a third time and this time she didn't return.


     Loki found Angerboda's heart in the ashes after the fire, and ate it. Immediately, he felt the evil powers of the witch grow within him, so he ran off and hid in the Iron Forest. There, he gave birth to three monsters: the Wolf Fenrir, the Midgard Serpent and Hel. The Midgard Serpent grew quickly, and wherever it went it spread death and destruction. Odin threw it into the sea and commanded it to bite its own tail for eternity, thus stopping it from growing. That way he was kept under control and he won't let go until the end of days. Hel was sent down to the realm of the dead where she was made queen.


     But the Wolf Fenrir was allowed to stay in Asgard. The gods thought he was cute, and liked to play with him. After a while, however, the gods started to realize that it might have been a mistake to let the animal stay. He grew very quickly, and became strong and violent. When they heard a prophecy that Fenrir would kill Odin at the end of days, they decided that something had to be done. They brought the wolf down to the world of the dead under the pretext that they had found a huge flock of fat sheep there that he could eat. Then they said they had a bet running whether or not he could break a magic chain Frey had received from a famous dwarf smith. The Wolf Fenrir was hesitant, as he could sense that there was something going on, but he agreed if one of the gods would put his hand in the wolf's mouth. If he couldn't break free and they didn't release him, he'd bite the hand off. The gods hesitated, but Tyr who was the bravest of them volunteered. The gods tied the Wolf Fenrir with the chain, and when he tried to break it he couldn't. The more he struggled, the tighter the grip of the chain grew around his legs. When the gods understood that Fenrir couldn't break free from the chain, they started to cheer. The wolf realized that they had tricked him, so he bit off Tyr's hand. This is why Tyr was one-handed. The gods were relieved because the threat from the wolf had finally been eliminated.


     In the meantime, the Vanir heard about Angerboda's death. They didn't like her anymore than the Asir did, but she was related to them by marriage now. That meant the law demanded that they seek compensation for her death, so the Vanir went to Asgard to demand their right from the Asir. The Asir refused to listen to any talk of compensation, and soon the discussion deteriorated into fighting. Then, Odin threw his spear over the heads of the Vanir – and that was a declaration of war.


    The war between the Asir and the Vanir was the first war in the history of the world, and because the two sides were equally strong, the fighting went back and forth. The Vanir managed to breach the walls of Asgard several times, but the Asir fought them off every time. The war raged on for a long time, until both sides realized that they couldn't win, and by fighting each other they became so weak that the giants might be able to attack and overpower them. The Asir and Vanir entered into negotiations, and decided to stop fighting. To seal the peace agreement, the Asir and Vanir all spat in a bowl, and out of this spit grew the god Kvasir. Kvasir created mead, the drink enjoyed by both gods and men. The Asir and Vanir also decided to exchange hostages as a sign of good faith. Njord the god of the sea moved to Asgard together with his children Freya and Frey, and his new wife Gerd, and the Asir Mimir and Honir moved to Vanaheim. This arrangement would guarantee that both sides kept the peace.


     Njord and his children lived peacefully in Asgard, but the Vanir soon started to suspect that the Asir had sent Honir as a hostage because they wanted to get rid of him. Unlike Mimir, who was very wise, Honir was a simpleton who couldn't aid the Vanir in their counsel. The Vanir were so enraged by this that they cut Mimir's head off and sent it to Odin. The king of the Asir used his magic powers and managed to revive Mimir's head. He placed it by a well next to one of Yggdrasil's roots, and whenever he needed advice from the wise Mimir, he would go and see him there. Odin was the only one who could make Mimir's head speak. In order to become wise himself, Odin convinced Mimir to let him drink from the well – after Odin first sacrificed one of his eyes in the well.


    

  


  
    Loki the Trouble Maker


    


    Loki was the son of giants, but when he arrived in Asgard he charmed the gods with his beauty and his winning manners. Everyone wanted to be his friend, and Odin even became his blood brother. The Vikings believed that if two people cut themselves in the wrists and mix the blood with each other, this ceremony forms a bond stronger than that between brothers born of the same parents. After this ceremony, Loki wasn't merely popular among the gods, he had a certain elevated standing. Despite this, Loki was an ambivalent figure, very popular with the gods but at the same time a trouble maker who caused problems in Asgard. In the end, of course, his evil side would take over and he would cause great pain to the gods. But before that happened, he was the center of many episodes and adventures.


    One night when Loki couldn't sleep, he felt like causing mischief. He got out of bed and snuck in to Thor's vast castle Bilskirnir. The red-headed god wasn't at home at the time, because he was out hunting trolls, but his beautiful wife Sif was sleeping in her bedroom. Loki took a pair of scissors and cut off Sif's long, blonde hair and left her almost completely bald. When he was almost done, Sif started to wake up. Loki panicked and fled the scene. He ran so quickly that he didn't notice that he dropped one of his shoes.


     As soon as Sif woke up and realized what had happened she started to cry. When Thor came home that same morning, he found his wife weeping in her bedroom. The god of thunder became furious when he saw what had happened to his wife's beautiful blonde hair, and when a servant brought him the shoe they had found in the garden, Thor recognized it immediately. He went to Loki and threatened to kill him. Loki only managed to save his life by promising to go to Nidavellir, the world of the dwarfs, and have new hair made for Sif. It would be hair of gold, even better than the real thing. He also promised to bring back gifts for Odin and Frey as well.


     Loki went to the sons of Ivaldi, the best dwarf smiths he knew, and asked them to make the gifts he had promised to deliver. The dwarfs made new locks for the goddess Sif out of the purest gold. For Odin, they made a spear called Gungnir. It never missed its mark when it was thrown. They also made a ship for Frey, called Skidbladnir. This ship always had tailwind, and when Frey didn't need it he could fold it and put it in a pouch he could carry around with him.


     Loki was relieved. He was very pleased with these gifts. He was confident that Thor would forgive his prank once he saw the golden locks, the spear and the ship. On his way home from Nidavellir, Loki passed another forge, belonging to two other dwarfs, called Brokk and Eitri. Loki felt cocky and couldn't resist the temptation to brag about the gifts he was bringing to the gods. He told Brokk and Eitri that if they could produce better gifts than these, he would give them his head. The dwarfs accepted without a moment's hesitation.


    Brokk and Eitri started to work on their gifts, and Loki started to worry. On second thoughts, he didn't feel so confident that their gifts would be inferior to the ones he had received from the sons of Ivaldi, so he decided to sabotage Brokk's and Eitri's work. Brokk managed the bellows, and Eitri told him it was extremely important that he never left his work for even the shortest moment. If he did, it would harm the quality of the gifts. When Loki heard this, it gave him an idea. As Eitri was preparing the first gift in the forge, a golden boar, Loki transformed himself into a wasp. He then stung Brokk on the hand as hard as he could, hoping that Brokk would let go of the bellows. Even though it hurt, Brokk ignored the pain. When Eitri made the second gift, a magic ring, Loki sat down on Brokk's ear and stung him again. Even though it hurt even more this time, Brokk still didn't let go of the bellows. When Eitri was preparing the last gift, the hammer for Thor, Loki realized he had to step it up even further. He landed on Brokk's eyelid, and stung so hard that blood streamed down the dwarf's face. This was too much, and Brokk let go of the bellows for just a second to get rid of the wasp.


    When the gifts were ready, Brokk and Eitri accompanied Loki back to Asgard. There, they presented their gifts to the gods, and Odin, Thor and Frey would judge which set of gifts was superior. The judges were very impressed by the gifts Loki brought from the sons of Ivaldi, and Loki started to feel confident again. Especially since he knew that Brokk's and Eitri's third gift wasn't perfect. They gave the magic golden ring to Odin. It was called Draupnir, "the dripper," because every nineth night, eight new rings, just as valuable as Draupnir itself, dripped off it like drops. To Frey they gave the golden boar Gullinbursti. Frey could ride this boar over the sea and in the air, both night and day. Even if it was completely dark, the golden fleece of the boar would light the way. Finally, they gave the hammer Mjolnir to Thor. Whatever the god would hit with this hammer would immediately break, and if he threw it at an enemy the hammer would return to his hand after hitting its target. When Thor didn't use it, he could make the hammer so small that he could wear it around his neck. The only flaw was that the shaft was slightly short.


    The judges admired the gifts, and talked among themselves for a long time. But in the end, they decided that Brokk's and Eitri's gifts were superior to the ones Loki had brought them. Loki tried to plead with the dwarfs to spare his life, but they refused. Brokk was still angry about how Loki had stung him, and wanted his head. Loki finally agreed, but said that he hadn't promised the dwarfs his neck, so they were welcome to cut his head off as long as they didn't touch his neck. Brokk and Eitri were furious when they realized that Loki had tricked them, and that they wouldn't be able to kill him. But as a small revenge, Brokk sewed Loki's mouth shut with a magic thread before he and Eitri went back to Nidavellir. After that, it took Loki a long time to be able to open his mouth again.


    


    On another occasion, when Odin, Loki and Honir were wandering about in the world outside of Asgard, Loki was snatched away by a huge eagle. The eagle flew high up in the sky and threatened to drop Loki, letting him fall to his death on the ground far below. Loki was afraid to die, and begged the eagle to let him live. The eagle then revealed that he was the giant Tjatsi and that he would spare Loki's life only if he'd lure the goddess Idun out of Asgard so that Tjatsi could steal her away to Jotunheim. He also demanded that Loki made sure that Idun brought her golden apples with her. Loki had no choice, so he agreed.


     Idun's golden apples were very important to the gods. They were magic, and it was by eating one of them every day that the gods remained forever young. If they stopped, they would soon grow old and die like humans. Loki knew this, but he had sworn an oath, so he had to do as Tjatsi demanded.


     Loki went to Idun and told her that he had seen a wonderful fruit tree in the woods outside of Asgard, and in the tree grew apples just like her golden ones. The goddess didn't believe him, but he convinced her to come with him and see for herself. Loki also made sure that she brought her box of golden apples with her so she could compare them to the fruits on the tree Loki said he had found. As soon as they arrived in the forest outside the protective walls of Asgard, Tjatsi the giant appeared once again in the disguise of an eagle. He grabbed Idun and carried her with him back to Jotunheim.


     When the deed was done, Loki snuck back into Asgard. There, the other gods soon started to wonder where Idun was. When they didn't get their daily apple, they started to grow older and weaker, and they were afraid that they would soon all die. Odin asked who had last seen Idun, and Heimdall, the guardian of the gates of Asgard said he had seen her exit the realm of the gods together with Loki. Loki was then hauled in front of the king of the gods and Odin demanded to know what was going on. Loki confessed what had happened, and the other gods got so angry that they wanted to kill him then and there. Only when Loki promised to clear up the mess he had caused did the other gods let him live.


     In order to get into Jotunheim undetected, Loki turned himself into a hawk, and flew to Tjatsi's home. The giant was out fishing when Loki arrived, but his daughter Skadi was guarding Idun. Before Skadi could stop him, Loki turned Idun and her apples into a nut, and grabbed it in his claws. Then he flew back to Asgard as quickly as he possibly could. Skadi warned her father of what had happened, and Tjatsi immediately turned into an eagle again and chased after the hawk. As the hawk and the eagle closed in on Asgard, the gods built a huge bonfire at the gates. When the hawk passed over it, they lit the fire, so that the eagle didn't have a chance to avoid it. Tjatsi's feathers caught fire and he tumbled to the ground. There, the gods killed him.


     The gods were relieved and happy that Idun had returned to them with her apples, and they thought that everything would turn back to normal again. But just as they went back to their regular lives, Heimdall announced that Skadi was at the gates of Asgard, and she was dressed for battle. The giantess had come to avenge her dead father. The gods realized that even though Tjatsi was far from innocent, Skadi deserved compensation for his death. They agreed to let her choose one of the gods to marry, but since none of the gods really wanted to marry her she couldn't know whom she was choosing. All the bachelors among the gods had to stand behind a screen so that Skadi could only see their feet, and then she had to choose one based on what she could see. Skadi wanted to marry Balder, who was kind, beautiful and beloved by everyone. She picked a pair of beautiful and clean feet, assuming they belonged to Balder. But she had mistaken him for Njord, who always had very clean feet since he frequently waded in the waters of the sea.


     Njord and Skadi married, but it wasn't a happy union. Skadi loathed the seaside, and claimed that she couldn't sleep because of the noise the seagulls were making. Njord, for his part, hated the mountains where Skadi felt most at home. He thought the howling of the wolves was insufferable. As a consequence, the couple didn't live together and rarely saw each other.


    

  


  
    Thor the God of Thunder


    


    The god Thor was one of the most powerful gods, and he was also much loved by the Vikings. They told many stories about Thor, especially about how he fought against the giants and the trolls. Whenever trolls or giants ventured out of Jotunheim and threatened others, Thor would chase them down and kill them, but he would also sometimes attack them in their own worlds. Odin ordered him to attack Jotunheim from time to time to keep the giants and trolls weak. This way, the forces of evil couldn't build up their strength, and the end of the world was postponed.


     One of the giants Thor fought against was Hrungnir, the king of Grjotunagard in Jotunheim. Hrungnir had a horse that he was very proud of, called Gullfaxi, and once he raced Odin on his horse Sleipnir to see which horse was the quickest. Odin won, and was so pleased with his victory that he invited Hrungnir to Valhalla to have a drink. The giant king soon had too much and became drunk and started to insult and threaten the gods. He said he'd kill them all, except Freya and Thor's wife Sif. He'd take them with him to Grjotunagard where he would use them for his pleasure. His behavior angered the gods, but they couldn't touch him because the laws of hospitality protected him. But in the end, Thor couldn't stand it any longer, and he challenged Hrungnir to a duel. Hrungnir accepted and went home to prepare for combat.


     The rumor of the upcoming duel soon spread all through Jotunheim. The other giants were worried. Hrungnir was their strongest fighter, and if he died Thor could more or less do as he pleased in Jotunheim. On the other hand, if he managed to kill Thor, that would eliminate the biggest threat the giants faced. They decided to do what they could to make sure that Hrungnir would win the battle, and gave him an impenetrable shield to hide behind when Thor threw his hammer.


     Thor realized that raw strength wasn't going to be enough this time, so he sent his servant, Tjalfi, to Jotunheim to tell Hrungnir that Thor planned to attack him through a tunnel under ground. The giant believed this, and placed the shield on the ground and stood on it. Now Thor decided to attack, and threw his hammer Mjolnir at the giant. Hrungnir saw the hammer flying through the air like a flash of lightning, and launched his own weapon: a stone so enormous that it covered the sky from north to south. The stone and the hammer met in mid-air, and the stone shattered. Thousands of rocks fell all over Midgard, but one large stone also hit Thor in the head. The giants were overjoyed, because they thought Hrungnir had won, but they had forgotten that Mjolnir was a magic weapon that never missed its aim. The hammer didn't stop after the collision with the stone, but continued until it hit Hrungnir in the head and crushed it. The giant died instantly, and his body collapsed. Unfortunately for Thor, Hrungnir's dead body fell ontop of him, and he got stuck underneath.


     No matter how he struggled, Thor couldn't move Hrungnir's body. The other gods also tried to help, but they couldn't move it either. Finally, Thor's son Magni – who was only three days old at the time – came along and moved the dead giant without any trouble at all. As a reward, Magni was given Hrungnir's horse Gullfaxi.


    


    On another occasion, Thor was out on a journey with his servant Tjalfi and Loki. They were walking through an ancient and dark forest, and there they met a giant named Skrymir. Skrymir was on his way to Utgard, and Thor, Loki and Tjalfi decided to go with him. Skrymir said he'd carry everyone's food, so that Tjalfi would be able to walk quicker. All day, the little company walked through the forest. Thor, Loki and Tjalfi had to run in order to keep up with the giant, who marched on without taking a break until nightfall. When he finally stopped, he ate and then he threw the sack of provisions to the others before he went to sleep. Thor tried to open the sack, but no matter how hard he struggled, he couldn't get the knot open.


    The god of thunder was enraged by this, so he took his hammer Mjolnir and hit Skrymir over the head. To everyone's surprise, the giant didn't die. Instead, he just mumbled something in his sleep about a leaf falling on his head. Thor, Tjalfi and Loki had no choice but to go to bed hungry, and found a place to rest under an oak nearby. Around midnight, they all woke up from the deafening sound of Skrymir snoring. Thor got really angry again, walked over to the giant and hit him over the head a second time. The giant still didn't die, and just mumbled something in his sleep about an acorn falling on his head. This made Thor even angrier, so he hit Skrymir over the head once more, this time as hard as he could. The giant woke up, and cursed the bird that had landed on his head. He then said that since he couldn't sleep anyway they had all better get going in order to reach Utgard that day.


    So Thor, Loki and Tjalfi had to get up in the middle of the night and run after Skrymir for another day, until they finally reached Utgard in the evening. They were received by the king of Utgard, called Utgarda-Loki. The giant king looked at the three tired and starving companions, and told them that no one was allowed to stay in his castle unless they could prove themselves worthy. They had to compete against someone in his household in a game or sport that they chose. If they won, they'd get food and shelter for the night, but if they lost they'd have to leave again.


    Loki was famished, so he said he'd compete in eating. Utgarda-Loki agreed, and sent for a man living in his castle who would compete against Loki in eating. A huge wooden trough was brought in to the hall, and servants filled it with food. Loki sat down at one end, and the giant competing against him sat down at the other. When the king gave a signal, they both started to eat. The one who first reached the middle of the trough would be the winner. Loki was very hungry, and ate as quickly as he could, but he had hardly finished half of his side of the trough when he looked up and saw that not only had the giant competing against him finished all the food in his side of the trough, he had eaten the trough itself.


    After Loki's defeat, Utgarda-Loki turned to Thor's servant Tjalfi and asked what he excelled at. The servant boy said he was a quick runner, and would like to compete in running. They all went out of the hall and down to the Utgard race track. There, Tjalfi would run against one of Utgarda-Loki's warriors. They would run three races, and the giant king said that if Tjalfi won even one of them, he would be considered the winner. The first round, the giant warrior ran so quickly that he could turn around and greet Tjalfi as he crossed the finish line behind him. The second time, the giant warrior ran the all the way to the finish before Tjalfi had even reached halfway. The third time, Tjalfi hardly had time to start running before the giant warrior had crossed the finish line. Tjalfi too had to admit defeat.


    Then Utgarda-Loki turned to Thor and asked him what he wished to compete in. Thor was very thirsty and also known to be a big drinker, so he said that he'd like to compete in drinking. The giant king said that he had a drinking horn used in challenges of this kind. If the god could empty it in three sips or less, he'd win and he and his companions could stay for the night and would be well taken care of. Thor agreed and the horn was brought in. It was so large, that it reached from one end of the hall to the next, and its tip was lost in the shadows at the end of the hall. Thor was very thirsty, and started to drink, but despite drinking as much as he possibly could, you could hardly see any difference in the horn after his three sips.


    Thor was enraged, and demanded the right to compete in something else. At this point, Utgarda-Loki and the other giants in the hall were in a very good mood, laughing at Thor and his companions. The giant king agreed to give Thor a second chance. If he could manage to lift Utgarda-Loki's cat, he and his companions would be fed and given beds for the night. Without hesitation, Thor walked up to the cat that was sleeping on the floor next to the roaring fire. He put both his hands under the belly of the animal, but even though he lifted it as high in the air as he could, standing on his toes with his arms stretched up above him, he only managed to get one of the cat's paws to leave the floor. The animal didn't even wake up.


    All the giants were laughing at him, and Utgarda-Loki said that he was willing to give Thor a third and last chance to prove that he was worthy to stay in his castle for the night. The giant king said that if he could wrestle down someone in his household, he and his companions would be allowed to stay. The problem was, Utgarda-Loki said, that none of his warriors were willing to wrestle with him. They thought it was under their dignity to compete with someone who couldn't even lift a cat. The only one who was willing to wrestle with Thor was Utgarda-Loki's old foster mother. Thor felt humiliated, but agreed. An old woman was led in to the hall. Her hair was white and she hobbled up to Utgarda-Loki who had to shout in her ear that he wanted her to wrestle with Thor. The old woman agreed, and Thor immediately tried to get a grip on her and throw her over. But to his great surprise he couldn't move the old woman, and as he was searching for a new grip, she all of a sudden grabbed him and forced him down. The god of thunder struggled as hard as he could, but in the end, the old woman forced him down on one knee.


    At that point Utgarda-Loki broke off the match. He declared his foster mother the winner, and the old woman was led out of the hall. The giant king turned to Thor and said that he and his companions unfortunately had not proven themselves worthy to stay the night in Utgard, so he would have to ask them to leave.


    The king personally escorted them out of the castle, and once Thor, Loki and Tjalfi had passed through the gates, Utgarda-Loki turned to Thor. He said that the god shouldn't feel too bad about what had happened. In fact, if Utgarda-Loki had known Thor's strength he would never have allowed him anywhere near his castle to begin with. He confessed that he had tricked them with his powerful magic. He was in fact Skyrmir, and he had sealed the sack with provisions with a magic spell. Any of Thor's hammer blows would have killed him immediately, but Thor had actually hit a rock, shaped like the giant. The man who had competed against Loki in the eating contest was Fire itself, and no one can consume anything faster than fire. The warrior who had competed against Tjalfi was Thought, and nothing moves faster than a thought. The horn Thor had tried to empty was connected to the sea, and the god would soon see for himself that he had actually managed to lower the level of the oceans with his thirst. The cat he had to lift was no ordinary cat, but the Midgard serpent, and the giants in the hall had trembled when they saw one of the paws actually leaving the floor. Finally, his foster mother was no ordinary woman, but Old Age herself. Utgarda-Loki was amazed and scared that she had not been able to fell Thor, but only forced him down on one knee.


    This confession stunned Thor and the others, but it didn't take the god of thunder long to regain his composure. Filled with rage, he grabbed for his hammer Mjolnir but Utgarda-Loki was nowhere to be seen anymore. Both he and his castle had disappeared into thin air, and no matter how hard Thor looked he could never find them again.


    

  


  
    Sigurd the Dragon Slayer


    


    On one of their many journeys in Midgard, Odin, Loki and Honir reached a swampy area of Denmark. They chanced upon a giant otter, sleeping next to a stream. Since they were hungry, Loki quickly killed the otter and the three gods skinned it and ate it. After their meal, they continued on to find a place to spend the night. They soon reached a house, and approached it. They planned to offer the skin of the giant otter to the master of the house in exchange for a place to stay the night.


     But despite their expectations and the demands of the customs of hospitality, the master of the house, whose name was Reidmar, didn't welcome them in. As soon as he saw the otter skin he ordered his men to seize the three strangers. Reidmar explained that they had killed his son who sometimes took the form of an otter to hunt salmon in the stream. Now they had to die for killing the boy.


     The three gods apologized for having killed Reidmar's son and assured him that they hadn't known that it was really a human in the shape of an otter. Loki asked if there was nothing they could do to compensate for the death of the boy, and Reidmar said that he'd let them go if they could fill the otter skin with gold, and then cover the full skin with more gold so that not a single hair was visible. The three gods asked where they could possibly find so much gold, and Reidmar said that there was a dwarf called Andvari who lived in a nearby waterfall. Andvari had taken on the shape of a pike and guarded an enormous treasure that he had hoarded.


    Andvari was very careful, and the only way to catch him was to use the magic net made by the sea giantess Ran. Loki went to Ran and borrowed her net. With it, he caught Andvari and pulled him out of the water. Loki prepared to kill the pike with a stone, but then Andvari transformed himself back into a dwarf and begged Loki not to kill him. Loki agreed to spare his life if he'd hand over all his treasure. The dwarf had no choice, so handed over all his gold to Loki – everything except a golden ring. But Loki noticed that Andvari was hiding the ring, and demanded that he hand it over, too. The dwarf tried to convince Loki not to take it, saying that it was a magic ring carrying a curse. Violence and misfortune would befall its owner. Loki wasn't convinced and took the ring as well. He pocketed the ring and took the rest of the treasure back to Reidmar.


    When Loki came back to Reidmar's house, Odin and Hodir were released and the three gods started to fill the otter skin with gold, and then covered it completely with the rest of the treasure. But Reidmar wasn't happy. He could still see one hair sticking out from under the gold, and demanded that the three gods pay with their lives. Then Loki took out Andvari's magic ring. He said he could use it to cover the last hair, but said Reidmar would be wise not to take it, because it was an accursed ring that brought misfortune to its owner. Reidmar ignored Loki's warning and demanded to get the ring. Loki covered the last hair with the ring, and the three gods were released.


    But soon enough the curse started to work against Reidmar. He had two more sons, Regin and Fafnir. Regin was a talented smith, and while he was away learning his trade in the forges of the dwarfs, Fafnir, who envied his father's new enormous wealth, decided to kill Reidmar. Fafnir killed his father and took the treasure as his own. He brought it to a cave and then he turned himself into a dragon and laid down to guard the treasure.


    The years went by, and Fafnir guarded his treasure. In the meantime, his brother Regin had become a famous smith, the best in all of Denmark. He worked out a plan for how to get revenge for his father's death and to claim the treasure for himself. He had an apprentice, a young and brave man called Sigurd who was the son of king Sigmund of Gothaland in today's Sweden. Sigmund was killed, and Sigurd had been forced to go into exile in Denmark. That's how he eventually came to Regin's smithy. Regin told Sigurd about Fafnir and the treasure and tried to convince the young man to kill the dragon. Sigurd agreed to do it, if Regin would reforge the sword of his father, king Sigmund. The sword was a prized family heirloom, but it had broken in three pieces during Sigmund's final battle. Regin reforged the sword, now called Gram, and with it Sigurd and Regin went to find Fafnir.


    After a three days' journey in an inhospitable landscape, Sigurd and Regin reached a small lake. Regin told Sigurd that this was where Fafnir came to drink every morning, and that his best chance to kill the dragon would be here. Before he withdrew he warned Sigurd not to let the dragon's blood touch him, since it was highly poisonous. Sigurd continued alone, and tried to find shelter in a little grove close to the water. He thought it would be a good idea to attack the dragon from there.


    Then, all of a sudden, a man with only one eye appeared among the trees. He warned Sigurd against attacking Fafnir head on. It wouldn't work and the dragon would easily burn him to ashes. Instead, Sigurd should dig a hole on the path Fafnir always used on his way from the cave to the lake. He should hide in the hole, and when the dragon's heart was just above him, he should plunge his sword Gram into Fafnir's heart. That was his only chance to kill him. Sigurd protested that he would then be covered in dragon's blood and that would kill him, but the stranger told him that the blood wasn't dangerous. On the contrary, any part of his naked skin that was touched by the blood would become invulnerable. When the stranger disappeared just as suddenly as he had appeared, Sigurd realized it must have been Odin, so he decided to do exactly as the one-eyed stranger had said.


    Sigurd dug a hole in the path, and sat there and waited. In the morning, the dragon came out of his cave and crawled down the path to the lake. As soon as Fafnir's heart was above him, Sigurd drove his sword Gram deep into the dragon's body. The blood poured down into the hole, and he took his clothes off to be completely submerged in the blood. The only part of him that wasn't covered was a tiny area between his shoulder blades, where a twig was stuck.


    When he got out of the hole, Sigurd was met by Regin, who had seen him kill Fafnir, and now came out of his hiding place. He was very happy, and said that he had one last request. Since Fafnir had been his brother, he would like to eat dragon's heart so that something of his brother would live on in him. He asked Sigurd to cut the heart out and grill it for him. Sigurd thought this was an odd request, but complied. But as he was grilling the heart, a drop of blood dripped on his finger and burned it. Sigurd instinctively put his finger in his mouth, and as soon as the blood touched his tongue he realized that he could understand what the birds were saying to each other. They said that it was a shame that Sigurd prepared the heart for Regin instead of eating it himself, since whoever ate it would become the wisest man alive. Also, they said that Regin planned to kill Sigurd and claim the whole treasure for himself.


    Sigurd turned to ask Regin if this was true, and just in that moment his former teacher launched at him with a dagger, trying to kill him. Sigurd reacted quickly and cut Regin's head off with his sword.


    After Regin was dead, Sigurd went to Fafnir's cave. He walked in and was amazed by the piles of shimmering gold. He was especially fascinated by a glimmering ring of gold, Andvari's magic ring. Sigurd prepared to cart off the treasure, but once again he heard the birds talking. They said that such a brave warrior as Sigurd should try his luck at mount Hindarfyell. There, a beautiful maiden lay in eternal sleep behind a wall of magic fire, waiting for a mortal who could cross the wall of fire and wake her up. She would then marry him. Sigurd immediately set out to Hindarfyell, and crossed the wall of fire without any trouble. He woke up the maiden, and she explained that she was a Valkyrie by the name of Brynhild. She had once disobeyed Odin, and as a punishment he had sent her down to Midgard to marry the first mortal man she met, no matter how ugly, fat or old he was. She begged for mercy, and Odin had relented. He had let her sleep on the top of mount Hindarfyell behind a wall of fire, so that any mortal who actually reached her would have to be a very brave man. If no one ever came to wake her up, she would sleep forever.


     Sigurd immediately fell madly in love with Brynhild. He said that he was the son of a king and that he had just killed a dangerous dragon. He went on to explain that he had bathed in the dragon's blood and had become invulnerable, except for a small spot between his shoulder blades. He took out the golden ring he had found in Fafnir's cave and gave it to Brynhild. He swore an oath on the ring that he would always be faithful to her, and she swore an oath to Odin that she would marry him. Then he promised to come back and marry Brynhild as soon as he'd brought Fafnir's treasure back home.


     When Sigurd came home with the treasure, his mother demanded that he avenge his father's death before he married anyone. Sigurd knew his mother was right, and went to kill the man who had killed his father. On his way home again, he passed through the realm of king Gjuki. Gjuki's wife, queen Grimhild, was very impressed with Sigurd and thought he would be a perfect husband for her daughter Gudrun. Gudrun was willing to marry Sigurd, because she had fallen madly in love with him, but Sigurd refused the offer. But queen Grimhild didn't give up that easily. She tricked him to drink a potion that made him lose his memory and fall in love with Gudrun. The trick worked, and Sigurd married Gudrun.


     Sigurd and Gudrun lived happily together for a while, until Gudrun's brother, Gunnar, asked Sigurd to go along with him on an adventure. Gunnar had heard of a mountain called Hindarfyell, where a beautiful maiden apparently slept, waiting for a brave man to come and claim her as his. Sigurd agreed to help Gunnar win this woman, and set out with him. When they reached the wall of fire, Gunnar couldn't get through. Sigurd promised to help him, so he dressed in Gunnar's armor and put on his helmet, so that no one could tell that he wasn't Gunnar. Sigurd passed the magic wall and found Brynhild sleeping on the bed, but because of the magic potion he didn't recognize or remember her at all. Sigurd walked over to the bed to wake the woman up, but then he noticed the splendid gold ring she was wearing and decided to take it from her and give it to his beloved wife Gudrun. Afterward, he proceeded to wake Brynhild up. He presented himself as Gunnar, and asked her to marry him. She agreed, and when they came back to the camp Sigurd and Gunnar quickly switched armor again, so that Gunnar could marry Brynhild.


    Brynhild thought she recognized her new brother-in-law Sigurd, but since he didn't seem to remember her – and she no longer had the ring – she assumed she had been dreaming. The truth was revealed one day when Gudrun and Brynhild got into a fight. Gudrun bragged that her husband was much braver than Brynhild's, and the incensed Valkyrie then reminded her that Gunnar had crossed the wall of magic fire to claim her. The insulted Gudrun then told her the truth: it was Sigurd, disguised as Gunnar, who had woken her up. And she could prove it, because she now wore the ring Sigurd had taken from Brynhild.


    The Valkyrie went mad with rage. Not only had Sigurd betrayed her, but he had made her brake her oath to Odin. She wanted revenge, so she convinced Gunnar to kill Sigurd. She also explained that the only way to kill him was to strike him at the spot between the shoulder blades that had remained untouched by Fafnir's blood. Gunnar used this information and stabbed Sigurd at the exact right spot. Sigurd died instantly, and his wife Gudrun was heartbroken. She built a huge funeral pure for her dead husband, but as they lit the fire Brynhild was gripped by remorse. She realized she couldn't live without Sigurd and threw herself on the fire in order to ascend to Valhalla together with him.


    

  


  
    Balder's Death


    


    Balder, the god of light and purity, started to have a recurring dream that he would die. This worried the gods greatly, since they considered dreams to be a form of prophecy. They all loved Balder, and used to say that as long as he was alright nothing bad could befall them. Balder's mother Frigg, who was also the queen of Asgard, was one of those who worried the most. To try to avoid her son's death, she demanded that everything in creation, water, fire, plants, animals, metals and everything else, would swear an oath to her that they would not harm Balder. They all did so willingly, since they too loved him very much. This had the effect that Balder became invulnerable. The other gods soon realized this, and used this fact as a source of entertainment. They would get together and try to harm Balder by shooting arrows and hurling things at him, but not matter what it was, it always steered away so as not to harm the popular god.


     The gods not only derived amusement from this, but they were also very happy that nothing could harm Balder. The only god who disagreed was Loki. He detested Balder, and wished that something actually would harm him, or even kill him. Not before long, Loki decided that he'd make sure to harm Balder in one way or another.


    Loki turned himself into an old woman, and went to Frigg's home. The old woman begged to see the queen of Asgard because she had something important to tell her. Frigg received her, and then the old woman told her that the gods were all gathered around Balder, trying to kill him. Frigg assured her guest that it was quite alright and that she had personally taken an oath from everything in creation making sure that nothing would harm her son. Everything, except a little mistletoe growing west of Valhalla, since it was too young and weak to swear an oath. But, she added, it didn't matter since the mistletoe couldn't harm anyone anyway, especially not a god.


    As soon as Loki heard this, he left Frigg and went to the forest and cut down some mistletoe. He then went over to the place where all the gods were throwing things at Balder. There, Loki approached Balder's blind brother Hoder, who was standing a small distance away and asked him why he didn't join in the fun. Hoder explained to Loki that because he was blind he couldn't see which way to throw anything. Loki promised to help him by guiding his aim. That way he could also be a part of the game. Hoder agreed, and Loki then handed him a spear with a piece of mistletoe bound to its sharp head. Hoder threw the spear at his brother, killing him instantly.


    The gods were shocked and dismayed when they realized what had happened. They carried Balder's body to his beautiful ship, Hringhorni, and built the funeral pyre on its deck. Before Thor set it on fire with Mjolnir, Odin bent down and whispered something in his dead son's ear. The king of Asgard never revealed what those last words had been, and it became one of the great mysteries of the gods. Balder's wife Nanna who was devastated by grief and didn't want to live without her husband, threw herself on the fire and the flames consumed the two of them together. When the gods wanted to push the ship away from the shore, they couldn't move it even an inch. They had to ask the giantess Hyrrokkin who rode on a wolf to push Balder's ship out to sea.


    As the burning Hringhorni disappeared beyond the horizon, Balder's mother Frigg asked for a volunteer to descend down to the world of the dead and ask queen Hel if she would agree to let Balder return to Asgard, and if so what her demands were. Hermod, another of Odin's and Frigg's sons, volunteered. He rode for nine days and nine nights to get to Hel, where he met with his dead brother Balder who was now the guest of honor in the world of the dead. When Hermod came back he told the gods that Hel would release Balder if every single person and thing in the worlds above really mourned Balder's death. If one single person or thing didn't cry for him, she would keep him for all eternity. The gods soon sent out messengers to ask everyone to cry for Balder, and everyone and everything cried. With one exception. One of the messengers encountered an old witch giantess who said her name was Tokk, but she was really Loki in disguise. She refused to cry over Balder, and so queen Hel kept him in the world of the dead.


     According to ancient custom, that neither men nor gods could ignore, Balder's killer had to pay with his own life. It didn't matter that Hoder hadn't intended to kill his brother, and had been tricked into doing so. But the other gods realized that they were partly responsible as well, since their reckless game had caused Balder's death. Because of that, none of them was deemed fit to kill Hoder. Instead, Odin found a virgin giantess called Rind and had a child with her. This boy killed Hoder when he was only one night old. Hoder descended to Hel where he was reunited and reconciled with Balder.


    But even after the ancient and holy law had been kept, the gods were still both heartbroken and furious. They knew Hoder hadn't really been responsible, and they wanted to punish Loki as well. This time Loki had gone too far, and the gods decided to get rid of him forever. Loki fled for his life and hid in a river disguised as a salmon, but there was no escape. Odin just went up to his throne and discovered where Loki was hiding. The gods went to the stream and caught Loki in a net. Even though they wanted to, they didn't kill Loki then and there. Instead, they brought him down to Hel. There, they took him to a dark and cold cave, where they prepared three sharp rocks he'd have to lie on for the rest of time. Then the gods seized Loki's sons Vali and Narfi. They turned Vali into a wolf, and he immediately killed his brother Narfi. The gods then tied Loki to the sharp rocks using Narfi's intestines. Skadi, Njord's wife, caught a viper and hung it above Loki's face so that its poison would drip into Loki's eyes for all eternity. But Loki's wife Sigyn remained faithful to her husband, and stayed by his side. She collected the drips of poison in a bowl, and only when the bowl filled up and she had to empty it did a drop or two actually fall in Loki's eyes. Whenever that happened, Loki writhed so violently that the movement caused earthquakes in Midgard.


    

  


  
    The Last Battle of the Gods


    


    Ever since the dawn of time, Odin has been preparing for the doomsday of the gods, called Ragnarok. He has been collecting and training his army for the last great battle against the forces of evil. Whenever brave men fall in battle or are sacrificed to Odin, they are brought to Asgard by the Valkyries. They are let into Valhalla, the Hall of the Fallen Warriors. It's an immense building with spears as beams and shields as roof tiles. On the roof sits a rooster, Gullinkambi. On the last morning, he will wake up the fighters in Valhalla and call them to battle. Every day the warriors in Valhalla march out on a battle field and they fight each other. Some die and some survive. But when the sun sets, the fallen rise again and they all march back into Valhalla where they feast in splendor. They eat the meat of the magic boar Sarimnir. He is slaughtered every night, and his meat is enough to feed all the warriors in Valhalla. The next day he rises from the dead, and is slaughtered and eaten all over again. The warriors drink copious amounts of mead, produced by a goat.


     The first signs of the approaching end of days will be three years of worldwide wars in Midgard. Civilization will break down completely and mankind will start to fight each other, people against people, family against family, brother against brother. Everyone will be wrapped up in a merciless total war that will swell the ranks of the armies both in Valhalla and in Hel. After the three years of war, the Fimbulwinter will follow. This is a winter that will last for three whole years, and few humans will survive it. Not only will Midgard suffer freezing temperatures killing anyone who won't have a fire to huddle around, but nothing will grow. Starvation will grip all the lands and kill many people. At the end of the Fimbulwinter, those humans who are still alive will witness how the wolves chasing after the sun and the moon will catch up with them and devour them. Then the stars will fall from the darkening skies, and light will be gone from Midgard forever.


     Great earthquakes will bring the mountains down, and the seismic shifts will release the Wolf Fenrir and Loki who are tied up in Hel. The Midgard Serpent will also let go of his own tail, and heave himself out of the sea. This will cause an enormous tidal wave that will devastate costal plains and low lying lands. As soon as he is free, Loki will board the enormous ship Nagelfar, built with the nails of the dead who end up in Hel. This ship has been constructed since the dawn of time in preparation for the invasion of Asgard. The ship will be manned by the forces of darkness, especially oath breakers, murderers and adulterers who descended from Midgard to Hel after death instead of being allowed into Valhalla. The giant Rym will steer Nagelfar, and the commander will be Loki himself. He will be accompanied by his sons the Midgard Serpent and the Wolf Fenrir.


    At the same time as Nagelfar sets sail, the heavens will crack open. An army of fire giants from Muspellheim under the command of Surt will break through. Everything they ride over catches fire, and when they cross the bridge Bifrost in to Asgard, it will collapse under them. All the forces of evil, the giants, the trolls and the dead men together with all the monsters of the world, will converge on the huge plain Vigrid. There, the battle of Ragnarok will take place.


    At dawn on the morning of Ragnarok, the last morning, the rooster Gullinkambi will crow for the first and last time, warning the gods and the warriors of Valhalla that Ragnarok is upon them. At the same time, Heimdall, the guardian of Bifrost, will hear the first quivers of the earthquakes that will set the Wolf Fenrir and Loki free. He knows what this means, and immediately he will sound the alarm. The sound of his horn will be heard throughout all the nine worlds, and Yggdrasil itself will tremble at the sound. The gods will immediately prepare for battle and march down to Vigrid.


     Odin will mount Sleipnir are ride down to Mimir's well to consult Mimir's head one last time, but this time he will get no answer. No matter how powerful magic the king of the Asir will use, this morning the head will remain quiet. Odin will have to return to Asgard where he takes command of his armies at Vigrid. To his right, Thor will ride, swinging his hammer Mjolnir, and to Odin's left the gods Frey, Tyr and Heimdall will ride. Behind them Vidar will follow, wearing his boot with the world's thickest sole.


     When the battle starts, Odin will charge at the Wolf Fenrir. When Odin will attack the monster, the wolf will open its huge jaws. The lower jaw scrapes the earth and the upper jaw touches the skies, and Odin will have no chance to get away. Fenrir will rip the king of Asgard to pieces. But Vidar, Odin's son, will avenge his father. He will bend the wolf's jaws apart with his thick shoe and then stomp the wolf to death.


    At the same time, Thor will attack the Midgard Serpent. Thor will throw his hammer at the serpent at the exact same moment the monster catches him and starts to squeeze the life out of the mightiest warrior among the gods. Mjolnir never misses its mark, and this battle will be no exception. The hammer will find the serpent's heart and crush it. The dying monster will release its grip on Thor, but it will be too late to save his life. The redheaded god will subcome to the poisonous breath of the Midgard Serpent and die on the battlefield.


     Also Garm, the hound that guards the entrance to Hel, will break free when the earth trembles. He will reach Vigrid in one giant leap, and immediately attack Tyr, the bravest of the gods who once lost his right hand to the Wolf Fenrir. Garm will eat Tyr whole, but as the god passes through Garm's stomach, he will plunge his sword into the heart of the hound from the inside and kill him too.


     Odin will have fallen, but Loki, the commander of the armies of the dead, is still leading his troops. Heimdall will charge at him and the two bitter enemies will fight furiously until they both kill each other.


     Then Frey will be the only major god left standing on the battle field. He will turn to Surt, the commander of the fire giants. Frey will attack the giant, even though he really won't stand a chance to kill him without his magic sword that could fight by itself. Unfortunately, since Frey gave that weapon up in order to marry Gerd the giantess, he's doomed to be killed by Surt. Frey will attack Surt with the horn of a deer and stab the horn in the fire giant's eye, but Surt will slay Frey with his sword that burns brighter than a thousand suns. After killing Frey, Surt will give up a horrendous roar of triumph, because then there will be no one left to defend the worlds of gods and men from the forces of evil. He will swing his burning sword over his head, and set all of Yggdrasil ablaze. The whole universe will burn and then sink into the roaring waters of Ginnungagap where it once came from.


     But that won't be the end. Eventually, the world will rise again from the waters of Ginnungagap. Balder will return from Hel to rule the reborn world. He will bring with him his brother Hoder who no longer will be blind, as well as Vali who killed Hoder. Some other gods will also join them there, but only those who didn't wield any power before Ragnarok. Among them are Thor's sons Modi and Magni, who will bring Thor's hammer Mjolnir with them. Even the human race will survive, because a man and a woman called Livtrasir and Liv hid among Yggdrasil's leaves, and that protected them from the intense fire of Surt's burning sword. In that regard, Livtrasir and Liv will be luckier than Surt himself, who will perish in the blaze that he'll start. Livtrasir and Liv will repopulate the world and live in Gimli, the most beautiful place ever seen. There, the good and just will dwell after Ragnarok. It's a green and lush place, and the fields of Gimli will yield rich harvests without the need to cultivate the land. In contrast, the evil who survive Ragnarok will be tormented by the monster Nidhogg in Hvergelmir for all eternity.


    

  


  
    Sources to the Norse Myths


    


    There are several sources to our knowledge of the Norse myths, but virtually none of them are written at the time when the Vikings worshipped the old gods and believed in the myths told about them. All the chroniclers who have written the texts that document the ancient Scandinavian religion were Christians, writing about the vanquished pagan religion that they themselves often were hostile to. This is very likely to have influenced what they recorded and how they did it.


    An additional complication is that almost no source material is contemporary with the Vikings. The major compilations of myths and legends that we base our knowledge on, were written sometime in the 12th and 13th centuries. That was at least a hundred years after the last Scandinavians had converted to Christianity, and long after the living memory of the old religion was gone. This, of course, means that we can't be sure that the myths we know today are the myths the Vikings told each other.


    Also, interestingly enough, it means that we don't know if there are vital parts of the Norse mythology that have been lost to us. A god like Ull, for example, appears in almost none of the myths that we still know today. Despite this, he must have been a very important deity to the Vikings, since there are so many place names all over Scandinavia carrying his name. In other words, we have no way of ascertaining if the myths we know of today are merely a small part of all the myths and legends the Vikings told.


     There are, however, fragments of authentic Viking descriptions about their own religion, produced by people who believed in the old gods, at the time when they were still worshipped. These fascinating glimpses of a bygone, and very exotic, worldview are to be found on the thousands of runestones spread over Scandinavia.


    Runestones


    As the name implies, a runestone is a stone with an inscription of runes. These stones were usually freestanding and raised up, but inscriptions have also been found carved into boulders and bedrock. According to modern estimations, the oldest runestones are as old as from the 4th century, and the tradition of putting up runestones continued until the 12th century, which means that the last stones were put up by Christians at the time when the chronicles documenting the ancient Norse myths were being compiled. The majority of runestones, however, are from the late Viking age, that is the 11th century. The runestones are the only surviving written records in Scandinavia from before the year 1050.


     There are approximately three thousand runestones in Scandinavia: some 250 in Denmark, 50 in Norway, none in Iceland and the rest in Sweden. The majority of these are to be found in the province of Uppland. This area was the center of Viking civilization in Sweden, and it was here the great temple at Uppsala stood. It was also one of the last areas of Sweden that was won for Christianity. 1,196 runestones have been found in Uppland alone. There are also a few runestones in other parts of the world, set up by Vikings who traveled abroad. Such runestones have been found from the Isle of Man in the west to the shores of the Black Sea in the east, indicating the routes the Vikings took on their journeys around the world.


     It wasn't easy or cheap to put up a runestone, so it's not surprising that the texts on them usually talk of local lords and other important persons. Many of the runestones are memorials to important men, and about ten percent of the stones were raised in memory of Vikings who died while on campaigns abroad. When they were erected, the runestones were usually brightly colored, but today the color has worn off. When restoring runestones, archeologists will usually fill in the inscriptions with red paint, but leave the rest of the stone untouched. The text is usually arranged inside a band, which itself often has the shape of a dragon, a serpent or some other animal. The texts themselves are limited in scope and rather short. They typically list the names of the person the stone is supposed to commemorate as well as the person who erected the stone. As a consequence, most of the information that can be derived from the stones about Norse religion and mythology isn't derived from the text itself, but rather from the images that accompany the text. Sometimes the images aren't very clear either, and it's only through the later chronicles like the Eddas that scholars have been able to guess what the stones depict. That way, the runestones also serve to corroborate the later written sources.


    The most frequently depicted god is Thor, and judging by the imagery of the runestones, one of the most popular myths was the one about Sigurd the dragon slayer. Sigurd is depicted on several runestones, the most famous of which is found in Ramsund in Sweden. As is often the case, the inscription on the stone has nothing to do with Sigurd. Instead, it describes the building of a nearby bridge, an important event in Viking Age Scandinavia, worthy of a runestone. The imagery shows Sigurd sitting in the pit, thrusting his sword into the heart of Fafnir the dragon, whose body makes up the band on which the runes are inscribed. To the left of this, Sigurd is seen grilling the dragon's heart and burning his finger on the blood. When he puts his finger in his mouth, he starts to understand two birds depicted in a nearby tree. To the left of this, is a depiction of Regin after Sigurd has decapitated him. The dead smith is surrounded by his tools.


     Another frequently depicted myth is that of Ragnarok. The moment when the Wolf Fenrir attacks Odin is depicted on a well-preserved runestone in Ledberg in south-eastern Sweden, as well as on a runestone on the Isle of Man in the Irish Sea. Also the myth about Balder's death is depicted on runestones, such as on the Hunnestad stone on the west coast of present-day Sweden. There, the giantess Hyrrokkin is shown riding on her wolf on the way to push Balder's ship Hringhorni out to sea.


     With the arrival of Christianity to Scandinavia, Christian terminology and imagery replaced pagan symbols and texts on the runestones. Instead of stating that the dead went to Valhalla, the later stones talk of reaching Paradise, and invocations of Odin, Thor and other gods were replaced by Saint Michael, Christ, the Virgin Mary and God. As the commander of the heavenly armies in Christian tradition, Saint Michael took over Odin's role as leading the dead to light and glory after death. Saint Michael is mentioned on runestones in Swedish Uppland, Danish Lolland as well as on the islands of Gotland and Bornholm in the Baltic Sea.


    Gesta Danorum


    The first surviving written account that mentions the Norse myths in any form is the Gesta Danorum, or "The Deeds of the Danes." This patriotic, albeit not particularly trustworthy, account of Danish history was written in the 12th century by a man called Saxo Grammaticus. It's not clear exactly when the chronicle was finished, but it cannot have been before 1208, because Saxo Grammaticus mentions the Danish conquest of the areas north of the river Elbe in that year.


     The Gesta Danorum isn't only the most important description of medieval Denmark that exists, but it is also the first detailed account of Norse mythology. The text is divided into sixteen books, and the first nine books deal with Norse mythology. Book nine ends with Gorm the Old, the first factually documented king of Denmark. The remaining seven books cover Danish history up until Saxo Grammaticus's own days. The last three books focus on the so-called Northern Crusades, that is Danish wars against the pagan Slavs along the southern shore of the Baltic Sea.


     Saxo Grammaticus approaches the subject matter of the Norse myths in a euhemerizing fashion. That means that he treats the old myths as exaggerations of historical events that have been half forgotten and twisted with the passing of time. So, for instance, he explains that Odin was a mighty king that moved to Scandinavia and established a kingdom and a dynasty there. With time, people started to worship the kings of old, and this – Saxo Grammaticus claims – is how the old Viking religion was created.


    The Poetic Edda


    The Eddas are the most important sources we have to the Norse mythology. The Poetic Edda is a compilation of poems that survives in a single copy, the so-called Codex Regius, or "Book of Kings." It was discovered in Iceland in 1643, and since the island belonged to Denmark at the time, the book was taken to Copenhagen and presented as a gift to King Christian IV. This is how the book got its name. It remained in the Royal Library in the Danish capital until 1971, when it was returned to the by-then independent Iceland. Since the 19th century, when national romanticism became fashionable in Europe, the Poetic Edda has influenced many Scandinavian authors with its terse, clear and unadorned language.


     When the book was discovered in the 17th century, it was already several hundred years old. No one knows for sure when it was written, but analyses of the manuscript itself indicate that it was written down sometime around the year 1270. It is, however, assumed that the poems in the Poetic Edda are much older than the Codex Regius. The poems have most likely been passed on orally from generation to generation, which makes it difficult to pinpoint when they were first composed – if they indeed were composed at the same time at all. In fact, since they are written in different individual styles, it seems very likely that there were several authors possibly writing over several years.


    There are, however, some indications that help to pinpoint the Poetic Edda in time. For instance, the poem called Atlamál hin Groenlenzku claims by its title to have been composed in Greenland, and since the Vikings didn't discover that island before approximately 985, that particular poem cannot have been written before that year. Another clue to the Poetic Edda's age is that the Icelandic poet Eyvindr Skáldaspillir uses a few lines from it in his poem to King Haakon the Good, written in the second half of the 10th century. This, however, isn't conclusive proof, since it's unclear whether Eyvindr Skáldaspillir quotes the Edda or is being quoted by the author of Codex Regius.


    Some scholars have tried to use flora, fauna and geography that appear in the Poetic Edda to clarify when it was written. For instance, since there are no wolves on Iceland, it has been argued that all poems mentioning wolves were written somewhere in Scandinavia before Iceland was settled around the year 870. The problem with this theory is that it's highly unlikely that the Vikings on Iceland would have forgotten all about wolves, a species that was common in the Scandinavian countries where they came from. That means they could very well have written about wolves even though they didn't have any on Iceland. The discovery of Iceland is also important for those who claim that depictions of apocalyptic doom found in the Poetic Edda are inspired by volcanic eruptions that exist only on Iceland, and not in any other parts of Scandinavia. Thus, the argument goes, the parts of the Poetic Edda describing the destruction of the world in a fire storm must have been written after 870.


     The best known part of the Poetic Edda is Hávamál, "The Sayings of the High One." It's compiled of a series of poems, and it claims to be composed by Odin himself, thus the name. The text is full of aphorisms and proverbs, mainly in the form of advice on how to behave and live one's life. The core of Hávamál is the part dealing with ethics, for instance the laws of hospitality, and it's called Gestatháttr. This is widely assumed to be the oldest part of Hávamál and it contains the famous aphorism also quoted by Eyvindr Skáldaspillir reminding the reader to guard his honor and good name: "Cattle die, kinsmen die, you yourself die. I know one thing that never dies: the judgment of a dead man's life." Much of the lore about Odin is found in Hávamál. A section that deals with love and the character of women, who are described as faithless, also contains accounts of Odin's romantic conquests, called "Odin's Examples" or "Odin's Love Quests." The section Rúnatal, or "Odin's Rune Song," relates the myth about how Odin hangs himself in Yggdrasil for nine days and nine nights in order to understand the mysteries of the runes. Following Rúnatal, is a section describing several magic songs or chants used in the practice of rune magic. The songs themselves are not given, merely their purpose and supposed effect.


     Another important poem in the Poetic Edda is Skirnismál, named after Frey's servant Skirnir. This is the poem that relates the story of the war between the Asir and the Vanir, a conflict that started after Frey sat on Odin's forbidden throne. Some scholars have interpreted this myth as a fictionalized account of a conflict in Scandinavian society between two groups, either one older group being threatened by invaders, or civil war between clans or social classes within Viking society. In such an interpretation, the cult of the Vanir was older and established in Scandinavia long before those who worshipped the Asir arrived. On the other hand, this interpretation has been challenged by other scholars who point to similarities between the myth about the war of Asir against Vanir and other mythological conflicts described in the stories of other Indo-European peoples as far away from Scandinavia as the Mediterranean basin and the Indian subcontinent.


    The Prose Edda


    The Prose Edda is the second of the Eddas, and the other major source of knowledge about Norse mythology and Scandinavian pagan religion. It was written by the Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson sometime around the year 1220, and that's why it's sometimes called Snorri's Edda, or Snorra Edda in Icelandic. From the time it was written, it was widely assumed that it was based on more ancient sources, and when the Codex Regius containing the Poetic Edda was found, this theory was seemingly confirmed. For this reason, the Prose Edda is also sometimes called the Younger Edda. Modern scientific methods, however, have shown that Codex Regius was written down approximately at the same time as Sturluson composed the Prose Edda. In other words, the two works are more or less equally old, but both draw on significantly older oral poems. The Prose Edda supposedly preserves the ancient poems, whereas Sturluson only used them as the basis for his text.


     Sturluson intended his work to be a textbook for Islandic poets and readers of ancient poems. He wanted to educate them about the complexities of the ancient verse and to help them understand the meaning of the old poems, especially the kennings. These were compound appellations or descriptions, used instead of proper names. The Prose Edda is divided into four parts: a prologue and three books. The three books are Gylfaginning, Skáldskaparmál and Háttatal.


     The Prologue of the Prose Edda explains the origins of the Norse religion in much the same way as the Gesta Danorum does. Like Saxo Grammaticus, Snorri Sturluson claimed that the Norse gods had originally been humans, but with time the honoring of their memory was corrupted and descended into worship. Since they came from Asia, they were called Asians, which later turned into Asir. Modern scholars have guessed that the prologue serves the purpose of shielding Sturluson from Christian criticism of him writing on such a dangerous topic as paganism, a topic many of his contemporaries, especially within the Church, would have rather seen forgotten. According to Sturluson's account in the Prose Edda, the Nordic gods were really Trojan warriors who left Troy after the fall of their city. They moved north, and settled among people who thought they were divine because of their superior culture and technology. Sturluson wasn't the first chronicler to trace a lineage back to Troy. In the Aeneid, Virgil claims that the Romans were descendants from a Trojan prince, and in the 12th century Geoffrey of Monmouth made the same claim about the Britons. Sturluson begins with King Priam of Troy, saying that his daughter Troan had a son called Tror, or Thor, who grew up in Thrace after the fall of Troy. Many generations later, a descendant of Thor called Voden heard a prophecy that he would be glorified above all kings in the northern lands. Voden immediately packed up his household and moved north. As he moved north, he established kingdoms ruled by his sons in Saxland, Jutland, Sweden and Norway. In Sweden, Odin's son Frey became king and he ruled from the Trojan colony of Sigtuna that his father founded.


     The first book of the Prose Edda is the Gylfaginning, or "the tricking of Gylfi." This book describes the creation and destruction of the world. The book centers on Gylfi who was king of Sweden. Gylfi was tricked by one of the goddesses and lost a big chunk of his kingdom. He then sets out on a journey to find out if the gods' power is all just magic and tricks. He reaches a great palace where he is introduced to three men called High, Just-As-High and Third. They challenge him to prove his wisdom by asking questions, and through the answers to Gylfi's questions the reader is told about the creation of the world, Ragnarok and many other myths. In the end, when Gylfi asks about the goddess who tricked him, the three men and the palace vanish into thin air. Gylfi then realizes he's been to Asgard, and returns home and retells the stories he has learned.


     The second book is called Skáldskaparmál, or "the language of poetry." It's framed as a dialogue between the gods Egir and Bragi, the god of poetry, where the myths are intertwined with a discourse on the nature of poetry and Norse rhetoric. Among many other things, Bragi gives a list of kennings for various gods, places and things. For instance, gold is called "Freya's tears," and the god Thor is described as "slayer of sons of giantesses." A warrior could be described as a "feeder of ravens" because warriors kill others on whom ravens feed, and "ale of ravens" was a kenning for blood.


     The third and last book in the Prose Edda is Háttatal. Even though some scholars doubt that Sturluson wrote the whole Prose Edda, and rather merely redacted the first two books, they all agree that the last book is his work. It gives examples of the various forms and types of verse used in Viking poetry, mostly with examples Sturluson wrote himself. The book is a systematic description of the rules of ancient Norse poetry, clearly influenced by Sturluson's own Christian education and a classical, latinized, understanding of grammar. Sturluson even explicitly wrote that the older poets didn't always follow the rules that he laid down in Háttatal.
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