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      In Scandinavia, the sea has always been part of life, a vital part of survival. It’s a pantry containing multitudes of fishes and it was also the way to travel anywhere before proper roads were built. Even today there are farms that are inaccessible with cars, though they’re mostly used as vacation homes now.

      But life has not always been so easy in the north. Many Scandinavians depended on the sea to feed themselves and their families, to sell and make money on fish that would feed people in foreign lands, to travel to church, to fetch the doctor when illness struck, to gather seaweed when there wasn’t enough fodder for the animals, and even to strike out and explore new lands.

      No matter what people set out to do in their ships and boats, the risk was always there. Everyone who lived by the Scandinavian coasts knew someone who had remained at sea, as they said. There was always a risk of not coming back.

      But risks have to be taken if life is to prevail. And so life at sea was a necessity, wherein many strange things could happen.

      The ocean can be a beautiful place. The sun glittering on calm waters, hiding the unknown depth below. But always possible are raging storms and waves large enough to pull great ships under, leaving nothing but foam left to ride those waves. On these cold and turbulent waters, mortal men had to travel. They had to cross expanses of the unknown and sometimes find that despite appearances, they were not alone.

      The frigid waters of the north were said to hide creatures of havoc and chaos, dangers humans had no control over whatsoever. And the belief in the vættir in both freshwater and saltwater was widespread and strong in Scandinavia. The ocean was, and still is, a place of great danger, with many mysteries entwined with its beauty. In his book, Northern Mythology, Benjamin Thorpe wrote of this part of the world:

      

      “The monotonous roar of the waterfalls, the squalls and the whirlpools that render our fjords and rivers so dangerous, and in which many persons annually perish … have given occasion to superstition to imagine the depths of the water inhabited by malignant sprites …”

      

      There was true danger in traveling on the ocean, and there was danger in smaller bodies of water inland. Whether salt- or freshwater, they encompassed something humans had no say over—the deep, and what aquatic terrors hid there.

      It is said that for every living thing on land, there is a counterpart in the ocean. And so we’re left with sea serpents, merfolk, and extraordinary fiddlers, to mention a few, who were as dangerous as their land-dwelling counterparts and perhaps even more so given the cold and unforgiving element they resided in.

      As long as humans have sailed the seas, they have seen great and confusing things. And some of those seafarers lived to tell those tales. This is how myths of the sea were born. And they lived on, timeless yet adaptable in a changing world that needed them to let there be a reason for all the deaths and ever-returning chaos. It is a struggle so old the stories about it lived on and evolved in people’s minds.

      In this book, you will read about the water spirits of these fear-inspiring tales, the vættir who roamed the sea and held the fates of humans in their figurative hands.

      Who were these vættir? What did they symbolize?

      The vættir, like the tales about them, exposed people’s fears in their everyday lives. And we still have a thing or two to learn from them.

      In book one of this series, The Hidden Folk, I wrote about the history and development of land-dwelling vættir. In this book, I look to the sea and the enigmatic creatures who reigned there. They seemed to be in complete control of an environment fishermen and sailors could never hope to be despite all their experience as seafarers.

      The introduction to The Hidden Folk has a substantial explanation of both my background and various information needed for proper context. I will not repeat all of that here, but have added a few brief chapters with information that is useful to know regarding context when reading further.

      I have a genuine interest in Scandinavian folklore. I have a background in archeology, which is more focused on material remains rather than oral tales. But Scandinavian folklore is part of my cultural heritage, and I grew up hearing many of these stories. It deeply fascinates me and I love immersing myself in the subject. I have here translated many of the primary sources and kept them quite true to the originals. I hope you enjoy reading about the water spirits of Scandinavia. Remember the old saying: In mari multa latent!—in the ocean, many things are hidden!
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      As I did in The Hidden Folk, I continue to use the term vættir for the creatures of Scandinavian folklore. The term can be a confusing one since it can relate to both a specific group of creatures with their own distinct traits and behaviors, but is also used as a common name for all types of creatures from Scandinavian folklore (one vættr, several vættir).

      When using the common term to refer to all creatures, it’s also usual to further divide them into two larger subgroups of creatures based on their preferred habitats. That leaves us with land-dwelling vættir (the hidden folk) and water vættir (water spirits). Sometimes the dead are represented as a third group, other times they’re listed with land vættir.

      This division can be a bit of a simplification of the vættirs’ roles, since many of them were not restrained to one element. The sea serpent is an example of this since it could also live and move on land.

      No matter the group the vættir belonged to, they always represented a balance between nature and culture wherein these creatures were bound together with the fates of humans. Wherever humans traveled and made their dwellings, there the vættir would live and thrive too. They explained the inexplicable and confusing parts of nature, and sometimes also the good things, and the odd dash of luck. To live without them made the world a bleak and dark place.
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      Folktales are stories of places, people, and creatures that have been preserved through people’s collective minds, usually in an oral tradition. They serve as guides, a way of understanding the world and the sometimes seemingly unfathomable things that occur. And they also serve as warnings of places or people to stay away from to remain safe. Much of this oral folklore, in Scandinavia and elsewhere, has thankfully been written down so as not to be forgotten.

      Two storytelling types of Scandinavian myths and legends that are important to this book are fairy tales and sagn. It is mainly the latter type that appears here, but it’s important to distinguish them from each other. Both types of stories were collected and written down in Scandinavia in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.

      Fairy tales are tales of prose, and they depict fictitious stories. They always begin in the real world, but by the end, they have entered a different reality where supranormal things can happen.

      Sagn are stories of brevity. They have short narratives that go straight to the point. They depict something that is supposed to have happened in a specific place to a specific person, maybe even the exact time of day it happened. This gives credibility to the story. Some are no more than a sentence or two, while others resemble short stories. I often liken them to flash fiction as a modern comparison and have also seen ‘press release’ used as a fitting description. Take this short statement from a Swedish sagn (collected in Estonia) about a mermaid:

      

      At Finsnäs in Wichterpal there has often been seen by the beach a mermaid who washes herself and combs her hair.

      

      This is the whole story about that mermaid. But we know what happened, where it happened, and who was involved. From here, any reporter could find a story, surely?

      

      Sagn (one sagn, several sagn) is the term used in this book because that is the specific term for these types of stories. It comes from the Norse word seggja which means to say something, and the closest English translation would be tale.

      I have used many sagn in this book and joined them together with the history of the water spirits to show a bigger and fuller picture of who these creatures were. I do think they complement the non-fiction part about the vættir and make them come alive on the page. These sagn come from Norway and Sweden, and areas that have Swedish historical influence for various reasons. I have removed some names of people and places because this becomes too detailed and local, thereby making it too unfamiliar for an international reader. I’ve let a few remain though where they are needed.

      In addition, the sagn in this book are a bit more polished than the originals, and sometimes I’ve taken a few sagn with differing information about the exact same story, and written them together into one for a fuller tale. But I think the flavor of the old sagn is still there, recognizable in form, tradition, and length. I have nothing but respect for these old tales and therefore wish to share them while being as true to the originals as I can.
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      Religion has throughout history been a part of people’s lives and has heavily affected and influenced said lives. The same can be said of the old beliefs in the Scandinavian vættir. I’ll mention here, like I did in The Hidden Folk, that this book is not about gods, but about the vættir that were a part of people’s everyday beliefs. Despite this, overlooking religion as an influence takes away from the development and adaptive nature of the vættir. They knew how to survive changes, after all.

      This tradition of creatures who were a sort of mirror-people to humans is old. We don’t know if it’s equally old or older than the belief in the Æsir, the gods of Norse Mythology, but we know it’s as old as man’s memory. That’s how the knowledge of it survived, after all, through memory.

      The belief in Odin and the other gods seemed to diminish in the first half of the eleventh century when Scandinavia too left the Iron Age behind and entered the Middle Ages, and Christianity was introduced to the Scandinavians. Despite the Church not exactly condoning these beliefs, they remained, and an interesting fact here is that people incorporated Christian beliefs into the folkloric tales. You’ll see examples in this book of how some vættir changed quite a lot from their early incarnations to something a bit different, especially from the 1500s onward. There were Christian figures, like St. Olaf, who took over Thor’s role as a mighty warrior, and sometimes the devil took over a role as an evil adversary instead of a vættr who’d had that role.

      Christianity became a symbol of good forces in a world of untold and unknown dangers, and one could receive help against heathen forces.

      What I see in the sagn of the water spirits is that of calling upon help from higher forces through incantations. When before, people relied on sorcery and magical concoctions to stave off evil vættir, a lot of them could be sent running by mentioning God’s name or the virgin Mary. In many of the stories, priests play significant roles too, cementing them as agents of good, and other times as characters who needed to learn a little kindness.

      Sometimes the vættir came to represent small rebellions against strict religious rules and changes people didn’t like. An example of this is the water spirit known as the fossegrim, and his always catching and dance-worthy music.
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