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Introduction

[image: ]


In the centuries since the rise of Christianity and its adoption as the dominant religion and way of life throughout the West, many old folk traditions have been forgotten. To the uninitiated, it might seem like Christianity has been dominant in Europe since early in this millennium, but that's not necessarily true. In many Slavic nations, for instance, Christianity didn't take hold until at least the ninth century. In the wild and fairly isolated northern edges of Europe, the process of Christianization was a long one, lasting from around the 8th century to the 12th century. Some northern people, like the Sami, for example, didn't fully adopt Christianity until the 18th century.

The difficulties and the prolonged time required to Christianize these lands allowed earlier, pagan religions to survive much longer than in many other parts. The religion, mythology, and customs of the Norse people during that time were quite intricate and well-developed, which also contributed to their endurance. These North Germanic people held many beliefs, not just in their pantheon of gods but also about the world, cosmos, and reality as a whole. 

Norse mythology has thus been studied for centuries, especially since the 17th century, after the emergence of additional important sources and materials. Among the pagan traditions the Christian faith replaced are some of the best-preserved records and descriptions of Norse religion and associated mythology. As such, we know a fair amount about how these people organized their societies and how they perceived the world. 

Some concepts in Norse mythology speak of different worlds and realms of reality in ways that are quite foreign to Christian philosophy. However, some concepts aren't that distant to the Christian world, such as the idea of the first two human beings, Ask and Embla. This is just one of the many concepts and ideas that we know about in quite a bit of detail.

Traditionally, Norse people, particularly the Vikings, have been portrayed as little more than pagan barbarians and wildlings. While they are certainly famous for their raids against other European peoples, particularly in Britain, the truth is not that simple. Studies of their customs, social norms and mythology have revealed that these people were quite socially organized and definitely more than the savages that much of the world had known. In regard to shipbuilding and seafaring, for example, the Norsemen were at the very top of the game. 

In this book, we will go over the many gods, myths, beliefs, customs, and traditions that make up the Norse mythology. As one of the most enduring pre-Christian European traditions, Norse mythology has had a profound impact on culture and folklore in Scandinavia and beyond, and, as such, it's important to learn about. This influence is also evident by the mythology's persistence in popular culture to this day. As such, Norse mythology and tradition make up one of the most important building blocks in European identity and continuity, serving as a bridge into a bygone era when the world was much different than what we know today.
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Chapter I: History and Sources
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Before we delve into the intricacies of Norse mythology, it's important first to discuss the basics of who the Norse people, or Norsemen, really were. Where did they come from? How do they relate to the popularly known Vikings as well as the Scandinavian people of today? Norsemen or Scandinavians, as they are generally known today, are actually some of the oldest peoples in Europe in its entire history of human habitation, genetically speaking. That's not to say that Norse culture has existed for tens of thousands of years, of course, but that there are noticeable genetic overlaps between them and these ancestors, who were among the first humans to migrate to Europe. 
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A Brief History of the Norse People
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By the time when humans started to settle in Scandinavia, most other regions in Europe were already inhabited. Some of the first settlers in Scandinavia were the Stone Age people who started to move in as the ice receded with the end of the last Ice Age. Scandinavia being a very cold, northern region, this recession of the ice sheets occurred as recently as 11,700 years ago. This is generally taken as the time when humans first began to settle in Scandinavia, particularly in parts of Denmark and southern Sweden. The settlements first formed along the coastal regions because they provided flatlands that were suitable for farming.

Another aspect of this ancient Scandinavian history is the Sami people. These hunter-gathering folks have inhabited parts of present-day Sweden, Finland, Norway, and Russia for around 5,000 years. They exist as a distinct group to this day, numbering some 80,000 to 100,000 people in the world. They are at their most numerous as minority groups in Sweden, Norway, and Finland. In the present-day Kingdom of Norway, the Sami people are officially recognized as indigenous. 

The Nordic Bronze Age, which lasted roughly between 1,700 and 500 BCE, was another important epoch. Although the people in these lands were still not building larger towns or villages, they did expand, particularly within present-day Sweden and also for the first time to Norway. Farming and fishing became more widespread and sophisticated and were complemented by hunting. The Bronze Age Scandinavians also began to export certain goods during this time while drastically improving their skills in metalwork. The Scandinavian Bronze Age was followed by the Iron Age, which lasted until around 800 CE, giving way to the Viking Age, the most famous part of Scandinavian pre-Christian history.

The Norse people have been traditionally known to others as Vikings. This is because those were the Norsemen that these other peoples interacted with. As such, Viking is a term originating from scholars in the English-speaking world, especially since the 19th century. The word was and still is used to refer to those Norsemen who ventured out as various seafarers during a time of Norse expansion, also known as the Viking Age, starting in the late 8th century. These seafarers included traders, settlers, but especially warriors and raiders, who were particularly infamous for their raids in the British Isles and other places. What all of this means is that the Vikings were Norsemen, but only some Norsemen were Vikings. 

The Vikings and the Norse people, in general, are ancestors to today's nations that form the group of people we refer to as Scandinavians. These include Norwegians, Swedes, Icelanders, Danes, and the people of the Faroe Islands. The presence of the Norse people in some of these regions was the result of the aforementioned expansion and exploration. At the same time, the historical Norse heartland consists primarily of parts of present-day Denmark, Norway, and Sweden, which is where they originated. During their expansions, Norsemen went well beyond this region and the aforementioned countries as well. Around 900 AD, the Old Norse language was present in many parts of Great Britain, Ireland, Russia, Ukraine, the Baltic, Germany, and the countries of Benelux. 

Before the Viking Age, the Norse people lived a profoundly rural, albeit agricultural lifestyle. At this point, these people had almost no settlements that could be considered towns, and their communities were very limited. They provided for their basic needs via agriculture, hunting, and fishing, especially in coastal regions. Norse shipbuilding during this time was a far cry from what it would be during the Viking Age. This was because their early boats relied on little more than oars.

A major breakthrough in Norse shipbuilding came with the advent of sails during the 7th and 8th centuries. The Norsemen soon developed the famous Viking longships as well, which propelled their seafaring capabilities to new heights. The longship wasn't invented overnight, of course, and forms of this vessel have been archeologically attested as early as the 4th century BCE. The final and most successful form was developed between the 9th and 13th centuries, though.

It was breakthroughs and ingenious solutions such as these that made Vikings some of the best seafarers in their day, eventually allowing them not just to visit but also attempt to colonize North America. As you may or may not know, this high-point of Norse exploration came some 500 years before Columbus reached the Americas. Norse attempts to colonize and permanently settle on American soil were ultimately unsuccessful, but they were an incredible achievement at that time
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