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Preface

This is a book about the changing range of myths and legends current among the Germanic peoples of Northern Europe over more than a millennium. Its focus is mainly – though not exclusively – literary, and seeks to represent the primary evidence through relevant quotation. It is symptomatic of the subject that the majority of the artefacts usually considered should relate to material from before around 1000, and the majority of the literary quotations cited should recount matter from the eleventh century on. The year 1000 around which the evidence is spread is not in itself significant, except in so far as it coincides with the traditional date of the conversion to Christianity of Iceland (although some prefer to place the conversion in the previous year, 999), but it is worth noting that this pivotal year in terms of data (if not precise dates) falls towards the end of the so-called Viking Age, generally dated c.800–1100. This is not, then, primarily, or even mainly, a book that is simply about Vikings and Norsemen. It is also to some extent about their ancestors in the continental Germanic homelands, their cousins in Anglo-Saxon England and, most especially, their descendants, who settled widely in Scandinavia and beyond.

That so much of the purely literary evidence for the myths and legends of the North should stem from the post-conversion period does not of itself negate its value. In many cases Christian authors took great care to transmit their heathen inheritance intact, or inadvertently preserved much useful material in parody. Throughout the book, moreover, it will be seen that certain myths and legends kept their essential shape across the centuries, being dimly recalled by classical ethnographers, carved in stone in an age when the written record had barely begun, celebrated in skaldic verse and eddic song, and finally set down in sagas towards the end of the medieval period. But it is also true to say that few aspects of the myths and legends kept their shape for so long, and it is part of the aim of the book to trace the development of individual notions throughout the period, as well as the kaleidoscopic variety of so much of the material.

Within a book of this limited size, the coverage is necessarily somewhat truncated and diffuse, and in many cases I have merely attempted to suggest the bare outline of what is known, pointing instead to the wealth of further material available for study. Nonetheless, it is hoped that by offering some 750 main entries (each with references to a supplementary bibliography), together with more than 300 other headwords and literally thousands of cross-references, some conception might be given of the vast range of material involved and disciplines implied in any serious study of the myths and legends of the North.

Each headword is presented in bold type, with all names rendered in a simplified spelling and followed, where feasible and appropriate, by a translation. After each main article there follow references to individual entries in the bibliography of suggested further reading, which contains around 900 items and which is divided into general surveys, primary texts, translations and secondary criticism. Cross-references are indicated in the text by the use of small capitals.

In truncating and doubtless over-simplifying what are in many cases extremely complex questions and issues, I am quite aware that I risk offending those more scholarly readers who may be disappointed at the dearth of academic debate offered here. I have tried in the references, which often signal competing attitudes, to present some sense of the richness and vigour of the current critical wrangling in an area in which very little can be considered truly settled. A book of this size cannot hope to do more than introduce the uninitiated to the range and variety of the tales once told and beliefs once held, and perhaps to offer a fresh perspective to those who are familiar with those tales and beliefs in a particular form. In compiling this book in this rather haphazard fashion, I have had to try to tread the narrow path between the demands of modern scholarship and the pleasures of medieval story-telling, and have therefore taken some comfort in the words of the eddic poem Hávamál:

Each man should be only middling-wise,
never over-clever:
a wise man’s heart is seldom glad,
if he is truly wise.

There is certainly much wisdom in many of these narratives, far deeper than I could hope to fathom or present here, but there is also (and more importantly, perhaps) much wonder and delight. With this book I should hope to whet the appetites of readers to look beyond its limitations and to explore further the rich legacy that still survives. For, after all, the myths and legends of the North have gladdened not only my heart since childhood, but many wiser hearts, in many lands and across many centuries.

I am grateful to Marteinn Helgi Sigurðsson for his help in producing the paperback version.

Andy Orchard
centre for medieval studies, toronto



introduction

The Nature of the Sources

Norse myths and legends are found in a bewilderingly wide array of sources from different periods and places, reflecting hugely varying views. The sources themselves, moreover, have survived only sporadically and cannot be taken to represent anything other than a rather random sample. Such a background necessarily implies that a fully rationalized and comprehensively cohesive account of the myths and legends of the North is neither possible nor (perhaps) desirable, and that instead the best that can be produced is a somewhat fractured and kaleidoscopic picture. As in any mosaic, it is the most striking and cohesive fragments that command attention, and so it is that the often splendid literary material, with its dazzling narratives and starkly vivid verse, has greatly overshadowed other kinds of evidence in the eyes of most observers. But quite apart from the ample testimony of the literary record, whether in the form of praise-poems by named (and even dateable) poets, anonymous mythological verses of uncertain age or the prose accounts of later antiquarian authors, other kinds of evidence, whether from runes, archaeology or onomastics (the study of place- and personal names) must be weighed against the accounts of more-or-less hostile outsiders, pouring out a steady stream of propaganda, reproach and, occasionally, praise. The great diversity of sources stems directly from the huge spans of chronology and geography throughout which traces of the myths and legends of the North survive, beginning from the time when classical ethnographers described the customs and beliefs of the ancestral continental Germanic peoples and continuing through to an age of Scandinavian exploration and settlement some ten centuries later, which saw Norsemen as far west as North America and east as far as Uzbekistan.

The picture is complicated still further by periodic attempts by authors and antiquarians of differing abilities and eras to synthesize and integrate the material then at hand. On one level this book can be considered just such another attempted overview, although here it is acknowledged from the outset that the search for any single solution to the various problems of meaning and interpretation raised by the material is inevitably doomed. Instead it is hoped that by considering the variety of complementary and contradictory witnesses available, readers will be encouraged to go further in engaging and examining the sources themselves, whether through the filter of translation or in the original, and to weigh the developing opinions of successive scholars striving to interpret the evidence. To that end the extensive (but by no means exhaustive) bibliography is intended more as a spur to further exploration than a simple list of references cited. Given, however, the great diversity of the primary material available for study, it seems most helpful in a general Introduction to offer a brief summary of the main types of evidence and of some of the individual sources concerning which more information is given within the main body of the book.

In view of its comparative antiquity and (to the uninitiated) apparent impenetrability, it seems appropriate to begin by noting the existence of a large body of epigraphic, linguistic and non-literary evidence, including that of runes and picture-stones. Such evidence requires careful exposition, and it is symptomatic of both kinds of material that the interpretations of individual scholars will vary – sometimes wildly. Although often clearly more ancient (and often considered more ‘authentic’) than the literary evidence, runic inscriptions and picture-stones are no less prone to ‘imaginative’ readings. Similar difficulties beset the interpretation of archaeological finds, such as, for example, boat burials, bog corpses and burial mounds. Much exciting evidence for ritual and practice can be deduced from such finds, however, and some sites in particular – Gokstad, Jelling, Oseberg, Uppsala and, in Anglo-Saxon England, Sutton Hoo – have proved particularly fruitful. Much useful work has also been done in the field of onomastics, considering the personal and place-name evidence that attests to cult activity. Such evidence has proved particularly useful in assessing the cults not only of such well-known figures as the gods Odin and Thor, but also of more obscure deities, such as Forseti or Ull.

The non-epigraphic written evidence can be considered under a number of headings. Distinctions between what can be termed ‘literary’ and what ‘historical’ are not always easy to maintain. Following in the tradition of first-century classical historians and ethnographers, writing in both Greek and Latin, such as Strabo and Tacitus, there came a whole series of contemporary chroniclers who give an insight (and usually a Christian gloss) into the beliefs and legends of the Germanic world from the sixth century on, including such figures as Paulus Diaconus, Paulus Orosius, Procopius and Sidonius Apollinaris. Later Christian writers who came into contact with Vikings were still less generous in their assessment, and often, as in the case of the Anglo-Saxons Ælfric and Wulfstan, had to measure their contempt for the raiders with the knowledge that they shared a common Germanic heritage, of a kind witnessed in earlier works, such as the writings of Bede or the Old English poem Beowulf. Less partial (but equally astonished) testimony to the activities of the Scandinavians abroad is offered by non-Germanic contemporaries, such as Ibn Fadlan. As the Viking Age drew to a close, Christian writers from nearer home, such as Adam of Bremen, cast a baleful eye on the customs of their neighbours. What such authors offered was the perspective of the outsider, although in every case the view offered could hardly be described as objective; religious and racial considerations conspired to create a picture that was distinctly distorted. Later Scandinavian writers, looking back at the myths and legends of their ancestors and purporting to give a historian’s (or antiquarian’s) perspective on the pagan past, might occasionally offer a more rose-tinted (but not necessarily more objective) view. Modern scholarship has repeatedly shown that the confident pronouncements of Saxo Grammaticus and Snorri Sturluson need to be considered with caution, notwithstanding their greater proximity to the sources and their undoubted access to material long since lost.

Snorri and Saxo were themselves much exercised by the problems of interpreting the written evidence then extant, and indeed some of the material they used still survives. Such evidence, predominantly literary in character, continues to offer difficulties of interpretation of various kinds. In the case of skaldic poetry a primary problem has been simply understanding the verses, a question intensified by the highly allusive nature of skaldic diction, with its poetic periphrases or kennings, and frequent use of poetic synonyms or heiti. A further difficulty surrounds the attribution of the texts themselves, ostensibly to named poets from the ninth century on, since in some cases the accuracy of the ascription is far from secure; in the main body of the book consideration is given to skaldic verse that has been attributed with varying degrees of confidence to a wide range of poets, including Bragi Boddason inn gamli, Eilif Godrúnarson, Eyvind Finnsson skáldaspillir, Hallfred Óttarsson vandrædaskáld, Kormák Ögmundarson, Sighvat Thórdarson, Thjódó of Hvin, Thorbjörn dísarskáld, Thorbjörn hornklofi and Úlf Uggason.

The verses of some of these poets are preserved in Icelandic sagas composed sometimes four centuries after the alleged dates of their supposed authors, and such sagas have often been taken to contain other ancient lore. Such a supposition is deeply problematic, given the innately retrospective nature of the sagas, celebrating as they do for the most part events from a distant past when Iceland was newly settled. Nonetheless, such sagas certainly offer a picture at times remarkably consistent with what can be deduced from other and much older sources, as well as bearing witness to the extraordinarily vigorous tradition of story-telling in the North, and in the pages that follow evidence is offered from the late witness of a number of these Icelandic sagas, specifically Egils saga Skalla-Grímssonar, Eiríks saga rauda, Eyrbyggja saga, Gísla saga, Grettis saga Ásmundarsonar, Hall-fredar saga, Hrafnkels saga Freysgoda, Kormáks saga, Laxdœla saga, Njáls saga and Víga-Glúms saga. Some of the great manuscripts containing these works, notably Flateyjarbók, also preserve other traditions of doubtful date and authenticity, which have been taken by some to reflect much earlier narratives and beliefs, and some of these tales, too, have been considered below. The famously direct and understated style of the Icelandic sagas is, of course, no guarantee of the truth of the traditions recorded, although some have certainly been seduced into thinking that the evidence offered in so casual and apparently artless a fashion must of necessity carry some weight. More obviously fictitious are the so-called fornaldarsögur, which are positively teeming with supernatural and improbable features. Nonetheless, it is quite clear that amid all the monster-slaying and shape-changing there can be found traces of much earlier mythical and legendary material. The problem lies in deciding how to determine what can be considered genuinely old. Of the large numbers of such legendary sagas still extant, only a handful have been considered here, including Gautreks saga, Hervarar saga, Hrólfs saga kraka, Örvar-Odds saga, Thidreks saga and Völsunga saga.

Still more can be deduced about the myths and legends of the North from the Poetic Edda, a collection of poems mostly preserved in a single manuscript, the Codex Regius, which offers a marvellously vivid and detailed (if sometimes contradictory) picture of mythical and legendary lore. Many of the poems were clearly plundered for their own purposes by later writers, notably Snorri Sturluson and the author of Völsunga saga, and the broad term ‘eddic poetry’ is used to cover a great range of styles and genres of verse evidently composed over a period of centuries. The clear differences in tone that mark out, say, the stark heroism of Atlakvida, a grim tale of legendary heroes, from the slapstick buffoonery of Thrymskvida, a comic romp among the gods, should give any reader pause in supposing that such witnesses should be given equal weight. The difficulty lies in attributing to either work a date that can be agreed. Current suggestions offer leeway of around three centuries, with varying degrees of chronological difference between the texts. The dangers of synthesizing such disparate material are evident to even the most casual reader of eddic verse, and it is ironic that undoubtedly the most influential single figure in terms of the modern perception of the myths and legends of the North, namely the Icelander Snorri Sturluson, did just that in compiling the compendious work known as Snorra Edda, which also makes copious use of skaldic sources. This largely coherent overview of mythology and legendary history, which Snorri put together in the thirteenth century as a largely antiquarian exercise to help his countrymen preserve a centuries-old heritage of verse inextricably bound by its diction to a body of mythical and legendary lore, is a masterpiece of humorous and vivid composition, and it is sometimes difficult to see beyond the punchy and memorable scenes depicted. Yet it is quite clear that in some instances Snorri misunderstood, manipulated or simply manufactured material to suit himself and that Snorra Edda, although invaluable, is not a source above suspicion.

Such a brief survey of the nature of the sources available to those interested in the myths and legends of the North will inevitably focus on the hazards of interpreting a disparate body of material. The weight to be attached to each type of witness remains a matter for vigorous (and sometimes vicious) debate. A book of this size can aim only to indicate the main areas of discussion and to offer an outline of the great range of material that might be considered. Each kind of evidence has its own problems of interpretation, but together the various types of witness provide a compelling (if necessarily incomplete) picture of a vibrant tradition of myth and legend lasting more than a millennium.



Spelling and Pronunciation

Norse (and Anglo-Saxon) spelling is notorious: there are a number of models for transliteration available, each of which is prone to local misconstruction. Here I have chosen in the main body of the dictionary to adopt the spellings of ‘standard’ Old Norse (basically Old Icelandic), but to remove the final consonant marking the nominative singular (generally - r, - n or - l), except where it follows a vowel. I have retained the digraphs æ and œ, as well as accents, but have levelled the less familiar ǫ to ö. In the same way I have chosen to simplify the unfamiliar consonants ð and þ to d and th respectively; the corresponding capitals Đ and Þ are found as D and Th. A few examples will illustrate usage: Bǫlþorn appears as Bölthorn, Þrúðgelmir as Thrúdgelmir, Starkaðr as Starkad, and Geirvimull as Geirvimul. Some words, like Glæsivellir, therefore appear unchanged. In a number of cases, notably Odin and Thor, I have retained the form most familiar to the general reader; to insist upon the more accurate Ódin and Thór might have seemed pedantic. The hawk-eyed will doubtless spot other inconsistencies; I can only observe that they will be similarly displeased with the spellings in many of the items listed in the Bibliography.

This is not the place to offer a comprehensive guide to Norse pronunciation, itself a topic fraught with perils. Suffice it to say that the acute accent on vowels is a mark of length, not stress; most Norse words are stressed on the first syllable. It may be helpful to note that, in Modern Icelandic pronunciation, the unfamiliar characters þ/Þ and ð/Đ are pronounced ‘th’, as in ‘thin’ and ‘the’ respectively, while the vowels æ and ö/ǫ are pronounced as in ‘eye’ and ‘turn’ respectively.



THE DICTIONARY



A

Adal see rígsthula.

Adam of Bremen Author of the Gesta Hammaburgensis ecclesiae pontificum (‘Deeds of the Bishops of the Church of Hamburg-Bremen’), composed after he arrived in Bremen in 1066 or 1067 to act as adviser to Archbishop Adalbert (1043–72). Adam took a particular interest in missionary activities, and consequently the Gesta contains a good deal of useful information (as well as considerable speculation) about the customs of the neighbouring pagan Germanic and Scandinavian peoples. Perhaps his best known set-piece description is that of the great pagan temple at uppsala, although it is unclear to what extent his description has a basis in historical fact rather than lurid fiction.

B48, 70; C47; D221, 280

Adils A legendary king of Sweden, married to Yrsa, the mother of the mighty king hrólf kraki, who features in several tales. The quarrel between Adils and his stepson is described in detail in a number of literary sources, including snorra edda.

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50; C5, 9, 48

Ægir (‘sea’, ‘sea-giant’) The Norse god of the sea, also known as hlér and gymir, whose wife is rán, and whose nine giant daughters are waves, named Bara (or Bára; ‘wave’), blódughadda (‘bloody hair’), Bylgja (‘billow’), dúfa (‘dipping’), Hefring (‘raising’), Himinglæva (‘heavenbright’), hrönn (‘wave’), Kólga (‘cool wave’) and Unn (or Ud; ‘wave’); in other lists the name dröfn (‘foaming sea’) is found in place of Bara.

Ægir appears in a number of poems in the poetic edda, most notably in lokasenna, in which the feast to which he invites the æsir and for which he provides the ale forms the backdrop to the slanging-match that follows. The tale of how the god thor acquired a kettle large enough for Ægir to brew ale for the Æsir is given in another eddic poem, hymiskvida. The notion that Ægir hosts feasts for the Æsir is also made explicit in both grímnismál and skaldic verse, while in snorra edda, in what is presumably a deliberate inversion of the motif, a figure called Ægir or Hlér is introduced by the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson at the beginning of skáldskaparmál as a wanderer invited to a feast by the Æsir; there he is given an exposition of much mythological lore by bragi, the god of poetry, including (appropriately enough) an account of the winning of the mead of poetry. According to Snorri:

There was a figure called Ægir or Hlér; he lived on an island, which is now called Hlésey [identified with modern-day Læssø in Kattegat, Denmark]. He was very crafty in magic. He set off to visit ásgard, and when the Æsir realized he was coming, he was given a splendid welcome, although many things were not as they seemed; and in the evening, when they were about to begin drinking, odin had swords brought into the hall, which were so bright that light shone from them, and no other light was used when they were drinking … Everything there seemed to Ægir to be splendid to look at; the walls were all hung with magnificent shields. The mead there was also strong, and vast quantities were drunk. Next to Ægir was seated Bragi, and they drank and talked together; Bragi told Æsir many of the deeds in which the Æsir had been embroiled.

The magnificent martial setting of the hall described here has much in common with other descriptions of valhall, while the general scenario, of a wanderer received among the Æsir and told tales of their deeds, consciously echoes the deluding of King gylfi also told by Snorri in his gylfaginning.

In several mnemonic name-lists or thulur, Ægir is given as the name of a giant, and, given both the description of his daughters as giants, and, at least in some sources, his own descent from the giant fornjót, it may well be that Ægir’s adoption into lists of the Æsir is a late development.

A111b; B12, 14, 20a, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 39, 40, 45, 50, 56, 59, 62, 66b, 72a, 73, 83, 87, 90; C2, 5, 9, 13, 16, 17, 24, 33, 46, 48; D541

Ælfric Celebrated Anglo-Saxon abbot of Eynsham, who died in 1010 after a long career as a composer of homilies, saints’ lives and a whole range of other pedagogical and didactic material. As an author whose chief concern was orthodoxy, Æfric was unremittingly scathing about all aspects of paganism, whether from the classical past or the heathen present, and in particular his De falsis deis (‘On False Gods’), an Old English rendering of a much earlier Latin discussion by the sixth-century Visigothic archbishop, Martin of Braga, contains a number of close comparisons between the pagan deities of the classical past, witnessed by literary sources, and the gods worshipped by the invading Danes. Part of Ælfric’s De falsis deis was reworked by his contemporary, Archbishop wulfstan, who produced a still pithier comparison between the classical and pagan gods of his acquaintance.

B67; D572

Æsir (‘gods’) The generic name given to the Norse gods (the singular form is Ás), although some sources seek to make a distinction between two groups of deities, the Æsir and the vanir, who, as we learn from the eddic poem völuspá, once fought a mighty war. In general, the Æsir are associated with war, death and power, the Vanir with growth and fertility, although the distinction is often far from clear. According to the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson, there are thirteen male Æsir, which he lists in the following order: odin, thor, njörd, frey, týr, heimdall, bragi, vídar, váli, ull, hœnir, forseti and loki. In the same place Snorri also lists eight goddesses, known as ásynjur, although elsewhere he gives a quite different list of no fewer than sixteen. Moreover, Snorri’s effort to produce a list of thirteen Æsir, of whom one (Loki) was to prove a traitor, looks suspiciously like an attempt to align the Æsir with the disciples of Christ and may account in part for his inclusion of some figures (notably Forseti) who are seldom heard of elsewhere.

A similar motivation to explain away the deities of the pagan past surely lies behind the elaborate euhemerism exhibited by Snorri and the early thirteenth-century Danish historian saxo grammaticus in their attempts to explain the term Æsir as related to Asia, whence the (in this view wholly human) Æsir are said to have come. In this way, the myths and legends of the north could be aligned with those of classical Greece and Rome, just as, say, the Middle English Arthurian poem Gawain and the Green Knight begins by describing Troy. Such a notion is purely the product of an impulse to ‘dignify’ indigenous vernacular tales by linking them to the illustrious world of Latin learning. By contrast, cognate forms of the term Æsir are well attested in other Germanic languages and help to testify to its antiquity: Old English speaks of esa gescot (‘shot of the Æsir’; cf. ylfa gescot ‘shot of the elves’), while Gothic contains references to divinities known as ansis, a form which is also recorded by the sixth-century historian jordanes.

Snorri provides a wealth of trivial information about the Æsir, including lists of the names of their horses: Falhófnir, Gils, Glad, Glær, Gulltopp, gyllir, Léttfeti, Silfr(in)topp, Sinir, Skeidbrimir and finally sleipnir, Odin’s own horse. Such information, matched with other details about their daily dealings that can be gleaned from the poetic edda, lends a familiar and almost homely air to many of the actions of the Æsir, of whose ultimate doom in the apocalyptic events of ragnarök we are continually assured.

B12, 14, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 40, 50, 55, 56, 59, 64, 73, 87, 90; C2, 5, 7–9, 17, 24, 31, 33, 46, 48; D49, 115, 120, 439, 443, 504

Æthelweard see sceaf.

Ætternisstapi (‘family drop’) According to the legendary gautreks saga, a huge cliff over which members of a particular family fling themselves in times of crisis, as a voluntary form of euthanasia. King Gauti stumbles across their dwelling while lost hunting, and he forces his way in past a servant. As one of the young girls in the family rather jauntily explains:

There’s a cliff near the farm called Gilling’s Bluff, and we call its highest point Ætternisstapi. The fall is so steep that no creature on earth could ever survive it. It’s called Ætternisstapi because we use it to cut down the size of our family whenever something remarkable happens. In this way our elders are permitted to die without delay, and suffer no sicknesses, and go straight to odin, while their children are spared all the trouble and expense of being forced to look after them. Everyone in our family is free to take advantage of the facility provided by the cliff, so that there is no need for any of us to live in famine or poverty or endure any other difficulties that may arise. I hope you realize how remarkable my father thinks your arrival at our house; it would have been extraordinary for any stranger to take a meal with us, but it really is a marvel for a king to come cold and naked to our house. Such a thing has never happened before. So my mother and father have decided to divide the inheritance tomorrow between my brothers and sisters and me, then take the servant with them and go over Ætternisstapi to valhall. My father reckons that the least he can do for the servant in return for trying to stop you coming in is to allow him to share his happiness. Besides, he’s quite certain that Odin won’t ever accept the servant unless he goes with him.

The references to Odin and Valhall may suggest that behind this undoubtedly jocular tale there lurks the shadow of an authentic tradition of human sacrifice, although such fantastic episodes are relatively commonplace in the world of the fornaldarsögur.

B69; C35, 38; D376

Afi see rígsthula.

Agnar Audabródir According to the eddic poem sigrdrífumál, the king to whom the Valkyrie sigrdrífa gives the victory in a battle against one hjálmgunnar, who is the favourite of the god odin. In revenge, Sigrdrífa is stripped of her status as a Valkyrie and struck with a sleep-thorn, to await the arrival of the hero sigurd, who will wake her from slumber. In another eddic poem, helreid brynhildar, the fierce and proud heroine brynhild identifies herself as Agnar’s champion, and so as Sigrdrífa, while the legendary völsunga saga transfers the entire account to her.

B12, 25, 30, 42, 56, 65, 68, 73, 79, 87, 90; CI-3, 6, 17, 24, 33, 46

Agnar Geirrödsson see agnar hraudungsson.

Agnar Hraudungsson According to the eddic poem grímnismál, the elder of the two sons of King hraudung. On their return from an unintentional stay with a mysterious elderly couple (later identified as the gods odin and frigg), Agnar, Frigg’s favourite, is cast adrift by his brother, geirröd, and apparently ends his days living with a witch in a cave. Looking down from his lofty vantage-point of hlidskjálf, Odin chides his wife that while his adopted son, Geirröd, is a king, hers has had a disreputable and sorry end. Frigg challenges Odin to test the hospitality of his favourite, with predictably grim results: Geirröd has Odin tied up and tortured between two blazing fires for eight nights. Throughout his ensuing ordeal, Odin is aided only by Geirröd’s young son, who, ironically enough, is named Agnar after his uncle, and is the same age that his namesake had been at his betrayal.

B12, 30, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Ái (‘great-grandfather’) (1) A dwarf, according to the catalogue in the eddic poem völuspá. (2) Presumably a quite separate character, who forms, together with his wife Edda (‘great-grandmother’), the first couple visited by the mysterious wanderer ríg on his travels, according to the eddic poem rígsthula. The couple invite Ríg to share both their hospitality and their bed, and nine months later Edda gives birth to Thræll (‘slave’), from whom the whole race of slaves is descended.

A111c; B12, 20a, 30, 56, 59, 66b, 72a, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46; D5a, 280a

Albruna (‘elf-confidante’) According to the Roman historian tacitus, one of the women venerated by the continental Germanic tribes in the first century ad, in accordance with a custom that he describes as follows:

We saw how during the reign of the deified Vespasian, one veleda was long reckoned by many as a divine presence; but formerly [the Germanic tribes] venerated Albruna and many others, not in adulation nor as if they were making them goddesses.

It seems likely that Albruna was viewed as a kind of wise-woman or seer, although it is quite possible that she was part of the so-called cult of matrons (most of whom are, like Albruna, now little more than names) witnessed by more than 500 inscriptions on the western bank of the Rhine between the first and fifth centuries ad. Because a number of later commentators have made much of Albruna’s name, it is worth pointing out that most manuscripts in fact call her Aurinia; the (highly appropriate) name Albruna rests solely on the emendation of a modern scholar.

B2; C29

Alcis (‘elks’?, ‘protectors’?) Twin gods who, according to the Roman historian tacitus, were venerated during the first century ad in a sacred grove of an otherwise unknown Germanic tribe called the Nahanarvali or Naharvali:

Among the Nahanarvali [or Naharvali] there is revealed a grove of ancient worship; a priest in women’s clothes presides, and they commemorate, according to the Roman interpretation, the gods Castor and Pollux, or at least their godhead, ‘Alcis’ by name: there are no idols or any trace of foreign superstition; they are worshipped as young brothers.

If the etymology ‘elks’ is correct, it is possible that the Alcis were twin equine deities, perhaps analogous with the horse-named twins hengest and Horsa of Anglo-Saxon mythical history.

B2; C49; D606

Álf Hjálpreksson The son of King hjálprek of Denmark. His wooing and winning of the beautiful hjördís, widow of the mighty sigmund, is told in the legendary völsunga saga. Hjördís is already pregnant with sigurd, Sigmund’s son, but Álf brings up young Sigurd as his own and supports him in his expedition to avenge his dead father.

B25, 42, 65, 68, 79; C1, 6

Álf Hringsson inn gamli see hödbrodd.

Álf Hródmarsson A king, who, according to the eddic poem helgakvida hjörvardssonar, rather rashly challenges the mighty hero helgi hjörvardsson to a duel and is duly killed.

B12, 30, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Álf Hundingsson see helgi sigmundarson hundingsbani.

álfablót (‘elves’ sacrifice’) Evidently a sacrifice to appease harmful elves or to request healing or other benefits. Literary evidence for such a practice is extremely scanty, and it is far from clear how widespread the custom was and whether it was an annual or simply casual event. The earliest secure reference to the custom is found in the so-called Austfararvísur (‘verses on a journey east’), composed by the poet sighvat thórdarson to commemorate a trip to West Gautland, probably in the autumn of 1018. Several skaldic stanzas describe how he was refused entry to a number of houses because a sacrificial ceremony was taking place:

‘Come in no further,
wretched fellow’, said the dame,
‘we’re heathens here;
I’m scared of Odin’s wrath.’
The grim crone that checked me,
firmly, as if I were a wolf,
said that inside the house
they were holding elf-sacrifice.

Apart from a general sense that some local heathen ceremony is occurring, there is little that can be gleaned here. To judge from his other stanzas, such a ceremony was taking place in more than one household, but if it was a regular sacrifice, clearly this is one whose timing is unfamiliar to the hapless Sighvat. Only marginally less baffling are the slightly fuller accounts to be found in later prose, for example in the probably thirteenth-century kormáks saga, which describes the advice of a witch to a man whom Kormák has wounded just before going off to sacrifice a bull. The wounds are taking a long time to heal:

There is a mound not far from here, where the elves live. Now get hold of the bull that Kormák killed, and redden the outside of the mound with its blood and make a feast for the elves with its meat. Then you will be healed.

The cure is effective, but it is difficult to assess the importance to attach to the witness of the saga, even though the author demonstrates clear antiquarian interests elsewhere.

B39, 45, 62, 75, 83, 87; C16, 18

Álfheim (‘elf-home’) The dwelling place of only one class of elves, according to the thirteenth-century Icelander, snorri sturluson:

There is a place called Álfheim, where live the folk called light elves, but black elves live underground and are quite different in appearance, and still more different in character. Light elves are fairer to look upon than the sun, but black elves are darker than pitch.

From this distinction it would appear that black elves were little different from dwarfs, who were thus excluded from Álfheim itself.

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50; C5, 9, 48

Álfhild According to the prose preface to the eddic poem helgakvida hjörvardssonar, one of the four wives of King hjörvard, and the mother of hedin, whose fateful vow to win the Valkyrie sváva, the beloved of his own brother, helgi, has dire consequences. It is, presumably, a quite separate character called Álfhild who is described as the grandmother of the hero starkad.

B12, 30, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Álfrödul An alternative name for sól.

Ali, Áli A puzzling character, identified by the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson variously with two members of the æsir – váli and vídar – as well as (through euhemerism) with the Trojan heroes Helenus and Aeneas. Elsewhere, an Ali or Áli appears variously as a son of loki, a sea-king and a legendary king of Norway.

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50; C5, 9, 48

Alius see annar (2).

almáttki áss (‘the almighty Ás’) Evidently one of the æsir, invoked alongside njörd and frey (who are both vanir in origin) in an oath apparently sworn on a temple ring, and recorded in both landnámabók and Oláfs saga Tryggvasonar in heimskringla. The precise identification of this almáttki áss is a matter of some debate. The gods odin, thor, ull and even týr have been suggested. Of these, Odin himself swears a ring-oath in hávamál (which, however, he immediately breaks; as the poet notes: ‘how can one trust his pledge?’), and Ull is invoked (alongside Odin) in a ring-oath in the eddic poem atlakvida, in which gudrún reminds her cruel husband atli budlason of his broken promises to her brother gunnar:

‘May it go with you, Atli, according to those oaths
you often swore to Gunnar, and invoked long ago:
by the sun in the south and by Odin’s rock;
by the horse of sleep’s bedding, and by Ull’s ring.’

Thor, who is invoked by name in several sagas, is perhaps the most plausible candidate for the title almáttki áss, but the identification is far from certain.

B6, 12, 14, 20, 23, 30, 31, 56, 73, 86, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 36, 46; D166, 450

Álof According to the eddic poem helgakvida hjörvardssonar, the daughter of the shape-changing Earl franmar, and the wife of Earl atli idmundsson, who later becomes the companion-in-arms of the hero helgi hjörvardsson.

B12, 30, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Alsvid (‘all-swift’) One of two horses – the other is árvak – who pull the sun, sól, across the sky, according to the eddic poem grímnismál. The alternative spelling Alsvinn is also attested. A further eddic poem, sigrdrífumál, which is also cited in the legendary völsunga saga, adds the detail that there are runes cut into Alsvid’s head. This detail may be related to the fact that the name Alsvid is also given to a giant, to whom, according to the eddic poem hávamál, is imputed a deep knowledge of runes.

B12, 14, 23, 25, 30, 42, 56, 65, 68, 73, 79, 87, 90; C1–3, 6, 17, 24, 33, 46

Alsvid Heimisson According to the legendary völsunga saga, the son of heimir and bekkhild budladóttir, the sister of the Valkyrie brynhild. When sigurd comes and professes his love for Brynhild, Alsvid vainly tries to dissuade him, saying:

A man like you should not pay heed to a woman. It is bad to worry over what cannot be won.

Naturally, a hero like Sigurd is not to be swayed by such unheroic advice.

B25, 42, 65, 68, 79; C1, 6

Alsvinn see alsvid.

Alsvinnsmál see kálfsvísa.

alu The best attested of a range of apparently magic words (others include auja, laþu and laukar) found inscribed in runes. Evidently the word invoked the suggestion of protection or luck, and often the objects on which it is inscribed appear to be amulets of some description. The precise meaning of alu is unclear, but it is evident that as time went on it became increasingly identified with the Germanic terms for ‘ale’ or ‘beer’. The eddic poem sigrdrífumál speaks of ölrúnar (‘ale-runes’), which may describe runes where alu is invoked, while the Old English poem beowulf describes grief or terror as ealuscerwen (‘pouring away of alu’?), a unique word perhaps deliberately echoed (and misinterpreted?) by another Anglo-Saxon poet who uses the term meoduscerwen (‘pouring away of mead’) in a directly parallel context.

B44; C4; D236

Alvaldi (‘all-powerful’) According to an ambiguous passage in the eddic poem hárbardsljód, the father of the giant thjazi, whose eyes (like the frozen toe of aurvandil) thor threw into the sky to form stars. The thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson (who calls him Ölvaldi) gives a fuller account, having the god bragi recount the following:

He was very wealthy in gold, and when he died and his sons had to split up their inheritance, they doled out the gold and divided it by taking a mouthful in turn, each receiving the same number. One of them was Thjazi, the second Idi, the third Gang; and so we use the expression that gold is ‘the mouth-tally’ of these giants, and we conceal it in opaque language or in poetry, by calling it the ‘speech’ or ‘words’ or ‘talk’ of these giants.

B12, 14, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 40, 50, 56, 59, 73, 87, 90; C2, 5, 9, 17, 24, 33, 46, 48

Alvís (‘all-wise’) The pale-nosed dwarf who engages in a nocturnal battle of wits with the god thor, who is not otherwise known for his intellectual talents, according to the eddic poem alvíssmál. At stake, we are given to understand, is the hand of an unnamed daughter of Thor (perhaps the same daughter elsewhere called thrúd). Thor keeps Alvís preoccupied with a series of questions until sunrise, when (we must suppose) Alvís turns to stone, just like the hapless giantess hrímgerd, who is similarly delayed in the eddic poem helgakvida hjörvardssonar. Thor’s ‘victory’ is thus reminiscent of the equally sly and, one might think, underhand victories of odin in similar battles of wits with giants, such as that depicted in another eddic dialogue-poem, vafthrúdnismál.

A111c; B12, 30, 51, 56, 72a, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Alvíssmál (‘The Song of All-wise’) A versified wisdom contest between the god thor and the knowledgeable dwarf alvís (‘all-wise’), probably composed in the twelfth century, and preserved in the poetic edda alongside comparable dialogue-poems and gnomic verses such as vafthrúdnismál and grímnismál. Alvís comes to claim Thor’s daughter as his wife, but is first challenged to a test of wisdom. Thor questions Alvís thirteen times about the names for various largely cosmological objects and concepts (earth, sky, moon, sun, clouds, wind, calm, fire, sea, wood, night, corn and beer) ‘in all the worlds there are’. In reply, Alvís lists the various terms used by æsir, men, vanir, giants, dwarfs and elves. Alvíssmál provides in effect a thesaurus of poetic and taboo terms, each characterized to some extent according to the perceived nature of their suggested user. So, for example, the words used by elves are rather dainty and delicate (the sky is ‘fair roof’ and night is ‘sleep-joy’), while those used by giants sound suitably unimaginative (wood is ‘kindling’ and corn is ‘food’). Apart from such basic characterization, there is little attempt at verisimilitude, and the practicalities of the verse-form dictate much of the content, leaving the Vanir, for example, with a vocabulary consisting entirely of words beginning with the letter v. The artificial nature of the debate is underlined by its abrupt conclusion: Thor tricks Alvís into continuing the contest after sunrise, when, we understand, the all-wise dwarf promptly turns to stone.

A111c; B12, 30, 51, 56, 72a, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46; D208, 294, 381, 607

Alvitr see hervör alvitr.

Ambátt see rígsthula.

Amma see rígsthula.

Ammianus Marcellinus see sacral kingship.

Ámsvartnir (‘pitch black’) According to the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson, the lake to which the æsir enticed the wolf fenrir, before binding him with the enchanted fetter, gleipnir, which had been fashioned by dwarfs.

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50; C5, 9, 48

amulets Objects worn as charms against disease, sorcery or any other ill, often inscribed with runes. Sometimes such amulets take the form of votive or cultic ornaments, such as the small hammers or axes (presumably invoking the protection of the hammer-wielding god thor), which are often found in archaeological sites, or the tiny spears that are also attested. Only rarely do such amulets take the form of figurative depictions of the gods whose protection is being sought.

D195, 234

Andhrímnir (‘sooty’) According to the eddic poem grimnismál, the person who cooks sæhrímnir, ‘the best of meats’ (and, according to the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson, a boar), in the pot eldhrímnir, so that it can be consumed every night in valhall by the hungry warriors known as the einherjar.

B12, 14, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 40, 50, 56, 59, 73, 87, 90; C2, 5, 9, 17, 24, 33, 46, 48

Andlang see vindbláin.

Andvaranaut (‘Andvari’s heirloom’) According to a prose passage in the eddic poem reginsmál, the cursed ring extracted from the dwarf andvari by the cunning loki and used to complete payment to hreidmar in recompense for Loki’s accidental killing of his son otr. The legendary völsunga saga goes further, making Andvaranaut the ring that the hero sigurd gives to the Valkyrie brynhild when they exchange vows and swaps for another from the dragon fáfnir’s hoard when he crosses the wall of flickering flames in the guise of the young prince gunnar. It is the sight of Andvaranaut, triumphantly demonstrated to Brynhild by Gunnar’s sister, gudrún, that finally persuades Brynhild that she has been deceived by Sigurd and Gunnar, sparking off her dreadful vengeance.

B12, 25, 30, 42, 56, 65, 68, 73, 79, 87, 90; C1–3, 6, 17, 24, 33, 46

Andvari (‘careful one’) A dwarf mentioned in the eddic poems völuspá and reginsmál, whence he is also described by the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson, and in the mnemonic lists known as thulur. In Reginsmál, Andvari actually names himself as a son of odin (although it seems likely that this is a scribal error for the dwarf-name Óin), condemned by the norns to spend his life in the form of a pike, taking his food from a waterfall, loki caught Andvari and forced him to hand over all his gold, including a particular ring, andvaranaut, which the dwarf attempted to keep back. When Andvari eventually surrendered the ring, he did so with a curse:

Now the gold that belonged to gust
shall drive two brothers to their deaths,
push eight princes to killing and strife;
no one wins joy with my wealth.

The legendary völsunga saga, drawing freely on Reginsmál, tells substantially the same story, but focuses the curse on Andvaranaut itself.

B12, 14, 23–5, 28, 30, 35, 40, 42, 50, 56, 59, 65, 68, 73, 79, 87, 90; C1–3, 5, 6, 9,17, 24, 33, 46, 48

Angantýr (1) One of the mighty warriors of the eddic poem hlödskvida. (2) The name of the antagonist of Óttar in the eddic poem hyndluljód.

B12, 30, 32, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46; D421, 579

Angrboda (‘harm-bidder’) A grim giantess on whom, according to the eddic poem hyndluljód, loki got the wolf fenrir. The Icelander snorri sturluson goes further, making Angrboda also the mother of Loki’s other terrible offspring, jörmungand and hel. Whatever the antiquity of the notion that these three monsters were born of Loki and a giantess, the name Angrboda seems to date from no earlier than the twelfth century.

A111c; B12, 14, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 40, 50, 56, 59, 72a, 73, 87, 90; C2, 5, 99, 17, 24, 33, 46, 48

Annar (‘second’, ‘other’) (1) According to the thirteenth-century Icelander, snorri sturluson, the second husband of night, nótt. The name suggests a certain lack of imagination, if it is not indeed the result of an earlier misinterpretation. (2) Annar is also found as the name of a dwarf, alongside similar dwarf-names, such as the distinctly Latinate Alius (‘second’, ‘other’).

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50; C5, 9, 48

Apollinaris see sidonius apollinaris.

Arastein (‘eagle rock’) The place where, according to the eddic poem helgakvida hundingsbana i, the mighty hero helgi sigmundarson hundingsbani killed in battle four sons of King hunding: Álf, Eyjólf, Hagbard and Hervard.

B12, 30, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Arfi see rígsthula.

Arinnefja see rígsthula.

Árvak (‘early-riser’) One of two horses – the other is alsvid – who pull the sun, sól, across the sky, according to the eddic poem grímnismál. A stanza from another eddic poem, sigrdífumál, which is also cited in the legendary völsunga saga, adds the detail that there are runes cut into Árvak’s ear.

B12, 25, 30, 42, 56, 65, 68, 73, 79, 87, 90; C1–3, 6, 17, 24, 33, 46

Ás see æsir.

Ása-Thor An alternative name for thor.

Ásabrag An alternative name for thor.

Ásabrú An alternative name for bifröst.

Ásgard (‘home of the Æsir’) Although universally used to describe the home of the æsir, the name Ásgard in fact occurs only twice in the poetic edda (in thrymskvida and hymiskvida) and only once in a skaldic verse of the tenth century. The wide currency given to the name in modern sources arises almost entirely from its frequent use by the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson, who appears to envisage Ásgard as containing all the dwellings of the gods (as specified in the eddic poem grímnismál), as well as valhall and other specific sites, including hlidskjálf, vingólf, gladsheim and idavöll. It is difficult to determine the precise position of Ásgard from Snorri’s account. At times it appears to be simply another region of midgard, allowing the Æsir to travel to visit the world of men with ease, but separated from the outer world of útgard. On other occasions, however, Snorri appears to imagine Ásgard as a celestial dwelling, also called himinbjörg, that is linked to the other realms by the rainbow-bridge, bifröst. At the moments when Snorri’s antiquarian analysis tends towards euhemerism, Ásgard is nothing more than the capital of Ásaland or Ásaheim, which Snorri identifies with Asia; at one point ‘the ancient Ásgard’ is even equated with Troy.

B12, 14, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 39, 40, 45, 50, 56, 59, 62, 73, 83, 87, 90; C2, 5, 9, 13, 16, 17, 24, 33, 46, 48; D181, 574

Ask (‘ash tree’) According to the eddic poem völuspá, Ask and embla are the first two human beings, created by the god odin and his two companions, hœnir and lódur, from two tree trunks they found by the shore of the circling sea. In the thirteenth century the Icelander snorri sturluson repeats the tale, but credits Odin’s brothers, vili and vé, with accompanying him. The fact that Anglo-Saxon genealogy of the kings of Kent is traced to one Æsc (‘ash tree’), listed as a son of hengest, is sometimes held to suggest that the Norse accounts are not the result of later mythography, although the argument is far from conclusive.

B12, 14, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 40, 50, 56, 59, 73, 87, 90; C2, 5, 9, 17, 24, 33, 46, 48

Áslaug According to the legendary völsunga saga, the daughter of the doomed heroic couple brynhild and sigurd; Áslaug also plays a minor role in the legendary Ragnars saga lodbrókar (‘saga of Ragnar hairy-breeches’).

B25, 42, 65, 68, 79; C1, 6

Ásynja see ásynjur.

Ásynjur The name given to the goddesses or female æsir; the singular form is Ásynja. According to the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson, there are eight Ásynjur, whom he lists in the following order: frigg, freyja, gefjon, idun, gerd, sigyn, fulla and nanna. Elsewhere, however, Snorri gives a quite different list of no fewer than sixteen Ásynjur: Frigg, sága, eir, Gefjon, Fulla, Freyja, Sjofn, lofn, vár, vör, Syn, hlín, snotra, gná, sól and bil. The omission from this list of a number of the wives of important gods, especially sif (the wife of thor and mother of ull) and skadi (the wife of njörd) is particularly noteworthy. While Skadi was of giant-descent, it might seem unlikely that the wife of Thor, the chief scourge of the giants, should come from like stock.

B12, 14, 23, 24, 28, 30, 35, 40, 50, 55, 56, 59, 64, 73, 87, 90; C2, 5, 7–9, 17, 24, 31, 33, 46, 48; D49, 115, 120, 439, 443, 504

Atlakvida (‘the poem of Atli’) One of the earliest of the poems in the poetic edda, although of uncertain date. A close relationship is implied with the poetry of thorbjörn hornklofi, who composed hrafnsmál around the turn of the tenth century, and it has even been suggested that Thorbjörn was the author of Atlakvida itself. Atlakvida makes use of a number of different metres, and some scholars have thought that they could detect different layers of composition, although none has managed to put forward an entirely convincing case. In the codex regius some connection with Greenland is stated (the poem is subtitled ‘from Greenland’), despite the fact that Greenland was not settled until after 985. It is more likely that atlamál, the poem’s companion-piece in the manuscript (and which is given the same subtitle), derives from Greenland, but that Atlakvida itself was composed in an earlier period.

Atlakvida describes a key episode in the völsung-cycle, namely that in which the hero gunnar and his brother högni gjúkason are lured to their deaths by the Hunnish lord atli budlason, who has married gudrún, their sister, and covets their gold, acquired after the death of the valiant sigurd. In the poem, Atli’s invitation to the two brothers to visit him in his stronghold is accompanied by a ring, which Gudrún has sent, wound round with a wolf’s hair, to warn of her husband’s treachery. When this warning is spotted by Högni, it serves only to increase Gunnar’s rash determination to make the trip. The brothers are duly captured, after a particularly stout resistance by Högni, who kills or injures no fewer than nine of his assailants, and Atli attempts to make the brothers reveal the treasure’s whereabouts. Gunnar appears to relent, but claims that he will not speak until Högni is dead and demands that Högni’s heart be placed in his hands. A substitute is offered, which Gunnar scorns as the heart of the craven hjalli, but eventually Högni’s heart is brought, and Gunnar praises it lovingly and reveals his own deception: when they both lived he worried that one of them might be forced to reveal the secret. Now he alone is left, they could do what they liked – he would never say where along the Rhine the treasure lay. Atli’s punishment is swift and terrible: Gunnar is cast into a snake-pit, where he perishes, still playing his harp. Gudrún’s response to the killing of her brothers is equally grim: she slaughters her own two sons, Atli’s dear boys, and serves them to their father at a feast. When he is drunk, she tells him the truth and stabs him in their marital bed before burning the place down.

With its taut style (the whole tale takes some forty-four stanzas) and stark subject-matter, Atlakvida is a highly dramatic and wonderfully charged piece, containing many memorable scenes. The gruesome episode of the cutting-out of Högni’s heart is a case in point, where we are told that:

Then Högni laughed
when they sliced to his heart,
still living, the wound-smith;
least of all did he reckon to sob.

Famed Gunnar spoke,
the spear-Niflung:
‘Here I hold the heart
of Högni the bold,
unlike the heart of Hjalli the craven;
it quivers little as it lies on the plate:
it quivered still less
when it lay in his chest.’

The economy of style compares very favourably with that of the clearly derivative Atlamál, which directly follows Atlakvida in the Codex Regius manuscript.

A36a; B12, 20, 25, 30, 31, 42, 56, 65, 68, 72a, 73, 79, 87, 90; C1–3, 6, 17, 24, 33, 46; D8, 13, 109, 130, 155, 192, 299, 491, 556, 569

Atlamál (‘the lay of Atli’) At the end of atlakvida a note in the codex regius manuscript records that ‘the tale is told more clearly in the Greenlandic Atlamál’. The poem that follows certainly recounts essentially the same narrative as Atlakvida in more than twice as many stanzas (103 as against the 44 of Atlakvida), but many commentators have considered the much younger Atlamál (perhaps composed in the twelfth century) a decidedly inferior piece. Many of the gruesome elements of Atlakvida are rendered still more gruesome, even bizarre: the idea that gunnar played the harp in the snake-pit, mentioned in two lines in Atlakvida, is developed into an entire stanza in Atlamál, and the author, doubtless recalling that we have already been told that Gunnar was bound, has him play with his toes instead:

Gunnar took a harp,
strummed it with foot-twigs,
he knew how to play,
so that women wept,
and men sobbed,
who could hear it clearly.
He announced the affair to the powerful lady:
the rafters burst apart.

Likewise in Atlamál, gudrún does not simply caution her recently arrived brothers about their impending capture, she actively fights, sword in hand, to prevent their being taken, slicing away the leg of atli budlason’s brother and killing another of her husband’s men. The poet’s evident desire to expand or extrapolate what are mere hints in the earlier poem is typified by the nature of her original warning to Gunnar and högni gjúkason not to accept Atli’s invitation: in Atlakvida she laconically twists a wolf’s hair round a ring; in Atlamál she literally spells it out in runes. In much the same way, Atlamál considerably extends the list of characters depicted, including several unmentioned in Atlakvida: so, for example, Högni is given a wife, kostbera, whose skill at reading Gudrún’s runic warning and foreboding dreams (including one interpreted by her husband as a polar bear, perhaps an indication of the Greenlandic origin of the poem which the manuscript asserts) cannot prevent Gunnar and Högni from undertaking their doomed expedition. Sometimes the richness and baroque adornment of the narrative spills over into comedy, as in the case of the coward hjalli, who remains a cipher in Atlakvida but whose whole character is laid bare in Atlamál:

The saucepan-keeper panicked,
he didn’t hang around: he knew how to blub,
and climbed into every cranny.
He called himself a victim of their war
repaying all his effort:
it was a sad day for him
to die and leave the pigs,
all the resources,
which he had owned before.

Such explicit description of essentially unheroic emotion is quite alien to the highly charged, economic and allusive style that the poet of Atlakvida had so evidently mastered.

A36a; B12, 20, 30, 31, 56, 72a, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46; D13, 81, 109, 155, 192, 299, 491

Atli An alternative name for thor.

Atli Budlason (‘the fearsome one’) The Norse name for the character history records as Attila the Hun. Atli is one of the major figures of early Germanic legend, and features prominently as a cruel and ruthless king in several poems of the poetic edda, notably those of the so-called völsung-cycle, alongside his sister, the Valkyrie brynhild, and gudrún, his (eventual) wife. His name then becomes linked in skaldic verse with poetic periphrases or kennings for any king. The notion, vividly developed in the eddic poems atlakvida and atlamál, that Atli died in his bed besides his blood-stained wife, after an evening of excessive feasting and drinking is strikingly supported by the sixth-century description of the death of Attila by the historian jordanes, who claims at this point to be citing the (now-lost) contemporary account of the Greek historian Priscus; Jordanes depicts Attila’s demise as follows:

As the historian Priscus relates, around the time of his death Attila married an extremely beautiful girl called Ildico, after numerous other wives, as was the custom of his people. At his wedding he over-indulged in celebration and lay down on his back, heavy with wine and sleep. A stream of blood, which would normally have run out of his nose, was prevented from its normal course: it flowed on a fatal path into his throat and killed him. So drunkenness brought a shameful end to a king famed in war. The next day, when a great part of the day had passed, the king’s servants suspected something amiss and, after a great outcry, broke down the doors. They found Attila dead, with no wounds. He had died from an excessive nosebleed, and the girl, with head bowed, sobbed under her veil.

Apart from his central role in the two eddic poems that bear his name (Atlakvida and Atlamál), Atli appears as a cruel and brooding presence in other eddic poems, notably gudrúnarkvida i–iii and oddrúnargrátr. All the aforementioned versified accounts are clearly used by the anonymous author of the legendary völsunga saga, who provides Atli with a strangely stilted death-scene, bickering to the end with Gudrún, who has just stabbed him with the help of the son of her brother högni gjúkason:

King Atli woke up at the wound and said: ‘There’s no need for bandages or nursing. Who gave me this wound?’ Gudrún said: ‘It was partly my doing, partly Högni’s son.’ King Atli said: ‘It wasn’t right for you to do it, even though you have some cause; you were married to me with your kinsmen’s consent, and I paid out a bride-price for you of thirty fine knights and comely maids and many other folk. But you wouldn’t behave yourself properly unless you took control of all the lands that Budli owned, and you often made your mother-in-law cry.’ Gudrún said: ‘Much of what you have said is false, but I don’t care. My temperament was often brusque, but you made it much worse. There’s often been discord here in your court: friends and kinsmen often fought and provoked each other. We had a better life, when I was with Sigurd. We killed kings and took what they had and gave quarter to those who sought it. Leaders put themselves in our hands, and we gave riches to anyone who sought them. Then I lost him, and it was a little thing, to be called a widow; but what grieved me most was that I came to you, when I had been married to the finest of kings. You never came back from a battle without having been beaten.’ King Atli said: ‘That’s not true, but such wrangling doesn’t help either of us; I’m finished. Act properly towards me now and grant me a splendid funeral.’ She said: ‘I’ll do that. I’ll have a fine burial prepared and a magnificent stone casket made; I’ll wrap you in beautiful sheets and see to your every need.’ Then he died, and she did what she promised. Then she set fire to the hall. When the retainers awoke in fear, they couldn’t stand the flames and hacked at one another and so died. There ended the lives of Atli and all his retainers.

Even through the rather awkward prose the description of Atli’s essentially pathetic and unworthy demise mirrors precisely the impression gleaned from eddic verse. Atli is a character overshadowed by almost everyone around him, whether it is his sister, Brynhild, his wife, Gudrún, the men he murders, gunnar and Högni, and especially the noble hero, sigurd, whose wife he inherits, but whose standards of magnificence he can never attain.

A36a; B12, 20, 25, 30, 31, 39, 42, 45, 55, 56; 62, 65, 68, 72a, 73, 79, 83, 87, 90; C1–3, 6, 13, 16, 17, 24, 31, 33, 46

Atli Hringsson see hödbrodd.

Atli Idmundsson (‘the fearsome one’) One of the key figures in the eddic poem helgakvida hjörvardssonar. After overhearing a bird describing the beauty of the young maiden sigrlinn, Atli informs King hjörvard and is instrumental in winning her for him. When Hjörvard and Sigrlinn are married, Atli marries álof, the daughter of Sigrlinn’s foster-father. After helgi, the product of the union between Hjörvard and Sigrlinn, grows up to prove a fearsome hero, Atli acts as his loyal companion, and when Helgi is harassed by hrímgerd, the daughter of the giant hati, whom he has killed, it is Atli who engages Hrímgerd in a vicious battle of words or flyting, delaying her until sunrise, when, like (we assume) the dwarf alvís in alvíssmál, she promptly turns to stone. As the poem moves on to consider Helgi’s love-match with sváva, who is a Valkyrie, Atli understandably fades from view.

B12, 30, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Aud see nótt.

Audabródir see agnar audabródir.

Audhumla (‘hornless and fecund’?) According to the thirteenth-century account of the Icelander snorri sturluson in gylfaginning, the primeval cow, who licked búri, the ancestor of the æsir, free from the salty blocks out of which he emerged and whose four streams of milk provided ymir, the first giant, with nourishment. It is sometimes suggested that Snorri’s description of the four streams of milk deliberately echoes the four rivers of Paradise mentioned in the Book of Revelations and in many patristic commentaries on the Bible.

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50; C5, 9, 48

auja see alu.

Aurboda (‘gravel-bidder’) (1) A giantess, the wife of gymir and the mother of the beautiful gerd, whom, according to the eddic poem skírnismál, the god frey loved and wooed. (2) The name of a handmaid of the giantess menglöd in another eddic poem, fjölsvinnsmál.

B12, 30, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Aurgelmir (‘gravel-yeller’) A giant, perhaps to be identified with ymir, since, according to the eddic poem vafthrúdnismál, he is the father of the primeval giant thrúdgelmir and grandfather of bergelmir.

B12, 30, 51, 56, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Aurinia An alternative name for albruna.

Aurvandil (‘gravel-beam’?) Husband of the witch gróa, who caused the shattered fragment of whetstone, which had lodged in thor’s head after his battle with the giant hrungnir, to loosen. In gratitude, Thor described how he carried Aurvandil in a basket on his back while wading over the frozen river élivágar when he returned from a trip to jötunheim. Aurvandil’s toe, which had been poking out from the basket, had frozen stiff, so Thor broke it off and threw it into the sky (as he had done with the giant thjazi’s eyes), where it still remains, as a star.

The Old English poem Christ III contains an invocation to ‘Earendel, brightest of angels’, a figure who appears to be the personification of the North Star. The early thirteenth-century Danish historian saxo grammaticus describes one Horwendillus as the father of Amlethus, the figure who later emerges as Hamlet.

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50, 64; C5, 7–9, 48

Aurvang see aurvangar.

Aurvangar (‘wet-gravel plains’) According to the eddic poem völuspá, the aptly descriptive name of the place where the dwarfs live. The catalogue of dwarfs in the same poem includes one Aurvang (‘wet-gravel plain’).

B12, 30, 56, 59, 73, 87, 90; C2, 17, 24, 33, 46

Austri (‘East’) According to the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson, one of the four dwarfs set by the sons of bor to support the skull of the primeval giant ymir, whom they had killed, which was to form the sky. The other three dwarfs, unsurprisingly enough, are named Nordri (‘North’), Sudri (‘South’) and Vestri (‘West’).

B24, 28, 35, 40, 50; C5, 9, 48



B

Bældæg (Old English: ‘bright day’, ‘fire-day’) The name of Bældæg figures in a number of Old English genealogies as a son of woden, and has naturally prompted comparison with the Norse figure of baldr, the son of the god odin. Such a comparison is only heightened by the fact that Æthelweard, the tenth-century Anglo-Saxon chronicler, actually substitutes the names Baldr at the appropriate place in the genealogies, while the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson mentions among the Saxons one ‘Beldegg, whom we call Baldr’. That the Old English word bealdor means ‘lord’ or ‘leader’ only increases the confusion and has led some to suppose that the Norse name Baldr hides an honorific title. A similar suggestion is prompted by the Old English word frea, which also means ‘lord’ and which corresponds to the Norse name frey.

D424

Bakrauf (‘arse-hole’) The name of a troll-wife, found in the namelists or thulur. This rather strikingly lowbrow name may in fact reflect a ‘learned’ Latin pun: many troll-wives are depicted as ugly witches or wizened crones, and the Latin word anus means both ‘old woman’ and ‘anus’.

D396

Baldr The story of the death of the beautiful god Baldr is among the best known of all Norse myths, and the thirteenth-century Icelander snorri sturluson devotes a considerable part of his snorra edda to the tale. Snorri’s initial description of the character of Baldr is of a beautiful but ineffective cipher, introduced after the mighty god thor, who is himself depicted as ‘the most outstanding’ of the æsir:

odin’s second son is Baldr, and there are good things to be said of him; he is best, and everyone praises him. He is so fair in appearance and so brilliant that all light flashes from him, and there is a plant so white that it is named after Baldr’s brow [the ox-eye daisy]. It is the whitest of plants, and by this you can tell the beauty both of his hair and form. He is the wisest of the Æsir, and has the most mellifluous voice, and is the kindest, but it is one of his characteristics that none of his decisions have effect. He lives in a place called breidablik, which is in heaven, and where nothing impure is allowed.

Baldr’s wife is nanna and his son is forseti, neither of whom plays more than a minor role in the extant literature. Snorri goes on to describe in detail how, when Baldr was troubled by disturbing dreams of his own demise (which also provide the impetus for the eddic poem baldrs draumar), his mother, frigg, extracted solemn promises from fire, water, metals, stones, trees, diseases, beasts, birds, poisons and snakes that they would not harm him. A game grew up among the Æsir to have him stand up at their gatherings while they threw weapons or stones at him with no effect. But out of spite loki, in the guise of a woman, asked Frigg if there was anything she had spared from taking the oath and was told that the delicate sapling of the mistletoe had been exempted for its tender age. Shortly afterwards, Loki plucked a wand of mistletoe and gave it to höd, the brother of Baldr, who had been excluded from the game because of his blindness. Loki guided him to shoot the dart at Baldr:

The dart flew through him, and he fell dead to the ground, and that was the greatest mishap ever caused among gods and men. After Baldr fell, the power of speech failed all the Æsir, as did the power of their hands to take him up; each of them looked at the others, and they were all of one mind towards the one who had done the deed, though they could not take revenge, it was so great a place of sanctuary. When the Æsir tried to speak, the first thing to happen was that sobbing broke out, and none of them could express to each other in words their grief. But Odin took the loss the hardest, since he knew most clearly how great a damage and deprivation there was for the Æsir in Baldr’s death.

We are to understand from both Snorri’s account and the allusions to the death of Baldr in the eddic poem völuspá that Baldr’s demise heralds the beginning of the destruction of the Æsir in the fateful conflict at ragnarök. Snorri tells how, as preparations
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