
  NORSE MYTHOLOGY


  A Concise Guide to Gods, Heroes, Sagas and Beliefs of Norse Mythology



  
    

  




BY HOURLY HISTORY







  
    


Copyright © 2016 by Hourly History.


    All rights reserved.

  


Table of Contents


  Introduction



  The Creation in Norse Mythology



  The Nine Worlds of Norse Mythology



  The Major Gods and Goddesses



  Valhalla



  Ragnarok



  The Sagas



  The Influence of Norse Mythology on Our Lives Today



  Conclusion



  Get Your Free Weekly eBooks!




    Introduction



    If this is indeed your first foray into the subject of Norse mythology, you
    will find that it calls for an adjustment in the way you see things. You
    will need to prepare yourself for a very different world, one where there
    is often no logic as you understand it, no justice as administered by a
    modern court of law, and very little point in asking “why.” It’s an amazing
    world where animals have the power of speech, inanimate objects like swords
    or hammers have specific names, and where the passage of time is measured
    by the destruction of the world. It is nevertheless a fascinating,
    illuminating and richly rewarding world, and your appreciation of where,
    how, and why you exist will be immeasurably enhanced by what you discover.



    Norse mythology covers the pre-Christian history of the countries and
    peoples of what we now call Scandinavia. The cosmology presents us with a
    theory of the creation of the world and the first people who dwelt here.
    These were the guiding beliefs of the people we call the Vikings, who were
    the adventurers setting off from modern Norway, Sweden, and Denmark and
    swept through ancient Britain, a nascent Europe, and on into Russia and
    India in medieval times. Initially appearing and behaving as pillaging
    raiders from the sea, they built trade routes through the world that are
    still used to this very day. Their strength and success lay in their skills
    as shipbuilders and seafarers and their unshakable pagan beliefs in
    predestination, which dictated that the only honorable way to die was in
    battle. These were the Norsemen, and one of their descendants is the star
    of this story.



    Snorri Sturluson (1179-1241) was orphaned at an early age and was brought
    up by Jón Loptsson, possibly the most influential chieftain in Iceland.
    Snorri married money and settled in Reykjaholt, acquiring a reputation as a
    scholar, writer, and historian. He was elected twice as the “lawspeaker” in
    the Iceland High Court. He collected and wrote down as many of the old oral
    poems on gods and heroes as he could find. He also added his own commentary
    and extensive writings into what became a kind of poetic handbook which has
    come down to us as the Prose Edda, with “edda” meaning
    great-grandmother.



    One of his sources, a collection of poems by Saemund Sigfusson, was found
in 1643 in an old farmhouse in Oddi. This is now known as the    Poetic (or Elder) Edda, and it contains some tales from
    as early as 800 BCE; riddle contests between the gods and the giants and an
    amazing version of the creation of the world. Incredibly, these two books
    are by far the most important and authentic source of Norse mythology that
    we have, all thanks to the intense interest of one man. There are a few
    other sources available, but with all being transcriptions of oral history
    that was recorded hundreds of years after the event and, like the Snorri
    collection, usually by a Christian.



    One of the reasons that the Eddas are such a trustworthy source is that we
    know from contemporary sources that, although Snorri was Christian, he did
    not hold the popular opinion that pagan gods were manifestations or
    personifications of Satan. The Eddas are freely available to be read online
    as a result of the Project Gutenberg, and you can find them at
    http://www.gutenberg.org/files/14726/14726-h/14726-h.htm Unless otherwise
    stated, all quotes used herein come from this specific source. The
    translations are done from Old Norse by Benjamin Thorpe and I.A. Blackwell.
    While Snorri sadly came to an untimely end as a result of falling out with
    the king of Norway, who ordered his assassination, his legacy lives on.



    Another paradigm shift we must make before we enter the realm of ancient
    mythology is the place of the gods in daily life, how real and present they
    were, and how important. Most people tend to know more about the
    mythological Greek and Roman pantheons than their Norse counterparts, as
    they were a much jollier lot. The Greek gods, in particular, lived a
    pleasurable and joyous life in Olympus—they were immortal, having been
    created by Mother Earth and Father Heaven. The great Greek heroes were
    modeled in their likeness and were beautiful, fearless, and performed
    daring feats with strength and courage.



    The Norse gods were more remarkable, not immortal, and constantly at odds
    with their Giant enemies. They endured great trials and lived in Asgard,
    which they knew was destined to go up in flames during Ragnarok, or the
    prophesized end of the world. The Greek gods came before and in fact,
    created the universe, while in Norse mythology, the universe was created by
    and from one of the gods. Norse heroes, though similarly enormously strong,
    were unlike their Greek and Roman counterparts as they were strangely
    detached, almost solemn, and tended to be tested by performing feats that
    demanded great sacrifices. Interestingly, in both mythologies, gods and
    goddesses had equal rights and were just as powerful and forthright.



Chapter One



    
        The Creation in Norse Mythology
    



    “Twas time's first dawn,
    

    When nought yet was,
    

    Nor sand nor sea,
    

    Nor cooling wave;
    

    Earth was not there,
    

    Nor heaven above.
    

    Nought save a void
    

    And yawning gulf.
    

    But verdure none.”



    The “void and yawning gulf” was called Ginnungagap. To the north was a
    frozen waste of ice, fog, frost, and bitter cold called Niflheim. In the
    south was a wasteland called Muspelheim, consumed with fire, smoke, sparks,
    and oozing lava. These two spheres drifted toward each other through the
    void, finally colliding; if this sounds vaguely familiar, it is because it
    echoes the first verses of Genesis in the Bible: “The earth was without
    form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep.” But then, all
    familiarity disappears, and in the Eddas we read: “And when the heated
    blast met the gelid vapour it melted it into drops, and, by the might of
    him who sent the heat, these drops quickened into life, and took a human
    semblance. The being thus formed was named Ymir.”



    Ymir is variously described as the primordial deity or Ice Giant, or a
    humanoid creature. At the same time and from the same material, the cow
    Audhumbla was created. Four rivers of milk flowed from her teats which
    sustained Ymir, who fell asleep after drinking large quantities of her
    milk. As he slept, two giants, one male and one female, grew from the sweat
    under Ymir’s left armpit. Some versions of the myth say that one giant came
    from each armpit. Even more startlingly, his legs parted, creating a son
    called Thrudgelmir or “Strength Yeller.” In one version, it was actually a
    six-headed son that grew out of his feet. However it happened, this was the
    first of the Frost Giants or the Jotuns.



    Audhumbla, the giant cow, sustained herself by licking the salt from the
    rocks. On the first day, her licking produced an outline of long hair, the
    second produced a human head, and the third revealed the rest of the body
    of Buri, the first god. Buri immediately produced a son called Bor or Borr.
    Bor married a Jotun named Bestla, and they had three mighty sons: Odin,
    Vili, and Vé.



    
        The Creation of the Earth
    




    It was then, even before the forming of the Earth, that the eternal feud
    between good and evil began. The Prose Edda records it thus:



    “‘Was there,’ asked Gangler, ‘any kind of equality or any degree of good
    understanding between these two races?’ ‘Far from it,’ replied Har; ‘for
    the sons of Bor slew the giant Ymir, and when he fell there ran so much
    blood from his wounds, that the whole race of Frost-giants was drowned in
    it, except a single giant, who saved himself with his household.’ It is not
    clear why Ymir was killed and if one visualizes a race of giants drowning
    in the subsequent bloodshed. One is bound to want to know the reason for
    such overwhelming brutality, but as I mentioned above, the one thing we
    must not do on this journey is ask ‘why.’”



    The Earth was then created by Bor, Odin, Vili, and Vé out of Ymir’s body.
    From his flesh, they fashioned the Earth. Using his eyebrows and jaw, they
    built an island stronghold to protect themselves from the Giants and called
    it Midgard; out of his blood, the seas and lakes were created; out of his
    bones, the mountains and hills; out of his hair the trees and grasses were
    fashioned. His skull became the heavens, and his brains were scattered to
    form the clouds. Worms or maggots crawled out of his skull, and these
    became the race of dwarves. Four dwarves were chosen to hold up the four
    corners of the sky: Nordi held up the north, Sundri the south, Austri the
    east, and Vestri the west. The stars were fashioned from the sparks and
    burning embers that remained from the tremendous conflagration in
    Ginnungagap.



    
        The Axis of the Universe
    




    “There stands an ash called Yggdrasil,
    

    A mighty tree showered in white hail.
    

    From there come the dews that fall in the valleys.
    

    It stands evergreen above Urd’s Well.”



    One of the central structures in Norse mythology is the evergreen ash tree
    called Yggdrasil. There are conflicting versions of how it came to be, but
    it is regarded as the holiest seat of the gods and where they held council
    every day. Some say that, like the Earth, it came from Ymir’s body while
    others say it is one with Odin. The Nine Worlds are supported in its
    branches or enclosed in its three great roots. It draws water from the
    sacred Well of Urd. This well is pivotal in Norse mythology, and we will
    return to it time and time again. The waters are so sacred that they run
    white as an eggshell. This is perhaps the first time that the color
    white, which encompasses the entire color spectrum, is associated with
    purity, new beginnings, and awakenings. Two pure white swans—the
    progenitors of the entire race, are born from this well.



    Perched at the top of the tree is an omniscient eagle whose flapping wings
    provide the great winds that encircle the Earth. Between his eyes sits an
    eagle called Vedrfolnir. At the bottom of the tree lives Nidhog, a dragon,
    who gnaws at its roots and keeps company with serpents. The eagle and
    Nidhog detest each other and spend a great deal of time trading insults via
    Ratatosk, a gossipy squirrel who runs between the two as a messenger all
    day. Four stags also live in the branches: Dáinn, Dvalinn, Duneyrr, and
    Durathror.



    This cosmic tree is maintained by three women who appear in similar guises
    in Greek, Roman, and Norse mythology and are very important to both gods
    and humans: they are the Fates who determine destiny. In the Greek and
    Roman pantheon, they represent the “thread of life,” the “length of the
    thread,” and the “cutter of the thread.” In Norse mythology, they are
    Urder, she who knows the past, Verdandi, she who controls the present, and
    Skuld, the youngest, who prepares the future. They water the roots of the
    tree every day from the Well of Urd, and, each morning, they put a very
    noisy rooster at the top of the tree. They don’t tolerate much back-chat
    either.



    
        The Creation of Humans
    




    One day, Bor’s sons were strolling along the beach and they found two
    logs—one from an ash tree and one from an elm tree. From each log they
    fashioned a human being, one male and one female. Odin gave them life and a
    lively spirit, Vili gifted them shape, speech, feelings, and five senses,
    and Vé endowed them with movement, mind, and intelligence. The man was
    named Ask, and the woman was named Embla. “From these two descend the whole
    human race whose assigned dwelling was within Midgard.”



    A man called Mundilfari quickly caused the gods some chagrin. He had two
    children who were breathtakingly lovely to look on. He named his gentle and
    graceful daughter Sol (sun) and the striking and handsome son Mani (moon).
    The gods, finding this very presumptuous, placed the children in the
    heavens. Sol was commanded to drive the horses Arvak (Early Rising) and
    Alsvid (Very Fast) who pulled the chariot of the sun, which the gods had
    made to give light to the Earth, across the sky. Her brother Mani was told
    to guide the passage of the moon and control its waxing and waning.



    Odin, also known as the All-father, used the same kind of strategy to form
    the night and the day—but this time he turned to the Jotuns instead: “Then
    took All-father, [Nott] Night, and [Dagr] Day, her son, and gave them two
    horses and two chariots, and set them up in the heavens that they might drive
    successively one after the other, each in twelve hours' time, round the
    world.” The first to ride out is Night, on her horse called Hrimfaxi. The
    night ride is long, and as Hrimfaxi comes to the end of the journey, his
    coat is gleaming and covered in foam. As he shakes his bridle, the foam
    covers the earth and humans see it as light dew as the day breaks. Skinfaxi
    is the name of Day’s horse; his mane is so luxurious and full that it sheds
    light over heaven and earth.


