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Note on proper nouns

In this book, the practice has been to anglicize proper nouns from medieval Scandinavian sources, but to give titles of works in the vernacular with an English translation after the first mention in each chapter. This practice has not been applied to the spelling of personal names derived from post-medieval European languages.








Introduction

The Norse god Thor has variously been depicted as a sky god, a thunder god, a god of the seas and the winds that govern them, a fertility god, a god of war and as the god who was the ultimate bulwark against monstrous evils. He has been expressed as the essence of Denmark, Sweden, Germany and, as a comic-book superhero, the United States. He has been labelled the enemy of Christ and depicted as Satan, and the enemy of Rome and Roman Catholicism and, therefore, the salvation of Protestant Europe. He has been perceived as the almighty god, condemned for having ‘no guts’, lionized as the epitome of good, criticized as being ‘boorish and uncouth’, celebrated as the ‘guardian genie of the Fatherland’, recommended as the friendliest and most good-natured of the gods, sought out in order to discover the technology to harness cosmic energy and summoned as the awesome Mighty Thor. Yet, save for the fear he provoked among Christian missionaries over 1,000 years ago, the one characteristic of Thor that has been consistently recognized is his devotion to protecting humanity from ill, however that ill might be defined.

Among all the Norse gods, Thor is unique in having this particular mission and in having human company at his bidding on many of his perilous mythological adventures. These days, he might well be called ‘the people’s god’. The problem here is the failure of the people to agree on what his service should be and against whom his powers should be directed. In this respect, he has been enlisted to promote regional and national causes for the last 1,000 years, conspicuously so for the last 250. No other god from Norse mythology has had such a controversial and prominent history, not even Thor’s father, Odin.

This study begins with an exploration of Thor’s appearances in the earliest known sources, chiefly those preserved in medieval Iceland in the Poetic Edda and the Prose Edda. Questions are then considered as to why and how such a complex mythology ever came into being and why it is the case that very Thor-like gods doing very Thor-like things are recorded in ancient myths from the Mediterranean, Iran and India. These similarities among mythological systems are beyond coincidence and take us back thousands of years BC to who was, in all likelihood, the original god of thunder. But it was the old northern Thor, the hammer-wielding ally of ordinary folk, who was worshipped by Viking foot soldiers and seafarers and remembered in Icelandic sagas and Scandinavian histories set down during the Middle Ages, and it was this Thor who was the target of ruthless kings seeking to expand their influence in Christian Europe. It was at the temples of Thor, where bloody human sacrifices were performed, that these kings and their missionaries sought to eradicate all traces of the god, typically with threats of steel, fire and dispossession to those who failed to accept the new order.

With the demise of paganism and the spread of Christianity, Scandinavian countries rapidly sought out new identities in wider Europe, but the extraordinary legacy of the pagan past continued to have its uses, and Scandinavian monarchs handsomely paid those who could research their countries’ ancient histories and establish their right to rule over their neighbours. In this way, Old Norse myths and legends were preserved. When, during the latter part of the eighteenth century, a new spirit of Romanticism began to dawn across Europe, the collected knowledge of that self-same past was suddenly, even shockingly, released from the confines of court historians to become an inspiration to patriots, poets and dramatists. For many, it was Thor who, like no other, focused the need to recover the traditions of national identity and to shrug off foreign influences. Exactly where this led the god is the subject of the latter half of this study. It is tale of greed, jealousy, belligerence, prejudice and eventually world war. It is also a tale of Thor being drawn south out of a purely Scandinavian context and into the ranks of Nazi ideologues in Hitler’s Germany.

The taint Norse mythology picked up after its abuse by the Nazis has never quite gone away, nor has the distrust of high-culture elitism that attended it. However, in the United States, the answer to high culture that was formulated during the course of the twentieth century was mass culture. Once paraded in three dimensions as a champion of the ‘master race’, in the United States we find Thor in two dimensions as the troubled superhero The Mighty Thor. From myth to Marvel, Thor’s story is about the formation of modern Europe and the rise of mass consumerism. It is a story of mythological proportions.








1

The Giant Killer: Thor in Old Norse Mythology

The eddas

Our understanding of Old Norse mythology would be vastly impaired were it not for the preservation instincts of the brilliant Icelander Snorri Sturluson. Born in 1178/9 into one of the most powerful families in Iceland, whose lineage can be traced to the disaffected, anti-monarchic Norwegians who settled Iceland from the 870s onwards, Snorri’s life epitomizes the complexity and contradictions of his age. Twice elected to the country’s highest office of law speaker at the Icelandic parliament, the Althing, and feted at the royal courts of Norway, Snorri’s political ambition brought him ownership of huge estates and greater wealth than any of his countrymen. It also brought about his death at the hands of the agents of the Norwegian king Hakon Hakonarson (r. 1217–63), whose interests in Iceland Snorri had sworn to promote. From Hakon’s point of view, Snorri had not only disappointed, but also appeared disloyal and, finally, defiant. It therefore came about that on the night of 22 September 1241, a posse of 70 armed men led by the king’s representatives, two of whom were Snorri’s former sons-in-law, descended on Snorri’s comfortable estate at Reykholt. Five of them pursued the defenceless chieftain to his hiding place in the cellars and hacked him to death. It is said that Snorri’s pathetic last words were ‘Eigi skal höggva!’ (‘Do not strike!’).1

As Snorri’s brutal ending illustrates, thirteenth-century Iceland was a place of great turbulence, wherein self-interest and greed precipitated civil war, a circumstance that the Norwegian king did much to encourage. As a key figure in the power politics of his day, Snorri’s actions did little to ameliorate the violence. Iceland was a 250-year-old oligarcho-republic, the like of which was unknown anywhere else in Europe, but some 20 or so years after his death, Icelandic independence was no longer viable and the Icelandic parliament willingly submitted to monarchic rule from Norway. Yet in this same century, Icelanders produced a body of literature that will forever rank as one of the greatest cultural achievements at any time and place in the world. Snorri was central in this, too.2

Whatever leisure Snorri’s fortune brought him was not wasted. Three masterpieces of medieval literature have been credited to him: Heimskringla, a voluminous history of the Norwegian kings; Egils saga, the compelling tale of Snorri’s tenth-century warrior-poet ancestor; and the Prose Edda (in this case the term ‘edda’ obscurely signifies an explication of Norse mythology and the traditional poetry associated with it). It is in this latter work, written during the 1220s, that the world of the Norse gods is more lucidly described than in any other medieval source. Presented in a style that combines the structural features of the European folk tale, Graeco-Roman literary motifs and learned Christian commentary, Snorri’s compositional technique is indicative of both the refined and the popular tastes of his contemporary audience. The Prose Edda is not, however, presented as an advert for paganism, at least not in any ideological sense; indeed, he is explicit in cautioning his readers that ‘Christian people must not believe in the heathen gods, nor in the truth of this account …’3

Although Iceland was one of the last European countries to adopt Christianity, in AD 1000, by the thirteenth century, Christianity was fully embedded in Icelandic culture, even though many in authority resented foreign pressure that threatened the independence of the Icelandic church’s ministry and revenue. Not least among the defenders of the autonomy of the Icelandic church was Jon Loftsson (d. 1197), a pre-eminent chieftain and church deacon, and foster father to Snorri. Whilst it is beyond doubt that Snorri’s upbringing was imbued with Christian teachings and values, it is equally beyond doubt that Snorri was deeply influenced by his foster father’s chauvinism. Pride in Icelandic traditions and culture and in contemporary Christian beliefs could not always sit comfortably together, especially when that pride extended to the worldview of pre-Christian Icelanders. This potential conflict of interest is something that Snorri tries hard to reconcile in the Prose Edda.

The Prose Edda is divided into three main sections: ‘Gylfaginning’ (The Deluding of Gylfi), ‘Skáldskaparmál’ (The Language of Poetry) and ‘Háttatal’ (List of Verse Forms), which are preceded by the Prologue. The most explicit attempt to provide a Christian perspective on Norse paganism is made in the Prologue through the principles of euhemerization, whereby in the passage of time mortal rulers were believed to have been deities. In this way, Snorri rationalizes the error of pagan beliefs as a consequence of Scandinavians’ reverence of descendants of warriors from Hellenic Greece who conquered and settled in the far north after the Trojan War at around 1200 BC. Thus the collective name for the gods, the Aesir, is etymologized by Snorri as ‘men of Asia’, a euhemerist value that Snorri also employs at later points; for instance, in his assertion that the name Thor is a corruption of Hector, the Thracian hero. Having thus framed the origins of the mythology as rooted in misunderstanding and ignorance, Snorri is at liberty to recount what these fancies entailed. He remains careful, however, to keep his distance from any endorsement of their truth value. In ‘Gylfaginning’, Snorri contrives a Swedish king, Gylfi, who assumes the name Gangleri (perhaps meaning ‘the one weary of walking’) and goes in search of the gods to question them about the nature of things. As a result, Gylfi is left with the delusion that his informants actually are divinities, whereas it is made clear to the reader that they are fraudsters.

The remaining two sections are given as copious technical glosses on what mythological meanings lay behind the use of traditional poetic collocations, the latter of which consists of an annotated poem in praise of King Hakon and the king’s regent and uncle, Earl Skuli. By these methods, and with considerable panache and wit, Snorri offers a comprehensive account of Norse mythology without risk of censure. Nevertheless, at a point in history when memories of the old faith were beginning to fragment and fade, what Snorri in effect achieves is their rescue and repair. Along the way, he sets down in writing numerous tantalizing extracts from the oral literature sacred to Norse paganism. As already remarked, Snorri was not in the business of posing a challenge to prevailing tenets of faith; rather, he is motivated by the desire to conserve a literature in danger of extinction. Even so, what the Prose Edda does do is provide a cultural continuity between the pagan past and the Christian present, a line that had been severed when Iceland abandoned the old ways and conformed to the religion of wider Europe. Snorri’s work is, in this sense, one of the earliest affirmations of Nordic cultural identity. Much of what he records can be corroborated, not only by manuscripts that may well have been his sources, but also archaeological evidence that pre-dates Snorri’s edda by hundreds of years, such as graven images found in Sweden and Denmark depicting Thor overcoming the monstrous Midgard Serpent in precisely the manner he describes.

Nevertheless, it should be borne in mind that, for all Snorri’s efforts, Norse myth is not in all respects a coherent narrative and that even in Snorri’s time much was either lost or simply no longer understood. Besides this, one can reasonably surmise that during the centuries that the myths were evolving there were many variants in their telling, as well as variants in religious practice. Inconsistencies, contradictions, the blurring of creature categories and the obscurity of the original functions of the gods are matters that Snorri was in all probability keen to rectify, where possible. While our debt to Snorri is incalculable, many scholars have regretted that he did not leave a full account of all the sources at his disposal. So complex is the material that Snorri is dealing with, and so subtle is his procedure, that in his extemporizations on the raw material he can scarcely avoid adding to the problems of those who have since sifted through the myths in an attempt to recover mythological authenticity.

The verse forms that Snorri cites in the Prose Edda consist of two types: eddic and skaldic. Many eddic lays were composed before the coming of Christianity to the north and these may well have been recited in some form for many centuries prior to the conversion. Others post-date the conversion but have developed out of mythico-legendary material since lost in its original form. Eddic lays employ a number of different forms of alliteration and, generally speaking, take as their subject matter the intrigues of the Norse gods or human heroes with extraordinary attributes who strive to fulfil their destinies, often according to the grand plans of the gods. The legendary material includes a number of lays concerning the early Scando-Germanic Niflung and Volsung dynasties, and the ill-fated love triangle involving Sigurd Fafnisbani, slayer of (the dragon) Fafnir; the outcast valkyrie Brynhild; and the Burgundian
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Thor’s fishing expedition: the Midgard Serpent
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