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Introduction

THE NORSE MYTHS have gained widespread attention in the English-speaking world. This is largely due to a great interest in the myths and legends that lie behind the world of the Vikings (the Norse) and also through a Scandinavian diaspora (especially in the United States), which has communicated these myths to the wider world.

That there is such a widespread interest is demonstrated by the appearance of Norse mythological themes in popular culture. Films such as Thor (2011), Thor: The Dark World (2013) and the Avengers films featuring Thor (the latest being Avengers: Age of Ultron, 2015) demonstrate the enduring interest in reworkings of – and spin-offs from – Norse mythology. These particular films are adapted from the Marvel Comics superhero, whose creators (Stan Lee and Jack Kirby) based their character of Thor on the Norse mythology of the thunder god. Furthermore, the ‘Middle Earth’ of Tolkien (as seen in both The Lord of the Rings and The Hobbit) is heavily indebted to Norse/Germanic mythology.

This is nothing new, since these stories have been ‘quarried’ and adapted across time and culture. From medieval Icelanders celebrating their Viking roots as they recorded these myths, to William Morris’s poem, Sigurd the Volsung. From Wagner’s Der Ring des Nibelungen (The Ring of the Nibelung), to J. K. Rowling’s werewolf, Fenrir Greyback. From the twentieth-century manipulation of Norse mythology by the Nazis and their allies, to modern commercial and cultural references to Norse myths in order to promote sports teams, beer, restaurants and much else. Clearly, Norse mythology continues to influence a range of aspects of modern culture.

The question is: what are the ancient stories that lie behind these later recreations and reinterpretations? This books aims to both provide a retelling of these dramatic stories and also set them in context so that their place within the ‘Viking world-view’ can be understood. These are not new translations of the myths and legends. This is because there already exists a number of academic translations from the Old Norse language; and also because the accounts – even when expertly translated – can still be difficult to follow. Instead, these are freely worded retellings that are based on the original accounts but which present them in an accessible way as stories that can simply be read as such. They have been chipped out of the matrix of (mostly Icelandic) medieval accounts, in much the same way that a fossil-hunter disentangles one dinosaur fossil from the bones held within a mass of rock. As a result, the single stories and accounts can then be explored by a modern reader.

The stories in question are Norse myths (stories, usually religious, that explain origins, why things are as they are, the nature of the spiritual) and, to a lesser extent, legends (stories that attempt to explain historical events and that may involve historical characters, but are told in a non-historical way and often include supernatural aspects). Between them they take us into the mental world of the early medieval Viking Age.

With regard to language, Old Norse used letters that are no longer used in Modern English. In almost all cases we have translated these letters into modern English ones. So, to give an obvious example, we have anglicised Óðinn to the more familiar form of Odin. However, very occasionally, they will appear when referring to a source, personal name or place name that employs these, along with modern Scandinavian letters not used in English when they appear in modern place names, etc. The one exception is Æsir (one of the two families of Norse gods), where we have used this form due to its frequent use in many modern sources, rather than the anglicised form of Aesir.

With regard to written sources, we have referred to them in an anglicised form, so Grimnir’s Sayings rather than Grímnismál. Where a word, phrase or source is given in Old Norse it is always accompanied by a translation such as: Heimskringla (Circle of the World) or the personal name Bodvar Bjarki (bjarki means ‘little bear’). Occasionally a medieval manuscript’s name is given without translation (such as the Codex Regius) because this is the usual convention.

In 2013 and 2014, co-author Martyn Whittock visited Iceland, Denmark, Norway and Sweden as part of the research for this book (including exploring the manuscript evidence in the Culture House exhibition in Reykjavik). Hannah Whittock (with a First and an MPhil. from Cambridge in Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic studies) has brought a detailed knowledge of the Old Norse texts and their themes to the project, along with skills in reading Old Norse (the language of the original accounts).

We are much indebted to the scholars, whose expert translations have assisted us in our own freely worded retellings of these myths and legends, and a selection of these are listed in a Select Bibliography at the end of this book. Readers who wish to study these myths in the context of the literature within which they were first recorded can access them in these translations.

Any errors, of course, are our own.

Martyn and Hannah Whittock


1

Who were the ‘Norse’?

BEFORE WE EXPLORE a selection of Norse myths and legends, it is helpful to understand something about what is covered by the term ‘Norse’. Where and when did they live and what was the geographical spread of their influence?

The term ‘Norse’ is used to describe the various peoples of Scandinavia who spoke the Old Norse language between the eighth and thirteenth centuries ad. While it had eastern and western dialects it would have been generally mutually understood across the range of areas within which it was spoken. A third recognisable form was spoken on the island of Gotland.

The Old Norse language later developed into modern Danish, Faroese, Icelandic, Norwegian and Swedish. In addition, there once existed the so-called Norn languages of Orkney and Shetland that are now extinct. It was, essentially, the language of the Vikings. Consequently, this book is basically about the myths and legends of the Vikings.

The Vikings and the extent of their settlement

The term ‘Viking’ is itself a controversial one. At the time, it described more of what one did (raiding, pirating, adventuring) than what one was.1 The later Old Icelandic verb used to describe ‘moving, turning aside’ was víkja and this word in Old Norse may have developed the sense of ‘seafarers far from home’. Old Norse Scandinavian written sources describe a pirate raider as a víkingr and a raiding expedition as a víking.2 It did not originally have an ethnic meaning but it has come to have that in modern usage. Consequently, today we use the term ‘Viking’ to describe Scandinavians of the so-called ‘Viking Age’. It is in that sense that we will use it in this book.

The Viking Age lasted from the late eighth century until about 1100. It was in this period of time that people from Scandinavia first raided and then settled in a wide arc of territory that stretched from Russia in the east to Greenland and the coast of North America in the west. They raided both sides of the English Channel and settled in Normandy, eastern and northern England and the northern and western isles of Scotland, and established a Viking kingdom in Dublin. It was these peoples who colonised Iceland, the Faroes and parts of Greenland. More distant raids even reached Spain and into the Mediterranean.

From the tenth century onwards, we see the emergence of kingdoms in Denmark, Norway and finally Sweden but nation-building took time and borders were fluid and changeable for many generations. For this reason, when we use the terms ‘Denmark’, ‘Norway’ and ‘Sweden’ it is to describe loose early political units, not the distinct nation states with which we are now familiar.

With regard to North America, the sagas refer to exploration of a region called ‘Vinland’; although there is some debate about whether the references to ‘vínber’ (‘wine berries’) indicate wild grapes or other plants. The name ‘Vinland’ is first recorded in the writings of the German medieval chronicler named Adam of Bremen, in his Description of the Northern Islands (written c.1075), in the German form ‘Winland’. He implied that it referred to ‘wine’, hence ‘grapes’. This name then appears in the thirteenth-century account in The Saga of the Greenlanders. Its use there suggests that what was in mind was vínber, a term used variously for grapes, currants and, perhaps, bilberries. In addition, it has been suggested that the term ‘vínviður’ (‘grapevines’) mentioned in The Saga of the Greenlanders should actually have been ‘viður’ (‘wood’), in which case ‘vínber’ need not have referred to grapes but, rather, to berries growing on trees.3 This leaves the matter open of whether the thirteenth-century Norse accounts refer to ‘wild grapes’ (the wine-making plants of Adam of Bremen’s earlier account) or some other wild berry that could be fermented in order to make wine. This is important because it may help explain exactly how far south along the eastern seaboard of North America the eleventh-century explorers reached. Clearly, they did not find wild grapes growing at L’Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland, which currently is the only archaeologically attested Norse site on the North American continent.4 This is why it is certain that L’Anse aux Meadows was not Vinland. However, that site did contain clues pointing to more southerly explorations carried out by the Norse settlers who built the houses discovered there. These clues were in the form of butternuts (or white walnuts) found at the site. Since these are native to the eastern United States and south-east Canada, it suggests that Vinland may have been as far south as the St Lawrence River and parts of New Brunswick, since this is the northern limit for both butternuts and wild grapes.

There is one other possible literary reference to Vinland in the form of a line on the Hønen Runestone from Norderhov, Norway (sadly now lost). The line in question reads in a runic inscription in Old Norse: ‘Vínlandi á ísa’ (‘from Vinland over ice’). However, it may be better interpreted as representing: ‘vindkalda á ísa’ (‘over the wind-cold ice’).5 Either way, it does not give us a geographical fix on the actual location of the Vinland mentioned in the thirteenth-century sagas.

What seems clear, though, is that other evidence for Norse activity in North America is either a hoax or based on material (i.e. coins) that reached North America long after the Viking Age and tells us nothing about the places visited by real Norse explorers centuries earlier. It seems that, later, some settlers of Scandinavian origin (for example, in Minnesota) were so keen to publicise their Scandinavian roots – and celebrate earlier medieval connections to their new home – that some of them fabricated ‘evidence’ in order to proclaim it. The Kensington Runestone, from Minnesota, is in this category. However, we may surmise that in the future further, legitimate archaeological evidence for Norse settlement on the eastern seaboard will be revealed and this will add to the persuasive evidence already amassed from L’Anse aux Meadows.

The evidence for Norse mythology: literature

Most of what we know about Norse myths comes from two later medieval sources: the thirteenth-century Prose Edda and the Poetic Edda.6 The term ‘Edda’ may be derived either from the Old Norse word óðr (poetry) or the name of a character found in one of the poems in the Poetic Edda or from the Latin edo (I compose). Its use in the titles of these two collections is due to terminology employed by later scholars. These two sources tell us most of what we now know about Norse mythology. The clues found in skaldic poetry, sagas and place names will also be assessed and compared with the evidence in the Eddas. For Norse legends, we depend on sagas, again mostly from thirteenth-century Iceland.

The Prose Edda (also known as Snorra Edda or the Younger Edda) is widely believed to have been written by Snorri Sturluson, an Icelandic chieftain, in the early thirteenth century. Snorri is also the author of Heimskringla (Circle of the World), a collection of sagas about the Norwegian kings. These sagas contain a large amount of skaldic poetry – especially skaldic praise poetry – and are an important source for this type of poetry. Skaldic poetry is one of the two main forms of Old Norse poetry and is a highly complicated poetic form usually reserved for writing historical or praise poems. Unlike other forms of poetry from this period, skaldic verse is very much attributable to specific poets or skalds. Skaldic poetry makes extensive use of kennings, which are a poetic tool whereby figurative language is used in place of a more concrete single-word noun. These figurative compounds often contain references to the Norse mythological world. Snorri also makes reference to a large number of kennings and explains their origins in his Edda.

The Prose Edda was written in Icelandic and is unusual for early medieval treaties on poetry in that it is written in the vernacular and is also about poetry that itself was written in the vernacular. There are seven surviving manuscripts. Of these, six are from the Middle Ages and the seventh dates from around 1600. None of these manuscripts is the same, with each having different variations, and all of them to some extent are incomplete. The four main manuscripts are: the Codex Upsaliensis, Codex Regius, Codex Wormianus and Codex Trajectinus.

The first three of the four main manuscripts were composed in the fourteenth century. The Codex Upsaliensis is the oldest surviving manuscript and was written in the early fourteenth century. This manuscript has the only reference to the title of the first part of the Prose Edda, Gylfaginning (The Tricking of Gylfi) in Old Norse, which we will later come across as we explore the myths. It is also an illustrated text. The Codex Regius is a little later and was written in the first half of the fourteenth century. It is the most complete of the four manuscripts, and seems the closest to the original. For this reason, it is used as the basis for most editions and translations of the Prose Edda. The Codex Wormianus was written in the mid-fourteenth century. This manuscript also contains several other pieces of work on poetics including the First Grammatical Treatise, which is a twelfth-century work on the phonology of Old Norse, and The List of Rig, which is an Eddic poem. The sixteenth-century Codex Trajectinus is the final manuscript and is a copy of an earlier thirteenth-century manuscript.

The Poetic Edda is a collection of anonymous Old Norse poems that focus on Norse mythology and the Germanic heroic world. These are all Eddic poems – the second main form of Old Norse poetry. This poetic form is generally looser than skaldic verse, although it does employ alliterative verse and some kennings. The majority of Eddic poems are contained in the Codex Regius and many of the poems it contains are only found in this manuscript. The Prose Edda does quote some of these poems – such as The Seeress’ Prophecy – but these are only fragments and do not feature the poems in their entirety. Although this manuscript was not written until the 1270s in Iceland, it is widely accepted that it records poems from before the conversion to Christianity. However, these poems can be very difficult to date, particularly in relation to each other, and it has also proved difficult to ascertain exactly where they were originally composed.7

Another source of Old Norse poetry is ‘manuscript AM 748 I 4to’,8 which is a fourteenth-century vellum manuscript containing a number of poems, including Baldr’s Dream. Other than Baldr’s Dream, the other poems it contains are also found in the Codex Regius.

Finally, a rich source of Old Norse literature is the sagas.9 The Norse sagas are generally classified using titles that indicate their thematic content: ‘The Kings’ Sagas’; ‘Sagas of Icelanders’; ‘Short Tales of Icelanders’; ‘Contemporary Sagas’; ‘Legendary Sagas’; ‘Chivalric Sagas’; ‘Saints’ Sagas’; and ‘Bishops’ Sagas’. These were written in Iceland and are mainly in prose, although some of them do contain both skaldic and Eddic poetry embedded in the text. Apart from the ‘Legendary Sagas’, such as The Saga of the Volsungs, these are often realistic and at least loosely based on real individuals living in Iceland. They feature tales about the migration to Iceland, early Viking voyages and raids, and feuds and disputes in Iceland. The characters in these stories are often very human in their portrayal and, despite the extreme situations they find themselves in, relatable. As we will see, they include some legendary material that appears later in this book.

The evidence for Norse mythology: archaeology

Archaeology can be used to compare the evidence from Viking Age graves, carvings and artefacts with the picture that we get of Norse beliefs from the later written evidence. So, we find ‘Thor’s hammers’ used as pendants across Scandinavia and in Britain;10 birds accompany a mounted warrior (possibly Odin and his ravens?) on decorated Vendel-style helmets unearthed in Sweden;11 an amulet in the shape of a woman carries a drinking horn (a valkyrie?) from Öland, Sweden;12 a warrior struggles with two bears on a bronze plaque from Torslunda, Sweden, which may also show human-animal hybrids;13 a carving of Odin’s eight-legged horse, Sleipnir, comes from Gotland;14 there are elite ship burials in Norway, Sweden and the British Isles; sacrifices of animals and occasionally of people have been found. All of these echo themes found in the later written myths and corroborate something of what they reveal about Norse beliefs in the Viking Age.

In a similar way, runestones from Denmark, Sweden and Norway reveal beliefs through the pictures engraved on them, as well as in the brief runic messages carved on them. Runes revealing religious beliefs, and belief in magic, have also been found cut into bone, on weapons and other items. From these the names of gods and religious practices can be compared with the ideas recorded in the literature. However, while there clearly is evidence for common beliefs across a wide ‘Norse culture area’, we should not expect uniformity, as the beliefs were not codified or policed by a common religious hierarchy.

Other surviving clues

Early Anglo-Saxon settlers originally worshipped similar gods to other groups of north-west Germanics and Scandinavians and so religious beliefs beyond the Scandinavian homelands can be traced and compared. While names differed slightly (Old Norse Odin and Thor appear in Old English as Woden and Thunor), there is a general assumption that the beliefs were similar across the northern world; although it must be admitted that our evidence for Anglo-Saxon pagan beliefs is thin. Nevertheless, aspects of these northern beliefs can still be identified outside Scandinavia: from the English words for ‘thunder’ and ‘Thursday’ (both containing the Old English form of the Old Norse name Thor) and Wednesday (meaning ‘Woden/Odin’s day’), to place names that record the worship of these Scandinavian deities in England, such as the name of the Wansdyke (Woden/Odin’s dyke) earthwork in Wiltshire and the many Grim’s Ditches (formed from the word grima, ‘the masked one’, another name for Woden/Odin).

In the ninth century, invading Vikings reintroduced their form of these gods to England and elsewhere until they later converted to Christianity. As a consequence, there are scenes illustrating Odin’s fight with the wolf at Ragnarok (the end of the world) carved on a cross from Kirk Andreas, Isle of Man; Thor fishing for the Midgard serpent is carved on a standing cross at Gosforth, Cumbria, which also seems to be decorated with a valkyrie; Regin forging Sigurd’s sword and Sigurd roasting the dragon’s heart can be seen on a stone cross from Halton, Lancashire.15 Anglo-Saxon written sources also refer to the raven-banners, which represented the companions of Odin and which also appear in the Viking myths, and were carried by Viking armies.16

Across the Viking diaspora from Sweden to Iceland, the names of Norse gods and goddesses – as well as references to elves, dwarfs and dragons – appear in the landscape. These reveal the way that these beliefs influenced the outlook and the ‘mental maps’ of farming communities and can be compared with the documentary evidence to form a more rounded picture of Viking Age beliefs.

However, it is from the written traditions – most first recorded in thirteenth-century Iceland – that we get the detail regarding these earlier myths; and the retelling of these stories is the aim of this book.


2

The impact of Christianity on Norse mythology

THE WRITING DOWN of Norse mythology occurred principally in the thirteenth century, in Iceland, when Snorri Sturluson compiled his Prose Edda; and it was then that the Poetic Edda was also written down, mainly in the Codex Regius.17 This work was done by practising Christians in a country which had officially been Christian for over 200 years. It is therefore possible to debate how much this is an accurate representation of pre-conversion beliefs and how much we are viewing Norse mythology through a medieval Christian lens. The key point is that none of the evidence for Norse mythology and Norse religion was written down by believers who lived in the Viking Age.18 The same, of course, is similarly true for all our evidence for Celtic mythology and also for Anglo-Saxon pre-Christian beliefs. The Vikings are not alone in having their beliefs later recorded by those who no longer subscribed to them.

The work and ideology of Snorri Sturluson

Snorri Sturluson’s Edda was composed as a textbook for the traditional art of writing skaldic poetry. His Edda addresses the content, style and metres of traditional Viking poetry and due to that is also greatly concerned with pre-Christian mythology. The Norse mythological stories are mainly found in the section entitled The Tricking of Gylfi, where we hear about the beginning and the end of the world, as well as various other tales about the gods. The part called The Language of Poetry also contains mythological stories as examples to explain the origins of the poetic form called kennings. These stories are based on older, traditional poems and possibly oral prose stories, although the process of oral transmission means that they are likely to have been greatly adapted/corrupted from when they were first composed. It also seems that Snorri himself adapted these stories and – with the addition of his Prologue – attempted to neutralise them to make this pagan past acceptable to a Christian present.

Snorri outlines his attitude towards the pagan past in his Prologue and uses it to set the mythology within the social context of his day, basing it ‘on a historical interpretation rather than an ideological or mythical one’.19 The beginning of the Prologue reads very similarly to Genesis and he then goes on to discuss how God became neglected by mankind. The Prologue then moves to highlight a belief in animism or natural religion whereby those who had not been exposed to Christ – due to their predecessors moving away from God – sought to explain creation but were unable to do so due to a lack of divine wisdom. There is a clear distinction made between knowledge of God that had been gleaned through natural observations and that acquired through grace. Despite this, both are presented as heavenly gifts from God and as such it is a sympathetic attempt to record the beliefs of his Viking Age antecedents without prejudice, while still maintaining the false nature of it.

Snorri then moves on to discuss the movement of Odin and his brothers from their homeland of Troy to Scandinavia where they set up their own kingdom. This links the Scandinavian pagan past not only with the biblical past but also back to the classical past, which was socially acceptable within medieval Christian society. The narrative is concerned with the seeming greatness of Odin but he is not portrayed as a warrior-god but as an ancient man to whom people wrongly began to offer worship and sacrifices. In contrast to this central role of Odin in the Prologue, the character of Thor is neutralised in both the Prologue and in Ynglinga Saga, which is also thought to have been written by Snorri. Thor is placed in the genealogy in a way that diminishes his importance compared to that of Odin. Since Thor was seen as a counter-force to Christ by many Christian missionaries, it may be that, as Odin was less powerful and potent in the mind, then it was safer to promote him as an analogue to Christ. As we will explore in later chapters, the way the beginning of the world is presented in The Tricking of Gylfi seems to suggest that Snorri adapted the traditions to make them more familiar to a Christian audience.20

In The Language of Poetry, Snorri discusses the pagan past in relation to the kennings used within skaldic poetry and to provide the readers of his treatise with an understanding of where the origins of these kennings lay. Despite the initial references to the Æsir as gods at the beginning of The Language of Poetry, Snorri employs ‘euhemerism’, where the pre-Christian gods are explained as transformed by later traditions from what were originally just powerful humans, to make them more socially acceptable and to reduce their potency. He justifies the telling of the myths as giving examples and explanations, and suggests that these stories should not be viewed as mythology but rather understood so that they can be used in poetry. He references the telling of the stories with the quoting of verse from various major poets. The implication is that these stories may not be true but that it was still socially acceptable to use them within poetics as it is an ancient, traditional form of oral communication that has been used by a long line of poets before him. He demonstrates a strong defence of the poetic tradition yet he cannot and does not want to promote it as a belief system. This shows the intellectual balance that Snorri needed to achieve.21 It is this emphasis on the kennings rather than mythology itself that helps to remove its sting: Snorri’s Edda is not a catalogue of pre-Christian mythology; instead, it is a treatise on poetry, which is heavily reliant on pagan mythology and which adapts and uses it for his own polemic purposes.22 This means that he has no problem with denying the authenticity of the stories as the stories are not his primary concern. Nevertheless, for later readers he provides an insight into the earlier Norse mythology.

Evidence from Adam of Bremen

Although most of the information about Norse mythology comes to us through either the Prose or the Poetic Edda, information about the way the gods were worshipped comes through a number of other, different, sources. Adam of Bremen, a German chronicler and monk writing in the second half of the eleventh century, records gods named Thor, Wotan (Odin) and Frikko (Freyr) being worshipped at the temple at Uppsala.23 Interestingly, though, it is Thor rather than Odin who is recorded as the chief god. Odin is also depicted mainly as a god of war rather than a god of poetry that we see in the later sources. This trio of gods ties in with the writings of the Roman historian Tacitus, from the first-century ad, although he uses Roman names: Hercules, Mercury and Mars (the last more often thought to equate with the Norse god Tyr).24

Possible Christian influence on the sagas

In the sagas, there are several characters who have particular devotions to different gods. One of these is the main character, named Hrafnkell, in Hrafnkell’s Saga. This character is so dedicated to the god Freyr that he is nicknamed Freysgoði or Freyr’s chieftain. Not all characters have such a firm devotion to one god and, in Egill’s Saga, Egill Skallagrímsson ‘converts’ from Thor to Odin. This may, though, be coloured by Christian ideas of devotion to one particular God.

A contemporary voice?

In the absence of native, written records from the age of conversion, skaldic poetry offers us the closest it is possible to get to the thoughts and feelings of those who lived through the Viking period. However, in a pre-literate society, oral tradition and transmission was the only way to preserve verses and this means that the skaldic verse that has been preserved had undergone many stages of transmission before it was written down in the form that it currently is in. Although the tight, metrical rules favoured the accurate memorisation and passing down of skaldic stanzas, the manuscripts give plentiful evidence of corruption and variation. This means that we cannot take for granted that the verses that we have are the original utterances of the skalds (poets), although it does seem likely that in most cases we are getting the general sense of what the original skald said. The work of the skalds is often concerned with the lives and deeds of great men and, once the complex kennings are stripped away, the verses often amount to little more than ‘the king is a good warrior who has killed many men’. However, what is of particular interest with regard to the preservation of original mythology lies in the kennings themselves, as it is often within these that clues can be found about both the pagan religion and the faith of the convert kings.

All of this means that having a truly accurate picture of what eighth-, ninth-and tenth-century Scandinavians believed is very difficult to achieve. The best evidence comes from the poetry – both Eddic and skaldic – but even with this the years of oral transmission mean it is hard to know whether it has survived completely intact. As we will see in the Seeress’ Prophecy, even in one of the most well-known Old Norse poems, there can be parts of the poem that seem to have a later Christian interpolation.25 What is consistent across all the sources, however, are the names of the gods and we can be fairly certain that these were the gods that the people of early medieval Scandinavia worshipped, even if we cannot be completely certain of the exact belief system. And the stories, though transmitted through Christian writers, still provide significant amounts of information concerning traditions associated with these gods and goddesses.


Part One: Norse Myths
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The origins of the world

FOUND IN THE collection of Norse myths known as the Prose Edda, and particularly in the section called The Tricking of Gylfi, there are many tales of the adventures of the Norse gods and giants from the beginning of life to the building of the bridge Bifrost, between Asgard and earth.

The purpose of The Tricking of Gylfi seems to be to provide a background for the accounts of the kennings (usually compounding two words to indirectly describe an object), which are found in The Language of Poetry, another section of the Prose Edda. The nature of the gods and their presentation is very different from that in the Prologue of the Prose Edda. While in the Prologue the characters of Odin and Thor are presented simply as grandiose humans, in the main body of The Tricking of Gylfi they – along with many others – are repeatedly and clearly referred to as gods and are firmly separated from the realms of humanity. In addition, the compiler, Snorri, was seeking to explain most, though not all, of the Norse mythology. He collected information about different topics and placed them in roughly chronological order triggered by questions. The presentation of these stories by Snorri seems to suggest that he adapted them to make them more familiar to a Christian audience. Snorri refers to Odin as ‘All-Father’ to provide a synchronisation between paganism and Christianity, something which is later reinforced by the description of him as living through all the ages and ruling all the kingdoms. The three speakers can be seen to represent the Trinity. Calling them ‘High One’, ‘As High’ and the one on the highest throne ‘Third’ can be seen to imply a sense of unity and equality that is a defining feature of the Christian Trinity. The names of all three of the speakers are also given as names for Odin in the lists of Norse poetic synonyms known as heiti, and this seems to confirm the sense of unity attributed to these three characters.

The Tricking of Gylfi is punctuated throughout with Eddic poetry. This is reminiscent of the poetic forms found in the version of the mythology known as the Poetic Edda. The prose version is based upon the stories outlined in the poetry. Although by no means the only source, the largest source of this poetry is The Seeress’ Prophecy, found in the Poetic Edda. Although similar in many ways to The Seeress’ Prophecy, there are several differences in the presentation of the information and Snorri seems to have been trying to draw it more into line with Christian ideology. However, despite some similarities between biblical stories and the mythological tales, the vast majority of them are completely at odds with Christian teaching and the actions of the gods are not at all ‘God-like’ in the Christian sense of the word. Odin is neither omnipotent nor omniscient; he has to sacrifice his eye in order to gain wisdom; and he is powerless to prevent his own total destruction by Fenrir the wolf. As such, he is greatly diminished in comparison with Christ, who transcends death. In this way, the purpose of the account was clearly to diminish pagan beliefs even as they were being retold.

* * *

The tricking of King Gylfi of Sweden and the creation of Zealand

Long ago in the land that we now call Sweden, there lived a king named Gylfi. One of the stories about him tells how once a wandering woman came to his court and seduced him. As a reward, King Gylfi granted her a piece of land in his kingdom. The land was as much as could be ploughed with four oxen over one day and one night. It was to be her ‘plough-land’. Now, this wandering woman was no ordinary mortal. Instead, she was one of the divine Æsir. She was called Gefion and she was married to a giant. She went to the north, to Giantland, and there she selected four strong oxen to do her ploughing. These were no ordinary oxen for they were in fact her sons whom she had transformed, and they were half-giant, half-Æsir. These great oxen pulled the plough with such strength that it sliced deeply into the land and broke its connection to the earth beneath it. As a result, it was dragged away into the sea by the oxen that were pulling the plough. Away to the west they hauled it, until at last it came to rest in a large inlet of the sea. Gefion halted the oxen there and called the land that had been planted in the sea Zealand, meaning ‘sea-land’. A great hole in the ground had been left in the place from which that land had been uprooted and this filled with water to become Lake Mälaren in Sweden. It can still be seen today that the bays of the lake are the same shape as the headlands of Zealand and this bears witness to how the lake was formed long ago.

The story of Gefion was known to the poet Bragi the Old who composed a verse that reminded his listeners that,


Gefion happily took from Gylfi a great piece of land

And the steaming oxen made of it a part of Denmark.

Each of the oxen had eight eyes and four heads

And the land they stole was rich in meadows.



Now, King Gylfi was intelligent and also a magician. He was astonished at the way that the Æsir always got their own way and he wondered why this was so. He asked himself: was this because of their own skills and ability or were the gods particularly favourable to them? He was determined to discover the answer and so he decided to travel to Asgard, the home of the gods. He decided to go in secret and in order to do this he took on the appearance of an old man. But the Æsir had the gift of prophecy and were able to outwit him. They knew that he was coming and were determined to trick him; not all would be as he perceived it to be! For the Æsir would meet him in various disguises.

King Gylfi in Asgard: the questions posed by ‘The Wanderer’

When the old wandering man – who was of course King Gylfi – at last reached Asgard, he was amazed at its size and its grandeur. But what impressed him the most was the great hall that stood in the centre of the city. It was called Valhalla, which means ‘hall of the slain’, though some say its name means ‘shield-hall’.

As he approached the hall, his attention was caught by a man standing there who was juggling – but doing this with seven knives. The knife-juggling man asked King Gylfi his name. Now King Gylfi did not wish to give himself away so he replied that his name was ‘The Wanderer’, though some say his name was ‘Way-weary’ but it means much the same. He said that he had been long on the road and asked if he could shelter for the night and whose hall it was at which he was seeking shelter? To this question the knife-juggler replied that it was the hall of their king. But with regard to the king’s name, the traveller should ask that himself.

As Gylfi was led into the hall he noted that it was spacious with a great many chambers and that those within were engaged in many activities from gaming and drinking to fighting each other in combat. Seeing his curiosity, the knife-juggler warned him that he was to


Who is greatest of the gods?
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