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Introduction




This book is a retelling of one of the most extraordinary bodies of stories to  


survive from anywhere in the medieval world: a rich mythology that gave us  


Thor and one-eyed Odin, passionate Freyja and the battle-hungry valkyries,  


frost-giants, metalworking dwarves and mysterious elves; the looming  


presence of Ragnarok. It is largely thanks to the precocious literary culture of  


medieval Iceland that the Norse myths were recorded, and it is fortunate that  


so much material has come down to us, not only dealing with the Norse gods  


and goddesses, but also the legendary heroes and the Norse explorers who  


followed in their footsteps. Some of these sources take the form of poetry – at  


times allusive and strange, and assuming that the reader already knows the  


stories well – but there are also prose sagas dealing with the legendary past,  


and the comprehensive medieval ‘guide-book’ to the  


Norse gods written by the Icelander Snorri Sturluson, as  


well as supporting evidence in artwork, inscriptions and  


artefacts from the Viking Age. This is what has remained  


of a living, breathing world of stories that were passed  


on orally and shared in many different forms – through  


poetry, stories, performances and rituals that probably  


ranged from the elaborate to the banal and everyday.  


One of the hallmarks of a living mythology is the fact  


that its stories change and adapt, and even amongst the  


written sources from medieval Iceland the same myths  


are remembered and presented in quite different ways.

Retelling such a comprehensive collection of stories – complex, colourful  


and contradictory as they are – has been both a pleasure and a daunting  


task. It has been a great pleasure to revisit some of the myths that I first  


read as a child, and to look at them again as stories rather than as texts to  


study; it has been daunting to cover so much ground and to make some of  


the less accessible myths work for the page. The task is made more, not less,  


daunting by the many forms in which the Norse myths have been reworked  


before, from early translations of Eddic poems (which if anything made them  


stranger than the originals) to recent blockbuster versions of the myths like  


Marvel’s Thor (which makes it hard to picture the Norse god without a six-  


pack and a cape). What this retelling aims to do is to present the myths in a  
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10 Introduction


coherent form, in language that doesn’t make them too aloof or take away  


their dignity, and in a way that takes account of some of the vast amount of  


scholarship on Norse literature and culture. The version of the Norse myths  


and legends that follows is not a direct translation of any one source, nor is  


it a work of fiction based loosely on the myths: I’ve aimed to bring together,  


rather than embellish what we know.

Norse myth is in one way easy to define: it is stories dealing with the Norse  


gods and goddesses. But the gods also feature in the accounts of heroes  


like Sigurd Dragon-Killer and Ragnar Shaggy-Pants, and abridged versions  


of these legendary narratives have also been included. This retelling also  


includes stories of historical figures from the Viking Age, some of whom  


worshipped the Norse gods or traced their descent back to Odin and Freyr.  


The explorations of the Norse sea and river travellers – who took their  


ships west as far as North America and east to the Caliphate – have been  


included partly to give a human context for the world of Norse belief, but  


also because they are, in the end, just great stories. Some of these tales of  


human endeavour, like Leif Erikson’s discovery of Vinland, have become  


legends in themselves.




Sigurd's killing of
the dragon Fafnir
is one of the most
famous episodes
from heroic legend.
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The version of the myths presented by the medieval Icelander Snorri  


Sturluson provides the material for most of the extended narratives about  


the gods, but Snorri doesn’t cover everything – he doesn’t record the myth  


of Odin’s sacrifice, for example, and glosses over Freyr’s dealings with a  


giantess. Snorri also wrote extensively about the early Scandinavian kings  


who also fall under the scope of this retelling, but it is necessary to turn to  


different sources (both from Iceland and elsewhere) to learn about other  


legendary heroes, as well as about the Norse exploration of the North  


Atlantic and the Viking adventures in the east. I’ve drawn on Eddic and  


Skaldic poetry, on legendary sagas, and on some more historical accounts  


when dealing with colourful figures from the Viking Age. It’s impossible  


not to take a few liberties with the sources, but then again no source that’s  


come down to us marks the beginning of the story, there’s no one ‘authentic’  


version, and myths are meant to be retold.

The book ends with a brief discussion of the survival of the sources for Norse  


myth and the many ways in which it has been used and reinterpreted in art,  


literature, politics and popular culture. That’s one part of the story which  


is still being told, and in many ways it’s as fascinating as the Norse myths  


themselves. There are suggestions for further reading at the end: both the  


sources themselves and some introductions to scholarship on this rich world.  


It has been hard to know what to include, and what to leave for further  


exploration. But at least it is easy to know where to begin: with the creation  


myth, and the beginning of all things.




Peter Nicolai Arbo,
Battle of Stamford
Bridge (1870).
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Chapter One

The Creation of
the World




It was early in time when Ymir settled: there was neither sand, nor sea, nor  


cooling waves. Earth was not to be found, nor the skies above. The gap was  


yawning; there was no grass anywhere. (‘The Prophecy of the Seeress’, 3)




Ginnungagap

The gap was yawning.

There was nothing there, but there was a lot of nothing and it was waiting.  


How long had the gap been there? There was no way of knowing. Time  


didn’t pass, because there was no way to mark it passing. There was no sun.  


There was no moon. There were no stars, no earth or sky or sea or sand, and  


there was no up and no down. The name of this place was Ginnungagap: and  


nothing and everything was there.

Rivers begin to run. They flow from somewhere else, from the icy realm of  


Niflheim, and they emerge in the darkness at the spring called Hvergelmir  


which is where all rivers come from. The spring is full of serpents which  


writhe and churn, and their poison mixes with the water to form the eleven  


rivers known as Elivagar. As these rivers drain into Ginnungagap, ice congeals  


on the water, and before long (or after forever – there’s no way of counting)  


the void is frozen over. A poisonous drizzle hisses through the air and as it  


settles it turns to frost. Frost fills the emptiness.

Niflheim is as cold as coldness itself, but there’s another place beyond the void  


called Muspelheim and it is as hot as fire. Sparks from Muspelheim warm the  


edge of Ginnungagap and as the ice melts a warm mist drifts towards the  


centre of the void. Where the ice and fire meet it is as temperate as a windless  


day in spring.

Life begins to rouse itself from the melt-water and the venom and the mists.  


The name of the first being is Ymir, and it is both man and woman and the  
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14 The Creation of the World


ancestor of all giants in the world. The first couple, a giant and giantess,  


squeeze themselves out of Ymir’s sweaty armpit as the great being sleeps.  


Then, both the giant’s legs come together and in the sweat between them  


they spawn a son. This is how the long line of frost-giants begins.

Ymir would find it hard to survive in  


that misty nothingness, if it wasn’t  


for Audhumla the cow and her milk.  


Audhumla has no grass to eat, but  


she licks the salt from the frost of  


Ginnungagap and that is how she  


keeps herself alive.

There’s more.

Audhumla likes to lick one patch  


of frost in particular. She runs her  


tongue patiently across the rime and  


eventually a patch of hair appears.  


The next day a head emerges from  


the ground. And on the third day  


Audhumla licks the body of a man free from the frost. This beautiful man  


is named Buri. He is the first god. Buri has a son called Bor. Bor marries  


Bestla, the daughter of a giant called Bolthorn, and this will be the first  


of many marriages between gods and giant-women. Bor and Bestla have  


three boys together: their names are Odin and Vili and Ve, and they will  


make the world.




The Killing of Ymir

Odin and his brothers needed building materials. There wasn’t much in  


Ginnungagap except for the mists and the rime-covered rocks, so the three  


brothers murdered the giant Ymir, broke its body into pieces, and used the  


giant’s flesh and bones to make the world. Ymir bled so much that all of  


Ginnungagap was flooded, and all the giants drowned, except for Ymir’s  


grandson Bergelmir and his wife, who rode out the deluge floating in a  


trough. The gods didn’t let Ymir’s blood go to waste: they used it to enclose  


the world with a great ocean, which is so huge that most people think that  


it is impossible to cross. Even after surrounding the world with water, they  


still had a few drops left over to fill the lakes and pools on land, and some of  


them are very deep indeed.

The gods made the earth with its hills and valleys from Ymir’s flesh. They  


raised steep cliffs and mountains from its bones, and they used the giant’s  





Nicolai Abraham
Abildgaard,
Audhumla (1790).
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broken teeth to fill the sea-shores and the mountain passes with stones and  


grit. Odin and his brothers also found maggots twitching blindly in Ymir’s  


corpse. The gods gave these creatures consciousness and wisdom and the  


love for crafting precious things and they became the dwarves. Dwarves still  


live in the rocks and under the mountains of the earth, deep in Ymir’s flesh.  


Next, the gods lifted Ymir’s skull into Ginnungagap to  


form the great dome of the sky. To hold up the skull, the  


gods set a dwarf at each corner: these four dwarves are  


named North, South, East and West, and they keep the  


sky from falling down.

At this time the heavens were empty – the sun did not  


know where she had a hall; the stars did not know where  


their place was; the moon did not know his potential.  


But the gods set everything in order: they fetched sparks  


from the burning realm of Muspelheim and threw them  


high into Ginnungagap to create the stars. They fixed  


the planets’ course and set the position of the sun and the moon in the sky.  


To measure out the years they appointed a new moon and called in the tides,  


and they gave names to night-time and her children, calling them morning  


and midday, afternoon and evening. From then on it was possible to tell the  


time of day and the passing of the seasons and the years.

The gods wasted nothing in their creation of the world – they threw Ymir’s  


brains up into the sky to form the billowing clouds; they used the giant’s  


bristling hair to make the trees, and they even put the eyelashes to use as  


a great wall to mark out and protect the world. This enclosure they called  


Midgard: our Middle Earth. It was a beautiful world they had created, from  


such a violent start.




The Creation of Night
and Day

The surviving giants were banished outside Midgard to the mountains  


and the iron forests on the shores of the encircling sea. One descendant of  


Ymir made his home in the mountains, and his name was Narfi. He had  


a daughter called ‘Night’, who was dark like most of her family. She was  


married three times to three very different husbands. The first husband was  


called Naglfargi, and they had a son together who was named ‘Prosperity’.  


Her second marriage was to Annar, and they had a daughter called ‘Earth’,  


who is sometimes called the ‘Sister of Prosperity’. Night’s third and final  


marriage was to Delling, the Shining One, and this was a far superior match  


for Night, as Delling was not a giant but a descendant of the gods. Their son  
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a great ocean, which is so  


huge that most people think  


that it is impossible to cross.  






[image: image]

The Creation of the World 17


was a beautiful child, truly eye-catching and clearly belonging to his father’s  


family: his parents called him ‘Day’.

Little of this escaped Odin. Before the boy was fully grown, Odin came and  


abducted Night and Day from their home and gave them each a horse and  


a chariot to ride through the sky. The giantess Night rides ahead pulled by  


a horse called ‘Frost Mane’, and the foam from the horse’s bit falls to earth  





Peter Nicolai
Arbo, Dagr riding
Skinfaxi (1874).





[image: image]

18 The Creation of the World


Peter Nicolai
Arbo, Nótt riding
Hrímfaxi (1887).




each morning and is called the dew. Everyone has seen it, sprinkled on the  


grass in the early morning before the sun has warmed the fields. Day follows  


his mother on a chariot pulled by ‘Shining Mane’, and the brightness of the  


horse lights up the whole sky and the earth below. Mother and son follow  


each other on an endless journey through the heavens: always travelling at  


the same speed, under the careful eye of Odin.
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The Golden Age

Midgard was made, the gods and giants had their appointed realms, and  


trees and grass carpeted the land of Ymir’s flesh. Now that the world was  


protected from the giants, the gods turned their energies to the creation of  


the finer things in life. First they built great wooden temples high up above  


the plains. Next they timbered halls for shelter, and they set up workshops  


so that smiths could fashion tools and work precious metals into precious  


things. There was no limit to the gold found at that time across the world,  


and the gods furnished their halls  


with golden tables laid with golden  


plates and bowls. The forges rang  


with the bright sound of hammers,  


and the forests resounded with the  


tick-tock of axes felling trees. The  


gods met regularly on the Plain of  


Idavoll to share in the wealth, pass  


laws and judgements, and to allot  


bright dwellings to the shining  


gods. But they weren’t always busy  


with building and smithing and  


making precious things. They also  


had time to sit back and enjoy what  


they had created, to play a game of  


tafl in the meadows with beautiful  


golden gaming pieces. This was the  


Golden Age enjoyed by all the gods.

So there were days of leisure in that  


first age of the world, before the  


giant-women came. But there were  


still no people to enjoy the land or  


to share in the new wealth. One day,  


Odin and his brothers were walking  


along the seashore, and they came  


across two pieces of driftwood –  


one of ash and one of vine. The  


logs looked oddly like a man and  


woman. The brothers dragged the  


driftwood up the shore and puzzled over their lifelike appearance: were  


these crude likenesses the work of dwarves, who love to craft and to carve?  


The brothers decided that these curious lumps of wood should be given life:  


Odin approached first, and gave them breath; Vili gave them consciousness  


and the ability to move; and Ve gave them their complexions, their speech,  


their hearing and their sight. The three gods then offered the humans  
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clothing to protect their living skin against the sun and the salt spray blowing  


off the sea, and they named the man Ask and the woman Embla. They were  


given a home in Midgard within the protecting wall, and from them all  


people are descended: right up to this day. The poets still call women ‘bright  


birches of gold’ and the men ‘apple-trees of battle’: humankind began as  


driftwood and men and women have a close affinity with trees. These things  


are not forgotten.

Two of the descendants of Ask and Embla were put to work by the gods early  


in the days of the world: Mundilfæri was a man who was blessed with two  


exceptionally beautiful children: a boy the proud father named Mani; and a  


radiant daughter he named Sol. The  


gods were angered by the father’s  


arrogance in naming his children  


after the real sun and moon, so they  


stole the beautiful brother and sister  


away and set them in the heavens  


to drive the horses that pull their  


namesakes through the sky. Sol is  


in charge of the chariot of the sun,  


and Mani is in charge of the chariot  


of the moon. The horses that pull  


the sun are called Arvak, who is  


awake early, and Alsvin, who rides  


very quickly across the sky, and they  


have runes engraved on their ears  


and their hooves. The sun’s rays are  


as hot as a furnace, and to travel  


so close to it would be extremely  


uncomfortable, if it weren’t for the  


bellows the gods fastened to the  


horses’ shoulders – these bellows are  


called ‘Iron-Cold’, and they keep  


the horses cool. Odin also sent two  


children up to join the chariot of  


the moon: their names are Bil and  


Hjuki, and they had just been to  


collect water from a well when Odin  


caught up with them and snatched  


them away. They are still carrying  


the pole and bucket behind them  


as Mani rides his chariot across the  


night sky, and you may catch sight of  


them on the surface of the moon as  


it passes by.
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Sol would love to stop once in a while to rest her horses, but every day, she  


races at full pelt across the sky, as if in fear for her life. And she has good  


reason to be afraid, because the loud wolf Skoll is running at her heels, and  


one day he will catch her, but it is not the time to speak of this. Another wolf  


called Hati runs in front of the sun and tries to catch the moon. This will  


also happen. Hati also goes by the name of ‘Moon-Hound’ and he will spray  


the heavens with blood from fallen men and swallow the moon in the violent  


days when the sun loses its brightness and the winds howl across the world.  


But it is too early in the years to tell this tale: the world is freshly made,  


and Ragnarok is just a rumour in the distance. Like thunder rolling in the  


mountains of far-off Jotunheim.




John Charles
Dollman, The
Wolves Pursuing Sol
and Mani (1909).
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Chapter Two




The Nine
Worlds




I recall nine worlds, nine ogresses, the celebrated tree of fate beneath the ground.  


(‘The Prophecy of the Seeress’, 2)

At the centre of creation is Midgard. This is the world where humans live  


beneath the dripping boughs of Yggdrasil. But Midgard is not the only world.  


Some say there are nine in total, and they are home to gods and giants, elves  


and dwarves, the living and the dead.




Asgard

Towering above Midgard is the stronghold of the Æsir: it is known as Asgard.  


It is a rich land and many of its sanctuaries are made of gold and nothing else.  


Odin has his high seat, Hlidskjalf, in Asgard, and from this vantage point  


he can see out over all nine worlds.  


Asgard is protected by a great wall:  


the gods planned for it to make their  


home impregnable, but it is still  


unfinished. A rainbow bridge called  


Bifrost runs down from Asgard to  


the world of men. It can be crossed  


by the gods, but the red band in the  


rainbow is made of fire that would  


burn any human bold enough to  


cross it. The rainbow bridge will  


break at the end of the world,  


when the giants use it to storm the  


stronghold of the gods.




Valhalla

There are many fine halls in Asgard, from the shining Glitnir to the marshy  


home of Fensalir, but Valhalla is the most renowned as it is home to Odin  


and his troop of hand-picked warriors known as the Einherjar. This vast hall  





The rainbow was
imagined as a
bridge linking the
world of humans
with the home of
the gods.
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Valkyrie means
'chooser of the slain':
these mythical women
haunt the battlefield
and carry fallen
warriors to Valhalla.
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A depiction of the Norse cosmos
by Anne Schoerner (2018).
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stands in the middle of the eternal plains of Idavoll: its rafters are made from  


spears and it is thatched with polished shields which catch the morning light.  


An eagle soars high above Valhalla, a grove of trees with red-gold leaves grows  


in the yard, and a great stag stands on the roof dripping water from its antlers  


which feeds the rivers in the worlds below. The hall has five hundred and  


forty doors and out of each door eight hundred warriors will rush to war at  


the end of the world. But there is only one way into Valhalla for the Einherjar:  


they must pass through the Slaughter-Gate, escorted from the field of battle  


by women who ride to earth whenever  


there is rumour of war. These goddesses  


of battle-fire and opened veins are better  


known as valkyries. They determine  


who dies when swords are drawn and  


who’s allowed to live. Odin claims half  


of those who die heroic deaths to join  


him in Valhalla: the goddess Freyja  


claims the other half, and the valkyries  


bring these warriors to her own hall at  


Folkvang. Only warriors who have died  


heroically will find a place amongst the  


Einherjar, as the gods want companions  


who will not flee when Heimdall blows  


his horn and the skies darken at the  


approach of Ragnarok.

Every day the sun rises through the  


sky, chased by the swift wolf Skoll, and  


every day the Einherjar challenge each  


other to sword-play in the plains outside  


Valhalla, preparing for their final battle  


with the giants. They fight fiercely and  


many are cut down, but they always  


pick themselves up and return to Valhalla for their evening meal. A goat  


called Heidrun stands above the hall and mead pours from its udders into a  


great cauldron. The warriors are thirsty, but there is always enough mead for  


everyone to drink their fill after the fighting.

The valkyries who choose the warriors from amongst the dead also serve them  


at the tables in Valhalla and pass the full horn from one hero to another. For  


meat the Einherjar have a giant boar that is cooked and eaten in the evening.  


After its bones are picked bare it is revived like the fallen warriors, to be  


butchered on the following day. The Einherjar will spend their time fighting  


and feasting and building their strength until the Gjallarhorn is blown and  


Odin calls on them to march to war.




The Goat Heidrun
stands on the roof
of Valhalla picking
at leaves of the great
tree. Illustration
from an eighteenth-
century Icelandic
manuscript, SÁM 66.
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Vanaheim

The other tribe of gods, the Vanir, come from the realm called Vanaheim.  


Vanaheim is even harder for humankind to reach than Asgard and only the  


gods are certain of the way. The old god Njord was raised in Vanaheim and  


his children Freyr and Freyja are the most famous members of the Vanir  


tribe: they have power over the fields and the fertility of all creatures in the  


world, and they are greatly valued by the other gods. But the gods of Asgard  


and Vanaheim were not always on such good terms.

In the early days of the world, a woman came to Asgard from the Vanir tribe.  


Her name was Gold-Veig, and she was a prophetess. At that time the Æsir  


had a great desire for gold: they took Gold-Veig and stabbed her with spears,  


and then threw her into the smelting fires of Asgard. But  


Gold-Veig emerged from the forge unharmed. Three  


times the Æsir tried to burn her, and three times she  


stepped out of the flames without a blemish. The gods  


had no choice but to let her go. She became famous  


across Midgard for her prophecies and for her great skills  


of enchantment. She was called the ‘Bright One’ by those  


women of the household who valued her witchcraft and  


made her offerings. Meanwhile, news reached Vanaheim  


of Gold-Veig’s treatment by the Æsir, and the Vanir were  


not pleased.

The Æsir called an assembly to decide what to do about  


the threats coming from the Vanir tribe. The gods of  


Asgard could offer compensation, and share the tribute  


provided by humankind with the gods from Vanaheim,  


but this would mean giving up their control of sacrifice and worship in the  


world below. So they decided instead to take their weapons and march to war.  


Odin threw his spear over the advancing Æsir to seal the victory. But like  


Gold-Veig, the Vanir were surrounded by powerful enchantments and were  


impossible to kill. Neither side could gain the upper hand in the fighting and  


the only thing the war succeeded in doing was laying waste to Vanaheim and  


reducing the walls of Asgard to rubble. The two tribes would have to come  


to terms.

As part of the agreement, the Æsir agreed to share tribute with the Vanir gods  


and to exchange hostages to ensure that there would be no back-tracking on  


their vows. The gods sealed their pact by spitting in a jar and creating a  


spittle-man to remind them of the promises they’d made. Since that time  


there have been Vanir living in Asgard and worshipped alongside the Æsir.




Gold-Veig emerged from  


the forge unharmed. Three  


times the Æsir tried to  


burn her, and three times  


she stepped out of the flames  


without a blemish. The  


gods had no choice but to  


let her go.





[image: image]

The Nine Worlds 27


Jotunheim

All the untamed regions of the world outside the protection of Midgard are  


known as Utgard – the outer space – and it is here that the giants have their  


realm of Jotunheim. It is a wild land of mountains and dark forests, at the  


mercy of the elements and the chaos of the unbound world. A river called  


Ifing separates the land of giants from the realm of the gods. The river flows  


quickly, and it is very hard to cross: if it were ever to freeze over, the giants  


would soon be at the gates of Asgard and their assault would make the war  





Odin drinks from
Mimir’s well in
an illustration
by Robert Engels
(1903).
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between the Æsir and the Vanir seem like a game of knattleikr played with  


sticks and balls. Even though Jotunheim is a dangerous and wild place, it is  


the source of many things that the gods value most: the land of the giants  


is full of precious objects, and the inhabitants of Jotunheim remember what  


happened at the very beginning of the world. More precious still to the gods  


are the women of Jotunheim: a giantess gives birth to powerful children.  


This is a one-way exchange: very few giants in Jotunheim can claim to have  


married a goddess, though several have tried.

Jotunheim is also home to Mimir’s Well, which takes its  


name from the wise being, Mimir, who came to drink  


from its waters every morning using the great Gjallarhorn  


as a cup. Mimir’s Well is a place where sacred knowledge  


can be obtained, though always for a price. Odin went  


there once and exchanged one of his eyes for a drink  


from the well: Mimir was not willing to accept anything  


less. From then on, Odin was known as the one-eyed  


god, but he also gained great wisdom, and considers it  


a fair exchange. Some say that his eye is still floating in  


Mimir’s Well, and that he sees what other gods cannot.

The encircling sea borders Jotunheim, and it stretches off  


to the horizon and much further still. A huge creature  


called Jormungand lives in the depths of this encircling sea, and it has grown  


so large that it has wrapped itself around the world and bites on its own tail.  


The serpent encloses Midgard in its coils, and when it moves it makes the  


oceans churn and causes waves to crash against the land.




A huge creature called  


Jormungand lives in the  


depths of this encircling sea,  


and it has grown so large  


that it has wrapped itself  


around the world and bites  


on its own tail.




The Worlds of Elves and Dwarves

Alfheim is the dwelling place of the bright elves, and it is located high in  


the heavens where the light is clearest. The elves who live in this wide, blue  


realm are more beautiful than the sun to look at. It is said that the gods  


gave Alfheim to the infant Freyr as a gift when he grew his first tooth. In  


contrast to the brightness of Alfheim, Svartalfheim is a realm deep under the  


ground where dwarves and dark elves live amongst the roots of the World-  


Tree. Unlike their shining kin in the heavens, these creatures are as pale as  


the rocks that they inhabit. It is here in their underground realm that they  


work metal and precious stones, and make objects that the gods are always  


keen to get their hands on.
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