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    At the meeting point of saga and spade, Paul B. Du Chaillu seeks to recover the living world behind the myth of the Vikings. The Viking Age (Vol. 1 and 2) is a wide-ranging work of historical synthesis that surveys Scandinavia and the North Atlantic world through the lens of early medieval culture. First published in the late nineteenth century as a two-volume study, it belongs to the tradition of learned antiquarian scholarship that bridges narrative history and cultural anthropology. Du Chaillu sets out not to romanticize, but to assemble, compare, and weigh evidence about Norse societies across centuries and shores.

It offers a capacious premise: to describe the early history, manners, and customs of the Norse peoples and their far-flung communities, while tracing patterns of migration, exchange, and rule. The reading experience is both encyclopedic and vivid, moving from tightly documented discussions to evocative sketches of daily life. Du Chaillu writes in a measured, confident voice characteristic of his era, attentive to detail and hospitable to competing views. The tone is patient rather than sensational, and the architecture of the two volumes alternates between thematic chapters and regionally anchored treatments that situate practices within specific landscapes and legal traditions.

Methodologically, the study weaves literary sources and material remains into a single fabric. Sagas, annals, laws, and runic inscriptions are read alongside excavated graves, weapons, ornaments, and ships, with an eye to corroboration and divergence. Du Chaillu is careful to distinguish legend from inference, yet he accepts the value of tradition where it illuminates social structures and belief. Readers encounter lists, comparisons, and cross-references that reveal a mind determined to map a civilization through its texts and things. The cumulative effect is a reference-like panorama that invites consultation as much as it does sustained, sequential reading.

Across its chapters, certain themes recur with clarifying force. Mobility and contact shape the narrative, as voyages connect fjords, islands, and riverways into a coherent sphere of action. War and trade appear as intertwined endeavors, framed by household economies and seaborne technologies. Assemblies, customary law, and forms of lordship structure communal life, while religious practices and conversion processes illuminate changing worldviews. The book’s treatment remains introductory in spirit at each step, sketching patterns and tendencies without exhausting their complexity, so that readers gain orientation without being trapped in technical disputes or the thicket of specialist argumentation.

One of the work’s most distinctive through-lines is its sustained case for the significance of Norse influence on institutions and societies connected to the English language. Du Chaillu gathers parallels in customs, laws, and vocabulary to argue that this inheritance is neither marginal nor incidental. Contemporary readers will recognize both the ambition and the limitations of such an argument, which reflects debates current when the book appeared. Yet as a compendium of materials marshaled to make the case, the study remains invaluable, enabling readers to disentangle evidence from interpretation and to see how large-scale claims are constructed from particulars.

For present-day audiences, the value of The Viking Age lies not only in its subject but in its demonstration of how historical knowledge is assembled. The juxtaposition of texts, artifacts, and practices models a synthetic approach that continues to animate medieval studies. The work also foregrounds topics that resonate now: migration and diaspora, cross-cultural exchange, the evolution of legal and political orders, and the relationship between belief and social life. Reading these volumes alongside later research can sharpen critical judgment, revealing continuities and revisions in understanding while preserving the sheer immediacy of contact with the sources Du Chaillu presents.

Approached with curiosity and care, these volumes offer both a journey through the Viking Age and a portrait of the intellectual craftsmanship of the era that produced them. Du Chaillu’s steady voice and capacious reach make the set a durable companion for readers who seek orientation before delving into specialist terrain. Whether consulted for a particular topic or read from beginning to end, the work rewards attention with breadth, detail, and perspective. It reminds us that understanding the past requires patience, comparison, and imagination, and it invites renewed engagement with the evidence that still shapes our picture of the North.
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    The Viking Age (Vol. 1 & 2), published in 1889, presents Paul B. Du Chaillu’s expansive survey of Scandinavian society and its connections to the ancestors of English-speaking peoples. He assembles evidence from Icelandic sagas, early chronicles, law codes, runic inscriptions, and museum collections to depict the early history, manners, and customs of Norse communities. Writing against reductive images of raiders, he frames the period as a coherent civilization with institutions and beliefs that shaped northern Europe. The two volumes move thematically, interweaving political, legal, religious, and material topics, while continually testing narrative sources against antiquarian finds and linguistic testimony.

He begins by setting the geographic and ethnic scene, distinguishing Danes, Swedes, and Norwegians and their kindred groups in the North Sea world. The study recounts migrations and settlements in Britain and along continental coasts, using place-names and early reports to sketch shifting frontiers. Du Chaillu foregrounds method, weighing saga tradition and Latin histories against datable artifacts. He presents catalogues of weapons, ornaments, and runestones drawn from Scandinavian museums to anchor claims in material culture. He treats chronology and regional variation with attention to evidentiary limits, favoring patterns supported by surviving objects and texts over speculative reconstructions of distant origins.

A central theme is public life and social rank. Du Chaillu describes kingship and local chieftaincy, the assembly known as the Thing, and the layered status of jarls, free farmers, and thralls. Landholding, household authority, and kin solidarity structure obligations of feud, compensation, and hospitality. He follows marriage contracts and inheritance rules to illuminate women’s property rights and domestic influence, while noting limits imposed by status and custom. Warfare appears as regulated practice: weapons, shields, and ship-crews are tied to law and honor. The analysis links these institutions to later notions of personal freedom and communal judgment.

Material life receives equal attention. The work surveys farmsteads, halls, and workshops; tools and textiles; and the rhythms of hunting, herding, and trade. Shipbuilding and navigation emerge as technical arts grounded in clinker construction, sails, and coastal seamanship. Du Chaillu examines silver-weight economies, imported goods, and craft specialization to characterize expanding markets. Burial customs—cremations, mounds, and occasional ship interments—are read through grave goods and runestones to infer status and belief without overstatement. He illustrates stylistic traits in metalwork and woodcarving, treating art as both ornament and emblem of identity shared across fjords, islands, and river routes.

Religious ideas and expression form another strand. Du Chaillu outlines the pantheon, ritual calendars, and sanctuaries identified in literary and archaeological sources, including seasonal feasts and sacrificial practices. He considers myth not as literal history but as testimony about values, fate, and kingship. Skaldic poetry, genealogical lore, and runic writing reveal memory practices and the prestige of verbal artistry. The account follows the encounter with Christianity as gradual and uneven, marked by legal compromise, new burial habits, and shifting patronage, while underscoring continuities in law and custom that persisted through conversion and reshaped the social order.

The volumes situate Scandinavian expansion within broader networks of travel and power. Du Chaillu traces voyages that linked fjord communities to the Danelaw, the North Atlantic settlements, river routes toward the east, and courts of the Frankish and Byzantine worlds. He emphasizes trade alongside warfare, reading hoards, weights, and chronicles as signs of long-distance exchange. English and Norse legal terms, place-names, and institutions are compared to argue for shared Teutonic foundations and later Scandinavian influence. Settlement narratives are treated as cumulative evidence rather than a single epic, foregrounding patterns of colonization, service, and assimilation across centuries.

Du Chaillu closes by synthesizing law, custom, and material culture into a portrait of a disciplined, adaptable society whose heirs shaped northern Europe and the Atlantic world. The Viking Age stands as a lavishly documented nineteenth-century compendium, notable for its illustrations and its effort to connect Scandinavian and English-speaking traditions. While subsequent research refines many details and debates some conclusions, the work’s core contribution endures: it broadens the image of the North from piracy to polity, commerce, and text. As a gateway to sources and artifacts, it continues to frame questions about identity, governance, and cultural transmission.
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    The Viking Age, broadly dated from the late eighth to the mid-eleventh century, unfolded across Scandinavia and the North Atlantic. Norse communities in Norway, Denmark, and Sweden organized around kin-based chieftaincies and regional assemblies (þing) that mediated law and dispute. Maritime technology—especially clinker-built longships with shallow drafts—enabled rapid raiding, commerce, and settlement from the Baltic to the British Isles and along river routes toward the Black and Caspian Seas. Pre-Christian ritual and cult centers persisted into the tenth century, while gradual conversion to Christianity reshaped political legitimacy, literacy, and burial customs. These structures and changes form the institutional backdrop to Du Chaillu’s synthesis.

In the British Isles, Norse activity is documented from the raid on Lindisfarne in 793 and escalated with the Great Heathen Army’s arrival in 865. Treaties and warfare produced the Danelaw, a zone of Scandinavian law in eastern and northern England, while Alfred of Wessex resisted and reorganized defenses. York (Jórvík) flourished as a minting center under Norse rulers, and the Five Boroughs structured regional power. Norse settlers also dominated Dublin and the Irish Sea network, and the Orkney earldom extended authority over Shetland. Over the tenth and eleventh centuries, Christianization and hybrid legal customs reshaped Anglo-Scandinavian communities and institutions.

On the Continent and in Eastern Europe, Scandinavian expansion reshaped polities and commerce. In 911, Charles the Simple granted lands to Rollo, establishing Normandy, whose leaders adopted French language and Christianity while retaining Norse martial traditions. Farther east, the Primary Chronicle records Varangian rulers in the formation of Kievan Rus’, linking Baltic trade to Byzantium. From the late tenth century, Scandinavians served as the Byzantine emperors’ Varangian Guard. Monumental runestones at Jelling commemorate a Christianized Danish kingship under Harald Bluetooth. In the North Sea, Cnut ruled England, Denmark, and Norway (1016–1035), and 1066’s campaigns marked a turning point in England’s dynastic order.

Iceland offers a crucial literary and legal lens. Settled chiefly from Norway and the British Isles around 870–930, the island established the Althing in 930 as a national assembly and codified customary law later preserved in Grágás. A decision at the Althing around 999/1000 adopted Christianity, integrating Iceland into Latin Christendom. Many Icelandic sagas and Snorri Sturluson’s works were written in the thirteenth century, recounting earlier events through later perspectives. Extensive runic inscriptions across Scandinavia and monumental ship burials—such as Tune (1867) and Gokstad (1880)—supplied artifacts and typologies. These textual and archaeological bodies underwrite reconstructions of Norse society and seafaring.

By the nineteenth century, Scandinavian studies flourished within philology, archaeology, and nationalist history. Rasmus Rask and Jacob Grimm advanced comparative linguistics that connected Old Norse, Old English, and Germanic languages. Oscar Montelius refined typologies for prehistoric and early medieval artifacts in Sweden, while national museums curated growing collections. English translations popularized saga literature: George Dasent’s Njal’s Saga (1861) and the collaborations of William Morris and Eiríkr Magnússon in the 1870s broadened readership. J. J. A. Worsaae’s 1852 study on Danish influence in England foregrounded material evidence. These currents framed how Victorians approached origins, law, and ethnic ancestry.

Paul B. Du Chaillu, born in 1831, gained fame for African expeditions before turning to northern Europe. After travels in Scandinavia, he published The Land of the Midnight Sun (1881) and, in 1889, The Viking Age in two volumes, subtitled The Early History, Manners, and Customs of the Ancestors of the English-Speaking Nations. He surveyed museums and archaeological sites in Norway, Sweden, Denmark, and Britain, drawing on ship burials like Gokstad, runestones, and grave goods. He synthesized saga narratives with legal codes and place-names to argue for substantial Scandinavian contributions to English-speaking peoples. Richly illustrated, the work targeted an Anglophone audience eager for empirically grounded national origins.

Du Chaillu’s theses entered vigorous Victorian debates about English institutions and ethnicity. He emphasized Scandinavian elements—such as the thing, the wapentake, and certain legal customs—in regions once under the Danelaw, challenging narratives that centered exclusively on continental Anglo-Saxons. Scholars and reviewers questioned aspects of his philology, chronology, and legal inferences, even as they welcomed his attention to material culture. Earlier authorities like E. A. Freeman stressed Anglo-Saxon continuity, while J. J. A. Worsaae had already highlighted Danish settlements. The controversy helped define boundaries between antiquarian synthesis and emerging professional history, situating Norse influence within, but not above, England’s broader Germanic heritage.

Published at the height of late-Victorian empiricism and nation-making, The Viking Age mirrors its era’s confidence in artifacts, philology, and grand genealogies of peoples. It recasts Vikings not only as raiders but as traders, settlers, lawmakers, and cultural transmitters, thereby critiquing simplified accounts of England’s ancestry. By assembling runic inscriptions, grave inventories, laws, and place-names, Du Chaillu sought to demonstrate Scandinavian weight in the formation of English-speaking societies. Later research revised many particulars, yet the volumes exemplify a transitional scholarship: ambitious, comparative, and museum-driven, shaping popular imagination while pressing historians to integrate Scandinavian evidence into mainstream medieval narratives.
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VOLUME 1
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Civilisation and antiquities of the North open the survey, followed by Roman and Greek impressions of the Northmen, the settlement of Britain, and successive explorations of mythology and cosmogony, Odin, his heirs, and the eras of stone, bronze, and iron. Further sections probe runes, bog and ground relics, memorable graves, imports, glasswork, horses and waggons, grave forms, burials, religion with worship, sacrifices, altars, human offerings, idols, Nornir[14], Valkyrias[13], volvas, Ægir and Ran, tributes to Alfar, Disir, Fylgja, Hamingja, Landvættir, Valhalla, shape-changing, witchcraft, omens, dreams, the struggle with Christianity, land, social ranks, slavery, the Thing[12], godi, early English laws, indemnities, oaths, ordeals, duels, outlawry, and revenge.
Literature and abundant archaeological finds conjure a vivid panorama of Norse life from cradle to pyre. A newborn lies exposed or receives water and a name; children learn, play, and train; youths master weapons; maidens weave and manage the home; adults sail on raids as skalds rouse them with clashing verses; elders counsel at the Thing. Feasts, betrothals, games, revels, and the fiery funeral ship with arms, horses, and servants unfold in turn. Chariots roll, gold flashes on bridles and blades, and excavated treasures confirm every sung detail. Roman and monastic chroniclers, blind with hatred, wrongly branded these seafarers savage.
The northern hosts resisted Rome, conquered Gaul and Britain, and carried prow and banner to Spain, the Mediterranean, Greece, Palestine, Africa, even across the western ocean. Their civilisation, distinct from Rome and unlike the wild tribes of Germania, appears to have flowed northward from Black Sea shores, sharing traits with ancient Greece. Today dazzling hoards in Copenhagen, Stockholm, Christiania, Bergen, Lund, Göteborg, and countless town museums display damascened swords, ring mail, filigreed gold, gilt wood, niello and enamel work, woven garments shot with precious thread, and elegant glass cups whose elegance rivals Etruria, Athens, or Rome yet still gleams untarnished.
Coins and other unmistakable Roman or Greek objects strewn through the North attest to centuries-old contact; by uniting these finds with Eddas and Sagas one can follow the forebears of English speech from the Black Sea to Scandinavia and beyond. Roman observers list three ocean-going tribes—Sueones, Saxones, Franci. Tacitus[1] says, “The Sueones, strong on land, wield mighty fleets; their double-prowed ships, rowed from shifting benches, lie ready to beach on either shore.” The term Sviar echoes Sueones, and ship finds match the description. Such mariners surely pushed past Frisia toward Gaul and the visible coast of Britain, whose early iron relics mirror Scandinavia.
Caesar meets their western vanguard, the Veneti of Brittany[2], whose very name recalls Baltic Venedi and saga-born Vends. He writes, “They possess countless ships, sail to Britain, and, holding the few storm-lashed harbours, exact tribute from all traders.” Their oaken hulls sit flat for tidal flats; towering bows and sterns ride the waves; foot-wide thwarts are pinned by iron spikes, anchors chained with iron, and raw-hide sails endure Atlantic gales. Roman rams glance off such plating, grapples slip from lofty gunwales, and when hard winds rise the Veneti outride the storm or rest fearless on ebbing shoals.
Ptolemy places Saxons north of the Elbe; a century later Franks and Saxons roam every sea. Under Probus a band of captive Franks seizes ships on Pontus, ravages Greece, Sicily—“they even took Syracuse”—touches Libya, then threads Gibraltar home unharmed. Carausius[3], entrusted to guard Armorican shores, hoards their spoils, is condemned, and seizes Britain. Gallic ports bristle with Roman warships, yet Julian still names “Franks and Saxons the fiercest beyond Rhine and western ocean.” Ammianus lists Picts, Scots, Saxons, Attacotti harrying Britain; Claudian pictures “Orkneys dripping with Saxon blood.” Such relentless fleets, born of northern oaks, prove them one maritime people unseen on Roman maps.
These roving tribes sailed westward from Baltic, Cattegat, and Norwegian coasts, a seaward people whose relics—Roman coins, Greek ornaments—match the dates of expeditions recorded by classical writers. Countless barrows still line the northern soil; their sheer number dwarfs those of central Europe and Britain, proving a dense early population. Every tumulus labelled Saxon or Frankish mirrors a northern grave, and wherever such mounds appear, Roman, Greek, Frankish, English, or Saga testimony confirms that Northmen once stood there. At length the crowded homeland demanded release, and, like their later English descendants, the warriors sought fresh fields across distant seas.
The Rhine frontier shows the Franks absent from coastal Frisia while Rome held it; beyond, imperial writers knew only the Veneti as seafarers. Their Germania was a land of hunters, not sailors: “Their whole life is devoted to hunting and warlike pursuits; they bathe together in rivers, wearing skins.” Before Idistavisus, Germanicus warned that Roman arms outmatched foes whose “huge targets, enormous spears… lacked mail or helmets.” Northern graves refute that picture, yielding coats of mail, damascened blades, and three sword styles—mœkir, sverd, sax—and the spear frakki. Grettir proves the sax single-edged: “He raised his sax and broke Arnor’s head, then slew the father.
An island can be held only by sailors, and Britain drew such settlers long before Rome withdrew. Trade and overpopulation sent northern men to Belgium, Gaul, and the British coast, where the Notitia[4] lists a “Comes litoris Saxonici per Britannias[5]” guarding Othona, Dubris, Rutupiæ, Branodunum, Regulbium, Lemannis, Garianno, Anderida, and Portus Adurni—stations on a Saxon shore, not merely a raided one. After Rome, the land became England, yet chronicles still called its people Saxons. Origins remained disputed; Witikind wrote, “On this there are various opinions, some tracing the Saxons to Danes and Northmen, others to soldiers of Alexander.
Skjoldunga Saga is gone, yet its scraps show Danish and Swedish monarchs holding English lands long before the later Danish age. Writers say settlers named the new shore Angeln after a Jutland district, yet Engeln also lies by the Cattegat in the warlike Vikin, and other Engeln stand in Sweden, though the northern literature knows no such name. In the tales, only a portion of Britain is called England, its folk Englar or Enskirmenn; the whole island is Bretland, its people Bretar, while Öngulsey is declared “one third of Bretland.” Another region becomes Nordimbraland, yet nowhere appears a people labeled Saxons, nor any place called Saxland.
Rimbegla states, “All sayings in the northern tongue began when Tyrkir and Asia-men came north; that speech ran through Saxland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, and part of England.” The Prose Edda adds, “We are one tongue, though changed,” and Gunnlaug recalls that before William landed “the tongue in England, Norway, and Denmark was one.” Constant newcomers spread that voice. Yet chronicles mark the Danes’ first sighting in 785, as though fleets appeared overnight. Where had their ships lain? Soon they surge over England, Gaul, the Seine, Rhine, Garonne, Spain, even the Mediterranean, while Franks and Saxons, though coastal, float none, and Charlemagne’s boats cannot bar them.
Ivar Vidfadmi “subdued Sviaveldi, gained Danaveldi, much of Saxland, all Austrriki, and a fifth of England; from his kin come the kings of Denmark and Sweden.” After him Harald Hilditönn, Sigurd Hring, and Ragnar Lodbrok strike England. On his deathbed Ivar commands, “Lay me on the exposed shore; whoever lands here shall not win.” Harald Hardrada falls there; William later opens the mound, burns the unrotted corpse, and wins the field. Danes and Sueones, all called Northmen—Nigellus notes, “The Danes, like the Franks, are named Manni”—fight countrymen already settled, while subdued Britons leave scant trace but the northern war-gear they faced.
Britain, long flooded by northern migrants, grew into the mightiest outpost of those tribes, whose chiefs still claimed English soil in the seventh century. After a weary struggle the island cast off northern control, then outpaced its parent lands in strength and numbers—a pattern now mirrored across the Atlantic, where the United States, built territory by territory through frontier peril, shows the same bold vigor. Should growth continue, hundreds of millions there, and scores more in Australia, New Zealand, and other colonies, will speak English, a prospect so vast we scarcely dare to measure the race’s distant future.
Yet legends cloud that story. Gildas, writing of Hengist and Horsa, spun a tale that clashes with Roman lists in the Notitia; Nennius, Bede, and later chroniclers copied him, piling invented names and discordant dates. Fact must rest on records tested by archaeology: runic letters echo archaic Greek, graves near the Black Sea match those in Scandinavia, and Herodotus saw fair-haired tribes along the Don whose wooden walls recall the Danavirki. Tracing along the Dnieper to the Baltic, we meet Garðariki, Jutland, and other lands; such tracks confirm a restless people whose “Viking Age” ran unbroken from the second to mid-twelfth century.
In those centuries song guarded memory. Völuspa[10], Vafthrudnismal, and Grimnismal set Odin, lord of Asar, against frost Jötnar. Hungry for lore he slips into Jötunheim, enters Vafthrudnir’s hall and calls, “Hail, Vafthrudnir! Prove you’re wise or all-wise.” The giant answers, “Who speaks? Leave only if wiser than I.” Odin: “I’m Gagnrad, thirsty and travel-worn; grant welcome.” Vafthrudnir: “Sit, guest; we’ll test who knows more.” Odin warns, “Idle babble ruins a poor man before a cold-ribbed host.” Far off the Völva chants, “I remember Jötnar early born, nine worlds, Yggdrasil[11] underground,” then recalls Ginnungagap between Niflheim’s ice and Muspel’s fire where lone Ymir drifted.
First there was Muspel, hot and blazing, defended by Surt with a flaming sword who will one day stride forth and burn the world. Beyond, the venomous rivers of Elivagar hardened into ice; rime piled high in Ginnungagap until warm sparks from Muspel stirred the drops. From the melting frost rose Ymir, whom the Hrimthursar call Örgelmir. "While he slept," warns Hár, "a man and a woman grew beneath his left arm, and one foot begot a son with the other." Next the cow Audhumla sprang from hoar-frost; her rivers of milk fed Ymir while her licking revealed Buri, grandsire to Odin.
At the gods’ judgment-seat stands the mighty ash Yggdrasil, tallest and best of trees; its boughs arch over heaven, its three vast roots reach Asgarth, Jötunheim, and misty Niflheim where Nidhög gnaws. Beneath the giant trunk lies Mimir’s well, secret source of wisdom; Odin came, begged a draught, and gained it only by pledging one eye. An eagle broods in the crown with the hawk Vedrfölnir between its eyes; the squirrel Ratatösk scurries, trading spiteful words between beak and dragon. Four harts nibble buds, uncounted snakes coil below. Dew falls, the hidden horn of Heimdall rests, and Urd, Verdandi, Skuld carve fate.
Odin hurled Hel, half blue and half fair, into Niflheim and granted her nine worlds; in vast Eljúdnir famine is her plate, hunger her knife, ganglati and ganglöt her sluggish servants, stumbling-block her threshold. When men died outside battle, Hel-shoes were strapped on for the road beneath the ash. Baldr the Good then dreamed of peril. To guard him, Frigg bound fire, water, iron, stone, sickness, beast and root by oath. Gods amused themselves hurling weapons as he stood unharmed. Loki, angered, donned a woman’s shape, learned the mistletoe alone was unsworn, handed the twig to blind Höd—Baldr fell, and the gods wept wordlessly.
Hermod rode nine nights through blind valleys and reached golden Gjallar-bridge. The maiden Modgud asked, "Yesterday five columns of dead crossed, yet the bridge booms louder beneath you alone, and you look alive; why ride Hel’s road?" He replied, "I seek Baldr. Have you seen him?" She answered, "He passed; the way lies downward and northward." Hermod leapt Sleipnir over Hel’s gate, greeted Baldr on the high-seat, and lodged there till dawn. He begged Hel for Baldr’s release. She said, "If all things weep he may go; if one refuses he remains." Baldr sent Odin Draupnir, Nanna sent gifts.
Hermod reached Asgard and told the news; messengers raced across land, sea, stone, tree and metal, and every creature wept. In a cavern they found the giantess Thökk. They pleaded; she sang, "Thökk will weep with dry tears the burning voyage of Baldr; I never loved a living or dead man’s son; let Hel keep what she has." All guessed she was Loki. Soon the chain of Gnipa cave snapped and the hound Garm burst free, grappling with Týr so both fell. The wicked, already dead in Hel, died again and dropped to fog-bound Niflhel, a second, darker grave. Above the worlds, rainbow Bifröst arched.
At Bifröst’s end stood Heimdall, gold-toothed watcher, born of nine sisters; his horn Gjallarhorn echoes through worlds, his eyes see a hundred leagues night and day. Beyond flows ice-free Ifing, dividing gods and giants. Before earth, Elivagar’s venom birthed Ymir; from his armpit leapt twin children, and his feet begot a six-headed son. Odin and brothers killed Ymir: flesh earth, blood sea, bones mountains, hair trees, skull sky, sparks stars. Mundilfari’s children Sun and Moon began their wheel, counting years. Dwarfs stirred in the soil; later the gods gave breath, mind and blood to Ask and Embla. The seeress foretells the world’s fiery end.
Eastward in Iron Wood the crone breeds Fenrir’s brood; one trollish whelp is fated to swallow the sun. Egdir, glad herdsman, sits on his mound, plucking a harp, while bright-red cock Fjalar crows in the forest. In Asgard golden-comb Gullinkambi rouses warriors; beneath earth a dark cock shrills in Hel. Garm howls before Gnipa-cave, chains snap, the wolf runs. ‘Know ye all, and more?’ Brothers clash, kin-blood is spilled; shield-times, axe-times, wind-times rage. Gjallarhorn sounds, Heimdall blows, Odin bends over Mimir’s talking head. Yggdrasil shudders, the ancient tree groans, Loki bursts free and terror floods the nine roads.
Hrym drives from the east behind his shield; Jörmungandr thrashes the sea, eagle beak tears the slain, and corpse-board Naglfar floats free. A ship of Muspell surges in; Loki steers, wolf and monsters howl beside him. Surt storms from the south, blaze leaping from his sword; rocks crash, heaven splits. Odin falls to Fenrir, while ‘the bright slayer of Beli’ stands against Surt. Garm bays again; Vidar strides, cleaves the wolf’s heart and avenges All-father. Thor smites the serpent, staggers nine steps, and sinks. Sun darkens, stars vanish, earth plunges beneath fire-veiled waves—until a new green world rises from the sea.
Odin walls a realm called Midgard, builds Asgard at its heart, and leaves Mannheim for men. He clothes Ash and Embla, then from Hlidskjalf watches all. On Idavoll gods forge tools, play chess and prosper until the Norns appear. They spear Gullveig, burn her thrice, battle with Vanir, break their bulwark; when weary they trade hostages: Njord and Frey for Hœnir and Mimir. Vanir behead Mimir; Odin charms the head to wisdom. High proclaims: ‘Thór is strongest, owner of hammer, belt and iron gloves; Týr, one-handed, wins victory.’ At feast sit twelve judges: “Thór, Njörd, Frey, Týr, Heimdall, Bragi, Vidar, Vali, Ull, Hœnir, Forseti, Loki.
“Who are the Asynjar?” asks Gangleri. Har answers: “Frigg is highest, ruling from Fensalir. Sága dwells at Sökkvabekk. Eir heals all wounds. Maiden Gefjon serves dead maidens. Fulla, hair loose under a golden band, bears Frigg’s box and secrets. Freyja, next to Frigg, weeps red-gold for her lost Ód; she is Mardöll, Hörn, Gefn, Sýr, Vanadis, and guards the Brísingamen. Sjöfn turns hearts to love; Lofn gains leave for forbidden unions; Vár hears oaths and avenges breakers; Vör’s questions strip all disguise. Syn bars unwanted guests; Hlín shields Frigg’s chosen; Snotra models courtesy; Gná rides Hófvarpnir across air and sea.
Idun keeps the apples that renew the gods’ youth. Odin, Loki, and Hœnir, hungry in a barren valley, roast an ox, yet the flesh stays raw until an eagle in the branches bargains: “Give me my share and the meat will cook.” They agree; the bird gulps the shoulders. Loki strikes it, his pole sticks fast, and the eagle drags him over rocks until he swears to lure Idun from Asgard. He shows her superior fruit, she follows with her apples, and Thjassi, in eagle form, steals her to Thrymheim. Grey hairs bloom in Asgard; the gods summon Loki under threat.
Loki, cloaked in Freyja’s hawk-skin, finds Idun alone, changes her to a nut, and speeds south. Thjassi races after them, but the hawk reaches Asgard first; the gods pile shavings, ignite them, and the pursuing eagle falls in flame. Thjassi dies by their spears. Armed Skadi arrives to avenge him; the host offers compensation and lets her choose a husband by feet alone. Admiring the fairest pair she declares, “I choose this one; nothing ugly can belong to Baldr,” yet the feet prove Njörd’s. Far earlier, Odin had led Asar from Tyrkland northward, mingling with Risar, claiming Sweden beside the world-cleaving Tanais river.
A ridge runs NE to SW, shielding Sweden. South lies Tyrkland, Odin’s dominion. Foreseeing his descendants’ future, he left Vili and Vé in Asgard and marched west with the Díar. He crossed Gardaríki, seeded sons in Saxland, then settled on Fjón’s isle, naming it Odinsey. Gefjon, sent across the Sound, won a plough-land from Gylfi, yoked four giant sons as oxen, ripped Selund from the sea, and wed Skjöld at Hleidra. Hearing of fertile Mälaren, Odin struck a pact with Gylfi, out-charmed him, raised Sigtún, and housed Njörd, Frey, Heimdall, Thor, Baldr. Asia-men followed, and his son Sigrlami ruled Gardaríki, wedding Gylfi’s daughter Heid.
Thjassi the Jötun killed Sigrlami. His heir Svafrlami claimed the land and, chasing a stag, rode so far that dusk left him lost. Beside a stone he captured the dwarfs Dyrin and Dvalin, promising mercy if they forged a golden-hilted sword that never rusted, bit iron and stone, and guaranteed victory. They returned it, but Dvalin, at the door, warned, “Thy sword shall spill blood each draw, do the vilest deed, and be thy death.” Svafrlami struck; the blade stuck in rock while the dwarfs vanished. He named it Tyrfing[9], slew Thjassi in single combat, and married the giant’s daughter Frid.
Aging, Odin sensed death, pierced himself with a spear, and claimed all weapon-slain, promising to greet them in God-home. Swedes burned him amid smoke and treasure, believing he returned to Asgard, and they prayed to him before battle. He taught shape-shifting and the berserk fury that made men bite shields and ignore iron; warriors sought his hand on their heads for luck. He was called Father of Victory, One-Eyed, Spear-God, Raven-God, Wish-Giver. His ravens Hugin and Munin flew each dawn and whispered news at day-meal. Gangleri wondered, “So many names!” Hár replied, “Tongues vary; each people must invoke him in its own speech.
The Tjängvide stone shows Sleipnir’s eight legs. Gangleri asked, “Who owns Sleipnir, or what hast thou to tell of him?” Hár said, “Listen.” After Midgard and Valhalla were built, a smith offered a citadel ready in one winter if he might wed Freyja and take sun and moon. On Loki’s advice the gods let him use his horse Svadilfari. Each night the stallion hauled rocks; with three nights left only the gate lacked. The gods blamed Loki; he swore to hinder the work, became a mare, lured Svadilfari away. The wall halted, Thor smashed the jötun, and Loki later bore eight-footed Sleipnir, “best of horses.
Warriors cried, “Ride to Valhalla, ask the father of hosts for kindness; he pays and gives.” Odin handed gold to his host, helm and mail to Hermód, a sword to Sigmund, and spread victory, wealth, eloquence, wisdom, fair winds, song, and love. Freyja promised to worship Thor and pleaded, “Keep peace with him, though he hates jötun brides.” King Siggeir wooed Signy; Völsung agreed, and a feast burned round the hall’s tree. A hooded one-eyed elder stabbed a sword into its trunk: “Who pulls it owns it.” All failed; Sigmund freed it. Siggeir offered riches, but Sigmund retorted, “Too late; the blade is mine.
Odin’s spirit slipped from his sleeping form, roaming as bird, beast, or serpent; his words quenched fire, calmed sea, steered winds. He sailed on Skídbladnir, bore Mimir’s head, raised the dead, sat beneath gallows, sent ravens for news, and taught songs that unlocked earth and stone. Men feared and worshipped him and twelve chiefs. After he died, Njörd of Nóatún ruled Sweden, levied tribute, and brought peace until, spear-marked, he was burned and mourned. His son Frey governed rain, sun, harvests, fortune. Odin once asked, “Whence came Njörd?” Vafthrudnir replied, “In Vanaheim he was shaped, given as hostage, and will return at the world’s end.
A man Gýmir had Orboda, a giantess; their daughter Gerd surpassed all women. From Hlidskjalf Frey watched her open a farm door, the light from her arms lit sea and sky; he returned heartsick. Njörd sent Skirnir: “Find why my son rages.” Skirnir asked; Frey replied, “I saw a woman so fair I will die unless she is mine. Win her for me, with or without her father; I will repay you.” Skirnir took his sword, rode off, secured Gerd’s pledge to come in nine nights. Frey groaned, “Long is one night, long another—how endure three? A month seemed shorter than half this wedding night.
After Njörd died, Frey became high priest. He built a temple at Upsala, funded it with all taxes, and as lord of the Swedes oversaw peace and harvests. Gerd bore him Fjölnir; his honor-name Yngvi started the Ynglingar line. Stricken, he was sealed in a barrow with a door and three vents; for three winters gold, silver, and brass were poured in, and seasons lasted, so folk said, “Frey still rules,” and sacrificed more. When his death was admitted, Freyja took the rites; her renown made every noblewoman a frú and every householder a hús-freyja. Her husband was Ód; her daughters were Hnoss and Gersemi.
Fjölnir ruled the Swedes in prosperity and was close to King Fródi. Visiting Zeeland, he rose drunken from his loft at night, slipped, and plunged into a giant mead vat, drowning. His heir Svegdir swore to find the gods’ homeland and Odin. With twelve men he ranged Tyrkland and Great Sweden, wed Vana of Vanaheim, sired Vanlandi, then renewed the search. At the farm Stone he saw a dwarf in a rock; rushing inside, the passage shut behind him. Northern chiefs prized such ancestors, tracing the Ynglingar, Háleygjar, and Skjöldungar to Odin, and recalled Fródi’s peace when a gold ring lay untouched on Jalang heath.
After surveying the earliest Northern records, the focus turns to their buried evidence. Everywhere implements reveal three successive phases, named for stone, bronze, and iron; remains show the Northmen had already reached iron before history noted them. Discoveries come from graves, bogs, or hidden earth caches, sometimes stowed beneath stones as Odin commanded. Offerings beside corpses or thrown into water preserve daily tools. In the first period metal is absent: weapons are flint, horn, bone; late in that phase simple pottery appears. The oldest human traces are kitchen refuse heaps of shells, bones, clay shards, rough flint chips, and crude hearthstones, yet no graves.
As time advances, craftsmanship sharpens: blades and axes are polished, silhouettes graceful, and graves now hold cattle, horses, sheep, pigs, dogs, plus amber and bone beads. Four burial designs emerge. The cromlech stands first: three to five uprights ring a single sitter, a heavy capstone overhead, sand or gravel floor below. Roof slabs bear shallow holes hinting at sacrifice. These monuments hug the coast, seldom beyond seven miles, but spread widely and often sit atop mounds girdled by mighty kerb stones; some lie oblong with multiple chambers, like the triple cromlechs at Lille Rorbæk whose northern cell still survives intact.
Next come gallery or passage graves: a low corridor opens into an oval or rectangular chamber walled with giant blocks, chinks stuffed with gravel or bark, flat slabs roofing both sections. A stone threshold and doorposts once sealed the way. Sizes vary, yet giants’ graves like Karleby stretch fifty-two feet and hold sixty seated skeletons flanked by flint daggers, spear and arrow points, plus stray bronze beads and a spearhead. Similar tombs dot Sweden and Denmark, such as the Uby mound whose hundred-foot ring encloses a chamber and an eighteen-foot corridor with bones and clay urns. When corridors vanish, stone coffins—north-south aligned, mound-capped—complete the series.
The stone coffins run eight to thirteen-and-a-half feet long, three to five wide, two-and-a-half to five high; a few in Vestergötland measure nineteen to thirty-one, and one on Stora Lundskulla stretches thirty-four by eight. Nearly all stand open at the southern end. Some rest beneath mounds; chambers of upright slabs roofed with stone span six to ten feet and sometimes keep a southern portal. In a Stege passage grave a clay urn lay with skeletons, stone axes, flint saw, arrow and spear heads, bone awls and chisel, scrapers, seventeen amber beads. Later the same mound yielded a tiny coffin, cremation urn, bronze knife, pincers.
The Bronze Age dawns amid abundant gold; stone still tips an occasional arrow. Pottery grows finer. Great mounds or cairns crown windy hills and promontories, watching open water; early graves cradle whole bodies, later ones hold ash. Their scatter along Baltic and Cattegat coasts sketches a dense maritime folk, rarer north of the vast inland lakes. Bogs keep cakes of birch-bark putty flecked with amber. Workshops master lost-wax casting: clay molds swallow molten bronze, yield swords up to thirty-eight inches, daggers delicate as lace, hilts wrapped in golden thread. Shields flash with thin gold, ornaments multiply, wealth and skill surpassing contemporary Central Europe.
Early Bronze graves resemble older tombs yet shrink to seven feet or accept oak-log coffins hewn from trunks. Warriors lie armed: at Hesselagergaard a coffin eight feet long offered bronze fibula fragments, twin rings by the skull, a necklet, spiral-rich titulus and sheathed dagger; nearby another grave held bracelets, finger rings, amber beads and one blue glass bead. Beside a bay the Kivik cairn spreads seven hundred feet; its fourteen-by-three-foot stone coffin, roofed by three slabs and aligned north-south, carries faint symbols. Treenhöi and Kongshöi mounds yield oak coffins with wooden bowls, tin pins, and wool cloaks kept by tannin, the oldest intact garments.
In one grave a worked cap sat atop a head wrapped in deer-skin stitched from woven pieces, its outside fringed with knotted wool threads. Beside the left hip, beneath a cloak, rested a bronze sword in a wooden sheath lined with hair-inward deer skin, its hilt topped by an oval bronze button. Leg coverings were absent; feet bore strips and leather footwear. Women’s burials yield daggers, spiral rings, bracelets and glass beads, hinting at warrior roles. Female dress kept skirt and bodice, while early male attire lacked trousers later seen in the iron age. Bronze or bone needles, awls and hide-cutting knives lie among sewing gear.
In another mound near Aarhus two oak logs formed a coffin. An untanned ox or deer hide carpeted the bottom; above lay a bulky cloak woven from coarse wool and cattle hair, inside which a woman’s skeleton rested. Her long dark hair was gathered under a net knotted beneath the chin. Mixed burials rise within the same heaps: unburnt bodies lie deep, more recent cremations higher. Along Baltic shores late graves abound. Sometimes the charred remains stay wrapped in clothing inside full-sized coffins, yet more often they sit in clay urns enclosed by small slab cists or cluster in stone-paved cairns.
Clay vases packed with ash and bronze knives share space with woollen shawls folded around well-kept poniards. Inside Maglehöj’s lofty chamber a cobbled floor, flint layer and more cobbles guard a bronze diadem, shield fragments and a broken dagger. Further treasures gleam: nested gold cups found in a bronze urn on Fyen; more vessels hidden beneath slabs in Halland; solid bracelets, spiral rings, diadems and hollow cuffs weighing whole ounces scattered across Scania and Bohuslan; delicate gold pincers paired with their bronze cousins. Rare bronze pitchers, pails and hanging pans, many etched with sun-ship or svastica patterns, likely carried sacred offerings.
Denmark’s bogs preserve long bronze trumpets fastened by interlaced rivets, some broken, most still able to sound their low call; shields and swords found beside them hint at war, yet horns usually lie in twos or more. From Nors parish emerged a shattered urn holding nearly a hundred tiny bronze canoes sheathed in gold and ring-ornamented, stacked one within another. Northern graves yield countless crescent knives bearing ships, fish, serpents, suns and triskelions—perhaps for sacrifice. Swords show ornate hilts, daggers range from three to six inches; handles, blades, tongs and arrowheads rest among burnt bones, charcoal and vast caches of bronze.
Half-size bronze spearheads appear first, matched by quarter-size blades unearthed beside Fig.105. More points surface from Falster bogs, Jutland mounds, and Scania fields, leading to sword fragments and complete bronze swords from England, Germany, Vestergötland, and Lake Längsjon. Knives of varied size rest in coffins, mounds, urns, and fields; a twenty-four-inch dagger still wears its leather sheath, while a lone Assyrian-pattern one-edged sword rises from an Östergötland bog. Round-handled shields, bird-figured discs, and small triangular bucklers follow, then massive ornamented axes, clay casting-stones, a bog necklace, saws, rings, spiral bracelets, fibulae, diadems, buttons, pins, a gold bracelet, a twisted collar, and a pail ornament.
Stone, bronze, and iron do not replace one another abruptly; they mingle, each marking a stage rather than a date. Northern scholars split the iron era into early, middle, and late phases, and the countless finds show the region outshining
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