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Preface

1  This book is a journey into the mythological and literary heart of the North, a world forged in the

crucible of a harsh climate, fierce independence, and a profound sense of fate. It is an attempt to

synthesize the rich, complex, and often contradictory tapestry of stories, beliefs, and cultural values

that defined the pre-Christian peoples of Scandinavia and the Germanic world. The sources for this

understanding are fragments: medieval manuscripts rescued from obscurity, runestones raised to

commemorate the dead, and sagas that weave together history and legend. Here, we will explore not

just the well-known gods of battle, thunder, and plenty, but also the mysterious figures who dwell in

the shadows of Asgard, the ancient symbols that linked the worlds, and the deep-seated beliefs about

life, death, and the cosmos that gave these stories their enduring power.

2  Our journey begins with the sources themselves. The mythology was preserved not by the heathens

who lived it, but by the scholars and poets of a later, Christian age. An Icelandic chieftain and

historian, a man of extraordinary gifts, sought to capture the old tales of the gods for a generation that

was rapidly forgetting them, creating a framework for understanding a vanishing world. This work,

alongside a later collection of poems, forms the bedrock of our knowledge. Archaeological

discoveries—from bog sacrifices to royal ship-burials—provide a tangible, powerful commentary on

these texts, revealing the rituals and symbols that were once at the heart of the faith. And modern

disciplines, such as psychology and comparative mythology, offer new keys to understanding the

universal symbols—the world tree, the dragon, the journey to the underworld—that recur throughout

the myths.

3  The world of these myths is a precarious one. At its center is a great tree, Yggdrasill, linking the

realms of the gods, giants, and the dead. Above is Asgard, the home of the Aesir, and below, the cold,

misty realm of Hel. Gods, giants, and monsters are locked in an eternal struggle, with humanity

caught in the middle. But this is not a simple battle between good and evil; it is a complex, shifting

conflict where gods can be treacherous, giants can be wise, and the line between the sacred and the

profane is often blurred. From the thunderous hammer of Thor to the cunning schemes of Odin, from

the tragic fate of Balder to the final, apocalyptic battle of Ragnarok, these stories offer a profound

meditation on the forces that shape our world and the courage required to face them.

The Keepers of the Lore

1  The mythology of the North was not a static, unified doctrine, but a vibrant, living tradition that

evolved over centuries. It was a collection of stories, poems, and beliefs that changed from place to

place and time to time, shaped by the experiences of the Germanic peoples, from the migration

period to the Viking Age. The stories were the comment of a people on the mysteries of existence, an

attempt to define their perception of reality and to model social behavior. Understanding the

challenges involved in preserving this lore is as crucial as understanding the lore itself. The creators

of these myths left few written records of their own, trusting instead to the power of oral tradition,

which was carried by poets, storytellers, and wise men.



2  Our most direct insight comes from those who recorded the traditions in the centuries after the

conversion to Christianity. The Scandinavians, who clung to their old faith longest, were the last to

see their myths committed to parchment. This was done by men like Snorri Sturluson, a master of

prose who compiled his Edda around 1220. His work was intended as a handbook for poets, a guide

to the intricate and often cryptic imagery of skaldic verse, which was built upon the old myths. He

presents the legends in a clear, engaging, and often ironic style, crafting a coherent narrative from a

vast and often contradictory body of tales.

3  In a similar vein, a collection of ancient poems, known as the Elder Edda, was preserved in a

single, fragile manuscript—a testament to the precariousness of such knowledge. These poems,

composed much earlier than the prose that describes them, possess a raw, haunting power. They

speak of the gods in a more immediate and less rationalized way, and they are the primary source for

the bleak and majestic vision of the world's beginning and end.

4  Yet we must always be mindful of the distance in time and spirit that separates us from the

storytellers. We are indebted to the monks and scholars who treasured these tales, but they were not

anthropologists; they were men of a different faith and a different age. They may have

misunderstood, simplified, or even bowdlerized the material for their own purposes. The picture of

the pagan north painted by Snorri, for all its brilliance, is a reflection through a Christian lens.

Similarly, the sagas of Iceland, while rich in detail about the daily life and customs of the heathen

period, were written down centuries later and are coloured by Christian and romantic sensibilities.

5  It is a sobering thought that our entire understanding of these remarkable beliefs rests on such a

fragile foundation: the chance survival of a few manuscripts, the interpretations of later writers, and

the silent testimony of the earth, waiting to be unearthed by archaeologists. But with this caution

comes excitement. For with each new find, each application of a new scholarly approach, we move

closer to understanding the vibrant, complex, and often terrifying world that the people of the North

created and inhabited.

The World Beyond the Written Word

1  While the written word is our primary guide, the study of the northern myths has been

revolutionized in recent decades by disciplines that look beyond the text. Archaeology, in particular,

has emerged as a powerful and independent voice. It brings us face-to-face with the physical remains

of the heathen world: the temples where sacrifices were made, the graves of kings and warriors, and

the sacred offerings cast into bogs and lakes. These are not mere echoes of the myths; they are the

tangible acts of faith from the people who lived them. The excavation of a great ship-burial, like that

at Sutton Hoo, can cause us to rethink our understanding of ritual and symbolism, while the

discovery of a sacrificial site, like those in the Danish peat bogs, reveals the terrifying reality behind

the gods of battle. These finds show us the wealth and status that was sacrificed in the name of the

gods, and they present a direct, unmediated view of how the dead were treated and what that

treatment signified.

2  The study of place-names is another invaluable tool. Scattered across the landscape, we find echoes

of the old gods in the names of farms, fields, and hills. The names of Thor and Freyr, for example,



are embedded in the geography of England and Scandinavia, revealing where their cults were

strongest. Similarly, the study of religious symbolism, from the carvings on memorial stones to the

gold and silver images of the gods, shows how these figures were represented and venerated. The

symbols of power—the hammer, the spear, the ship, the boar—are as important as the stories

themselves, for they offered the faithful a tangible connection to the supernatural.

3  Finally, the modern study of mythology itself has moved beyond the simplistic theories of the past.

We no longer simply see the myths as attempts to explain natural phenomena or as allegories for the

seasons. The work of psychologists like Carl Jung has shown that the symbols and patterns of ancient

myth are deeply embedded in the human subconscious. The journey of the hero, the battle with the

monster, the climb of the world tree—these are themes that resonate across cultures and across time

because they speak to the universal experiences of the human mind. They express our deepest fears,

hopes, and desires. The study of comparative religion has also revealed that the patterns we see in the

North—the concept of a Sky God, the Earth Mother, the figure of the Dying God—are part of a

wider, global human heritage.

4  To study these myths is to embark on a search for understanding, not only of a vanished people but

of ourselves. It is an exploration of the fundamental questions of human existence: the nature of

power, the meaning of sacrifice, the fear of death, and the hope for renewal. The myths are not an

escape from reality but a deep engagement with it, an attempt to define the boundaries of the human

and the divine, the order and the chaos, that shape our lives.

The Architecture of the Cosmos

1  The worldview of the ancient Northerners was a rich, complex, and often perilous one, built upon a

framework of interconnected realms, each with its own inhabitants and its own rules. To understand

the myths, we must first understand this cosmic architecture. It was not a neatly ordered or static

universe, but a dynamic, precarious system, constantly threatened by the forces of chaos that lurked

at its fringes. Its center and anchor was the great ash tree, Yggdrasill, whose roots and branches

stretched across all of creation.

The World Ash

1  Yggdrasill was more than a tree; it was the axis of the cosmos, the uniting symbol of all that

existed. So immense was it that its branches spread out over the land of the gods, the land of men,

and the land of the dead. Its three great roots delved into different regions: one into the realm of the

frost-giants, one into the world of the dead, and one into Asgard, the home of the gods. This was the

meeting place of worlds, the ladder that a shaman could climb, the path that souls could follow.

2  Beneath the root in Asgard lay the Well of Urd, a sacred spring of fate. Here the gods gathered each

day for their council, a court of law where they settled disputes and deliberated on the affairs of the

world. By this well dwelt the three Norns—Urd (Fate), Verdandi (Being), and Skuld (Necessity)—

the female beings who determined the destiny of all men. They tended the tree, watering it with the



pure waters of the spring and whitening it with clay to preserve its life. The water that fell from its

branches and dripped down to earth became the morning dew.

3  Near the root in the land of the frost-giants was another spring, the well of Mimir. Its waters held

wisdom and understanding, and Odin, the greatest of the gods, had sacrificed one of his eyes for a

single draught of its precious liquid. The root in the underworld was threatened by the serpent

Nidhogg, who gnawed at it from below, while an eagle perched high in the branches, with a hawk on

its forehead, sent the winds sweeping across the world. A nimble squirrel, Ratatosk, scurried up and

down the trunk, carrying bitter messages of insult between the eagle and the serpent.

4  The tree was a source of life, but also a focal point of conflict. Horned creatures, harts and goats,

devoured its tender shoots, and it was said that the very world would tremble and shake when the tree

was threatened. Yggdrasill was a symbol of the constant tension between creation and destruction,

between order and the forces that sought to unravel it. It was the eternal framework against which the

great drama of the gods and giants would be played out.

The World of Men and the Realm of the Gods

1  The world of men, known as Midgard, was created by the gods as a haven for humanity. It lay in

the middle of the great expanse, protected from the chaotic and hostile world of the giants by a

mighty wall built from the eyebrows of the primordial giant, Ymir, whose body was used to form the

entire universe. This was a secure, ordered space, but it was not isolated. It was connected to the

other realms through the roots and branches of Yggdrasill, and above it shone the sun and the moon,

guided by the gods across the sky.

2  Above Midgard lay Asgard, the radiant realm of the gods. It was not a single place but a collection

of magnificent halls. Odin himself dwelt in Valaskjalf, a hall with a roof of silver, where he could sit

on his high seat and survey all the worlds at once. He also presided over Valhalla, the hall of the

slain, where he welcomed the warriors who died in battle. They feasted on pork that never ran out

and drank mead that flowed from the udder of a goat. By day they would fight each other, only to be

revived in the evening to feast once more. The Valkyries, the warrior-maidens of Odin, served them,

bringing them horns of mead and also descending to the battlefields of earth to choose the slain.

3  But Asgard was not a place of idle peace. It was a fortress under constant threat. A rainbow bridge,

Bifrost, linked it to the world of men. Its burning glow was a formidable barrier that only the gods

could cross; the giants yearned to cross it but were held back. Another realm, Alfheim, was home to

the fair elves, and beyond it were other heavens, stretching one beyond the other in an infinite ascent.

The Gods of Asgard

1  The divine rulers of this world were a complex and quarrelsome family. They were not perfect

beings, but flawed, powerful forces of nature and human nature writ large. According to Snorri, there

were twelve principal gods, excluding Odin, though the exact list of these twelve is disputed. This

group of Aesir was not homogeneous; it included the Vanir, a different race of gods associated with

fertility and peace, who were sent to Asgard as hostages after a war between the two divine families.



2  Odin, the All-Father, was the head of the pantheon. He was the god of war, of poetry, of magic, and

of death. He was a wanderer, a shape-shifter, a seeker of wisdom, but also a god of treachery and

caprice. He was one-eyed, having sacrificed an eye for the wisdom of Mimir’s well. His eldest son

was Thor, the Thunder God, whose mighty hammer Mjollnir protected the gods from the giants. Thor

was the very image of strength, a massive, red-bearded figure who drove a chariot pulled by two

goats. He was the patron of farmers and common men, and his power extended to hallowing

marriages, births, and funerals.

3  Balder was another of Odin’s sons, said to be the fairest and most beloved of all. He was a god of

light and mercy, and his tragic death would be the harbinger of Ragnarok. Njord and Freyr, gods of

the Vanir, were also dwellers in Asgard. Njord was the god of the sea and of wealth, while Freyr

brought sunshine, rain, and the gifts of peace and plenty. Tyr was a god of battle, famed for his

courage; it was he who had his hand bitten off by the monstrous wolf Fenrir. Bragi was the god of

poetry, and Heimdall the White God was the watchman of the gods, the unwearying sentinel who

stood guard over Bifrost. Loki, the son of a giant, was the most ambiguous figure in Asgard. He was

handsome, clever, and sly, but he was also a source of endless mischief and, in the end, of outright

evil. He was the father of the monsters—the wolf Fenrir, the World Serpent, and Hel, the ruler of the

dead.

4  The goddesses were also powerful figures. Frigg, Odin’s wife, was a queen of heaven, a goddess of

marriage and motherhood who knew the fate of all. Her power and majesty were quiet and immense.

Freyja, Freyr’s twin sister, was the most renowned of all the goddesses. She was associated with

love, fertility, and war, and she received half of the slain in battle to dwell in her hall. She was also a

master of seiðr, a powerful form of magic, and was said to weep tears of gold.

The Ancient Enemies

1  Beyond the walls of Asgard and the boundaries of Midgard lay the home of the giants, Jotunheim.

These were not the dim-witted brutes of later folk tales, but ancient, powerful beings who personified

the chaotic forces of nature—the ice, the mountains, the stormy seas. They were the enemies of the

gods, but also their kin and their rivals. They were the source of wisdom and inspiration, and the

gods often turned to them for help or sought their brides from among them.

2  Some of the most potent of these beings lived beyond Jotunheim, in the dark realms of the dead

and the primordial chaos. The monstrous wolf Fenrir was a creature of such terrifying power that the

gods themselves feared him. He was the offspring of Loki and a giantess, and it was prophesied that

he would one day devour Odin himself. The mighty World Serpent, Jormungand, lay in the ocean

encircling Midgard, biting its own tail. It was Thor’s eternal adversary, and they were destined to

meet in the final battle. And Hel, Loki’s daughter, ruled over the grim, misty realm of Niflheim,

where those who died from sickness or old age went to dwell in an endless shadow.

3  The giants and monsters were not simply threats; they were essential parts of the cosmic order.

They represented the forces that creation must forever contend with, the primordial chaos that existed

before the gods and would exist again after them. The stories of the gods are not tales of their

triumphs alone but of their constant vigilance and struggle against these ancient powers. They are a



reminder that the world of order is always under siege. The story of the theft of the apples of youth

from the goddess Idun and the subsequent rescue by Loki in bird form is one such tale of the struggle

against the giants. The theft of Thor's hammer by the giant Thrym, and the god's hilarious and

cunning retrieval of it while disguised as a bride, is another. The visit of Thor and his companions to

the hall of Utgard-Loki, where they are humiliated by magical illusions, shows that even the

strongest god is not immune to the giants' crafty power. These stories, rich with irony and drama, are

not just entertainment; they are a vital part of the architecture of the world they describe.

The Lords of Battle

1  The society of the North was forged in conflict. From the desperate migrations of the Germanic

tribes to the thunderous raids of the Viking longships, warfare was an inescapable reality. It was not

merely a means of survival or acquisition, but a defining force of culture, honor, and destiny. It is

fitting, then, that the most prominent gods were those who presided over the chaos and glory of

battle, and the realm of the dead that awaited the fallen warrior. The pantheon's gods of war are not a

simple monolithic entity, but represent a complex and evolving hierarchy of power, patronage, and

fate.

The Arch-Deceiver: Odin, Lord of Hosts

1  In the late heathen period, Odin reigned supreme as the god of war. He was the lord of hosts, the

giver of victory, and the sovereign of the slain. His hall was Valhalla, a magnificent dwelling filled

with the chosen warrior dead. His companions were the raven and the wolf, creatures that feasted on

the carnage of the battlefield. He was the master of the spear and the patron of the berserker's fury. It

was his role to choose which champions would fall in battle, conscripting them into his eternal army

to prepare for the final, apocalyptic conflict of Ragnarok.

2  This image of Odin as the majestic sovereign of the battlefield is, however, only one side of his

nature. He was also a figure of profound caprice and treachery. He could not be trusted. His gifts of

victory were often fleeting, and his favor could be withdrawn at the most critical moment. The great

Volsung hero, Sigmund, received a sword from Odin in his hall, and later, when his time had come,

Odin appeared on the battlefield and shattered the blade. Even as he was dying, Sigmund knew that

he was being summoned to Valhalla, but he could not feel gratitude for a gift that had turned to

treachery.

3  This theme of Odin's unreliability is a recurring one in the literature. A king who had worshipped

Odin and dedicated all his victories to him was struck down by the very god who had been his

patron. The words of a poet recounting the death of a king express this bitter understanding: "Odin

has shown great enmity towards us... We will keep our war-gear ready to hand." We cannot be certain

of the war god. This sentiment suggests a deep and widespread disillusionment with the god of battle,

and perhaps even a hint of the reasons why the old faith was ultimately rejected. The old religion

offered no reward for true and faithful service, for its primary god of war was a fickle and demanding

patron.



4  The rites of Odin reflect this grim and demanding nature. They were characterized by the spear, the

noose, and the funeral pyre. Captives in war were sacrificed by hanging, often after being stabbed

with a spear. This was seen as giving them to Odin. These rituals are recorded by numerous

contemporary observers, from Roman historians to Arab travelers, who describe the brutal sacrifices

made in the name of the war god. The dedication of captured enemies to Odin was often

accomplished by flinging a spear over their host, an act that symbolically consigned them to the god.

This was a terrifying and binding vow, implying the complete annihilation of the defeated side. The

sacrifices were not limited to the battlefield. At the great temple of Uppsala, a sacrificial festival was

held every nine years, and it was reported that the bodies of men and animals hung from the trees in

the sacred grove. In one late saga, a king, Vikar, who had prayed to Odin for a favorable wind, found

himself to be the victim chosen by lot. His men staged a "mock" sacrifice: he stood on a tree-stump

with a calf's intestines looped around his neck, and his friend Starkad pushed a rod at him, uttering

the words, "Now I give thee to Odin." The rod became a spear, the intestines a noose, and the stump

fell, killing him instantly. The sacrifice was real, and the god had claimed his due.

5  This ritual was a potent reminder of the god's power over life and death, and the warrior's complete

dependence on his favor.

The Ancient God of the Sky: Tîwaz

1  Odin did not always reign supreme in the realm of war. There is strong evidence that his position

was a usurpation, a gradual displacement of an older, more primordial god: Tîwaz. To understand the

northern war gods, one must see them as a dynastic succession of powers. Tîwaz, whose name is

related to the word for god itself and to the sky gods of other Indo-European pantheons (Zeus,

Jupiter), was once the supreme deity. He was the sky god, the giver of victory, and, significantly, the

protector of law and order. His legacy survives in our name for the third day of the week, Tuesday, a

day named for Mars by the Romans and for Tîwaz by the Germanic peoples.

2  Tîwaz was a god of the assembly, the Thing. He was the guardian of oaths and justice. This is a

crucial distinction from the later Odin, who was capricious and lawless. The one-handed god, who

sacrificed his hand to bind the wolf Fenrir, was a figure of courage and sacrifice for the greater good.

It was he who upheld the social fabric and the rule of law. While Odin was the god who inspired the

berserker's fury and the poet's vision, Tîwaz was the more conservative force, the one who

maintained order.

3  The Norse Tyr is a faded echo of this once-great figure. He is only a shadow in the myths, but the

traditions point to a mighty and noble god. He was known for his wisdom and his valor. The rune

that bears his name was a symbol of victory, carved on weapons to ensure success. Inscriptions on

spears from the migration period bear witness to the power of his name, as warriors called upon the

ancient war god for protection in battle.

4  Why was Tîwaz displaced? It seems to have been a slow process of cultural evolution, perhaps

driven by the increasing chaos of the migration period and the Viking Age. As life became more

uncertain and brutal, a more unpredictable and demanding god like Wodan may have seemed more

fitting. The concept of Tîwaz as a guardian of law and order was perhaps too abstract for a world



where survival depended on ferocity and cunning. Odin, who was both lawless and the source of

inspiration, a god of battle and death, was a more relevant power for a warrior elite whose life was a

constant gamble. The ecstatic madness he offered was a powerful psychological weapon in a world

where the outcome of a battle could depend on morale.

The Chosen of the Slain: Valkyries

1  The Valkyries are the most vivid embodiment of the war god's will. These were the "choosers of

the slain," the warrior-maidens who rode across the battlefield on horseback, clad in armor and

wielding spears. They served Odin in two ways: they determined the course of battle according to his

command, and they led the fallen warriors to Valhalla.

2  The names of the Valkyries, as they are recorded in the poetry, are a litany of battle: "Hildr"

(battle), "Hlokk" (din of battle), "Gudr" (war), "Herfjotur" (war-fetter). These are not simply names

but poetic descriptions of their role. They were the embodiment of the chaos and violence of combat.

The poets built up an elaborate picture of these supernatural women, and it is often difficult to

separate the literary ideal from the grim reality. They are described as the wives of mortal heroes, as

princesses who became Valkyries, as something akin to the Norns, who shape destiny, and as

terrifying, bloodthirsty spirits.

3  This darker side is essential to their nature. They were not simply beautiful maidens serving ale;

they were the agents of death. The account of the dream vision before the Battle of Clontarf in 1014

is one of the most powerful depictions of this aspect. A group of Valkyries were seen weaving a

grisly loom made of men's entrails and severed heads, the shuttles were swords, and the weights were

arrows. They chanted their magic as they wove, deciding who would die in the coming battle. "We

weave, we weave the web of the spear," they sang. "The Valkyries have power to choose the slain."

4  These terrifying women, who howled like beasts and rode on wolves, are strongly reminiscent of

the Celtic war goddesses like Morrigu, suggesting a common, ancient tradition of fierce battle-spirits

in the warrior cultures of the north and west. Their association with birds of prey, like the raven,

reinforces their connection to the battlefield and its aftermath.

The Warriors of Odin: The Berserks

1  Odin's power over the minds of men in battle was not limited to choosing who would fall. He could

also bestow a terrifying gift: the battle fury of the berserk. These warriors fought in a state of wild

frenzy, impervious to wounds and without any fear. According to Snorri, they were "frantic as dogs

or wolves," biting their shields, and as strong as bears or boars. They were Odin's chosen warriors,

and their ecstasy was a gift from him.

2  The phenomenon of the berserk is not a myth but a documented historical practice. The Chatti of

the first century had a class of dedicated warriors who wore iron rings and lived only for battle. They

had no homes or land of their own and fought with a savage, terrifying appearance. The Harii,

another Germanic tribe, dyed themselves and their shields black to strike terror into their enemies.

The Heruli fought without armor, relying only on their shields and their courage. In the later Viking



age, berserks were the elite bodyguard of kings like Harald Fairhair, and they were associated with

the cult of Odin. They were "shape-changers," often taking on the form of wolves or bears in battle,

and their sudden rages were a danger even to their friends.

3  Dumézil has argued that the berserks represent a necessary, if wild, element in society, the

embodiment of chaos and fury, in contrast to the law and order of the Thing. They were outsiders,

men who could not fit into settled society, and their devotion to Odin was absolute. The rituals of

their initiation, such as the killing of a monstrous figure and the consumption of its blood, suggest a

deep, shamanistic connection to the war god. The Viking warriors of Jomsburg, who lived under a

rigid code of discipline, represent the final, professionalized version of this ancient warrior tradition.

They were the last echoes of the bands of devoted followers of the war god, living only for battle and

the promise of Valhalla.

4  The cult of the war god, whether Tîwaz or Odin, was a direct reflection of the violent,

individualistic society from which it grew. In a world where life was a constant struggle and the

outcome of battle could hinge on morale, the rage of the berserk was a potent weapon. But it was a

double-edged sword, for the god's favor was fleeting, and the inspiration he granted could desert a

man on the very brink of victory. This is the source of the deep, cultural disillusionment with Odin, a

figure who embodied the terrifying uncertainty of a warrior's life.

The Thunderer

1  If Odin was the god of the aristocratic warrior elite, Thor was the champion of the people. He was

the most vigorous and well-loved of all the deities, a figure of overwhelming strength and

straightforward purpose. In the sagas, he is a massive, red-bearded god, the protector of Midgard and

Asgard, the enemy of giants, and the hallower of the home. His realm was not the shadowy hall of

the dead, but the storm-racked sky, the fertile earth, and the stead of the free farmer.

The God in the Myths

1  Thor is the archetypal hero of action. He strides through the myths with his mighty hammer

Mjollnir, his belt of strength, and his iron gloves. His methods are simple and direct: he smashes his

enemies with his hammer. He eats like a champion, devouring oxen and salmon, impressing even the

giants with his prodigious appetite. He is the central figure in the most memorable myths—the theft

of his hammer by the giant Thrym, where he must disguise himself as a bride to get it back; his

humiliation in the hall of Utgard-Loki, where he is outwitted by illusions; his epic fishing expedition

with the giant Hymir, where he nearly kills the World Serpent.

2  These stories are rich in ironic humour and entertainment, products of a Christian age when the old

gods could be mocked without fear. But the very characteristics that are parodied—his vast appetite,

his simple-minded honesty, his enormous strength—are also his virtues. Thor is the god you want at

your side when the world is falling apart. He does not scheme or bargain; he acts. He is the defender

of Asgard, the one who is "out killing trolls" and whose constant warfare with the giants keeps the

world safe for men.



The Temples of the Thunder God

1  The cult of Thor was a vigorous one, and it lasted well into the Christian period. His image stood in

many temples, often in the place of honour, richly adorned with gold and silver. He was sometimes

depicted in a chariot drawn by goats, and the ritual pulling of this chariot may have imitated the

sound of thunder, which was said to be caused by his chariot rattling across the sky. This association

with the wheeled vehicle and thunder is an ancient one, and the poetry describes his thunderous

arrival with "the way of the moon resounding before him."

2  An essential part of the temple was the sacred oath-ring, which was always kept on the altar. This

ring, often made of silver, was sworn upon in all important legal matters. This is another sign of how

Thor, like his predecessor Tîwaz, had become the upholder of law and order. The oaths were sworn

in his name, and the ring was worn by the priest at public gatherings. The Icelandic assembly opened

on Thor's Day, and his image stood in the place of the assembly in Sweden. He had taken over the

functions of the ancient sky god in the community. The faithful would also take the high-seat pillars

from Thor's temple with them when they emigrated, trusting the god to guide their path. They would

cast these pillars into the sea, settling where they washed ashore. These pillars were sacred, often

carved with the image of the god, and were seen as a source of protection and a link between the

worshipper and the divine.

The Hammer of Thor

1  No symbol is more closely associated with Thor than his hammer, Mjollnir. It was the greatest

treasure of the gods, and without it, Asgard was vulnerable. In the myths, it was used to hallow

weddings, to consecrate new-born children, and to bless funerary pyres. The sign of the hammer was

a widespread religious gesture, like the Christian sign of the cross. It was a protection and a blessing,

and men wore small hammer amulets around their necks.

2  These hammers, often made of silver, were found across Scandinavia and the Anglo-Saxon world.

In some cases, moulds have been found that could produce both Christian crosses and Thor's

hammers, showing the complex and often competitive nature of the conversion. Large models of

Thor's hammer were also kept in temples, and in 1125 the Swedish king Magnus carried them away

in a show of Christian zeal. It was said that these hammers were used to mimic the sound of thunder,

and that the men of old, "desiring to comprehend the causes of thunder and lightning by means of the

similitude of things, took hammers great and massy... with which they believed the crashing of the

sky might be made."

3  The hammer-like weapon of the god is a direct analogue of the double axe of the Mediterranean

thunder gods, and the symbol of the swastika (the hooked cross) was also associated with him. This

ancient symbol appears on many cremation urns from Anglo-Saxon England and on runestones in

Scandinavia, often inscribed with a plea for Thor to protect the grave. The hammer was not just a

weapon of destruction; it was a powerful symbol of protection and the rule of law, extending its

power over birth, marriage, death, and all the vital aspects of community life.



The God of the Sky

1  Thor was not just a god of thunder; he was the god of the sky in its fullest sense. His mother was

Earth herself, and he was associated with fertility. He controlled the rain, the sunshine, and the

growth of the crops. Adam of Bremen, writing in the eleventh century, states that Thor ruled the air,

the thunder and lightning, the winds and showers, and "the fruits of the earth." His wife, Sif, had

wonderful golden hair, which may have been a symbol of the ripe corn. The connection between

Thor and the earth is also seen in the Icelandic settlers' practice of bringing earth from the sacred

place where Thor's pillars had stood and hallowing their new land in his name.

2  His power over the sea was also vital for a seafaring people. He was the guide for sea voyagers,

invoked by those who traveled over the ocean. His worshippers prayed to him for fair weather and

favourable winds. He could also command storms against his enemies. In one of the sagas, his

worshipper asks him to "blow out the bristles of your beard against him," and Thor raises a terrible

tempest against a Christian king. The colour of his beard—red—was likely associated with the red

sky that presaged a storm, and his burning eyes and fearsome voice were also part of his terrifying

majesty as the lord of the elements.

3  Like the Greek Zeus, Thor was associated with the great oak trees of the forest. The oak was the

tree most often struck by lightning, and its destruction was a potent symbol of the power of the sky

god. The ancient Germans, the Celts, and the Baltic peoples all worshipped the thunder god in sacred

groves. The missionaries who sought to convert these peoples identified the felling of a sacred oak as

a symbolic victory for Christ. In Scandinavia, Thor's name is linked with "lundr," or grove, and his

sacred forests were to be found across the region. The high-seat pillars of Thor's temple were a

symbolic representation of this sacred tree, and they protected the dwelling from the terrors of the

storm. They were, in effect, the sacred tree of the household, and their well-being was tied to the

family's luck.

The Adversaries of Thor

1  Thor's enemies were the frost-giants and the World Serpent. His battles with the giants are a

constant theme in the myths. They are vast and powerful, but they are also greedy and cunning,

forever trying to break into Asgard and steal the treasures of the gods. They represent the forces of

chaos and cold that constantly threaten the settled world.

2  But his greatest and most fearsome adversary was the World Serpent, Jormungand, who lay coiled

around the earth. The story of Thor's fishing expedition, when he nearly hauled the monster from the

depths, was one of the most popular myths of the Viking age. Poets of the ninth century tell of the

drama, and a carving on a stone cross in England depicts the scene: a figure in a boat, a huge bait (the

ox-head), and the serpentine form of the monster. The confrontation is not merely a tale of adventure;

it is the cosmic struggle between the god of order and the monster of chaos. The myth of the sky god

slaying a dragon is a universal one, and Thor's fight with the serpent can be seen alongside Indra's

battle with Vritra or Beowulf's fight with the dragon. If Thor had slain the serpent earlier, it would

have meant the end of the world then and there. The myth is a reminder that the cosmic order is

always in peril, and that the defender of mankind is in a constant and unending struggle.



3  The red-bearded, hard-drinking, troll-smashing Thor of the myths is the perfect symbol of the

Vikings: independent, forceful, and direct. He was the god of those who "trusted in their own

strength and might." He was the champion of the individual, the family, and the community. He

guarded not just the halls of Asgard, but the humbler homesteads of Norway and Iceland, hallowing

their oaths and offering protection from the hardships of nature and the violence of enemies. It is no

wonder that his cult was the last to die, for it represented the values that had made the Viking people

who they were.

4  Here is Batch 3 (41-60%), continuing the synthesis.

The Powers of Peace and Plenty

1  In the violent, honor-bound world of the North, the gods of battle and the thunderer reigned

supreme. Yet, without the blessings of the earth—the fertility of the fields, the increase of livestock,

the birth of healthy children—even the greatest warrior's triumph would be hollow. The gods of the

Vanir, the powers of peace and plenty, governed this essential realm. They were the deities of the

settled farmer, the loving family, and the prosperous community. Their influence, though often

overshadowed by the more dramatic gods of Asgard, was central to the survival and well-being of the

Northern peoples.

The Deity in the Wagon: A Pattern of Fertility

1  The essential ritual of the fertility cult was the procession of the deity in a wagon. This is a pattern

that can be traced from the earliest recorded history of the Germanic peoples to the twilight of the

heathen age. Tacitus, writing in the first century, describes the worship of Nerthus, the Mother Earth,

by the Danes. She was venerated in a sacred grove on an island. When the time came for her to visit

her people, she was placed in a sacred wagon drawn by oxen, and only the priest could touch her.

During her progress, all weapons were put away, and peace reigned throughout the land.

2  Centuries later, this same pattern is echoed in the worship of Freyr, the chief god of the Vanir. In a

humorous story from a late saga, Gunnar Helming, an exile, finds himself in Sweden where Freyr is

being worshipped. The god has a priestess, called his wife, and his image is taken around the country

in a wagon to bless the season. When a blizzard strands the procession, Gunnar, the only one who

stays to help, is attacked by the god himself. Gunnar is only saved by calling on the Christian king,

but then he has the audacity to put on Freyr's adornments and impersonate him. The simple Swedes

are delighted that their god can now eat and drink with them, and even more pleased when it is found

that his wife is pregnant. This story may be a piece of brilliant fiction, but it is based on a real

practice: the image of the god was carried in a wagon to dispense fertility, and the union of the god

and his priestess may have represented a ritual marriage to ensure the year's prosperity.

3  This is not a unique custom. Tacitus describes the same practice for the goddess Nerthus, and

archaeological evidence from Denmark, such as the beautifully crafted Dejbjerg wagons, suggests

that these processions were a central part of the fertility cult from the Iron Age onwards. The Oseberg

ship-burial in Norway, which included an elaborate wagon, likely belonged to a high-status woman,



possibly a priestess of the Vanir. These are the physical remains of a tradition that stretched back

centuries: the goddess or god of fertility traveling through the land in a wagon, blessing the people

with peace and prosperity.

The Lord of the World: Freyr

1  By the Viking age, the chief male deity of this fertility cult was Freyr, a god whose name simply

means "Lord." His cult was centered at Uppsala in Sweden, where his image was a phallic symbol,

representing his power over growth and increase. He was the god who "dispensed peace and plenty

to mortals," the one invoked at marriages and for the prosperity of the land. His worship was

accompanied by "effeminate gestures" and loud music, rituals that to a Christian onlooker like Saxo

appeared shameful and degenerate. But these rites may have been part of the ritual drama of the

sacred marriage, a symbolic union of the god and goddess to ensure the earth's fruitfulness.

2  Freyr's sacred animals were the horse and the boar. He was intimately linked with the horse-cult,

and sacred horses were kept in his temples. The story of Hrafnkell, who dedicated his favorite

stallion, Freyfaxi, to the god, illustrates the strength of this connection. Hrafnkell swore a sacred oath

that no one but himself could ride the horse, and when a young man did so, he felt bound to kill him.

The incident led to his ruin and to his final rejection of the god. The practice of horse-fighting, often

mentioned in the sagas, may also have been connected to the cult of Freyr. The boar, Gullinbursti,

with its golden bristles, was his symbol as well. Its image appears on helmets and weapons, offering

its protective power to the warrior who wore it. These symbols—the horse, the boar, and the ship—

all point to the god's role as a bringer of prosperity and a protector of his people.

The Companions of Freyr

1  Freyr was not the only male fertility figure in the Northern pantheon. He was a composite figure, a

title rather than a unique name. The Danish king Frodi, whose reign was a time of universal peace

and prosperity, appears to be the Danish equivalent of Freyr. He was carried in a wagon after his

death and buried in a mound. The Anglo-Saxon figure Ing, who was seen among the East Danes and

whose wagon sped after him, is also likely the same god, and he is named in the Old English Runic

Poem. The ship of Scyld, the legendary king of the Danes, is another echo of this tradition. He came

over the sea as a child in a ship full of treasure, and when he died, his body was again set adrift in a

ship. The god of fertility is also the god who comes from the sea, bringing prosperity, and who

returns to it, perhaps to be reborn.

2  These figures are all variations on the same theme: the divine king who brings the blessings of

fertility to his people, who is honored in peace, and whose power is linked to the soil, the sea, and the

continuing life of the community. The tale of the marriage of Njord and Skadi, the mountain

huntress, may also be a memory of a fertility ritual, the union of the god of the sea with the goddess

of the winter mountains.



The Earth Mother and the Great Goddess

1  The divine feminine was no less powerful than the male gods of fertility. The Great Goddess, the

Earth Mother, was the source of all life. Nerthus, the goddess described by Tacitus, is a direct

example of this fundamental religious conception. In the Viking age, the primary goddesses of the

Vanir were Frigg, the wife of Odin, and Freyja, the sister of Freyr.

2  Frigg, as the queen of heaven, seems to embody the aspect of the mother goddess. She is the

revered wife, the protector of the family, and the goddess to be invoked in childbirth. She is the one

who grants prayers for children and is associated with fate and destiny. Her day, Friday, was a lucky

day for marriages. This is the respectable, matronly side of the fertility cult, the side that connects to

the home and the community.

3  In contrast, Freyja embodies the more passionate and dangerous side of the Great Goddess. She

was the goddess of love, sexuality, and war. She was associated with the desires that drive men and

women to seek each other, and it was said to be good to call on her for help in love affairs. She was

also associated with death, receiving half of the warriors who fell in battle to dwell in her hall. She is

a figure of great power and independence, a warrior goddess as well as a goddess of love. Her

practice of seiðr, the powerful and ecstatic form of witchcraft, connects her to the shamanistic

tradition. She was a mistress of magic and a weeper of golden tears.

4  Freyja's many names—Gefn (the Giver), Mardoll, Syr (Sow)—show her to be a local goddess with

many titles, and the number of places named after her in Scandinavia confirms her importance. She is

the Lady, just as Freyr is the Lord, and their worship was a vital part of the old religion.

The Cult of the Seeress

1  The connection between Freyja and seiðr is of immense significance. This was a form of divination

that involved the practitioner, usually a woman, sitting on a high platform and falling into an ecstatic

trance. Her spirit would journey to the other world to seek hidden knowledge. The audience would

sing chants to help her enter the trance, and when she awoke, she would answer questions about the

future, the coming season, and the fate of individuals.

2  The description of a völva, or seeress, in the saga of Eirik the Red provides a vivid picture of this

practice. She wore a costume of animal skins, sat on a high cushion stuffed with feathers, and was

served a special meal. The ceremony required a chanter, and when the chant was sung, the seeress

was able to communicate with the spirits and gain the knowledge sought by the community. She

would then answer questions about the future, including matters of marriage, prosperity, and the fates

of individuals.

3  These seeresses traveled around the countryside, visiting farms and offering their services. They

were the legacy of the fertility cult in a later age, the final representatives of the goddesses of the

Vanir. They brought the blessings of the goddess to the people and maintained the link between the

human world and the supernatural powers that controlled the harvest and the home. The opposition to

these seeresses, which can be discerned in some late stories, suggests that the Christian church and

the established social order viewed them as a threat.



4  The fertility cult of the Vanir had a dual nature. On the one hand, there was a reputable, family-

centered cult of Frigg, concerned with marriage, childbirth, and the well-being of the community. On

the other hand, there was a wilder, more dangerous cult, associated with Freyja, with its ecstatic

seeresses, its potent sexuality, and its shamanistic powers. The church and the saga-writers often

viewed this side of the cult with hostility and horror. But the fertility powers were essential to the

survival of the community, and their worship continued, in one form or another, until the very end of

the heathen period.

The Lords of the Sea and the Depths

1  The sea was the highway and the graveyard of the North. It was the source of their livelihood and

the route of their greatest adventures. The men of the North were sailors and fishermen, explorers

and raiders. It is no surprise that the sea and its mysterious depths play a vital role in their mythology.

The Vanir, as the gods of peace and plenty, are particularly associated with the ocean, but their power

over its bounty is also a reminder of its terrifying and destructive force.

The Rulers of the Ocean

1  Aegir, whose name is related to the word for water, appears as a god of the sea, a personification of

its immense and often overwhelming power. He is the "Ale-Brewer," who welcomes the gods to his

banquets in his hall beneath the waves. But he is also a greedy destroyer, devouring ships and men.

The "jaws of Aegir" are a familiar kenning for the sea, and his wife, Ran, ensnares seafarers in her

net and drags them down to the depths.

2  The idea of a welcoming hall for the drowned in the sea parallels the hall of Odin for the warriors

who die in battle. It suggests that the sea, like the battlefield, was a place of sacrifice, a realm from

which there was no return. The Vikings of a later age, when on a stormy voyage, would keep gold on

their persons, so that if they were lost, they would not go "empty-handed into Ran's hall." Aegir and

Ran, like Odin, demanded victims.

3  Yet Aegir also has a more mysterious aspect. He is sometimes identified with Gymir, the terrible

giant of the underworld, and the father of the radiant giantess Gerd, who was wooed by Freyr. This

links the sea-god to the chthonic powers, the forces of the underworld that both threaten and sustain

the world. His hall is the origin of a great cauldron, which was the object of Thor's quest and a source

of mead for the gods' feasts. The sea, like the earth, is a source of both destruction and life.

Njord, God of Ships

1  The most specific of the sea gods is Njord, the father of Freyr and Freyja. He controlled the wind

and the sea and brought wealth to those he helped in fishing and seafaring. His name is linked to the

sea and to ships. His hall, Noatún, means "enclosure of ships," a fitting name for the god of a

seafaring people.



2  Njord's worship is reflected in numerous place-names along the west coast of Norway. He was a

god of the fishing and trading communities, as well as the more fertile inland areas where his name is

often associated with bodies of water. The island of Njarðarlǫg in Norway is a place that was once

sacred to Njord, and it is not surprising that his cult was centered on an island, just as the goddess

Nerthus's worship was on an island in Tacitus's time. The connection of ships with the Vanir is also

seen in Freyr's possession of the magic ship Skíðblaðnir, which could fold up like a cloth and sail

wherever it was needed. This is likely the mythic echo of a processional ship used in fertility rites,

the kind of ship that was carried in processions and kept in churches in Christian Scandinavia into

modern times.

3  The ship is one of the most important religious symbols in the North, going back to the Bronze

Age. It was a symbol of fertility, of the journey of the sun, and of the voyage to the Other World. The

use of ships in royal burials is one of its most spectacular manifestations. The great ship burials of

Sutton Hoo in England, Oseberg in Norway, and Vendel and Valsgärde in Sweden are not simply

expressions of wealth and status; they are the physical embodiment of the belief that the dead were

being sent on a journey. The king in his ship was following the path of the mythic ancestors, the gods

who had come from the sea.

The Depths of the Sea: Source of Life and Death

1  The sea was both the giver of life and the realm of death. The connection of water with fertility,

with the source of life, is a universal religious idea. The Ocean is seen as the primordial chaos, the

source from which creation springs. At Ragnarok, the world would be destroyed by fire, but then it

would rise again, cleansed and renewed, from the sea. The line of the peace kings, the figures like

Scyld and Frodi who came from the sea, emphasizes this connection between the ocean and the

renewal of life. The sea is the origin of the kings who bring prosperity and whose bodies return to it.

2  But the sea is also the home of the great enemy, the World Serpent. This is Thor's greatest

adversary, the monster that lies coiled in the depths and will rise at the end of time to destroy the

world. The serpent is the embodiment of the destructive chaos that dwells beneath the ordered world.

The story of Thor fishing for the serpent, and nearly killing it, is the mythic representation of the

constant struggle between the powers of order and the chaos from below. The dragon, which in

Anglo-Saxon tradition is the guardian of the dead and the devourer of the pyre, also belongs to this

world of sea and earth. It emerges from the depths of the earth and guards the treasures buried in the

mounds of the dead. The monster from the depths, whether it is the World Serpent or the fire-

breathing dragon, represents the terrifying reality of death and the chaos that constantly threatens to

engulf the world of men.

3  Here is Batch 4 (61-80%), continuing the synthesis.

The Gods of the Dead

1  Death was the great mystery and the great certainty of the Northern world. A warrior's life was a

gamble, and his death a spectacle. But beyond the grave lay not an eternal paradise or an eternal hell,



but a continuation of the struggle, a shadowy existence, or the promise of a lasting name. The gods

who held sway over this final frontier were the most complex and often the most feared of all.

The Ancient Psychopomp: Odin as Guide of Souls

1  The Roman historian Tacitus, in his Germania, noted that the Germanic tribes worshipped Mercury

above all other gods. This was not a coincidence. Mercury was the Roman god of trade, of

eloquence, and of travel. But he was also the psychopompos, the guide of souls to the Underworld.

The god that the Romans identified with Mercury was Wodan, who would later evolve into the

Scandinavian Odin. This identification reveals the deep, ancient connection between Odin and the

realm of the dead.

2  Odin's role as a guide and traveler is a consistent theme in the myths. He is the wanderer, the one-

eyed stranger who appears unexpectedly, and his eight-legged horse, Sleipnir, is the most potent

symbol of his connection to the world beyond. The eight-legged horse is a shamanic steed, an animal

that can carry its rider to the underworld. This is not a physical horse but a representation of the bier,

the wooden frame on which a dead man is carried by four bearers, thus appearing to have eight legs.

In the funeral songs of the Muria people of India, the bier is explicitly called the "horse with eight

legs" that carries the dead to the other world. The story of Odin's son, Hermod, riding Sleipnir down

to the land of the dead to seek Balder's return emphasizes this association. Odin also appears as the

ferryman in Völsunga Saga, rowing the boat that carries a dead hero across the water to the

underworld.

3  Odin is a god of death not just in a passive, guiding sense, but in an active, demanding one. The

sacrifices to him were brutal and specific. He demanded victims by hanging, often after they were

stabbed with a spear. The dead were given to him, and the bodies of both humans and animals were

left hanging in the sacred groves around his temples. This is not a pleasing cult; it is a dark and

terrifying one.

Odin the Shaman

1  Odin's connection to the dead is also the source of his power as a shaman. Shamans, the ecstatic

practitioners of the old religion, are able to send their spirits out on journeys to the other world. In

Ynglinga Saga, Snorri describes Odin's shamanic powers explicitly: "Odin could change himself. His

body then lay as if sleeping or dead, but he became a bird or a wild beast, a fish or a dragon, and

journeyed in the twinkling of an eye to far-off lands..." This is the classic description of a shamanic

trance. The soul leaves the body and travels to the spirit world, while the body remains inert. Odin

was a master of this, and he used this power to gain knowledge, to travel to the land of the dead, and

to confer with the spirits.

2  The poem Hávamál, the "Sayings of the High One," presents a powerful vision of Odin as a

shamanic seeker. In it, he describes how he hung on the windswept tree, Yggdrasill, for nine nights

and nine days, pierced with a spear. "I was given to Odin, myself given to myself." This is not a

simple myth of a god being punished; it is a description of a ritual of initiation. He has undergone a



symbolic death and rebirth, hanging on the tree that is the axis of the cosmos, in order to gain the

knowledge of the runes, the most potent form of wisdom. This image has echoes of the initiation rites

of shamans across the world, who are said to be torn apart, dismembered, and reconstituted during

their training. The "death" of the shaman, often represented by a vision of the initiate being boiled in

a cauldron, is the necessary prelude to the acquisition of esoteric knowledge. The vision of the

shaman's soul being carried up to the world tree and placed on a branch is a direct parallel to Odin's

self-sacrifice. He is both the sacrificer and the sacrifice, the god who dies and is reborn to gain the

power of magic.

3  Odin's ravens, Huginn (Thought) and Muninn (Memory), are also shamanic symbols. They fly out

over the world each day and bring him news. They are the thoughts of the shaman, sent out on spirit

journeys to gather knowledge. Odin is not merely the ruler of the dead; he is the supreme practitioner

of the arts of ecstasy, the shaman who can cross the boundaries of the worlds and bring back

knowledge from beyond the grave.

The Hall of the Slain: Valhalla

1  Odin's most famous dwelling is Valhalla, the hall of the slain. Snorri describes it as a magnificent

hall, roofed with shields, where the heroes who have died in battle feast on eternal pork and mead

served by the Valkyries. By day, they fight and kill each other, only to be resurrected in the evening

to feast once more. This picture of a heroic paradise is a powerful literary invention, but it is not the

whole picture.

2  In earlier tradition, Valhalla appears to have a more shadowy, grim character. The hall is filled with

spears and shields, and its roof is the image of a battlefield. The endless, cyclical battle is more

suggestive of a curse than a joy. It is the same image as the "everlasting battle" in the land of the dead

that Saxo describes, where warriors endlessly rehearse the deaths they suffered in life. The conflict of

the dead, who cannot be killed, is a terrifying image, a vision of the underworld as a place of

perpetual struggle.

3  This other Valhalla is the grave. The hall of spears, the roof of shields, is not the description of a

heavenly feast hall but the interior of a burial mound. The grave is the true hall of the dead. The

practice of marking the dead with a spear, of burning the body on a pyre, and of burying the dead

with their weapons is a ritual of giving them to Odin. The warrior's possessions and his weapons are

his grave goods, and the mound itself is his Valhalla.

4  The Eiríksmál, a poem from the tenth century, shows that the concept of Odin's hall was a

transition from the old, grim idea to the later, more elevated vision. It describes King Eric Bloodaxe

being welcomed into Valhalla by a band of heroes. This is a more developed version of the idea, but

it still represents the king's honor and his acceptance into the society of his peers in the afterlife. The

hall of the dead was not a place for everyone. It was the preserve of the aristocratic warrior elite and

the kings who had given their allegiance to Odin. It was the ultimate reward for a life of courage and

devotion.



The Dwellers in the Mounds

1  The Vanir gods, particularly Freyr, had their own connections to the realm of the dead. Unlike

Odin's Valhalla, which was a distant hall reached after a violent death, the afterlife associated with

Freyr was closer to home. It was the world of the burial mound. Freyr was said to have been laid in a

mound, and there he received offerings and was worshipped. His people believed that he was still

present, and they would make sacrifices to him for peace and plenty.

2  This is the cult of the ancestors, the veneration of the dead who continue to live in the earth. The

burial mound was not just a grave; it was a dwelling. The dead were believed to live on in their

mounds, and the living could interact with them. There are many stories in the sagas of the draugr,

the restless dead who leave their mounds to haunt the living. But there is also the more positive idea

that the dead in the mounds can help their descendants. They could give advice, foretell the future, or

provide healing. The story of Olaf, the "Elf of Geirstad," who was worshipped in his mound for

bringing fertility, is a powerful example of this cult. The dead were believed to be powerful, and their

favor could bring prosperity to the family and the community.

3  This is a very different view of the afterlife from the violent, heroic world of Valhalla. It is a

domestic, familial afterlife, linked to the land and the fertility of the earth. The dead were not gone;

they were still present, and they could either help or harm their descendants. This belief is a natural

extension of the fertility cult of the Vanir, which emphasized the continuity of the family and the

importance of the land. The Elves, who are often associated with the burial mounds and with fertility,

are the supernatural beings who embody this connection between the living and the dead. The

offerings of milk or blood to the elves in the mounds were attempts to maintain good relations with

the ancestors and to secure their help for the family's prosperity.

The Dragon and the Grave

1  No image is more powerful as a symbol of death and the grave than the dragon. In Beowulf, the

dragon is the guardian of a burial mound. He is ancient and terrible, and he guards the treasure of a

dead people. When a cup is stolen from his hoard, his rage is apocalyptic. He is the personification of

devouring death, and his fire represents the funeral pyre. The dragon is the "corpse-tearer," the

creature who devours the dead. He is the ultimate guardian of the grave, the force that prevents the

living from disturbing the dead. The monster that the hero must face and die in the attempt to

overcome is death itself.

2  The dragon in the Beowulf poem is not just a literary invention; it is a creature with deep roots in

the mythology of the dead. The carved stones and the serpentine ornamentation of the Viking age

show the dragon as a constant symbol of the grave. It is the embodiment of the dark, terrifying power

of the underworld. The dragon is a powerful reminder that death is not a thing to be taken lightly. It is

the great enemy, the monster that all men must one day face.



The Enigmatic Gods

1  The halls of Asgard were not only populated by the great and familiar gods of battle, thunder, and

fertility. A host of other figures, some shadowy, some complex, dwelled there as well. These

enigmatic gods—some possibly imported, others ancient but forgotten—add further depth and

mystery to the mythology, reminding us that the picture we have is only a fragment of a much richer

and more complex system of belief.

Bragi and Idun

1  Bragi, the god of poetry, is one of the more ambiguous figures in the pantheon. He appears in the

myths as a welcoming figure in Valhalla, a god who receives the heroes who have died in battle. He

is also the god of eloquence, a master of words. There is a human poet named Bragi Boddason in the

ninth century, but it is unclear whether the god was named after the poet or vice versa. It is possible

that the god is an abstraction that emerged from Odin's own role as the god of poetry, a separate

figure created by the poets to fulfill a specific function in their elaborate imagery.

2  Idun, Bragi's wife, is an equally shadowy figure. Her role is to guard the apples of youth, which the

gods eat to maintain their immortality. The story of her theft by the giant Thiazi and her rescue by

Loki is one of the most vivid myths in the Prose Edda. Idun's apples are a symbol of the life-giving

power of the gods, but she herself is almost an abstraction, a guardian of a sacred object. Her link to

nuts and apples, which are found in early graves and associated with fertility in Celtic and Germanic

tradition, suggests that she may be a relic of an older fertility cult, an echo of the great goddess of

plenty.

Mimir and Hoenir

1  Mimir, the wisest of the Aesir, is a more fascinating figure. He is a head, kept alive by Odin, who

consults it for wisdom. This head was once attached to a body that was sent to the Vanir as a hostage

after the war between the two races of gods. The Vanir, dissatisfied with the exchange, cut off

Mimir's head and sent it back to the Aesir. Odin then embalmed it and, through the use of magic, was

able to communicate with it.

2  This story is both grotesque and profound. Mimir represents the source of wisdom that is guarded

by the giants and the Vanir. It is a wisdom that Odin, as a god of magic and inspiration, must obtain.

The head is the ultimate embodiment of the power of the dead. It is the source of knowledge from

beyond the grave. The Spring of Mimir, beneath the World Tree, is the source of the water of

wisdom. Odin sacrificed one of his own eyes for a single draught from this spring. He had to give up

part of himself to gain the knowledge he sought. This is a pattern that runs throughout the myths:

knowledge comes at a price. The pursuit of wisdom is a dangerous and often self-destructive quest.

3  Hoenir, who was sent to the Vanir with Mimir, is another silent figure. He is a god who is

associated with the gift of intelligence to the first humans, but his main characteristic in the myth is

his silence. This silence may have been seen as a sign of wisdom, a characteristic that the Vanir



misunderstood as stupidity. Hoenir, like Mimir, represents a type of divine knowledge that is not

easily communicated.

The Twin Gods

1  There is evidence from Tacitus and from other sources that the Germanic peoples worshipped a

pair of twin gods, similar to the Greek Dioskouroi (Castor and Pollux). These were young, divine

brothers who were protectors of men and who were worshipped in a forest sanctuary. Their priests

dressed like women. The Vandals had a pair of early kings named Raos and Raptos, and the

Langobards had Ibor and Aio. The Anglo-Saxon heroes Hengest and Horsa, whose names mean

"stallion" and "horse," may also be a survival of this twin cult.

2  In Norse mythology, however, the traces of these twin gods are faint. The Haddingjar, a pair of

brothers mentioned in some traditions, may be a remnant of this cult. Njord and Freyr have been

suggested as a later development of the twin gods, but this identification is uncertain. The pair of

female deities, Thorgerda and Irpa, who appear in one story to help a worshipper, suggest a possible

survival of a divine pair. The concept of a pair of young, protective gods seems to have been largely

forgotten by the time of the later literary sources. The warrior cults of Odin and the fertility cults of

the Vanir had absorbed most of their functions.

Forseti

1  Forseti, the son of Balder, is another name that appears in the list of gods. He is said to be the god

of justice, dwelling in the hall of Glitnir, which is roofed with silver and gold. A story from the eighth

century mentions the worship of a god called Fosite on an island between Frisia and Denmark, where

there was a sacred spring. Another story, a Frisian saga, tells of how a god with a golden axe

appeared to a group of men in a boat and taught them the laws they needed to know. Forseti seems to

be a local deity, a god of law and justice, whose cult was centred on the Frisian coast and spread

north to Norway. He is a reminder that the pantheon of the North was not a unified whole but a

collection of local and regional deities who were gradually incorporated into a more formal system.

Heimdall, the Watcher

1  Heimdall is one of the most enigmatic and powerful figures in Asgard. He is the sentinel of the

gods, the watcher of the rainbow bridge Bifrost. He is said to be the son of nine maidens, who are

likely the waves of the sea, and his hearing is so acute that he can hear the grass growing and the

wool on sheep. He carries the horn Gjallarhorn, which he will blow to warn the gods of the coming

of Ragnarok. He is a god of great power and vigilance, a figure of mystery who does not fit easily

into any single category.

2  Heimdall has been interpreted as a sun god, a moon god, a ram god, a guardian spirit, and a

personification of the World Tree. His most interesting aspect is his connection to the Vanir. In the

poem Rígsþula, Heimdall appears as Rig, the father of the human race. He travels through the world,



fathering the ancestors of the three social classes: the thrall, the farmer, and the earl. This is a myth of

the divine origin of society, and it connects Heimdall to the forces of fertility and the Vanir.

3  The nine giantesses who are his mothers link him to the depths of the sea and the underworld. His

name, which means "Home of the World," suggests he is the axis of the cosmos, the figure who

connects the different worlds. He is a guardian and a gatekeeper, the one who ensures that the forces

of chaos do not overwhelm the ordered world of the gods. He is a force of stability, a watcher who

never sleeps, and his horn will sound the end of the world.

Loki, the Trickster

1  Loki is the most complex and contradictory figure in the Norse pantheon. He is a god, a giant, a

trickster, and a thief. He is handsome and clever, and he is a constant source of trouble for the Aesir.

He helps them in their adventures, but he is also the architect of their greatest misfortunes, ultimately

bringing about the death of Balder.

2  Loki's power lies in his ability to change his shape. He can become a mare, a fish, a bird, a flea, or

a fly. He is the father of monsters: the wolf Fenrir, the World Serpent, and Hel. He is both a creator of

order (for instance, he helps to forge the hammer Mjollnir) and its destroyer. He is the companion of

Odin and Thor, yet his ultimate allegiance is to the giants and the forces of chaos. This apparent

contradiction has led to many theories.

3  One of the most compelling is to see Loki as a version of the "Trickster" figure found in the

mythologies of many other cultures, such as the Native American figure of Coyote or Raven. The

Trickster is a figure who is greedy, selfish, and treacherous, but who also provides mankind with

benefits like sunlight and fire. He is a kind of culture hero, who is both creative and destructive. He is

the embodiment of the chaotic and unpredictable forces of nature and mind. He is a parody of the

great gods, a shadow of Odin, and his place at Ragnarok, as the steersman of the ship of the dead,

shows him to be a figure of the underworld. The bound giant in the underworld, a figure that appears

in the traditions of many peoples, is the source of this image of Loki. He is the chained chaos that

will eventually break free to destroy the world. He is a figure of profound ambivalence, the

embodiment of the paradox that the forces of destruction are also the forces of creation. The later,

Christianized version of Loki as a Satan-like figure of pure evil is a simplification of a much more

complex and ancient belief.

Balder, the Beautiful

1  Balder is the most beloved of the gods, the fairest and most merciful. His tragic death is one of the

most famous myths in the whole corpus. Snorri tells the story of how he dreamed of his own death,

and how his mother, Frigg, extracted an oath from all things in the world not to harm him. The gods,

amused by his invulnerability, would throw weapons at him for sport. Then Loki, disguised as an old

woman, tricked Frigg into revealing that she had not asked the mistletoe to take the oath. Loki then

guided the blind god Hoder's hand, and Hoder threw the mistletoe, which pierced Balder and killed

him.



2  This is a beautiful and tragic story, but it is also a puzzling one. Saxo Grammaticus, writing a

different version of the story, presents Balder as a mortal hero, not a god. In his account, Balder is a

warrior who is killed in battle by a sword made by a satyr. The story of the mistletoe is absent. This

suggests that there may have been two distinct traditions about Balder. One was of a divine figure of

light and innocence, whose death was a cosmic tragedy. The other was of a heroic warrior, a son of

Odin, who was doomed to die in a world of violence and bloodshed.

3  The story of Balder's death has many parallels with myths of the dying god of vegetation, like

Osiris, Tammuz, and Adonis. In these myths, the god dies and is mourned, and then is reborn in the

spring. Balder's death is mourned by all of creation, but he is never reborn. This suggests that the

story may have been a conflation of different myths: a story of a divine hero who died, and a myth of

a fertility god who must die and be resurrected. The association of Balder's death with the weeping of

all things points to the latter, but the absence of a resurrection is a crucial difference. It may be that

Snorri's version of Balder's story is a literary creation, taking elements from the heroic tradition and

the dying god myth and weaving them into a powerful and moving narrative. Balder, like Loki,

embodies a fundamental paradox: the death of innocence and the failure of love and power to prevent

the inevitable. He is the god who dies, and his death is a prelude to the end of the world.

The Beginning and the End

1  The mythology of the North does not present a static, eternal world. It is a universe with a clear

beginning and a foretold, inevitable end. The stories of the gods are framed by these two great

events: the creation of the cosmos from chaos, and its final destruction and rebirth in the apocalypse

of Ragnarok. This is a vision of a world that is both fragile and cyclical, where order is always won

from chaos and must be constantly defended against it.

The World Tree: Axis of Existence

1  At the heart of this cosmic vision stands Yggdrasill, the World Tree. It is the fixed point around

which the universe revolves. It is the source of life, the symbol of regeneration, and the link between

the worlds of gods, men, and the dead. The tree was not merely a symbol; it was also a tangible

presence in the heathen world. The great temple at Uppsala, the center of heathen worship in

Sweden, had a massive evergreen tree beside it, a tree that was "green both in winter and summer."

This was a physical manifestation of the World Tree, a living connection to the divine.

2  The image of a tree that links heaven and earth is a universal one. It is the axis of the world, the

ladder that shamans climb, and the source of life and wisdom. In the myths of the Finno-Ugric

peoples, the World Tree is the source of souls, and the destinies of men are written on its leaves. The

Yggdrasill of Norse mythology has the same power. It is the source of the mead of inspiration, the

water of life, and the shelter for the survivors of the great winter. It is the tree of fate, under which the

Norns sit and spin the destinies of men.

3  The creatures that inhabit Yggdrasill—the eagle, the serpent, and the squirrel—are also universal

symbols. They represent the constant struggle between the forces of heaven and the underworld,



between order and chaos. The eagle at the top and the serpent at the base are in eternal conflict, and

the squirrel runs between them, carrying messages of insult. This is a microcosm of the cosmic

struggle that defines the mythology. The tree is the stage on which the drama of the world is played

out.

The Creation of the World

1  The story of the creation of the world, as told in Völuspá, is a vision of order emerging from chaos.

In the beginning, there was only Ginnungagap, a great void. To the south was Muspell, a realm of

fire, and to the north was Niflheim, a realm of ice. The meeting of heat and cold in the void created

life. The first being was Ymir, a primordial giant. From his body, the world was created: his blood

became the sea, his flesh the earth, his bones the mountains, and his skull the sky.

2  This is a myth of the creation of the world from the body of a slain giant, a pattern that is found in

many mythologies. The Indians of the Rigveda tell a similar story of the sacrifice of the primal being

Purusha to form the world. It is a myth of sacrifice, of death, and of rebirth. The world is formed

from the body of the slain giant, and life emerges from death.

3  The gods who slew Ymir were the brothers Odin, Vili, and Ve. They are the first of the Aesir, the

order-giving powers that bring light and form to the world. They created the first human beings from

two trees on the seashore. This is another myth of creation from the living world. The first humans

are not formed from clay but from trees, connecting them to the natural world and to the World Tree

itself.

4  The creation myth is not just a story of the past; it is a pattern that repeats itself. At Ragnarok, the

world will be destroyed, but a new world will rise from the sea. The new world will be cleansed and

renewed, and a new sun will shine. This is the myth of the eternal return, the cycle of destruction and

rebirth that is at the heart of the cosmic vision.

Ragnarok: The Doom of the Gods

1  Ragnarok, the "fate of the gods," is the final catastrophe. It is the ultimate battle between the forces

of order and the forces of chaos, and it ends in the destruction of the world. The signs of its coming

are a terrible winter, called the Fimbulwinter, which lasts for three years. Then the bonds of kinship

will break, and men will commit terrible acts of murder and incest. The sun and moon will be

devoured by wolves, and the stars will fall from the sky. The world will tremble, and the monsters

will break loose.

2  The wolf Fenrir, the serpent Jormungand, and Loki himself will break free. The giants will sail to

the final battle on a ship made from the nails of the dead. The forces of chaos, led by Surt from the

realm of fire, will meet the gods on the plain of Vigrid. The watchman Heimdall will sound his horn,

and the gods will ride out to meet their fate. Odin will be devoured by the wolf Fenrir, but he will be

avenged by his son Vidar. Thor will slay the serpent, but he will die from its venom. Tyr, Heimdall,

and Freyr will all fall in the battle. Fire will consume the world, and it will sink beneath the sea.



3  This is a vision of utter destruction, a Götterdämmerung. Yet it is not the end of the story. For after

the destruction comes rebirth. The earth will rise again, green and fertile, from the sea. The sons of

the gods who survived will rule a new world. Balder will return from the dead to reign with them. A

new sun will shine, brighter than the old. The cycle of life, death, and rebirth will begin again.

The Meaning of Ragnarok

1  Ragnarok is a powerful symbol of the end of all things, but also a symbol of hope. It is a vision of a

world that is both destined for destruction and capable of renewal. It is a myth of the ultimate

triumph of order over chaos, but only after a catastrophic and terrible struggle. The gods themselves

are not immortal; they are subject to fate and must die. But their sacrifice is not in vain. A new world

will emerge from their destruction, a world that is better than the old.

2  The image of the world burning and sinking beneath the sea has a powerful resonance in the land

of the Vikings. The volcanic eruptions of Iceland, the great earthquakes, and the freezing winters

were a constant reminder of the fragility of existence. The myth of Ragnarok was a way of making

sense of this world of cataclysm and change. It is a myth that says that even the gods cannot escape

their fate, but that there is always hope after destruction.

3  The carvings on the Gosforth Cross in England, which depict scenes from Ragnarok alongside

Christian imagery, show that this myth had a powerful hold on the imagination of the early converts

to Christianity. It was seen as a parallel to the Christian story of the apocalypse and the Second

Coming. The battle of the gods and the monsters was seen as a symbol of the struggle of Christ

against the forces of evil. The myth of Ragnarok was not just a story of destruction; it was a story of

redemption.

The Passing of the Old Gods

1  The story of the old gods of the North is not a simple one of a primitive religion simply replaced by

a more sophisticated one. It is a complex narrative of evolving beliefs, cultural shifts, and the gradual

erosion of a worldview that had sustained a people for centuries. The conversion to Christianity was

not a sudden, cataclysmic event but a slow, often confusing process, marked by resistance,

accommodation, and eventual acceptance.

The Great Gods and Their Heritage

1  The surviving myths present us with a clear, if simplified, picture of the major gods who were once

at the heart of the heathen faith. Odin, the god of inspiration, battle, and death, stood for the ecstatic,

dangerous, and ultimately untrustworthy side of life. He was the patron of poets and kings, the

bringer of battle-fury, and the master of the arts of shamanism. His cult was one of extremes: of

sacrifice, of ecstasy, and of the acceptance of fate.



2  Thor, the thunder god, was the champion of the common man and the protector of the community.

He was the god of law, of order, and of the hard work of farming and seafaring. His hammer was the

symbol of protection and blessing. He was the defender of the world against the forces of chaos, the

god who could be trusted to do the right thing.

3  Freyr, the lord of the Vanir, and his sister Freyja, brought peace, prosperity, and fertility. They were

the gods of the earth, of the home, and of the family. Their cult was one of continuity, of the cycle of

the seasons, and of the power of life and renewal.

4  These three figures, representing the war god, the sky god, and the fertility god, are the central

pillars of the old religion. But behind them, and around them, were a host of other deities, some

local, some ancient, some imported. The "enigmatic gods" remind us that the religion of the North

was not a unified, coherent system but a living, evolving tradition that varied from place to place and

from time to time.

The Values of the Myths

1  The myths are not just stories about gods; they are a record of the values and the worldview of the

people who created them. These myths reflect a society that was violent and individualistic, but also

deeply loyal and courageous. The heroism of the gods is a reflection of the ideal of the Norse

warrior: a man who is brave, honest, and loyal, but who is also prepared to accept his fate without

complaint.

2  The myths also reveal a deep sense of the power of fate. The gods themselves are subject to fate.

Odin knows the future, but he cannot change it. Balder dies, despite all the efforts of the gods to save

him. Ragnarok is inevitable. This acceptance of fate is not a sign of passivity or despair; it is a sign of

strength. The hero is the one who faces his destiny with courage, who chooses to fight even when he

knows he will lose.

3  The myths are also marked by a powerful sense of irony. The gods are not perfect; they are flawed

and often foolish. Loki is a trickster who is both a help and a hindrance. Thor is a powerful warrior

who is also a glutton and a simpleton. Snorri's ironic style captures this aspect of the mythology

perfectly. The gods are not to be taken too seriously. They are powerful, but they are also figures of

comedy.

The Passing of the Old Gods

1  The conversion of the North was not a simple matter of one belief system replacing another. The

new faith offered answers to questions that the old religion could not answer. The old gods demanded

sacrifice and loyalty, but they offered no certainty about what lay beyond the grave. The Christian

faith offered the promise of a life after death, of a personal relationship with a God of mercy and

love. This was a powerful message for a people who lived with the constant threat of violence and

death.

2  The conversion was also a matter of social and political pressure. The powerful kings of

Scandinavia, who had their own reasons for wanting to consolidate their power, adopted Christianity



and forced their people to do the same. The cult of the old gods was bound up with the old tribal

loyalties, and the new faith offered a way of breaking down these old divisions and creating a more

unified kingdom.

3  Yet the old gods were not easily forgotten. Their symbols and their stories continued to have power.

The hammer of Thor was a symbol of protection, and the sign of the cross was often seen as a similar

symbol. The Christian God was often portrayed in the language of the old mythology, as a warrior or

a king. The stories of the old gods were not suppressed; they were preserved and retold, and they

continued to inspire poets and storytellers for centuries. The myth of Ragnarok, with its vision of

destruction and rebirth, was seen as a parallel to the Christian story of the apocalypse.

The Enduring Legacy

1  The old gods are gone, but their legacy remains. Their names are embedded in our days of the

week and in the landscape of our countries. Their stories have inspired poets and artists from the

medieval period to the present day. The myths of the North are a powerful testament to the human

imagination, and they continue to speak to us because they touch on the deepest questions of human

existence.

2  They speak of the heroism of the individual, of the importance of courage and loyalty. They speak

of the power of fate and the inevitability of death. They speak of the mystery of creation and the

terror of destruction. They speak of the hope that lies beyond the end. The myths of the North are not

just a collection of old stories; they are a vision of the world that is both ancient and enduringly

relevant. They are a reminder that even in the face of the greatest darkness, there is always the

possibility of rebirth and renewal.
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