
I
INTRODUCTION   Scandinavian Mythology, body of stories and beliefs constituting the religion of the Scandinavian people before their conversion to Christianity.

II
ORIGINS AND SOURCES  
The Scandinavian myths and legends concerning gods, heroes, and the creation and destruction of the world belong in origin to the earlier common mythology of the Germanic peoples. During the Roman period, German-speaking tribes inhabited northern Europe. In the 1st century BC their territory was roughly bounded by the rivers Rhine, Danube, and Wis³a, but as Roman military power declined they spread into other areas, including England and Scandinavia.
Archaeological evidence of religious practices in the region dates from prehistoric times. It is known that the Scandinavian gods were served by a class of priest-chieftains called godar. Worship was originally conducted outdoors, under guardian trees, near sacred wells, or within sacred arrangements of stones. Later, wooden temples were used, with altars and with carved representations of the gods. The most important temple was at Old Uppsala, Sweden, where animals and even people were offered as sacrifices. Without literary evidence, however, it is difficult to link these practices to specific mythological beliefs. For example, it is known that the Romans regarded the Germanic god Wodan (Odin in Scandinavian mythology) as the equivalent of their Mercury: both could travel, acting as guides, between the worlds of gods and mortals, the living and the dead.
As a fully fledged set of mythological stories, however, Scandinavian mythology essentially preserves the beliefs of the Viking age, the period of Scandinavian expansion between about AD 700 and 1100, when the seafaring “people of the inlets” travelled far afield to trade, raid, and establish settlements. These stories were not written down until much later, after the arrival of Christianity had brought a gradual suppression of active pagan worship. Because they were transmitted and altered by medieval Christian historians, their original pagan content cannot be determined with certainty.
The richest sources for Scandinavian mythology are found in the literature of medieval Iceland (see Icelandic Literature), written in Old Norse. This is probably because Christianity reached Iceland later than other areas of northern Europe. The country’s remoteness also meant that, even after conversion of the population in the llth century, the Church remained a less dominant presence than elsewhere, making it possible for pagan beliefs to continue to thrive.
The two main Icelandic mythological texts are known as the Eddas (“Eddal” is an Old Norse term, possibly derived from the words for madness and poetry). The “Elder”, or Poetic, Edda is a collection of verse tales dating from around 1270, although much of its material is clearly far older. The “Younger”, or Prose, Edda was compiled in the 13th century by the Icelandic historian Snorri Sturluson. It preserves many myths and legends, as well as examples of the earlier Skaldic poems in which these were recorded. Also in the 13th century, the Danish historian Saxo Grammaticus included ancient mythological material in his Latin history of the Danes, Gesta Danorum.
These literary sources are complemented by evidence from such archaeological discoveries as the mid-9th-century ship burial of two women at Oseberg in Norway, and Viking-age gravestones from Gotland in Sweden.

III
CREATION MYTH  
In “Völuspa” (“Prophecy of the Seeress”), a poem from the Elder Edda, a wise-woman or shaman is approached by the “All-Father”, Odin. In response to his questioning, she reveals both the past and the future. She recounts the creation of the world in “times forgotten”. First was a period of primeval chaos, when nothing existed but the Ginnungagap (“Yawning Void”) and the frost giant Ymir. Creator deities known as the Sons of Bur then formed the Earth from Ymir’s body. Another poem, “The Lay of Grimnirl” (another name for Odin), says that the sea was made from Ymir’s blood, hills from his bones, forests from his hair, and the sky from his skull.

At first, the Sun, Moon, and stars moved haphazardly across the sky, until the “High Gods”, or Aesir, gathered in council to set the universe in order. They also forged treasures for themselves (the first examples of arts and crafts), and instructed dwarfs under their leader Motsognir to make human beings, again out of Ymir’s flesh and blood. A man and woman were also made when the godsbreathed life into two trees, Ask and Embla. There followed the first great battle of the gods, between the Aesir and their rivals, the Vanir.

The Seeress speaks of knowing “nine worlds”, linked by the roots of the great ash tree Yggdrasil. The universe of Viking myth certainly consisted of several clearly defined regions, although their exact number and location vary in different stories. Asgard was the home of the gods; it was connected by Bifrost (Rainbow Bridge) to Midgard (Middle Earth), the home of humankind. These were encircled by a vast expanse of water in which the Midgard Serpent swam. Beyond lay the cold region of Utgard (Outer World). Within Utgard were Jotunheim (Land of the Giants), Alfheim (Land of the Elves), and Svartalfheim (Land of the Dark Elves). Below (or to the north) was the cold land of Niflheim, ruled by Hel, goddess of the underworld; Muspelsheim, the land of fire, lay to the south.
The world-tree Yggdrasil was rooted in Asgard, Midgard, and Niflheim. The root in Asgard was bathed by Urd’s fountain (the source of Fate); that in Midgard by Mimir’s well, the fount of occult wisdom; and under the root in Niflheim the spring Hvergelmir bubbled up, the source of the world’s rivers. It reached through all time and space but was perpetually under attack from the Nidhogg, the evil dragon or serpent, who gnawed at its roots. Nidhogg in its turn was attacked by an eagle, who perched on the tree’s highest branch. A squirrel, Ratatosk, ran up and down, acting as messenger between the two adversaries.

IV
GODS, GODDESSES, AND OTHER SUPERNATURAL BEINGS  
The ruler of Asgard was Odin, known as the All-Father, High One, or Hooded One (an allusion to his ability to disguise himself on his travels), and by many other names. He can be identified with the earlier Germanic deity Wodan (see above), a god of the battlefield and world of the dead, of secret knowledge and royal authority. Odin’s wisdom was hard-won, since he gained it by hanging for nine days and nights from Yggdrasil. He was able to bring the dead back to life, and commanded the female battlespirits known as Valkyries, or Choosers of the Slain. The Valkyries (among whom was Brunhild) conducted heroes killed in battle to the great hall of Valhalla, with its 540 vast doors and roof of burnished shields, where they were welcomed by the gods Hermod and Bragi. In Valhalla, the warriors spent their days fighting, and their nights feasting and listening to songs of heroic exploits. Odin rode a magic eight-legged horse called Sleipnir, which is clearly depicted on one of the Gotland gravestones. Odin’s wife was Frigg, goddess of the clouds and of the home. Their son Balder was known as the purest and most beautiful of the gods.

The red-haired, fiery-eyed thunder god Thor was the strongest of all the Aesir, whom he defended from giants and other enemies with his mighty hammer, Mjollnir. He rode through the sky in a bronze chariot drawn by two male goats. Thor was a popular deity, the god of the Scandinavian peasantry; Thursday (Thor’s Day) was a day of rest, often the day chosen for important events. Symbolic hammers also played a part in various religious and social rituals, including weddings, when a hammer was placed in the bride’s lap.
This tradition features in one of the myths concerning Thor, in which the god lost his hammer to the giant Thrym. The giant struck a bargain, whereby Thor could have his hammer back if, in return, Thrym could have the goddess Freya’s hand in marriage. Freya flatly refused to get involved, so Thor disguised himself as Freya and travelled with Loki (see below) to Jotunheim, where the wedding festivities took place. The instant the hammer was placed in his lap, Thor seized his weapon and laid about him destroying the giants, before returning to Asgard. Another well-known myth about Thor, which appears in Viking-age carvings, concerns his fishing trip with the giant Hynir, during which he succeeded in catching the Midgard Serpent, using an ox head as bait.
While Odin and Thor were among the Aesir, deities associated with the sky and upper world, the fertility god Frey, the third major god in the Scandinavian pantheon, was one of the Vanir, deities of the earth and the depths. Frey’s father, Njord, was the Scandinavian equivalent of the early Germanic earth goddess Nerthus. Frey was the patron deity of horses and horsemen, and of married couples. He was responsible for bringing the sunshine and rain necessary for good harvests. Although one of the Vanir, he lived in Asgard, where he had been brought as a hostage in the early war between the gods.

Frey’s sister was Freya (their names mean “Lord” and “Lady”). Freya is not always distinguishable from Odin’s wife Frigg. Like Frey, Freya brought fertility and prosperity, both to the land and to the family. She was also—like the Greek Aphrodite and Roman Venus—a goddess of physical beauty and sexual passion.
The trickster Loki is the hardest of the major mythological figures to pin down. His parents were giants, but he sat as an equal among the gods, although he was “not one they wished to invite”, since he brought insult, discord, and destruction. In the myth of Thor and his lost hammer, Loki supported Thor in his quest; but elsewhere he acted against the gods. He was responsible for Balder’s death, the first real blow to the Aesir. This he brought about with a spear made of mistletoe, the only substance in the world able to harm Balder. Then, when Frigg almost succeeded in rescuing Balder from Hel, he thwarted her plan. Loki’s offspring included Odin’s horse Sleipnir as well as the monstrous Midgard Serpent and the wolf Fenrir.
Fenrir could break free of any kind of restraint. Finally the gods tried to bind the wolf with a magic ribbon made by the dwarfs from such ingredients as a cat’s mew, a woman’s beard, and the breath of a fish. They lured Fenrir with a challenge, to test his strength against this silky but unbreakable band. Fenrir agreed, on the condition that Tyr (one of the Aesir, the god of warfare and justice) kept his hand in the wolf’s mouth throughout this test of strength. When Fenrir found himself ensnared, he bit off Tyr’s hand.
While warriors who died in battle went to Valhalla, Odin’s hall, ordinary mortals were received after death by Hel, goddess of the underworld. Other supernatural beings included giants—the gods’ mighty adversaries against whom Thor’s hammer was the only effective weapon; dwarfs; elves; and the Norns, three female deities who oversaw human destiny. The ancient Scandinavians also believed in personal spirits, such as the fylgja and the hamingia, which in some respects resembled the Christian idea of the soul.

V
RAGNAROK: THE TWILIGHT OF THE GODS  
Loki was punished for causing Balder’s death by being tied to a rock, with snake’s poison dripping on to his face, which his wife Sigyn tried to catch in a bowl. Loki struggled, causing earthquakes. It was believed that he would break free at last, to lead the giants against the gods in the cataclysmic battle of Ragnarok. The Eddic poem “Prophecy of the Seeress” (see above) recounts the burning of the world by the fire-giant Surt, and the killing of Odin by Fenrir. The earth sinks into the sea and the sky burns.
There follows a vision of resurrection and rebirth. The earth rises again from the sea, green and fertile; Balder returns from the dead, and Valhalla is rebuilt.

VI
HEROES  
Old Norse literature contains some 30 sagas (the Norse word for stories) describing the deeds of legendary heroes as well as historical kings and other mortals. Njall’s Saga,Egil’s Saga, and Gretti’s Saga are among the best known.
The most famous of the Scandinavian heroes is Sigurd (in German, Siegfried) from the Volsunga Saga. Sigurd, son of Sigmund and the last of the Volsungs, was brought up by the skilled smith Regin. He learnt of a treasure guarded by Regin’s brother Fafnir, who had turned himself into a dragon. Sigurd set out to kill the dragon, with a sword forged by Regin from the fragments of a sword given to Sigmund by Odin himself. He was helped by the disguised Odin, and killed both the dragon and Regin (who was planning to kill him). Part of the treasure that Sigurd thus gained was a ring that had been cursed and that finally caused his own death. An episode from the Sigurd legend, involving Gunnar, King of the Nibelungs (a race of dwarfs) and Sigurd’s sworn brother, has been identified on an elaborately carved cart from the Oseberg ship burial.

VII
REVIVAL AND SURVIVAL OF MYTHS   Themes from Scandinavian and Germanic mythology reappear in later European literature and drama. In the 19th century the German composer Richard Wagner based his cycle of four operasThe Ring of the Nibelungs on the 13th-century Nibelungenlied, in which the Nibelungs’ treasure is obtained by the hero Siegfried. The story is essentially that of the Eddic Volsunga Saga with its hero Sigurd. This was translated around the same time (1876) by the English poet William Morris. He described The Story of Sigurd the Volsung and the Fall of the Niblungs as the northern European equivalent of Homer’s Iliad. Both Morris and Wagner in their different ways are linked to the strong nationalistic political and social currents of their period, which sought to stress the native cultural traditions of the north as against the better-known mythologies of the Classical world.

Outside the domain of art, other vestigial elements of pre-Christian Germanic and Scandinavian mythology survive in modern Europe. The best known are the English names for the days of the week, which followed the Roman model in making each day sacred to a different deity. They preserve the names of the pagan northern deities Tyr (Tuesday), Wodan or Odin (Wednesday), Thor (Thursday), and Frigg or Freya (Friday). Mythological motifs also recur in well-known folktales, although the connection between them is usually indirect. In “Jack and the Beanstalk”, for example, a miraculous tree (the beanstalk) links two worlds, the earthly world of men and the sky world of the giant. If this is a survival of the world-tree motif, however, it is far from having the central cosmic significance that Yggdrasil had for Scandinavians of the Viking age.
