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ABSTRACT

The following thesis is a survey of the roles that the giants play in Norse mythology. It
involves examination, criticism and interpretation of the mythological poems of the Elder
FEdda and mythological information preserved in Snorri’s Edda. All passages in Old
Icelandic have been translated as literally as possible in footnotes. Relevant
archaeological evidence is examined and evaluated. The first chapter deals with the
cosmological giant Ymir, from whom the land, sea and sky were formed. Many giant-
names seem to be associated with Ymir’s characteristics, and the implications of these
potential associations are discussed at length. Chapter 2 concerns O8inn’s involvement
with the giants. In his pursuit of wisdom he encounters giants, giantesses and those who
are arguably associated with giant-kind. They play the role of both obstacle and source
for knowledge and wisdom. The third chapter concerns Pért’s relationship with the
giants who pose a threat to the gods and man. Pdir’s role is that of the heroic defender of
Asgardr and Midgardr. In these myths the giants seem to serve as devices to demonstrate
the personality and various characteristics of Porr. Chapter 4 deals with Gerdr and Skadi,
two giantesses who marry into the circle of the ZAsir. Having become involved with the
Asir in this way, they too become goddesses or the equivalent thereof. Previous studies
have tended to focus more on the roles of the individual gods and goddesses, but this

thesis aims to shed some light on their enemies.
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can be found in Skj.

AEW: Jan de Vries, Altnordisches etymologisches Worterbuch (Leiden: 1962).

Akv: Atlakvioa.

Alv: Alvissmal.

ARG: Jan de Vries, Altgermanische Religiongeschichte, 2™ ed. (Berlin: 1956-7).

Bdr: Baldrs draumar.
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Hann var illr ok allir hans
eettmenn, pad kollum vér
hrimpursa.'

(Sn.E. Gylf. 5)

1 INTRODUCTION
1.1 THE GIANTS

The gods can be powerful and entertaining such as Pérr and Freyja, or mysterious and
enigmatic such as Oinn and Loki. One could spend a lifetime researching a single god
or goddess, from interpreting and reinterpreting the roles in which they are portrayed, to
seeking their parallels in other Indo-European languages, to seeking historical and
archaeological evidence for their lost cults. The giants in Norse mythology are rarely the
topic of books, articles or dissertations such as this. The reason is not a lack of interest,
but probably because they are overshadowed by the more colourful gods and goddesses.
Where the gods are cunning the giants are gullible, and where the giants are strong, the
gods are ever stronger, or more clever. Yet a study of the gods can rarely be conducted
without mentioning the giants, and, as with that study, a study of the giants cannot easily

be carried out without an understanding of the gods.

One of our chief sources for the mythology, and central to this thesis, is the Codex
Regius of the Elder Edda, also popularly known as the ‘Poetic Edda’ (MS GkS 2365,
4to). It is an Icelandic manuscript dated to the third quarter of the thirteenth century, and
contains eleven mythological lays which themselves are difficult, and often impossible to
date with any kind of accuracy. A number of the Eddaic? poems found within it are
suspected to have roots in antiquity, whilst others seem to be of a later origin, perhaps as
late as the thirteenth century. Some of the myths these poems deal with are referred to by
skaldic poets who are often datable to between the ninth and thirteenth centuries. Skaldic
poems are rarely about the gods, but many refer to these myths through kennings which
can only be interpreted through an understanding of the mythology. Often these kennings
can be used to corroborate and substantiate the myths outlined in the Eddaic poems. The

allusions in these kennings are often elliptical and brief but are at times sole sources for

! Sn.E. Gylf. 5: He was evil and all his kinsmen, we call them frostgiants (ed. Faulkes, p. 10).
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mythological information. The Eddaic poems are central to this thesis, and I quote from

Jon Helgason’s scrupulously careful edition.

1.2 PURPOSES OF DISCUSSION

One of the many reasons for writing this thesis on the roles of the giants is that they
have often been overshadowed by the roles of the gods. This is to say that academic
studies often focus on the roles of the gods, their characteristics, associations and cult
followings. The giants are often seen as the enemies of the gods; they appear to represent
the forces of chaos and destruction. They also are associated with various aspects of
Norse cosmology. In this respect the world is said to be derived from a single primordial
giant, Ymir, from whom the race of giants is descended. It appears that the world was
believed to be held together by the Midgardsormr, that the realms of the dead were ruled
by Hel, and that Fenrir will swallow O8inn at Ragnarok. These three figures are

descended from Loki and the giantess Angrboda, ‘grief-bidder’.

1.3 THE SOURCES

There are numerous sources available, most of which are textual. It should be noted
that the study of mythology is in essence textual and linguistic. Archaeologists often
reveal artefacts that depict scenes or characters which may be identifiable in the written
sources, and conversely the finding of such objects can often help to give us an
impression of when a myth was popular, where, and in what surroundings it was
associated. Furthermore the identification of a god with a particular area, usually shown
in place-names, can possibly offer historical evidence concerning cults that were
practised in specific areas. Sometimes, as will be discussed below, the use of mythology
to identify archaeological evidence can be difficult, but, moreover, it can be risky at best
to use archaeological evidence to reconstruct the mythology. It can be said with some
degree of certainty that the reconstruction of specific mythological narratives is not
possible without texts, though archaeological remains can be taken as evidence of cult-

practice.

% There seems to be no agreed spelling of the English word Eddaic. Some writers prefer Eddic, and some
capitalise and others do not. In this dissertation the form Eddaic is preferred.
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The written sources for Norse mythology are limited to only a few manuscripts. The
Eddaic poetry survives in the Codex Regius, R, (MS GkS 2365, 4to), which is generally
believed to have been written in the second half of the thirteenth century. The manuscript
is written in a single hand, but scribal features seem to suggest it preserves information
from disparate sources. These differences are most apparent between the mythological
poems and the heroic; thus it may be that the scribe copied these poems from two
separate collections.” It seems clear that this is not the first composition or the first time
these poems have been written down. The poems contain many prose sections which
have much in common with the presentation of the material as it is found in our other
main source, Snorra Edda (also known as the Prose Edda), composed between 1220-
1241. The text is preserved most importantly in the Codex Regius, R%, (GkS 2367, 4to),
Codex Wormianus,W, (AM 242, fol.), and the Uppsala manuscript (DG 11) which
attributes the work to Snorri. He was a wealthy Icelandic aristocrat who was himself an
accomplished skaldic poet and served at the court of Duke Skuli in Norway. Other
sources include Hauksbok (AM 544, 4to — Véluspd); AM 748, 4to (known as A —
Vafpridnismal 1-19, Grimnismal, Skivnismal 1-27, Hdarbardsljéd, Hymiskvida and Baldrs
draumar, the last of which is only preserved here); Codex Wormianus (W, AM 242, fol.
— mentioned for Snorra Edda, but also contains Rigspula, not in R); Flateyjarbok (GkS.
1005, fol. — the only early MS of Hyndluljéd); GkS. 2367, 4to (R?, mentioned above for

Snorra Edda, but also contains Grottasongr, not in R).

Snorra Edda is a scholarly work apparently intended as a handbook for young poets.
This thesis is concerned with two sections of Snorra Edda. Gylfaginning, ‘the Deluding
of Gylfi’, is a compilation of mythological material which is intended to give students of
skaldic poetry the necessary mythological background to interpret kennings. Snorri often
uses the poems which were later preserved in the Elder Edda, and this connection shall be
discussed at various points in this dissertation. The second section of Snorra Edda with
which the thesis is concerned is the prose introduction to Skdldskaparmdl ‘The Sayings /
Language of Poetry’. In this section Snorri discusses poetic diction and in doing so he

must recount the myths to which the diction refers. The Pulur are lists of heifi, or names

3 Dronke, U., ed., The Poetic Edda, vol. I, 11 (Oxford: 1969-97), p. xii.
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for things ranging from rivers to giants appended to Sx.E. but of unknown authorship,

and these, too, are important sources for this dissertation.

It is possible that the prose links and Srorra Edda could both draw on the works of
scholars at Oddi writing in the latter part of the twelfth century. Snorri received his
education there (1181 onwards) where he was fostered by Jén Loptsson. J6n was the son
of an illegitimate daughter of King Magnus berfeettr of Norway, and this relationship was
acknowledged by the Norwegian kings. A poem, Noregs konungatal, gives Jon’s
genealogy back to legends of the Ynglingar, and this is evidence for the study of royal
history, legend and poetry at Oddi.* One must remember when handling these sources
that the information therein derives from numerous sources, most of which were probably

ultimately oral.

1.4 THE RECEIVED WISDOM

The most influential works of the twentieth century have only occasionally discussed
the giants, and then in the context of the gods. There is valuable understanding derived
from later nineteenth century study of comparative religion linking the giants of Norse
mythology with the giants and Titans of classical mythology and demons of Sanskrit
mythology. Studies which either directly or indirectly concern the giants are those by the
comparative mythologists Georges Dumézil, Gabriel Turville-Petre, and Jan de Vries.
Divergent approaches have been pursued in the latter part of the twentieth century by

Lotte Motz, Marlene Ciklamini, Margaret Clunies Ross, Riti Kroesen and Gro Steinsland.

1.5 THIS SURVEY

The title, The Role of the Giants in Norse Mythology, is potentially too broad for a
thesis of this length. Norse mythological sources are in practice largely restricted to
Eddaic poetry and Snorra Edda, so the present discussion confines itself to giants
recorded in both sources. Topics such as Pérr’s encounter with Geirredr and his

daughters, and the problem of Loki, have also received so much attention that they merit

* For the discussion of possible saga composition at Oddi see Einar Ol Sveinsson, ‘Sagnaritun Oddavetja’
Studia Islandica 1 (Reykjavik: 1937).
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separate discussion of considerable length. Similarly the giant-like figures who appear in
sagas such as Orvar-Odds saga, for example, will not be discussed here, though such
giants are indeed of interest. The subject of this dissertation concerns the interaction and

relationships between the gods and individual gods/goddesses and giants and giant-kind.

1.6 METHODOLOGY
It is beyond the scope of this dissertation to explore any pre-Norse origins of giants.
Similarly I do not discuss the origins of Norse terminology for giants, such as jétunn and

purs, nor any possible distinctions between them.

I have taken the approach that it is often possible to make a distinction between myths
and the poems which report them. Some poems seem to be compositions intended to
perform a specific function such as to relay mythological data. Myths may lie within, but
the frameworks may be younger and/or intended to perform functions other than
recording myths. Myths may be told in various ways to illustrate preconceived points or
ideas. For example the myth of O8inn and Gunnlsd in Havamdl 12-14 is told as an
exemplum against drunkenness and in Hgvamdl 106-110 as an exemplum of male
infidelity. It is possible to tell only part of a myth in a text such as Gylfaginning, in
which for example, Snorri tells part of the content of Skirnismdl, Many poems and myths
appear to function within their own space and time, and thus it is often difficult not only
to sequence mythological events but also to weigh one against another. There are clear
relationships between some Eddaic poems such as Vafpriudnismal and Alvissmdl, which
appear to be composed within a similar tradition involving a wisdom game. This
convention appears also to have been adopted by Snorri in Gylfaginning and the
introduction to Skdldskaparmdl. In light of this I have chosen to approach each poem
independently to prevent applying preconceived ideas. It may be valuable, at least when
considering the giants, to take this empirical approach so that we may have a better
understanding of the main focus of the poem and its possible functions. This principle
may be applied not only to the poems which contain the myths but to the myths
themselves. The framework of an Eddaic poem may have functions irrelevant to the

myths incorporated within it, which may have their own independent functions.
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Ar var alda,

par er Ymir byggdi,

vara sandr né seer

né svalar unnir,

iovd fannz eva

né upphiminn,

gap var ginnunga

en gras hvergi.

(Vsp. 3: H)
2 YMIR AND NORSE COSMOLOGY
2.1 THE GIANT YMIR
Ymir, possibly meaning ‘roarer’, is one of the most frequently attested giants in Norse

mythology though one of the most baffling. He plays an important role in the mythology
as the cosmological giant out of whom the earth, seas and heavens were formed, and is
also the sole progenitor of the giants having no parents of his own. Ymir is one of few
giants for whom we have any sense of size. The heavens are said to have been made
from Ymir’s skull, the mountains from his bones, and boulders and rocks made from his
molars. Therefore he seems to have been as large as the world itself. How his physical
size compared to that of his descendants is difficult to determine except to presume that
he was far larger. According to Snorri® Ymir’s blood alone was enough to drown the
race of hrimpursar ‘frost-giants’ save Bergelmir who escapes with his wife on his kidr,” a
scene reminiscent of Noah’s escape from the Deluge on the ark. Thus it is from Ymir

that the Arimpursar descend, and through Bergelmir and his wife that the race of giants

continues.

In tracing the core of the myth of Ymir we can turn to a number of Ymir-kennings
found in skaldic poetry. These kennings are significant in a great number of ways. Each
kenning refers to an Ymir myth and uses one of the myth elements. For example Ymis
hauss, meaning ‘the sky’ refers to the sky being made from Ymir’s skull. This confirms

that at least this element of the myth must be earlier than the skaldic verse in which it is

: Vsp. 3: Early in ages, there where Ymir lived, was neither sand nor sea, nor frigid waves, and the earth had
not found itself, nor heaven above, the void was gaping, and growth nowhere.

SSn.E. Gylf. 7 (ed. Faulkes, p. 11).

"Vin. 35: possibly ‘cradle’. See Vafpridnismadl, T. W. Machan, ed., Durham Medieval Texts 6, Durham,
1988, pp. 82-3.
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found. Itis logical to assume that elements of the myth found in kennings, such as this,
are of considerable age because in order for the kenning to be understood by the poet’s
contemporaries they should have had an understanding of the myth (or at least the
relevant part of the myth). The works of skaldic poets can also be dated with a certain
amount of accuracy. Ymis bl6d,® meaning ‘the sea’ can be found in a verse by Ormr
Barreyjarskald dated to the second half of the tenth century.’ The kenning Ymis hauss'®
‘sky/heavens’ is found in Arnérr bP6rdarson’s Magniisdrdpa dréttkved 19" which is

commonly dated to the mid-11"

century. The kenning is also found in a verse of
Fridpjéfssaga'® which exists in two versions: one is dated to the late thirteenth or early

fourteenth century and a longer version dated to the early fifteenth century."

Ymir may have been well known in the Norse pagan belief systems, if only because of
his crucial role in the cosmology. He has been compared with primordial beings in other
Indo-European belief-systems, some as far away as India. The possibility that the myth
of Ymir has roots dating back to an ‘original’ set of Indo-European beliefs is an attractive
one, and has inspired numerous interpretative possibilities. Much remains to be learned,
however, concerning how he was perceived at the time our sources were composed. As

the progenitor of the giants, do they share his characteristic features and in what ways?

2.2 YMIR IN VOLUSPA

We have limited sources for Norse cosmology. Three Eddaic poems, Véluspd,
Vafpridnismal, and Grimnismal, include cosmological information among other themes.
Snorri’s Gylfaginning serves as an outline of the mythology as he knew it, and although
he draws on the above sources for cosmological material, it is probable that he also
incorporates material from sources now lost. The above strophe from Véluspd is an oft-

cited reference to the first giant, Ymir, though it tells us nothing about his actual role in

8 See Grm. 40, V. 21, Sn.E. Gylf. 8 (ed. Faulkes, p. 12), for the element of the myth which associates
Ymir’s cranium with the sky.

% Skj. 1 B, 135.

1 See Grm. 40, Vin. 21, Sn.E. Gylf. 8, for the element of the myth which associates Ymit’s blood with the
sea.

"B, A. Kock, ed., Den norsk-islcndska skaldediktningen, I-11 (Lund: 1946-9), 1, p. 160,

" Frp. p.88, line 19.

" Pulsiano, P., ed., Medieval Scandinavia: An Encyclopedia (London and New York: 1993), p. 221.
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the primordial period in Norse mythology. The poem is cryptic and puzzling, shifting
from subject to subject. Strophes 3 and 4 seem to show a break in the sequence of

cosmological events as outlined elsewhere (as in Sn.E. Gylf. 8 and Vm. 21):

Adr Burs synir
biédom um ypdo,
peir er midgard
maeran skopo;
s6l skein sunnan
4 salar steina,'*
pa var grund gréin
groenum lauki.'
(Vsp. 4)

The gap in the sequence of events between strophes 3 and 4 is unlikely to be due to a
fault in the text of the poem itself, rather it seems to be that the poet decided not to
include the events separating the murder of Ymir and the shaping of the world. In
strophe 4 ddr, possibly meaning ‘before’ in this position, connects the contents of these
strophes in such a way that it is possible to read them as a continuous train of thought.
Some have translated ddr as ‘until’,'® and this translation places more emphasis on the
sons of Burr than the picture of the primordial void. This implies a cause and effect
relationship between the two strophes in that there was nothing but a gaping void and the
giant Ymir until the sons of Burr lifted up the land. This leaves out Ymir’s role in the
shaping of the land and thus he may seem to be completely extraneous to the account and
he does not appear in R, If ddr takes the meaning ‘before’, the emphasis is left on the

picture of the void of which Ymir is a fundamental part:

Early in ages, there where Ymir lived, was neither sand nor sea, nor frigid
waves, and the earth had not yet found itself, nor heaven above, the void
was gaping, and growth nowhere, before the sons of Burr lifted up lands,
they who made famous Midgardr, from the south the sun shone on the
stones of soil, then was the ground grown with (a) green leek(s).

"4 Salar steina is an unidentified place-name which may have once played an important part in the
mythology. The name also appears in Vsp. 14 as Salarsteini in which it seems to be a place associated with
dwarves. It may simply be a Aeiti for land.

'5 Vsp. 4: Before the sons of Burr lifted up the lands, they who made famous Midgardr, from the south the
sun shone on the stones of soil, then was the ground grown with (a) green leek(s) (lauki being the dative
singular for onion or leek). Nordal suggests that the word either refers to grass or it means that the world
was covered in leeks. Nordal (1978), pp. 15, 16.

'® Hermann Pélsson, Voluspd, The Sybil’s Prophecy (Edinburgh: 1996), p. 60.
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Although these strophes are possibly connected in this way, Véluspd has an underlying
thematic framework and ethical understanding,'” but seen through separate windows of
perception, almost like looking into a shattered mirror. It appears to function through
images of various occasions or significant periods in time. In strophe 3 the prophetess
offers an image of the cosmos prior to the world describing the lack of things we see
around us which make up our surroundings: vara sandr né scer ‘there was neither sand
nor sea’; né svalar unnir ‘nor frigid waves’; né upphiminn ‘nor heaven above’, en gras
hvergi ‘grass nowhere’. There was nothing but ginnunga gap ‘a gaping void’, and the
primordial giant Ymir who will later provide the raw materials for all that which is
absent. The sense of time is generalized dr vas alda par er Ymir byggdi ‘early in ages,
there where Ymir lived’, but this need not imply any specific point early in time, such as
its very beginning. The word ddr serves to divide and compare the image of the early
cosmos with an image of its present state as described in the following strophe. The
prophetess has no need to discuss Ymir, though he is included as forming a component of
the picture of the primordial cosmos. John Stanley Martin states, ‘The stress is on the
yawning gap before any act of creation and it is hard to imagine a specific giant existing
in this pre-creation void. Moreover, Ymir is extraneous to the account of creation in
Voluspa.'® Ymir is extraneous only in the sense that the prophetess does not include (or
perhaps does not need to include) the events concerning how he came to form the
cosmos. It may be hard to imagine Ymir living in the pre-creation void at the dawn of
ages, just as it is hard to imagine him living ‘there where’ as opposed to ‘then when’.
Therefore Ymir may not be extraneous if the prophetess is describing a period in time in

which he was a fundamental component.

Palsson suggests that a syntactical peculiarity in the use of par er ‘there where’ in
Véluspd 3, ‘[implies that] during this stage of the creation of the world, the distinction
between time and place is blurred.”' In this way the sibyl describes the lack of

distinction between time and place. We naturally look for a chronological ordering of

" Sigurdur Nordal, ed., Véluspd, trans. by B. Benedikz and J. McKinnell, Durham and St Andrews
Medieval Texts 1 (Durham: 1978), p. 4.

'8 J. Martin, ‘Ar vas alda. Ancient Scandinavian creation myths reconsidered’ in Speculum Norroenum:
Studies in Memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, U. Dronke, ed., (Odense: 1981), p. 360.
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events but it seems that there is a deliberate lack of sequential logic; thus the poem may
be imitating the primordial chaos. Equally cryptic is the description in strophe 4 of the
ground having been grown with a green leek: pd var grund gréin grenum lauki. Lauki
(masc. dat. sing.) technically refers to only one leck as opposed to several leeks or
greenery in general, and the significance of the leek cannot be known for certain. It may
be that we are being shown an image or snap-shot of the beginning of vegetation or grass
in general. Nordal offers only two possibilities: it either refers to grass in general, or
nothing but leeks grew in the golden age — they being the best of grass.’ The Sibyl says
nothing of a golden age in strophe 4, and is continuing the train of thought from the
previous strophe. Strophe 3 and half of 4 show us an image of the primordial cosmos
before the sons of Burr lifted up the land. The second half of strophe 4 shows another
image of Midgardr immediately after the land was lifted, the sun shown and a leek grew.
The word lauki (the metre would work with the plural Jaukum) as it appears in the strophe
is evidence enough to state that lauki is a single leek, and there is little justification to
give the word in its current form a new and grammatically incorrect definition. It may
not even be necessary if it is accepted that the image of the brand-new leek growing on
the brand-new ground in the brand-new sunlight is a visualization of vegetation just

beginning to flourish in its newly formed environment.

The leek could represent the first shoot of Yggdrasill. Cleasby-Vigfusson notes' that
laukr is occasionally used in similes and metaphors for sleek, taper-formed things; rézt»
sem laukr ‘straight as a leek’, and blod-laukr ‘blood-leek, a sword’. In this definition
Cleasby-Vigfusson add that a mast is called skips-laukr, ‘the leek of the ship’, which is
also discussed in Lex.Poet.”? In this sense the laukr of Véluspa 4 could be taken to refer
to the first sprouting of the world-ash Yggdrasill, as it is at this stage that both time and
place take shape and meaning. This can be compared with the description of Yggdrasill
catching fire and groaning during Ragnardk at the end of the world in strophe 45. A

parallel can be found in Grm. 40 (which relates how Ymir’s body parts came to become

' Hermann Palsson (1996), p. 61.

* Sigurdur Nordal (1978), pp. 15, 16.

2! Cleasby-Vigfusson (1957), s.v. Laukr. pp. 374, 375.
2 Lex.Poet. s.v.
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earthly features): badmr or hari ‘(a) tree out of (a) hair’. This is often taken to mean that
trees were made of his hair, but may instead refer to the one tree, the world ash.
Yggdrasill may represent the space-time continuum in Norse cosmology, and Vsp. 3
draws a picture of existence prior to the sprouting of this world-ash, which somehow
seems to hold space and time together. The word grda has several meanings derived
from ‘grow’ (which is original but unusual) including ‘to grow together’ and ‘to be
healed of wounds’. If we assume the meaning ‘to grow together’> it could be saying that
as the cosmos forms Yggdrasill grows together with it, holding and binding it to the
space-time continuum. The leek was also believed to have healing properties;>* therefore
we may have an image of the growing together, binding and healing of the new cosmos.
It seems unlikely that Yggdrasill is a leek in the literal sense, but the descriptions of the

Sibyl are cryptic.

It may be possible to compare the prophetess’s grammatical style in Vsp. 3 with other
syntactical peculiarities found throughout the poem in which the vélva ‘prophetess’ talks
about herself in the third person.”” It may be that the odd use of syntax appears to be in
line with the narrator’s cryptic style, and may therefore be deliberate. Helga Kress”® and
Hermann Palsson®” have recently revived the suggestion of Bjorn M. Olsen (in Arkiv for
nordisk filologi 30, 1914) that the poet is actually a poetess, though this remains
speculative. In 1953 Gabriel Turville-Petre suggested, ‘...the ecstatic tone of Véluspd
might lead to the suspicion that it was composed in an abnormal state of mind.’*® The
most that can be assumed with safety is that the narrator seems to be imitating the cryptic

wording of a prophetess or fortune-teller. Therefore one must bear in mind when reading

3 As it appears in ch. 20 of Bdrdar saga Sneefellsdss, Islendinga ségur Gudni Jonsson, ed., (1946), p. 349;
see also Porhallur Vilmundarson and Bjarni Vilhjalmsson edd., Bdrdar saga Sneefellsdss, Hardar saga,
fslenzk fornrit, X111 (Reykjavik: 1991), pp. 101-172.

# Kulturhistorisk leksikon for nordisk middelalder, vol. 11, p. 85.

% For example Vsp. 22, 27, 28, 29, 30, 34, 37, 39, 56, 61 and 62 for the Sibyl referring to herself in the
third person.

% H. Kress, “The Apocalypse of a Culture: Voluspd and the Myth of the Sources/Sorceress in Old Icelandic
Literature’, in Poetry in the Scandinavian Middle Ages, T. Paroli, ed., The Seventh International Saga
Conference, Atti del XII Congresso internazionale di studi sull’ alto medioevo (Spoleto: 1990), pp. 279-
302.

" Hermann Palsson (1996), p. 14.

# E.0.G. Turville-Petre, Origins of Icelandic Literature (Oxford: 1953), p. 59.
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and translating Voluspd that the material may be deliberately puzzling, and a literal

translation should reflect the cryptic nature of the Old Norse original.

2.3 COSMOLOGICAL MYTHS IN ORAL TRADITION INVOLVING YMIR
In Vafpridnismal Odinn asks the wise giant Vafpradnir ivadan iord um kom® to
which he replies:

Vafpridnir [kvad:]
Or Ymis holdi
var i6rd um skopud,
en or beinom bidrg,
himinn or hausi
ins hrimkalda iStuns,
en 6r sveita sior.>°
(Vm. 21)

In Grimnismdl there is a nearly identical strophe:

Or Ymis holdi

var i6rd umn skopud,

en Or sveita s@r,

bidrg 6r beinom,

badmr or hari,

en 6r hausi himinn.'

(Grm. 40)

In these two strophes are a number of opposing alliterating word groups: biérg / beinom;
sveita / scer; hausi / himinn. Both begin with ér Ymis holdi / var iéré um skopud, and
another structural similarity can be found in the beginnings of lines 3 and 6 of each
strophe with en or ‘and out of’. The similarity between these two strophes could suggest
either that they were copied from one poem to the another with slight alterations, or that

they both originally belonged to the same oral tradition.

V. 20: Whence did the earth come about?

*Vm. 21: Vafpridnir said: Out of the flesh of Ymir, the frost cold giant, was the earth shaped, and
mountains out of [the] bones, the heavens out of his skull, and the sea from his sweat (=blood).

3 Grm. 40. The earth was formed out of the flesh of Ymir: the sea out of his blood, the boulders out of his
bones, a tree out of a hair, and the heavens out of his skull.
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Turville-Petre points to a possible connection between Ymir and the creation of the
dwarves,*? This concerns a passage in Vsp. 9 in which the dwarves were made from the

bloody surf of Brimir and ‘limbs’ of Bldinn:

ba gengo regin 611

4 rokstola,

ginnheilog god,

ok um pat gaettuz,

hverr skyldi dverga

dréttir skepia

or Brimis blodi

ok 6r Blains leggiom.*
(Vsp. 9)

This also appears in the fourteenth century Hauksbok version of Véluspa:

or brimi blodgu
ok 6r Blains leggjum.**
(H)
Brim means ‘surf’ and if so Brimir may be an Ymir-name, given that it is in the context
of blood and the sea is (according to Vm. 21 and Grm. 40) made out of the blood of
Ymir.*® Bldinn ‘blue’ may also be an Ymir-name, seeing that Snorri interprets the Bldinn
in Voluspa in terms of Ymir’s rotting flesh. He quotes Vsp. 9 and he relays a story of

how the dwarves were maggots in the rotting flesh of his body:

2 E.0.G. Turville-Petre, Myth and Religion of the North: The Religion of Ancient Scandinavia (London:
1964), p. 234.

3Vsp. 9: Then all the ruling powers, most holy gods, went to their judgement-seats, and discussed about it,
who should create hosts of dwarves out of Brimir’s blood and out of Bldinn’s (blue) leg bones.

3 Turville-Petre translates this as follows: from the bloody surf and the limbs of Bldinn. Turville-Petre
(1964), p. 234,

% If it is the form is Brimir it could be derived from brimi ‘fire’.
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Par naest settuz gudin upp i seti sin ok réttu doma sina ok minntuz hvadan
dvergar hfou kviknat { moldunni ok nidri f i6réunni, sva sem madkar {
holdi. Dvergarnir h6fou skipaz fyrst ok tekit kviknon 1 holdi Ymis, ok
voro pa madkar, en af atkveedi gudanna urdu peir vitandi manvitz ok
hféu mannz liki ok bua b6 1 i5rdu ok { steinum.*®

(Sn.E. Gylf: 14)

Blar- means ‘blue, blue-black’ and can refer to the colour of bruised flesh such as in the
phrase bldr ok blédugr ‘blue and bloody’. It is also the colour a corpse turns after a
number of weeks. If Snorri’s account is drawing on more sources than Véluspd, the myth
may have been independent of it and could be part of another oral tradition. It seems
unlikely that Snorri would have fabricated the dwarves’ development from maggots, but
it is always a possibility that this is one of Snorri’s rationalisations. The fact that Ymir
has, or seems to have, the names Bldinn (also found listed as a dwarf heiti in Skj. Pul. IV,
ii. Dverga heiti)’’ and Brimir seems to suggest widespread knowledge, not only of Ymir,

but also of his part in the cosmology.

Snorri adds further information which might stem from such an oral tradition

concerning Ymir:

beir téku Ymi ok flutti i mitt Ginnungagap ok gerdu af honum i6rdina, af blode
hans sinn ok vétnin; i6rdin var gor af holdinu, en bidrgin af beinunum; griét ok
urdir gerdu peir af tSnnum ok ioxtum ok af peim beinum er brotin véro.®

(Sn.E. Gylf. 8)

Gylfaginning post-dates Vafpridnismdl, Voluspd and Grimnismal® so it is fairly safe to

assume that some of the information comes directly from these earlier sources. Yet

%Gylf. 14: Next the gods sat up in their seats and made their counsel, and noticed for themselves how the
dwarves had quickened in the soil and below the earth, like maggots in flesh. The dwarves were formed
first and had taken life in the flesh of Ymir, and were then maggots, but from the decree of the gods they
came to know human consciousness and had human form and yet live in earth and stones. (ed. Faulkes, p.
15).

3 E. A. Kock, ed., Den norsk-isliindska skaldediktningen, I-11 (Lund: 1946-50), 1, pp. 336, 337.

38Sn.E. Gylf. 8. They took Ymir and moved him to the middle of the yawning gap, and made out of him the
earth: the sea and lakes out of his blood; the earth was made of his flesh, and boulders out of his bones;
they made gravel and stones out of his teeth and molars and those bones which were broken.

¥For example Grm. strophes 40 and 41, and Fsp. 5 being quoted in Sn.E, Gy{f. 8, and Vi, 29 and 31 being
quoted in Sn.E.GyIf. 5.
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Snorri does add details which are not found in other extant sources such as: griét ok urdir
gerdu peir af ténnum ok ivxlum and af peim beinum er brotin véro.*® One can only
wonder why Snorri does not name his other sources, but one possibility may be that these
details derive from various scattered oral traditions which survived into his own day. It
may be that Vin. 21 and Grm. 40 derived separately from such a tradition or another
possibility could be that Snorri was aware of Ymir-kennings now lost which refer to

stones as Ymir’s broken molars.

The myth concerning the giantess Jord ‘earth’ (Porr’s mother) seems to conflict with
the Ymir myth regarding the origin of land: we are told that the land, jord, was made out
of Ymir’s flesh. There are numerous kennings which refer to a giantess Jord,"' which
clearly connect her with the earth; in fact jor'd also means ‘land’. It would seem plausible
to conclude that the jord (mentioned in passages such as Grm. 40 and Vm. 21) is
interchangable with the giantess Jord. Further, another name for the figure of J6rd is
Fjorgyn.** The word fjorgyn is of great antiquity: it has two plausible etymologies, one
of which relates it to Old English fyrgen and Gothic fairguni, ‘mountain’ and further to
various words for tree including modern English “fir’, cognate with Latin quercus, so the
word may have had an overall sense of ‘wooded mountain / forested mountain’. The
second etymology relates both Fjorgyn and the masculine god-name Fjdrgynn to the
Lithuanian weather-god Perkunas whose function seems to be very similar to that of
p6rr.* Both etymologies may be correct for Norse, giving a deity associated with thunder
but also with wooded mountainous land. Hallfredr vandraedaskald (late tenth century)
echoes such a correlation of wooded mountain with giantess [1,5] when he describes Earl
Hékon’s acquisition of Norway as his marriage to [J6r8] ‘the only daughter of Onarr,

tree-grown’ [einga dottur Onars, vidi gréna).*

Numerous studies have been undertaken concerning Ymir and variant forms in other

Indo-European myths. In Iranian mythology the primordial being, Zurvan, conceived

OSn.E. Gylf. 8. (ed. Faulkes p. 11).

! See R. Meissner (1921), pp. 87-89.

“2 1 ex.Poet. s.v. .

# Asgeir Blondal Magnusson, fslensk Ordsifiabok,s.v. fiérgyn; ARG. §513, §560.
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twins, one ‘light and fragrant’ and the other ‘dark and stinking’. The light twin created
the heavens and earth and the dark one created everything evil. This is comparable to
Ymir in that he sprouts a man and a woman under his left arm (possibly armpit) as he
sweats in his sleep. Odinn is not the son of Ymir, but the son of Bestla, one of Ymir’s
direct descendants. It is possible that he can therefore be seen as the counterpart or
variant of the light twin in Iranian mythology in that he creates the heavens and earth
along with his two brothers (or possibly two Odinn by-forms). The dark twin has no
direct parallel in Norse mythology, but may, perhaps, be seen as the race of the giants in
general. Ymir shares another striking parallel with Zurvan as the earth and heavens were
made from his body: the sky was his head, plants were his hair and the earth was his
feet.* It seems likely that a primordial being, other than a god or spirit, was once an
important component in the early Indo-European belief systems, and therefore it seems
plausible that the myths surrounding him survived in oral tradition from an early age.
The name Ymir has frequently been compared to Yima (Sanscrit Yama) ‘twin’. De Vries
points out that according to Tacitus the name Tuisto ‘twin’ or perhaps ‘hermaphrodite’
belonged to the mythical first ancestor of the Germans (Germania 1), from whom all the

Germanic tribes are believed to have descended.*®

Turville-Petre suggests, ‘The Norse creation myths must be influenced by the Eastern
ones, but it is not yet possible to say when and how this influence was exerted.”*’ He
suggests, among other possibilities, that the myths must have reached Europe at an early
time when Indo-European language and culture were adopted, and in this case the myths
must have been adapted, formulated and fossilised in the North.*® It is illogical to say
that, because the Norse creation myths share striking resemblances with Eastern models,
the Norse forms must have been influenced by them. According to the principle of
diffusion, the Eastern and Northern variants probably developed independently from a
single, central source. They would develop differently as they drifted apart and with the

passing of time whilst certain features and themes remain fossilised in both cultures. It is

" Hékonardrapa 5, Ski. 1 B, p. 148.

%5 See E.0.G. Turville-Petre (1964), ff, 278.
% 4RG. p. 573.

7 E.0.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 278.
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also conceivable that some myths originated independently, but were similar because
they had similar functions for similar peoples in similar circumstances, There are also a
few myths which can be found around the world that seem to be based on human
universals. Examples of such universal myths may be the dying god and the earth rising
out of the sea. Therefore caution must be exercised when consulting Eastern myths in
search for understanding of the Norse material. The Eastern myths seem to be related to
the Norse creation myth, and if this is so, they are all likely to share a common older
source, which in turn provides some idea of the age of the Norse creation myth. The
longer the myths have been in circulation, the more the likelihood of there being variant
names and sub-myths, such as the variant names Brimir and Bldinn and Snorri’s account
of the dwarves’ origins in Ymir’s rotting flesh. Furthermore it means that there is more
likelihood of there having been ancient oral traditions involving Ymir and the myth of
creation, which would explain various versions of what may once have been the same

strophe in Vm. 21 and Grm. 40,

Robert Kellogg once suggested that the Eddaic poems never had a fixed text in oral
tradition but were improvised on the basis of formulas like the Yugoslav epics studied by
Parry and Lord.* Lars Loénnroth argued that although Kellogg’s position is untenable,
‘[this has] done Old Norse studies a very important service by insisting that we look at
the Eddaic poems as oral texts and not as completely fixed literary compositions... It also
appears quite likely that Eddaic texts were improvised, or were at least quite fluid and
changeable, at an early stage in their transmission, before the Icelanders started to
concern themselves so much with rigid metrical rules and the preservation of “correct”
poetic diction... Recurrent formulas and oral variants in our present Edda texts may in
some cases be explained as left-overs from such an earlier, more fluid stage in oral
tradition.” It may be that the myths involving Ymir were preserved as such ‘oral texts’
through a relatively fluid stage of development. It seems possible that Véluspd was one

such oral text that was affected by fluidity of oral transmission given the fact that certain

* Ibid, p. 278.
¥ R. Kellogg, “The Oral Heritage of Written Narrative,” in R. Kellogg & R. Scholes, edd., The Nature of
Narrative (1966). (See A. B. Lord, The Singer of Tales 2" ed. Cambridge, MA: 2000).




The Roles of the Giants in Norse Mythology 26

strophes have similar variants in other Eddaic poems, and that the subject matter shifts
from theme to theme, including possible Christian themes introduced in later stages of
development. Numerous variations between the R and H versions of Véluspd cannot be
put down to simple scribal error,” and this may suggest that they may have reached their
present form partly as a result of oral transmission. This may also imply that there may
not be a single Véluspd-poet or poetess, and that the poem in its present state may have

had numerous contributors.

2.4 YMIR AND CHRISTIAN THEMES WITHIN VOLUSPA

Snorri tells us that the sons of Burr t6ku Ymi ok flutti i mitt Ginnungagap.>* This differs
from Véluspa in that the earth is said to have been lifted up by the sons of Burr, giving
the impression that it existed independently of Ymir. In fact, Snorri does not quote Vsp.
4, perhaps dismissing it in favour of another, now lost, source. Furthermore Snorri
quotes Vsp. 3, but his second line is pat er ekki var ‘then when nothing was’ as opposed
to par er Ymir byggdi ‘there where Ymir lived’ as it is found in both R and H
Furthermore Snorri’s account has many striking parallels in Iranian mythology. He
describes the hot world of Muspell on the one side and the frozen world of Niflheimr on
the other with Ginnungagap in the middle. The Iranian cosmogony myths also concern
the fusion of light and heat with cold and darkness, and the space between. There is a
difference between the Norse and Iranian myths in that the light side is described as
sweet-smelling and moist, and the dark side being dark, heavy, dry and stinking.*® This
implies that the light side was (or had probably become) connected in some way with
pleasantness and the dark side with unpleasantness. Snorri’s description of Muspell and
Niflheimr presents both worlds in an ‘unpleasant’ context. Furthermore Muspell is
considered hot and dry, whereas Niflheimr, although frozen, was far from dry. Snorri

reports that Surtr stands on the edge of Muspell guarding it, and it is he who will destroy

%0 L. Lonnroth, ‘1618 fannz seva né upphiminn. A formula analysis,’ in Speculum Norroenum: Studies in
Memory of Gabriel Turville-Petre, Ursula Dronke ef al. edd. (Odense: 1981), pp. 311, 322.

5! An example of such oral recomposition can be seen in Finaz esir aipa velli oc vin mold pinvr matkan
doma oc a fimbvl tys fornar rvnar, (R 57) and Hittaz wser ida uelli ok um molld pinur matkan deema ok
minnaz par a megin doma ok a fimbultys fornar runar (H 53). The differences here do not interupt the
metre and the meaning is retained.

32 Took Ymir and moved (him) into in the middle [of the] gaping void (ed. Faulkes, p. 11).

$3Zaehner, R., The Dawn and Twilight of Zoroastrianism (London: 1961), pp. 248-50.
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the world with fire at Ragnardk (also found in Vsp. 52). There are definitely similarities

between the two mythological accounts, but the differences are equally considerable.

Further, Véluspa stands alone™ in describing the earth having been lifted up, sinking

beneath the waves, and rising anew from the sea after Ragnarok:

Sél tér sortna

sigr fold i mar,

hverfa af himni

heidar stiérnor;

geisar eimi

vid aldrnara,

leikr har hiti vid

himin sialfan.”
(Vsp. 5T7)

In Vm. 47 & 48 we learn that Fenrir will swallow the

sun, and this could be depicted on the Gosforth cross

2

N
SN

(fig. 1) and is possibly depicted on the Ovingham

Bt dhd

IAR

N\
-
o8 L2l

stone;™® thus two versions may have been
concurrently in circulation. Furthermore this strophe
can be compared with a similar strophe in
borfinnsdrapa by the Christian skald Arnorr
boérdarson (c. 1064):

The Gosforth cross tafter Collinguood)
Height 4.42 m

* P. & U. Dronke, *Growth of Literature: the Sea and the God of the Sea’, Chadwick Lecture 8 (1997), pp.
28-31.

** The sun turns dark, land sinks into the sea, the glorious stars vanish out of the sky, smoke rages against
fire, high heat plays against heaven itself.

* Bailey, R., Viking Age Sculpture in Northern England (London: 1980), pp. 134, 135.
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Bjort verdr sél at svartri:

sekkr fold { mar dekkvan,

brestr erfidi Austra,

allr glymr saer 4 fjlum,

adr at eyjum fridri —

inndrottar — Porfinni,

peim hjalpi god geymi —

goedingr myni feedask.”’
(Porfinnsdrdpa 24)

It appears Arnorr was aware of the contents and wording of Vsp. 57, and he freely uses

this material in a Christian context.

The image of the new purified world rising from the water is reminiscent of baptism,
in this case the baptism of the world after the fate of paganism. A convincing argument

has yet to come forward proving that strophe 65 is pagan in origin®®:

P4 kemr hinn riki
at regindomi
oflugr ofan,
sé er ollu raedr.”
(Vsp. 65)

The possibility of Christian influences becomes evident when compared with Mark
13:24-6: ‘But in those days, after that tribulation, the sun shall be darkened, and the moon
shall not give her light, and the stars of heaven shall fall, and the powers that are in
heaven shall be shaken, and then shall they see the Son of man coming in the clouds with
great power and glory’. These motifs and the wording of Vsp. 65 are echoed in Hyndl.
44, showing that they were widely known. Other stanzas also seem to echo Mark 13:
Vsp. 45 cf. Mark 13.12 and 7; and Vsp. 57, cf. Mark 24-5. Ifit is the case that hinn riki is
Christ coming down to rule over all, after the baptism of the world, we might have a clue

as to why Ymir’s role in the creation of the world is appears to be limited. It may be that

%7 The bright sun becomes black; the land sinks into the dark sea, Austri’s labour (= sky) shatters; all the
sea crashes on to the mountains — before a lovelier lord than Porfinnr will be born in the isles (Orkney):
may God keep that keeper of the court (Kock, I, p. 162-3).

%8 For the view that this stophe is not original to the poem see Dronke (1997), pp. 192-3, and references to
von See there.

% Then the mighty one comes down from above (at divine judgement?), the one who rules all.
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the poet knew Ymir’s role in Norse cosmogony, but prefers to present the world as land
originally lifted from the depths of Ginnungagap, only to sink again under the sea after
Ragnardk and then to be lifted again after its baptism. Ymir’s role in the cosmogony as
described in Voluspa, probably stems from the same oral tradition as Vafpridnismal and
Grimnismal, though his role, as it appears in Voluspd, has possibly been abbreviated. In
an orally composed poem, indebtedness to Christian sources does not necessarily imply a

Christian poet.

2.5 THE FORMATION OF YMIR AND HIS DESCENDANTS

The sources for Ymir are reasonably close in agreement concerning his role and
characteristics. By the time of the composition of the Eddaic poems, Ymir seems to have
been recognised as the first living being. It may be that Surtr lived before Ymir as Snorri

describes him guarding the first world Muspell:

P& melti Pridi: ‘Fyrst var po sa heimr { sudrhalfu er Muspell heitir; hann

er lidss ok heitr, st 4tt er logandi ok brennandi, er hann ok 6feerr peim er

par eru utlendir ok eigi eigu par 6dul. Sa er Surtr nefndr er par sitr 4

landzenda til landvarnar; hann hefir loganda sverd, ok i enda veralldar

mun hann fara ok heria ok sigra 811 godin ok brenna allan heim med eldi.®°
(Sn.E. Gylf. 4)

Snorri relates that Muspell®' existed before any other world, but he does not specifically
tell us that Surtr guarded it from its beginnings. He uses the present tense to describe

Surtr and the future tense to describe what he will do, but we know nothing about his

origins:

% Sn.E. Gylf. 4: Then Third spoke: ‘But first was that world in the southern half which is called Muspell; it
is bright and hot, that direction is flaming and burning [and it is impassable for those that are foreigners
there and are not native to it] (trans. Faulkes, p. 9). He is named Surtr who sits there on the edge of the
land guarding it, holding a flaming sword, and at the end of the world he will go and harry and be
victorious against all the gods and burn all the world with fire’ (ed. Faulkes p. 9).

8! Cognates of Muspell appear as muspille in Old High German Muspille (1. 57) and mudspelli | mutspelli
Old Saxon Heliand lines 2592, 4360. 1ts meaning here is ‘(the Christian) doomsday’, perhaps literally ‘the
mighty news/event’. Its origin and early sense are debatable, (see de Vries, ARG., 11, p. 394 and fn, 2) and
given this meaning it could be borrowed from German Christianity, in which case it would have to be a
recent arrival in Norse mythology.
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If this is the same Surfr, and he is a giant, then he would (following Vafbridnismal) be

Surtr ok Stérverkr,
Seekarlsmuli,
Skeerir, Skrymir,
Skerkir, Salfangr.
(Sn.E. Skj. Pul. Jotna heiti 1)

descended from Ymir as we are told in Hyndluljéd:

And again in Vafpraonismal:

Eru vélur allar
fra Vidélfi,
vitkar Vilmeidi,
<en> seidberendr
fra Svarthofoa,
16tnar allir
frd Ymi komnir.*
(Hyndl. 33)

Vafpriidnir [kvad:]

Or Elivégom

stukko eitrdropar,

sva 0x, unz vard or idtunn;

<par Orar ttir

komu allar saman,

bvi er pat = allt til atalt>.%
(Vm. 31)

30

Surtr may be a demonic figure who is associated with the giants,* but as Faulkes points

out, ‘The name is used for a giant in general in skaldic verse.”® What this tells us is that

not all giants are confined to parameters set in other poems.

% Hyndl. 33: All prophetesses come from Vidolfr, all wizards from Vilmeidr, and sorcerers from

Svarth&foi, all giants have come from Ymir.

8 Vi, 31: Vafpradnir said: From storm-bays sprang poison-drops so it grew until out of it a giant came to
exist. There all our genealogies came all together, therefore all of it is always (possibly referring to eeftir) so

terrible (atalt possibly meaning ‘fierce’ or ‘loathsome’ see Cleasby-Vigfusson, s.v. atalt p. 29). The

second half of ¥Vm. 31 is preserved only in Snorra Edda.
5 A. Faulkes, trans., Snorri Sturluson: Edda (London: 1987), p. 174.

% Ibid. p. 174.
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As far as we know Ymir is the progenitor of all the giants. It seems to be possible, if
not to translate, then to interpret the second half of Vim. 31 as follows: ‘There all our
genealogies came all together, therefore all of it is always so terrible.,” What the strophe
appears to be relaying is that the giants are indeed terrible (fearsome/loathsome), because
their lineage descends from Ymir who was formed from poison-droplets. In appendices
A and B numerous giant names are listed which can be associated with ferocity,
loathsomeness and malevolence. This may indicate that the circumstances surrounding
Ymir’s formation are central to why so many giants are so named. It may be that giants
had already been seen as terrible when the details of the myth of Ymir’s creation
developed (possibly as explanations). Some names that would be transparent to a
medieval Icelander could be of relatively recent coinage, whereas obscure names which
could only have been formed in a proto-language must be of great age. It is noteworthy
that the word Ymir seems to be transparent insofar as it could be derived as an agent noun

from ymja ‘to whine, cry’, but this could be a reinterpretation of a much older form.%

Many giant and giantess names seem to be related to earthly features, and according to
Norse cosmogony as we know it, earthly features such as sand, mountains and water were
made of Ymir’s flesh, bones (molars), and blood respectively. Most of these names
appear in the pulur in an appendix to Skdidskaparmdl. The tables in appendices A and B
are of giant- and giantess-names with earth/water/bone associations which may be
associated with Ymir in this way. The fact that there are so many names that can be
classified (to a certain degree) in terms of Ymir-characteristics, seems to suggest that as
the mythical progenitor of the giants, Ymir’s role in Norse cosmogony lends itself to his
giant descendants. What cannot be known for certain is if Ymir’s specific role in

cosmogony developed earlier, concurrently, or later than these associations.

The sources for the formation (or birth) of Ymir are in V. 30, 31 and Sn.E. Gylf® (in
which Snorri cites Vim. 30-31).%% In ¥m. 30 O8inn asks, hvadan Aurgelmir kom® to
which Vafpridnir replies:

% See de Vries, AEW., 5.v.
5 Sn.E. Gylf. 5 {ed. Faulkes, pp. 10-11).
% Grm. 40 and 41 are directly quoted later in Gyif. 8 (ed. Faulkes, p. 12).
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Or Elivagom

stukko eitrdropar,

sva 6x, unz vard 6r idtunn;’
(Vim. 31)

Snorri elaborates telling us that in the centre of the dark frozen world of Niflheimr is the
spring Hvergelmir from which twelve poisonous rivers flowed. These rivers Elivdgar
‘storm bays’ flowed so far from their source they froze and ran no more, and became
rime filling the northern part of Ginnungagap. Elivdgar is also often used as the name of
the river dividing the world of men and gods from Jétunheimar (Vm. 31; Hym. 5; Sn.E.
Sk. ch 17.) The rime met with burning sparks from Muspell and began to melt the ice,
and the droplets of poison quickened into the likeness of a man, Ymir. As mentioned
above many giant- and giantess-names are associated with coldness, wetness and frost,
and the term Arimpursar’' means ‘rime-giants’. To an extent it is a ‘chicken-and-egg’
question to ask if the myth concerning the creation of Ymir from the rime predates the
giants’ associations with frost. It may, however, be the case that as the myth of Ymir
developed, people may have begun to perceive the giants in terms of their mythical
forefather — the sons and daughters of Ymir would naturally share some of his

characteristics.

Snorri presents Ymir as illr, perhaps meaning ‘hostile’: Hann var illr ok allir hans
cettmenn, pa kollum vér hrimpursa.” Evil does not seem to have been conceptualised in
the Norse belief-system until contact with Christianity, and Snorri for that matter is
writing approximately two and a half centuries after the conversion of Iceland, though
this need not imply that Snorri is the first to treat the giants in this way. It may also be
that the survival of such mythical creatures in later folklore (in the form of trolls for
example) may have had an impact on the way Snorri perceives them, in a way not unlike

the many Christian influences shown in the presentation of Grendel in Beowulf.

% From what did Aurgelmir come?

™ V. 31: Vafpridnir said: From storm-bays sprang poison-drops; so it grew until out of it a giant came to
exist.

" As it is found in ¥m. 33, Hym. 109, Gra. 31, Skin. 34; Sn.E. Gylf: (ed. Faulkes ch. 3, p. 9, ch. 5, p. 10).
™ Sn.E. Gylf. 5: He was evil and all his kinsmen, we call them frostgiants (ed. Faulkes p. 10).
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2.6 YMIR THE HERMAPHRODITE?

Snorri relates the way in which Ymir reproduced:

...Sva er sagt [at] pa er hann svaf, fekk hann sveita; pd 6x undir vinstri

hond honum madr ok kona, ok annarr fotr hans gat son vié 68rum. En

badan af komu attir.”

(Sn.E. Gylf. 5)

The reason why it is assumed that Ymir is a hermaphrodite is because his fotr ‘leg’ begets
a son with the other; thus Ymir belongs to both sexes. Perhaps Ymir can be classified as
hermaphrodite according to the terminology of our time, but is this how ‘he’ was once
perceived? There is no Old Icelandic word for hermaphiodite, and in all the sources
Ymir takes the masculine gender, and never feminine, or, more importantly, never neuter.
It is generally believed that as a primordial mythical figure, as already mentioned, it
appears that Ymir is related to the Iranian Zurvan, who is a hermaphrodite in the sense

*7 and in the

that he gives birth to twins. The name Ymir has been related to Yima ‘twin
Iranian mythology Yima is the first man.” The similarities are striking and seem to

suggest the existence of an early Indo-European primordial hermaphrodite.

It may be possible to interpret Ymir’s bisexuality as a form of ergi. This derogatory
term frequently refers to passive homosexuality, but is also applicable concerning

transgenderism. An ideal example of this is in Ls. 23:

[O8inn kvad:]

...vartu fyr i6rd nedan

kyr mélkandi ok kona,

ok hefir pti par <b6rn of> borit,

ok hugda ek pat args adal.”®
(Ls. 23)

™ Sn.E. Gylf. 5: So it is said that when he slept, he sweated. Then under his left arm grew a man and
woman, and one foot begot a son with the other. Thence came kindreds (ed. Faulkes, p. 10).

™ R. Much, Die Germania des Tacitus, 2 ed. (1959), 22.

™ R. Zaehner (1961), p. 248-50.

% Odinn said: you were beneath the earth, milking cows and a woman, and you have borne children there,
and I thought that (was) the inheritance of a pervert.
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The consistent theme throughout Lokasenna is the shameful deeds of which the gods are
guilty. It may be that potentially shameful sexual attributes might have led to later

perception of Ymir as evil, as seems also to have happened in part with Loki.

The word Ymir has a confusing and possibly ancient etymology. The closest word in
Norse’’ is the verb ymja meaning ‘to roar, groan, whine, cry’: hann grét sarlig ok umdi;™
svd bar hann pridliga séttina at engi madr heyrdi hann ymja;” pdé umdu peir er é heyrou
ok hlégu at.*® Ymja can also mean to resound or groan: ymja mun { bédum eyrum peim er
a heyrir®! ymr it aldna tré;** umou iskalir;®® and umdu oddldr.® Another meaning is
howl: ymdu Ulfhédnar;® ymr pjédar-bol Appendices 1 and 2 list the names of giants
and giantesses which have associations with roaring or noise-making in general. This
may suggest that ‘roaring’ is a substantial characteristic or trait of Ymir the progenitor of
the giants. If the figure of Ymir originally derived from the same source as the Iranian
Yima, then it appears at least that the name Ymir has taken on some new meanings.
Whatever the name for any ancient Indo-European hermaphrodite once was, its earlier
meaning (perhaps ‘twin’) may have been lost, and it may have been thereafter associated

with ymja ‘to roar’.

Interestingly, the description Snorri gives of Ymir’s reproductive capabilities is
reminiscent of the way in which Ymir was himself formed. It could be that his sweat
drips and forms a man and woman in the same way that Ymir was formed of the
poisonous droplets of melting rime. If this is the case, it seems to have little to do with
sex or sexuality at all. Snorri’s description of Ymir’s legs having a son with each other,
on the other hand, seems to imply that they were of opposite sexes capable of producing

offspring. Snorri is our only source for this particular information concerning his legs,

" Cleasby-Vigfusson , p. 726.

™8 Hom. 116 (Gustav Indrebp, ed.).
®0.HL.39

®OHL.T5

& S17. 433

2 Vsp. 45

8 dkv, 34

M Hiom. 8

8 Fagrsk. 8

% Anon. X111 B7 Skj. B.2. p.148.
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and thus we cannot determine its age and it could possibly be a late development. The
information concerning Ymir’s sweat is similarly confined to Snorri, but the fact that it
shares similarities with Ymir’s own formation may suggest an earlier date, though this
could not be proven without datable kennings which make use of giant names such as

“Ymir’s sweat’.

2.7 THE EXTENT OF YMIR’S COSMOLOGICAL ROLE

Ymir shares many characteristics with his Eastern counterparts, but he also appears to
have developed considerably both in the North and possibly in the East since his possible
Indo-European origin. As a result one must bear in mind that the myth of Ymir seems to
be comprised of countless components, some possibly Indo-European, some Germanic,
and some Norse. His role in Norse cosmogony appears to have become intermixed with
giants bearing names associated with both his characteristics and the components of the

world which are said to have been made of him.

Ymir’s role is a passive one in that he does not create the world but it is composed of
him. The sons of Burr: O8inn, Vili and Vé ¥ and/or Odinn, Heenir and Lédurt®® killed
Ymir and made the world from his flesh. The gods charge themselves with the ordering
of the cosmos, and in this organizing the giants never seem to take a willing part,
particularly Ymir. The gods take four dwarves® and set them under the four corners of
Ymir’s skull thereby ordering the four directions.”® They organize the body and blood of
Ymir in concentric circles.”! The land of the outermost circle is Jotunheimr © giant worlds’
and the innermost is Asgardr ‘enclosure of the £sir’. Separating them is the djiipi sjdr
‘deep sea’ and Midgardr ‘middle-enclosure’, which serves as a defensive works
protecting Asgardr and also serves as the home for mankind. Therefore Ymir is a part of

the cosmos, but involuntarily so.

8 Sn.E. Gylf. 6., (ed. Faulkes, p. 11).
% Vsp. 18.
% Austri, Vestri, Nordri and Sudri. Sn.E. Gylf. ch. 8. (ed. Faulkes, p. 12).
% Sn.E. Gylf. 8 (ed. Faulkes, p. 12).
Snorri may be rationalizing at this point, as nowhere else do we find any such precise description.
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Gunnlod meér um gaf

gullnom stoli a

drykk ins dyra miadar;

ill iogiold

lét ek hana eptir hafa

sins ins heila hugar,

sins ins svara sefa.”
(Hav. 105)

3 OPINN AND THE GIANTS

3.1 OPINN'S SEARCH FOR WISDOM

The relationship between Odinn and the race of giants is perplexing, being full of
contradiction and duality. He presides over the slain in Valhdll, and is also the god of
hanged or sacrificial victims. O8inn is versed in magic and in Hdvamd! we have a list of
his spells which he learned from the giant Bolporn, his maternal grandfather, one of

which concerns his powers over hanged men:

Pat kann ek it tolpta:
ef ek sé a tré uppi
vafa virgilng,
sva ek rist
ok i rinum fak
at s4 gengr gumi
ok meelir vid mik.”
(Hav. 157)

It appears that spells such as those listed in the ‘Ljodatal’® are a form of useful wisdom,
and the runes a form of arcane and other-worldly wisdom. In search of this arcane

wisdom Oinn sacrifices himself to himself on the ash Yggdrasill ‘O8inn’s horse’, and in

doing so he takes up the runes:

%2 Hév, 105: On the golden chair Gunnldd gave me a drink of the dear mead; afier | gave her an ill payment,
for her sincerity, for her heavy mind.

% Hav. 157: | know it, the twelfth: if I see up on a tree a hanged corpse swaying, [ cut runes and paint
runes, in such a way that the man walks and talks with me.

™ The term ‘Lj6Batal’ for this section of Havamdl was first coined by K. Miillenhoff, Deutsche
Altertumskunde V (Berlin: 1891).




The Roles of the Giants in Norse Mythology 37

Vid hleifi mik seldo

né vid hornigi,

nysta ek nidr,

nam ek upp runar,

cepandi nam,

fell ek aptr padan.”

(Hav. 139)

In this strophe nam is the verb “to pick up’. The word nam has other meanings which
often imply the use of force, thus it is a temptation to see Odinn not only finding the

runes, but taking, or claiming them for himself.

In many respects wisdom is regarded to be a valuable source of power or advantage. In
Norse mythology we often find that ‘wisdom’ is expressed in terms of tangible objects,
particularly a drink, often intoxicating, or more specifically, a mead such as the mead of
Mimir’s well, comparable with the mead of poetry. The acquisition of wisdom is often
Oéinn’s primary motivation, and he goes to any length to obtain it: sacrificing an eye,

sacrificing himself and putting his safety in jeopardy.

3.2 THE ENCOUNTER BETWEEN OBINN AND VAFBRUDNIR

In many myths in which O8inn plays a primary role, he encounters or engages giants,
who, for the sake of the theme, provide obstacles to his acquisition of sources of wisdom.
Yet the case of Vafpridnir is exceptional in that what Odinn gains from the encounter is
evidence that he is the wisest. Vafpridnir is the wisest among giants, and there is the

implication that his reputation threatens that of Odinn:

% Hav. 139: No one comforted me with bread, nor with the (drinking) horn, I searched below, 1 seized the
runes, I cried out 1 seized them, I fell back from there.
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[Odinn kvad:]

R&0 pti mér nu, Frigg,

allz mik fara tidir

at vitia Vafpradnis;

forvitni mikla

kved ek mér 4 fornom stéfom

vid pann inn alsvinna i6tun.”®
(Vm. 1)

Frigg pleads with O8inn not to face the giant who is believed to be the wisest of his kind.
Many have questioned why Frigg should bother asking this, as we learn in Lokasenna

that she knows all fates:

[Freyia kvad:]

(Err ertu, Loki,

er b yora telr

lidta leidstafi;

orlog Frigg

hygg ek at 6ll viti,

bétt hon sialfgi segi.”’

(Ls. 29)

Why should she concern herself with Odinn’s safety if she knows that his fate lies not
with Vafpradnir, but the wolf Fenrir? Perhaps the description of Frigg in Lokasenna is
generous or not universal, or the Vafpridnismdai-poet’s knowledge of Frigg differed from
that of the Lokasenna-poet. It may be that the Vafprudnismal-poet had to intensify the
reputation of this wise giant, who is referred to nowhere other than in Vafpridnismdl and
the Pulur (Sn.E. Sk. IV b. Jotna heiti 1, 5).”® The question is to what extent is this an
Odinn poem, and to what extent is it a Vafpradnir poem? Is Vafpridnir a significant

character in the mythology, or is the poem devised to illustrate the greatness of O8inn?

The name Vafpridnir breaks down as vefia “to fold’ (or possibly ‘to weave’) and the

second element pridr roughly meaning ‘strength’.”® Cleasby-Vigfusson translate the

% V. 1: Odinn said: Advise me now, Frigg, since I desire to visit Vafpridnir; [ say [that] 1 have great
curiosity on old staves (possibly meaning “old things’) against him, the all-wise giant.

%7 Ls. 29: Freyja said: Mad you are, Loki, when you tell your loathsome tales, I consider that Frigg knows
all fates, though she may not tell (them) herself.

% Sn.E. Sk., (ed. Faulkes I, p. 111).

% See T. Machan (1988), p. 32.
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name as ‘doughty-riddler, riddle-master’.'® This translation fits the theme but may be
imprecise in meaning. It is likely that Cleasby-Vigfusson’s translation may have been
influenced by the poem itself. Its literal translation might approximate to ‘mighty-

weaver’, which metaphorically might be interpreted as ‘doughty-riddler’.

Vafpridnismdl seems to serve several purposes; the most apparent is the transmission
of Norse themes of cosmology, cosmogony and eschatology. Secondly, and less
recognizably, it identifies Odinn, providing an example of his characteristics,
determination, and cunning, including a description of his own part in the mythology.
The myth is the classic Odinn wisdom-contest in that O8inn and Vafpradnir wager their

heads on the depth of their knowledge.

[Vafpradnir kvad:]

Hvi pu pa, Gagnrior,

meeliz af golfi fyrir?

Fardu { sess { sal!

pé skal freista,

hvérr fleira viti,

gestr eda inn gamli pulr.
(Vm.9)

101

The key to the contest is O8inn’s disguise and alias Gagnrddr, literally ‘contrary-
advisor’, which may also be interpreted as ‘counter-explainer’. Gagn- is defined by

Cleasby-Vigfusson as an adverbial prefix meaning ‘counter-"'"2

and a secondary meaning
of rdda is ‘to explain or read’'® (for example rdda gdtu — to interpret a riddle and rdda
draum — to interpret a dream). Therefore one possible interpretation of Gagnrddr is
‘counter-interpreter’. There may be word-play involved in that gagn is also a noun

meaning ‘gain, advantage, use’ and gagra is a verb meaning ‘to help’.'™ The primary

19 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 747.

" Pm. 9: Vafpradnir said: Why do you then Gagnradr, speak off (from?) the floor? Go to a seat in the hall!
Then it must be tested to see who knows the more, the guest or the aged sage. There is no certain technical
meaning for the word pulr, but in this case it probably takes the meaning ‘wise-one” or ‘sage’.

s.v. Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 749.

192 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 186, 187.

193 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 485, 486.

194 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 186, 187.
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meaning of the noun rdd is ‘counsel, advice’ and the verb rdda ‘to advise, to counsel’.'”®
Therefore the interpretation “useful advisor’ seems equally as possible as ‘counter-
interpreter’ and ‘contrary-advisor’. A likely interpretation of this would be ‘disputant’.'%

It is also plausible that all senses would have been recognized.
Vafpridnir knows that Odinn’s fate lies at Ragnardk:

Vafpradnir kvad:
Ulfr gleypa
mun Aldafodr,
pess mun Vidarr <v>reka;
kalda kiapta
hann klyfia mun
vitnis vigi at.'”’
(Vim. 53)

Odinn assumes Vafprdnir is aware of this; thus he challenges Vafpridnir in disguise.
Given that the audience also knows Odinn’s fate, one can suggest that the drive of the
poem is not whether Odinn will win the contest, but how. Narrative tension is developed
in observing how he manipulates the situation. In his victory we develop an appreciation

of Odinn’s character, which thereby assumes definition. Vafpridnir himself praises

O8inn’s wisdom in the last strophe:

19 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 485.

1% See T. Machan (1988), p. 32.

"7Vm. 53: Vatpradnir said: The wolf will swallow the Father of Men. That Vidarr will avenge; he will
cleave [the] cold jaws at the slaying of {the] wolf (or ‘...of the wolf in fight').
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Vatbridnir kvad:

Ey manne pat veit,

hvat pti { ardaga

sagdir i eyra syni;

feigom munni

melta ek mina forna stafi

ok um ragna rek;

ni ek vid Odin deildak

mina ordspeki;

bt ert & visastr ver
(Vm. 55)

21108

It may be as McKinnell suggests, that a distinction between wisdom and knowledge can
be seen in the questions asked by both contestants.'® Vafpridnir’s questions concern the

naming of various objects or cosmological features:

Hvé sa hestr heitir

er hverian dregr

dag of dréttmogo? '°
(Vm. 11)

Hvé s4 idr heitir

er austan dregr

nétt of nyt regin?'!"'
(V. 13)

Hvé s 4 heitir

er deilir med idtna sonom

grund ok med godom?''?
(Vim. 15)

Hvé sé vollr heitir

er finnaz vigi at

Surtr ok in svéso god?' "
(Vm. 17)

18%m. 55: Vafpradnir said: No man knows what you in days of old said into the ear of your son; I talked
with a fey mouth about my ancient staves (old things) and Ragnartk; now I dealt [out] my word-wisdom
against Odinn, you are always the wisest of beings!

19 5. McKinnell (1994), p. 94.

0 . 11: What is the horse called, who drags each day over men?

"' Pim, 13: What is the stallion called, who from the east drags night over the gracious gods?

"2 pin. 15: What is the river called, which separates the land of the giants® sons, from the gods?

"> ¥m. 17: What is the field called, where they will encounter each other in battle, Surtr and the dear gods?
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Odinn’s questions concern origins and endings, questions which require both a greater
amount of knowledge and ability to answer. This can be taken further in that O8inn’s
final question, ivat meelti Odinn, dor & bdl stigi, sjdlfr i eyra syni?''* is the same type of
question that Vafpradnir asks. So not only is there a distinction between wisdom and
knowledge, but Odinn betters Vafpridnir in both lines of questioning. Odinn’s final
question may resemble those of Vafpridnir (doubtless an aspect of the skill of an
individual poet), but in origin it seems less to belong to the collection of esoteric
knowledge, than to the framework-narrative of the wisdom-contest as in Heidreks saga
73, which ends the wisdom-contest between Gestumblindi (Odinn again in disguise) and

King Heidrekr:

Hvat melti Odinn

i eyra Baldri,

48r hann veri 4 bal hafor?'"
(Hr.73)

Perhaps the kind of wisdom involved in this contest is not to be found in the answers,
but in the questions asked. Ciklamini sees O8inn’s question as a lucky escape, and
stresses, ‘O8inn’s cunning is to be emphasized, not his knowledge which equals but does
not surpass the information given by the giant.”''® That O8inn spoke something into the
ear of Baldr as he lay on the pyre may have been an early component of the myth of the
death of Baldr. This myth survives primatily in Sn.E. Gylf. ch. 49, and may be based to
some extent upon the Hiisdrdpa which is attributed to the Icelandic poet Ulfr Uggason.'!”
The myth is referred to in Voluspd (Vsp. 31-5, 62), which may have been composed in
the late tenth century. Lastly it appears in a semi-euhemerised account by Saxo

L8

Grammaticus (Gesta Danorum, 111 i-iv), "~ which differs considerably from Snorri’s

version.

" V. 54: What did O8inn himself say in his son’s ear before stepping upon the pyre?

U3 f-. strophe 73: What did Odinn say into the ear of Baldr before he was raised on to the pyre?
"6 M. Ciklamini, ‘Odinn and the Giants’, in Neophilologus 46 (1962), p. 152.

"'7 This poem is associated with events of 983,

"% 3. Olrik and H. Reeder, edd., Saxonis Gesta Danorum (Havnig: 1931-7), pp. 63-73.
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The fact that that the myth of the death of Baldr appears in two tenth-century sources
and a non-Icelandic source, coupled with fact that Snorri appears to offer the myth
special attention, seems to imply a general importance to the mythology as a whole. The
myth is of structural importance within the quasi-historical framework of the mythology:
in Gylfaginning the death of Baldr leads to Ragnardk, and this structure is implied in
Véluspa. 1f this myth is of great importance to the mythological framework, then perhaps
it was originally more elaborate than the version presented by Snorri. There seems little
reason to doubt that at some point during Baldi’s funeral, O8inn whispered a secret into
the ear of his dead son. Thus the question ‘What did O8inn himself say in his son’s ear
before stepping upon the pyre?” may be as substantial, insofar as the mythology is
concerned, in the same way as VafpruOnir’s questions, such as: hvé sd hestr heitir er
hverian dag dregr, dag of dréttmédgo."" 1t is certainly the same sort of question outlined
by McKinnell,'”® and perhaps we can see Odinn adding insult to injury by turning
Vafprudnir’s categorical line of questioning against him. Thus Ciklamini’s comment,
‘Again O8inn’s cunning is emphasized, not his knowledge which equals but does not

surpass the information given by the giant,’'*'

is not necessarily the only possible
interpretation. It is possible to interpret Odinn’s final question in terms of cunning and an
unsurpassable knowledge of the mythological-historical events. Furthermore Vafprudnir
boasts that he can speak the truth concerning the secrets of the giants and all the gods:
Frd iétna riinom ok allra goda ek kann segia satt.' Odinn’s final question may resemble
those of Vafprudnir, but in origin it seems to belong to the framework narrative of the
wisdom-contest, since it also appears at the end of a very different list of questions in
Heidreks saga. Whatever Odinn spoke into his son’s ear is one such secret which, among
the living, only Odinn knows; thus he will always be the wisest of beings as Vafpradnir

himself is forced to admit: i ert e visastr veral'®

Whilst transmitting mythological information, Vafpridnismdl highlights Odinn’s

cunning and knowledge, and Vafpradnir acts as an instrument of the poet to demonstrate

13 v, 11,

120 5 McKinnell (1994), p. 94.
2! M. Ciklamini (1962), p. 152.
122 Vin. 43.
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it. One of many questions is whether or not Vafpridnir is a giant invented by the poet to
suit the purposes of his poem, or was Vafpridnir an important part of a pantheon of the
giants? His name appears in the Pulur,'* mnemonic lists of heiti, and another question is
how old are the Pulur and does his listing there predate Vafpriidnismal? 1f so, was
“Vafpriudnir’ merely an obscure giant-name picked from the Pulur to create

Vafprudnismal?

A number of pulur may have been in circulation at the time the poem was composed,
and the obscurity of the name ‘Vafprdnir’ seems to suggest an early origin, though it
could possibly be the creation of the poet. There are two interesting possibilities: one that
Vafpridnir is a relic of a forgotten poem surviving only in ancient pulur, to be
resutrected for this confrontation with Odinn, or secondly that Vafpradnir is merely a
fabrication of the poet to highlight Odinn’s qualities. There is no way to know for
certain, but the fact remains that Vafpridnir plays no other role in the mythology as a
whole, if he did, one would expect to find such an important role explained at some point

in Vafprudnismal.

Little about his age can be deduced from his name alone, save Vafpridnir is unusual in
terms of word formation, but this gives no indication of age. It may be associated with
names indicating power and cunning of giants (cf. Prymr, Fjélverkr, Storverk, and the
dwarf Alviss). Vi 53,3: pess mun Vidarr vreka, includes a clear case of alliteration
between v and original vr, later #; which Bjarne Fidestel regards as a probable indication
of a date before ca. 1000.'% There is no evidence that the giant-name pulur are as early
as that, although it is not impossible that they could be. Yet another possibility is that
there were other sources for Vafprudnir, now lost, and conversely, it is equally as

possible that we may have all there ever was to know about this giant.

"2 Vim. 55. You will always be the wisest of beings!
14 Sn.E: Sk. Pul: Jotna heiti1, 5 (ed. Faulkes I, p. 111),

15 B, Fidjestel, The Dating of Eddic Poefry, Bibliotheca Arnamagnaeana XLI (Copenhagen: 1999), pp.
242, 245,
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3.3 ODINN AND THE ACQUISITION OF THE MEAD OF POETRY

The myth of Odinn and the acquisition of the mead of poetry is similar to
Vafpriidnismal concerning the relationship between god and giant, yet there are important
differences. The myth of O8inn and Suttungr is only referred to in Hdv. 12-14 and 104-
110, and there are few surviving references in skaldic poetry to either Suttungr or
Gunnlsd. In strophes 12-14 the myth of the acquisition of the mead of poetry is told as a
warning against drunkenness. Strophes 104-110 are a synopsis of a longer myth, or

collection of myths, which is also preserved in Sn.E. Sk. 2.

The myth is alluded to in kennings used by various skaldic poets, though we have no
skaldic poem discussing the myth itself. Among these kennings, one of the more oft-
cited is found in Egill Skalla-Grimsson’s Héfudlausn:

berk Obdins m‘iéé
4 Engla bjod.'*
(Héfudlausn 2)

Other kennings for poetry include Yggs fisll “Ygg’s cup (O8inn’s cup)’,'*’ Vidurs pyfi
“Vidurr’s theft (Odinn’s theft)’,'*® horna fors farms Gunnladar arma ‘the waterfall of the
horns of the burden of Gunnl6d’s arms’,'® Surts ettar sylgr ‘the drink of Surtr’s
tribe’,"*’and Gillings gjéld ‘the weregild for Gillingr’,"*' to name but a few. These
kennings point to an early date for the myth, and also they incorporate many characters
from the myth as we have it in Hdvamdl. This points, not only to an early origin of the
myth, but one which was wide-spread and well-known. The only way one can interpret

many of these kennings is knowing the myth, or cycle of myths, to which they refer.

126 I bring Odinn’s mead to the land of the English.” Translation: E.O.G. Turville-Petre, Myrh and Religion
oif the North (London: 1964), p. 38.

%" Den norske-islandske Skjaldedigtning, Finnur Jonsson, ed., (Kebenhavn: 1912-1915), B, 1, 38, 6.
Translation by E.O.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 38. Arinbjarnarkvida (Eg.) c. 3" quarter of the 10" century.
"®Ibid., 34, 1. Translation by E.O.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 38. Sonatorrek (Eg.) c. 3 quarter of the 10"
century.

' Ibid., 387. Translation by E.O.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 38. Steinpérr, 11th century(?). S&. s.v.

"% Ibid., 153, 15. Translation by E.O.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 38. Hallfredr vandradaskald, (turn of the
10" to 11" century).

13! Ibid., 60, 1. Translation by E.O.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 38. Hdl. c. 985.
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As mentioned above, Vafpridnismdl seems to be a didactic colloquy specifically
designed to relay varying mythological themes, whilst highlighting Odinn’s
characteristics. The myth of O8inn and Suttungr appears to be a combination of myths
culminating in the acquisition of the mead of poetry. The myth itself recounts a complex
series of events beginning with a treaty between the Asir and the Vanir, which is sealed
by their spitting into a vat and mixing it until it formed the all-knowing Kvasir, who was
subsequently killed by the two dwarves, Galarr and Fjalarr.'> They then brewed his
blood into mead which was later paid to Suttungr as compensation for the murder of his
father, Gillingr. The mead was taken to Hnitbjorg where it was guarded by Suttungr’s
daughter Gunnléd. Odinn seduces her and manages to steal the mead, and taking the
form of an eagle, carries the mead in his crop back to Asgar8r where the Zsir are waiting
with vessels to collect it. A drop spills out on the ground outside Asgardr; this is called
the skall<d>fifla hlut (which Snorri seems to imply comes out of the bird’s backside).
Thus Suttungr plays an involved part in the mythology, unlike Vafpradnir, who seems to
be essentially a component in the colloquy framework of a poem designed to relay a

variety of mythological information.

The name ‘Suttungy’ appears in Su.E. Sk. Bul. IV Jotna heiti 11, 2 and Alvissmal 34
where the giants are referred to as Suttungs synir.'>® The name also appears in the
kenning Suttunga mjé‘é”‘1 referring to the mead of poetry. The comparatively frequent
occurrence of Suttungr suggests that this giant may have had deeper roots in the
mythology than Vafpradnir, particularly given his role in Odinn’s acquisition of the mead
of poetry. Like the name Vafpridnir, the giant-name Suttungr is obscure in meaning. De
Vries questioned whether the name is in some way connected with the giant name ‘Surtr’:
‘Wie Suttungr zu verstehen ist, wissen wir nicht; der Name, der zu verschiedenen
Deutungen Anlal gegeben hat, ist nicht erkldrt; nur ist es bemerkenswert, dafl Eyvindr in

seinem Hdleygjatal (Skj. 1, 60) erzéhlt, daBl Odin den Met fliegend aus Surts s6kkdlum

132 1t is noteworthy that these two names appear in the Pulur under Jotna heiti and not under Dverga heiti.
'3 1t is noteworthy that the form Suttunga is either gen. pl. ‘Suttungar’, or gen. sg. of a name Suttungi.

Therefore there is a possibility that Alviss is referring to someone or something else.
134 Sn.E. Sk. 3 (ed. Faulkes I, p. 11).
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geholt hat; gibt es einen Zusammenhang zwischen Surtr und Suttungr?’'*® Finnur Jénsson
(Hav. 106) suggested Suttungr is a patronymic, which Magnisson discounts."*® It seems
feasible that sut- is derived from either sé#t ‘physical sickness’ or s ‘grief, sorrow,
affliction’. —Ungr is a patronymic suffix as found in Véls-ungr, but also is used in wider
derivational senses as in dld-ungr, kon-ungr and bredr-ungr. The circumstances in
which Suttungr is introduced in Havamadl suggests ‘mourner’ as a possible interpretation.
Suttungr, stricken with grief, seeks revenge for the murder of his uncle Gillingr. Simek
comments that, ‘because there is no clear etymological interpretation of the name
[Suttungr], it is extremely uncertain if Suttungr indeed played a role in the myth of the
theft of the mead of the skalds, or if Snorri was the first to link the giant with this
deed’.”” One may also argue that because the etymology of Sutfungr is so unclear, its
original or early meaning may no longer have been understood at the time Snorri was

writing.

Gillingr is similarly difficult to define. Orchard suggests ‘screamer’,"*® presumably
deriving Gillingr from the verb gjalla which, according to Cleasby-Vigfusson, can mean
‘to scream or shriek’ in cases of birds of prey.'” If Gillingr is in fact derived from gjalla,
and being applied to a giant, the definition is more likely to be as Cleasby-Vigfuséon
define it ‘to bellow’'* (as it appears in Flateyjarbok i. 545) or more likely ‘of a man, o
yell, shout’ " Cleasby-Vigfusson define the dwarf-name Galarr as ‘an enchanter, the
4,142

name of a dwarf in Volusp overlooking the Galarr in Skdldskaparmal with whom

we are presently concerned. He bases this on the verb gala (which is not the same verb
as gjalla) meaning ‘to chant, sing’.'”® The second dwarf-name is Fjalarr, which may
mean ‘deceiver/concealer’. Within the Germanic languages the etymology of Kvasir is

obscure: possibly related to Danish &vasse ‘to crush a fruit in order to extract the juice’,

3% ARG. 11, p. 71.

138 fslensk ordsifiabok, Asgeir Magniisson, s.v.

137 DNM, Suttungr, s.v.

138 A. Orchard, 4 Dictionary of Norse Mythology (London: 1997), p. 56.
13 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 202.

140 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 202.

141 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 202.

142 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 187.

3 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 181.
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modern Icelandic kvasa ‘to become exhausted’, and modern English quash.'** The
Danish sense is probably related to Old Slavonic kvasu ‘fermented drink’ and modern
Russian kvass ‘beer’. Kvasir seems therefore to mean something like ‘the one crushed to
produce intoxicating drink’; this would fit his role very well, but its meaning would
probably not have remained obvious to an Old Norse poet. The definition of these names
is of secondary importance to this work, but the fact that so many names that elude easy
interpretation appear in a single myth, seems to point to an early origin. If this is the
case, it may be possible to compare these earlier giants and their roles with giants

appearing in later sources.

The myth of the origin of poetry illustrates a few of Odinn’s qualities
and characteristics. Odinn’s thirst for wisdom and knowledge is at the
core of the myth and comparable with his role in Véluspd, in which he
interrogates the prophetess seeking her knowledge of the future.
Furthermore, Odinn’s quest for the mead of poetry can be likened to
the myth in which he surrenders an eye for a drink of the mead from
Mimir’s well in the Underworld, one of the three wells beneath the
roots of Yggdrasill, another of which contains dragons. This is
corroborated by archaeological finds of figures bearing a face
(presumably a god) with one eye closed (see Fig. 2). One difference is
that in the myth of the mead of poetry, Odinn does not sacrifice
anything, though he puts his life at risk. In this sense it can be

compared to Vafpridnismal in which Odinn risks his life in the wits-

Fig. 2. contest with the giant Vafpradnir. Similarly this myth can be
Lindby figurine. : . ; )
compared to the myth found in Havamal 138 and 139 concerning how
he sacrificed himself to himself in order to seize the runes. The embodiment of
inspiration, in the form of a liquor, may have roots in the Indo-European period, and
particularly relevant is the Indian myth of the theft of soma. Soma is said to stimulate the
mind and is closely connected with poets, and the Rigveda recounts how Indra, filled with

soma, defeated the monster Vritra. The soma was brought to Indra from heaven by an

144 de Vries, AEW, 336.
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eagle that had broken into an iron fortress to seize it. Some sources identify Indra
himself with the eagle.'* There are differences in the myths of Indra and the soma and
O8inn and the mead, but there are enough similarities to rule out coincidence. It may be
that as the myth diffused in opposite directions across Eurasia, Vritra and Suttungr took
on different names, personalities and even roles in the myth, but both still act as an

obstacle in both myths.

The myth of O8inn and Mimir’s well can be compared with the Irish legend of Finn
and the well of Bec mac Buain of the Tuatha Dé Danann.'*® In this myth Finn gets a
drink from the well of Bec mac Buain. He had been hunting with two companions and he
found an open fairy-mount, within which was the well of wisdom guarded by the three
daughters of Bec. When the three hunters approached the sisters tried to close the door,
and some of the water fell from a bowl the eldest was carrying, and went into the mouths
of the three. This shares similarities with both the myth of O8inn and the mead of poetry,
and also of Odinn and Mimir’s well. The fact that the water is guarded by the daughters
of the Bec (owner of the ‘fairy-mount’, perhaps comparable to a fortress) is comparable
to that of the mead of poetry being guarded in its three vessels by Gunnl6d, the daughter
of Suttungr (the owner of the hall in which the mead was kept), as well as the fact that the
mead/water is provided by a female figure. There is another important similarity to the
myth of Odinn and Mimir’s well. The mead of Mimir’s well contains ‘wisdom’ as
opposed to ‘poetry’, and the same can be said of the water of Bec’s well. In both cases
the mead/water is kept in a well as opposed to vessels, at least until the appearance of
Bec’s daughter, who, for some unknown reason, tries to carry the water whilst running to
close the doot. It can also be compared to the Indian myth (discussed above) in which
the eagle steals the soma from an iron fortress. The myth of Bec’s well contains similar
aspects of both the myth of the mead of poetry and the myth of Mimir’s well. Although
it cannot be proven, it can be suggested that the myth of Mimir’s well, Bec’s well, and
the mead of poetry may have a common source, and may even be early derivatives of the

same Indo-European myth. The Irish myth seems to have the fewest narrative

"3 Turvitle-Petre (1964), p. 41.

¢ See T. F. O’Rahilly, Early Irish History and Mythology (Dublin: 1946), p. 326 ff, Feis Tighe Chondin,
M. Joynt, ed., (Dublin: 1936), pp. 40-1.
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correspondences, since it lacks the central motif of the theft of the drink by a god in the
form of an eagle. In the Sanskrit version the divine drink is a source of power rather than
wisdom or poetry. The motif of the god stealing the divine drink (nectar) also appears in
the Greek myth of the rape of Ganymede, cup-bearer of the gods, whom Zeus in the form
of an eagle takes to Olympus. The Greek version also has the erotic element which

appears in Norse associated with Gunnldd.

3.4 SOME COMPARISONS BETWEEN VAFBRUPNISMAL, THE MYTH OF OPINN AND
THE MEAD OF POETRY AND FAFNISMAL

Both Vafpradnir and Suttungr are powerful and threatening, and they own mighty halls
which O8inn enters in disguise. Yet in Vafpriidnismdl Odinn pits his wisdom against a
formidable enemy knowing the outcome of the contest before leaving Asgardr (or at least
it is possible to see it this way). In his encounter with Suttungr, O8inn does not seek to
confront the giant in any physical or intellectual way, but he still seeks to outwit the
dangerous giant who possesses the blood (mead) of the most knowledgeable of beings,
Kvasir. Thus Odinn’s motivation here is more in line with his various other episodes and

his endless search for wisdom and knowledge.

The thematic complexity of this myth differs considerably from that of Vafprudnismdl,
and its primary objectives seem to be both to explain the origin of poetry and to tell how
Odinn came to be the of master it. Odinn plays a typical role: in the guise of Bolverkr
‘evil-doer’, he outwits the giants, stealing the mead and gaining wisdom. The version of
Odinn’s acquisition of the mead of poetry in Hdvamdl leaves out the origin of the mead
and how it came to be in Suttungr’s possession. Snorri’s version in Sn.E. Sk. ties together
the two myths of how the mead came to be, and how it came into O8inn’s possession.

Agir asks:

Myrkt pikki mér pat meelt at kalla skaldskap med pessum heitum.
En hvernig kému beir @sir at Suttungamidi?'*’
(Sn.E. Sk. 2)

"7 Sn.E. Sk. 2: It seems obscure [to] me to refer to poetry with these heiti. How did the ZEsir get the
Suttungamjodr (mead of Suttungi / Suttungar)? (ed. Faulkes I, p. 4).
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This break in the myth suggests that Snorri saw these as two separate myths.

The blood of Kvasir, being a source for wisdom (in the sense of poetry), is comparable
to the legend of Sigurdr and the blood of the dragon Fafnir’s heart. In this myth the
blood enables Sigurdr to understand the chirping of the birds:

<En> er hann hugdi at fullsteikt veeri, ok freyddi sveitinn ér

hiartano, pa tok hann & fingri sinom ok skyniadi hvart fullsteikt

veri. Hann brann ok bra fingrinom { munn sér. En er hiartbl6d

Féfhis kom 4 tungo hénom, ok skildi hann fuglsrodd.'*®

(Fm. 31 prose)

There is a possibility that the myths of Kvasir’s blood and Fafnir’s blood share a common
source. Both Kvasir and Fafnir were wise beings. (A refrain appears twice in Fdfnismadl
in which Sigurdr refers to Fafnir as a possessor of wisdom: Segdu mér, Fdfnir, allz pik

fiédan kveda ok vel mart vita..."?

) Where Kvasir’s blood was fermented into mead,
Fafnir’s blood was boiled to a froth, but in both cases the blood had been processed.
Both Fafnir and Kvasir are killed, and the blood provides the consumer with wisdom.
Thus not only does the myth of O8inn and the mead of poetry appear to be comprised of

several individual myths, it may be possible to identify branches of its various segments.

3.5 ODINN AND THE GIANTESSES / FEMALE FIGURES

According to Snorri, Odinn sleeps with Suttungr’s daughter, Gunnlsd, for three nights
and she allows him three drink of the mead which is kept in three vessels, Obreerir, Bodn
and Soén:

"8 Fm. 31: Then when he considered that [it] was fully cooked, and the blood frothed out of the heart, then
he took [it] on his finger and checked whether it was fully cooked. He burned (got burnt) and brought the
finger in his mouth. But when Fafhir’s heart-blood came onto his tongue, <and> he understood the bird-
voice.

199 Fm. 12: Tell me, Fafnir, since they say you are wise and [know] very many things. (Cp. Fm 14.)
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For Bolverkr par til sem Gunnl$d var ok 14 hid henni iii. naetr, ok
b4 lofadi hon honum at drekka af midinum iii. drykki. { enum
fyrsta drykk drakk hann all<t> 6r Odreri, en i 63rum 6r Bodn, {
enum bridia 6r S6n ok hafdi hann pa allan miédinn.'>°

(Sn.E. Sk. 2)

Snorri’s account mentions the relationship between Odinn and Gunnlsd only in passing,
focusing solely on the acquisition of mead. In Hdvamdl Odinn, perhaps mockingly,

presents Gunnldd as the naive woman who too hastily offers her affection:

Gunnléd mér um gaf

gullnom stoli &

drykk ins dyra miadar;

ill idgiold

1ét ek hana eptir hafa

sins ins heila hugar,

sins ins svara sefa.'”!
(Hav. 105)

Evans suggests that the last line of this strophe is strictly illogical and svdr# can only
mean ‘heavy’ or ‘melancholy’ in this sense.'> One might take svdra sefa in terms of
being the reward to which idgidld refers, but there is little supporting evidence. Gunnléd
is instrumental in Odinn’s successful theft, and he admits that he might never have left

the mountain without her aid:

i er mér &,

at ek vaera enn kominn

idtna gérdom or,

ef ek Gunnladar ne nytak,

ennar gédo kono,

peirar er 16gdomk arm yfir.
(Hdv. 108)

153

10 Sn.E. Sk. (G58): Bélverkr went to where Gunnlsd was and lay with her for three nights, and then she
permitted him to drink three drinks of the mead, in the first drink he drank all [the mead] out of Obrerir,
then in the second draught out of Bodn, in the third draught from Son and he then had all the mead (ed.
Faulkes, I, p. 4).

5! Hav. 105: On the golden chair Gunnl6d gave me a drink of the dear mead; after I gave her an ill
Fayment, for her sincerity, for her heavy mind.

21, Evans (1986), 1, p. 120.
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The first element of her name, gunn- [gunnr] is a by-form of gudr meaning ‘battle’,'>*

and the second element -/64 means ‘bidding’ or ‘invitation’,'** therefore ‘one who invites
battle’ would be a suitable translation. This name is reminiscent of valkyrie names,
though Gunnldd does not appear listed as such anywhere in the bulur. Interestingly the
meaning of her name does not seem to reflect her character in the myth, unless it is to
make her seem foreboding and threatening, and thus adding to the daring of Odinn’s
deeds. Furthermore it seems a possibility that Gunnl$d may have another association
with valkyries, in that the image of the woman offering a horn is a common motif. On
the Tjéngvide Stone there is a depiction of a figure sitting on the eight-legged Sleipnir,
who is almost certainly Odinn, and greeting him is the figure of a woman offering a
drink. This figure in particular could show Gunnidd offering the mead to Odinn, but the
only literary instance of a woman offering a horn to O8inn is in this myth. The idea that
O8inn manages to win the heart and trust of a giantess named ‘battle-inviter’ certainly
illustrates the necessity of his cunning and adds an element of irony in that if it were not

for Gunnldd he may never have escaped.

Hévamdl on the whole is a compilation of various Odinn-related themes, and
immediately preceding the myth of O8inn and Gunnlsd is another myth (Hdv. 96-102)
concerning one of O8inn’s less successful affairs with one who is presumably a giantess.
Both myths fall within a section devoted primarily to relationships between man and
woman, and particularly the themes of trust and deceit within such relationships. The
female in question is neither named nor identified as a giantess, and her relationship to

Billingr is ambiguous.

'3 Hav. 108: Doubtful am I that [ would come again out of the giants’ courts, if I had not made use of
Gunnlod, the good woman, who 1 put my arm around.

134 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 221.

155 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 404.




Plate 1.
The Tjéngvide picture stone, Gotland.
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Billings mey

ek fann bediom 4

sOlhvita sofa;

iarls yndi

potti mér ekki vera,

nema vid pat lik at lifa.
(Hav. 97)

156

Meer, in poetry, might refer to either ‘daughter’ or ‘wife’. The use of /gst+*’ and
Aeerdir'® might suggest ‘wife’ as the most likely meaning.'® The question as to whether
Billingr is a dwarf or giant is nearly impossible to determine. Orchard points out that his
name appears in a single kenning describing poetry as Billings burar full'® ‘the cup of
Billingr’s son’, which seems to suggest that Billingr was the father of the dwarves Fjalarr
and Galarr who fermented the mead.'®' Yet Billingr could just as easily be a kinsman of
Suttungr, as the similarity between the names Billingr and Gillingr is comparable to the
similarity between the names of the brothers Fjalarr and Galarr. This need not be taken
as evidence that Billingr and Gillingr actually are brothers, but it certainly seems

plausible.

The role of Billings mcer appears to be that of the deceitful woman, and her actions are

exemplary of the fickleness of women (according to Odinn) in a previous strophe:

Meyiar ordom

skyli manngi tria,

né pvi er kvedr kona,

pviat & hverfanda hvéli

voro peim hidrto skdpod,

brigd { bri6st um lagid.'*”
(Hav. 84)

156 Hav. 97: 1 found Billing’s sun-white maiden asleep on her bed<s>, it seemed to me an earl would have
no pleasure, unless to live with that body.

'7 Hev. 98.

'S8 Hav. 102.

'3 D, Evans (1986), I, p. 118.

' 5%, B, I, 385, 4, Translation by E.O.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 38.

16! A, Orchard (1997), p. 20.

'2 Hav. 84: No man must believe the words of a maiden, nor what a woman says, because their hearts were
shaped on a turning wheel, and deceit laid in their breast.
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The instance in which O8inn is ‘stood up’ by Billings mey'® provides an example or
model of Hav. 84. The hverfanda hvél ‘turning wheel’ seems to be somewhat out of
place as the Icelanders, and Norse in general, did not use wheels for wool or pottery until
the later medieval period. There is the possibility that this strophe has been influenced by
Latin concepts of the ‘wheel of fortune’, and might be a relatively late arrival to

Iceland.'®* In Alvissmdl, herfanda hvél is what the moon is called in Hel:

Mani heitir med monnum,

en mylinn med godom,

kalla hverfanda hvél helio 1.'%®

(Alv. 14)

The phrase in Hdv. 84: pviat d hverfanda hvéli voro peim hidrto skopod may therefore be
translated as ‘because their hearts (mind / feelings) were made on the moon (or the
phases of the moon)’ to be understood as perhaps emblematic of mutability in an
Aristotelian world-view: something which is constantly changing. In wider European

tradition the moon is commonly seen as the patroness of fortune.'®® Hadv. 84 could be

understood as referring to a woman’s menstrual stress.

Odinn also seduces Rindr, who becomes the mother of Vali. According to Kormakr
0gmundarson,167 Odinn used seid ‘magic, enchantments’ to entrap her.'® The magic
appears to affect the mind and body as in the Bergen charm'® the intent of which is to
make its target into a nymphomaniac. Saxo Grammaticus offers a long description

including the use of magic. It can be compared with the account of Billings meer in

'3 Hav. 96-101

164 Hermann Palsson, Heimur Hdavamdla (Reykjavik: 1990), p. 164-165.

165 “Moon’ it is called with men, and ‘luminary’ with the gods, in Hel it is called turning wheel.

1% Carmina Burana 1 1, 1-6: O Fortuna / velut luna / statu variabilis / semper crescis / aut decrescis / vita
detestabilis (J. A. Schmeller, ed., Breslau: 1904, 1); Chaucer, The Knight’s Tale 2681-2: For wommen, as
to speken in commune, / Thei folwen alle the favour of Fortune. (The Riverside Chaucer, Larry Benson, ed.,
Oxford: 1988, p. 61).

17 Sigurdardrdpa, Skj. B, 69, (3): ‘Seid Yggr til Rindar’.

168 D, Strombiick (1935a), ‘Sejd; textstudier i nordisk religionshistoria® Nordiska texter och
undersokningar 5 (Stockholm: 1935), p. 32.

19 *Ek sendi per, ek sida per, ylgjar ergi ok Gpola. A pér renni Gip6li ok ‘ioluns’ méd. Sittu aldri, sof pu
aldri ... ant mér sem sjalfri pér. Berist rubus’ etc. ‘I send on you, I enchant on you the she-wolf’s
perversion and (what is) unbearable. May the intolerable and iofuns (jotuns? ‘giant’s’) mood run onto you.
Never sit, never sleep... love me as yourself. Berist rubus, etc.’
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which he fails as a seducer of women. In Saxo Book 3 O8inn makes Rindr ill by
touching her with a piece of bark inscribed with spells, and then reappears later in the
guise of a female physician. He then brews a concoction to cure her, and tells her that the
potion is so bitter that she must allow herself to be tied up in order to bear the potency. It
is noteworthy that Saxo adds an alternative ending in which the king allows Odinn (who
has failed to seduce Rindr and is groaning with passion) to secretly have sexual
intercourse with her in return for his services. This alternate ending is interesting insofar
as giving us a glimpse into a myth in transition. The key elements of the myth such as
Odinn’s failure to seduce Rindr are preserved in both versions, whereas the alternate
endings are evidence of the development of the details at a late date. Snorri counts Rindr.
among the Asynjur.'” She also appears in Baldrs draumar 11, but we are told no more
than that she will give birth to Vali. It appears that the original myth (if there ever was
one) involved some element of disguise or shape-changing, not unlike that which occurs
in Odinn’s acquisition of the mead. Clearly the giantess is not perceived as lacking in

virtue, therefore O8inn resorts to disguise or magic.

One of the possible reasons for O8inn’s seduction of giantesses may be to beget
important sons. Vali, the son of Rindr and O8inn, avenges the death of Baldr.'”" The
most famous son is Pérr, a product of the union between Odinn and the giantess Jord.
Only fragments of the myth regarding the relationship between O8inn and J6rd remain in
skaldic poetry, none of which offers any detail regarding the circumstances of their
union.'” Pérr’s primary role is to defend the gods and Asgardr from giant-kind. Vidarr,
son of Odinn and Gridr, avenges his father’s death at Ragnardk by killing Fenrisulftr.
What we can say concerning the role of these giantesses is that they bear sons with the
ability to either defend or avenge the gods. In this sense the role of Gunnlsd differs

because she does not produce a son.

' Sn.E. GylIf 36 (ed. Faulkes, p. 30).

"' Bdr. 11; Hyndl. 29; V. 51; Pul. 1V ¢. g.

"2 Olv. (Skj. 1 B, 6); Prm. 1; Ls. 58; Pdr. 15 (Skj. 1 B, 142); and Sn.E. Sk. ed. Faulkes for the pula 1, 114,
(which lists J6rd among the goddesses); Haustl. 14 (Skj. 1 B, 17).
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There are other instances in which Odinn brags of his seduction of women, but
whether these women are giantesses, goddesses or mortals is often impossible to
determine. In Hrbl. 18 Odinn tells how he slept with seven sisters, winning them with his

wits:

Sparkar atto vér konor,

ef oss at spokom yrdi;

horskar atto vér konor,

ef oss hollar veeri;

peer 6r sandi

sima undo

ok 6r dali didipom

grund um gréfo;

vard ek peim einn 6llom

efti at radom;

hvilda ek hia beim systrom siau

ok hafda ek ged peira allt ok gaman.

Hvat vanntu s medan, borr?' "
(Hrbl. 18)

\ [Hérbardr kvad:]

O8inn then speaks of an encounter with the giant Hlébardr and how he once used
manvélar (love tricks) to sleep with ogresses (presumably giantesses or something similar
as myrkrioa appears in Pul. IV Trollkvenna Heiti C. 4 and seems to be in the same

category of creatures as trollrida, kveldrida and tinrida): '™

' Hrbl. 18: Harbardr said: We had lively (?) women if they became wise for us; we had wise women if
they were trusty for us, they wound wire out of sand, and they dug the ground out of a deep valley, I alone
outwitted them all, I slept beside these seven sisters, and [ had all their mind and pleasure. What were you
doing meanwhile, Pérr?

1™ D. Evans (1986), L. p. 139.




The Roles of the Giants in Norse Mythology 58

[Harbardr kvad:]

Miklar manvélar

ek hafda vid myrkridor,

bé er ek vélta paer fra verom;

harfan i6tun

ek hugda Hiébard vera,

gaf hann mér gambantein,

en ek vélta hann 6r viti.'”
(Hrbl. 20)

Hiébardr appears nowhere else in the mythology, nor is he listed in the Pulur. His name
can be translated as ‘leopard’ but is used indiscriminately as ‘bear, wolf, ete.”' 70 It is
tempting to associate the gambanteinn with that in Skirnismdl, and even to note a striking
similarity between O8inn and Skirnir. O8inn obtained a gambanteinn from Hlébardr
though we are not told the location. Skirnir states that he sought a gambanteinn in the
woods, and a gambanteinn he got.'”” One complication is in the prose introduction of
Skirnismdl which states that Skirnir is Freyr’s skésveinn ‘shoe-boy’.!” However, it may
be noted that the methods of subduing Ger0r are indeed reminiscent of the way in which
Odinn wins over women. Skirnir threatens to cut magic runes as part of a curse on Gerdr,

and as far as we know from the mythology, only two figures possess the runes, O8inn and

Skirnir:

burs rist ek pér

ok prié stafi,

ergi ok cedi

ok 6pola;

své ek pat af rist,

sem ek pat a reist,

ef goraz parfar pess.'”
(Skm. 36)

'S Hrbl. 20: T used mighty love-frauds against enchantresses/giantesses, when I tricked them away from
their husbands, I thought Hlébardr to be a hard giant, he gave me a magic wand and I tricked him out of his
senses.

176 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 270.

177 Skm. 32.

178 Skom. 1. Prose Introduction.

1" Skm. 36: (The rune burs [P] according to Cleasby-Vigfusson was cut to induce love-madness. Cleasby-
Vigfusson p. 729.) 1 will carve Purs against you and three letters, ‘perversion’, ‘frenzy’ and ‘restlessness’;
so I scratch it off as I cut it on, if needs arise for it. '
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The author of the prose introduction does not seem to suggest that Skirnir and O8inn are
the same, but they are the only figures capable of winning or capturing the hearts of

giantesses, and they do this through coercion and magic.

In Hrbl. 30 O8inn brags about his seduction of a giantess in Jotunheimr for which we

have no corroborative evidence:

Hérbardr kvad:
Ek var austr
ok vid einhveria deemdak,
1€k ek vid ena linhvito
ok launping hadak,
gladdak ena gullbidrto,
gamni meer undi.'%

(Hrbl. 30)

Odinn’s boasting about this affair continues with strophe 32 in which he tells P6rr that he
could have used his help to restrain (possibly referring to her passionate lovemaking) or

to retain her:

Lids pins vara ek pé purfi, Porr,
at ek helda peiri enni linhvito mey.'®!
(Hrbl. 32)
What follows in strophe 37 illustrates the differences in attitude and character between
O8inn’s relationship with giantesses and that of Pérr who boasts about how he battled
women of the berserks on the island of Hlésey. Thus where Odinn seduces giantesses,
Porr battles them, and in strophe 38 O8inn chastises Porr, further illustrating the

differences in their relationships with the women or possibly giantesses:

Harbardr [kvad:]

Kleki vanntu pa, Porr,

er bt 4 konom bardir.'®
(Hrbl. 38)

"% Hrbl. 30: 1 was east and conversed with a certain woman; 1 sported with the linen-white one, and had a
secret meeting, I gladdened the gold-bright maid; the maiden enjoyed pleasure.

'8! Hrbl. 32: 1 would have been in need of your help, bérr, to hold that linen-white maiden.

"2 Hrbl. 38: You performed a shameful deed then bérr, when you did battle with women.
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One of Pérr’s motivations for fighting the women of the berserks is because they involve
themselves in trickery, perhaps witchcraft. For the sake of the theme of Hdrbardsijéd,

these are typically Odinn characteristics as is his general patronage over berserks:

[Porr kvad:]

Bradir berserkia

bardak i Hléseyio;

peer hofdo verst unnit,

véita bi6d alla.'®

(Hrbl. 37)

It cannot be known for certain if these ‘women of the berserks’ are intended to be
berserks themselves or giantesses. It seems likely that they are berserks as Porr likens
them to vargynjur ‘she-wolves’ in strophe 39, and references connecting berserks and
wolves are plentiful. Odinn’s seduction of the linen-white woman (perhaps a giantess) is
meant to contrast with bdrr’s battling of the berserk women, and the poet may therefore
use the giantess and female berserk interchangeably. The poet’s point is most likely to
illustrate their differing attitudes to the female sex of their adversarial race, namely the

giants, be they monstrous berserks or beautiful maidens.

In his pursuit of wisdom and knowledge, Odinn twice interrogates prophetesses which
may or may not be of giant-kind. The most notable is the vélva ‘prophetess / sibyl’ of

Voluspa.'®* The prophetess states in strophe 2 that she was raised among giants:

'3 Hrbl. 37: 1 fought women of the berserks in Hlésey; they had done the worst (of things), and deceived
all the people.

18 According to Hermann P4lsson ‘Heidr’ can be none other than the véiva. Hermann Palsson (1996), p.
12. This is much debated.
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Ek man idtna

4r um borna,

bé er forpom mik

feedda hofdo;

nio man ek heima,

nio ividiur,'®

midtvid maeran

fyr mold nedan. '
(Vsp. 2)

The received wisdom is that the vélva is not a giantess, though she may consider herself
to be of giant-kindred. She, like Vafpridnir, possesses knowledge of all that has gone
before and what is to come, and included in this wisdom is knowledge of O8inn’s own

fate:

Ein sat hon uti,

pa er inn aldni kom,

yggiungr asa,

ok i augo leit:

‘hvers fregnid mik?

hvi frestid min?

alt veit ek, Odinn,

hvar pti auga falt:

i enom meera

Mimis brunni!’

Drekkr miod Mimir

morgin hverian

af vedi Valfoors —

vitod ér enn, eda hvat?'¥’
(Vsp. 28)

If wisdom is a form of power, the vdlva has power over Obinn, and her taunting refrain
vitod ér enn, eda hvat? certainly suggests this is the case. She may or may not be a

giantess, but her affiliations with the giant race seem to suggest that she is somehow

185 Stefan Karlsson, ‘Ividjur’, Gripla 3 (Stofnun Arna Magniissonar 4 {slandi, 1979), pp. 227-8.

186 pgp. 2: 1 remember the idtnar who were born at the beginning of time and reared me in former times. 1
remember nine worlds beneath the earth, nine troll women, and also the glorious tree of fate. Translation by
Hermann Palsson, (1996) p. 58.

187 ysp. 28: She was sitting outside alone when the old Yggiungr of the ZEsir came and looked her in the
eyes. What do you ask of me? Why do you put me to a test? I know everything, O8inn, where you hid your
eye in the glorious well of Mimir. Every morning Mimir drinks mead from the Valfsdr’s pledge. Do you
see what I mean or do you want more? Translation by Hermann Pélsson (1996), p. 76.
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associated with them. She is similar in many respects to the vélva of Baldrs draumar, but
in the circumstances surrounding their confrontation with Odinn they are far from
identical. The vélva of Baldrs draumar is more clearly defined as a prophetess long dead
in her grave outside the hall of Hel. She is raised from the grave by O8inn’s magic and
forced to speak, and the subject-matter in both cases is that of fate. In the case of
Voluspd the subject is the fate of the gods, whereas in Baldrs draumar the subject is the
fate of Baldr. Neither of the prophetesses appear to be willing to serve O8inn: in fact
both are unwilling. Both poems include refrains suggesting unwillingness, Véluspa:
vitod ér enn, eda hvat and Baldrs draumar: Naudug sagdak, nii mun ek pegia.'® This
raises the possibility that perhaps both volur are one and the same but also that they have
no desire to continue being interrogated. The source of this hostility could be an affinity

to the giants, be they giantesses or not.

3.6 CONCLUSIONS'
The purpose of Odinn’s relationships with the giants and those affiliated with them

can loosely be divided into two categories: begetting offspring capable of performing
great deeds, and the acquisition of wisdom. Vafpridnir and Odinn engage in a wisdom-
contest, Vafpridnir’s questions asking for the names of mythical and cosmological
features, and O8inn’s questions concerning processes and sequences of events. Odinn
learns nothing new from the contest, but proves his ability to outwit the wisest of the
giants by asking a question impossible for Vafpridnir to answer, yet within the bounds of
the mythological subject-matter. The function of Vafprudnir is possibly to demonstrate

the cunning of Odinn, and we learn little of Vafpradnir himself apart from his lineage.

This differs from O8inn’s theft of the mead, in which the giant Suttungr plays an
important role. Although Suttungr does not create the mead of poetry, his possession of
it gives the giants the upper hand. O8inn’s cunning is again the theme of this myth, the
difference being in his goals. In Vafpridnismal his goal is to challenge the wisest among
giants to an outright contest, whereas here O8inn’s objective is the acquisition of

wisdom, in the form of the mead of poetry, perhaps related to the acquisition of the mead

188 Bdr. 7,9, 11:1 spoke under duress, now [ will be silent.
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of Mimir’s well. In doing so he seduces a giantess, Gunnldd, who not only provides him
with access to the precious mead, but also a means of escape. The myth highlights
Obinn’s characteristics, namely his cunning, charm and skill as a thief. We learn little of
the admirable characteristics of the giants; in fact, we learn that giants are somewhat
easily tricked and giantesses often easily manipulated. This pattern must also be
associated with seduction of giantesses for other purposes. There may have been many
other myths involving Odinn stealing or deceitfully acquiring items of magical
importance from the giants, and a fragment of one survives in Harbardsljod in which
Odinn acquires a magic wand from a giant and then drove him insane. This can be seen
in terms of gods versus giants, in that O8inn creates for the Zsir a monopoly on wisdom
in the form of magical items, abilities and knowledge, thus always having the upper hand.
In addition to this he seems to require sexual relationships with giantesses to beget sons
capable of great deeds. O8inn’s own mother, Bestla, also seems to have been a giantess
(Hdv. 140, Gylf. ch. 6). The relationship between Odinn and giants can also be seen in
simpler terms, in that the giants merely provide an enemy from whom Odinn acquires

these items and knowledge, making his character what it is.
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borr [kvad:]

Ek drap biaza,

enn pruomooga iotun,

upp ek varp augom

Allvalda sonar

a pann inn heida himin;

pau ero merki mest

minna verka,

pau er allir menn sidan um sé.

Hvat vanntu medan, Harbaror?'™
(Hrbl. 19)

4 PORR AND THE GIANTS

4.1 THE MYTH OF PORR’S FISHING EXPEDITION

The myth of Porr’s fishing expedition is one of the most
widely attested in Norse mythology. The longest version
appears in the Eddaic poem Hymiskvida which is of uncertain
date, and is possibly a ‘newer’ version containing older
material.'*® It is difficult to know if Snorri knew the poem
Hymiskvida, but he certainly knew more than one version of
the myth of bPérr’s fishing e:xpedition.'q1 Snorri cites a number
of skaldic poems such as Bragi Boddason’s Ragnarsdrapa
which has been dated to the first half of the ninth century or

192

possibly a little later. "~ References also appear in Ulfr

193

Uggason’s Hisdrdpa,'” (c. 985) and the poems of Olvir

Fig. 3.

hnafa,'”* Gamli gnzfadarskald'®® and Eysteinn Valdason.'”

'8 Hrbl. 19: borr said: | killed bjazi, the mighty-spirited giant, I threw the eyes of Allvaldi’s son up into

the clear sky; they are the greatest mark of my deeds, those which all men see since. What were you doing
meanwhile, Harbardr?
1% p. Meulengracht Serensen, ‘Thor’s Fishing Expedition’, in Words and Objects: Towards a Dialogue
Benween Archaeology and History of Religion, Gro Steinsland, ed. (Oslo: 1986), pp. 257-78, p. 258.
! Sn.E. Gylf. 47.
2 Finnur Jonsson, ‘De zldste Skjalde og deres Kvad’, Aarboger for nordisk Oldkyndlighed (1895), pp.
271-359; E.O.G. Turville-Petre, Skaldic Poetry (Oxford: 1976), pp. xxi-xxiii.
'3 See Einar Ol Sveinsson, [slenzkar bokmenntir i fornold (Reykjavik: 1934), p. lix. Ulfr Uggason:
Husdrapa 3-6 [ca. 985]:

bjokkvaxinn kvezk pykkja

piklingr firinmikla

hafra njots at hofgum
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Four picture stones from elsewhere in northwestern Europe supplement our Icelandic
literary sources. The Altuna stone in Sweden has been dated to the beginning of the

"7 The stone at Herdum (Thy, Denmark) similarly depicts

eleventh century (Fig. 3).
poérr’s fishing expedition, and has been broadly dated to
between the eighth and eleventh centuries (Fig. 4).'”® The
Gosforth stone in Cumbria (England) has been dated to the

tenth century (Fig. 5),'”’

and finally the Ardre VIII stone in
Gotland has been dated to the eighth century (Fig. 6%,
Furthermore the Midgardsormr is believed to be present on
the Lowther hogbacks in its role as holding the world

together.””’

Toe Sawme of Hovdus, 1he m Deamart.

During the course of the twentieth century, comparative
Fig. 4. . ; . . :
% mythologists have subjected this myth to rigorous analysis.

1202

Georges Dumézil™™ and Franz Schrader®™ both viewed the myth as an integral

component of wider Indo-European religious history. The myth has also been seen in the

haetting megindratti.
‘It is said that the stout lubbard thought that the goat-owner's severely heavy haul was exceedingly
dangerous.’
' Blvir hnafa: Fragment [9th century]
(Estisk allra landa,
umgjord ok sonr Jardar.
‘The girdle of all lands became enraged, and the son of J6rd ...".
' Gamli gnaevadarskald [10th century]:
Pas gramr, hinn’s svik samdit,
gljufrskeljungs nam rjifa.
grundar fisk med grandi
snart Bilskirnis, hjarta,
‘When the ruler of Bilskirnir, whose heart never planned deceit, swiftly mangled the
ground’s fish with the destroyer of the canyon-whale.’
19 Eysteinn Valdason: [ca. 1000]
Sin bjé Sifjar runi
snarla fram med karli,
hornstraum getum Hrimnis
hreera, veidarfeeri.
‘Sif's spouse quickly prepared his fishing-gear with the old one. We know how to stir the flow of
Hrimnir’s horn.’
"7 0. von Friesen, ‘Tors fiske pa en upplindisk runsten’, Festschrift Eugen Mogk (1924), pp. 474-83.
"% J. Brendsted, ‘Thors Fiskeri’, Nationalmuseets arbejdsmark (Copenhagen: 1955), p. 102.
'% R. Bailey, Viking Age Sculpture in Northern England (London: 1980), p. 131.
2% 1, Brondsted (1955), p. 95; Lindqvist, S., Gorlands Bildsteine 1-2 (1941), p. 42.
201 R, Bailey (1980), pp. 136, 137.
2 G. Dumézil, Les dieux des Indo-Européens (Paris: 1952), p. 23 ff.




Fig. 6.
Ardre VIII picture-stone,
Gotland.
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light of the Christian myth of Leviathan, and thus interpreted as a product of the
conversion.”* Many parallels have been drawn between the myth of Pérr’s fight with the

Midgardsormr and Beowulf’s fight against the Dragon.”®

The Midgardsormr does not appear to be a typical
Jjotunn, but seems to belong in a subclass with its siblings
Fenrisulfr and Hel (and possibly Nidhoggr). According
to Snorri they are the offspring between Loki, and a
giantess Angrboda (distress-bringer);** thus these

creatures are at least half-giant:

Angrboda heitr gygr i [6tunheimum. Vid henni
gat Loki .iii. born; eitt var Fenrisulfr, annat
I6rmungandr, pat er Midgardzormr, .iii. er Hel.?’
Fig. 5 (Sn.E. Gylf. 34)

The Seone of Crwbor, Fagiand. Photo s Roestahl

This information also appears in Hyndl. 40:

Ol ulf Loki

vid Angrboéu,208

(Hyndl. 40)

The kenning ldgseims fadir ‘sea-band’s father’ in the first stanza of Eilifr Godrinarson’s
Porsdrapa (late 10" century) is a reference to Loki as father of the Midgardsormr. The
Asir see the danger posed by these siblings and thus Odinn casts Hel into Niflheimr, and
throws the Midgardsormr into the sea where it grows to encompass Midgardr.”” The

Midgardsormr and Hel both have cosmological functions. Hel has authority over nine

203 E. Schroder, ‘Das Hymirlied. Zur Frage verblasster Mythen in den Gétterliedern der Edda’, Arkiv for

nordisk filologi 70 (1955), p. 29 f¥.

24 A. Kabell, ‘Der Fischfang bors®, Arkiv for nordisk filologi 91 (1976), pp. 123-129.

% J R.R. Tolkien, ‘Beowulf: The Monsters and the Critics’, Proceedings of the British Academy 22 (1936),
. 245 ff.

“% Etymology from P. Meulengracht Serensen (1986), p. 272. Perhaps a more accurate translation is ‘grief-

bidder’ or even ‘grief-announcer’.

07 Sn.E. Gylf. 34: In Jotunheimar a giantess is called Angrboda. With her Loki got three children. The

first was Fenrisulfr, the second J6rmungandr (that is Midgardsormr), the third is Hel (ed. Faulkes, p. 27).

2% Hyndl. 40: Loki produced (gave life to) the Wolf with Angrboda.

9 Sn.E. Gylf. 34. (ed. Faulkes, p. 27).



Plate 2.

bérr and the World-Serpent, as depicted by the
eighteenth-century Icelandic scribe, Jakob
Sigurdsson in a privately held copy of Snorra
Edda.
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worlds of Niflheimr, and the Midgardsormr may be seen as holding the world together.

These functions are, however, not voluntary. Hel is cast into Niflheimr:

Hel kastadi hann { Niflheim ok gaf henne valld yfir .ix. heimum, at hon
skipti 6llum vistum med peim er til hennar véro sendir, en pat eru
s6ttdaudir menn ok ellidaudir.?'

(Sn.E. Gylf. 34)

Hel does not assume this role, but rather it is bestowed upon her. It should be noted that
Snorri may be influenced by Christian ideas: the appointment of Hel to rule the nine
worlds of Niflheimr could be influenced by the story of the fall of Lucifer (an idea
already present as early as the Old English Genesis B, 1. 300 — ed. G. P. Krapp in the
Junius Manuscript, Anglo-Saxon Poetic Records I, New York and London, 1931, p. 12);
similarly the casting of Midgardsormr into the sea could be influenced by the casting of
the dragon into the pit, and later into the lake of fire (Revelations 20, 2-3 and 10). She,
like Ymir, is forced to fulfil a cosmological function, as guardian of Niflheimr. The

Midgardsormr is similarly cast into the sea:

Ok er pau komu til hans, pa kastadi hann orminum i enn ditipa sz, er liggr
um &1l 16nd, ok 6x sé ormr sv4 at hann liggr { midiu hafinu of 611 16nd ok
bitr { spord sér.?"!
(Sn.E. Gylf. 34)
The serpent’s role is a passive one. There is no evidence to suggest that it is in any way

an intelligent being; this therefore separates it from other giants.

Only a few elements of the myth are common in the surviving picture stones, and the
Midgardsormr may or may not be one of them. The Gosforth stone depicts four creatures
(possibly a fifth in the lower-left corner) and at first sight these creatures do not appear to
be serpentine. It seems possible that the creature in the lower-right corner represents a

snake-like animal as its head is connected to a distinctive S-shaped figure, distinguishing

210 gp E. Gylf. 34: He cast Hel into Niflheimr, and gave her authority over nine worlds so that she should
apportion provisions / lodgings among those who are sent to her, and they are men dead of sickness and
dead of age (ed. Faulkes, p. 27).
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it from the other three creatures (which are probably fish or at least are whale-shaped).
These fish-shaped creatures may be depictions of whales, as is told in Hym. 21 that

Hymir pulled two whales out of the sea prior to Pérr’s impressive catch:

Dré merr Hymir

modugr hvali

einn 4 dngli

upp senn tva,

en aptr i skut [sic]

Odni sifiadr

Véorr vio vélar

vad gordi sér.”'?

(Hym. 21)

The “whales’ on the Gosfoth stone may depict those mentioned in Hym. 21.
Unfortunately we cannot easily know for certain what the creature in the lower right-hand
corner of the Gosforth stone is meant to represent, seeing that the bottom of the stone

(containing the rest of the ‘S-shaped’ figure) is now missing.

Serensen treats Hymiskvida with a great deal of scepticism as he believes it to be a
comparatively late source, and takes into consideration only the parts which have
parallels in other myths.2'* Serensen is not unfair in treating Hymiskvida with such
scepticism, but perhaps his other source, Snorri, leaves out details he deemed
unimportant. Regardless of the age of Hymiskvida, the myth which it involves may be of
great antiquity. Zgir’s cauldron, referred to in Hym. 33 and 34, has a likely parallel with
the Irish myth of the mighty Otherworld cauldron possessed by the Daghdha from which
‘no company ever went away unsatisfied’.'* There is always the possiblity of recent

borrowing from Irish myth or even of independent development.

! Sn.E. Gylf: 34: And then when they came to it, he then cast the serpent into the deep sea, which lies
around all lands, and the serpent grew so that he lies in the middle of the sea around all lands, and he bites
into his tail.

G Hym. 21: In a rage renowned Hymir by himself drew up two whales at once on his hook, but back in the
stern, Odinn’s kinsman, Pérr, made the line cunningly for himself.

13 p_Meulengracht Sprensen (1986), p. 259.

2 D. O’Hogain, Myth, Legend and Romance: An Encyclopedia of the Irish Folk Tradition (New York:
1991), Daghdha s.v.
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The stone of Ardre (Fig. 6) does not depict the Midgardsormr, and may or may not
depict Porr’s fishing expedition. There are three boat scenes. Two depict a couple in a
small boat (possibly Pérr and Hymir) and the third is a longship with a full crew. The
boat-scene, immediately below the longship, appears to depict two men rowing (which
again may be Porr and Hymir), seeing that the arms of the left-hand figure are
downwards as if to grip an oar. The boat-scene immediately below could possibly be the
same two figures, one of whom spears a fish. The fact that a spear is used differs
substantially from all the other sources, and the spear is associated with Odinn, not bérr.
Lindqvist suggested that the depiction at the very bottom of the stone is a house and
within it stands Hymir and Pérr and the ox Himinhrjotr. He also suggests that the figure
entering the house is Pérr. The lefi-hand figure within the house, according to Lindqyvist,
depicts Porr carrying the ox head on his shoulder.?”” This interpretation is exciting, and,
if it could be adequately proven, it would imply that the myth had survived in a stable

form for perhaps five hundred years prior to the writing of our literary sources.'®

Unfortunately the scene is so vague that it may also be interpreted as the tying-up of
Fenrir in the Gnipa cave. Firstly, the fact that the ‘house’ is rounded and completely
open without any doors, may suggest that it is a depiction of a cave as opposed to the
giant’s hall. The figure on the far right could be Odinn attaching the fetter Gleipnir to the
back of the cave. The other figure behind him holds the fetter (perhaps a harness as well)
on his shoulder. The figure outside could be the god Tyr with his hand in the mouth of
Fenrir whilst the fetter is being attached. The fact that the mouth of the creature is open
further supports this hypothesis. It is not my purpose here to present the ‘correct’
interpretation of the Ardre stone, but merely to show that it is too ambiguous for any
single interpretation, and far too ambiguous to offer valuable evidence to aid us in
interpreting the myth or attributing a date to it.>'” Such sources must be handled with

extreme caution.

215 g, Lindqvist (1942), p. 22 ff.
216 p_Meulengracht Serensen (1986), p. 269.
217 See Sn.E. Gylf. 34 (ed. Faulkes pp. 28-9).
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There are elements, or motifs, which can be used to indicate that a myth is being
depicted. The Altuna stone and the Herdum stone both show a foot (or possibly feet)
penetrating through the bottom of the boat. This correlates with Snorri’s account, though
neither Hymiskvida nor skaldic sources contain this detail. However in Hym. 34, Porr
sticks his foot through the floor, which seems to echo him putting his foot through the
bottom of the ship. Furthermore the Gosforth stone does not depict the foot. It seems
that this was a semi-stable element of the myth or possibly of one version of it.
Furthermore the ‘giant’ (if it is a giant) appears on three of the four picture stones:
Gosforth, (possibly) Ardre, and Herdum, and this seems to suggest that Hymir, or the
presence of another figure, was also a stable element of the myth. We can see that as late
as the seventeenth century Hymiskvida is still being depicted in terms of the fishing trip,
yet by this time Porr threatens to strike Hymir rather than the serpent.

Hymir’s role is of importance to this discussion. Pérr visits Hymir prior to the fishing
trip in both Gylfaginning and Hymiskvida, and it is Hymir’s ox that provides the bait.
Hymir is apparently a crofter living at the edge of J6tunheimar and some have interpreted
his occupation there as symbolic of civilisation.?'® The giant has thus been perceived as
the necessary agent for Pérr’s transition from order to chaos, or from the civilised world
to the uncivilised.?'* Hymir’s boat takes Pérr to the middle of the ‘uncivilised’ sea (albeit
Porr does the rowing and chooses the distance from land). According to this line of
reasoning Hymir plays the part of the moderator between order and chaos. In
Gylfaginning Hymir cuts Pérr’s fishing line, allowing the Midgardsormr to reassume its
place (possibly holding the world together), thereby preventing a cosmological
catastrophe. The account in Hymiskvida does not fit this picture, since Porr strikes the
serpent on the head, causing the whole world to move, and then the serpent sinks by itself
back into the water.”® Hymir is thus presented in Gylfaginning as the mediator between

the world of Pérr and the world of the Midgardsormr / Asgardr and the bottom of the

218 K. Hastrup, ‘Kulturelie kategorier som naturlige ressourcer. Exempler fra Islands historie’, A. Hjort, ed.,
Sambhdille och Ekosystem (Stockholm: 1983), ff. 40-54.

219 See Meulengracht Sgrensen (1986), pp. 268-274.

0 Hym. 23, 24.
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221

sea.”" One must bear in mind that in Gylfaginning, Snorri appears to try to make sense of

the mythology, and this attempt may be misleading at times.

Snorri tells another version in Su.E. Gylf. 48 (which Snorri finds less credible), in
which Porr throws the hammer after the serpent, cutting off its head. This version is
often disregarded, but is still evidence for the diversity and popularity of the myth. It
raises the question: how universal was the cosmological importance of the serpent and
could this role have developed later? It seems that those who knew (or preferred) this
version of the myth were more interested in Porr’s victory than the cosmological
significance of the serpent. Nevertheless, in Gylfaginning Snorri tries to build a
comprehensive and ‘logical’ account of the mythology (as opposed to relaying every
version of every myth), and, thus, he chooses not to accept this version. We are fortunate

that he mentions it at all.

Who is the central figure of the myth, Hymir, Porr or the serpent? In all surviving
versions of the myth, the serpent plays a relatively small, though climactic role, and
Hymir is present throughout. The competition between the giant and god is the central
theme. Hymir challenges bérr to fetch the head of a giant ox, which he does with ease.
Porr challenges Hymir to row further out to sea and he refuses. Hymir begins fishing and
catches two whales. Porr, however, catches the serpent, causing the earth to move. The

following passage is of importance to this discussion:

Oteitr idtunn,
er peir aptr rero,
sva at ar Hymir
ekki maelti,
veifdi hann reedi
vedrs annars til.*?
(Hym. 25)

The giant had been made a fool of, dishonoured, and sulking, he refusing to speak, but

the competitiveness continues after landing. Hymir asks Pérr to share the work. One

2! Meulengracht Serensen (1986), p. 268.
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task is to haul the whales to the house, while the other is to secure the boat. Porr does
both. He lifts the whole boat, bilges and all, secures it, and hauls the whales to the house.
Porr is then challenged to break a goblet. He fails, and then (with the advice of a
giantess) he succeeds by throwing it at the giant’s hard head, Bérr is then challenged to
carry the cauldron back to the Asir. Tyr tries and fails to budge it, but Porr lifts it
without difficulty. Finally Hymir, leading a host of giants, attacks, and, in a single sweep
of Mjolinir, Porr defeats them all. Thus one can possibly see Hymir as an
opponent/opposite of Porr. He is mighty, but nowhere near as mighty as Porr. Insofar as
the poem itself is concerned, borr is central whereas the serpent, and their meeting is
peripheral. This is possibly the case with Hymiskvida, but the myth concerning Pérr and
the serpent was probably more popular than Pérr’s encounter with Hymir (or so one

might gather from the archaeological evidence).

Hymir’s role appears to be purely that of an adversary, challenging Pérr at all points
throughout the myth. The purpose of this series of challenges may be simply to illustrate
bérr’s physical and godlike characteristics, and the giant may be seen (at least in a
literary sense) as merely an illustrative instrument. Hymir is associated with winter
(Hym. 10,5-8) and barrenness (hraunhvala, Hym. 36,5), and Pért’s victory may also be
seen as an illustration of victory over these. One might deduce from the fact that Hymir
seems to be Ty1r’s father (perhaps therefore an unacknowledged proxy-father to borr |
himself)** the possibility that the two are opposite equals, just as with Pérr and Prymr.
We cannot easily know how these poems and myths were once interpreted, and the best
we can do is bear in mind that people once believed in a god of might, daring and heroic

victory. Hymiskvida is a portrait of such a god.

4.2 PRYMR’S THEFT OF MJOLLNIR
brymskvida appears in the thirteenth century Codex Regius manuscript of the Elder
Edda. Only upon occasion has it been a focal point of modern scholarly work, and those

who have published on Prymskvida have focused much upon the comical element and its

222 Hyim, 25: The giant [was] uncheerful when they rowed back, so that Hymir early on spoke nothing; he
swung the oar to another weather.
2 See Hym. 5,56, 11,3-6.
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relation to the strength of pagan belief.** Hallberg and Kvillerud have published
important studies concerning its possible dating,”* and Singer, among others, has written
about its possible Indo-European roots.”® The fact that Snorri never mentions Prymr, or
the myth swrounding the theft of the hammer, may be significant. Furthermore, the fact
that the myth seems to have much in common with the diction of other Eddaic poems and
skaldic poems (such as Hymiskvida, Lokasenna, Baldrs draumar, Voluspda and

Hiisdrdapa)™’

seems to suggest it is of considerable age. The age of Prymskvida is
certainly a matter of concern, but that will not be discussed here. For the moment it is
possible to assume that Prymskvida draws on long-established traditions concerning
giants and their roles with the gods, traditions in which any possible number of such
myths were composed and since forgotten. Generally it is believed that Loki steals the
hammer to land Pérr in this situation, and though this would be consistent with Loki’s
character, it is never actually mentioned, and, arguably, it is never even suggested in the
poem. Indeed Loki’s role here is far more akin to that in Reginsmdl which we believe to

be ancient in origin. Furthermore the theme is similar to that of the theft of Idunn’s

apples, which is also known to be ancient as it appears in the ninth century Haustlong.

Porr’s hammer is stolen and Loki flies to J6tunheimar in search of it. There he meets
the king of the giants, brymr, who offers to return the hammer in exchange for Freyja.
borr is then persuaded to dress in the likeness of a bride and, Loki volunteers to pose as a
handmaiden, and they travel together to Prymr’s hall. Loki’s uses his guile to keep Poérr
undercover despite his burly and unladylike behaviour. When the hammer is brought to
sanctify the wedding, and laid on Port’s lap, he then proceeds to kill Prymr and all the
remaining giants. The poem appears to be relatively straightforward and generally

comical.

224 See A. Gurevich, ‘On the Nature of the Comic in the Elder Edda; A Comment on an Article by
Professor Hofler’, Medieval Scandinavia 9 (1976), pp. 127-37.

25 See P. Hallberg, ‘Om Prymskvida’, Arkiv for nordisk filologi 69 (1954), pp. 51-77, and R. Kvillerud,
“Nagra anmérkingar till Prymskvida’, Arkiv for nordisk filologi 80 (1965), pp. 64-86.

26 See 8. Singer, ‘Die Grundlagen der Prymskvida’ Neophilologus 17 (1932), pp. 47-8.

2T A. Orchard (1997), p. 165.
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Prymr differs from most giants in that, unlike Vafprdnir, he comes across as rather
stupid and genuinely naive. Unlike Hymir he is relatively tame and not aggressive. It is
even possible to see Prymr as a sympathetic character. Yet it is Prymr who acquires
Asgardr’s most treasured possession, thereby endangering the gods, elves and men, and
thus rendering Porr helpless. It is Prymr who essentially blackmails the Zsir into giving
him Freyja as a wife, and thereby threatening their fertility. Therefore Prymr’s actions
make him profoundly antagonistic and threatening. In Grm. 11 we learn that Prymheimr
is the seat for the giant Pjazi. It should be mentioned that this need not be related to
Prymr the giant, but it could be. The word prymr has a poetical meaning ‘thunder’ as it is
found in compounds such as prym-draugr, prym-kennir, prym-lundr, and arguably prym-
heimr.*® The names bérr and brymr are cognate and have identical meanings. In this
sense Prymr and Porr appear as opposite equals (or possibly Prymr is Port’s sinister alter-
ego given a psychological reading of the poem),” and also can be seen as the playthings
of Loki.

Prymr is the pursa drottin or ‘lord of the giants’ and is depicted in strophe 6 sitting on
a burial cairn, twisting gold collars for his dogs and trimming the manes of his mares.
Interestingly the word prymja (present tense prymr) means ‘sitting fast, or moping’,°
but also the image of the king sitting on a burial mound is common. In the first chapter
of Hrélfs saga Gautrekssonar, a saga containing numerous archaic motifs, we are told,
Konungr sat jafnan d haugi drottningar, pvi at honum potti mikit frafall hennar. The
custom of the king sitting on a burial mound is still practised today. At the annual
ceremonial sitting of the House of Keys in the open at Tynwald, Isle of Man, all the
officials sit at various levels of the mound, but the top is always reserved for the current
Lord of Man (the British monarch). In strophe 23 Prymr tells of his golden horned cattle,
pitch-black oxen and that many are his gifts and treasures, and all that is lacking in his
life is Freyja. Again, the adjective prymr has a poetical sense meaning ‘glorious’,”' so

perhaps his name also refers to his kingship. All taken into account, Prymr is not

28 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 747.

229 5 McKinnell, ‘Myth as Therapy’ Medium Avum, 69 (2000), p. 9.
20 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 747.

21 Ibid., p. 747.
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described in the myth as the powerful, angry giant we find in Hymiskvida, or even what

his name implies. He seems to be presented as spoiled and lovesick.

When one asks who is the central character, and where should the focus fall, it is
difficult to decide between Porr and Loki. If one views Brymskvida as a series of
challenges such I have done with Hymiskvida and Vafpridnismal thus far, it appears that
Loki emerges as the god in the fore. Indeed Loki’s guile and cunning is challenged much
in the same way as bér’s strength in Hymiskvida. In order to retrieve the hammer, P6rr’s
disguise as Freyja must be convincing, which would seem impossible at best. When
Pérr’s true character shines through the bridal linen, and Prymr’s suspicions are aroused,
it falls on Loki to recover the situation. Should Loki fail and boérr be discovered, he
would be helpless against the giant’s wrath. The first of such instances occurs at Prymr’s
feast (strophe 24 & 25) in which Pérr engulfs an ox, eight salmon, three casks of mead,
and all the dainty dishes meant for the ladies. Prymr comments that never before had he
seen a woman eat so greedily, to which Loki replies that such was ‘Freyja’s’ longing for
Jotunheimar that she fasted for eight nights. Secondly, in strophes 27 and 28 Prymr
bends under the bride’s veil for a kiss and staggers back the length of the hall in terror
commenting that Freyja’s eyes seem to be filled with fire. Loki covers for him saying
that such was ‘Freyja’s’ longing for J6tunheimar, that she has been awake for eight

nights. Loki always manages to resolve the situation.

Loki is forced to make such a recovery in two out of the three instances in which there
is dialogue and interaction between the two groups. Insofar as the theme of the poem is
concerned, the conflict lies between Porr and Prymr, yet Pérr plays an unusually passive
role relying solely on Heimdallr’s plan and Loki’s guile. The role of Prymr appears to be
that of a menace. His role as the challenger may not be as obvious as that of Hymir (at
least concerning his relationship with Loki). What we can say is that the giants in this
myth are instrumental in illustrating the characteristics of the gods. The characteristics of
borr as a big eater, excessively masculine, and a fierce warrior are made obvious through
situational irony. Furthermore Loki’s cunning is stressed along with his role as a

messenger of the gods. Prymskvida tells us little about the giants save they desire Freyja,
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and fear Mjollnir. Gullibility seems to be a common characteristic whether it be subtle as

with Vafpradnir or blatantly obvious as with Prymr.

4.3 PIAZI, PORR AND ODINN
In Hrbl. 19 Pérr boasts that he killed the giant bjazi:

bérr [kvad:]

Ek drap Piaza,

enn pradmaodga idtun,

upp ek varp augom

Allvalda sonar

4 pann inn heida himin;

pau ero merki mest

minna verka,

pau er allir menn sidan um sé.

Hvat vanntu medan, Harbardr?>?
(Hrbl. 19)

Porr attributes himself two deeds: the killing of Pjazi, and making stars from his eyes.
Snorri’s account is in no way specific about who killed Pjazi saying that it was simply the
ZAsir:

b4 véro eesirnir ner ok drapu bjazi idtun fyrir innan Asgrindr, ok er pat
vig allfreegt.”?

In Ls. 50, Loki takes credit for being foremost in the killing of bjazi:

[Loki kvad:]

Veiztu, ef mik & hiérvi skolo

ens hrimkalda magar

gbrnom binda god,

fyrstr ok ofstr

var ek at fiorlagi,

bars vér 4 biaza prifom.”
(Ls. 50)

4

32 Hrbl. 19: borr said: I killed bjazi, the mighty-spirited giant, I threw the eyes of Alivaldi’s son up into the
clear sky; they are the greatest mark of my deeds, those which all men see since. What were you doing
meanwhile, Harbar0r?

3 Sn.E. Sk. 1: Then were the /Esir near and killed the giant Pjazi within Asgrindr (the gate to Asgardr), and
that killing is very famous (ed. Faulkes I, p. 2).

34 Ls. 50: You know if the gods shall on a sword bind me [with] the guts of the frost-cold son, first and
foremost was I in the killing, when we caught Pjazi.
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The first consideration here is that, perhaps, Loki is emphasising his own role to upset
Skadi, but, nevertheless, one can deduce from the strophe that more than one individual

was involved in the killing. Here as in Haust/. vv. 1-13 Loki’s ambivalent role is stressed.
Snorri’s account of Pjazi’s eyes differs from that of Hrbl. 19:

Sva er sagt at O8inn gerdi pat til yfirbéta vid hana at hann t6k augu Piaza
ok kastadi upp & himin ok gerdi af stisrnur .ii. *°
(Sn.E. Sk. 1)

There are several possibilities as to why these accounts differ. Snorri twice gives the
impression that the myth was well known, perhaps even in his own day. He says of the
victory over Bjazi: ok er pat vig allfregt,® and of the casting of the eyes into heaven he
says: Svd er sagt...”’ This might indicate that the myth was well-known. One may
assume that the myth concerning the origin of the two bjazi-stars would have been wide-
spread given the use of stars to navigate ships. It is comparable with the myth of Pérr
breaking off one of Aurvandil’s frozen toes and casting it up into the sky thus making it
into a star.®® If this is to be taken as evidence that the myth was highly popular, it may
explain why there are two or possibly three variations. It is also possible that the myth
shifted between cults. Snorri’s major source for this myth must have been Haustlong
1-13 (8% 1 B, 14-17), which also emphasises Loki’s role and says almost nothing about
that of Porr. It is difficult to know whether or not Snorri knew Harbardsljod, seeing that
he never quotes it, but it is possible that he did, but chooses not to incorporate it in his

work.

An alternative possibility is that the myth was so popular that a change in the details
would have been unacceptable to a general Icelandic audience. This is to say that,

perhaps the Hdrbardsljéd-poet deliberately has bérr take credit for the killing of bjazi

25 Sn.E. Sk. 1: So it is said that Odinn made it as extra compensation towards her (Skadi), that he took
bjazi’s eyes and cast them up into heaven and made of [them] two stars (ed. Faulkes, I, p. 2).

8 Sp.E. Sk. 1: and that killing is very famous.

27 Sn.E. Sk. 1: So [it] is said...

8 Sn.E. Sk. 17 (ed. Faulkes, 1, p. 22).
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(Hrbl. 19) to suit the theme of his poem. Pérr does not realise Harbardr is Odinn in one
of his many disguises, and this point is axiomatic to the poem. From a safe distance

Obinn provokes bérr’s wrath by refusing to ferry him across the sound:

[Porr kvad:]

Harm liétan mér pikkir i pvi,

at vada um vaginn til pin

ok vaeta Sgur minn;

skylda ek launa kogorsveini pinom

kanginyrdi,

ef ek komumk yfir sundit.*’
(Hrbl, 13)

They then engage in a boasting match in which Pérr claims to have killed Pjazi and made
his eyes into stars. Poir may be made to look a fool by unwittingly boasting about a deed
that he did not do, to the very person who had. This would, if it is the case, explain why
Snorri would not mention Pérr’s claim even had he had been familiar with Harbardsijod.
It may be the case that the Hrb/.-poet is using a detail which was attributed to the two

different gods in order to exploit a conflict between cults.

4.4 PORR AND HRUNGNIR

The myth of Pérr’s encounter with Hrungnir is similar to the myth of Pérr’s fishing
expedition in that it was once popular and wide-spread. The myth survives in the skaldic
poem Haustlong by Pj6dolfr of Hvin, and is thought to have been composed around the
turn of the ninth to tenth century. The poem is called a ‘shield lay’, as it describes the
scenes from mythology which were depicted on a shield. The two myths depicted on this
shield were the rape of Idunn by Pjazi and Porr’s encounter with Hrungnir, This part of

Haustlong is preserved in Skdldskaparmal**®

and Snorri frequently refers to the poem to
illustrate skaldic diction. Due to a blunder of O8inn’s, Hrungnir is invited to Valhall and
drinks with the gods. He boasts that he will kill them all except Freyja and Sif, who he
wishes to have for himself, and that he will sink Asgardr. The gods call Pérr, who arrives

from the East in a rage. Hrungnir, being weaponless, requests a fair duel. The giants

9 Hrbl. 13: porr said: A great sorrow it scems to me to wade through the water to you and wet my
food/genitals bag (?) I should/ought to pay your kid for [the] abuse, if 1 get myself across the sound.
0 Sn.E. Sk. 17 (ed. Faulkes 1, pp. 22-4),
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were worried that they might lose their strongest and bravest, so to frighten Pérr they
built an enormous giant out of clay and gave it the heart of a mare. They named it
Mbokkurkalfi. Snorri tells us that Mokkurkalfi was far more frightened of bérr: Sva er
sagt at hann meig er hann sé bérr>*! As Porr and his helper, bjalfi, approached
Hrungnir, Pjalfi ran out in front and told Hrungnir that Pérr would attack from
underground, and that he should stand on his shield. Hrungnir took the deceitful advice,
thus leaving himself defenceless. Hrungnir threw a whetstone and at the same time Pérr
threw Mjollnir. Both weapons met in mid-air. The hammer struck Hrungnir’s head,
killing him, and a shard from the whetstone was lodged in Poérr’s skull. Bjalfi then
despatched Mokkurkalfi.

The role of Hrungnir is that of a menace to the gods. During his visit to Asgardr, he
tells the gods what he, as a giant, wishes to inflict upon them. That he should want
Freyja for himself is a common theme and can be compared with Prymskvida, but this is,
perhaps, the only myth in which Sif is also threatened in such a way (the aim, no doubt,
being to cuckold borr). He boasts that he will pick up Valhgll and bring it to the worlds
of the giants, and also that he will kill all the gods and sink Asgardr. This scenario is
very similar to the description of Ragnartk, in which the gods meet their fate, and,

interestingly, that the earth will sink beneath the waves.

En er hann gerdiz drukkinn, pa skorti eigi stér ord, hann létz skyldu taka
upp Valholl ok feera i Itunnheima en sgkkva Asgardi en drepa gud 8ll,
nema Freyiu ok Sif vill hann heim foera med sér.**

(Sn.E. Sk. 3)

This can be compared to an extent with Vsp. 57:

Sél tér sortna,
Sigr fold { mar,**®
(Vsp. 57)

2! Sn.E. Sk: So it is said that he wet himself when he saw Pérr (ch. 17 in Sk., ed. Faulkes 1, p. 21).

2 Sn.E. Sk. 3: Then when he became drunk, then big words were not wanting, he said he would take up
Valholl and take [it] into the worlds of the giants and sink Asgardr and kill all the gods, except Freyja and
Sif who he wishes to take home with him (ch. 17 in Sn.E. Sk., ed. Faulkes I, p. 20).
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It is often thought that Vsp. 57 is of Christian origin.®** It may be suggested, though, that
the idea of the world sinking into the sea after the fate of the gods, not a Biblical motif,
has a native origin, which can be seen as essentially the same type of apocalypse that

Hrungnir boasts he will bring about.

This myth, and that of Pjazi (also in Haustlong), differ from other Porr-myths in that
the giants involved threaten or harass the gods in or near Asgardr. These two myths may
have been chosen to be depicted on the shield described by Pjodolfr because they, apart
from having been popular, involve divine defence. This might indicate possibly
recognised functions and meanings of myth within pagan society. In this respect the
myth of Hrungnir and Porr differs from that of Porr and Hymir in that the giant does not
simply function as a device to illuminate bPér’s characteristics. Hrungnir is a truly
potential threat, and the only one who can stop him is Pérr. In this myth Po6rr plays out

the role for which he best known, the mighty defender of Asgardr and Midgardr.

4.5 WHO OWNS THE GLOVE: SKRYMIR OR FJALARR?
Some of Porr’s great adventures come back to haunt him. Allusions to a myth in
which Porr has hidden inside the thumb of a glove can be found in the Eddaic poem

Lokasenna:

[Loki kvad:]

Austrférum pinom

skaltu aldregi

segia seggiom fra,

sizt i hanska pumlungi

hmikdir pu, einheri,

ok péttiska pui Bérr vera.2®
(Ls. 60)

A strikingly similar strophe is Hrb/. 26, in which Harbardr similarly accuses Porr of

cowardice:

243 Vsp. 57: [The] sun turns dark, earth sinks into [the] sea.

4 In Blickling Homilies 7 (R. Morris, ed., Early English Text Society, 0.s. 58, 1874, p. 93) the ‘depths’
want to swallow the earth, Neolnessa ‘depths’ may refer to both the sea and to Hell. If it refers to Hell
then it could be related to the ‘hell-mouth’ motif in Christian iconography. If this refers to the sea it may be
of Germanic orgin.

5 Ls. 60: Loki said: About your journeys east you should never tell anyone, since, lone warrior you
cowered in the glove’s thumb, and you didn’t seem to yourself to be Pérr.
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Harbardr kvad:

Porr 4 afl cerit,

en ekki hiarta;

af hreezlo hugbleydi

pér var 1 hanzka trodit,

ok péttiska pt pa Porr vera;

hvarki pi pa pordir

fyr hraezlo pinni

hniésa né fisa,

sva at Fialarr heyrdi.
(Hrbl. 26)

246

This episode is also found in Snorri’s account of Porr’s journey to Utgaréalolci.247

McKinnell aptly describes the myth as a parody full of ironic reversals in which Porr
becomes the victim of trickery.*® During P6rr’s journey he and his companions spend
the night in a house, which later turns out to have been the thumb of a giant’s glove.
Snorri’s account has nothing to do with Porr actively hiding from anyone or anything, as
implied in Ls. 60 and Hrbl. 26. Furthermore, Snorri omits the name Fjalarr, mentioned
in Hrbl. 26. This strophe from Hdrbardsljod gives us the impression that Pérr is hiding
in Fjalart’s glove and from him. Both strophes are quite specific about Pérr’s fear, and
this detail should not be readily discounted. Porr is susceptible to fear, particularly if his
hammer has gone missing, as his panic in Prm. 1 and 2 seems to imply. Fjalarr is best
known in connection with Galarr, and Snorri says they are dwarves involved in the
brewing of the mead of poetry. His name appears in Vsp. 16 listed as a dwarf, but in the
BPulur he is listed as a giant (Sn.E. Sk. b. Jotna heiti 1) and in Hav. 14 he seems to be
identical with Suttungr. It is logical to assume that in Hrbl. 26 the glove in which Porr
hides belongs to the giant Fjalarr (unless Fjalarr is an exceptionally large dwarf). Fjalarr
is commonly thought to be the same person as Skrymir, though this need not be the case.
Snorri may have had to choose between two variations of the same myth, in one, the giant
was Skrymir, and in the other, Fjalarr, In Ls. 62 Skrymir is named as owner of the food-
bag which Snorri associates with the glove mentioned in Ls. 60. Another possible reason

why Snorri chooses Skrymir as the owner of the glove may be that Fjalarr is attested in

26 Hybl. 26: Harbardr said: Pérr has sufficient strength but not heart, from fear and cowardice you were
stuffed in a glove, and you did not then seem to be yourself borr; for your fear, you dared neither sneeze
nor fart, so that Fjalarr heard you.

7 Sp. E. Gylf. 45 (ed. Faulkes, pp. 37-8).

28 J. McKinnell (1994), p. 83.
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kennings as a dwarf, and again as a dwarf in connection with the mead of poetry. Being
tidy-minded, Snorri may therefore have disregarded Hrbl. 26 (and conceivably Ls. 60,

where the giant is not named) to avoid having Fjalarr the dwarf and Fjalarr the giant.

The word ffalarr has no obvious definition, but if it could possibly mean ‘deceiver’ as
Orchard has translated it,* or perhaps more accurately ‘concealer” if it is derived from
fela ‘to hide’, the name would be suited to Snorri’s account, Fjalarr also appears in Hav.
14,2° where he seems to be the same as Suttungr. For this reason de Vries (AEW 122-3)
interprets the name as ‘he who hides (the mead of poetry)’.*' To further complicate the
matter, it seems as though Skrymir may be associated with either the verb skrema ‘to
scare away’ or the noun skreemi ‘a scary monster’. De Vries offers comparisons with
Nynorsk skrymja, Swedish skrymma “to take up a lot of space’, ‘look big’, and with
Icelandic skrum ‘boasting’, skraumi ‘boaster’ (cf. also Simek (1993), 292-3 ‘boaster’). If
this were the case Skrymir would be rather a suitable name in the myth as Snorri tells it,
and perhaps aptly suited to Hrbl. 26 (unless we are to see that in terms of Porr being

ridiculed for having been frightened by a giant named ‘deceiver’).

Snorri was faced with many complications, conflicting myths and possibly cortupted
accounts. It is generally agreed that he was interested in accuracy and was also a genuine
antiquarian. Yet it may be the case, at least in this myth, that he has unfairly disregarded
the account in Hrbl. 36 and Ls. 60. It may also be the case that Snorri’s version of the
myth is far newer than the one (or those) alluded to in Hrbl. 36 and Ls. 60. Because we
cannot accurately reconstruct myths that are no longer extant, we have an answer to the
question of ‘who owns the glove?’ —both and neither. It must be said that this particular
problem, aithough central to the topic, raises many questions which cannot be fully

handled in this dissertation.

29 A, Orchard (1997), p. 43.
20 of. D. Evans (1986-7), p. 81.
1 See also R. Simek (1993), p. 84.
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[Freyr kvad]:

Long er nott,

langar ro tveer,

hvé um preyiak priar?

opt mér manadr

minni potti .

en sid half hynott. >
(Skm. 42)

5 GERDR AND SKADI: FROM GIANTESS TO GODDESS
5.1 GERDR “THE WOMAN’ OR ‘THE ENCLOSED FIELD’?

The giantess is found in various roles throughout the Eddaic myths, some similar to
the giants, some differing greatly. Often the giantess can be an object of profound
beauty, and thus an object of sexual desire. Gerdr is among the giantesses falling into
this category and has been the subject of frequent debate. The myth in which she plays
the greatest role is preserved in the Eddaic poem Skirnismdl or For Skirnis. The poem
begins with a prose introduction followed by forty-two verses with two prose links and a
prose ending. It is found in the Codex Regius of the Elder Edda, GkS 2365 4to, and the
first twenty-seven verses can also be found in AM 748 4to. Snorri Sturluson provides an
account of the myth in Sx.E. Gylf. 37, and a euhemerised version in Heimskringla.?>
Snorri’s source is likely to be Skirnismadl, seeing that he quotes strophe 42 in
Gylfaginning. Other references to the myth are found in Ls. 42 and Hyndl. 30 and
indirectly in Vsp. 52. No surviving skaldic works refer to this myth, but gerdr commonly

forms the basis of kennings for women.

Felix Niedner was the first to interpret Skirnismdl in terms of the marriage of sky and
earth.”** Magnus Olsen,”® who saw it as a fertility myth, later expounded this
interpretation. Gerdr is presented as the daughter of the earth/winter giant Gymir, and he

derives the name from gardr meaning ‘an enclosed field’. Olsen presents Skirnir as the

232 Long is a night, long are two, how will [ endure three? Often a month has seemed less to me than this
half a [stag night]. (Cleasby-Vigfusson defines hynott as one of three nights before or after a wedding.)
Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 304.

3 Ynglinga saga, chs. 10, 13, 14, 19. Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, ed., Heimskringla 1, Islenzk fornrit XX VI
(Reykjavik: 1941), pp. 23-5, 28-31, 37-9.

** F. Niedner, ‘Skirnis Fér*, Zeitschrift fiir deutsches Alterthum 30 (1886), pp. 132-150.

35 M., Olsen, ‘Fra gammelnorsk myte og kultus’, Maal og Minne (1909), pp. 17-36.
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illuminator offering the light of Freyr (interpreted as the sky-god) to the dark earth
(interpreted as Gerdr) which is refused. She is threatened with a curse of perversion and
infertility to which she finally submits, agreeing to meet Freyr at Barrey ‘Isle of Barley’.
The poem was thus seen as a ritual drama to be re-enacted by Freyr’s worshippers, and
Bertha Phillpotts saw it as purely such a dramatic re-enactment.?>® Ursula Dronke
explores the myth in terms of the Aieros gamos (divine wedding) first mentioned by
Olsen, and presents various parallels for the cursing of unwilling women.*’ Gro
Steinsland, inspired by Snorri’s account in Ynglinga saga 10, presents the view that the
hieros gamos in Skirnismadl is a depiction of the conquest of the king (with powers of
fecundity) and his domination over the land. She believes that Hlidskjalf represents a
throne, the apples represent an orb, the ring is that which a king traditionally wears, and

the gambanteinn represents a sceptre.”

Lars Lonnroth® and Stephen Mitchell*®® applied the structuralist approach of Claude
Lévi-Strauss to seek the meaning or purpose behind the poem. They concluded that the
myth is based on marriage-customs in Icelandic society. Essentially they believe that the
poem is based on the buying of peace between two opposing factions through marriage.
We are told in Hyndl. 30 that Freyr and GerOr are married, Freyr dfti Gerdi, ‘Freyr
married Gerdr’, but Freyr and Gerdr never actually marry in Skirnismal, in fact they
never even meet each other within the poem. It is possible that marriage is implied, or at
least sexual union. Nowhere is it suggested in the poem that peace between the gods and
giants is a factor, nor the necessity for its purchase. Another structuralist approach by
Julie Randlev*® concludes that the poem is centred on the concept of munr (longing), and
is therefore a love poem, which she dates to the eleventh or twelfth centuries. Paul Bibire

argues that the rune-names mentioned in the love-curse are unlikely to be older than ca.

268, Phillpotts, The Elder Edda and Ancient Scandinavian Drama (Cambridge: 1920).

57y, Dronke, ed., The Poetic Edda, 11 (Oxford: 1997), p. 388-9 (see references therein).

8 G, Steinsland, Det hellige bryllup og norren kongeideologi: en analyse av hierogami-myten i
‘Skirnismdl’, ‘Ynglingatal’, 'Haleygjatal’, og ‘Hyndluljod’ (1991), p. 130 ft.

9 L. Lonnroth, ‘Skirnismdal och den fornislandska dktenskapsnormen’, Opuscuia Septentrionalia
SCopenhagen: 1977), pp. 154-178.

0 8. Mitchell, ‘Fér Skirnis as Mythological Model: i0 at kaupa®, Arkiv for nordisk filologi 98 (1983), pp.
108-122.

%L J. Randlev, ‘Skirnismdl. En tekst — og dens udsagn; digtning og tradition’, Maal og Minne (1985), pp.
132-158.
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1200.%? This would imply that the form of the poem we now have should probably be
read in the light of medieval courtly literary ideas of fin amour instead of (or possibly as
well as) the crop-fertility symbolism seen by Olson, which would also strengthen the
argument put forward by Randlev. Her conclusions contrast greatly with that of Olsen
(and his followers) and to that of Lonnroth and Mitchell in that it focuses on Freyr and

Gerdr the characters, rather that what they are believed to symbolize.

The views of Olsen have been contested or at least questioned in the later twentieth
century by Lotte Motz among others, questioning Olsen’s etymology of the name Gerdr.
She suggests that Gerdr may be related to gjgrd and thus it is possible to interpret the
name as ‘girdled one’. Paul Bibire suggests that, among a range of possibilities, the name
could be seen as a by-form of the name Geirridr, and developed as a name-element with
no evident meaning.”® It is tempting to point to the possibility that it may be, or may
have become, associated in some way with gerd. The foremost meaning of gerd is
‘armour’ or ‘war-gear’, but it has a secondary meaning according to Cleasby-Vigfusson,
‘girth; digrask i gerdum, fo become stout in the waist, euphon.,[sic] of a woman, 7o be
with child’*** If this were the case it would confirm Gerdr’s role as a fertility giantess /
goddess, and certainly has no immediate connection with the earth or enclosures of land.
However this is entirely speculative and dependent upon a secondary meaning within a

colloquial phrase which itself is likely to be modern.

Gerdr appears in several giantess names: fmgerdr “dust, ashes-gerdr’, Amgerdr ‘black-
gerdr’, Flaumgerdr ‘din-gerdr’, Hergerdr ‘war-gerdr’, Hrimgerdr ‘frost-gerdr’,
Skjaldgerdr ‘shield-gerdr’ and Urnngerdr ‘wave-gerdr’. Gerdr and other names
incorporating -gerdr belong exclusively to female names and it is possible that this may
be a result of its now lost meaning. In this context, gerdr must not only function as a

word by itself, but would logically have some feminine implication, Gerdr is found in

262 p, Bibire, ‘Freyr and Gerdr: The Story and its Myths’, in Sagaskemmtun: Studies in Honour of Hermann
Pdlsson, Rudolf Simek, Jonas Kristjansson and Hans Bekker-Nielsen, edd. (Vienna: 1986), p. 20.

263 p, Bibire (1986), pp. 19-40.

24 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 197.
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numerous kennings for ‘women’ one of which is, ‘Gerdr-of-the-gold-ring’.**> Motz’s
interpretation ‘girdled one’ seems to work for Gerdr in the context of Skirnismal, and it

should be noted that the name is widely attested in personal names.

5.2 SKIRNISMAL AS LAY CONCERNING SKIiRNIR AND GERPR

Skirnismdl is different from the other poems surveyed thus far. For example, we have
seen that Hymir’s role in Hymiskvida exemplifies bérr’s god-like characteristics; the
poem is not about Hymir, rather it is about Pérr. Similarly Vafpradnir in Vafpridnismdl
exemplifies Odinn’s god-like characteristics. Yet in Skirnismdl, it is neither Freyr nor
Gerdr who is the subject of such exemplification, but Skirnir who is neither a god nor an
elf. 2% This is not to suggest that the poem is entirely about Skirnir in the way that
Hymiskvida is about Porr, as the poem tells about the events leading up to the meeting of
Freyr and Gerdr. Skirnir takes it upon himself to perform the difficult task of going to

Jotunheimar and retrieving Gerdr’s affection:

Skirnir [kvad]:
Mar gefou mér pa4,
pann er mik um myrkvan beri
visan vafiloga,
ok pat sverd
er sidlft vegiz
vid i6tna et
(Skm. 8)

Gerdr plays hard to get, and his cunning, capacity for persuasion and perhaps his
determination to serve his master are exemplified. Skirnir brings three, perhaps four
items with him to Jétunheimar: Epli ellifo ‘eleven’ apples algullin,®® a golden ring (i.e.

Draupnir) which drops eight new rings of equal weight every ninth night, and Freyr’s

2:: golihrings Gerdr: Haraldr Sigurdarson 7, 1. 6 & 7; Magnis berfeettr 5, 1. 3 (Kock I, 166-199).

268 S, 18.

267 Skirnir said: Give me a horse then, that might bear me through the dim, certain flickering flame, and the
§w01'd which fights by itself against giant-kind.

%8 These are commonly presumed to be the apples of I8unn which give the gods eternal youth. It is
conceivable that epli ellifo is a scribal error for epli ellilyf ‘apples [which are] medicine against old age’.
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sword which fights by itself. Skirnir also possesses a gambanteinn ‘magic wand’ which

he claims to have sought and found in a forest.

Gerdr refuses the apples as they are insufficient to make her change her mind, and she
also refuses the ring as she has her father’s gold at hand. Skirnir threatens to cut off her
head should she refuse, and to this she says that no such oppression will make her change
her mind. Thus Skirnir threatens her with a curse of his magic wand, a curse of isolation,
perversion, and misery. The curse is ten strophes in length, making up just under a
quarter of the total number of strophes, and it is the curse which is central to the poem.
The curse need not be central to the myth as Snorri does not include it in his description
of events. According to Snorri, the significance of Skirnir’s journey is two-fold, he wins
Gerdr for Freyr and does not return with Freyr’s sword. It is implied in Ls. 42 and Vsp.

52 that the sword was given away, and Freyr finds himself weaponless at Ragnardk.

Gerdr refuses to submit to the passions of fair Freyr. Everlasting youth, gold, and the
threat of death fail to compel her to change her mind. Yet the threat of an eternity of

being raped by freakish giants convinces her to reconsider:

Heill vér pii nt heldr, sveinn,
ok tak vid hrimkalki,
fullom forns miadar;
b6 hafda ek at xtlat,
at myndak aldregi
unni Vaningia vel! 2%
(Skm. 37)

Only the threat of a future so grim persuades Gerdr to Freyt’s side. The curse itself
shares striking characteristics with a love charm discovered in Bergen among a vast

number of runic inscriptions:

269 Skm. 37: Hale be now rather, boy, and accept the frosty cup full of old mead; though I had intended that
I would never love the son of the Vanir well.




The Roles of the Giants in Norse Mythology 88

Ristek:bot:runar:rist:ekbiarh:runar:eein: faluip:aluom:tuivaltuip:
trolom:preualt:uip:p(us)---uipenneskepo:skah:ualkyrriu:sua:at:eei-
mehi:po:atauili:leuis:kona:livi:pinuk?---eksender:per:ekseaper:
ylhiar:erhi:okopola:aper:rini:upole:auk:ioluns:mop:sittu:aldri:sop-
pu:aldri---ant:mer:sem:sialpre:per:beirist:rubus:rabus:ep:aranta-
bus:laus:abus:rosa:gaua?--->'"

Skirnir’s curse contains a number of significant verbal parallels:

bvrs rist ek per

oc pria stafi:

ergi oc cedi

ok opola;

sva ec pat of rist,

sem ec pat 4 reist,

ef goraz parfar pess.””’
(Skm. 36)

Rather than rejecting Freyr, she leaps at the opportunity to meet him at the grove Barri.
The poem does more than exemplify Skirnir’s characteristics, it tells us how Freyr and
Gerdr came to be together (possibly married). The poem certainly seems to be concerned
with fertility, and the necessity of the union between a fextility god, and, if not a fertility
goddess/giantess, then the one whom he desires (or possibly requires) to share his
sexuality. Gerdr may simply represent only a fair and beautiful woman (as she is
described in the prose introduction and in strophe 6), and if she keeps herself to herself
she would become an infertile old maid, not unlike the dried-up thistle mentioned in
strophe 31. To some degree she may simply be representative of the female sex and
sexuality, and thus the myth is still a fertility myth though not necessarily as Olsen and
many others have viewed it. The theme of the poem certainly concerns the coming
together of a god and giantess, but the thrust of the poem is, not necessarily why, but how

Skirnir accomplishes this difficult task.

70 A, Liestel (1963), p. 41.
7! Stan. 36. 1 will carve Purs against you and three letters, ‘perversion’, “frenzy” and ‘restlessness’; so [
scratch it off as I cut it on, if needs arise for it.
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5.3 FURTHER COMPARISONS BETWEEN ODINN AND SKiRNIR

[Skirnir] kvad:

Kostir ro betri

heldr en at klgkkva sé,

hveim er fitss er fara;

eino doegri

meér var aldr um skapaér

ok alt Iif um lagit.””
(Skan. 13)

Stylistically this strophe seems to have much in common with Hdvamd, in which O8inn
relays ‘words of wisdom’ in a series of loosely connected strophes. Many of these
Odinic gnomic verses can be found throughout the Eddaic poems involving O8inn. One

of many parallels to Skm. 13 in this sense is Hdv. 72:

Sonr er betri,

pott sé sid of alinn

eptir genginn guma;

sialdan bautarsteinar

standa brauto naer,

nema reisi nidr at ni
(Hav. 72)

273
0.

In Hrbl. 22 Héarbardr (Odinn in disguise) speaks the following gnomic verse:

Harbardr kvad:

Pat hefir eik,

er af annarri skeft;

um sik er hverr { sliko.

Hvat vanntu medan, Porr
(Hrbl. 22)

0274

7 Stan. 13: Skirnir said: There are better choices than to whimper, for him who is willing to travel, one day
was my fate shaped and all (my?) life was laid out.

* Hav. 72: A son is better, though born late [and] after the man deparis. Seldom [do] memorial stones
f;imd near the road, unless kinsman raise to kin.

=™ Hrbl. 22: Harbardr said: One oak gets what is cut off another; each sees to himself in such. What were
you up to meanwhile, bérr?




The Roles of the Giants in Norse Mythology 90

This is the only such verse in Harbardsljéd, but seems to serve as a sort of trademark for
Odinn. It is possible that a similar comparison can be made between Grm. 51 and Hav.
12;

Olr ertu, Geirrgdr!

hefr pi ofdrukkit;

miklo ertu hnugginn.

er pu mino gengi,

6llom einheriom

ok Odins hylli.*"”
(Grm. 51)

This can be compared with Odinn’s sayings about the repercussions involved with over-
drinking in Hav. 12:

Era své gott

sem gott kveda

61 alda sonum;

pvi at feera veit

er fleira drekkr

sins til geds gumi.?™
(Hav. 12)

It seems that Snorri was aware of such gnomic interjections in myths involving Odinn as

he quotes strophe 1 of Hdavamdl in Sn.E. Gylf. 2. 4

Gattir allar

a0r gangi fram

um skygnaz skyli;

pviat ovist er at vita

hvar tvinir

sitia 4 fleti firir.2’
(Hav. 1)

Skm. 13 may or may not be one such gnomic verse, but it does have much in common

with the verses in Hdavamdl. One of Odinn’s identifying characteristics seems to be his

75 Grm. 51: Drunk are you Geirredr! You have over indulged in drink; You are deprived of much, when
you [pass from] my support, from all the Einherjar, and from O8inn’s grace.

6 Hav. 12: It is not so good as they say, ale for the sons of men; because a man knows less of his own
mind, the more he drinks.

1 Sn.E. Gylf. 2 (ed. Faulkes, p. 8).

?"8 Hay. 1: One should look around all thresholds before going in, because one cannot know for cettain
where enemies sit on the hall-floor.
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wise sayings, and these appear not infrequently in other myths involving Odinn. In the
cases of Grm. 51 and Hrbl. 22 Odinn is in disguise as Grimnir and Harbardr respectively.
The gnomic verses may be intended to identify him. Skm. 13 may or may not be one
such verse, but it seems to have all the same overtones. Furthermore Odinn is the only
character in the mythological poems of the Elder Edda who speaks in gnomic verses,
with the possible exception of Skirnir. Odinn and Skirnir are the only two characters to
use rune-magic, and they are the only two characters actively to seek the affection of
giantesses (albeit Skirnir seeks Gerdr’s affection for Freyr). They are also the only two
characters who have possession of a magical gambanteinn. The character who is most
often associated with horse-riding is Odinn, and his eight-legged horse, Sleipnir seems to

have the ability to cross between worlds as can be inferred from Bdr. 2:

Upp reis O8inn,

alda gautr,

ok hann 4 Sleipni

sodul um lagdi,

reid hann nidr padan

Niflheliar til,

meetti hann hvelpi,

beim er 6r heliu kom.”’
(Bdr. 2)

9

This can be compared to Skirnir riding to Jétunheimr, and in this instance he rides
through a certain flickering flame. In the poem Skirnir borrows the horse from Freyr

which complicates this general comparison, but need not be seen as an invalidating factor

to this argument.

It may not be the case that Odinn and Skirnir are variants of the same character, or that
Skirnir is O8inn in one of his many disguises. Oinn and Skirnir appear together in a
separate myth regarding Skirnir’s journey to Svartdifaheimr to have the fetter Gleipnir
made.”® Incidentally it is the Alfdur who sends him there, There is a possibility,

however, that, based on the parallels presented above, the myth of Skirnir’s journey may

Y Bdr. 2: Up rose Odinn, Gautr of men, and he laid a saddle on Sleipnir, he rode down thence to Niflhel;
he met the whelp which came out of hel.
0 Sn.E. Gylf. ch. 34 (ed. Faulkes, p. 28).
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have been based on an Odinn myth, in which he travels to J5tunheimr seeking the
affection of a giantess. This hypothetical myth would have much in common with the
myth of Odinn and Billingt’s daughter (Hdv. 96-102) in which the giantess plays hard to
get. Perhaps Skirnir’s use of rune magic and the gambanteinn, his possession of
Draupnir, and the gnomic-like verse in strophe 13 are fossils from such an O8inn myth.
Skitnir may have replaced Odinn in Skirnismdl (possibly even at an early stage in the
development of the myth) much in the way that Pérr seems to have replaced (or parodied)
Odinn in Alvissmdl. Snorri mentions that Skirnir is sent to seek Gerdr, but he omits all
the details regarding their meeting (Sn.E. Gylf. 37).¥' Conversely the kenning

282

gollhrings Geror™” which refers to a woman, may be drawing on the myth of Draupnir as

a wedding gift (the ring which was eventually burned with Baldr), which drops eight
rings of equal weight every ninth night. If this could be substantiated it would suggest
that certain details in the myth of Skirnir’s journey, such as the wedding gifts, may be

ancient, though it means little insofar as Skirnit’s role is concerned.

5.4 SKADI'S MARRIAGE INTO THE ASIR
The pantheon of the Norse gods is roughly comprised of three types: the £sir, Vanir
and those affiliated through marriage. Vafpradnir seems to give a reason why Njordr is

like one of the Asir and yet was not born among them. Odinn asks:

[Odinn kvad:]

Segdu pat it tiunda,

allz pu tiva rek

611, Vafhridnir, vitir,

hvadan Nidrdr um kom

med asa sonom,

hofom ok hérgom

hann radr hunnmdorgom,

ok vardat hann 4som alinn.?
(V. 38)

83

1 Sn.E. Sk. Gylf. ch. 37 (ed. Faulkes, p. 31).
2 gollhrings Gerdr: Haraldr Sigurdarson 7, 1. 6 & 7; Magnis berfeettr 5, 1. 3 (Kock I, 166-199).
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Vafpridnir’s answers:

[Vafpradnir kvad:]

[ Vanaheimi

sképo hann vis regin

ok seldo at gislingo godum;

i aldar rek

hann mun aptr koma

heim med visom vénom.?*
(Vm. 39)

Thus Njordr is a god in that he has temples and worshippers, regardless of his lineage.
Snorri provides a longer account in Ynglinga Saga concerning the war between the AEsir
and Vanir, which need not be included here.?® It is possible that once it was believed that
only the ZAsir and those associated with them (through hostage-trading and marriage)
were worshipped as deities, that those in the world Vanaheimr were somehow
inaccessible or unknown altogether. If Odinn’s description of a god in Vm. 38 (having
temples and worshippers) in any way defines godly status, then Skadi may have had such
status, given place-names suggesting a cult, and the fact that she is called dndurgod ‘ski-
deity’. It is important that Snorri clearly does not regard her as a goddess, therefore her
cult following may have died out although she was remembered by others albeit in the

form of a giantess married to a god.

5.5 VENGEANCE AND THE GIANTESS

As a giantess Skadi’s role is that of a threatening menace, but upon marrying Njérdr
she takes on the role of a goddess. Snorri relates the myth concerning Skadi’s anger at
the killing of her father bjazi:

*3 Vin. 38: O8inn said: Say tenthly, since you, Vafpradnir, know all the fate of the gods, whence did Njorér
come among the sons of the ABsir, he governs innumerable temples and places of worship, and was not born
among the Asir.

4 Pim. 39: Vafpr(idnir said, In Vanaheimr, the wise powers shaped him, and handed over as a hostage to
the gods; at the downfall of time, he will come back, home with the wise Vanir.

5 Ynglingasaga, 4. Snorri Sturluson, Heimskringla Bjarni Adalbjarnarson, ed. (Reykjavik: 1941), ch. 4 pp.
12, 13.
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Ij)n Skadi, dottir Piaza idtons, tok hidlm ok bryniu ok 61l hervapn ok ferr til
Asgardz at hefha fodur sins.*®
(Sn.E. Sk. I

Skadi’s giant-like predilection towards the seeking of vengeance is similarly noticeable in

Lokasenna:

[Skadi kvad:]
Létt er bér, Loki;
munattu lengi sva
leika lausom hala,
bviat pik & hidrvi skolo
ins hrimkalda magar
gérnom binda god.
(Ls. 49)

In strophe 50 Loki brags about having been foremost in the killing of Pjazi, and in the
following strophe Skadi threatens: frd minom véom ok véngom skolo pér @ kéld rad
koma.”®® Skadi finally gets her vengeance as during the binding of Loki she hangs a

poisonous snake over Loki’s head:

Skadi tok eitrorm ok festi upp yfir annlit Loka; draup par 6r eitr. Sigyn
kona Loka sat par ok helt munnlaug undir eitrit. Er en munnlaugin var full,
bar hén 0t eitrit; en medan draup eitrit 4 Loka. Pa kiptiz hann sva hart vid,
at padan af skalf i6rd 611; pat ero ni kalladir landskialptar.”

(Ls. prose following 65)

There is a depiction of this scene on the Gosforth cross (Fig. 1) which suggests a wide-
spread knowledge of the myth and of most of its details. Skadi is not depicted on the
cross, but this need not influence our impression of the myth as told in Lokasenna.

Skadi’s vengefulness is comparable to the vengeance Suttungr seeks against Fjalarr and

256 Sn.E. Sk. (G56): But Skadi, bjazi the giant’s daughter took helmet and armour and all war-weapons and
went to Asgardr to avenge her father (ed. Faulkes, [, p- 2).

%7 Ls. 49: You are cheerful, Loki, you will not sport so with a loose tail for long, because the gods must
bind you on a sword with the guts of the frost-cold son.

288 Is. 51: From my sanctuaries and fields shall always come to you cold counsel.

2% Ls. prose following 65: Skadi took a poisonous snake and fastened it up over Loki’s face, poison dripped
out of it. Sigyn, Loki’s wife, sat there and heid a bow] under the poison. But when the bow! was full, she
carried the poison out; but meanwhile the poison dripped on Loki. The he jerked so hard against [it], that
the whole world shook; that is now called earthquakes.
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Galarr, they having killed his father, Gillingr. Vengeance is not necessarily a trait
confined to giants; Odinn’s son Vidarr is conceived with the sole intention of one day
avenging his father, Similarly Vali is destined to be born with the specific purpose of
avenging Baldr. It is worth noting that both Vidarr and Vali are sons of Odinn, but
moreover they are sons Odinn has with the giantesses Gridr and Rindr respectively. All
this does is awaken the possibility that giants and giantesses may be inherently associated

with vengeance, as is Odinn who himself was the son of the giantess Bestla.

5.6 SKAPI THE GODDESS?

If véom ok vongom means ‘sanctuaries and fields’ it suggests that Skadi had been
equivalent to a goddess. The early references to Skadi are by two of the earliest skalds.
In Ragnarsdrdpa 20 (c. 850) Bragi refers to Skadi as dndurdis ‘ski-goddesé’ and in
Haustl. 7 (c. 900) bjodolfr of Hvin refers to her as dndurgod meaning ‘ski-deity’. This
can be compared with references to the god Ullr who was not only dndurdss ‘ski-god’ but
is also referred to as veididss ‘hunting-god’ and bogadss ‘bow-god’.?** In Sn.E. Gylf. 23

Snorri describes Skadi’s characteristics;

ba f6r Skadi upp 4 fiallit ok bygdi { Prymheimi, ok ferr hon migk 4 skidum
ok med boga ok skytr dyr. Hon heitir Ondurgud eda Ondurdis.”'
(Sn.E. Gylf. 23)

It seems likely, given the accounts of Bragi and Pj600lft, that Skadi had been seen as a
god / dis goddess in earlier times. By the time Snorri is writing she has a deep love for
Jotunheimar regardless of her marriage to Nj6rdr. In this way she voluntarily remains
tied to J6tunheimar, and one might assume that these ties make her more giantess than
goddess. Yet the mountains to which she belongs may be more significant than the fact
that they are in Prymheimr. Just as Njoror is associated with the sea, so Skadi is with the
mountains, and just as the mountains and sea are figuratively opposites, so are Skadi and

Njordr. Evidence for a possible early cult of Skadi is given by place-names, above all

20 onE Sk.22.
! Sn.E. Gylf. 23: Then Skadi goes up on the mountain and lives in Prymheimr, and she goes often skiing
and shoots wild animals with her bow. She is called ski~goddess or ski-dis (ed. Faulkes, p. 24).
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Scandinavia itself. >

The Héleygjar (the family of Hakon jarl) apparently derived their
descent from a supposed sexual union between Odinn and Skadi (Eyvindr skaldaspillir,
Haleygjatal 3-4, in Skj. 1 B, 60). This would associate her with the pattern of
giantess-mistresses of Odinn, but it may also reflect an older cult in which she was a
personification of the land over which they ruled (which would make her rather like
Jord); whether this makes her a goddess or not seems uncertain. We must therefore ask if
Skadi was originally a local goddess®” who became assimilated into the Norse pantheon.
The myth of her marriage to Njordr provides a means of explaining this. One
consideration is that if a god or goddess, with its cult following, is assimilated into
another group of deities, how is the addition of such a god or goddess to be rationalised?
Does it develop gradually into a myth or series of myths like that of bjazi and Skadi?
Perhaps Skadi was once a goddess who had been redefined as giantess as a result of the
development of a myth explaining how she came to be among the Zsir, and possibly also

as a result of reinterpretation of her name to a meaning more suited to a giantess

(‘haﬂn’).294

5,7 BPORGERDR THE GIANT TROLL GODDESS
Porgerdr requires exploration, because she is identified as both a giantess or troll, and

as a goddess. Porgerdr’s appellative appears in various manuscript forms:

Holga bridr Holga troll

Hoélda- Holda-

Hérpa- Horpa-

Horga- Horga-.%
296

Holgabrudr appears in Snorra Edda™ and may be mentioned by Saxo (Book 3, ch. 2,
para. 8, p. 65). The element briidr generally means ‘bride’. In Snorra Edda we learn that
Svd er sagt at konungr sd er Holgi er nefndr, er Hdalogaland er vid kent, var fadir
Porgerdar Holgabriidar.”®’ Therefore it has long been argued that Holgabridr must be

connected with the figure Hélgi, who according to Snorri, is the founder of

22 3. Svennung, Scandinavia und Scandia: Lateinisch-Nordische Namenstudien (Lund: 1963).

293 Qe distribution-map, ARG. 11, p. 339, for localisation of placenames containing the name Skadi.
B4 AEW: s.v.

% Forms are as they appear in: G. Storm, ‘Om Thorgerd Holgebrud® Arkiv 2 (1885), pp. 124-135.
26 Sn.E. Sk. ch, 45 (ed. Faulkes, I, p. 60).
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Halogaland.?”® Saxo tells us that King Helgi (possibly here used for Halgi) of
Haélogaland unsuccessfully courted Thora, daughter of Gusi king of the Finns. Helgi
eventually married her despite her father’s disapproval and thus Holgabridr appears to
mean ‘bride of Hélgi’. The alternative Holga-froll is taken by Storm to mean ‘fiend’, and
does not commit to any definition beyond ‘malevolent supernatural being’.*® Horda-
could be an indication of wider geographic spread of her cult in southwestern Norway as
well as the North. Hélda- could be an indication of her affiliation with people of the
status of holor. Horga- apparently refers to an outdoor cairn of stones, 2drgr, often
associated with female divinities, and which may be an early term for a cult centre. If this
is the case it could suggest the cult might belong to an older stratum of local deities,
which may be comparable with that of Skadi. None of these names is attested early
enough to determine which is original, and each may merely be a reinterpretation of the

name to make sense of it.

References to the cult of Porgerdr Holgabradr / Horgabradr / Horgatrsll and her sister
Irpa can be taken as instances of giantess-worship. One of which occurs in
Jomsvikingadrdapa (by Bishop Bjarni Kolbeinsson, d. 1222), mentioned in stt. 30, 3048

In st. 32 Holgabridr is named and she uses battle-magic:

Pa frak él it illa

ada Holga bridi:

glumdi hagl 4 hlifam

harda grimt 6r nordri.>"'
(Joms. 32)

Earlier in Joms. st. 30 her devotees are identified, as is her propensity towards destroying

her devotees or demanding another male human life as substitute.

*? Edda, Finnur Jénnson, ed., (1931) p. 142.

*% G. Storm, ‘Om Thorgerd Holgebrud® drkiv 2 (1885), pp. 127.

% G. Storm (1885), p. 126.

B, A. Kock, Den Norsk-Isicindska Skaldediktningen (Lund: 1946-9), L, 4-5.

39 Then I heard the woman of Holgi to make frenzied the evil storm; grim hail crashed from the north, on
to shields harshly.
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Adr i 6rva drifu
ytum grimmr at bléta
— framm kom heipt en harda —
Hakun syni taeki.”*
(Joms. 30)

In Pérkell Gislason’s Buadrdpa (ca. 1200?) battle-magic again appears in reference to
the giantess in st. 9.

Hagl va hvert eyri,

hraut 4 16g dreyri

—bléd po bens frum —~

6r bragna s¢rum.

Par fell valr vioa,

vé sa gyld rida.

Bardisk sveit snarla

4 snekkjum jarla.*®®
(PGisl. 9)

She is referred to in st. 10 flagd et forljota (flagd ‘trollwoman’ is a term of generic abuse
for unpleasant female supernatural beings). It also refers to battle-magic being used on

behalf of the ‘greedy ones’ suggesting a lust for gold.

Orum réd sér snérpum

— slikt vas raun gérpum —

flagd et forljota

af fingrum skjéta.

Gerdisk grimt fikjum

at gumnum rikjum

- gnyr vas hér hlifa —

hregg ok loptdrifa.’*
(bGisl. 10)

392 Before in the snowstorm of arrows Hékun grim to men, the hard vengeance came forward,

should begin to sacrifice his son.

3% Bach lump of hail weighted an ounce, it splattered blood onto the sea, blood of the wound washed then

for our people from the wounds of men. There the slaughtered fell widely, they saw the gilded shields
uiver, the troop fought keenly on the earls’ warships.

* The hideous trollwoman caused keen arrows to shoot from her fingers. That was testing for warriors.

There happened a grim storm and driving snowstorm from the sky for the greedy ones against the mighty
men; there was a loud clashing of shields.
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Skuli Porsteinsson mentions Holgi in his account of the Battle of Svold (1000) but with

no associations of cult or female deities.

bas raefrvita Reifnis

raudk fyr Svoldr til audar,

herfylgins bark Holga

haugbak saman baugum.305
(Skuli. 4)

In Jémsvikinga saga™® the tide of battle turns against Earl Hakon and he invokes

borgerdr Holgabrior.

‘Pat pykkjumk ek sja at & oss tekr at hallask bardaginn ok hugda ek til bess
verst at berjask vid pessa menn enda reynisk mér at ];.:vi. N mun oss eigi
hlyda sv4 buiit nema vér takim nakkvat gott ra8..."*

(Jomsvikinga saga, ch. 32)

Facing north, Héakon kneels in a wood in that but his prayers are not answered because
Porgerdr is angry. She rejects all his offerings including human sacrifice, save that of

Erlingr, his 7-year-old son.

The figure of Porgerdr is entangled in the sources and this scene expresses that very
well. Here one could easily replace the variation of her name beginning with the kdlga-
element, with hdrga- (horgr meaning ‘a sacrificial cairn built in open air’).>*® The olga-
element works just as well given Earl Hédkon’s relationship with Holgi and the lineage of

the earls of Halogaland as discussed in Hdleyjatdl.

% B. A. Kock, Den Norsk-Isiindska Skaldediktningen (Lund: 1946-9), 1, 145.

396N\, F, Blake, ed. and trans., The Saga of the Jomsvikings (London: 1962), pp. 36-38.

397 <It looks as though the battle is beginning to go against us, and it’s turning out as I thought when I feared
it would be a hopeless task to fight with these men. 1t’s pointless to carry on with this unless we adopt
some shrewder course.’ (trans, Blake, 1962).

38 Cleasby-Vigfusson, (1956) s.v.
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In Njdls saga (c. 12907) we are told that a temple existed for Porgerdr in which were
the idols not only of her but of her sister Irpa and the god Pérr. Each was adorned with a

gold arm-ring and were dressed in fine clothes. %

In Ketils saga heengs (c. 1400)*'° Porgerdr Horgatrdll is mentioned clearly in a comic
context of trolls. There is no evidence here to support any godlike attributes, and the fact
that this is such a late source, which is actually set in Iceland rather than Norway, seems

to show the end result of a gradual development from goddess to troll.

Porgerdr Hordabridr appears in Flateyjarbok, Olafs saga Tryggvasonar®'' and here she

is portrayed more fully as a goddess. In ch, 114°"

there is a description of her temple
which is referred to as having glass windows; this seems to be an indication of Christian
influence, given that elsewhere her sanctuary is out-of-doors. She gives a gold arm-ring
to Sigmundr (or perhaps he takes it from the idol), lending credence to her recognition as
a local deity. Chapters 154-5 are very similar to the account in Jomsvikinga saga chs. 32~
34; the most notable difference is the name Holgabridr as opposed to Hérdabridr in
Olafs saga Tryggvasonar. Tn ch. 173°" the words tréllskapr ‘malicious magic’ and
fitonsandi ‘sorcery’ are used to define the way in which she and her sister Irpa assist
borleifr, but these do not imply any connection to trolls. In ch. 326 reference is made to
the apparent marriage between Hékon and the goddess Porgerdr, again dressed in fine
clothes; this relates back to her marriage with Holgi the eponymous ancestor of the earls
of Hladir. This might be echoed in the pattern of the marriage between Freyr and Gerdr,
since the same passage states that the idol of Freyr was also stood in the same temple and

was destroyed at the same time.

The legend of Earl Hakon and his sacrifices to Porgerdr H6lgabrudr and her sister Irpa

sheds more light on the relationship between ruler and this peculiar deity. It may be

* Brennu-Njdls saga ch. 88: Einar Ol Sveinsson, ed., [slenzk fornrit (1954) XII, pp. 214-5.

30 Ketils saga heengs Gudni Jénsson and Bjarni Vilhjamsson, edd., Fornaldarségur nordurlanda, 1, p. IX.
3N Flateyjarbék, Olafs saga Tryggvasonar, chs. 114, 154-5, 173, 326, Sigurdr Nordal and others, edd.,
1944.5, 1, pp. 157, 210-211, 235, 452-4.

312 This is also regarded as ch. 23 of Feereyinga saga, Olafur Halldérsson, ed., (1967), pp. 43-45.




The Roles of the Giants in Norse Mythology 101

possible to draw a connection between the female deity, married to the male ruler, and
the sacrifice of the male ruler’s offspring. The suitability of this form of the name,
Hoélgabriidr, may be explained in the wider context, that is if one sees the apparent
conflict of interests in Holgabriidr bride of Holgi (the founder of the dynasty) demanding

the sacrifice of Erlingr (its last pagan generation).

5.8 STEINSLAND’S VIEWS CONCERNING GIANTS AS RECIPIENTS OF CULTS

Gro Steinsland once questioned whether the giants were ever recipients of cults in the
Viking Age.>' Her premise rests on a study of Norwegian place-names conducted by
Hjalmar Lindroth in 1930.*' This study brought to light a number of names which may
have included skedju (fem. gen. of skedja: feminine form corresponding to the apparently
grammatically masculine name Skadi). The feminine form of these names is linked to
well-known place name elements possibly referring to cult-places such as vé, kof'and
Iundr. According to Lindroth the toponyms seem to belong to old agrarian areas,’' and
he concludes that Skadi may have been a goddess at one time. This conclusion is highly
speculative but it does raise an important possibility that Skadi may have originated as a
localised deity that became absorbed into the greater pantheon of gods. Lotte Motz
pursues the possibility that the giants represent older gods of the Nordic inhabitants,”'”
though this cannot be sufficiently proven. It is difficult to imagine worshipping a
goddess named ‘scathe’, unless the name is of such great age that it survives as a

318 Nevertheless there has been substantial

corrupted form of a different word
disagreement concerning the origin and meaning of the Skadi place-names, therefore the

position will be taken here that the matter is uncertain.

313 Also regarded as Porleifs pditr jarlsskélds, ch. 7, Jénas Kristjansson, ed., Islenzk fornrit, (1956) 1X, pp.
225-2217.

3 G. Steinsland, ‘Giants as Recipients of Cult in the Viking Age?’, G. Steinsland, ed., Words and Objects:
Towards a Dialogue between Archaeology and History of Religion (Oslo: 1986), pp. 213-222.

315 H. Lindroth, ‘Skee-Skedve-Skedevi’, in Goteborgs Universitdits drsskrifi 36 (Goteborg: 1930), pp. 38-
49,

316 rbid. p. 42.

317 1., Motz, ‘Gods and Demons of the Wilderness’, drkiv fr nordisk filologi 99, 1984, pp. 175-87.

*8 DNM, s.v.; AEW, s.v.
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On the basis of a refrain from Vdilsa pattr ‘penis-story’, Steinsland questions whether
the giants were recipients of cults: piggi mornir petta bleeti ‘accept, mornir, this offering’.
She argues that mornir is to be interpreted as ‘giantesses’:

“The interpretation of mornir has caused a great deal of trouble.

Linguistically there are two possibilities of interpretation:

(1) morn, masc. sing., meaning ‘sword’, testified among sword-heiti in
Sn.E.

(2) mdrnir, fem. pl., meaning ‘giantesses’. This meaning is best
exemplified in the sources: Su.E. Pulur; Haustlong 6; Porsdrapa;
Sturl.saga 1, 280.

Most of the scholars who have been occupied with V), consider that
linguistically the plural form is to be preferred. Still, this form has
been rejected. This is the case with Andreas Heusler, who analysed
the story in 1903; with M. Olsen in 1909, and their followers. What is
the reason for their choice of interpretation? The answer is: the dogma
that giants were never the object of any form af [sic] cultic ritual.”?"

There are a few inconsistencies within this argument, at least in its published form. Mdorn
is listed in the Pulur under (Sn.E. Sk. IV c, 3. Trollkvenna heiti) as the name of a single
giantess.””® Morn seems to be feminine, not masculine as is apparently the word
mornir, 2 which, incidentally, appears listed in the Bulur (Sn.E: Sk. IV 1, 8. Sverda heiti)
as the name of a sword. Steinsland continues: ‘Most scholars accept the former
possibility; mérnir = masc. sing. meaning sword... Nevertheless the fact remains that

mérn is a term meaning ‘giantess’’.%

According to Turville-Petre the plural form mdrnir is possible, and comparable to an
ancient Indian rite,”* but he feels it is unlikely philologically, ‘A fem. pl., whether of the
0, I, or u-stem, in the form mdérrir would be exceptional, although forms such as marnar,
marnir, even mernir might well be possible.” The form marnar appears in printed
editions of at least one skaldic poem marnar fadir (Haustl. 12, Skj. 1 B 16), apparently

referring to Skadi, but this is unlikely to be the same word since the form marnar has

9 G, Steinsland (1986), p. 216.

320 Mérn may be associated with the sea as the name appears in a kenning Marnar mér possibly referring to
the sea or a ship. See Finnur Jénsson, ed., Den norsk-islandske skaldedigining (Kebenhavn: 1912-16), Bl 1
66 (Niddigt om kong Harald blatand).

21 Cleasby-Vigfusson, p. 444. under entry mornir. s.v.

32 @, Steinsland (1986), p. 216.

3 E.0.G. Turville-Petre (1964), p. 257.
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been produced by editorial emendation from manuscript mornar. One must also consider
that the offering is the severed penis of a horse. The image of the horse-phallus being
offered to and possibly even passed around between a number of giantess-deities is as
amusing (if low-brow) as the bulk of Vélsa pdttr. According to Turville-Petre, ‘mdrnir is
recorded as a name for a “sword”, and it is most probably related to the verb merja “to
crush” (cf. bauta “to hit, strike”), which also appears in verses of the “Story of Volsi”
with the meaning “phallus™.*** On this basis the horse-phallus might be an offering to

mdrnir (= penis) as a part of a fertility ritual, and may not involve giantesses at all. -

5.9 A SUMMARY OF THE TRANSITION FROM GIANTESS TO GODDESS

Gerdr and Skadi are associated with the gods in the source material. They are or were
of giant kin, and have their roots in J6tunheimar, and in the case of Skadi this connection
is kept alive. It may be the case, as the place-name evidence seems to show, though it
does not conclusively prove, that Gerdr and Skadi were once localized deities. If this
were the case it seems a possibility that, as they gradually became incorporated into a
wider pre-existing pantheon of gods, these myths developed explaining their addition or
popularity. The fact that Gerdr and Skadi are said to come from another world,
Jotunheimar, seems to suggest that they are ‘new’ insofar as they are new to the
pantheon. Their addition to the ZAsir through matrriage can possibly be compared to the
addition of Njordr, one of the Vanir, as a hostage. As speculative as this is, Snorri tells us
in Sn.E. Gylf. 23** that Heenir and Njordr were traded as hostages after the war between
the Asir and Vanir. Insofar as the transition from giantess to goddess is concerned, the

marriages of Gerdr and Skadi to gods seem to be a key element of their change of status.

2 Ibid., p. 258.
325,Sn.E. Gylf. 23 (ed. Faulkes, p. 23), and Yuglinga saga ch. 4 in, Bjarmi Adalbjardarson, ed., Heimskringla
I, Islenzk fornrit XX VI (Reykjavik: 1941), p. 12.
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Hrymy ekr austan,
hefiz lind fyvir;
snyz iormungandr
i iOtunmoodi;
ormr knyr unnir,
en ari hiakkar,
slitr ndi neffolr,
Naglfar losnar.**
(Vsp. 50)

6 CONCLUSIONS
6.1 THE LITERARY MATERIAL

The bulk of our knowledge and understanding of Norse mythology is derived from only
a few Icelandic literary sources whose manuscripts date from the thirteenth and
fourteenth centuries, between 250-300 years after the conversion of Iceland. Both Snorra
Edda and the Elder Edda share information, and it is sometimes difficult to know if these
sources borrow from each other, or if they both draw on earlier sources. If so, one cannot
always know for certain if they draw on the same earlier sources. This must be borne in
mind when anomalies arise such as the question of ‘who owns the glove? Skrymir or
Fjalarr’ (see subchapter 4.5) in which Snorri can be seen picking and choosing details

which suit his purpose.

Poems such as V., Grm., Hrbl., Hym., Vsp., Bdr., and Alv. employ a framework
involving at least one god, and an opponent which can be a giant, dwarf, sibyl, or O8inn,
and at least one of the characters involved has or has had access to the dead. It appears
that the purpose of these frameworks is to relay mythological information on the one
hand, and express the characteristics of the god on the other. We learn much about the
giants discussed within the wisdom-game in Vm., but Vafpriidnir himself may be a sort of
stock figure. The dwarf Alviss ‘all-wise’ and VafpriiSnir ‘inn alsvinni i6tunn’**’ are
made out to be worthy opponents in the wisdom game, but their characters are not

necessarily central to the myths. Odinn’s characteristics are exemplified by and within

326 psp. 50: Hrymr drives from the east, raises his shield in front of him, the world serpent stirs in giant-
rage, the serpent presses down on the waves, but the eagle screams, pale-beaked tears corpses; Naglfar is
loosened.

327 Vn. 1: The all-wise giant.
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the wisdom games, and the fact that he initiates them is in line with his proclivity for
provoking conflict. Snorri employs this literary structure in Gylfaginning and the
beginning of Skadldskaparmal, and his choice of this structure to present the mythology
must be deliberate. This would suggest that the convention was old and associated with
Eddaic poetry, and that Snorri is following earlier models, as in the case of Hdttatal
which is modelled on the Hdttalykill of Earl Régnvaldr Kali and Hallr Pérarinsson. In
the case of Gylfaginning he not merely reproduces but plays with this older convention.
For example the god always wins the wisdom contest, whereas in Gylfaginning the god
does not lose but neither does he win. He reaches the limits of his knowledge because he
has no knowledge of further truth (reaching the end of pagan wisdom), and then Hér,
Jafnhér and Pridi vanish with a thunderclap along with the hall and fortress, leaving Gylfi
alone in an open field. Gangleri (Gylfi’s pseudonym) is listed as an O8inn-name in Sn.E.
Gylf. 20.3%® The title Gylfaginning means simply ‘Gylfi’s tricking’, but Snorri leaves us

wondering who is tricking who, or, perhaps, whether Snorri is tricking us as well?

Essentially each myth must be examined and understood as fully as possible in its own
right before drawing parallels. This can only aid the value and accuracy of the parallel
once drawn. Undoubtedly a great number of Norse myths have Indo-European origins or
parallels, and the difficulty of the task may not be spotting the similarities but rather in
sorting out the Indo-European from the Norse. To say that Ymir was a hermaphrodite®®
may be accurate in that parallels from Iran suggest that an original figure from which
both Norse and Iranian myth are derived may have been a hermaphrodite. Yet this may
not mean that, by the time our sources were composed, Ymir was still strictly seen as a
hermaphrodite in terms of gender. Concerning the clear and certain parallels between the
myth of Odinn’s theft of the mead, and Indra and the soma, the one myth cannot easily be
used to explain what we find in the other, as there are too many variables in the
development of both myths. What such parallels seem to tell us is the age and durability
of such myths. Furthermore myths such as Odinn’s theft of the mead and the myth of

borr’s fishing expedition seem to be comprised of various sub-myths, indicating the age

2 Sn.E. Gylf. ch.20 (ed. Faulkes, p. 21), quoting from Grm. 46.
2 See subchapter 2.7.
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of the material and also its complexity. If more than one version of a narrative such as
that in Hymiskvida occur, how does one determine which is ‘accurate’, if a myth can
actually be considered so? It may be that myths were constantly developing in different
areas across the Norse world, just as the variations in the picture-stones seem to suggest
about Porr’s fishing trip. This need not be applied strictly to geographical or temporal
variations, but variation may also occur between different cults or strata of society, and
thus there are numerous dimensions in which variation can take place. We must

conclude that there cannot be a single ‘correct’ version of a myth.

6.2 ICONOGRAPHIC SOURCES

Caution must be exercised when applying iconographic evidence to the myths, and one
must be equally cautious when applying mythological evidence to archaeological finds.
Some of the picture stones bear completely ambiguous scenes, and sometimes myths can
be read into them. In this way Serensen reads the myth of Pérr’s fishing trip into the
Ardre stone.” In subchapter 4.1, I have presented an equally plausible explanation for
exactly the same features on the stone. We cannot now know whether the carvers meant
to depict two distinet myths using the same image, but it seems almost certain that they
sometimes intended to depict one myth but also to include in it a symbolic allusion to
another. The Gosforth cross, however, seems to have the potential to depict both pagan

Norse and Christian scenes with the same images.*'

6.3 FUNCTIONS OF THE GIANTS

In the Eddaic myths the giants seem to play the part of worthy opponents to the gods. It
is unclear if or when they came to be illir as Snorri describes them. Perceptions seem to
have changed during the development of the myths, as must be expected, and the parts
the giants play can often be highly ambiguous. We know that giantesses can cross the
divide into the families of the gods, but we must raise questions such as the extent to

which these giantesses were once goddesses. Otherwise the giants and giantesses often

30 See subchapter 4.1.
3! For a discussion of the Christian and pagan interpretations of the Gosforth Cross, see R. Bailey, Viking
Age Sculpture in Northern England (London: 1980), p. 125 ff.
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act as opponents, be it a wise giant against Odinn or a strong giant against Porr. The
cosmological giant Ymir seems to partake in this opposition, if not by actively
confronting a god, then by producing the race of giants, but this is complicated by-the fact
that Odinn himself is at least half-giant in descent. It is possible the giants were believed
to have been not only the opposites of the gods but also of mankind, thus acting as a
constant threat to human safety, and that people required a god such as mighty Poérr to
protect them. Interpretations and explanations have been put forward, some attractive
and some less so, and in most cases they have either been discounted or accepted, at least
for a while. So it is with Norse mythology that we have multiple sources of potential

evidence, yet rarely is it enough to prove a single point conclusively.
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APPENDIX A: Giant Names with Possible Relevance to Ymir’s Characteristics and
Role in Norse Cosmogony

EARTH/ROCK/ MALEVOLENCE /
BONE WATER/ FROST YELLING / NOISE OPPOSITION
Aurgi’t,l’;;--;g‘.}l K Brimir ‘sea”™» Beli “bellow’™ Alsvartr ‘all-black**
Aurgrimnir ‘mud- Hyimgrimnir ‘frost- 3 o 1338 Andadr ‘fearsome,
masked¥ masked”**’ Bergelmir ‘naked-yeller terrible’ 279>
Aurnir ‘muddy”™" Hyimnir ‘frost-maker™™" Galarr “yeller ‘crower™ | Amr ‘black, loathsome’™
Aurrekr ‘mud-driver™ Hvalr ‘whale™ Gillingr ‘bellower™™® Brandingi ‘Burner”™"
Ber%l’:‘t;;] }:?;ﬁ?tam ’f:é‘flgs’t;’:licjgh‘é Glaumarr *noisy one’*° Bélporn ‘Bale-thorn™*!
Bergdanir ‘Mountain Vagrhdfdi ‘head of a Glawmr *noisy with L4358
Danes’ 3% whale* merriment’>* Bty
Bergmeerir ‘Mountain . 4357 7oy 2358 Geirrdgdr ‘spear-
Norwegians’356 Vasudr ‘wetness, sleety Gyllir ‘yeller redduiiis™
. ¢ H
Be‘"g““l’:’a"',‘gc%"“'a‘“ Vindsvalr ‘cool-wind”*®' Gullnir ‘shrieker’3% Hafli ‘greedy”™®

32 gur- ‘muddy, dirty’; gialla ‘to yell’; Vin. 29.

333 Vsp. 9.

334 Belja ‘to bellow’; Sn.E Sk. (ed. Faulkes I, p. 18); Vsp. 53 (kenning); Pul. 11 1; Hal. 5; Haustl. 18.

35 pul, IV b, 4.
36 pul IV £, 2.

37 pul 1V b, 2; Skm. 35.

38 Berr ‘naked’; gialla ‘to yell’; Pul. 1V b, 6; Vin. 29 & 35.
33 And- a prefixed prep. ‘against, and metaph. hostile, adverse’. Lex.Poet. 662 and Simek 251 connect it
with éndotir ‘fearsome, terrible’.

30 pul. IV b, 4; Bergb. 9. 12; Orv. X1, Sturl. 4.

3 pul. IV b, 1; Sian. 28.

*2 Gala *to crow’ or more likely gialla ‘to yell’; Pul. IV b, 3.

33 pul, IV b, 4; Of. 5.

3 g “mud, clay, humus’; reka ‘to drive’; Korm. 60.

35 pul IV b, 2.
346 mal 1.

7T pul, 1V b, 6, (see Simek, 1993 p. 44).

38 thym. 2.
3 bul. 1V £, 2.
330 pul 1V 1, 1.

351 Sn.E. Gylf. (ed. Faulkes, p. 11); Hdv. 140.
352 Hym. 17; Haustl. 18. (kenning)

353 pul IV £, 1.
334 b, 19.
355 pul, 1V, b 5.

356 Hofgarda-Refr skald 3, 1.
37 Vasadr ‘wetness, sleety’; Sn.E. Gylf. (ed. Faulkes, p. 21).

358 pul. IV £, 1.

39 pul IV b, 3; Sn.E. Gylf. (ed. Faulkes, p. 21).
360 Niig on Haraldr Blue-Tooth.

36! byl IV b, 5.

362 Gl “a shriek’. ¥S. 103 1. 12.

363 wHafall - Lex.Poet. s.v, Pul. 1V b, 1. Simek 128.
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Bergstjori

‘rock/mountain ruler’*®!

Agir ‘sea

+365

HI6i ‘roarer’*®

Hati ‘hater’>®

Bergporr ‘mountain-

bridgelmir ‘gg}werful-

Helreginn ‘*hell-powers

1370

porr / thunderer® yeller
oty & = 5 (P
Ha’g&;’::r',y? |r ag Drymr ‘noise of battle”"? Hr‘:fv‘:ﬁﬁ' w;‘ﬂ%"“
Jd”"gg}ﬁiﬁ"’"’ Oskrudr ‘bellow ™ Ty dirty/sooty*"™®
Jarnnefy “iron-nose™’ Leidi ‘loathsome™ "
Jarnskjoldr ‘iron- i 2380
shield”™ Skrati ‘monster
3 €
Ra;zgl:;.:::’ gtt;ooked Surtr ‘black’*?
el s )
kaarlsr’:,;ﬁl{l ’J%eaman s Svartr ‘black’™®
Osgriii “ash pit, ash
heap”‘g
Wow2. 9,

365 pul. 1V b, 5; Hym. 1; Ls. 3.
36 Hlsa ‘to bellow, roar’; bul. 1V f, 2.

37 HHj. 17, 24.

368 Skraut-Oddr 2

3 Ym. 29; Pul. 1V b, 2.
30 pul, 1V f, 2.

3 Grettis. 41 (in a verse).
32 pul, IV b, 2; A central figure in Prymskvida.

3 pul. IV b, 2.
3 HBr. ch. 6, p. 334.
3% pul. IV b, 4.

376 pul. TV 1; Gd. 22. The weak form fmi is found in a runic charm from Bergen (Liestel, 1963, pp. 38-40),
in a set formula imistein hzetti (probably ‘let a stone be called Imi’, cf. a comparable formula on the Ribe

healing stick: suart hetar sten ‘there is a stone called Black’ See Erik Moltke, Runes and their Origin.
Denmark and Elsewhere, (Copenhagen: 1985), p. 493.

7 HBr. ch. 4, p. 331.
38 bdis. 1, 2.

39 Fip. 1. 285, 286, 312.
380 byl TV b, 3.

3 pul IV b, 5.

382 ysp. 53; Vm. 17, 18; Fafnn. 14; Vsp. 47; Fj. 24,

38 Muili “a jutting crag, peak’ [Scots Mulll; Pul. 1V b, 4.

384 pul. IV b, 4.

35 Eytmology uncertain: possibly assa ‘an eagle® / griii ‘swarm, crowd’, or possibly, asi ‘hurry’ / Graii
‘crowd’ — (a stampede?); Pul. IV b, 4.
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APPENDIX B: Giantess and Troll-Wife Names with Relevance to Ymir’s
Characteristics and Role in Norse Cosmogony.
MALEVOLENCE /
EARTH / ROCK / BONE WATER / FROST YELLING / NOISE OPPOSITION
Aurboda ‘mud-bidder’* Drofin ‘wave™ Gjélp ‘yelp’™®® A"gl:ﬁzi‘:ﬁ%g'ef'
Hamra vif ‘Crag-wife” " Diifa ‘wave’ T Ghumra ‘rattle™ Ama *black™
Grottintanna ‘rotten- R ,395 Ghissa ‘the one who cries ffmgerér ‘black-
toothed”*™ Fenja "feony; swanpy out™% Gerdr*”’
""’"gh‘f""f;g}{"“' Hrimgerdr “frost-Gerdr™”’ HIj66 “noise’ 749 Blodllgllae?({go‘b]oody ¥
rattling J hair
Jdrnsaxa ‘iron-sworded 4 2903 Jarnglumra ‘iron- % 4405
one 02 Kolga ‘cold wave rattling™% Bakrauf ‘arsehole
Jérnvidja ‘iron-hag"** Margeror ‘sea Gerdr*” Skrikja *shrieker**** Bmyﬂt{aﬁgse e
Jord ‘carth™© Giyla ‘bugbear "
Leirvér ‘muddy-lips™ " Guna “great fusser’®

3% Hryndl. 30; Fj. 38.
37 pul. 111, 4 & IV a, 4; Ormr. 1, 5; Katr. 40; Egils. 1, 9; Korm. Lv. 40. (She is one of the daughters of
Agir.)
38 Hyndl. 37, where she is one of Heimdallt’s nine mothers; Sn.£. Sk. ch. 18, (ed. Faulkes 1, p. 25), where
she is one of the two daughters of Geirrddr who try to destroy Porr and have their backs broken by him; and
erhaps Vetrl; bul. IV ¢ 2; Hfl. 12; PKolb. (Porm) 3, 14; Grettis 3.
% Hyndl. 40; Sn.E. Gylf. (ed. Faulkes p. 27).
30 fstdr. 2.
¥ One of the daughters of Rén and Egir who were associated with waves; Pul. [V xx 4, 7.
*2 pul, 1V ¢, 1.
3 pul. IV ¢, 4; Egils. 3, 15.
4 pul. IV ¢, 1.
3 Grott. 1; Porm. 2, 24; ESk. 11, 6.
6 pbul. 1V ¢, 1.
7 pul. IV ¢, 3; Egils. 3, 10.
3% pul. IV ¢, 4.
3% bul. IV ¢, 3; HHj 17, 20, 21, 24, 27, 29, 30.
40 ps. ch. 2, p. 3.
41 One of the daughters of Zgir who were associated with waves; bul, u, 4; £S5k 12, 17.
“2 pul. IV ¢, 3; Hyndl. 37.
43 pdr. 12.
1% pul. 1V ¢, 4.
05 Motz suggests that this might reflect a learned Latin pun whereby Latin anus also means ‘ugly witch’. L.
Motz, ‘Giantesses and their Names’, Friihmittelalterliche Studien 15 (1981), p. 506. 1f one accepts Motz’s
argument, this would suggest a post-conversion invention. The likelihood of a Latin pun seems to be a
stretch of the imagination given no Latin influences can be traced in any other giantess name. All that may
be implied in the name Bakrauf'is probably a sense of unpleasantness. Pul. IV ¢ 1; cf. Simek 26
‘backside’, Lex.Poet. 33 ‘with a cleft back, or an unusally big arse.’
96 pul, 1V ¢, 4; Hdl. 3; Sn.E. Gylf. (ed. Faulkes p. 14).
7 pul. 1V ¢, 4; Hjdlmp. 111 11.
8 pul. TV ¢, 3.
% pdis 2; Lex.Poet. 71 (cf. Herkja). It may also be translated as “the one with big ears’, see 4EW p. 66 and
R. Simek (1993), p. 50.
40 pul. YV h, 1; Haustl. 14; Olv. 1; Brm 1; Ls. 58; bdpr. 15.
M pyl. IV ¢, 1. See Terry Gunnell, The Origins of Drama in Scandinavia, (Cambridge: 1995) p. 160-178.
N2 pul, 1V ¢, 5; Egils. 3, 11.
W pul. Ve, 1.
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Herkja ‘dearth®*™

Jarnsaxa ‘iron-sword™" ">

Myririda ‘dark-rider™'®

Skadi ‘scathe’™’

4 bul. 1V ¢, 3; dnon. (XI1) C 36; Hard. 7.
15 byl 1V ¢, 3; Hyndl. 37.

416 bul. 1V ¢, 4; Hrbl. 20,

“1 Grm. 11; Hyndl. 30; Hal. 3; Bul. IV h, 1.
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