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Man, Drengr the Strong, Holdr the Farmer, Pegn Freeman,
Smidr Craftsman, Breidr the Broad, Béandi Yeoman, Bundin-
skeggi Trimbeard, Bai Housebolder, Boddi Farmbolder,
Brattskeggr High Beard and Seggr Goodfellow; and their
daughters Snét Good Wife, Brddr the Bride, Svanni the
Slender, Svarri the Proud, Sprakki the Fair, Flj6d Good
Woman, Sprund the Vain, Vif the Wife, Feima Bashful and
Ristill the Graceful. From all these are descended the race of
yeomen farmers.

But once more did the god Rigr pay a call, this time upon
Fadir and Mé8Bir (Father and Mother) in their castle-hall.
Father was winding strings for his hunting bow and making
speats, Mother was wearing a gay cap, a blue gown with
brooches on her breast and a broad train. A feast was set for
Rigr on a table covered with a cloth of bright embroidered
linen; there were thin loaves of white bread, well cooked meat
and game in silver dishes all washed down with goblets of
wine. Rigr did as formerly and went to bed between Father
and Mother for three nights: then he went away.

Nine months later Mother gave birth to a blond-haired
bright-cheeked baby with fierce proud eyes. They called him
Jarl the Earl and as he grew he spent his time with lances and
shields, bows and arrows; he learnt to ride horses, to handle a
sword, to hunt with hounds and to swim. Then Rigr came
striding back out of the grove and taught runes to Jarl, called
him after his own name Rigr, and claimed him for a son and
urged him to hold on to his heritage. '

Afterwards, Jarl rode through a dark forest over frosty fells
until he came to a hall. He fought and conquered. He ruled
over men. Then Jarl sent his messengers to Hersit (Lord) who
had a fair, slender-fingered daughter named Erna (Capable),
and the outcome was that Jarl married Erna. Their children
were Burt the Son, Barn the Child, J6d Youth, Adal Off
spring, Arfi Heir, Mogr Sonny, Nibr Descendant, Nidjungr
Cbip-of-the-old-block, Sonr Son, Sveinn Boy, Kundr Kins-
man, and King the Young.
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King the Young apparently assumes the mantle of Hiem-
dallr—as far as a mortal may be able. He learnt the use of magic
runes and eventually won the right to be called Rigr. But of his
particular exploits we know little or nothing, for the manu-
script (Codex Wormanius), is incomplete.

There is little more to be told of Heimdallr-Rigr at this time;
but it is convenient to turn to his enemy, his opposite and com-
plement, Loki.

265

4

LOKI STEALS SIF’S HAIR

ischief-maker and a thief. The
tal in the stealing of Idunn and
es has already been told; so has
ki’s stealing of Freya’s necklace
> the robbery of the long golden
tresses of Sif the wife of Thor. This story has probably led to the
slanderous rumours coupling | Loki’s name with Sif: for in-
stance Hirbardr taunts Thor with these words? “Sif has a lover
at home: go and have a crack at him—you’d be using your
beef to good purpose then!”” And Loki himself says meaningly
to Sif} “Well, I know one at least who went where Thor should
have been.”

Loki was well known as a m
story of how he was instrumen
how he himself stole her appl
what remains of the tale of Lo
Brisingamen. Now we come t

This then is the story of the s
in which the gods turned it t
Skdldskaparmil XXXV to ex
called “Sif’s hair”:

“Out of a spirit of mischief
Sif until she was bald as a coo
seized Loki and went the right
body until he promised he we

tealing of Sif ’s hair and the way
0 good. It is told by Snorri in
plain why gold is sometimes

[, Loki Laufeyjarson had shorn
t. When Thor got to know, he
way to break every bone in his
suld so work it with the Dark

Elves as to get them to make for Sif a head of hair out of gold

which would proceed to gro
T Hirb. 47.
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journeyed to those dwafs called the Sons of Ivaldi and they
made the hair and in addition the ship Skidbladnir and the
spear Gungnir which came into the possession of Odin.

Then Loki wagered his head with the dwarf named
Brokkr that his brother dwarf Sindri could not make three
treasures equal in worth to these others. When they went into
the smithy, Sindri laid a pigskin on the coals and ordered his
brother Brokkr to blow the bellows and not to leave off blow-
ing until he had taken that out of the fire which before he had
put on. Thereupon Sindri left the smithy but as Brokkr
pumped, a fly settled on the back of his hand and bit him: but
he continued to blow as before until the smith came and with-
drew from the glowing coals a boar with bristles of gold.

Next, Sindri placed some gold in the fire and told Brokkr
to blow the bellows and not leave off blowing until he came
back. He went away: and a fly came and settled on Brokkr’s
neck and bit him half as hard again as before. But still he con-
tinued pumping until the smith pulled out of the fire that golden
ring which is called Draupnir.

Lastly, he laid iron on the hot coals ordering Brokkr to
blow and remarking that everything would be spoilt if he
stopped. At once a cleg alighted between his eyes and stung his
eyelid until the blood dripped down into his eye and he couldn’t
sce. He made a grab at the fly as fast as he could when the
bellows sank down and swiped the beast off him just as the
smith returned to observe that it would be a near go but that
what was in the fire would be ruined. Sindti took out of the
coals a hammer.

He placed all the treasures into his brother Brokkr’s hands
and told him to go to Asgard to get the wager settled. When
Brokkr and Loki displayed their treasures, the ZEsir sat on their
judgement stools and the decision was to rest with Odin, Thor
and Frey.

Loki gave the spear Gungnir to Odin; he gave the hair
which Sif was to have to Thor; and to Frey he presented the
ship Skidbladnir. He explained the properties of all the
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treasures which were these: the spear would never stop in its
lunge, the hair would grow to the flesh once it reached Sif’s
head, and as for Skidbladnir, she should have a favourable
wind as soon as the sail was hoisted to go wherever it was
desired, but she could be folded up like a handkerchief and
carried in the pocket if one wished.

Then Brokkr brought forward his treasures. He gave the -
ring to Odin, saying that every ninth night eight other rings
equally precious would drop from it. To Frey he gave the boar
saying it would run over air and sea, night or day, better than
any horse, nor would it ever be so dark either at the dead of
night or in the worlds of darkness that the boar wouldn’t have
enough light to see by wherever he went, his bristles sparkled so.
Then he gave Thor the hammer and said he could smite with
it as hard as he wanted at whatever was before him and the
hammer would never fail, moreover once he had thrown it the
hammer would never miss, nor would its flight be so long but
it would return to his hand if he wished: lastly it was so small
he could carry it inside his shirt. There was one blemish, the
handle was a bit on the short side.

The gods pronounced judgement that the hammer was
best of all those treasures and the finest defence against the frost
giants; and they gave their verdict that the dwarf had won the
wager. At that, Loki offered to redeem his head but the dwarf
said, no, that was not what he expected. ‘Catch me then!’
cries Loki; and when the dwarf wanted to capture him he was
well out of the way. Loki owned those shoes which enabled
him to run on sky and sea. Then the dwarf prayed Thor to
corner him, and he did so, when the dwarf would have
chopped off his head; but Loki yammered that he should have
the head but not the neck.

So the dwarf took a thong and a pointed knife intending to
pierce holes in Loki’s lips and stitch up his mouth: but the
knife just wouldn’t go through. He said it would have been
better had his brother’s awl been there, and no sooner said than
done—there was the awl, and it pierced the lips. He sewed up
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the mouth, though Loki tore the thong from the lace holes.
This thong by which Loki’s lips were fastened together is
called Vartari.”

But the one story connected with Loki which will ever be
remembered by gods and men, is that which caused the death
of Balder the Beautiful and brought about the Doom of the
Gods. Because the story is really part of the events leading up
to the Ragnarsk it will be best told in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER X

Ragnarok

As T have argued before in Chapter IV, the god Balder is
strongly linked to the cult of the “Lord” which Aourished in
Asia Minor and the Eastern Mediterranean. His bloody death
and descent to hel to remain in the keeping of Hel the ruler of
the underworld is paralleled in the Greek myth of A donis. And
the Northern myth-makers embodied the story of Balder in
the myth of the Doom of the Gods, and his return from the
underworld is not a yearly one like that of Adonis, but must
wait until the old order has been destroyed and a new one
arises: then does Balder come back. :

Balder is the first of the gods to experience death and his
baleful dreams were held to be a forewarning of his death and
indeed of the beginning of the chain of events which were to
lead to the Ragnarck.

I

BALDER’S DREAMS

The Verse Edda poem Baldrs Draymar (Balder's Dreams) says
that the gods and goddesses held 2 council to discover why
Balder had had baleful dreams. The poem does not say what
the dreams were, though we might have guessed had we not
been given the information in another source: Saxo (III, 77)
says that in the night “Proserpine was seen to stand by him in a
vision, and to promise that on the morrow he should have her
embrace. The boding of the dream was not idle; for when three
days had passed, Balder perished from the excessive torture of
his wound . .. ””. The fact that the Queen of the Underworld

(whether called Proserpine or Hel) was to “embrace” Balder is
269
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an additional proof of the god’s connection with the Adonis
myth.

‘According to Baldts Draumar, the outcome of the Asir’s
deliberations is that Odin is despatched to the eastern gate of
hel to exorcise a vilva or seeress. He saddles Sleipnir and rides
ever down “to Niflhel deep” past the growling hound until he
comes to the vilva’s grave. Odin utters charms and raises the
dead. The vilva asks what person it is who has dragged her
from the grave? Odin gives a false name, saying he is Vegtamr
Valtamssont (Wanderer son of Battler), and enquires for whom
are the tables laid and the benches spread in hel? The vélva says
that the mead is brewed and the drink sparkles for Balder: she
entreats her questioner to allow her to sink back to death.

Odin wants still more information: “Who will be Balder’s
murderer?” he asks, and the vilva replies, “Hodr will carry the
far-famed branch. He will kill Balder. Unwillingly, I have
spoken; now I would be quiet.”

“Not yet!” cries Odin, “Tell me who shall avenge Balder?”

“Rindr bears Vili to Odin in Vestrsalir (the Western Halls).
He shall neither wash his hands nor comb his hair until he
brings Balder’s slayer to the funeral fire. Now let me go!”

“No!” cries Odin, “tell me who are the maidens who then
shall weep and toss the sails up to heaven?”

At this question the vlva realises that her questioner sees into
the future as well as she and can be none other than Odin.
“You are not Vegtamr!” she cries. “Nor are you a vilva,” says
Odin, “but rather the mother of three giants!” The three giants
most likely to be in Odin’s thoughts are Fenriswulf, Jormun-
gandr and Hel, and if this is the case then the vélva is none other
than their mother Angrboda. Whoever she is, she finishes by
saying “Ride home Odin in your pride. No man shall seek me
again till Loki is set free from his bonds and the Destroyers ride
to the Ragnarsk”.

Much the same story is contained in stanzas 31-33 of Viluspd
where the vélva says she saw the destiny of Odin’s son Balder,
the bleeding god. She saw the mistletoe full grown in strength.
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A shaft from the tree was shot by Ho0r. Balder lay dead but
Odin’s son (V4ili) avenged his brother before ever he washed
his hands or combed his-hair; in fact, before he was one night
old. Only Frigg (who could see into the future) wept sorely in
Fensalir for Valhalla’s need. Further, the vilva saw Loki lying
bound, with his wife Sigyn staying at his side.

Snotri gives a connected and most moving account of the
events of Balder’s death.

2

THE DEATH OF BALDER

“Now I must tell yout of events which to the gods seemed
most ominous. It all began like this: Balder the Good dreamed
premonitory dreams touching the safety of his life. When he
told the gods his dreams they pooled their suggestions and it
was decided to seek protection for Balder from every conceiv-
able kind of hurt; and to this end Frigg exacted oaths from fire
and water, iron and every sort of metal, stones, earth, trees,
diseases, beasts, birds, poisons and serpents that they would
never harm Balder. And when all this had been seen to, it be-
came a sport and a pastime at their meetings for him to stand
up as an Aunt Sally while all the others either shot at him or
cut and thrust or merely threw stones. No matter what they did,
he never took the slightest harm, which seemed to everybody
the best of good sport.

Loki Laufeyjarson saw all this and liked it the worse when
Balder was never injured. Disguised as an old crone, he went
to see Frigg at Fensalir. Frigg asked the old woman if she knew
what the gods were doing at their meeting today? She said they
were all shooting at Balder without hurting him a bit. Frigg
explained, ‘Neither weapon nor wand will ever wound Balder,
I have their given word—all of them.” The old crone croaked,
‘Do you mean to say every single thing has given its oath to

+ Gylf. XLIX.
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protect Balder from harm?’ ‘As a matter of fact,’” Frigg said,
‘there is one young sprout growing in a wood over to the West
of Valhalla (they call it Mistletoe) far too immature for me to
ask it to swear oaths.’

The ‘old crone’ turned on ‘her’ heel at once, but Loki cut
the mistletoe down and took it with him to the meeting. H50r
stood away on the edge of the ring of gods because he was blind.
Loki whispered to him, “Why aren’t you shooting at Balder?’
and he replied, ‘Because I can’t see where he is; and another
thing—TI have nothing to throw.” Then said Loki, ‘Do as the
others are doing and show honour to Balder as they do. T'll
guide you to where he is standing: here, pitch this shaft at him.’

Ho0r took the mistletoe and threw it at Balder just as Loki
told him. The shaft fAew full at him and he fell down dead to
the ground—the cruelest tragedy that ever happened to gods
and men.

As soon as Balder dropped, the gods were dumb-struck and
their limbs went weak as water and they looked the one at the
other with but a single thought in their heads ‘who did this
shameful thing’? which no one could ever avenge. They
thought they had taken every precaution. And when at last the
gods did find their voices the first sounds they made were wails
of affliction, nor could one address the other for the distress
within his throat. Even so, Odin had the bitterest grief to bear
since his knowledge was the keener of how portentous to the
gods was the slaying and loss of Balder.

When the gods had composed themselves a little, Frigg
spoke up, “Who is there’, she asked, ‘on our side who will earn
the love and dying gratitude of all the gods by riding down the
road to hel and trying to find the ghost of Balder, who will ask
the ransom Hel desires—provided she is willing to allow
Balder to come back home to Asgard?’

He who is called Hermédr the Swift, a son of Odin, said
he was ready to go.

Then Odin’s horse Sleipnir was led from the stables;
Herm60r strode into the saddle and galloped away.
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The gods lifted up Balder’s corpse and carried it down to
the sea shore. Balder’s ship was called Hringhorni. This was
the greatest of all vessels which the gods were about to launch,
and amidships they built Balder’s funeral pyre, only to find
they were unable to budge the boat. So they sent into Giant-
land for a giantess called Hyrrokkin who came astride a wolf
with a viper for a bridle. As she lept off her steed, Odin
shouted up four berserkers to manage the brute, which they
were quite unable to control until they stunned it. Hyrrokkin
stepped up to the ship’s prow and heaved it ahead at the first
short, sharp shove, so that the sparks feathered up from the
rollers and the ground trembled. Thor was suddenly enraged
and flew to his hammer intending to smash open her skull; but
the gods pacified him for her sake. Then Balder’s body was
carried out on to the ship, and when his wife, Nanna the
daughter of Nep, saw it she cried out in her grief and anguish;
she was born in the fire and she perished in the fire. Thor then
stepped in front and blessed the pyre with Mullicrusher, and at
the same time a dwarf named Litr ran in under his feet; Thor
lunged at him savagely with his toe, flinging him into the
midst of the blaze and he burned to death.

All manner of people gathered for the burning: first, let me
mention Odin, and with him Frigg and his Valkyries and his
ravens; Frey, and drawing his chariot the two boars called
Goldenbristles and Tearingtusks; Heimdallr riding his horse
Goldtopping; Freya with her cats; then thronged a great host
of frost giants and hill trolls. Odin flung into the fire his gold
ting called Draupnir the Dropper: it had a supernatural power
in that every ninth night there dropped from it eight other such
rings of equal weight. Balder’s horse in full harness had already
been laid on the pyre.

But to speak now of Hermé60r: he rode nine days and nights
down ravines ever-darker and deeper, meeting no one, until he
came to the banks of the river Gjéll which he followed as far as
the Gjoll Bridge: this bridge is roofed with burning gold.
Médgudr is the maiden’s name who guards the bridge. She
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asked him his name or lineage, saying only the day before five
droves of dead men had passed over the bridge ‘but the bridge
echoed less under them than thee. Anyway, you haven’t the
pallor of a dead man: why are you riding down the Hel Way?’

He replied, ‘I ride to hel to seek out Balder. You don’t
happen to have set eyes on Balder on the road to hel?’

She said Balder had already ridden over Gjéll Bridge ‘and
the road to hel lies down still and to the north’.

Hermédr galloped on until he came to Hel Gate Bars,
where he stepped down from his horse and tightened the girths.
He mounted again and plunged his spurs into the animal’s
flanks. The stallion lept so high there was plenty of twilight
between him and the bars. And Hermédr rode on to the hall of
Hel where he got down and went in to see his brother Balder
sitting on a throne. Hermé0r stayed with him that night.

Next morning Herm6dr begged Hel to let Balder ride back
home with him and went on to tell how greatly the gods were
grieving. Hel said it would soon be put to the test that Balder
was so beloved by all ‘as they make out: if every single creature
up in heaven, dead or alive, really mourns him then he shall be
restored to the gods. He stays with Hel if but one alone speaks
against him or refuses to mourn’.

Hermédr stood up and Balder saw him outside and he
pulled off the ring Draupnir and sent it back to Odin for a
memento, while Nanna sent some linen and many other gifts to
Frigg, and to Fulla a golden ring.

Then rode Hermédr back to Asgard and related all his
news, everything he had seen and everything he had heard.

At once, the gods sent messengers to every corner of heaven
asking all to weep Balder un-dead, and everything did so, both
men and beasts, earth, stones, trees, and every metal (you must
have noticed how these things weep as soon as they come out of
the frost into the heat). When at last the messengers came home,
having pursued their errand diligently, they passed a cave where
an old witch was crouching. Her name was Pékk and they
asked her to mourn for Balder, but she chanted:
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pekk must drop
only dry tears
for the beautiful Balder’s burial:
living or dead
I loved not the churl’s son;
let Hel hold what she has!

Everybody guessed that this must have been Loki Laufeyjarson
who had done so much evil among the gods.”

3

THE BINDING OF LOKI

“When the gods flew into a blind rage with Lokit (as was to
be expected) he bounded away and lighted on a certain moun-
tain and there built himself a house with four doots to see out
in every direction. Frequently during the daytime he assumed
the shape of a salmon and haunted the waterfall called Fri-
nangr the Gleaming Water. He pondered to himself what plan
the gods would likely employ to catch him at the waterfall; and
when he sat in the house he took some linen yarn and knotted
it into the shape we have come to know as a fishing net; and
the fire burned before him as he worked. He saw in the embers
that the gods would make short work of him, for Odin had
already seen from Hlidskjalf where he was. In a second he had
jumped up and into the river, casting his net from him into the
fire as he went. The gods blarged up to the door and the first to
enter was the one who is wisest of all, called Kvasir; when he
saw the fire webbed with white ash where the net had burnt he
realised it had been a trap to catch fish and he told the gods so.
Straightaway, they set about making themselves a net to the
pattern of the ashes of Loki’s old one. As soon as it was made,
the gods hurried to the river and cast the net into the waterfall:
Thor held one end and all the gods the other and thus they
dragged it. But Loki flashed in front and hung at the bottom

T Gylf. L.
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between two stones. They hauled the net towards him and
knew from the disturbance that he was in front of them. A
second time they went up to the waterfall and cast out the net,
having bound it to something so heavy that nothing should be
able to pass underneath it. Loki swam in front of the net and
when he saw it was only a short stretch to the sea he lept back
over the edge of the net and ran up the waterfall. The gods saw
where he went and followed to the fall, dividing their party into
two groups, one on either bank, while Thor waded behind in
mid-stream. They went like this again towards the sea. Now
Loki had a choice of two things: his life would be in deadly
peril if he fled out to sca, or he could risk diving over the net
again; and that’s what he did.

Like a Aash he dove over the edge cord.

Thor grabbled after him and caught him, but allowed him
to slip through his fingers as far as his tail, which he gripped
hard (and which incidentally, is the reason why to this day the
salmon taper down behind). Loki was now captured uncon-
ditionally and lugged off to a cavern.

The gods got hold of three rocks, set them on edge and
split a wedge out of each. They then captured Loki’s sons Vili
and Nari (or Narfi); Vili they charmed into the shape of a
wolf and he ripped his own brother Nari to pieces; next the
gods extracted his entrails to bind Loki with over the three
rocks standing on edge: one stood under his shoulders, the
second under his loins and the third under the hollow of his
knees. He was then bolted in with iron. Lastly, Skadi got a
poisonous snake and prisoned it above him in such a way as to
let the venom drop from the snake into his open face. But
Sigyn, Loki’s wife, always stands beside him holding 2 basin
under the drops. When the basin is full to overflowing she
hutries to pour away the poison, and meanwhile the venom
drips on to his face, which throws him into a convulsion so
terrific that all the earth trembles (that’s what we call earth-
quakes).

And there he lies in bonds until the Twilight of the Gods.”
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4
THE RAGNAROK

“The details of the Ragnarsk are many and terrible, t and first
that the Winter shall come which is called the Monstrous
Winter, when blizzards shall drive from every quarter, frosts
shall be iron-hard and winds sharp, nor shall the sun afford
respite. These winters shall come three in a row with no sum-
mer between. But to work up to that there shall be three other
winters in which the whole world shall be embroiled in war.
For sordid greed, brother shall slay brother; neither father nor
son shall show each other mercy in slaughter and fornication.
Just as it says in The Spaewife’s Song:

Brother fights with brother,

they butcher each other;
daughters and sons
incestuously mix;

man is a plaything

of mighty whoredoms; -
an axe-time, sword-time,
shields shall be split;

a wind-age, a wolf-age,

before the World ends.

Then comes that to pass which is awesome news: the Wolf
swallows the Sun. Men shall think that a mighty disaster. The
other Wolf shall take the Moon at one bite, an irreparable loss;
while the stars shall turn from their steadings in heaven. The
next news is that the earth and the mountains shake, woods are
torn up by the roots, crags crack from top to bottom and all
fetters and bonds are smashed and split. Thereupon, the Wolf
Fenrir breaks loose, and a great bore of waters inundates the
land as, in a gigantic fury, the World Serpent buckles and
boils up out of the sea! Then it comes to pass that the vessel

+ Gyl LL
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called Naglfar slips her moorings. That ship is built of the
nails of dead men, so here’s a warning that if a man dies with
his nails unshorn he is adding greatly to the materials for
Naglfar (a thing both gods and men would be slow to do). At
any rate, poised on this almighty billow shoots forth Naglfar.
The Fenris Wolf gallops with his jaws agape, his lower fangs
raking the earth, his upper scraping heaven, and wider yet
would he yawn wete there room enough: flames are sprouting
from his eyes and nostrils. The World Serpent blows such
clouds of poison that he sprinkles all the earth and sky: he
would make your blood run cold as he comes on the other side
of the Wolf.

At the height of the clangour the heavens split asunder and
through the rift ride Mdspell’s Sons. Surtr rides first, flinging
fire before him and after him both, in his fist the supreme sword
more dazzling than the sun. And when they gallop up over
Bifrést, the bridge crumbles behind them as was foretold. All
the hosts of Mispell plough steadily on to the plain called
Vigridr to meet with Fenrir the Wolf and the World Serpent.
There too come Loki and Hrymr who leads all the Frost
Giants, while Loki’s followers are the Sons of Hel; and the
Children of Mispell form an army on their own—a blazing
host! The Valley Vigridr is a hundred leagues wide and a
hundred leagues broad.

‘When this comes to pass, Heimdallr stands forth and blows
lustily on Gjallarhorn to turn out all the gods, who fall in to-
gether. Then Odin rides to Mimir’s Well to seek advice for
himself and his people. Yggdrasill the World Ash begins to
tremble; no corner of heaven or earth but is seized with terror.
The gods and the Einherjar do on their battle harness and march
to the field. Odin is riding at their head wearing his golden
helmet and a sparkling war coat, and porting his spear called
Gungpnir. He charges full tilt at Fenrir the Wolf with Thor by
his side but unable to help him, for he has enough on his hands
to fight with the Serpent of the World. Frey and Surtr attack

cach other, when a violent conflict ensues before Frey is slain:
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he had sealed his own death warrant when he gave his incom-
parable sword to his servant Skirnir.

Now the hel hound Garmr, who was chained by the
Bottomless Pit, at last breaks free, a fearsome monster. He
savages Tyr and each of them slays the other. Thor carries
death to the Serpent of the World, but staggers away a mere
nine steps: then he himself sinks down dead to the carth en-
veloped in the poison mist the Serpent blew upon him. The
Wolf gorges Odin: that is how he dies, but at once Vidarr
flies forward and plants one foot inside the Wolf’s lower jaw.
(On that foot he wears the boot which has been in the making
since time first began, cobbled from the snippets of leather
which men carve from the toes and heels of their footgear; and
for that reason men who wish in their hearts to come to the help
of the gods ought to cast away those same pieces). In his fists he
grips the Wolf’s upper jaw and so rips asunder his maw: and
that is how the Wolf dies. But at last Surtr pitches flame over
the earth and burns up the whole of heaven. This is the account
of it according to The Spaewife’s Song:t

Shrilly shrieks the horn =
of Heimdallr up the sky;
Odin whispers
with the head of Mim;
Yggdrasill wavers,
the long-standing World Ash,

T Vil 45 fF.
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the old tree judders
and the giant is set free.

What's up with the Asir?
What with the Elves?
All Giantland is groaning,
the gods rush to the Thing;
the dwellers in the crags
the dwarfs are moaning
by their doors of stone.
What more will you divine?

From the east sweeps Hrymr

with his shield shoved high;
the Serpent rolls
into a giant’s rage

beating up the billows;

while the bronze-beaked eagle
screams slitting corpses;
and Naglfar sets sail.

From the north a ship sails
with the sons of Hel, T
drinking the spray
Loki steers away:
there row the race of monsters
with all their men,
also in the boat
is the brother of Byleistr.

From the south drives Surtr

with the scourge of forests; §
the sun of the battle-gods
blazes from his sword;

+ MS. has “From the east a ship sails with Muspell’s sons” but according to
Snorri Mispell’s sons ride over the Rainbow Bridge while Loki brings the
children of Hel in a boat (as the rest of the stanza bears out).

4 A kenning for fire.
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crag peaks crash as

the kobolds scuttle;
corpses tramp the hel-way
and heaven cracks.

Then strikes Hlin
her second great sorrow
when Odin fares
to fight with the Wolf;
and Beli’s bright slayer
to battle with Surtr:
the loved one of Frigg
is doomed to fall.

Flies Odin’s son
to fight with the Wolf,
Vidarr bores at
the catrion beast:
with the point of his sword
he pierces the heart
of the monster’s son:
his sire is avenged.

The glorious heir
of H168yn goes
valiant to death
by the venom of the Serpent;
all men everywhere
must abandon their hearths
when Midgard’s defender
falls in exhaustion.

The sun grows dark,

earth sinks under sea;
from their steadings in heaven
the bright stars turn;

1 Hifn is Frigg and her first “great sorrow” was caused by the death of her
son Balder.
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fire and reek burl

upwards and break
with hazy heat
against heaven itself'

Such is the myth of the Doom of the Divine Powers called
in Icelandic Ragnarsk. Since in the Gylfaginning this is the only
occasion when Snorti quotes a Verse Edda poem at great length
(nine consecutive stanzas and one additional one) it is obvious
that he considered his source to be excellent. But there are
discrepancies (some most important) between Snorri’s prose
account of the Ragnarok and the account which he quotes
from Viluspd. If, however, Snorri has to hand additional
sources which he considered as good as, or better than Véluspd
in some details, then it is certain that he would have made use
of them. We ought now to try to find answets to two questions:
in what do Snorri and Véluspd differ regarding their expositions
of the Ragnardk, and are there confirmatory sources for any
different or additional information which Snorri gives? And
perhaps first one ought to make the point that though Viluspd is
the gem of the eddaic canon, is three hundred years older than
Snorti’s work and (whether produced in Iceland or not) was
composed some fifty years before Iceland was converted, never-
theless the poem is not to be regarded as an infallible pagan
mythic source. In fact, there are variations from general mythic
belief within Voluspd itself, and not insignificant ones: for
example, stanza 39 speaks of the wolf who is to steal the moon
from the sky, but the wolf who is to swallow thé sun is for-
gotten; instead, the next stanza says “the sunshine grows dark”
svért verda sélskin, an idea repeated in 59 “the sun grows dark,
earth sinks under sea; from their steadings in heaven the bright
stars turn...”. This picture of Viluspd’s is more nearly
paralleled in Christian writ than in any other pagan source, as
in Revelations VI 12-14 “(The Lamb) broke the sixth seal;
and with that there was a great earthquake, and the sun grew
dark as sackcloth, and the whole moon blood-red; the stars of
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heaven fell to earth, like unripe fruit shaken from a fig-tree,
when a high wind rocks it; the sky folded up like a scroll, and
disappeared; no mountain, no island, but was removed from
its place . . . .83 Snorri, of course, sticks to his story of the two
wolves Hati and Skoll who swallow the moon and the sun and
he is borne out by Grimnismal 40, and 21 where the kenning
Pijéovitnis fiskr “Mighty “Wolf’s fish” is used of the sun, and
again by Vafprionismdl 46 although here the sun swallower is
called Fenrir. In the face of this evidence we must believe that
Snorri is reporting the true pagan tradition.

Again, Snorri has the story of the Thickmost Shoe which
Odin’s son Vidarr wears on the foot which he plants in
Fenrir’s bottom jaw when he avenges his father by tearing the
Wolf’s gob apart: but Viluspd tells nothing of the shoe and
says Vidarr stabs the Wolf to the heart. Once more Snorri is
supported by Vafpridnismdl 53 “the wolf shall swallow the
Father of Men, a deed which Vidarr will avenge in the fight
when he rends those terrible jaws apart”. As a matter of fact
Viluspd does not say that the Wolf swallows Odin but that
“Hlin’s (i.e. Frigg’s) second sorrow comes when Odin
advances to fight the Wolf””. Other important omissions by the
author of Viluspd are the fact that the hel-hound Garmr de-
spatches the god Tyr; and the breaking of the Rainbow Bridge
Bifrst or Bilrést under the hooves of the Sons of Muspell (sup-
ported by Fifuismdl 15). Both Snorri and Viluspd forget to men-
tion that Heimdallr and Loki kill each other. Viluspd does not
remember to muster the Einherjar.

Viluspd presents the only connected account of the Ragnarsk
to be found among the pieces of the Verse Edda, and for that
reason, and because Snorri made such use of it for his own
account, we might have suspected that this wild tale of the
doom of the gods was mainly a creation of the Véluspd poet.
But since, as I have indicated, Snorri puts forward additional
information and different (some radically different) versions of
episodes, we may rest assured that this story was widely current
among Northmen of Norway and Iceland (if not Denmark
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