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PREFACE

The nine studies selected for publication in this volume were
written over a number of years, although nothing that has ap-
peared since 1962 is included. Various minor amendments have
been made, some references updated, and bibliographical and
other conventions normalized throughout, doubtless not with
perfect consistency. Postscripts have been added to five of the
papers, showing that in some cases I have revised my opinions
slightly.

Two of the articles were first published in Icelandic. ‘The
Cult of Odinn’ has been translated by me, ‘Dréttkvett and Irish
syllabic measures’ by Professor Gearéid Mac Eoin, to whom I am
most grateful, as I am also to Professor David Greene for re-
moving errors and suggesting improvements after the paper had
been put into English.

My thanks are also due to Mr P. Cahill who checked references
in papers V, VI, and VII, and to Mr M. P. Barnes who read a
proof of the whole book. Mr David Thomas, Honorary Member
of the Society, has given unstinting help in designing the book
and seeing it through the press. Professor Peter Foote has acted
as General Editor.

The proposal that I might publish such a collection of papers
in the Text Series first came from the Council of the Viking
Society. I welcome the opportunity and deeply appreciate the
honour the Society thus does me.

G. TURVILLE-PETRE
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I THE CULT OF OPINN IN ICELAND

HOSE who read the mythological and historical works

written in Iceland in the middle ages must be aware of some
discrepancy. When we read Snorri’s Edda, it is obvious that
Snorri considered Odinn the most powerful and foremost god
in the heathen hierarchy. According to Snorri, Odinn is supreme
among all the gods: ‘This Odinn with his brothers (Vili and V¢)
will be ruling heaven and earth.” Another name for Odinn is
Alfodr (Father of All): ‘He will live throughout all ages governing
all his dominions and ruling all things great and small.’

It is plain that when Snorri had these last sentences put on
parchment, he was working under the influence of Christian
conceptions of Almighty God and, for this reason, Odinn had
grown even more powerful in his eyes than he had ever been in
the eyes of heathens. When we turn to the Poetic Edda, which
was the chief source of Snorri’s Gylfaginning, we see the same
picture. Odinn dominates everything. The sibyl in the Voluspd
directs her words in the first place to Odinn; Odinn forces her to
tell her secrets. It was Odinn, with two lesser gods, who came
upon two lifeless tree-trunks and gave them gnd, making them
man and woman and thus ancestors of us all. We have to thank
Odinn for the most precious of gifts, the gift of poetry. Under the
name of Bplverkr (the Evil-doer), Odinn robbed the holy mead
from the fastness of the giants and brought it home to Asgardr.

But it is not enough to call Odinn the god of poetry; he is god
of all secret wisdom. While he hung for nine nights on the wind-
torn tree, Yggdrasill, as if it were a gibbet, he spied the runes;
he seized them and took them to himself. Odinn is master of
magic and he knows all the magic songs. He awakens a dead
sibyl and compels her to tell of the fate in store for Baldr. He
forces hanged men to talk to him, and thus he knows the secrets
of death. Odinn has other gifts besides these; he can stop a spear
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in flight by the glare of his eye alone and, when he chants under
the rims of the shields of his friends, they march to battle assured
of victory.

It is plain that Odinn was god of war and warriors. He was
patron and protector of the most renowned heroes, as is told time
and again in Heroic Sagas. Odinn chose the horse Grani for
Sigurdr and accompanied Sigurdr on his way to avenge his father.
Odinn counselled Sigurdr when he went to attack the dragon
Fafnir. In the same way, Haraldr War-tooth lived under the
protection of Odinn for a century and a half: ‘Such a spell was
cast on King Haraldr that no iron could cut him, and afterwards
he never bore a shield in battle, but yet no weapon got a hold on
him.’1

When at last these chosen heroes fell dead, it was not because
Odinn had deserted them, but rather because he loved them more
than others. He could not be without them in Valholl, where
they became Einherjar and passed their days in sports, even until
the Ragnargk. Then the dead heroes will march out of Valheil
in military formation to fight against the wolf at the side of Odinn.
We cannot know when this terrible day will come, but we know
this, that the grey wolf, Fenrir, is breaking his bonds, ready to
spring and fall upon us:

We cannot know for sure;
the grey wolf is glaring
on the dwellings of gods.?

Nearly all the sources which I have cited are preserved in Ice-
landic manuscripts alone. Scholars agree that many of them were
compiled or composed by Icelandic authors, e.g. Snorri’s Edda
and the Vpluspd. But it is probable that some of these sources

1 Sogubrot af Fornkonungum, ch. 4 (in C. af Petersens and E. Olson, Sogur
Danakonunga, 1919-25, 13). Saxo illustrates the relationship between Haraldr
and Odinn in his Gesta Danorum, Liber viI.

2 Ovist es at vita;
sér ulfr inn hosvi
4 sjot goda (from Eiriksmdl).
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derived from Norway. The Hdvamdl is, of course, compiled from
fragments of various poems, but most scholars would agree that
a great proportion of these poems originated in Norway in the
ninth and tenth centuries. We may regard it as certain that
similar conceptions of Odinn were dominant in Norway and in
Iceland in the tenth century, at least among certain classes.

Let us now turn to the so-called ‘historical’ sources, in which
everyday life of heathen Icelanders is described. I think chiefly
of the Sagas of Icelanders ([slendinga Spgur) and the Landndma-
bok, Historians of our time have cast doubts on the veracity of
the Sagas of Icelanders, and not without reason. Icelandic
scholars living today have shown that the aim of most authors of
sagas was artistic.? But this does not imply that Sagas of Ice-
landers are of no use as sources of history. The authors knew
more about the culture of their heathen forefathers than it is
possible for us to know. They drew on sources unknown to us,
forgotten poems, oral tales and older writings, compiled as early
as the twelfth century but now lost. It is, therefore, not presump-
tuous to assert that some sagas give a true picture of the civiliza-
tion of Iceland in the tenth century.

When we turn to the Landndmabdk, the foundations are more
secure. Jon Jéhannesson* and other Icelandic scholars have shown
that the book had very ancient origins, and that much of the
material in it was compiled already in the days of Ari the Wise,
only three or four generations after the Icelanders had adopted
Christianity.

What can we deduce from these historical sources about the
religious customs of the heathen Icelanders? The sources have
been studied by many specialists, both in Iceland and elsewhere.
I would mention the objective work Heidinn sidur & Islandi by
Olafur Briem (1945), for which many will be grateful. I must also
mention the chapters in that great work, Islenzk menning (1,

3 I have chiefly in mind many works by Sigurdur Nordal and Einar Ol.

Sveinsson.
4 See Gerdir Landndmabdkar (1941), esp. 203 ff.
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1942), in which Sigurdur Nordal considers the beliefs of the
ancient Icelanders from the point of view of a philosopher.

At first sight, it looks as if the gods hardly filled an important
place in the social life of the Icelanders in ancient times; besides
them there were many hidden forces, guardian spirits, such as
landvcettir and drmenn; there were elves and trolls. Jon J6hannes-
son argued in his fslendinga Sagas that belief in these lower beings
was older and more primitive than belief in the Zsir or other
gods. I would not wish to assert that this opinion is correct, but
we can safely say that the belief in the lower beings was con-
siderably more persistent than the belief in gods. Even today,
many people both in Iceland and other western lands believe in
fairies or ‘hidden people’, even in trolls and such-like elemental
beings. Belief in these lower beings is not inconsistent with
orthodox Christianity; it hardly concerns Christianity.

However that may be, it is plain when we read the Sagas of
Icelanders and the Landndmabdk attentively that the gods played
an important part in the lives of ancient Icelanders; they had
their place in the social order. We know that ‘temples’ were set
up in many parts of the country, and there can be no doubt that
one god or more was worshipped in each of them.

The author of a section of the Landndmabdk (Hauksbik,
ch. 268) included a chapter from the Law of Ulfljétr (Ulfljétslpg),
describing various practices observed in the chief temples. It
is said there, among other things:

An arm-ring, weighing two ‘ounces’ or more, must be kept in every chief
temple . . . Everyone who had to perform legal business in court must
first swear an oath on that ring and name his witnesses . . . ‘I call to
witness of this,” he must say, ‘that I swear an oath on the ring, a legally
binding oath. So help me Freyr and Njordr and the all-powerful
(abndttki) god that I shall prosecute this case or defend it, bear witness

or deliver judgment or sentence as I know to be most just, most true
and in closest accord with law.’

5 Islendinga Saga 1 (1956), 145.

6 Baugr, tvieyringr eda meiri, skyldi liggja i hverju hofudhofi . . . Hverr sa
madr, er par purfti logskil af hendi at leysa at démi, skyldi 48r €id vinna at peim
baugi ok nefna sér véitta . . . ‘Nefni ek { pat vetti,’ skyldi hann segja, ‘at ek vinn
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These precepts show that, under the heathen religion, at least
three gods were worshipped in Iceland and also that this worship
was established by law. People were obliged to invoke the Vanir,
Freyr, and his father Njordr and, besides these, the nameless
‘all-powerful’ god (dss).” Who can this one be?

Some mythologists have maintained that hinn almdttki dss
was Dbérr. I have also read an article by an Icelandic scholar, who
argues that he must be Ullr.? But, if this were the case, the oath
would be words alone when spoken by Icelanders, for they can
hardly have had clear ideas about the age-old god Ullr. I cannot
agree with this view, but will not discuss the problem at present.®

But yet other scholars, and among them the most eminent,
have stated without hesitation that the words hinn almdtthki dss
denoted Odinn.’® It is unthinkable, according to some, that
men would swear the most sacred of oaths, the oath on the holy
ring, without calling Odinn to witness. In the following pages I
shall attempt to decide whether this conclusion is right.

€id at baugi, logeid. Hjalpi mér sva Freyr ok Njordr ok hinn alméttki 4ss sem ek
mun své sok pessa scekja eda verja eda vitni bera eda kvidu eda déma sem ek veit
réttast ok sannast ok helzt at logum.’

7 Cf. J6n J6hannesson, fslendinga Saga, 1 146.

8 See Hermann Pélsson’s paper in Skérnir 130 (1956), 187~-92. The main evi-
dence for Hermann Péalsson’s view seems to be that, according to Atlakvida (32),
the king of the Huns swore an oath ‘on the ring of UllY’ (at hringi Ullar). It is
not impossible that in the eyes of some peoples at one time Ullr was the highest
of gods, but it appears that his cult was confined to limited areas, chiefly east
Norway and middle Sweden, where place-names containing the element Ull-
and Ullin- are preserved. It is clear that the cult of Ullr died out very early; see
N. Lid, Religionshistoria (Nordisk Kultur xxv1, 1942), 115 ff. The idea that Ullr
was the god of the oath on the ring has also occurred to others, e.g. G. Dumézil,
Mpythes et Dieux des Germains (1939), 30—40. Dumézil expresses himself very
cautiously and is, in general, undecided about this question.

9 I am also unable to agree with the opinion of Jakob J. Smiri, Skirnir 110
(1936), 161, who holds that hinn almdttki dss may be some mysterious, invisible
deity like hinn riki . . . sd er ¢llu redr, mentioned in Voluspd (text of Hauksbék).
The opinion of Jakob J. Smdri is based largely on observations of Andrew Lang
about religious beliefs of primitive tribes in Australia.

10 The scholar who has written best and most thoroughly from this point of
view is J. de Vries, Contributions to the Study of Othin (Folklore Fellows Com-
munications XxXx111, 2, No. 94, 1931), esp. 46 fI.; cf. also J. de Vries, Altg. Rel., 11
§ 441 and references there given; further Finnur Jénsson, Godafreedi Nordmanna
og Islendinga (1913), 43.
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To tell the truth, the sources hardly suggest that O8inn was
worshipped in Iceland. Scholars have supposed that Viga-
Glimr worshipped Odinn, but that is uncertain and must be left
undecided.’* On the other hand, we find ample evidence of the
worship of other gods in Icelandic sources, and especially of
the worship of Pérr. One of the most famous stories of the cult
of Pérr is the one about Pérélfr Mostrarskegg found in Land-
ndmabdk and Eyrbyggja Saga. Porolfr was a settler and his former
home was on the island of Mostr off the south-west coast of
Norway. According to Landndmabdk, Porolfr was a zealous sacri-
ficer and put his trust in Pérr; he went to Iceland because of the
tyranny of King Haraldr.

It is clear from this story that P6rélfr was a chieftain and land-
owner of south-western Norway. He had venerated Pérr in
his native land and had taken the cult of Pérr to Iceland, together
with the main pillars of his temple (pndvegissilur), on one of
which an image of Pérr was carved.

The temple which Pérélfr erected at Hofsstadir in western
Iceland must have been dedicated to Pérr, but it is not impossible
that people worshipped other gods besides Porr in that temple.
The Norwegian chieftain, P6rélfr, and his Icelandic descendants
looked on Pérr as their chief friend and patron (fulltrii).

There are many significant points in the story about Pérélfr,
but I would emphasize two of them. One is that P6rélfr was a
chieftain of western Norway, and the other that he fled from
Norway because of the tyranny of King Haraldr.

A number of Icelanders, and Greenlanders as well, worshipped
Poérr. It seems that, when the settlement of Iceland began, people
were very liberal about religious belief. Some thought that belief
in Pérr was not inconsistent with the Christian faith. We may
think of the story of Helgi the Lean, who believed in Christ, but
would yet invoke Pérr for voyages at sea and matters of great
moment. But when heathendom was drawing to its end, it seems
that Icelanders regarded Pérr as the guardian of the ancient

11 See Anne Holtsmark, Maal og Minne (1933), 111 fi.
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religion. It was Pérr who challenged the White Christ to a duel
and wrecked the ship of the German missionary, Pangbrandr.
bérr was the protector of our world (Midgardr) and, as it seems,
of the World of Gods (4sgardr) as well.

borr was not the only god who, according to story, was wor-
shipped by Icelanders. When men swore an oath on the holy
ring, they were obliged to invoke Freyr. Place-names, such as
Freysnes, Freysholar, might suggest that the cult of Freyr was
prominent in eastern Iceland, although evidence from sporadic
place-names may be suspect. Personal names, such as Freysteinn,
Freydis, must have been associated in some way with Freyr.
Another name for Freyr was Yngui, and personal names such as
Ingjaldr and Ingunn also provide evidence of the cult of Freyr in
certain families.

The cult of Freyr is described chiefly in three Sagas of Ice-
landers: in Gisla Saga, Viga-Glims Saga, Hrafnkels Saga, and,
to a lesser extent, in Brandkrossa Pdttr. It is obvious that the
authors of Gisla Saga and Viga-Glims Saga saw Freyr as a god of
fertility, as did Norwegians and Swedes. We may think of the
story of Porgrimr Freysgodi, who intended to hold an autumn
sacrifice at the ‘winter nights’, welcoming winter and offering
sacrifice to Freyr. After the death of Dorgrimr, there was an event
which was thought peculiar: snow never lay on the south-
western slope of Porgrimr’s howe, and it never froze. It was
understood in this way, that Porgrimr was so loved by Freyr
because of his sacrifices, that the god would not wish frost to
come between them. We may also remember Gisli’s verse as he
gazed at Porgrimr’s howe in winter, exclaiming in cryptic
(ofljdst) language that he saw shoots sprouting upon it.12

According to Viga-Glims Saga, Freyr is again god of fertility.
Near to his temple at Hripkelsstadir lay the fruitful cornfield
Vitazgjafi (the Certain Giver), upon which crops never failed.
The worship of Freyr also fills an important place in Hrafnkels

12 Teina sdk i tini
talgrims vinar falu . . .






